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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    It was her wedding day and she'd be more enthusiastic if she was getting ready to jump off the Hoover Dam. At least if she did that, she'd know exactly what was waiting for her at the end: death. 
 
    But with this...with this, there was only uncertainty. 
 
    And more than a little fear. 
 
    Natalie Kenney pulled in a deep breath and pressed the palm of one hand flat against her stomach to calm the nerves threatening to turn her entire body inside out. She'd use both hands if she could, but her left hand was tightly fisted around the small bouquet of flowers the groom had thrust at her ten minutes ago. 
 
    Roses. Vibrant red roses, the color deep and rich against the pale skin stretched across her tight knuckles. If she squeezed the bouquet any tighter, the stems would break—if they hadn't already. 
 
    She didn't even like roses. Not that the groom would know that. How could he, when he didn't know her? They weren't total strangers—he was her friend's brother. A friend she hadn't seen since she was sixteen, almost nine years ago, but still...that counted for something, right? The fact that he wasn't a total stranger. The fact that she at least knew him.  
 
    A little bit. 
 
    Kind of. 
 
    And he had recognized her last night when they ran into each other—literally, because she'd been hurrying through the marble-floored lobby when she plowed right into him. He'd caught her, steadying her with firm hands, the skin of his palms callused and warm and somehow reassuring in spite of the flash of annoyance that crossed his face. His brown eyes had been carefully blank, almost cold, for a long minute as he stared at her. Then he dropped his hands and stepped back, his head tilted to the side as he studied her. She knew exactly when he recognized her—at least when he thought he might recognize her. Not because of any flare of recognition that lit his face, but because he came right out and asked if he knew her. 
 
    He had invited her to the bar for a drink, which turned into five, which made Natalie spill her entire life story, every single woe and regret and sorrow and failure that had made up the last pathetic five years. The story ended with the vaguest retelling of the lowest of low points in her life: the catastrophe that had left her stranded in a city unforgiving of mistakes. 
 
    He had leaned in closer, so of course she leaned toward him, thinking that maybe he was getting ready to kiss her because suddenly the thought of being kissed by him filled her with more than a few sparks of excitement. He was attractive, with jet black hair and a square jaw and a full mouth. More rugged than handsome. Natalie had thought he was cute the few times she'd seen him all those years ago, too. Not crush-worthy cute—he was too aloof and arrogant even back then, too wrapped up in hockey and whatever else drove him—but still cute. And kissing him—being kissed by him—suddenly seemed like the perfect way to turn what had been a totally crappy week around. 
 
    Only he hadn't kissed her. Instead, he leaned in, his deep voice a little rough, and said, "Let's get married." 
 
    Let's get married. 
 
    And like the impulsive fool she was, Natalie had accepted the lifeline he'd thrown her and agreed to the insane proposal. 
 
    Now here they were eighteen hours later, at one of the many chapels that lined the Vegas strip, ready to commit themselves in matrimony.  
 
    Commit. Somehow that word seemed appropriate. The only thing more appropriate would be if they were in a padded room instead of this quaint and nowhere-near-as-tacky-as-she-expected little chapel. Because they had to be crazy for doing this, right?  
 
    She glanced over at the groom-to-be, his brows lowered over dark eyes as he reviewed the different vows they could say to each other. The blunt end of one long finger finally tapped the small booklet as he nodded. 
 
    "We can do this one." He seemed to finally remember that she was standing there with him because he looked over, that frown still in place. "If you're okay with it, I mean." 
 
    Natalie didn't bother to look at whatever he was pointing to—she wouldn't have been able to read the words anyway, not with the way her mind was reeling. She just nodded and offered her soon-to-be-husband a quivering smile. 
 
    "Sure. That's fine. Whatever you want." 
 
    His dark gaze slid from hers to the minister. "We'll do this one." 
 
    The man nodded. Was he really a minister? A Justice of the Peace? Something else? She didn't know and figured it was safe to call him a minister. No matter what title he went by, he was just a regular guy, not someone dressed in an Elvis costume, thank you very much. He moved the book out of the way then motioned for the two of them to follow him to the front of the room. 
 
    Natalie took two steps and tripped, felt a warm hand close around her bare arm to steady her. She almost pulled her arm from the groom's grip, stopped herself at the last second. He was only trying to help. Not just by steadying her so she didn't face-plant on the thick runner, but by marrying her. 
 
    Marrying. 
 
    Her. 
 
    And oh God, were they really going to do this?  
 
    Yes, they were. 
 
    She almost spun around and took off running. Almost. But running wouldn't solve anything—if it did, she wouldn't be in this predicament now. If it did, she wouldn't be here, getting ready to commit herself in marriage. 
 
    Getting ready to commit herself, period. 
 
    Instead of listening to every screaming instinct and running for the door, she offered the groom a quick smile and let him walk her down the short aisle. There were no attendants, no friends to act as witness. It was just the minister, his assistant, and the two of them. 
 
    Natalie was faintly aware of some music playing in the background. Maybe it had been playing the entire time and she only now just noticed it. Or maybe it had started when she and the groom began their walk across the small room. She didn't know, realized she probably shouldn't care. This wasn't anything special. Certainly nothing she'd tell her kids or grandkids about because there wouldn't be kids or grandkids, because this wasn't a real wedding or a real marriage. No, she shouldn't care about the music. And normally she wouldn't care, except it gave her something to focus on instead of her rolling stomach.  
 
    At least, until the music abruptly stopped and the minister started talking. None of the words made sense, not until the older man looked at her with an expectant smile and an encouraging nod before turning to the groom and asking for the rings.  
 
    Heat filled Natalie's face when she realized they didn't have rings. Why would they, when this wedding wasn't real? When nothing about this was real? She started to say that but the groom was already reaching into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. He pulled out a black velvet box and opened it before passing it to the minister. Natalie had just enough time to register the bright light glinting off matching silver and gold bands before the minister looked at her with a soft smile.  
 
    "I just need you to repeat after me." 
 
    Natalie blinked, her mind scrambling to catch up with what was going on. Repeat? Why would she need to— 
 
    Oh. Their vows. Yes, of course. She forced a wobbling smile to her face, nodded at the minister, then turned to face the groom. 
 
    He stood there, tall and stoic. Dark hair. Broad shoulders. Wide chest. The dark suit fit him perfectly, tailored for his build. It wasn't the suit that held her enthralled, though—it was his eyes. Deep. Intense.  
 
    And totally focused on her, like he could see past every single lie she'd ever told, straight down to the frightened little girl she'd always been and always would be. 
 
    Benjamin Leach. 
 
    Her soon-to-be-husband.  
 
    She almost did turn around and run away right then and there, would have if not for the steady hand that held hers in its iron grip. And then the minister was talking, his voice steady as he gave her the vows to repeat. 
 
    "Benjamin, I take you to be my h-husband from this day forward. To join with you and to share all that is to come. To be your faithful wife—" Her voice faltered on the last word. Wife. Oh God, she was going to be his wife. 
 
    Ben squeezed her hand, the corner of his mouth quirking in an almost-smile. She swallowed, cleared her throat, forced a steadiness to her voice she didn't feel. She owed him at least that much. 
 
    Didn't she? 
 
    "To give and to receive. To speak and to listen. To inspire and to respond. A commitment made in lo—" A deep breath, then another one so she could speak through the lie. "—made in l-love, kept in faith, and eternally made new." 
 
    Then it was Ben's turn. His deep voice rang out in the small chapel, each word strong and steady. His gaze never left hers, holding her prisoner as much as the grip of his hand on hers. There was only the slightest pause when he said "faithful husband", a pause only she heard. 
 
    Or had she imagined it? They hadn't discussed this part of it. They hadn't discussed anything at all, not after she had foolishly agreed to his proposal. If the simple cream-colored silk dress she was now wearing hadn't been delivered to her room earlier this morning with a note that Ben was picking her up at four in the afternoon, she would have thought the entire thing had been nothing more than a dream. A nightmare. A joke. 
 
    But it wasn't a joke—it was the real thing because the minister was now pronouncing them husband and wife and telling Ben he could kiss the bride. 
 
    Kiss her. 
 
    Her eyes widened in momentary shock a second before Ben's arm slid around her waist and pulled her close. She had just enough time to register the strength in that arm, the solidness of his broad chest, the fact that his brown eyes were really more hazel and ringed with the barest hint of gold. Then his mouth closed over hers and she was lost. 
 
    Lost in the warmth of the kiss. The softness of his lips. The gentleness of his mouth as he slid his tongue across the seam of her own lips before it met hers. And his taste, like mint and desire and sin all wrapped up together in a feast meant to tempt a starving woman.  
 
    Meant to tempt her. 
 
    She sighed and leaned in closer, pressed her body more tightly against his, suddenly needing more— 
 
    Only to be left gasping for breath when Ben suddenly pulled away. 
 
    He stepped back, allowing cold air to wash over her. That more than anything snapped her to attention and made her realize she was in over her head. Way over her head. If Ben could reduce her to a quivering puddle of need with one simple kiss, she was in even more trouble than she had been in before running into him last night. 
 
    Natalie swallowed back her disappointment, hoped the sudden worry and regret she felt didn't show on her face. They followed the minister to another room and signed their names on a piece of paper—the marriage certificate. 
 
    Oh God, she was married. They'd actually done it!  
 
    She didn't have time to ponder the full reality, not yet, because Ben was leading her outside into the warm evening air. A private car waited for them, the driver holding out two glasses of champagne. Natalie accepted hers, took a small sip, watched from the corner of her eye as Ben tossed his back in one long swallow. 
 
    Benjamin Leach. 
 
    Her husband. 
 
    She climbed into the car, careful not to destroy the red roses still clutched in one fist. Ben slid in next to her, his muscular thigh resting against her leg. Then he gave the driver their destination and Natalie shook her head. 
 
    "But my room's at—" 
 
    "Not anymore. I had your things moved over to the suite at my hotel." He shifted on the leather seat, one arm draped casually behind her. Not quite touching her, but close. "We have dinner reservations in thirty minutes. A little celebration of sorts." 
 
    Natalie started to tell him that wasn't necessary—she didn't expect dinner, or a celebration. This, what they'd just done, wasn't real. But there was something in his voice that stopped her. Something a little too flat, a bit too unenthusiastic. A shiver ran across her, pebbling the skin of her bare arms. Why would his lack of enthusiasm bother her when her own lack of excitement had probably been apparent to him earlier?  
 
    She kept her mouth shut and offered him a quick nod instead then stared down at the ring on her finger. The bright lights of the strip reflected off the band and she lifted her hand, looking closer. It wasn't just a simple band as she'd first thought—there was intricate scrollwork embossed on the band, a delicate pattern of ivy that wound around the entire ring. She ran her thumb over it, slowly turning it around on her finger. 
 
    "I guessed at the size. Does it fit okay?" 
 
    She nodded, swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat. "Yes. It's perfect. Thank you." 
 
    Surprise flashed in his eyes, quickly veiled behind the shadows she had noticed there last night, right after his insane proposal. He looked out the window, his shoulders tight around his ears, then turned back to her. The shadows were gone now, his eyes reflecting nothing more than casual indifference. 
 
    "I wasn't sure what you'd like so I just picked these out. We can get a diamond ring later." 
 
    "I-I don't need a diamond." And oh God, was he serious? This was taking things too far. She didn't want a diamond ring. The band was enough—more than enough. He didn't look like he believed her and for a few tense seconds, Natalie thought he was going to argue with her. But he simply shrugged and turned back to stare out the window. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, they were being escorted to a private table at a fancy restaurant in an even fancier hotel somewhere on the strip. A black-suited waiter brought champagne to their table, followed by several courses that smelled delicious but she couldn't remember really tasting. Dinner passed by in a blur and then they were leaving again, the same car taking them to another hotel—Ben's hotel. And now hers, too. 
 
    They rode the elevator up in silence. Natalie's stomach rolled with a combination of nerves and excitement. This was their wedding night and she had no idea what to expect. Would Ben want to talk a little first? Maybe drink a little more champagne? Part of her hoped so. Just enough to relax her. Just enough for her to be a bit more comfortable with him. Just enough that she wouldn't feel like she was jumping into bed with a total stranger.  
 
    Although if that kiss he'd given her at the chapel was just a tiny taste of what was to come in the hours ahead, maybe she wouldn't need much conversation. The kiss, for as short as it had been, had taken her completely off-guard and left her wanting more. In fact, just the memory of that kiss was enough to make her excitement grow and push away her nervousness. 
 
    But she still didn't want to just jump into bed with him. No, the wedding—the marriage—wasn't real, but it was still their wedding night. It should be something special. Memorable.  
 
    Ben led her down the plush hall to the double doors of the suite, unlocked it and pushed them open. She followed him inside, trying to hide her surprise at the opulence. She knew Ben played some kind of sport—hockey, she thought—but she didn't realize it paid this well. She had no idea what his salary was but apparently it was more than she expected because the room had to have cost a small fortune. Or maybe not. Just because she couldn't afford it didn't mean other people couldn't. 
 
    The door clicked closed behind her and she jumped, startled by the soft sound. If Ben noticed, he didn't show it because he strode past her, reaching up with one hand to undo his tie. He paused at a door leading off the living room, nodded at it then glanced at her over his shoulder.  
 
    "That's your room. Everything should be in there already." 
 
    Natalie opened her mouth. Closed it. Stared after Ben as he disappeared into another room. 
 
    Her room? 
 
    She walked toward it, reached out and slowly opened the door. It was a bedroom, larger than her entire room at the shitty hotel she had checked into the day before yesterday. Her suitcase rested at the foot of the bed, the top flipped open to reveal the small selection of clothes she'd brought with her.  
 
    She hesitated then moved toward the door Ben had disappeared through a minute earlier. She took a deep breath, working up the courage to knock, but it opened before she got that far. Ben stood just inside the entrance, his broad shoulders almost blocking her view completely. He had changed already, his tie and suit jacket gone, the sleeves of his dress shirt rolled up to expose muscular forearms. She pulled her gaze away from those arms and peered around his shoulder, disappointment warring with confusion when she noticed the room was another bedroom. 
 
    Ben stepped around her, careful not to touch her. "I'm meeting some friends at the casino. If you need anything from room service, just call them. Our flight leaves at eleven, the car will pick us up around nine." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "We can call room service for breakfast, or grab something at the airport, doesn't matter to me. I'll see you in the morning." 
 
    She followed him across the suite, stumbled to a stop in the middle of the room. "But—" 
 
    She never got the rest of the words out because Ben was already closing the door behind him, leaving her alone in the huge suite. 
 
    Natalie stood in the middle of the living room, the forgotten roses crushed in one fist. Once again left behind. 
 
    Once again forgotten. 
 
    Once again alone. 
 
    On her wedding night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The die rolled across the expanse of green and hit the back wall of the table before bouncing back, clacking together with a tiny sound barely audible over the noise in the casino. Ben watched them roll, breath held as they came to a stop. 
 
    Seven. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    One of the dealers pulled the pile of chips on the table toward him then quickly removed them, sorting them into stacks as the players surrounding the table put more down.  
 
    Everyone except Ben. He couldn't get new chips down fast enough because Nathan Shaw grabbed his left hand and raised his arm, damn near pulling it from the socket. Ben could have used his right hand but that would mean putting his drink down. 
 
    And he wasn't in the mood to part with the drink. Hell, he wasn't even in the mood to be here. 
 
    "What the fuck is that?" Nathan fingered the ring, twirling it on Ben's finger so the overhead lights caught the embossing in a brilliant rainbow of colors.  
 
    Ben tried to free his hand but he couldn't, not with Kyle Middleton and Ryan Gardel crowding around him. His teammates gaped at the ring, their mouths either open in shock or curled in derision.  
 
    Yeah, coming down here had been a damn stupid idea. Hell, coming to Vegas had been a damn stupid idea. He should have stayed the fuck home—it would have saved him a hell of a lot more than the money he'd dropped on the games during the last three days. 
 
    Nathan jerked Ben's arm up even higher, twisting his hand back so everyone had a clear view of the ring. "Seriously, Leach. What the fuck is this?" 
 
    Ben jerked his hand free and started gathering the chips he had left. "What the hell does it look like? It's a ring." 
 
    "Yeah, I can see that." 
 
    "Then why are you asking stupid fucking questions?" 
 
    "Because it looks like a damn wedding ring." 
 
    Ben pocketed his chips and stepped away from the table, hoping to put some distance between him and his three teammates. No such luck because all three men followed him. He tossed back the rest of his drink and searched for a passing waitress. Nathan darted in front of him, blocking him. 
 
    "It's a wedding ring." Nathan repeated the words, the statement coming out as a question. Ben bit back his annoyance and gave up the search for a waitress. 
 
    "Your point is?" 
 
    "It's a wedding ring." 
 
    "You're repeating yourself, Shaw." 
 
    Ben tried to step around him but was stopped by the other two men who now flanked Nathan, creating an effective wall of muscle. Ben could push through them—hell, that's what he did for a fucking living—but they'd only catch up to him again. 
 
    Ryan leaned forward, his sandy blonde brows pulled low over eyes the color of whiskey. "Is that seriously a wedding ring?" 
 
    Ben glanced down at the ring, wondering for at least the twentieth time why the fuck he was wearing it. He should have taken it off as soon as they got back here. Hell, he should have never bought it in the first fucking place. Buying a ring for Natalie was one thing. But buying the matching band for himself? He still didn't have a fucking clue what had possessed him to do that. 
 
    He dropped his left hand and offered the Bombers' back-up goalie a cool smile. "Looks like it to me." 
 
    Nathan was the first one to recover his voice after the comical silence that greeted Ben's words. The other man frowned, opened his mouth, then damn near roared his question.  
 
    "Why the fuck are you wearing a wedding band?" 
 
    Ben shrugged then dropped his bombshell. "Probably because I'm married." 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    The expressions on the men's faces—disbelief, shock, outrage—would be comical if the same emotions weren't raging through him.  
 
    Disbelief: yeah, he still couldn't believe he'd done something so damn foolish and impulsive. 
 
    Shock: he had plenty of that, still trying to come to grips with what he'd done. Not only had he fucking asked Natalie—a woman he barely remembered and didn't know—to marry him, he'd actually gone through with the farce. 
 
    Outrage: another thing to add to his growing list of emotions. Outrage at himself for being so fucking stupid. Outrage at his three teammates for looking at him like he'd finally lost the last bit of sanity he possessed. Outrage at Natalie for letting him come down here— 
 
    No, he had to scratch that last one. Yes, he was angry. And bitter. And maybe even a little fucking confused, especially about the way he'd reacted after the kiss he'd given her back at the chapel—but that was on him, not on Natalie. He hadn't given her a chance to say much of anything when they got back here and wouldn't have listened even if she had. He escaped the room as fast as he could because if he didn't, he'd kiss her again, just to see if he had imagined the way that kiss made him feel. And then he'd want to— 
 
    Ben shoved those last thoughts away. Yeah, he was a miserable fucking bastard and had the reputation to back it up but even he wasn't so fucking cold to take advantage of someone that way. 
 
    "What the fuck do you mean, you're married? This is a joke, right?" Nathan glanced around the crowded casino, a wry smile curling one corner of his mouth. "There's a camera somewhere filming this shit, isn't there?" 
 
    "Not a joke." Ben pushed through the wall formed by the three men and headed toward the bar at the far end of the casino. He didn't have to look behind him to know they were following him. Hell, he'd be doing the same thing if their roles were reversed. 
 
    Just because he expected it didn't mean he was looking forward to it. All he wanted was time to himself. A little peace and quiet. Maybe a corner booth where he could curl up and grab a few hours' sleep before their flight left in the morning. 
 
    Yeah, that sure as hell wasn't going to happen. 
 
    He stopped just inside the bar, letting his eyes adjust to the lack of flashing lights, then made his way over to an empty table. A waitress quickly showed up, flashing him a bright smile as she leaned over and wiped the table. Ben swallowed back a groan and wondered if this was the universe's way of getting back at him. The waitress was the same one they'd had the other night, their first night here in Vegas. Her name was...he frowned. He couldn't remember her fucking name, but he sure as hell remembered everything else they'd done when he'd taken her back to his suite. 
 
    Ben's gaze shot to the abundance of creamy flesh on display and he opened his mouth to say something. Knowing his record, it would have been something wildly inappropriate that would end with her sprawled across his lap.  
 
    Again. 
 
    The memory of moss green eyes filled with confusion and the barest hint of fear had him snapping his mouth closed.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    They needed to have a talk, Natalie and him. He hadn't given any thought to the practical side of things when it came to sex. No way in hell could she expect him to abide by that faithful shit, not when this wasn't a real marriage. That was taking things too far. This whole marriage thing was in name only, neither one of them should have any expectations for anything. 
 
    But he still couldn't bring himself to make another play for the waitress, no matter how many times she pressed her ample chest against his arm as she wiped the table down. 
 
    Yeah, he really needed to have that talk with Natalie. But not tonight. One night wouldn't kill him. 
 
    Much. 
 
    His teammates quickly joined him, uncharacteristically silent except for when they each ordered their drinks. The silence ended as soon as the waitress sauntered away.  
 
    Nathan leaned across the table and fixed Ben with a cool stare. "Okay, Leach, out with it. What the fuck is going on?" 
 
    "Nothing's going on." 
 
    "Bullshit. You don't drop a fucking bomb like that then walk away. Were you just fucking with us earlier? This is just a joke, right?" 
 
    "No joke." 
 
    "You really got married?" 
 
    "Yeah. I'm married." Ben's stomach knotted at the word. Married. It hadn't seemed real until he actually said it out loud.  
 
    Married. 
 
    What the fuck had he been thinking? 
 
    Kyle leaned back and folded his arms in front of him, his gaze cool as he studied Ben. A wide smile crossed his face and he suddenly laughed. "I call bullshit. Good one, though. You almost had us." 
 
    The waitress reappeared, their drinks balanced on a tray that she rested on the edge of the table. She passed them around, once more leaning closer to Ben. She offered him a bright smile then reached up and brushed her dark hair away from her face. Ben watched her fingers drift through those thick waves and remembered what it felt like to fist his hands in all that hair. Remembered what those silken strands felt like against his bare stomach as she— 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Ben dropped his gaze and reached for his drink, both hands curling around the chilled glass like it was a lifeline of sorts. Better to hold the glass than reach for something he could no longer have. 
 
    "Holy shit. I think he's telling the truth." The amazed words drifted around the table, leaving silence in their wake. Kyle and Nathan both stared at Ryan, identical frowns on their faces. 
 
    Nathan finally shook his head in disgust. "Don't be so fucking naive, Gardy. No way in hell is he telling the truth."  
 
    "Yeah? Then why the hell did he just blow off his favorite waitress? He was all over that shit the other night." 
 
    "Because—" Nathan's mouth snapped shut and he shifted in his chair, his gaze following the woman's departure. He turned back around and shook his head, only this time, it looked like he was trying to convince himself of the truth. "No. No fucking way. I don't believe it." 
 
    "I'm with Shaw. No way in hell are you married." 
 
    "You think I give a fuck if you believe me or not?" Maybe it was the way Ben said it—in his typical don't-give-a-shit fashion—but he could tell all three men were starting to believe him. Not that he cared. And not that it was any of their business. They were teammates, with a bond closer than most blood families. That didn't mean he needed their approval. 
 
    "So when the hell did this happen?" 
 
    Ben glanced at his watch. "A few hours ago." 
 
    Nathan choked on his drink. He reached for a napkin, ran it across his mouth, then crumpled it up and tossed it to the table. "A few hours? Then why the fuck are you down here instead of upstairs, fucking your new wife?" 
 
    Ben didn't think—he just reached across the table and grabbed Nathan's shirt, pulled him halfway out of the chair before he realized what he was doing. He released him then sat back, embarrassment warming his face. He started to apologize, stopped himself and raised the glass to his mouth instead. 
 
    "What's her name?" Ryan asked, breaking the sudden tense silence that settled over the table. 
 
    Ben took another drink then lowered the glass, stared into the dark liquid for a few long seconds while he decided if he wanted to answer or not. For some reason, the idea of sharing anything about Natalie made him uncomfortable—which made no fucking sense at all. It wasn't like they wouldn't meet her tomorrow when they caught their flight home. 
 
    "Her name is Natalie." 
 
    "Natalie." Ryan repeated the name, a small frown creasing his face. "Natalie Leach. I guess that has a nice ring to it." 
 
    Ben's stomach knotted again as some unknown emotion slammed into him. One hand curled into a fist and he shook his head. "Not Leach. It's not like that." 
 
    "What's not like that? She's not taking your name?" 
 
    "No." At least, he didn't think so. Why the fuck would she? He pushed the panic away and shook his head. "No, I don't think so." 
 
    "Why not? You're married, right?" 
 
    "Yeah but like I said, it's not—" 
 
    "Who gives a shit about her last name?" Nathan leaned across the table again. "What I want to know is why she's upstairs and you're down here. Not with her. On your wedding night." 
 
    Panic clawed at him once more then settled in his chest, suffocating him with its weight. "I told you, it's not like that. A real marriage, I mean." 
 
    "Then what the hell is it?" 
 
    "It's just—I'm just helping her out. That's it." 
 
    The three men stared at him as if he'd been speaking in a foreign language. Ryan and Nathan exchanged a quick glance then started laughing. Kyle just sat there, his head tilted to the side as he kept staring. 
 
    "Are you fucking shitting me?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You're just helping her out?" 
 
    "Yeah. She—" Ben slammed his mouth shut. They didn't need to know the details of Natalie's personal life. It wasn't their business. Hell, it wasn't his business. 
 
    "Since when do you worry about helping anyone else out?" 
 
    Ryan's question was just that: a simple question. There was no malice in it, no accusation or judgment. But the words sliced through Ben with a sharpness he didn't expect.  
 
    Since when did he help anyone out? 
 
    He didn't. He never had. Not really. Yeah, if one of his teammates needed help moving or some shit like that, he'd help out if he didn't have anything else going on. But anything deeper than that? Fuck, no. That wasn't him. He didn't give a shit about anyone—it was easier that way. Simpler. If he didn't care, he wouldn't be disappointed down the road. That philosophy had carried him through the last ten years, there was no reason to change it now.  
 
    But hearing it put into simple words left him with a sharp pain somewhere deep in his gut. He started to brush the question off, to make the smartass comment his teammates were expecting, but Nathan's fresh laughter cut him off.  
 
    "After all the shit you gave Banky about the girl he knocked up, you turn around and marry some fucking stranger because you're helping her out? Shit. Unreal." 
 
    Ben leveled a cold glare in Nathan's direction. "She's not a stranger. And this is just temporary." 
 
    "Temporary?" Kyle's soft voice was filled with disbelief. "Leach, marriage isn't temporary. It's supposed to be long-term. Like, a life sentence." 
 
    "Yeah, well—not this one." No, neither one of them had discussed the details. They hadn't discussed any details, something Ben was already realizing had been a serious flaw in the game plan. But this wasn't a permanent thing. It couldn't be. And Natalie wouldn't expect it to be, either. No sane person would. 
 
    Nathan grabbed his drink then leaned back in the chair. He held the glass in front of him, his gaze focused on Ben for a long minute. He finally shook his head, drained the glass, and slammed it on the table in front of him. "I think you've had your head bounced against the ice one too many times." 
 
    "And I think maybe you just need to mind your own fucking business." 
 
    Nathan waved his hand in front of him, like he was batting away an annoying insect. "Whatever. I still don't get why you're down here when it's your fucking wedding night." 
 
    Because being down here was safer. Because being down here kept him from doing something even more asinine than getting married. Because being down here kept him away from temptation. 
 
    Ben didn't say any of that out loud. He couldn't, not to the three men still watching him. Instead, he just shrugged, like he didn't have a care in the world. "I told you, it's not that kind of marriage." 
 
    "No?" A wide grin spread across Nathan's face as he leaned forward once more. "Then why are you ignoring Tiff? She's been drooling after you ever since you walked in." 
 
    "Tiff?" The name clicked as soon as he said it. Tiffany. Their waitress. The same one he'd taken back to his suite their first night here.  
 
    Ben turned in the chair then sat back as the woman in question headed their way. Her dark eyes met his, excitement flashing in their depths as her mouth parted in a tempting smile. And it was tempting. All he had to do was smile back. Give her a slight nod. Invite her back— 
 
    Except he couldn't. There was no place to invite her back to.  
 
    Because he was married. 
 
    And his wife was upstairs. In his suite. 
 
    Ben turned back to the guys and shook his head. "I don't think—" 
 
    "You gentlemen ready for another round?" Tiff's smoky voice wrapped around him as a small hand rested on his shoulder. Ben looked up, only a little surprised that she had made it over to their table so fast. Even less surprised that her delicate hand drifted from his shoulder up to his neck and started playing with the ends of his hair. 
 
    Nathan sat back in the chair, a sly grin on his face. "I think he's ready for something but it's not a drink." 
 
    "I don't—" 
 
    "Is that so?" Tiff leaned closer, the creamy skin of her full breasts inches from his mouth. Ben swallowed and tried to move back but there was nowhere for him to go, especially when Tiff lowered her ass to his lap and wiggled against him. "Then I guess I have perfect timing because my shift just ended." 
 
    Ben placed his hand against the swell of her hip, tried to ease her off his lap. "I don't think—" 
 
    The woman leaned closer, her warm breath fanning his mouth. "Thinking is overrated anyway." 
 
    Yes. Yes, it was. And what the hell was his problem? Three nights ago, he'd been all over the woman. Nothing had changed, there was no reason for him to keep trying to put more space between them and ease her from his lap. 
 
    Except everything had changed. He was married. And maybe it wasn't a real fucking marriage but he still couldn't bring himself to take Tiff up on her offer. Not now. Maybe another time, after he had a chance to talk to Natalie, to work out the details and go over the expectations they each had for this stupid fucking arrangement. But until then— 
 
    He turned his head to the side, just missing the kiss she'd been aiming at his mouth. "This really isn't—" 
 
    "Hi. Um, sorry. I don't mean to interrupt." The soft voice washed over Ben with the power of ice-cold water. He lurched to the side, dislodging the woman from his lap and nearly falling from the chair himself.  
 
    His gaze shot to the other woman standing two feet away. Thick blonde hair glinted red in the dim lights of the bar and he couldn't be sure, but he thought a faint blush tinged the cheeks of her oval face. The cream-colored dress he'd had delivered to her earlier today was gone, replaced by a loose off-the-shoulder sweater in a dusty rose that exposed the pale skin of her arm. Faded jeans clung to the curves of her hips, the tattered material fitting her long legs like a glove before ending just above her ankles. Brightly painted toenails peeked out from the sparkling sandals on her feet. Ben had just enough time to notice the sterling silver ring on the middle toe of her right foot before his gaze shot back up to her face. 
 
    Green eyes the color of moss met his. And in their depths he saw—not anger. Not surprise. Disappointment? Maybe. He couldn't be sure because she blinked and whatever he thought he saw in their depths disappeared.  
 
    Ben jumped to his feet, heat filling his face. "Natalie. I—" 
 
    "I didn't mean to interrupt," she said again. Her gaze darted to the three men seated around the table then went back to his. "I locked myself out of the room. I was wondering if I could use your key." 
 
    "I—" Ben's mouth snapped shut. Opened. Snapped shut again. He dug into his pocket and pulled out the key card. "Yeah. I'll go up with you." 
 
    Natalie reached out with one slender hand and deftly pulled the card from his numb fingers. Her clear gaze shot to the waitress who was still standing next to him, her hand wrapped possessively around his arm. She turned back to Ben and offered him a bright smile. 
 
    "No need. I see you're busy." Then she spun on her heel and walked away, her hips gently swaying back and forth. 
 
    The silence that fell around them with her departure was suddenly broken by a low whistle. Nathan, he thought, but he couldn't be sure.  
 
    "Who was that?" 
 
    Ben finally shook himself free of the paralysis that had seized him the moment he heard Natalie's voice. He brushed Tiff's hand from his arm but otherwise didn't move. Didn't bother looking at his teammates.  
 
    And he didn't chase after Natalie—no matter how much he wanted to. 
 
    "That was my wife." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going with you." Natalie repeated the words for the tenth time, a little louder this time. If people heard her, fine, she didn't care anymore—not when the one person who should hear her wasn't even listening. It was like he had completely tuned her out, ignoring her objections every single time she voiced them. No, not ignoring. He heard her just fine—he just didn't care. 
 
    And she had no idea why. 
 
    They were in the lobby of the bustling airport, in between ticket counters. To her left, she could see the counter for the airline she was taking back to New York—where she lived. Off to her right was the counter for another airline, the one Ben was taking to Baltimore before driving back to wherever he lived in Pennsylvania. 
 
    And for some unknown reason that made no sense to her, he was insisting she fly back with him. 
 
    He readjusted his grip on the duffle bag then leaned closer, his voice low enough that only she could hear it. Was it a sign of his growing impatience, or merely an attempt to keep his teammates from overhearing him? Probably both. 
 
    "Going back to your place defeats the purpose of this whole charade." 
 
    Charade. He meant their marriage, of course. And the word shouldn't bother her—it was the truth, after all—but for some reason, it did. No, their marriage wasn't real, not even close—last night had driven that point home, when she'd found Ben in the bar with that woman draped across his lap. Natalie had no reason to be upset about that—but she was. And being upset about it only made her angry at herself. They were married in name only, with no expectations and no commitments to each other.  
 
    But it had been their wedding night. The least he could have done was pretend to spend it with her, instead of leaving her by herself while he went off to be with some other woman. 
 
    Even if he did insist nothing happened. 
 
    Maybe it did. Maybe it didn't. She shouldn't care. She was trying not to care. But oh God, this whole thing was turning out to be more complicated than she thought it would be.  
 
    And Ben's insistence that she go back home—to his home, with him—was only making it worse. 
 
    She glanced behind Ben, her gaze sweeping across the three men standing several feet away. All three of them were pretending not to pay attention—and failing miserably. Natalie swallowed back a groan of frustration and lowered her voice before facing her husband. 
 
    "But I live in New York. My apartment is there." Such as it was, just a tiny studio apartment she could barely afford in the East Village. "All my things are there." 
 
    "And don't you think that's the first place your ex is going to go to find you when he gets out of jail?" 
 
    A chill swept over her at the reminder. Ben was probably right. Spending a few nights or even weeks as a guest of the Las Vegas police wouldn't do much to calm Brandon down. If anything, he'd probably be more furious. And yes, he'd probably come looking for her—especially since she was the reason he was currently sitting in jail. But she had a few days at least, probably more than that because even if Brandon was able to make bail, he'd have a hard time coming up with the money to make it back to New York—especially since she had made sure the money he did have was gone. 
 
    That gave her plenty of time for her to find another crappy apartment. 
 
    And another dead-end job. 
 
    Somewhere. 
 
    The temptation to take Ben up on his offer grew stronger but she ruthlessly pushed it away. Taking him up on his offer is what got them to this point in the first place—taking things even further would border on insanity. 
 
    Right. Because impulsively marrying an almost-stranger wasn't insane enough. 
 
    Natalie shook her head, more to convince herself than anything else, and motioned to her small suitcase. "All of my things are in New York." 
 
    Ben opened his mouth. Closed it. Reached up and ran a hand along his stubbled jaw. She was standing so close, she could hear the rasp of whiskers against his callused palm and smell the faint scent of the soap he had used a few hours ago. Something with a woodsy-herbal scent. Clean. Masculine. She ground her back teeth together and told herself to stop being so foolish. She didn't care what he smelled like, didn't need to remember sitting on the plush sofa in his suite while listening to him take a shower and wondering what he looked like standing under the water, completely naked. 
 
    "—stuff?" 
 
    Natalie blinked, heat filling her face when she realized she had completely missed everything he just said. "What?" 
 
    "I said, how much stuff?" 
 
    "How much? You mean, back home?" She exhaled an impatient sigh and once again motioned to her suitcase. "Everything! My clothes. My furniture and books. My camera equipment. My...my—" Her voice drifted off when the reality of how little she actually had slammed into her. The few pieces of furniture she owned were second-hand, maybe even third-hand, and nothing she'd be desperate to take with her if not for the fact that she couldn't afford anything else. The books could fit into a suitcase. The clothes in another. But none of that made a difference. So what if she didn't have a lot? What she had was hers, she wasn't about to abandon it. Especially when she couldn't afford to replace it. 
 
    Ben watched her for a long minute, those deep eyes betraying absolutely nothing. He pursed his lips, released a heavy sigh, then glanced back at his teammates for a quick second before turning back to her. 
 
    "Fine. We'll go back to your place, pack up what we can, then train back tonight. I can make arrangements for a moving company to get everything else." 
 
    Natalie heard the words but her mind was having trouble understanding them. She blinked. Blinked again. Finally got out the only word she could think of. "What?" 
 
    "You heard me." He started to turn away but she grabbed his arm and held him in place. 
 
    "Why?" It was an open-ended question that could mean a lot of things. Why was he so insistent? Why did he want her to go back with him? Why was he doing all of this? 
 
    Why did he even care? 
 
    That was what she didn't understand: why did he even care? She hadn't known him all those years ago, when she'd been friends with his sister for that one summer, but she remembered enough about him to recall his arrogance. The way he held himself apart from everyone else. His in-your-face attitude, like he was always one second away from flipping off the entire world. Natalie didn't think he'd changed that much, at least not with the attitude she remembered, which made this whole thing even more confusing. 
 
    Why did he care? 
 
    Instead of giving her a real answer, Ben just looked at her and shrugged. "We're married, right?" 
 
    "Not really, no." 
 
    Something dark and dangerous flashed in his eyes a second before he leaned down, so close she could feel the warmth of his breath brush across her cheek. 
 
    "Make no mistake, sweetheart. Those vows were the real thing. Just like that marriage license in my bag is the real thing." 
 
    Anger swept through her, forcing the words from her mouth before she could think better of it. "Really? Is that why you spent our wedding night with another woman?" 
 
    The heat that had flashed in his eyes seconds ago was gone, quickly replaced by a cold blankness that left her chilled. She wished she could take the words back because they made it sound like she cared—and she didn't. And she could only pray that he hadn't heard the quiver of pain that laced those words, pain she didn't understand and didn't want to acknowledge. 
 
    Ben stepped back, his voice still low enough that only she could hear. "I told you: nothing happened." 
 
    Did he believe him? Yes—but only because he'd come back to the suite fifteen minutes after she'd left the bar. If anything had happened, it would have been the world's fastest quickie—and she couldn't see Ben Leach trying to claim that record. Unless he was a totally selfish bastard in bed, which he very well might be. 
 
    And she needed to stop thinking like that. Needed to stop thinking of him in that way. Maybe they were married on paper, but that was it. Nothing was going to happen. 
 
    Nothing could happen.  
 
    If he had any inkling of her internal struggles, he gave no sign of it—something Natalie was grateful for. He dropped his duffel bag next to her small suitcase then turned away. "Wait here." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    He turned back with an impatient sigh. "Because I need to tell the guys what's going on, that's why. Now just...wait here." 
 
    She watched him walk away. Actually thought about turning around and leaving. She might be able to make it to the security line before he noticed. No, she couldn't do that—he'd definitely catch up with her. Or maybe not. He didn't have a ticket for her flight, he'd have to stand in line at the counter to get one. Maybe the flight was full and he wouldn't even be able to get a ticket. Yes, that's what she needed to hope for.  
 
    Because she still couldn't believe he was going to fly to New York with her. Still couldn't believe that he expected her to just pick up and move to Pennsylvania. The idea was ludicrous. Insane.  
 
    Just as insane as the fact that he'd married her. 
 
    She was still standing in the exact same spot when Ben returned. A muscle clenched in his jaw as he leaned down for his duffle and she felt the anger rolling off him. Anger at her? No, not her. Not this time, anyway.  
 
    She glanced at the three men still standing a few yards away, noticed a similar expression of anger on one of their faces. No, not anger—more like total disbelief mixed with a little impatience. She tamped back her sudden concern and turned to Ben. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "Nothing." He tossed his duffle bag over his shoulder then curled his free hand around her other arm. "Come on, let's go." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "I still need to get my ticket." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Coach is going to have your ass if you're late for practice in the morning." The warning came from one of the men behind them. Natalie turned to see who it was but the three men were already walking away—which meant they happened to miss Ben flipping them off behind his back.  
 
    She bit back a smile at the gesture—it was exactly like something his younger self would have done—then lengthened her stride to keep up with his long legs. "What did he mean by that?" 
 
    "Nothing." 
 
    "It was obviously something. Are you going to get into trouble? Are you supposed to be somewhere else?" 
 
    "Not until tomorrow morning." 
 
    "What's tomorrow morning?" 
 
    "Practice." 
 
    "Oh." They finally reached the ticket line, which gave her a chance to catch her breath. "What time is practice?" 
 
    "We have to be on the ice at nine." 
 
    Natalie did some quick math in her head, making sure to adjust for the time difference. If the flight left on time, they wouldn't land until just after seven tonight. Then they'd have to catch a cab into the city, then the subway. Then pack— 
 
    "Ben, this isn't a good idea. It's going to be too late." She moved forward with the line, pushing her suitcase ahead of her with the toe of her sandal. He tossed her a quiet look she didn't quite understand then stepped forward.  
 
    "It'll be fine." 
 
    "But it won't. You should just go with your teammates. I can go home—" 
 
    "Where your ex will find you. Or where you'll disappear without a trace. Right?" 
 
    Natalie started to deny it, closed her mouth on the words before they could fall from her lips. He was right. Maybe on both counts, definitely on the second. Getting married had been a mistake, no matter how well-intentioned he might have been. If he left with his teammates now, she could go home. Figure out how to get an annulment—it shouldn't be that hard to do—then she could pick herself up and start her life over again. 
 
    She didn't tell him any of that—she didn't have to, not when he already knew. What she wanted to ask was why he cared. Why was he suddenly so worried about her? It shouldn't matter to him if she disappeared and he never saw him again.  
 
    Unless he was worried she'd ask for some kind of settlement. Yes, that had to be it. 
 
    "We can get an annulment. I won't ask for anything. We can even make up a prenup right now before you leave, date it for yesterday—" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No." He didn't even look at her when he said it, which only confused her more. Why was he so adamant about this? Why did he care? 
 
    But now wasn't the time to ask because he was next in line. And just her luck, there were seats available and the woman happily switched her ticket as well so they could sit together. Natalie wanted to tell her it didn't matter if they sat together, wanted to tell her that Ben's whole newlywed story was a joke, just like their fake marriage. But she didn't.  
 
    And she didn't say anything as they waited in the security line or as they hurried to their gate. Or when they boarded the plane or when they sat on the tarmac waiting to take off.  
 
    She didn't talk at all on the long flight. She couldn't because if she did, she might ask him again why he was doing all of this. Why he cared. Might insist that he actually answer the question. 
 
    And for reasons she didn't understand, she was afraid to hear what he might have to say. For better or for worse, they were together.  
 
    At least, for now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ben's ass was dragging and everyone knew it—especially Coach Torresi. Ben was starting to think the extra drills were just to prove a point to him and him alone. The idea was ludicrous, of course. If Torresi was pissed at him, he'd devise some other form of torture meant for Ben instead of punishing the entire team. 
 
    The drills were because they'd had off a few days. Some of the guys had probably behaved and worked out, or even come here to the practice rink. Others—like Ben—had taken advantage of the downtime and left town for a few nights of craziness. 
 
    Craziness. Yeah.  
 
    Getting married sure as hell fit into that category. 
 
    Ben dug his blades into the ice and pushed off, thigh muscles stretching and burning as he raced across the slick surface. He tapped the boards with his stick, spun around, and raced back to the other side. Back and forth, until sweat dripped into his eyes and his lungs burned with the need for oxygen. At least he wasn't the only one struggling, which should give him some comfort.  
 
    It didn't but he was too fucking tired to care. No, scratch that—he was beyond tired. He was fucking exhausted. 
 
    There was only one thing worse than showing up to practice drunk or hungover, and that was showing up to practice with no sleep. He'd done the former once—and only once.  
 
    This morning was the first time for the latter. They—Natalie and him—finally got to her apartment around eight last night after the flight from hell. And apartment didn't exactly describe the small studio she lived in. He had paused in the doorway, momentarily stunned speechless. She had a futon that worked as both sofa and bed—and how the fuck did anyone even sleep on something like that, anyway?—three small end tables, one chair...and a collection of assorted crap that he still had trouble recalling.  
 
    She had started pulling things into piles as he stood there and watched, listening to her talk to herself as she tried to organize the cluttered disaster. That shit had lasted fifteen minutes before he finally stepped in and demanded to know if she had suitcases. She did—two of them. Two freaking-ass huge ones.  
 
    He tossed them onto the futon, opened them, and started tossing things in—only to have Natalie pull them back out and try to reorganize everything. An argument of sorts immediately followed. Maybe not an argument, but definitely a difference of opinion that lasted entirely too long, until he convinced her that she didn't need to bring everything with her right this minute. That he really would arrange for movers to get her stuff—such as it was. 
 
    She didn't believe him. And he couldn't blame her because he was having trouble believing it himself. She kept asking him why—why was he helping her, why was he insisting on her coming to Pennsylvania with him, why was he doing this. The only answer Ben was able to give her was because they were married now. 
 
    But it wasn't a real answer, even he knew that. The problem was, he didn't know why. If he was fucking smart, he'd file for a divorce or an annulment or whatever and just let her go. But he couldn't. He didn't know why, just knew that he couldn't.  
 
    And that fucking bothered him. What he'd done—what they had done—made no fucking sense at all.  
 
    So why the fuck was he insisting on continuing the damn charade? 
 
    That question stayed with him the entire time they packed her shit—just the stuff she needed now. It stayed with him during the horrendous subway ride to Penn Station, where they'd barely caught the last train to the airport outside of Baltimore. Then they had to wait for a fucking shuttle bus to show up to take them from the train station to the actual airport, then catch yet another shuttle to the long-term parking lot. By the time they'd finally made it back to his place in York, it was after four in the morning. He'd shown Natalie to one of the two spare rooms in his condo, where she had immediately crashed.  
 
    But sleep was out of the question for him, not when he had to be at the rink in less than five hours. So he had unpacked and started a load of laundry, killed some time catching up on email and social media, played a few stupid fucking games of solitaire on the computer until he started to nod off. The last time his head jerked up with enough force to crack his neck, he pushed out of the chair, took a quick shower, then finally headed here. 
 
    Where he'd been in hell ever since. 
 
    Yeah, showing up to practice with no sleep and bordering on the edge of exhaustion was a stupid fucking thing to do. Ben hoped like hell it would be the last time he did something so damn stupid because holy hell, he felt fucking old. Older than he should at twenty-seven. Even Pop—Aaron Malone—was skating circles around him this morning, and he was the oldest guy on the team. 
 
    Bullshit. 
 
    Ben dug deeper, desperately searching for a burst of energy, and picked up his speed. He whipped past Kyle Middleton then slammed to a stop against the boards as Torresi blew the final whistle. 
 
    Thank fucking Christ. 
 
    "Not bad—for an old married man." 
 
    The jibe came from Nathan and he said it just loud enough for a few of the other guys to overhear him. Several heads whipped around—Pop, Zach Mummert, Dustin Rios, Tyler Bowie. He saw the surprise in everyone's eyes, heard the unasked questions lingering in the chilled air. The only thing keeping those questions unasked—for now—was Torresi talking to them, going over the lines and special teams for tomorrow night's game against Springfield.  
 
    Coach's monologue only saved him until they reached the locker room. Ben didn't even have a chance to get his helmet off before he was barraged by questions. 
 
    "What was Nate talking about?" 
 
    "Married? You? No fucking way." 
 
    "What the hell, Leach? Seriously?" 
 
    "Congratulations, Ben." The last comment had come from Travis Bankard, the words quietly spoken and filled with sincerity. Ben paused with the jersey halfway off and turned to look at the younger man. There was no malice in the kid's eyes, no curiosity or disbelief. Just genuine congratulations. 
 
    Shame filled Ben as he yanked the sweat-soaked jersey over his head. Out of all the guys crowded around him in the locker room, Banky was the one who had every right to be giving him the third-degree—as well as a load of grief. Ben had pretty much lit into the younger man a few months ago when it became public knowledge that he'd knocked up a one-night stand. Not just knocked her up, but stayed with her. Had her move in with him. 
 
    And then married her, just a few weeks ago on New Year's Day.  
 
    In Vegas. 
 
    Shit. The fact that he now had more in common with the younger man than anyone else on the team should amuse him—in a sick, twisted kind of way. And it probably would, in a few weeks or months or hell, maybe a year or two down the road. But right now? No, Ben couldn't find the humor in it, not when the heat of shame was still filling his face. 
 
    He tossed the jersey to the side, offered Banky the slightest nod of acknowledgment, then continued stripping out of the gear. The other questions and comments went ignored and unanswered. At least, by him. Nathan and Kyle and Ryan were more than happy to fill in the blanks for everyone, particularly Nathan.  
 
    "Yeah, he's married—to some woman he doesn't even know." 
 
    Ben slanted a sideways glance at Nathan and clenched his jaw. "I know her." 
 
    "Bullshit. Not according to what you told us." 
 
    "I told you she was a friend of my sister's—" 
 
    "That you haven't seen in ten years and that you barely even remember. Therefore, you don't know her." Nathan pulled his foot from one skate and let it drop to the floor. "They got hitched the day before yesterday. And get this: he hasn't even slept with her." 
 
    Ben clenched his jaw again, ignoring the laughing questions as he glared at Nathan. "And I told you—" 
 
    "And she's hot." Nathan kept talking like Ben wasn't even standing there. "Like, seriously fucking hot. Why the hell he hasn't hit that yet—" 
 
    Ben's arm shot out without thought. His fist caught Nathan upside the head hard enough to make the other man jerk back—for two seconds. Then he was on his feet, lunging toward Ben, hands reaching for him as surprised fury lit his eyes.  
 
    Those closest to them jumped in, some pulling Nathan away while others held Ben back. A few loud shouts echoed in the room, finally silenced by Nathan's own bellow. 
 
    "What the fuck is wrong with you?" 
 
    Ben shrugged out of the arms holding him but no made no move toward Nathan. "I told you the other night to watch how you talked about my wife." 
 
    "Your wife? Christ, Leach, just because you've got a slip of paper saying you're married doesn't make it real. And for the record, that was a dig at you, not her." 
 
    Ben started to say something, stopped at the last second when he realized he had no idea what to say. He grabbed his shower kit and towel and headed toward the other room before he dug himself in even deeper. He had just turned on the water when he heard someone enter behind him. A quick glance over his shoulder had him biting back more words when he saw Banky enter the stall next to his. 
 
    "You shouldn't let him get to you." 
 
    Ben grunted and dipped his head under the streaming water before reaching for the soap. Banky didn't take the hint and kept talking, his voice quiet and reserved as usual. 
 
    "He's just teasing, is all. You know that." 
 
    "Do I?" Teasing? Christ, was that what Banky thought? No way could he still be that fucking naive. Then again, maybe he was. Or maybe naivety had nothing to do with it. Maybe Banky was just the kind of guy who didn't have a mean fucking bone in his body and who wanted to get along with everyone. 
 
    "A little teasing never hurt anyone." Banky kept talking, his voice soft and hollow-sounding against the spray of water. "They'll stop eventually. Once they realize you love her, I mean." 
 
    He froze at the words. Love? Was Banky fucking serious? Fuck, he really was naive. Ben gave a short laugh then turned off the water and reached for his towel. "I don't love her, Banky." 
 
    "Then why'd you marry her?" 
 
    Ben started to throw the question right back at him and ask why he married Cara, but one look at Banky made the words die in his throat. Fuck. The kid actually loved his wife—the girl he had married after only being together for two months after learning he'd knocked her up after a one-night stand. He could see it clear as day in the gray eyes staring at him with genuine curiosity. 
 
    Two months ago, Ben wouldn't have cared about giving Banky a hard time. Wouldn't have cared about how sharp and biting his words were. But now...no, he couldn't bring himself to say them, couldn't bring himself to burst the bubble of naive happiness that Banky was lost in. So what if the kid was deluding himself? Let him have his delusions, for as long as they lasted until real life finally intruded and taught him a hard lesson. 
 
    Ben glanced at the other guys streaming into the room then lowered his voice so he wouldn't be overheard. "I married her because she needed help out of a bad situation. That's all there is to it. Don't go reading into it." He quickly dried off then wrapped the towel around his waist and started to walk away. Banky called out to him once more with yet another question that stopped him in his tracks.  
 
    "Are you bringing her to the game tomorrow night so we can meet her?" 
 
    Ben shot a scowl in the other man's direction. Was he fucking serious? Did he actually think Ben had any intention of letting his teammates meet Natalie? It was bad enough a few of the guys already had—no way in hell was he going to bring her to the game and act like they were actually together. Hell, for all he knew, Natalie would be gone by the time he got home, without even a note explaining where she'd gone or why.  
 
    That thought propelled him from the room, filling him with a sense of urgency and dread he didn't quite understand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The door banged open with such force that Natalie jumped in surprise—and fear. The book she'd been trying to read fell from her hands and landed in her lap before tumbling to the floor. She whirled on the sofa, ready to launch to her feet, then collapsed against the overstuffed cushions when she saw Ben standing in the doorway. The sense of relief washing over her was short-lived, replaced by fear of another sort when she noticed the wild expression in Ben's eyes. Or maybe she had only imagined the look of panic in his eyes because when their gazes met, she saw only...relief? No, that didn't make sense, either. It was just her mind playing tricks on her, probably because she was still exhausted from the whirlwind of the last few days. She'd only managed a few hours' of sleep, then woke groggy and disoriented, not quite sure where she was, only knowing that she wasn't home. 
 
    Until reality finally settled in and she realized she was home. Maybe. But only because Ben had insisted she come here to his house instead of her apartment in New York. 
 
    Since they were now married, did that make this sprawling condo her house, too? 
 
    She pushed that dizzying thought—the one about them being married—from her mind and leaned down to retrieve her book. "Do you always tear down the door when you open it?" 
 
    Ben frowned at her, turned that same frown on the closed door behind him. "What?" 
 
    "The way you stormed in here. Is that how you always enter a room?" 
 
    The frown deepened. "I—no. It's not." He dropped a small duffel bag by his feet then moved toward her. Each step was deliberate, predatory. Another wave of emotion washed over her—not fear this time, she wasn't sure what it was, just knew that she didn't like the way her heart was pounding in her chest. He stopped at the edge of the sofa and looked down at her, those deep hazel eyes studying her with an expression that made her slide away from him.  
 
    "I was expecting you to be gone when I got home." 
 
    Natalie pulled her gaze from his but said nothing, no matter how much she wanted to ask him why he'd think something like that. How could she ask him that when the thought had occurred to her? When she'd been tempted, if only for a few minutes, to simply grab her bags and leave? She didn't have to go back to New York. She could go south. Or west. She could go anywhere she wanted and start all over— 
 
    Except she didn't have the money to start over. She barely had enough money for train fare back to New York.  
 
    But that wasn't the only reason she had stayed.  
 
    She glanced back at Ben—not at him, but at his left hand, and the silver and gold band on his ring finger. He was still wearing the damn wedding band, like they were actually married. Shouldn't he have taken it off by now? Tossed it in a drawer, maybe, or put it someplace where it would be quickly forgotten. There was no reason for him to still be wearing it, not here where the charade no longer mattered. 
 
    She glanced down at her own hand, at the matching band still circling her own finger. There was no reason for her to still be wearing the wedding band, either, but she hadn't taken it off. 
 
    She wasn't sure why. 
 
    And that was the biggest reason why she hadn't left. She couldn't bring herself to just pick up and disappear like that. When she left—and she would leave, because she couldn't stay here indefinitely—she wouldn't sneak away without a word. Ben deserved better than that.  
 
     She released a small sigh then offered Ben a bright smile. "No, I'm still here." 
 
    He grunted, turned away from her. "I'm going to take a nap." 
 
    "Wait!" Natalie jumped to her feet, started to reach for him then stopped herself from doing something so foolish. "Do you have a newspaper or anything?" 
 
    "No. I usually just check the news online." 
 
    "Oh." She clasped her hands in front of her and looked away. "Is there a store nearby where I could get one?" 
 
    "Not really. Not within walking distance. Why do you need a paper?" 
 
    "I need to look at the classifieds. At the help wanted ads." 
 
    Ben's dark brows lowered over intense eyes. "Why?" 
 
    "Why?" She repeated the question, disbelief dripping from her voice. "Because I need to get a job, that's why." 
 
    "Why do you need a job?" 
 
    "Um, because I need money and—" 
 
    "You don't need to worry about that. Not right now. I can take care of everything." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "We can talk later. After I get some sleep." He turned away, leaving her staring after him in open-mouth shock. Had she really heard him right? Why would he think she didn't need to worry about that? Surely he didn't expect her to rely on him for everything. 
 
    Natalie glanced around the large condo and frowned. Not that he couldn't afford it but— 
 
    No. Absolutely not. Forget the fact that she didn't want to mooch off him—she may not have much but she did have her pride and she always worked for whatever she had. He'd already helped in ways she could never repay, she didn't want to owe him even more. 
 
    And she didn't want to be controlled by him, either. Forcing her to rely on him for everything was nothing but a way to control her. She'd been through that with Brandon—and with the guy she'd been with before him. She absolutely refused to let herself fall into that trap again. 
 
    She hurried after Ben, stumbling to a stop just outside his bedroom. Her mind registered the massive bed in the middle of the room, the dark maroon of the walls offset by the white of the soaring cathedral ceilings, the pale gray wood of the nightstands and dresser. It wasn't the furnishings that had caused her breath to rush from her in a small squeak. It wasn't even the unexpected tidiness of the room—it was the man himself. 
 
    Ben stood in the middle of the room, facing her with a small frown. He'd already shed his shirt and was in the process of doing the same to the black nylon track pants. His thumbs were hooked into the waistband, ready to shove them down past his lean hips.  
 
    Staring was rude. She knew that. Just like she knew she probably looked like a starving woman the way her eyes raked the broad expanse of his sculpted chest and trailed along the ridges of his hard abdomen then down even lower. She needed to close her eyes. To not imagine everything she wasn't able to see. To turn around and run from the room. To apologize for staring at that hard, lean body.  
 
    Yes, that was exactly what she needed to do. But in her current list of needs, that one ranked at about twenty-three, totally surpassed by the sudden need to run her hands all over that bare skin and muscle, just to see if it was as hot and hard as it looked. 
 
    And that was absolutely the last thing she could do. She knew that. Knew that the simple act of just touching Ben would open the door to even more insanity. It was bad enough they were joined together in this sham of a marriage—crossing the line into anything physical would catapult her into a new world of trouble. 
 
    And if that happened, she was very much afraid that she wouldn't escape unscathed. Not this time. 
 
    "Did you need something?" 
 
    Need. She opened her mouth to answer him, quickly closed it again because that wasn't what he meant and she knew it. For his part, Ben seemed to be unaware of the reason for her sudden silence. Or maybe he knew and was wisely ignoring it, for which she should be eternally grateful. Should be—Natalie didn't want to look too closely into all the reasons why she wasn't.  
 
    She finally forced her gaze from his chest and stared at a spot over his shoulder, not quite able to meet his eyes. Was her face as red as it felt? She was sure it must be and could only hope that he didn't notice it, that the room was dim enough to hide her embarrassed blush.  
 
    "I—" Her mouth snapped closed and she tried furiously to remember why she had followed Ben, why she had chased after him. What had they been talking about? 
 
    Nothing—because there had been no talking, just Ben's assurance that she didn't need to worry about money. Not now. That he would take care of everything—and she couldn't let him do that. 
 
    She finally found her voice and with it, the courage to meet his cool gaze. "I'm not going to let you take care of things. I need to find a job." 
 
    "Natalie—" 
 
    "Just give me directions to the store. I can walk there while you take your nap." 
 
    "I said we can talk about this later." 
 
    "There's nothing to talk about. I need to start looking for a job." 
 
    "And I said you didn't need to worry about it." He stepped toward her, his dark eyes flashing in the shadows. "We're married now—" 
 
    "Which means absolutely nothing because it isn't a real marriage and you know it. And even if it was, that wouldn't change things because I still wouldn't let you control me." 
 
    It wasn't until he staggered to a surprised stop that Natalie realized he had been advancing on her. He stood a foot away, close enough that she felt the heat radiating from his bare skin—and close enough that she saw the surprise flash in his eyes. 
 
    "Control you." He repeated her words, his voice dangerously soft. Or maybe the danger was only in her imagination because a second later, rich laughter filled the air. "Control you? Is that what you think this is about?" 
 
    "Isn't it?" 
 
    He watched her for a long minute then finally shook his head and turned away. She studied his broad back, the way muscles bunched and stretched as he made his way over to the dresser and grabbed his wallet. 
 
    "No, it's not. This was about me getting some sleep before taking you to the damn store because I've been up for damn near forty-eight hours straight. But hey, if that doesn't work for you—" He grabbed her hand and slapped the wallet into her palm. "Knock yourself out. The closest store's about three miles away. Go out to the main entrance, make a left, and keep walking. When you see the highway, make a right. You'll have your choice of convenience stores and gas stations to pick from." 
 
    Natalie stared at the heavy wallet in her hand then raised her eyes to meet Ben's gaze. Had she misunderstood him earlier? Or was she misunderstanding him now? Because right now, she didn't see exhaustion in his eyes—she saw desire, a slow burn that grew and danced as she watched. He was standing so close to her, close enough that all she had to do was lean forward and tilt her head up and they'd be kissing and she'd finally learn if his kiss was really as potent as she remembered from their wedding day, or if she had simply imagined it.  
 
    For once in her life, Natalie curbed her natural impulse and thrust the wallet at him. She refused to acknowledge the heat of bare skin as her fingers brushed against his chest, refused to acknowledge the hard muscles that jumped under her accidental touch. She didn't wait to see if he caught the wallet or if it fell to the thick carpeting under their feet. She didn't care what happened to it, not when instinct and self-preservation urged her to turn and hurry from the room.  
 
    For the first time in a very long time, Natalie refused to give in to the lure of temptation. And when she heard the silent click of the bedroom door closing behind her, she wondered if she'd finally made the right choice— 
 
    Or if it was something she'd come to regret in the nights ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Natalie huddled deeper into her jacket, thankful for the extra layer that provided some protection against the cold air of the rink. She thought about putting her gloves on then decided against it. Nobody else around her had on gloves and she didn't want to stand out any more than she already was. The game couldn't last that much longer, she'd survive until it was over.  
 
    Then she could go home—not home, it was Ben's place—and disappear into the room she was using and wonder for the millionth time why Ben had insisted she come tonight. He'd told her it was because his teammates had learned he was married and that it would look odd if she wasn't there. The reason sounded plausible enough but there had been a flash of something in his hazel eyes when he'd said it that made her believe there was more to it.  
 
    Which made her question, for the billionth time, why he was insisting on taking this whole marriage charade to the lengths he was.  
 
    And why she was letting him.  
 
    If she was honest with herself, that was what bothered her the most. Not that Ben was taking this show too far, but that she was going right along with it. He didn't have to marry her and she certainly didn't have to agree to it—she would survive the catastrophe with Brandon just fine, with or without anyone's help. And while potentially having Ben's help could explain why she had gone through with it, she still didn't understand why Ben had agreed to it. No, he'd done more than agree to it—the whole thing had been his idea.  
 
    And she still didn't know why. People didn't do things like that without expecting something in return and so far, Ben had asked for exactly nothing. Even if he had, Natalie had nothing to offer him. 
 
    So why was he so insistent on carrying things this far? It would be so much easier—for both of them—if they just got an annulment and went their separate ways. The longer they waited, the harder it would be. Well, maybe not harder, but surely it would get more complicated, right? 
 
    That's what she kept telling herself, anyway. Not that there was much she could do about it except go along with everything and wait to see what happened. Bide her time, find a job and stash away some money so that when they finally put an end to this whole charade, she'd have a little something to carry her through. 
 
    That's what she tried to tell herself, anyway—for the millionth time. But that little voice in the back of her mind, the one that belonged to the frightened little girl she'd always be, was urging her to leave well enough alone and let Ben take care of her.  
 
    Natalie refused to give in to that little voice. She'd done it before—more than once—and things had never worked out. This time would be no different. She needed to shove temptation away and rely on herself, that was the only way to guarantee that she had any control in the outcome. Her life, her rules. It couldn't be any other way. 
 
    Except that was another lie she kept telling herself. If it wasn't, she wouldn't be here right now, sitting with a bunch of women she didn't know and didn't want to know. They'd been friendly enough at first, the assorted wives and girlfriends of Ben's teammates, introducing themselves and welcoming her, trying to make small talk and getting to know her. But she didn't miss the quiet speculation in their eyes or the unasked questions veiled by the social niceties. And she made no attempt to get to know them. If she did, she'd let her guard down and become vulnerable and bad things happened when she did that. 
 
    So she sat there, huddled against the chill, watching a game she didn't understand and wondering how much longer it would go on for. The clock on the giant screen was counting down the minutes but even that didn't tell her much. She wasn't a sports fan, had no idea how the game was divided. Was it split into quarters? Or maybe it was halves. That would be better, because that meant they were near the end of the second half and it would be over soon and she could leave. 
 
    After waiting for Ben to come get her. 
 
    A loud horn blared out of nowhere, making her jump. She glanced around, watched as people surged to their feet and started clapping. The men that had been on the ice were leaving, disappearing to someplace she couldn't see from her seat. Did that mean it was over? It must, because people were starting to leave. 
 
    Except for the women surrounding her—they were still seated, their heads together as they chatted and laughed with each other. 
 
    Natalie shifted in her own seat, feeling very much like an outsider. She hesitated, finally cleared her throat and leaned toward the woman closest to her, the one with a wild mane of vibrant red hair and eyes that hinted at being a survivor. 
 
    "Excuse me." Natalie repeated the words a second time but the woman still didn't hear her. She finally pulled her hand from her coat pocket and tapped the woman on the shoulder to get her attention—only all the women were now staring at her, not just the redhead.  
 
    Natalie ignored the curious stares and focused on the redhead. "Is it over?" 
 
    "The game? No, this is just the intermission. There's another period left to go." 
 
    Natalie nodded her thanks then sat back. There was still another period to go? How long was the actual game for? She'd already been here for several hours, waiting in the stands long before anyone else got here because she'd come with Ben—and he needed to get here early.  
 
    It wouldn't be so bad if she had something to do, some way to occupy herself while she waited. If she had thought to bring a book, she could be reading right now. Maybe next time— 
 
    Except there wouldn't be a next time. She was here tonight for show-and-tell as Ben's new wife and nothing more, even she knew that. Once Ben's teammates saw her and satisfied their curiosity, there would be no reason for her to return. 
 
    "Hey, Nat. I need help getting the drinks. Come with me."  
 
    She winced at the nickname and turned toward the redhead, ready to tell her she should get someone else to help her, but the woman was already reaching for her. One slender hand closed over Natalie's arm and tugged and before she realized what was happening, she was being dragged up the concrete stairs to the busy concourse. 
 
    The redhead stopped at a drink booth several yards away and took a place in the long line. Natalie hesitated then stood behind her, saying nothing as she looked around and studied the heavy crowd moving around them. 
 
    "So. Ben's wife, huh?" 
 
    Natalie's gaze darted to the other woman's, searching the clear hazel eyes for any sign of derision or judgment. All she saw was simple curiosity. She nodded but didn't offer any additional information, then was forced to hide her surprise at the other woman's amused laugh. 
 
    "You don't talk much, do you?" 
 
    "Sometimes." Usually after she'd had four or five drinks, which is what got her into this situation to begin with. She had no intention of sharing that information with the woman currently studying her. 
 
    "And I bet you're not big on sharing personal information either, are you?" 
 
    "Not really, no." Again, not unless she'd been drinking which—again—is what got her into this mess of a marriage to begin with. Which is why she tended not to drink much unless she was with people she knew well. Considering she refused to let herself be that vulnerable with people, that didn't happen very often. 
 
    The woman watched her for a few seconds, a small grin curling the edges of her mouth. Instead of asking more questions the way Natalie expected, she just made a small humming sound and moved forward one place in the line. The tension that had crept into Natalie's shoulders eased a little and she relaxed enough to continue her people-watching. 
 
    They finally reached the counter and the redhead placed the large order, including the bottle of water Natalie asked for. She pulled the wallet from her coat pocket and started to open it—she had enough money she could at least pay for her own water—but the redhead waved her off. 
 
    "You can buy at the next game." 
 
    Natalie started to tell her she wouldn't be at any more games then swallowed the words along with a gulp of surprise when the cashier gave them the total. No, she definitely wouldn't be at any more games—a good thing, too, because she wouldn't be able to afford to buy drinks for everyone, not unless she found a job soon.  
 
    They moved to the end of the counter to wait for their order, the noise around them lessening just a bit as the crowd started drifting back to their seats. The redhead—why couldn't Natalie remember her name?—grabbed a handful of napkins and some straws then turned toward her. 
 
    "How long have you and Ben known each other?" 
 
    "Um—" Natalie hesitated, not sure what to say. How much had Ben told them? Had he told them anything at all? She erred on the side of caution and answered as vaguely as she thought she could get away with. "I, um, I knew him when we were growing up. I was friends with his sister." 
 
    "Yeah? Cool." The woman tilted her head to the side, that small grin still in place. "Jenny's brother plays for the Bombers. Jason—that's Megan's boyfriend. And Jenny is married to Tyler, the team's goalie." 
 
    Natalie nodded even though she had no idea who the woman was talking about. She vaguely remembered hearing the two women's names but she wouldn't be able to tell who was who because she hadn't paid much attention. 
 
    "Jason and Tyler aren't speaking to each other. Haven't been since Jason found out Tyler and Jenny were seeing each other." 
 
    "Oh. Doesn't that make being teammates a little difficult?" 
 
    The woman shrugged. "Probably. Not our problem though. Men can be such little boys sometimes, you know? Is Ben's sister okay with you marrying her brother?" 
 
    Natalie started to say she had no idea because she hadn't seen Donna in almost nine years then realized how smoothly she'd almost been lured into sharing information. She met the other woman's curious gaze and did nothing more than offer a careless shrug. "It doesn't matter if she is or not." 
 
    Which was nothing more than the truth, even if it wasn't a complete answer.  
 
    She expected the other woman to probe some more but their order finally arrived: two large drink trays loaded with beer, soda, a small cup of white wine, and Natalie's bottle of water. She grabbed one flimsy tray and carefully balanced it in both hands, then stepped back so the other woman could get in front of her and lead the way. 
 
    She did, but not after shooting a cautious glance at the tray in Natalie's hand. "Be careful, these aren't the strongest trays around." 
 
    "Don't worry, I've got it." Natalie inwardly winced at the sharpness of her voice and offered the woman a small smile to take some of the sting from the words. "I used to waitress some." 
 
    "Yeah? Me, too. Still do. Zach hates it but—" She shrugged as if to say who cares.  
 
    "You still work?" 
 
    "Of course. I'm not the stay-at-home type. None of us are. Even Courtney works, but only two days a week now." The woman shifted the tray then glanced over her shoulder at Natalie. "How about you?" 
 
    "No. At least, not yet." 
 
    "That's right, you just moved here, didn't you? From...where did you say you lived before you married Ben?" 
 
    "I didn't." Natalie hesitated but only for a second. There was no harm in letting the woman know where she used to live up until three days ago. "But I lived in New York City. In the East Village." 
 
    "Wow. Sounds fancy." 
 
    "Yeah, I guess." It wasn't a word Natalie would use to describe it. Busy. Crowded. Noisy. Bustling. Exciting. Energetic. Expensive. All of those words fit, but not fancy, not with Natalie's nonexistent budget. 
 
    "You'll have to tell me all about it. Maybe you can join us at Savannah's this weekend while the guys are away." 
 
    Natalie almost stumbled on the first step but caught herself at the last second. "Away?" 
 
    "Yeah." The woman hesitated long enough to give Natalie another searching glance. "Don't you know Ben's schedule?" 
 
    "I—" She stopped, not knowing how to answer. As his wife, shouldn't she know? Yes—but she wasn't his wife, not really. And Ben hadn't bothered to tell her anything about a schedule. Not that they'd had much time to talk, and not that Natalie had cared to ask. She hadn't even given it much thought, had just assumed that he worked during the week with an occasional game here and there at night. 
 
    She'd obviously assumed wrong. "No, I don't. Not really. There, um, we've been busy and—" 
 
    The woman's small laugh stopped her from making an even bigger fool of herself—until Natalie realized what the redhead must be thinking about her busy comment, then a furious blush heated her face.  
 
    "Yeah, I guess you have been, being newlyweds and all." The woman continued talking as she made her way down the stairs. "This weekend, they have the home game tonight, then they're away tomorrow and Sunday. Next weekend, it's away, home, away. I think. I need to see the schedule to be sure. It can get a little confusing at times." 
 
    "They have games every weekend?" 
 
    "For the most part. And practices during the week. But don't worry, it settles down during the off-season." They finally reached their seats and the redhead slid into the row, passing out drinks before taking the tray from Natalie and doing the same.  
 
    She dropped into her own seat and uncapped the bottle then took a thoughtful sip. If Ben really worked that much, they probably wouldn't see each other very often. Maybe it wouldn't be too bad staying with him. At least, just for a little bit. Just until she could find a job and save some money and figure out where to go next. 
 
    "Hey guys, Nat's going to join us this weekend at Savannah's." 
 
    Six sets of eyes turned toward her. Natalie lowered the water bottle, wondering if she looked as cornered as she felt. She slowly capped the bottle and shook her head. "I don't think—" 
 
    "No pressure. You don't have to if you don't want to." One of the women in front of her spoke, the one wearing a flannel shirt open over a gray t-shirt that said Property of the York Bombers and colorful Chucks on her feet. Natalie had no idea what her name was.  
 
    "You can think it over while we're at Mystic's tonight." 
 
    "Mystic's? What's that?"  
 
    The redhead nodded in the direction of the woman wearing the flannel shirt. "It's the sports bar and restaurant that Megan's dad owns. We both work there. And it's where the guys usually go after practice and games." 
 
    "Oh. I don't know. Ben didn't say anything about going out after the game—" 
 
    "He probably just figured you knew. Or that we'd let you know." 
 
    Natalie shook her head, silently disagreeing with the redhead. Ben probably had no intention of going. Or did he? Maybe that was what he had in mind by bringing her tonight because she certainly wasn't meeting any of his teammates by sitting up here.  
 
    She finally sat back in the seat and offered what she hoped was a careless shrug. "Yeah, okay. I guess we'll meet everyone there." 
 
    It was a safe answer, one that didn't commit her to anything in case Ben really had no intention of going. But the redhead was already shaking her head. 
 
    "You don't want to hang around here waiting for Ben, you'll be here forever. You can ride with me." 
 
    "But—" Natalie's objections were drowned out by the loud music that filled the arena as the lights dimmed. The music was quickly replaced by the announcer's booming voice and the cheers of the crowd as the players skated out onto the ice.  
 
    Everyone around her stood, clapping and cheering. Natalie hesitated but only for a second before finally standing with everyone else— 
 
    And wondering what else she had gotten herself into by not thinking before acting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere in the locker room was one of celebration. Why shouldn't it be, when the Bombers had annihilated Springfield in the third period, winning with a final score of six-to-nothing? Tyler was still grinning from adding another shut-out to his win column, and Kyle had scored the first hat-trick of his career. Hell, even Ben had notched both a tally and an assist.  
 
    The icing on the cake had been Torresi's mild congratulations on great teamwork and a strong win. Of course, he then had to throw in a not-so-subtle reminder that their next two games were on the road and he expected everyone to be at the practice rink at eight in the morning, wide awake and ready to board the bus that would take them to the airport . A few silent groans had greeted the coach's words but it was mostly for show—not a single player here was stupid enough to show up hungover or exhausted. With the exception of Banky, they'd all been playing for a while and knew better. And Banky had never been a problem because he wasn't a partier, despite having knocked-up a one-night stand then marrying her. 
 
    Ben glanced over at the younger man and frowned at the irony of the entire situation. For all the shit he'd given the guy a few months ago, the joke was now solidly on Ben. If he had an inclination to believe in it, he'd think this was karma's way of getting back at him because now he had joined the ranks of the married guys on the team— 
 
    And he was one hundred percent positive that he was the only one not getting any action at home. 
 
    He tightened the tie around his neck and mentally shrugged. Whatever. He hadn't married Natalie for sex—that he could get anywhere. And he would again—as soon as they sat down to have a little chat and put some rules in place for their marriage. Not that he was planning on running out and getting laid the first chance he got because he wasn't. Shit, he wasn't that bad. But eventually, maybe a few months down the road, if he happened to meet someone who caught his eye, then yeah.  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    He frowned, wondering why the idea of hooking up with someone didn't hold as much appeal as he expected it to. Ben mentally shrugged again and pushed the thought from his mind then grabbed his small duffel bag.  
 
    "You heading to Mystic's to celebrate?" The question came from Aaron Malone, which surprised him enough that he actually hesitated. As the oldest guy on the team—and the father of two—Aaron generally didn't go out much after the games. Once or twice here and there, yeah, but not very often. Which was probably why he didn't realize Ben had essentially stopped going out with the team after laying into Banky for being so damned stupid and naive and gullible. 
 
    He slung the duffel bag over his shoulder and shook his head. "Wasn't planning on it. I'm just going up to get Natalie then heading home." 
 
    "Up? You mean you left her in the arena instead of having her come down to the lounge?" 
 
    Yeah, he had, because he hadn't been thinking. He'd never been involved with anyone long enough—or cared enough, when it came down to it—to bring a guest to the game, let alone have them come down to the lounge. And if he was going to at least be honest with himself, he wasn't entirely certain he wanted Natalie down here where all the guys could ogle her—and maybe ask too many questions that he didn't really want answered. It was enough that she was here, sitting with the other wives and girlfriends. Show-and-tell was over, as far as he was concerned. 
 
    He ignored the questioning expression in Aaron's deep gaze and shrugged. "I'm sure she's fine." 
 
    "As long as they didn't kick her out and make her wait outside." 
 
    "They wouldn't do that." At least, he didn't think they would. And if they tried, she'd tell them she was waiting on him and someone would call down to verify it.  
 
    Unless Natalie didn't think to tell them that.  
 
    He glanced at his watch and swallowed back a small groan. The game had ended more than forty minutes ago. Had he told Natalie how long it might be before he got out? No, he hadn't—because he hadn't cared enough to tell her. He'd just shoved a ticket at her, told her she'd be sitting with the wives and girlfriends, and disappeared without so much as a backward glance. For all he knew, she'd taken off right after that. 
 
    Except he was jumping to conclusions and thinking the worst. She hadn't taken off because he'd seen her in the stands during the game, sitting there looking distracted and totally uninterested. And yeah, maybe she was sitting in the same section as the other women, but even he could see the way she held herself apart from them, not really part of the group. 
 
    Guilt washed over him, only to be quickly brushed away. Just because he got her the ticket didn't mean he could force her to interact with anyone. He'd done his part. If she wanted to keep distance between her and everyone else, that was on her. 
 
    But that didn't lessen the sudden urgency he felt to go find her now. 
 
    "I'll go get her—" 
 
    "Don't bother, she's not up there." Zach waved his phone in the air before dropping it into his pocket. "She's at Mystic's with the girls waiting on us. Haley drove her." 
 
    Ben started to ask Zach how the hell he even knew what they'd been talking about then realized that wasn't the important question. The important question was— "What the hell is she doing at Mystic's?" 
 
    "How the hell should I know? Haley probably figured you were going to head over there with everyone else and decided to give your wife a ride instead of leaving her by herself in an empty arena for God-only-knows how long." Zach stared at him for a long minute, a silent dare reflected in his gaze. Ben was stuck—and he knew it. There was no logical reason for him to be upset over the fact that Natalie had left with Haley and the others. She wouldn't have known that Ben had no plans to go to Mystic's—because he hadn't told her. The only thing he'd said was that she had to come to the game tonight so the guys could see her. He forgot to mention that the closest he planned on letting any of them get to her was seeing her in the stands. 
 
    Because he didn't feel like listening to their bullshit, whether it was good-natured or not. 
 
    And he sure as hell didn't want any of them to find out that the marriage had been a last-minute impulse. Yes, Nathan and Ryan and Kyle knew. At least, they thought they knew, because he'd told them he was just helping out a friend of his sister's. So far, they hadn't shared that little tidbit with any of the other guys but it was only a matter of time before they did.  
 
    What they didn't know were the details. They didn't know the background story Natalie had given him, about how her ex had dumped her in Vegas then landed his ass in jail.  
 
    And they didn't know that she had already asked for an annulment—something Ben had no plans on giving her. He wasn't sure why yet, was afraid to look too closely at his own motivations for why he'd impulsively asked her to marry his sorry ass then actually followed through with the damn thing. Why didn't matter. Not to him. Not now. Maybe not ever. 
 
    But damned if he wanted any of his teammates to find out. 
 
    Or was it already too late for that? Had Natalie told the other women all about it? No, he didn't think so. She might have spilled her entire life story to him but he had the feeling that was an anomaly for her, that she didn't usually open up to many people. She sure as hell hadn't been very talkative the last few days, not since they'd said their vows in that tiny damn chapel on the strip.  
 
    He figured the details of the marriage were safe for now. At least, until the rest of the team got there and started bombarding her with questions. Ben couldn't let that happen. 
 
    Which meant he was heading to Mystic's with everyone else. Fine, he'd go. They'd stay for one drink—anything less than that would just open him to more questions he didn't want to answer. Then he'd grab Natalie and they'd go back to his place and that would be it. 
 
    Ben dug his keys from his pocket and started toward the door. Zach fell into step right beside him. 
 
    "So now you're in a hurry to leave, huh?" 
 
    "Yeah. I figure I should probably get there before anyone else does to protect Natalie from all you assholes." 
 
    "I only buy half of that." 
 
    Ben slid a questioning glance at Zach but didn't even slow his stride. "Yeah? Which half?" 
 
    "That you want to get there before anyone else." 
 
    "Your point?" 
 
    "No point. I just figure it's because you're worried someone will spill the beans and tell your blushing bride how big an ass you are." 
 
    The words had been meant as nothing more than a joke. At least, coming from Zach, they were. A few of the other guys on the team would have sincerely meant them. 
 
    They would have been right. 
 
    And for reasons he didn't understand, that truth suddenly bothered him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Ben paused just inside the doorway and let his eyes adjust to the dim light. Mystic's was crowded—which wasn't unusual, considering it was late on a Friday night. Music from the DJ filled the bar area, loud enough to be enjoyable but not so loud that people had to shout to be heard over it. Not that it mattered because people were still shouting, creating an annoying din that Ben felt throbbing at the base of his skull.  
 
    He usually enjoyed coming to Mystic's...during the day, when it wasn't quite as crowded or noisy. Every once in a while he'd join the guys for a drink or two after a game but usually he went to a different bar, one that was generally quieter. He preferred to drink in peace, not amid a throng of people shouting over one another to be heard.  
 
    But tonight, he didn't have a choice. As tempting as it was to just grab Natalie and take her home, he couldn't. There would be too many questions asked if he did that—not that there wouldn't be questions regardless. Fine. They'd stay long enough to have that one drink and appease everyone's curiosity then they'd leave. It wasn't like tonight would be a late night for anyone anyway, not when they were hitting the road in the morning.  
 
    Someone jostled him from behind. Ben turned, a sharp retort on the tip of his tongue. He swallowed it back with a groan and his mood, such as it was, took a nosedive when he saw Nathan and Ryan behind him. There could be only one reason the two men were here: Natalie. 
 
    Ben clenched his back teeth together and told himself to ignore them as he headed toward the group of tables clustered in the far corner. Even if he hadn't known where everyone usually sat after the games, the tables would have been easy to spot. Kind of hard not to when seven women sat around them, all of them wearing jerseys or shirts emblazoned with the York Bombers logo. 
 
    No, not all of them. Natalie was wearing another off-the-shoulder sweater, this one in a deep green that accented the paleness of her bare skin and the color of her deep eyes. Her clothes weren't the only thing that set her apart from the other women. She was sitting at the same table as everyone else but she wasn't part of the group. Ben could see that even from a distance. She held herself apart from them, just like she had at the game, not even leaning in to participate in whatever conversation was going on around her. Something twisted in his gut and he stumbled at the strange reaction, not sure what it was from. 
 
    Guilt? 
 
    Pity? 
 
    Something else? 
 
    He ground his teeth even harder and kept walking until he reached the table. Seven sets of eyes looked up at him but it was only one he was interested in: Natalie's. And the woman really needed to work on her acting skills because instead of being happy to see him, she looked anxious—and not in a good way. There was a flash of something that resembled dread in her moss green eyes, the emotion quickly blinked away when he took the empty seat beside her. He slid closer and draped his arm along the back of her chair, his hand lightly brushing the bare skin of her exposed shoulder. A jolt went through him at the sensation of that soft skin under his fingers. Or maybe the jolt was from her reaction because she stiffened and started to pull away. 
 
    Did anyone else notice? Yeah, dammit. Haley was watching them, a small frown creasing her face when Natalie eased away from him. Of course it was Haley. Of all the women here, she would be the one most attuned to any tension or potential threat around them, especially after what she went through last year when her ex had nearly killed her. Ben wanted to jump to his feet and yell, to ask her if she really thought he was as bad as the low-life son-of-a-bitch who had hurt her. He kept the words bottled up, knowing that Haley had no way of answering that because she didn't know him. None of the women did, not really. 
 
    And he had nobody to blame but himself because he always kept himself a little apart from everyone else. 
 
    Instead of arguing his innocence, Ben leaned to the side and pressed his mouth close to Natalie's ear. Her soft hair teased his cheek and nose and her delicate scent—something fresh and fruity and tempting—drew him in. For one brief second, he wanted to bury his face in her hair. Wanted to run his hands through the soft strands and feel them curl around his fingers. Wanted to cup her face between his palms and tilt her head back and— 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Maybe he made a small sound, or maybe Natalie's intuition was simply sharper than he realized, because she stiffened and again tried to put some distance between them. He dropped his hand on her shoulder, holding her in place, then spoke into her ear low enough that only she could hear. 
 
    "We're supposed to be newlyweds. Stop acting like you're afraid of me. This is just for show. I'm not going to throw you over my shoulder and carry you back to my cave to have my way with you." 
 
    Her head snapped toward his, surprise flashing in her eyes for a brief second when their gazes met. That clear gaze slid away from his and swept along the table, taking in the growing crowd filling the empty seats. The tension eased from her body and she leaned closer, a small smile curling the corners of her mouth. 
 
    The breath rushed from his lungs at the sight of that smile. It was sweet and sexy and oh-so-teasing, the kind of secret smile a woman might give her lover. A smile filled with unspoken promises to be delivered later.  
 
    Ben sucked in a deep breath and fisted his hand against his thigh. Shit. Dammit. Fuck. What the fuck was that about? Anyone who happened to be looking over at them would think they were silently making plans for later—and that Natalie was definitely looking forward to those plans. Hell, if he didn't know better, he'd believe it, too. 
 
    Ben didn't have to glance around to know that everyone was watching them—he knew they were, could feel their curious gazes on them. But he couldn't turn to look at them, not even to tell them to mind their own fucking business, not when he knew they'd see the surprise on his face.  
 
    And the sudden need that clawed at him, raw and desperate. 
 
    And shit, he needed to get a handle on his reaction. There was no need for him to be acting like this, not when he knew Natalie didn't mean whatever was behind that look. She was only doing what he asked of her: acting like newlyweds and pretending she couldn't wait to be alone with him. It was an act. Nothing more. 
 
    But holy shit, it was a convincing one. 
 
    "Hey! Leach! You going to stare at your bride all night or you going to make introductions?" 
 
    Ben dragged his gaze from Natalie then glared at Jason Emory. He didn't want to make introductions, didn't want any of the guys to meet Natalie or learn anything about her—or why they had married so quickly. But he didn't have a choice, not when they were already here.  
 
    Not unless he actually did throw her over his shoulder and carry her out.  
 
    He leaned back in the chair and stretched his legs out in front of him, acting like he didn't have a care in the world. Then he started the long process of introducing Natalie—his wife—to everyone on the team. And it damn near was everyone. Tonight, for some reason, everybody was here except the coaching staff. 
 
    Ben almost laughed. For some reason? The reason they were here was sitting right next to him. 
 
    Because they couldn't believe he got married. 
 
    Because most of them had heard Nathan running his mouth in the locker room yesterday. 
 
    Because this was nothing more than show-and-tell to most of them. 
 
    For the most part, the guys tamped down their insatiable curiosity and failed to give Natalie the third degree—or warn her away from him. Both were a small win as far as Ben was concerned. In fact, the only one who surprised him was Banky.  
 
    The damn kid actually got up from his seat and moved over to where they were sitting, then leaned across the table and extended his hand to Natalie. She stared at it in surprise for a few long seconds then tossed Ben a questioning glance before accepting it. 
 
    "Welcome to the family, Natalie." 
 
    The words surprised Ben as much as they did everyone else, leaving him speechless. Not that anyone noticed because everyone else was groaning and laughing and teasing the guy for being so dorky. 
 
    Except he wasn't dorky—he was actually sincere about it. Ben's admiration for the kid jumped a few notches, especially after all the grief Ben had given him a few months ago. 
 
    "Hey Travis, you should sing them a song or something." 
 
    Banky's face turned bright red and he quickly sat back down, staring at the table as he shook his head. "No, I don't think so. It's not karaoke night." 
 
    Laughter and teasing echoed around the tables, all of it aimed at Banky this time. Thank God, because it took everyone's attention away from him.  
 
    Natalie nudged Ben, curiosity clear in her eyes. She leaned closer, her hand accidentally brushing his thigh. She quickly moved her hand and folded it in her lap, like touching him had been the worst thing she could ever imagine doing. 
 
    "What was that all about?" 
 
    Ben wanted to ask her the same thing. Wanted to ask her if touching him, even accidentally, was such a terrible thing. He swallowed the words, knowing he was a fool for even thinking about asking her that. They were married in name only and there was nothing going on between them—no matter what her earlier smile had hinted at. 
 
    He reached across the table for the pitcher of beer someone had slid down and carefully poured some into a glass. Not that he particularly wanted a beer, but it gave him something to do while he tried to get his fucking head on straight and stop thinking shit he had no business thinking. 
 
    He took a long sip then placed the cup in front of him, keeping his free hand curled around it as he answered her question. "Banky sings. Apparently he has one hell of a voice on him." 
 
    "You've never heard him?" 
 
    "No. I wasn't here the few times he got up on stage." 
 
    Natalie nodded then reached for her own glass. Soda, he thought. At least, that's what it looked like. "I thought everyone always came here to hang out after the games. That's what they made it sound like." 
 
    "No, not always. Not everyone. I haven't been here in a few months." 
 
    Natalie nodded then raised the glass. Her lips curled around the straw and she gently sucked, pulling dark liquid through the plastic. Need slammed into him, punching him in the gut and nearly doubling him over. He jerked his gaze away and stared at his beer, berating himself for acting like a damn teenager.  
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    His gaze snapped back to Natalie's. "For what?" 
 
    "I wouldn't have let them drag me here if I had known you don't usually come. I should have stayed and waited for you—" 
 
    "Not your fault. I didn't say anything to you and I should have known this might happen." 
 
    Natalie nodded. Took another sip. Placed the glass on the table in front of her. "It's okay if we leave." 
 
    He watched her for a long minute, tempted to take her up on the offer. Not that she was offering anything. Shit, he had to remember that. Had to stop reading into every little thing she said or did. What the fuck was wrong with him tonight? He wasn't usually like this. Miserable and aloof and unhappy, yeah. Always. He'd been that way for more than ten fucking years.  
 
    But eager and anxious and almost excited? Hell, no. That wasn't him. Never had been, not even when he was younger. 
 
    Maybe they should leave. They'd put in an appearance. The guys had their chance to meet her. They'd had their one drink—mostly. And it didn't look like Natalie wanted to be here anymore than he did. Yeah, leaving was the smart thing to do. 
 
    Ben pushed away from the table, reached for Natalie's hand as he leaned over, ready to tell her leaving sounded like a good idea. He wasn't looking at anyone else, had no idea who started tapping on their glass. All he knew was that the noise grew louder as everyone around them joined in.  
 
    "Kiss her!" Someone—Nathan, he thought—called out. The shout was joined by others, laughing voices filled with enthusiastic encouragement. 
 
    Ben froze. Dammit! He should have expected this, should have expected that they'd turn this impromptu gathering into some kind of faux wedding reception. He'd gotten married, had robbed his teammates of the chance to join in the celebration, and this was their way of being part of the big event. 
 
    Only it wasn't a big event. It wasn't even a real marriage—and Ben couldn't tell them that. 
 
    He caught Natalie's surprised gaze with his own, saw the same wariness he felt reflected in her moss green eyes. One kiss. Would one kiss really hurt? A quick peck then they could leave. Yeah, there would be some teasing about it being nothing more than a peck but Ben could handle that, even had a comeback ready for it. Something sharp and biting, which is exactly what his teammates would expect from him.  
 
    Natalie's eyes widened when he leaned forward and caught her chin with his hand. He muttered a quick apology then pressed his mouth against hers in a quick kiss, nothing more than a bare brushing of lips. She stiffened but only for a second then lowered her gaze when he pulled away. Even in the dim light, he could see the faint blush that stained her cheeks. From the kiss? Or from the disappointed groans that echoed around him? 
 
    "Even I can do better than that, Ben!" 
 
    Maybe it was the teasing groans. Maybe it was Banky's laughing admonishment. Or maybe it was the flash of interest he thought he saw in Natalie's eyes when she looked up at him. 
 
    Hell, maybe it was simply because he was a selfish fucking bastard. He didn't know. Didn't care. He just leaned forward again and cupped Natalie's face between his hands, dipped his head and caught her mouth with his.  
 
    And this time, it was more than a chaste meeting of lips. 
 
    He expected Natalie to stiffen under his touch. To pull away in shock or horror. Maybe even jump to her feet and run off.  
 
    Instead of doing any of those things, she pressed herself even closer and looped her arms around his neck. Her mouth opened under his and he swallowed her soft sigh before delving his tongue into her sweet mouth. So fucking sweet. 
 
    And just like that, he was lost. 
 
    He pulled her closer and deepened the kiss, losing himself in the taste of her. In the tiny little sounds she made. In the way her fingers teased the back of his neck and played with the ends of his hair.  
 
    Kissing her was a mistake. He knew it, had known it would be just from the way his body had clenched with need when he kissed her back in that tacky chapel in Vegas. It was a mistake—but he didn't care. How could he, when she responded to him the way she was? When her body softened and molded itself to his, seeking what he offered. 
 
    It would be so easy to drag her across his lap. How would it feel, with her legs straddling his while her hips rocked against him? With her legs wrapped around his waist as he drove into her and lost himself in her heat? 
 
    It would be paradise, he was certain of it—but there was only one way to find out. 
 
    He closed his hands around her waist, started to lift her from the chair and settle her on his lap. Started to—and then stopped. The growing laughter and applause echoing around him finally seeped into his thick skull and he remembered where they were— 
 
    In a crowded sports bar. Surrounded by his teammates.  
 
    Surrounded by strangers. 
 
    Ben abruptly pulled his mouth from Natalie's, struggled to catch his breath. Her eyes slowly opened, their green depths dazed as she met his gaze. Shock flashed across her face and she slid back, her trembling fingers briefly shooting to her kiss-swollen mouth. Heat filled her face. From embarrassment? From need? From the physical punch of that damned kiss? 
 
    Ben didn't know. He didn't want to know. He ignored the cries and taunts of his teammates as he reached for Natalie's hand. Ignored their good-natured cheers as he pulled her to her feet. He even ignored the mocking laughter flashing in Nathan's eyes as they moved past him. 
 
    But the one thing he couldn't ignore was the concern etched on Haley's face as he led Natalie toward the door. He paused and glanced over his shoulder, met the other woman's eyes for a brief second then quickly shook his head and walked out, his wife's hand trembling in his gentle grip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    He expected Natalie to run to her room and slam the door shut as soon as they walked into his condo. She'd been quiet during the drive home from Mystic's, sitting in the passenger seat with her hands tightly folded in her lap, her face cast in shadows as she stared out the window. There had been one or two times when she had looked over at him, her brows lowered in a small frown. Her mouth had parted as if she was going to say something but she simply turned away and went back to watching the dark landscape pass by. 
 
    He almost asked her what was wrong—almost. Ben had wisely kept his mouth shut because he wasn't in the mood to listen to her tell him what a bastard he'd been back at the bar. Not that he didn't deserve it—he did. And hell, it was nothing more than the truth. 
 
    That didn't mean he wanted to hear the words coming from her mouth. 
 
    He owed her an apology. He knew that. But for some reason, he couldn't force the words past his lips. Even now, when she was standing in the middle of the large living room, those delicate hands still clasped in front of her and a dazed look etched onto her face. 
 
    Apologize? Hell, he wanted to close the distance between them and pull her into his arms. Feast on that soft mouth of hers. Drag her into his bedroom and consummate this sham of a marriage. 
 
    Ben couldn't do any of that, not unless he wanted his face slapped, so he simply tossed the keys onto the small table by the door then headed toward his bedroom. He'd close the door—and lock it against the temptation washing over him—then pack his bag for this weekend's road trip. 
 
    "You're going to bed?" 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at Natalie and kept walking. "Yeah. After I pack." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    The soft question made him stop. It wasn't just the question, spoken in such a soft voice—it was the hint of confusion in that single word. Maybe she didn't realize he was leaving in the morning. And why would she? He sure as hell hadn't told her. He hadn't told her anything about his schedule. Hell, he'd barely talked to her at all since they left Vegas.  
 
    Ben turned, jammed his hands into the pockets of his dress pants, then stared at a spot just over her shoulder. "We're on the road this weekend. I have to be at the rink in the morning—" 
 
    "I know that." 
 
    "Oh." He frowned, quickly glanced at her then just as quickly looked away. "Then why ask why if you already knew?" 
 
    "That's not what I was asking." 
 
    Ben met her gaze again and softly swore when he saw the banked desire smoldering in her eyes. He took a step back and shook his head, pretending he didn't see it. Pretending his body hadn't already reacted to the need burning in her gaze. "I need to pack—" 
 
    "Why did you kiss me like that? Back at the bar?" 
 
    Now would be the perfect time to apologize, he thought. Apologize then make his escape, before he did something they'd both regret. "I shouldn't have. It was just for show—" 
 
    "No, it wasn't." She moved closer, stopped. "I just don't know why you kissed me like that in public—" 
 
    "It was for show. The guys were expecting—" 
 
    "—then suddenly act like a gentleman when we're in private." She was standing a foot away now, her head tilted back, a hint of a dare flashing in her green eyes. It wasn't the challenge in her gaze that propelled him forward, it was the word. 
 
    Gentleman. 
 
    Something like anger washed over him. He didn't stop to question it. Didn't do the smart thing and turn around and leave her standing there. Instead, he closed the short distance between them and curled his hand around her throat, just below her chin. His grip was light. Gentle. But it should have been enough to scare her away. To send her fleeing.  
 
    She didn't move. 
 
    The pulse jumped in her throat, the steady beat thrumming faster as he stared down at her. "I'm not a gentleman, Natalie. Don't ever make the mistake of thinking I am. I'm nothing more than a selfish bastard who would have no problem using you for what I want then walking away." 
 
    He stared at her for a full minute, waiting for her to push him away. But she didn't move, just kept watching him with that burning gaze. He ran the pad of his thumb across her lower lip, marveled at the velvety smoothness of the delicate skin. He needed to drop his hand. To put space between. To disappear into his room and lock the fucking door. 
 
    And then her lips parted on a soft sigh and her teeth gently nipped the end of his thumb. Challenge filled her gaze as she stepped closer and curled one hand around his loosened tie.  
 
    "Then do it." 
 
    The quiet words fell between them, shocking him. He hadn't meant the words as a dare of some sort, he'd meant them as a warning—only his warning had backfired.  
 
    There was a fleeting moment of sanity where he knew there was still time to escape the trap of his own making. Then Natalie's mouth was on his and all thoughts of escape evaporated. Searing need washed over him, burning him with its intensity. 
 
    He reached for her, crushing her body against his as he took control of the kiss. Hunger, pure and raw, clawed at him and drove all rational thought from his mind. He dragged his hands from her shoulders, cupped her full breasts and squeezed. She moaned and pressed against him, her fingers fumbling with the buttons of his shirt.  
 
    He dragged his hands even lower, palming the rounded curves of her ass as he rocked his hips against her. She moaned again and lowered one hand, cupped the hard length of his cock and stroked him through his trousers. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    His need intensified. Strong. Raw. Primal. He wanted her—needed her. Now. Needed to drive his cock into her and feel the wet heat of her pussy wrap around him. Needed to fuck her. Hard. Fast. Deep. Needed to feel her muscles clench around him as she came. 
 
    Needed to lose himself. 
 
    Ben cupped one hand around each of her thighs and lifted, swallowed back his own desperate groan when she wrapped her legs around him and rocked her hips against his. He broke the kiss, felt her warm breath against his neck as he carried her to her bedroom and eased her down against the mattress. 
 
    His gaze held hers through the shadows of the room as he yanked the wallet from his pocket and very deliberately pulled out a condom. Natalie leaned up on her elbows, hunger in her eyes as she watched him. The wallet hit the floor, quickly followed by his shoes and the rest of his clothes.  
 
    Natalie's hungry gaze trailed over his body, searing every inch of his bare skin as if she was branding him. She pushed to her knees and reached for the hem of her sweater, slowly pulled it over her head and tossed it to the side. The breath caught in his chest when she unclasped her bra and let it slowly slide down her arms. The pale flesh of her full breasts glowed in the dim light spilling in from the other room. His mouth watered with hunger. With the need to dip his head and pull those hard nipples into his mouth. To taste and tease and nip. 
 
    Then she raised her hands and cupped her breasts, pushing them up and out as her fingers closed around each dusky nipple and pinched. 
 
    Ben's cock grew even harder, aching with need as he watched her squeeze and pinch. Her head fell back, the long sweep of her thick hair cascading over one pale shoulder. He reached down and curled his hand around his cock and stroked. Long. Deep. Hard. 
 
    He must have groaned or made some other sound because Natalie lifted her head, her gaze briefly meeting his before sliding down his body and stopping to rest at his cock. Hunger flared in her eyes as she watched him jerk off. Her lips parted on a sharp breath; her tongue darted out and swept across her lower lip. Then she dragged her hands down her own body and reached for the snap of her jeans. A small pop echoed in the room, followed by the whispered hiss of a zipper being lowered.  
 
    Her gaze drifted back to meet his as she slowly eased the faded denim down her hips. Lower, until he could see the lacy edge of her underwear. Lower still, until they bunched around her knees. She dragged her hands back up, fingers skimming the pale flesh of her thighs and brushing across the lacy scrap of material that covered her.  
 
    Her breath came out in a sharp hiss as she pressed her palm between her legs. Her hips gently rocked against her hand. Once. Twice. Then her hand was gone, her fingers dipping into the tiny band of elastic holding the lace in place.  
 
    Ben's mouth watered as she slid the scrap of material down her thighs. He tightened his hand around his cock and stroked faster, his hungry gaze focused on the middle finger of Natalie's right hand as she reached down and gently rubbed her clit. Up and down, each caress slow and gentle.  
 
    Tormenting him. 
 
    Tormenting herself. 
 
    He stood there, his hand gripping the hard length of his cock, mesmerized by the sight in front of him: Natalie on her knees, legs slightly parted, the finger of one hand sliding up and down along her clit. A teasing smile curled her mouth as she reached up with her free hand and pulled the peak of one tight nipple. The smile wavered and her mouth parted on a sigh as her head fell back. Her fingers moved faster, her hips rocking against her own hand. Her chest rose and fell with each sharp breath she pulled into her lungs, with each sigh that escaped her parted lips. 
 
    Faster still, putting on a show for him. Pleasing herself. Pushing herself to the edge. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    Emotion ripped through him. Impatience. Jealousy. Frustration. Maybe a combination of all three, maybe something completely different. He didn't know, didn't care. All he knew was that watching was no longer enough. He wanted her to feel him deep inside her when she came. Wanted to hear her call his name when her body exploded. Wanted to feel the muscles of her pussy close around his cock when she shattered. 
 
    Ben stalked toward the bed, grabbed the condom and quickly tore the package then sheathed himself. He grabbed her shoulders, felt something primal and desperate tear through him when her eyes widened in surprise. Then he pushed her against the mattress, yanked her jeans and underwear down her legs, and spread her legs wide. 
 
    She stiffened, but only for a second. Only until he bent at the waist and pressed his mouth against her pussy. His tongue darted out, flicked against the tip of her finger. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand away, held it captive against her hip as he teased her sensitive flesh with his tongue. She cried out, fighting against his hold for a brief second before rocking her hips against his mouth.  
 
    And God, she was so fucking sweet. So fucking wet. Ben released her hand, reached down and spread her soft lips, stretching her as he licked and sucked. He darted his tongue into her wet heat, felt the first spasm tease her muscles as he slid two fingers inside her. She gasped, the sound sharp and surprised. Reached for his hand then just as quickly dropped her arm to the mattress, her fingers curling into the thick comforter. 
 
    Her back arched, her body stiffening for several long seconds before she cried out. Ben pulled his mouth from her and grabbed her hips, dragged her to the edge of the mattress and drove his cock deep inside her. 
 
    And damn near exploded himself when her muscles clenched and tightened around his hard length. She cried out again, her back arching off the bed as her hips pumped against him. He held himself still, reveling in the feel of her orgasm squeezing his cock, mesmerized by the sight of her trembling body. Hovering on the brink of his own explosion. 
 
    But not yet. Not until— 
 
    "Look at me." The words came out as a low growl, surprising him with their intensity. Natalie's lids fluttered, finally opened to reveal deep green eyes glazed with need and passion. She pulled her lower lip between her teeth, biting down against a small groan as he slowly withdrew from her tight heat— 
 
    Then drove into her again. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered shut and he stopped. Withdrew. Tightened his hands on her hips. "Look at me." 
 
    Her eyes opened again, only this time he noticed a shadow of shyness in their depths. He drove into her, burying himself to the hilt. Again. Deeper. Harder. Faster.  
 
    Over and over, his gaze holding hers with a silent force he didn't understand and didn't stop to question. Using her. Her body. Too rough, but he was helpless to control himself. Helpless to gentle each desperate stroke of his cock. 
 
    He plunged into her again. Harder. Deeper. Harder still, driving into her tight, wet heat with a desperation that made no sense. Again and again, until she cried out once more and shattered around him, snapping the last tenuous hold on his fragile control. His body tensed and he threw his head back, his jaw clenched as he climaxed with a force that robbed him of reason. Of breath. Of sanity. 
 
    He finally collapsed on top of her, his breathing heavy— 
 
    And his heart consumed by guilt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Consciousness tugged at her, insistently pulling her into the realm of wakefulness. Natalie rolled to her side and pulled the pillow over her head. She didn't want to wake up. She wanted to stay right where she was, in the hazy gray of cloudy dreams that flitted through her sleeping mind. The dreams made no sense, filled as they were with unclear images, but she didn't care. The images didn't need to be clear, not when they filled her with warmth and contentment.  
 
    How long had it been since she'd felt that way? Warm. Content. The words were nearly as foreign as the sensations themselves. If she allowed her mind to make the leap from hazy sleep to fully awake, the sensations might disappear. 
 
    And she wanted to hold onto them for just a little while longer. 
 
    But like everything else in her life, even her dreams ended up disappointing her. They dissipated in front of her closed eyes, nothing more substantial than wisps of smoke blown away by the strong breeze of reality. 
 
    She reluctantly opened her eyes and pushed the pillow from her head, disoriented for a few seconds as her vision adjusted to the dim light. For a few sleepy seconds, she wondered where she was. The room wasn't hers. At least, not her studio in the city. The bed was large and comfortable, completely different from the thin mattress of the futon she'd been sleeping on for the last three years. The walls were painted a deep blue, the rich hue accented by the creamy color of the ceiling and doors and trim. 
 
    The odd disorientation stayed with her as she sat up and stretched—until the flash of silver and gold on the ring finger of her left hand caught her gaze. Reality slammed into her.  
 
    This was her room. Or more precisely, this was a bedroom in her husband's condo. Her husband of...she frowned, trying to remember what day it was. They'd been married on Tuesday in Vegas and today was Saturday, meaning they'd been married for four days. Not even an entire four days, since their hurried wedding had taken place in the late afternoon. 
 
    And it had finally been consummated last night. 
 
    Heat filled her, prickling her skin with warmth. Not just the heat of embarrassment for what they'd done during the night—the sex had been frantic, at times rough and desperate, a battle of wills with each trying to possess the other. She'd never felt the way she had last night, had never responded as wantonly as she had with Ben. It had started as an act on her part—bold, confident, self-assured. But at some point during the long hours of the night, she had stopped acting and just let herself be...herself. Natalie Kenney. Responsive. Eager. Demanding and surrendering. It had been her. Just her, with no pressure to play a part or assume a role or become someone she wasn't because that's what was expected of her.  
 
    No, the heat flushing her skin was definitely more than embarrassment—it was the contented heat of being well-loved and accepted for who she really was, and an almost exuberant need for a replay of the night before. 
 
    Natalie glanced around the room, searching for Ben even though she knew he wasn't with her. A brief memory, hazy and incomplete, drifted through her mind. Had Ben left in the middle of the night to return to his own room? No, she must be mistaken. Yes, he'd left—that much was obvious because he wasn't here—but it hadn't been in the middle of the night. He must have gotten up not too long ago to get ready for work. That's what she was remembering.  
 
    And now that she was a little more coherent, she could hear sounds drifting under the closed door of the room. A rattle of something metal. The muted opening and closing of a door. The sound of running water.  
 
    She closed her eyes, tilted her head to the side, and inhaled. Was that—? Yes, it was.  
 
    Coffee. 
 
    Natalie untangled her legs from the sheets then swung them over the side of the bed. Muscles protested the sudden move then relaxed as she slowly stretched before standing. Most of her clothes were still crammed into the suitcases—she hadn't unpacked yet because she still couldn't believe Ben had brought her back here. Even if she had unpacked, she didn't have any sleepwear or pajamas she could throw on. 
 
    She reached for the jeans and sweater she had on last night then paused when her eyes landed on the ball of material a foot away from her own clothes. Her hand passed over the faded denim and closed around Ben's shirt. The light gray material was soft, maybe some kind of silk. She lifted it to her face and inhaled, the scent of something woodsy and warm and uniquely Ben teasing her nose. The shirt was wrinkled from being thrown on the floor but a few quick shakes took care of the worst of them. 
 
    Natalie slipped her arms into the sleeves, smiling when she saw how far past her fingers the soft material extended. She rolled the sleeves up then buttoned the shirt, glancing down to make sure she was decently covered. She was—the shirt was big enough that it nearly came to her knees. Ben was taller than she was—obviously, because she had to tilt her head back to look at him if they were standing right next to each other. But she had no idea how much bigger he really was because the cut of his clothes hid it. 
 
    The memory of last night, of seeing him without those clothes for the first time, caused another wave of heat to wash over her.  
 
    She pushed last night's memories from her mind, quickly ran her fingers through her hair, then left the room in search of coffee. And maybe, if they had enough time, they could share more than a cup of coffee before Ben had to leave. Isn't that what newly-married couples did?  
 
    She followed the rich aroma of brewed coffee to the large kitchen and stopped just inside the doorway. Ben was at the stove, a spatula in one hand, a mug of coffee in the other. His back was to her and she used the opportunity to lean against the doorframe, striking a pose that she thought he'd find sexy and alluring. Once she had it just right, she pasted a sleepy smile on her face and gently cleared her throat. 
 
    "Morning." 
 
    His reaction made her carefully-constructed smile fade. Instead of turning around as she expected, his entire body stiffened, his back straightening as his shoulders hunched around his ears. Uncertainty coursed through her and she pushed away from the doorframe, suddenly unsure what to do.  
 
    Suddenly questioning everything they'd done last night. Every reaction she'd allowed herself, every word she'd let fall from her mouth. Had last night been nothing more than her imagination? No. No, it had definitely happened—the soreness of her thighs and the tender ache between her legs was proof of that. They'd definitely had sex.  
 
    But it was suddenly, glaringly, apparent that's all it was. She didn't have to see his face to know he regretted everything they'd done. That the light of the morning had stolen whatever pleasure they might have shared last night. Every line in his tense body screamed his regret— 
 
    And sliced through her with a pain she hadn't expected. For the first time in a long time, she'd given someone herself as she truly was. Open. Honest. For the first time in a long time, she'd dropped the wall she usually hid behind and let someone in. Let someone see the real her. 
 
    Ben's reaction—the tension and regret that rolled off him in thick, smothering, waves—threw everything right back in her face. This was why she held herself apart. Why she hid the scared little girl who was always with her behind a thick wall. Nobody wanted her for herself, they only wanted her for who they thought she was or what they thought she could give them. 
 
    Not her parents. 
 
    Not her family. 
 
    Not her string of worthless boyfriends. 
 
    And now, not even her husband. 
 
    Natalie curled her fingers into her palms and looked down at her bare feet. God, how could she have been so stupid? How could she have thought anything would change? They'd had sex. Nothing more than a physical coupling of their bodies. It had been primal and raw and desperate and—for her, at least—honest.  
 
    But that's all it had been.  
 
    Sex. 
 
    She was nothing but a fool to place such importance in her reactions, to make more out of them then they really were. Then to come out here, wearing nothing but Ben's shirt, hoping to see the same raw need in his eyes that she saw last night. To hear words that would make her feel— 
 
    She shrugged off the thoughts. Shrugged off the embarrassment and disappointment coursing through her. This was her fault for reading too much into things. For placing even  little importance on what happened last night.  
 
    For being herself, if only for a few hours. 
 
    Natalie straightened her shoulders and walked across the cold tile floor, heading straight for the coffee pot. She opened a cabinet in search of a mug, saw only plates. She reached for another door, stopped when Ben spoke. 
 
    "Mugs are in the next one over." 
 
    She shot a bright smile over her shoulder then pulled down a mug and quickly filled it. The warmth of the brew seeped through the mug and into her hands, thawing some of the chill that had settled over her like a heavy cloak. She took a cautious sip, focused on the heat that trailed down her throat and spread to her stomach. Better to focus on that than on the shadows in Ben's eyes as he studied her. 
 
    Ben turned back to the stove. "Did you want anything to eat? I can throw more on if you're hungry." 
 
    The message was loud and clear: Ben hadn't given her any thought this morning, had put her completely out of his mind once he left her room in the middle of the night. She realized now that her initial memory of him leaving had been right—he hadn't left her bed because it was time to get ready, he'd left much earlier than that. 
 
    After he'd gotten what he wanted from her. 
 
    She ignored the sting of the words—and the harsh truth—and pasted another bright smile on her face, even though his back was to her. "No, thank you. I can take care of myself." 
 
    Ben gave her a sharp look over his shoulder, brows pulled low over hard eyes and lips compressed in a straight line. "I didn't think to make you anything because I figured you'd want to sleep in." 
 
    Was it the truth? It didn't matter if it was or not, the unspoken message was still there. She was nothing more than an afterthought as far as Ben was concerned.  
 
    Why had she thought any different? 
 
    She offered him a careless shrug and took another sip of the coffee. He finally turned back to the stove and scooped eggs onto the single plate resting on the counter, then added the few strips of bacon that he pulled from the oven. Natalie tried not to inhale, tried to pretend that the smells weren't wreaking havoc with her taste buds.  
 
    And then her stomach growled, the noise embarrassingly loud in the large kitchen. Natalie raised the coffee mug to her mouth and pretended it never happened. Unfortunately, Ben wasn't considerate enough to do the same. 
 
    He shoved the full plate toward her. "Here. Eat. I'll get something on the road." 
 
    "I don't want—" 
 
    "I don't care." 
 
    "—your food. I'll just grab a yogurt." 
 
    The muscle jumped in his clenched jaw as he stared at her. "I don't have any yogurt." 
 
    "But I saw—" 
 
    "I ate the last one." He shoved the plate at her again, then muttered something under his breath when she refused to take it and carried it over to the small island counter. 
 
    Natalie deliberately ignored the full plate—and her noisy stomach. "I'll find something later. When I'm hungry." 
 
    The look he sent her was filled with so much disbelief that she almost laughed—except there was nothing funny about the tension rolling off him. "Just eat the damn food, Natalie." 
 
    Their gazes locked in a silent battle of wills that neither wanted to concede. Natalie was the first to look away. Not because she was giving in, but because there was something in the depths of Ben's dark eyes that made her uncomfortable. She made her way to the small island and carefully climbed onto one of the two stools.  
 
    But she didn't eat the food, not even when Ben slid silverware toward her. She just sat there, staring at the plate, trying to ignore the thick tension humming around her. 
 
    Ben disappeared from the kitchen only to return a minute later. He shrugged into his suit jacket and quickly knotted the tie around his neck. "Nathan is picking me up in a few minutes. The keys to the car are hanging up if you need to go anywhere." 
 
    She started to tell him that she didn't drive, that she had never learned. Driving had never been an issue, especially living in New York. But he wasn't looking at her, wasn't even paying her any attention as he pulled the wallet from his back pocket and opened it. He grabbed a stack of bills and held them out to her. "Take this. In case you need to get anything from the store or, I don't know, whatever." 
 
    Something like shame washed over as she stared at the money in his hand. It wasn't just a few dollars, either. There was at least one hundred-dollar bill in the thin stack, along with a fifty and a twenty. No matter how much she scrimped and saved, she never had that much cash laying around, not when every dime she made went to paying the few bills she had. Yet Ben was standing in front of her, offering her the cash like it was no big deal. 
 
    Like it was payment for services rendered.  
 
    Anger, hot and sharp, pushed the shame away. She raised her eyes and met his gaze, not bothering to hide the fury washing over her. "I have my own money. I'm not some whore who expects to be paid in the morning just to ease your guilty conscience." 
 
    Ben took a hasty step back as if he'd been punched. Shock widened his eyes and a splotch of color stained his cheeks. Then those gold-ringed hazel eyes narrowed and whatever surprise he may have felt a second earlier morphed into anger. 
 
    He tossed the money on the granite counter then leaned forward. "My conscience is clear. And the money was in case my wife wanted to go to the grocery store and buy food for us." 
 
    Natalie opened her mouth to respond then quickly shut it when the doorbell rang. It was just as well because she had no idea what to say. She stared at the money then looked back at Ben. He met her gaze for a few tense seconds then pushed away from the counter.  
 
    "We'll talk when I get back Sunday night." 
 
    Natalie sat there, shame robbing her of speech as Ben stormed from the kitchen. Low voices drifted in from the living room only to be cut off by the sharp sound of the door slamming. 
 
    Natalie sat there for a long minute as thick silence settled around her. She looked down at the plate filled with food that had made her mouth water only moments ago then pushed it away, her appetite gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Ben spun backward, blades slicing the ice as he swung his stick to the side across the slick surface. The player from Charlotte cradled the puck with the blade of his own stick, protecting it from Ben's sweep, and darted right. 
 
    "Shit!" Ben spun back around and tore off down the ice, picking up speed. But he wasn't fast enough and the other man took the shot. The puck flipped through the air, only to be snagged by Gardel's glove hand. The goalie bent over, cradling the puck against his chest. The whistle blew, signaling the stop in play, but the guy from Charlotte kept going, slicing at Ryan's hands in an attempt to free the puck. 
 
    Ben charged forward and slammed into the guy, sending him flying. He started to turn around, ready to ask Gardel if he was okay, when the other player lunged for him. 
 
    That was all it took. 
 
    Ben threw his stick and gloves to the ice, blocked the first punch then swung out with a cross hook. His fist connected with the man's jaw. Sharp pain exploded in his knuckles but Ben ignored it and swung again, this time catching the guy in the shoulder. Every ounce of anger and frustration he'd ignored the last few days bubbled to the surface, fueling him as he kept swinging and masking the pain of the blows that landed on his cheek and against the side of his head. 
 
    Fuck this shit.  
 
    The fury he'd succeeded in keeping buried since this morning exploded. He advanced on the other player, caught the man's sweater in his left fist and swung out with his right. A jab. An uppercut. One more time, delivering another hit to the guy's jaw. 
 
    Ben pulled back, ready to deliver yet another blow when something grabbed him from behind. He shrugged the hold off, started swinging again only to have his arm yanked to the side. Ben spun around, sweat stinging his eyes as he stared unseeing at the cluster of players surrounding him. 
 
    Aaron Malone. Nathan Shaw. Harland Day. He glanced over his shoulder, realized the string arms wrapped around him belonged to Dustin Rios. 
 
    His teammates. Pulling him away. Holding him back. Keeping him from totally losing his shit. Yeah, too fucking late for that. 
 
    He nodded, silently assuring everyone he was fine, that the blind fury that had seized him only seconds ago had faded to nothing more than a dull irritation. Pop skated around him, quietly addressing the officials. Dustin finally released Ben and he moved away, pausing long enough to straighten his jersey before leaning down to gather his helmet and stick and gloves. 
 
    He tossed a quick glance at the scoreboard suspended over center ice, noticed the time on the clock then slowly skated toward the sin bin. There was no doubt in his mind that he was getting five for fighting, might as well just head over there now and save everyone the trouble. 
 
    One of the officials caught up with him, blocking his way to the penalty box. Ben frowned, ready to ask what the hell was going on when he heard the sound of the shrill whistle split the air, followed by a loud voice behind him. 
 
    He heard the words but they made no sense, even when the official in front of him grabbed his arm and turned him in the direction of the bench. What the fuck? 
 
    "No fucking way!" The shocked words fell from Ben's mouth before he could stop them. He expected the five minutes for fighting but a game misconduct? For what? 
 
    He paused several feet from the bench, fury lighting his eyes as he stared at the official waving him off the ice. Ben started toward him, ready to open his mouth and ask him if he was fucking blind, but Aaron intercepted him and pushed him backward. 
 
    "Let it go." 
 
    "It's bullshit!" 
 
    "I know but let Torresi deal with it." 
 
    Ben's gaze snapped to the bench and rested on Torresi. The coach's face was red with anger, his cold green eyes focused on the officials. The roll of papers that was an ever-present sight in his hands was crushed from the force of the grip he held them in. He waved for the official to come to the bench, his face getting redder by the second as the official staunchly ignored him. 
 
    Ben wanted to jump on the bench and shout right along with Torresi. To rail against the injustice of the call and plead his case. One quick look at the coach's face warned him to keep quiet. Ben bit back his frustration and anger and stormed to the bench, ignoring his teammates' words of encouragement and commiseration as he went straight through to the tunnel that led back to the locker room.  
 
    He threw his stick in the direction of the rack and kept going, his pent-up anger reigniting with each step.  
 
    Anger at the bullshit call. 
 
    Anger at being ejected from the game. 
 
    Anger at himself for losing control. 
 
    Anger at the fucked-up scene this morning in his kitchen. 
 
    I'm not some whore who expects to be paid in the morning just to ease your guilty conscience. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    He started to push through the door, wanting to do nothing more than strip out of the damp jersey and thick pads. He was waylaid by the trainer, who took one look at him and motioned for him to follow him. 
 
    "Let's get you patched up." 
 
    Ben hesitated, wondering what the hell the guy was talking about. Only then did he become aware of the dull ache in his hand and the sharp stinging around his eye and mouth. He glanced down, noticed the spatters of blood staining the gray trim of his collar. 
 
    He bit back another oath and followed the man into a small room. Ben peeled off his jersey and pads and shirt and dropped them to the floor before climbing onto the small padded table.  
 
    The guy was talking out loud, taking inventory of the scrapes and cuts and bruises. Ben didn't know if he was actually addressing him or talking to himself and he didn't really care. Wasn't the first time he'd been banged up on the ice, wouldn't be the last. 
 
    The cut under his eye was cleaned and stitched. The same with the cut on his lip. The guy gently grabbed Ben's right hand and held it up, twisting it back and forth as he studied the bruised knuckles and torn skin. Ben swallowed a hiss of pain and jerked his hand back when the guy tried to bend his middle finger. 
 
    "Hurt?" 
 
    Ben scowled at him. "It's fine." 
 
    The guy grunted but didn't say anything, just cleaned him up and bandaged the worst of it. He reached for a small splint but Ben quickly shook his head. 
 
    "I don't need it, I'm fine." 
 
    The other man grunted again then placed the splint to the side. Quick instructions on how to take care of the stitches followed, instructions Ben barely heard. It wasn't like he needed them anyway—he'd been through this enough, he knew the drill. 
 
    He slid off the bench then made his way to the locker room, stripped down and headed for the shower. The rush of hot water pummeling his body did nothing to relax him and not even the annoying sting of the cuts could pull his mind from this morning. 
 
    I'm not some whore who expects to be paid in the morning just to ease your conscience. 
 
    Christ. Is that what Natalie thought? That she was nothing more than a whore in his eyes? But why? He'd done absolutely nothing to make her think that. 
 
    Or had he? 
 
    He tilted his head back, tried to focus on the steady stream of water washing over his face and hair instead of the hours he'd spent in her bed last night. 
 
    Instead of the words he'd so hastily thrown at her this morning. 
 
    My conscience is clear. 
 
    Except it wasn't. How could it be, when he'd used her so roughly, so selfishly, last night? She hadn't deserved treatment like that, even if he hadn't intended to act that way. Yes, he was a miserable, selfish bastard who didn't deserve happiness. That message had been hounded into him for more than a decade by the only person who knew him better than he knew himself. 
 
    The only person he'd ever tried to impress. 
 
    That was why he'd married Natalie. The idea had popped into his head, completely unbidden. Having a wife would prove someone cared about him, that he was worth caring about—even if he knew it was nothing more than show. The idea had seemed simple enough a few days ago. Natalie needed help, and he needed a way to prove he was worth something in someone else's eyes. 
 
    It should have been easy. Uncomplicated. And it would have been—if he hadn't slept with her. If he hadn't lost all control and used her the way he had. 
 
    Maybe it wasn't too late to fix his mistake. Maybe there was something he could do to make it up to her. Maybe he could explain why he'd done what he'd done—why he'd married her—and she would understand.  
 
    Or maybe Natalie would get so pissed off that she'd simply walk out and never look back. It was nothing more than what he deserved. 
 
    And nothing he wasn't used to. 
 
    Something sharp and unexpected sliced through him, causing his breath to hiss in the humid air of the shower.  
 
    Maybe Natalie was already gone. Maybe she had left this morning, right after he did. And why wouldn't she? There was nothing there for her, no reason for her to stay. 
 
    Sharp panic sliced through him, causing his breath to escape in another rushed hiss. He reached behind him and turned off the water, grabbed the towel and quickly dried himself off. He needed to call Natalie. Now. Try to explain things. 
 
    No, he couldn't explain, not over the phone. But he could at least ask her to stay. To wait until he got home tomorrow night so they could talk. After that, if she wanted to leave, he'd— 
 
    He didn't know what he'd do. Didn't even want to think about it. He'd figure it out then, if it came to that. 
 
    But first, he needed to talk to his wife. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    There was another lull in the conversation, this one stretching out even longer. Natalie ran the palms of her hands along the top of her thighs then shifted in the chair, glancing around the room. At least she'd had the foresight to turn some music on. If she hadn't, the silence would be even more uncomfortable than it already was. 
 
    Not that she'd turned it on in anticipation of having company. She simply wanted some background music while she read, something quiet that wouldn't make the sprawling condo seem quite so empty. Something to keep her company. 
 
    She should have been more careful with what she wished for because she certainly had company now—company she hadn't been expecting. 
 
    The three women had made themselves comfortable on the sofa and the other easy chair. If not for their curious glances when they first arrived, she would have thought they'd been here before. But they hadn't, a fact made even clearer when the redhead—Haley—had asked for a quick tour of the place.  
 
    That had surprised Natalie almost as much as their unexpected appearance at the door over an hour ago. She'd stammered, trying to figure out a subtle way to refuse, but the woman had swept by her and quickly walked through Ben's place, commenting on how it hadn't been what she expected. Natalie had run ahead of her, making sure to close the door to her room. The last thing she needed was for any of the women to realize that she wasn't sharing a bedroom with Ben. That would open the door to too many questions—questions she had no idea how to answer. If Haley thought her mad rush to close the door was strange, she at least had the decency not to say anything about it. She'd just commented again how the place wasn't what she expected then joined the other two women in the living room. 
 
    Natalie looked around again, wondering exactly what the other woman had expected. The condo was open and spacious, decorated with a slightly modern flair in mostly neutral colors: tans and creams and browns. Splashes of blues and greens in the artwork, throw pillows, and area rug kept the place from being too boring and bland. The furniture seemed almost new, large pieces that were actually comfortable and meant for using instead of for show. It was a nice place. 
 
    Definitely nicer than her small studio back home. 
 
    Except that small studio wasn't her home anymore, this was. At least, for now. Until she figured out what she wanted to do and where she wanted to go. 
 
    Because she couldn't stay here and she most definitely couldn't stay married to Ben. The way she had overreacted yesterday morning told her that much. First, she had read entirely too much into the time they had spent in her bed Friday night, putting more importance on the sex than it deserved. Then, as if that wasn't bad enough, she'd thrown that awful accusation at Ben when he'd tried to give her money.  
 
    Because she'd had her feelings hurt. Because he hadn't scooped her into his arms and professed his undying love.  
 
    Okay, maybe that was extreme even for her. She hadn't expected any declaration, of undying love or anything else. But she certainly hadn't expected his stone-faced regret. And yes, it had hurt. Even now, if she thought about it too much, it still hurt.  
 
    She pushed the thought from her mind and once again ran her hands along her legs. Her gaze landed on the empty glass in front of Megan, the woman wearing the colorful Chucks. She jumped at the chance to slide into the role of hostess.  
 
    "Would anyone like something else to drink?" Natalie was already standing, ready to collect the glasses and take them into the kitchen for refills, but the third woman—Jenny—was shaking her head. 
 
    "Actually, what I really want is food. Anyone else hungry?" 
 
    Natalie's stomach dropped when the other two women nodded in agreement. They expected her to feed them? How? Her search of the pantry yesterday afternoon had turned up some macaroni and cheese, a few cans of soup, some spaghetti and sauce, and two boxes of Pop Tarts. The refrigerator was just as empty, holding nothing more than a few eggs, a carton of milk, some creamer, and half a head of broccoli that was at least a week past being fresh. She'd been able to scrape enough together to make herself dinner last night and a late breakfast this morning but that was it. There certainly wasn't enough to throw together a meal for unexpected company. 
 
    "I—I think there's some spaghetti left. I could put water on—" 
 
    "Good God, she thinks we expect her to cook for us." Jenny shook her head, a smile curling the corners of her mouth. "That wasn't meant as a request for you to feed us. I was thinking more like burgers and wings. There's a place not too far from here." 
 
    "Oh." Relief washed over Natalie—not just because she wouldn't have to figure out what to feed them, but because that meant they'd be leaving soon and she'd by herself again. She offered the three women a bright smile as she collected the empty glasses. "Well, thanks for stopping by. It was nice meeting you. Again, I mean." 
 
    "You're not going with us?" 
 
    They were inviting her to join them? Surprise washed over her, rendering her silent for a few seconds. Then reality took its place. Even if she wanted to join them—and she wasn't sure she wanted to—she couldn't. There were two obstacles in her way. First, she didn't have enough money for something as extravagant as eating out; and second, and she had no way of getting there. 
 
    Natalie was thinking of some excuse to give them without telling them the truth when Haley stood and grabbed two of the glasses from Natalie's hands.  
 
    "Here, let me help with those. And of course, she's going with us." 
 
    "I—I can't." She offered them her most apologetic smile then shrugged. "Ben will probably be home soon and—" 
 
    "The guys won't be back until late." Jenny glanced at her watch then looked back at Natalie. "Not until eleven, at the earliest. Didn't Ben go over the schedule with you yet? Tell you what to expect?" 
 
    "Um, no. I guess not. Not yet. It doesn't matter, I still can't go." 
 
    Haley paused halfway to the kitchen, a small frown on her face. "Can't go or don't want to go?" 
 
    Was it Natalie's imagination or was there a chilled edge to the other woman's voice? Did she think Natalie was refusing to go with them because she didn't want to associate with them?  
 
    She almost pounced on the excuse Haley was giving her. So what if the other women thought she didn't want anything to do with them? It wasn't like she was going to be around for much longer. There would be no time to build friendships, casual or otherwise. All she had to do was say she wasn't interested, that she didn't want to go with them. 
 
    Except part of her did. She didn't understand the reason behind it, knew it made no sense. Knew, too, that forging any kind of friendship with these women, no matter how superficial, would only lead to disappointment in the future.  
 
    But for once, she didn't care. 
 
    Natalie's gaze swept across all three women, finally resting on Haley. She ignored the heat filling her face and told them the truth. "I can't. Um, I don't have a job so money is tight and—" 
 
    "Ben didn't leave you anything to get by on for the weekend?" 
 
    Natalie thought of the cash she had placed on top of his dresser yesterday morning. One-hundred-and-ninety dollars, meant for her to go grocery shopping—shopping she couldn't do. "He did but that's his money. I wouldn't feel right taking it." 
 
    Haley tilted her head to the side and studied Natalie for a long minute with clear hazel eyes that saw too much. Then she shrugged and moved toward the kitchen once more. "Then my treat. You can pay me back later." 
 
    "But—" Natalie threw a helpless glance at the two women still seated on the sofa. Both of them were watching her, nothing more than curiosity in their gazes. She bit back a small oath and followed Haley into the kitchen. "I still can't go. I don't have any way to get there." 
 
    "I saw Ben's car outside. Are you telling me he forgot to leave the keys?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    Haley placed the empty glasses in the sink then reached for the two in Natalie's hands. "Then what's the problem?" 
 
    "I don't know how to drive." 
 
    Shocked silence greeted her statement. Footsteps sounded behind her and she turned, swallowed back a groan of embarrassment when Jenny and Megan entered the kitchen. Both women looked as surprised as Haley. 
 
    Megan was the first one to recover her voice. "You seriously don't know how to drive?" 
 
    "No. I went through driver's ed in school but that was ten years ago and I never finished or got my license. And then I moved to New York and I didn't need to worry about it because nobody drives there, not when it's easier to walk or take the subway." And she would have never been able to afford the expense of a car even if she could drive, not that they needed to know that. 
 
    "Then you can ride with me."  
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "No more excuses." Haley tilted her head to the side again, those clear hazel eyes once more focused on her. "Unless there's another reason you don't feel like going?" 
 
    Natalie chewed on her lower lip, once again wondering if going with the three women was a wise choice. All she had to do was tell them she changed her mind and they'd leave it at that then go to wherever they were planning to go without her. 
 
    In the end, she said nothing, just quickly shook her head.  
 
    Haley offered her a smile that almost seemed too bright. "Good. I'll clean these up while you put on your shoes. Jenny and Megan, why don't you two head on over and grab us a table?" 
 
    Haley's instructions surprised her. Why would the other two women leave when it would only take her a few minutes to get ready? There was no reason they couldn't all go together. 
 
    And then she realized that, for reasons she didn't understand, Haley wanted to get her alone. Natalie considered changing her mind after all and telling the women she was going to stay here. No, she couldn't do that. She wanted to go.  
 
    She'd just have to be very careful with what she said around Haley, and make sure that she thought first before answering any of the woman's questions. 
 
    Because there was no doubt in Natalie's mind that she was about to be interrogated. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Natalie focused on the passing landscape, trying to memorize the route they were taking. It was an exercise in futility because she had no idea where they were and would never be able to find her way back to Ben's place if she had to. Thankfully, it wouldn't come to that since Haley was driving.  
 
    Unless the woman got so frustrated with her non-answers that she pulled over and kicked Natalie out and made her walk back to Ben's, in which case she'd really be in trouble. 
 
    But so far, so good. The questions had been fairly innocent, nothing more than generic small talk and the occasional getting-to-know-you question. Where in New York did she live? Where was she from? What did she think of the game the other night? Did she like burgers and wings?  
 
    Natalie wondered if the woman was trying to put her at ease first so she'd relax then slip up and reveal something more personal as the night went on. If that was her plan, she was going to be disappointed. Natalie doubted if she'd ever relax that much. Not here, not now. 
 
    Not in a long time. 
 
    Haley stopped at a traffic light and slid a casual glance in her direction as she drummed her fingers against the steering wheel. "You should have come to Savannah's last night, you would have had fun." 
 
    Natalie shrugged, not sure what to say. Another one of the women—Jenny, she thought—had said the same thing when they first showed up at Ben's tonight. Natalie hadn't really given them an excuse then, either. What was she going to tell them? That she'd forgotten? That she had no interest in going? That she had no way of contacting anyone if she had? She could have answered all of the above because every answer was true—but they didn't need to know that. 
 
    "Well, maybe next weekend." 
 
    Natalie seized the out she'd been given. "Yeah. Maybe." 
 
    "You'll have to make sure Ben leaves his car for you again." 
 
    "Yeah. Of course." 
 
    The light turned and Haley moved the car forward through the intersection. "Even though you don't know how to drive." 
 
    Natalie turned her head so quickly that her neck cracked. Haley was focusing on the traffic but there was no doubt that the other woman noticed her surprised reaction. She opened her mouth, ready to stammer out a response, but Haley was already talking. 
 
    "That is kind of funny when you think about it. Ben leaving his car for you even though you don't know how to drive, I mean." 
 
    "He just—" Natalie bit off the lie she'd been about to utter. She couldn't make up a story about how Ben didn't care if she drove his expensive sports car without a license—even she wouldn't believe that. And neither would the woman sitting next to her. "I don't think he knows. It, uh, it never came up in conversation." 
 
    "Hm. And how long have you two known each other?" 
 
    It was another trick question. Natalie frowned, tried to remember the brief conversation she'd had with this woman the other night at the game. "I told you, we met when we were growing up." 
 
    "That's right, you did." They stopped at another traffic light and this time Haley turned in her seat and pinned Natalie with a piercing look. "But that's not really an answer, is it?" 
 
    The irritation that had been simmering just below the surface finally erupted. This woman had no right to be asking such personal questions. She had no right to be asking any questions. It didn't matter if she was the wife of one of Ben's teammates—Natalie didn't know her and owed her nothing. "Our relationship is really none of your business. Now if you don't mind, I think it would be best if you took me back to Ben's." 
 
    Haley stared at her for a long time—long enough that the car behind her blew its horn when she failed to move after the light had turned green. She muttered something under her breath, the words too low for Natalie to make out, then eased the car forward. She turned into the parking lot of a small shopping center but instead of heading back in the direction they'd come, she pulled into an empty space and threw the car into Park. She turned in her seat, reached up to push the thick red curls from her face, then stared directly at Natalie. The hazel eyes that pinned her in place were clear. Direct. 
 
    "Is he hitting you?" 
 
    Haley lobbed the question at her with no hint of hesitation and absolutely no finesse. The question was so casual, so matter-of-fact, that Natalie didn't quite understand it at first. And then her mind finally comprehended what the other woman was asking and her mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    "What? No! Why would you—" Natalie snapped her mouth shut, took a deep breath and shook her head. "No. Ben is not hitting me."  
 
    And oh God, why would she even ask something like that? Did Ben have a temper? Was he the kind of man who would hit a woman and think nothing of it? Natalie didn't think so, hadn't picked up that kind of vibe from him—which meant absolutely nothing because she didn't know Ben. At all. 
 
    "If he is—" 
 
    "He's not." 
 
    "—I can help. Just tell me—" 
 
    "There's nothing to tell and I don't even know why you'd think something so ridiculous." 
 
    "Because—" Haley hesitated. Shifted in the seat and curled her hands around the steering wheel. Relaxed and turned back to Natalie. "Because of how you acted around him the other night. Because of the shadows in your eyes. Because of the expression on your face when you think nobody is looking." 
 
    Natalie turned her face away and stared out the window. "You're seeing things." 
 
    "No, I'm not. I've seen it before—last year, whenever I looked in the mirror." 
 
    Natalie frowned and turned back to the woman. "You?" 
 
    "Yeah. Me." She reached up with a trembling hand and undid the top two buttons of her blouse then eased the left edge to the side. There was enough light seeping into the car for Natalie to make out the ragged scar that ran from her collarbone down below disappearing behind the fabric of her shirt. 
 
    She stared at it for a long time then looked away, swallowing against the rage and pity clenching her stomach. If Haley was aware of the conflicting emotions tearing through her, she gave no indication of it.  
 
    "Who—" Natalie cleared her throat, tried to act as matter-of-fact about it as the woman sitting in the seat next to her. "I mean—it wasn't the guy I met Friday—" 
 
    "No. God, no. Zach was the one who found me. If he hadn't...well, there's a good chance I wouldn't be here right now." 
 
    Natalie curled her fingers into her palms and rested her hands against her thighs. It was the only to hide the way her hands were suddenly shaking. Even then, she was sure the other woman noticed. "I'm glad you're not with him anymore. The guy who did that, I mean." 
 
    "We weren't together when he attacked me. I'd already broken things off with him." Haley rebuttoned her shirt then ran one hand through her thick hair. "If Ben—" 
 
    "Ben hasn't touched me." 
 
    "Then who—" 
 
    "Nobody." The answer left her mouth quickly. Maybe too quickly because Haley tilted her head to the side and fixed her with another one of her direct gazes.  
 
    "But you're running from someone, aren't you?" 
 
    Natalie chewed on her lower lip for several seconds, wondering how much to say. Wondering if she should say anything. She hadn't even told Ben the whole story—he hadn't given her time, not before blindsiding her with that ridiculous proposal. Except it wasn't too ridiculous because she'd accepted it and then promptly forgot everything else. 
 
    Including the reason why she'd jumped at his offer once she realized he was serious. 
 
    "It's not like you think. My ex—he was never physical. It was just...he, uh, he liked to be in control. Didn't like it when anyone disagreed with him. That's all." Not really, not by a long shot. And when Brandon found out what she'd done, what she'd taken...he was going to be beyond pissed. 
 
    "Is he still after you? Is that why you married Ben?" 
 
    Natalie finally met the other woman's gaze. A second went by, then another, before she was able to paste a bright smile on her face. The smile felt too brittle, too forced, even to her, so she let it fade. "Wow. You don't believe in personal boundaries at all, do you?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, I didn't mean—" 
 
    Natalie interrupted her with a casual wave of her hand. "Yeah, you did. Don't ruin it with an apology you don't mean." 
 
    The other woman said nothing for a long minute then finally put the car in gear and eased out of the parking space. "I didn't mean to get too personal. I just thought you might need a friend. Someone who understood. I guess I was wrong." 
 
    Friend. 
 
    The word unleashed a yearning deep inside Natalie, in a place she had long ago forgotten existed. When was the last time she'd had anyone she could call a friend? Not a casual acquaintance, not someone she ran into occasionally or met for drinks once a month, but a real friend? Someone she could tell all her secrets to. Someone she could call in the middle of the night just because she needed to hear an encouraging word.  
 
    Not since... 
 
    She frowned. No, that couldn't be right.  
 
    But it was. Her last real friend, the only person she'd ever been able to tell secrets to, had been Ben's sister. And the last time she'd seen Donna had been nine years ago, right before her mother had abruptly moved them in the middle of the night, escaping an apartment she hadn't paid rent on in months and a boyfriend who had started paying too much attention to Natalie.  
 
    When had she become such a recluse? When had she started holding so much of herself back? Maybe she always had and never realized it. No, she didn't trust easily—that was something she had known about herself for as long as she could remember. Maybe it made sense that she didn't have any close friends—you needed to open yourself up for that to happen, needed to trust the other person with your weaknesses and vulnerabilities.  
 
    That odd yearning tugged at her again. She was so tired of being alone. So tired of playing roles to make everyone else happy. She'd done that for so long that she couldn't even be sure of who she really was anymore. All she knew was that she was suddenly tired of being that scared little girl who walked through life alone, not really living, just existing. Maybe, if she had learned to trust, if she'd had any real friends, she wouldn't have made as many mistakes as she had—including the one that had the biggest potential of coming back to haunt her.  
 
    But was it too late to start now? 
 
    She glanced at Haley, at the way the woman's brows were lowered over her eyes as she focused on driving through the parking lot. Had her offer of friendship been sincere—or were they merely empty words? She thought the woman had been sincere—what reason did she have for lying?—but Natalie wasn't sure if she could trust her own instincts anymore.  
 
    She had to start somewhere, though. Right? So why not start here, right now? 
 
    She cleared her throat, noticed the other woman tense at the sound. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be such a bitch." 
 
    "Sure. No problem, I get it." There was the barest hint of a chill in the woman's voice. Was Natalie surprised? No, not really. She couldn't blame her, either. And it would be so easy to stop right there. To just let everything drop and ask Haley to take her back to Ben's place.  
 
    But she couldn't. She didn't want to. For reasons she didn't quite understand, she wanted to accept the fragile offer of friendship the woman offered.  
 
    "My ex is in jail right now. Somewhere in Vegas." 
 
    Haley glanced at her for a split second then returned her focus to the traffic. "Do you mind if I ask why?" 
 
    "For theft. He, um, he was trying to use me to cover for him—" And no, she was not going to Haley how he was using her. "—so I turned him in." 
 
    "You turned him in?" 
 
    "Yeah." Natalie stared at the hands fisted in her lap and absently picked at her thumbnail. "Last week." 
 
    There was a slight pause. "Last week. Before you and Ben got married?" 
 
    "Yeah." Two days before, as a matter of fact. 
 
    "Does Ben know?" 
 
    "Yes, he knows." Natalie sighed and looked at the other woman. "That's why he married me—to protect me." 
 
    The car stopped so suddenly that Natalie jerked forward, the seatbelt catching her before she hit the dash. She braced herself, waiting for someone to hit them from behind, then realized they were still in the parking lot. Thank God, too, because Haley was staring at her in open-mouth shock, completely unaware of their surroundings. 
 
    "Ben did?" 
 
    "Yeah." Natalie drew the word out, wondering why the other woman looked so surprised. Yes, a quickie wedding was a little unusual but not totally unheard of, especially not in Vegas.  
 
    "Ben did? Really? I didn't think...he's not—" Haley snapped her mouth closed and moved the car forward again.  
 
    "He's not, what?" 
 
    "Nothing." 
 
    "Haley, what is it? What aren't you telling me?" Oh God, had she gotten herself out of one bad situation only to land in an even worse one? 
 
    "Nothing. I mean, not like whatever you're thinking, if the expression on your face means anything. It's just—that's not something I'd expect Ben to do, that's all." 
 
    Some of the anxiety left Natalie—but only a little. There was something about the way Haley was watching her that kept her from leaning back in relief. "It's not something a lot of people would do." 
 
    "No, I guess not—but especially not Ben. Not with what I know about him, anyway." 
 
    "And what do you know about him?" 
 
    "Actually, not a lot. I just know he has a bit of a reputation." 
 
    "What kind of reputation?" 
 
    "He's just...well, I mean—" Natalie sighed. Cleared her throat. Made a show of looking everywhere except at Natalie. "I think a few of the guys may have called him miserable. And, um, a selfish ass." 
 
    Natalie watched the other woman for a long minute then released a sigh of her own and collapsed against the seat. "Maybe we should just head to the restaurant now." 
 
    "You don't want to go back home?" 
 
    "No. What I want is some food. And a drink. Maybe two. I have a feeling I'm going to need them when you guys tell me everything you know about my husband." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Frustration briefly sliced through the exhaustion weighing him down as he fumbled with the key and tried to insert the damn thing into the lock. All he was trying to do was unlock the fucking door, something he'd done a million times before. It shouldn't take this long and it sure as hell shouldn't be this hard. It was the exhaustion, it had to be. Ben refused to think it was for any other reason. 
 
    Maybe like the sudden worry that his place would be silent and empty, the way it usually was when he got home from a road trip. 
 
    The key finally slid into the lock and he turned it, eased the door open a crack and held his breath. Dim light from the small lamp on the corner table filled what he could see of the living room. He pushed the door open wider, his gaze taking in the recliner. The easy chair. The tables and artwork hanging on the walls. 
 
    The oversized sofa and the body curled on its side under a fleece throw blanket. 
 
    He stepped into the condo and quietly shut the door behind him then just stood there, staring at the sleeping figure on his sofa. 
 
    She was still here. 
 
    Something that felt strangely like relief swept through him, easing some of the exhaustion that had hit him a few hours ago. 
 
    Natalie was still here. 
 
    The relief quickly turned into irritation, though whether it was irritation at being exhausted or irritation at being relieved, he couldn't tell. Maybe both. Maybe for another reason altogether. 
 
    Of course she was still here. They were married.  
 
    Not that he was foolish enough to think that had anything to do with it. Their days-old marriage was a sham and she sure as hell didn't have any kind of obligation to him. Just like he didn't have an obligation to her. She was here because she didn't have anywhere else to go and even if she did, he was fairly certain she didn't have the money to get there. He'd seen her place in New York, had been able to tell from the spartan furnishings and lack of belongings that she didn't have much and was probably living paycheck-to-paycheck.  
 
    But he'd still been worried, especially when she didn't answer the phone when he called Saturday night after the game—and he had called more than once. 
 
    Last night. This morning. This afternoon. 
 
    He'd told himself that she was probably hesitant about answering his phone, even though she shouldn't be. Then he'd tried calling her cell—only to realize he didn't have her cell number. Hell, he didn't even know if she had a cell phone. He hadn't seen her with one so maybe she didn't. 
 
    It didn't matter how many excuses he'd come up with, he still couldn't shake the unusual anxiety that had gripped him when he thought she might have left. Seeing his car in the same spot when Nathan dropped him off hadn't eased that anxiety. 
 
    Apparently, seeing Natalie curled on the sofa, sound asleep, wasn't enough to ease it, either. 
 
    He clenched his jaw as another flash of irritation washed over him. He reached behind him and locked the door then readjusted his grip on the duffel bag and headed toward his room. There was no reason to wake Natalie, not when she was sound asleep. It was too late to talk tonight anyway, even if he had told her otherwise when he left Saturday morning. They could talk later tomorrow—today—when he got home from practice. 
 
    When he wasn't so fucking exhausted. 
 
    When he wasn't wrapped up in such an odd mood. 
 
    He slowed his steps as he moved past the sofa, his gaze drifting over her sleeping form before he realized what he was actually doing. Strands of her thick hair fell across her face and he had the sudden urge to walk over and brush them away. To trace the fullness of her slightly parted mouth and see if her lips were as soft as he remembered.  
 
    Irritation rushed through him once more. He clenched his hand around the duffel bag and silently berated himself. It was late. He needed to get his sorry ass to bed and get some sleep. 
 
    But he couldn't make himself move. Couldn't make himself look away. 
 
    She looked so peaceful. Almost content. Ben knew it was an illusion—she was sleeping, of course she'd look content. Didn't everyone look that way when they were asleep? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Maybe not. 
 
    He moved a little closer, surprised at the unexpected protectiveness unfurling in the pit of his stomach. He didn't remember a lot about her from all those years ago—very little, actually. She was just another one of his sister's friends. If they'd met more than a handful of times, he'd be surprised. He'd been too busy with hockey, barely spent time any time at all at home, definitely not enough time to concern himself with his sister's friends. But what he did remember—or thought he did, anyway—was that Natalie had been different. She wasn't as annoyingly loud or outgoing like Donna's other friends. Not shy, just...reserved. 
 
    No, that was the wrong word. She hadn't been reserved, she'd been cautious. Wary. 
 
    Or maybe he was just imagining the whole damn thing. Maybe it wasn't Natalie he was remembering at all. 
 
    And maybe he should just stop watching her sleep and drag his sorry ass to bed. 
 
    He turned, stopped, looked down at Natalie once more. One hand was resting under her cheek, the other curled around the edge of the throw blanket and cradled against her chest. The wedding band he'd placed on her finger five days ago was still there, glinting in the dim light that blanketed the room. 
 
    His wife. 
 
    And fuck, he still couldn't believe it. Couldn't believe he'd asked her to marry him. Couldn't believe she said yes.  
 
    Couldn't believe they'd gone through with it. 
 
    Irritation seized him once more and he started to turn away. Natalie's soft sigh caught his attention and he looked down as she rolled over. The throw blanket slipped from her shoulder, exposing the shirt she was wearing to sleep in. 
 
    His shirt. The same one he had worn Friday night. The same one she'd been wearing when she walked into the kitchen yesterday morning. It had taken every ounce of his self-control not to back her against the counter and peel that shirt off her when he saw her in it. Not because it didn't look good on her— 
 
    Because it did. 
 
    Possessiveness washed over him, pushing the irritation away. And how fucking stupid was that? To feel so damn possessive because she was sleeping in his fucking shirt? It made no sense. 
 
    Ben dropped the duffel bag to the floor then moved toward the sofa. He didn't stop to think about what he was doing—if he did, he'd have to admit to being an even bigger fool than he really was. He leaned down and gently scooped Natalie into his arms, cradled her against his chest and straightened.  
 
    She briefly stiffened in his arms then murmured something unintelligible. A second later, her lids fluttered open and sleepy moss green eyes met his. She reached up with her left hand and brushed the hair from her face. Ben ignored the small frown creasing her face, focusing instead on the sight of the wedding band circling her finger. Another wave of possessiveness washed over him, so strong that he nearly staggered under the weight of it. 
 
    "You're home." 
 
    Home. That small word, muttered in Natalie's sleepy voice, sent another wave of possessiveness crashing into him. He ruthlessly pushed it away, blaming it on the exhaustion tugging at him. 
 
    Home.  
 
    Like they were actually living here. Together. Like they were a real couple. Like she'd fallen asleep waiting for him to return, the way he was sure some of the other wives and girlfriends did when the guys were on the road. Was this why they were always in such a rush to get home? This odd feeling of warmth that started in the pit of his stomach and worked its way out, wrapping around him with gentle heat? This strange feeling of contentment, of knowing that someone waited for them? Of knowing that someone cared? 
 
    "Yeah. I'm home." The words were gruff, maybe a little impatient. He was a fucking fool for allowing those strange thoughts any headspace. They weren't together. They weren't a couple.  
 
    Natalie had agreed to marry him because she was in trouble, because she'd turned her ex in and was worried he'd come after her because of it. He was nothing more than a way out, a wall of safety between her and the asshole who'd tried to drag her down with him. 
 
    His own reasons for marrying her were a bit more selfish: he needed to prove that he was worthy of someone caring about him. Needed to prove to everyone that he wasn't the miserable fucking bastard they thought he was.  
 
    "Yeah. I'm home." He repeated the words then tightened his hold around Natalie and carried her down the hall. She wrapped one arm around his neck and curled the other against the lapel of his suit jacket. Her head fell back, causing her long hair to cascade over his arm.  
 
    "You don't have to carry me, I can walk." 
 
    "I know." He hit the light switch with his elbow, heard her small gasp of surprise when soft light filled the hallway. The touch of her hand, so soft and warm and gentle against his cheek, made him stumble. 
 
    "What happened to your face?" 
 
    Her concern shouldn't mean anything to him—but it did. "Nothing. Just a fight." 
 
    "Why were you in a fight?" 
 
    "It was part of the game." 
 
    "That happened during the game?" 
 
    "Yeah. Last night." 
 
    "That—that's horrible!" She traced the small cut under his eye with the tip of one slender finger. "Does it hurt?" 
 
    He paused, surprised at the warmth filling him at her gentle touch. Surprised at the concern dancing in her sleepy eyes. Ben cleared his throat, shook his head and offered her a small smile. 
 
    "No, it doesn't hurt." 
 
    She dropped her hand and curled it against her chest. "I still don't understand why you were in a fight." 
 
    "I was protecting our goalie. It's just part of the game." 
 
    "That makes no sense to me." 
 
    Ben stopped, glanced down at her with a small frown. "Don't you watch hockey?" 
 
    "No. The game the other night was the first one I've ever seen." 
 
    "We'll have to do something about your serious lack of education." He halted in front of the door to the spare bedroom—her room. Natalie glanced at the closed door then lifted her gaze to his. There was shyness in the depths of her eyes, as well as uncertainty and a flash of interest. 
 
    Need slammed into him, hot and almost desperate. It would be so fucking easy to carry her into the room, to lay her down and cover her body with his own. To plunge into her wet heat and lose himself. 
 
    But he couldn't. He refused to use her that way again. 
 
    He clenched his jaw and pushed open the door, carried her over to the bed and gently lowered her to the mattress. Then he straightened and stepped away, desperate to put distance between them before he did something they'd both regret. He didn't miss the way her brows lowered in a confused frown when she pushed up on her elbows and stared at him. 
 
    "Didn't you want to talk? You said—" 
 
    "No." He knew exactly what he'd said the other morning but now wasn't the time. "We can talk tomorrow." 
 
    Ben turned and hurried from the room, afraid of the invitation he glimpsed in her eyes. Afraid of what he might do if he stayed. He closed the door behind him and continued to his own room, quickly stripped and climbed into bed. 
 
    It was a long time before he fell asleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    "You could have taken the money and gone shopping. That's what it was for." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    Ben slid a glance at Natalie then reached for a bag of apples and added them to the cart. They were at the grocery store, a domestic chore that he usually hated—which is why there was hardly any food left in his house. Unfortunately, he hadn't discovered that until this morning, when he went to fix a quick breakfast before practice. He'd thought Natalie would have taken care of it. Thought, hell—he'd hoped she'd take care of it.  
 
    He still didn't understand why she hadn't. And then he wondered what the hell she'd eaten all weekend while he was gone.  
 
    Her glance slid to the bananas but instead of reaching for a bunch, she pushed the cart away from them. Ben frowned, wondering if he had missed the interest on her face. The cart was almost full but every single item in it was stuff he had picked out: steaks, chicken, a few bags of frozen vegetables, a pan of lasagna because every once in a while he had a strong craving for it. Garlic bread. Pasta and the makings for homemade spaghetti sauce because he was in the mood for the real shit. Frozen pizza and ice cream because why the hell not? Coffee and half-and-half and cottage cheese. Eggs. Bacon. Butter. Rolls. Lunch meat. A few cans of soup because it was February and sometimes he wanted soup. Toilet paper. Deodorant. 
 
    All things he had tossed into the cart. Not one single item had been added by Natalie. In fact, she hadn't even commented on anything he'd thrown in. And now that he'd noticed the faint look of interest she had given the bananas, he realized it wasn't the first time she'd sent a wistful glance at a few of the shelves they'd walked past. 
 
    He reached around her and grabbed the handle of the cart, stopping her. "Did you want some of those bananas?" 
 
    "No, I'm good." 
 
    "Natalie, if you want the bananas, grab them." 
 
    "I don't need them." She glanced at the bunches of fruit then lowered her gaze. "Besides, they cost too much." 
 
    Ben stood there, staring at her, not sure what to say. What the fuck? Was she really worried about how much it cost? He glanced at the price and frowned. Is that what she considered expensive? Shit. Maybe it was, he didn't know. He never paid any fucking attention to what groceries cost—mostly because he did kamikaze shopping, throwing shit into the cart and getting out because he hated shopping. But also because it didn't matter to him and he'd never had to worry about how much it cost. The cashier gave him a total, he handed over his card, and that was it. 
 
    He moved toward the bananas and reached for a bundle then paused, his hand hovering between one bunch that was already ripe and one bunch that still had some green on them. He knew what he preferred but these weren't for him, they were for Natalie. 
 
    "Which ones look better to you?" 
 
    She shot him a look that told him she knew exactly what he was doing. "Whichever ones you like better." 
 
    "That wasn't what I asked." 
 
    "It doesn't matter. Pick whatever you want." 
 
    Well shit. She was absolutely no help. And why the hell was she being so damn stubborn? They were bananas, for crying out loud.  
 
    Ben watched her from the corner of his eye then reached for the ripe ones. Her lips curled in distaste, so briefly that he figured she didn't even realize she'd done it.  
 
    Ben grabbed the bunch that was mostly green and added them to the cart. 
 
    "I thought you wanted the ripe ones." 
 
    "Nah. I hate brown bananas. They're too mushy. And too sweet." 
 
    She curled her hands around the cart handle and moved forward. "Then why did you ask me which ones were better?" 
 
    "Because I wanted to know which ones you liked." 
 
    "It doesn't matter because I'm not going to be the one eating them." 
 
    He reached out to stop the cart again and whirled on her. "Why the hell not?" 
 
    "Because they're you're bananas." 
 
    What. The. Hell. 
 
    "Natalie, we're not shopping just for me, we're shopping for us. This food is yours, too." 
 
    "But you're the one paying for it." 
 
    "Yeah. So?" 
 
    She looked away but not before he saw the shadows in her eyes. "I can't pay you back. Not until I get a job." 
 
    "I don't expect you to pay me back. For shit's sake, Natalie, we're married. What's mine is yours and what's yours is mine." 
 
    A burst of laughter escaped her parted lips. The sound was short, brittle, filled with the same disbelief that lit her eyes. "Then one of us definitely got screwed over in the deal. Besides, the marriage isn't real. You know that." 
 
    Anger shot through him and he quickly squashed it. "We've had this conversation before, Natalie. At the airport in Vegas. And like I told you then, that piece of paper is very real. Don't forget it." 
 
    Their gazes locked for a long minute, right there in the middle of the produce aisle. What he saw in her eyes made his gut clench. It wasn't just the shadows of misery in those green depths, it was the sadness and disbelief and hesitation, like she was afraid to trust him. Like she was afraid of being used and hurt and tossed to the side. Hell, could he blame her? 
 
    No, he couldn't, not when damn near everyone else he knew would expect him to do exactly that. He had a reputation for being a selfish ass, for thinking of nobody but himself. Whether that reputation was deserved or not didn't matter, not when he'd carefully cultivated it over the last few years. Not when he'd stepped back from everyone he knew and started becoming the miserable bastard everyone believed him to be.  
 
    Natalie's gaze finally slipped from his own. Her chest rose and fell on a deep breath, the sigh falling from her parted lips. She took another deep breath then glanced at him again, her eyes now filled with a curiosity he didn't understand.  
 
    "Why?" 
 
    The question hung between them, soft and full of bewilderment. It was Ben's turn to look away. 
 
    "Why, what?" 
 
    "Why are you doing this? Why did you ask me to marry you? Why did you even go through with it?" She closed her hand around his, stopping him when he started to push the cart forward. "I didn't think you were serious, you know. I never expected to see you again. Didn't think anything of it until you had that dress delivered to my room. And I never thought you'd actually go through with it, not until we were standing in that chapel and it was all over and the minister said we were married. Even then, I wasn't sure it was real." 
 
    "It's real." 
 
    Natalie glanced down at their hands and he knew without asking that she was studying the matching wedding bands on their fingers. She looked back at him, confusion creating a tiny crease between her brows. "But why? Why did you do it?" 
 
    Why? 
 
    He watched her for a long time, wondering if he should answer. Wondering how to answer. She deserved at least that much, didn't she? Yes, she did— 
 
    But not now. And definitely not here, in the middle of the grocery store. 
 
    "I have my reasons." 
 
    She hesitated then walked along beside him as he pushed the cart to the end of the aisle. "Are you going to tell me?" 
 
    "This isn't the right place for that conversation."  
 
    "When we get home, then?" 
 
    "Yeah, sure." Maybe. Probably not. Ben wasn't certain he wanted to share that much of himself with her. Hell, he didn't want to share that much of himself with anyone, not when it made him look weak and pitiful. Did Natalie realize the words were meant as nothing more than a way to appease her, that he had no intention of answering her? Maybe. But to his surprise, she let the conversation drop and quietly followed him to the dairy section. 
 
    "Did anyone ever tell you that shop backwards?" 
 
    He pulled the cart to a stop then slanted her an amused look. "There's a right way to shop?" 
 
    "Yeah. Most people usually start in the produce section then work their way around and through the aisles. That way they don't forget anything."  
 
    "I didn't forget anything." 
 
    She pointed to the cottage cheese and half-and-half in the cart. "But we were already here." 
 
    "And now we're back. Grab some yogurt." 
 
    "What kind?" 
 
    "I don't know. Whatever kind you like. I personally hate the stuff and have to force myself to eat it." 
 
    "Then why are you getting it?" 
 
    "Because I thought you might want some." 
 
    "I don't need it—" 
 
    "Do you like yogurt or not?" 
 
    "Yeah, but—" 
 
    "Then grab some." 
 
    She opened her mouth—no doubt to argue—then quickly snapped it shut and grabbed a single container of yogurt and added it to the cart. Ben stared at the small plastic tub then looked at her. 
 
    "Just one?" 
 
    "I don't want you to spend your money on—" 
 
    "It's food Natalie. Christ. Did you think I was going to let you starve?" He reached for the shelf and grabbed several more containers, all different flavors, and added them to the cart. "Is that why you didn't go shopping while I was gone? Because you were afraid to spend my money?" 
 
    She glanced away and shrugged, which he took as a yes. He bit back a small oath then shook his head and almost laughed.  
 
    "Shit. I wish some of my old girlfriends were more like you." 
 
    Her head snapped up. "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "It means that most of them never had a problem spending my money. Hell, I had one girlfriend who blew more than a thousand dollars just on clothes—in one week." 
 
    The surprise in her eyes quickly disappeared, replaced by something that looked suspiciously like irritation. "I'm not sure I want to hear about any of your girlfriends." 
 
    Was she jealous? For some reason, the idea amused him—but he was smart enough not to say anything about it. "I said old girlfriends. And the point I was making was don't be afraid to spend my money, especially not grocery shopping. I hate shopping so you'll be doing me a favor by taking it over." 
 
    "I can't." 
 
    "Why can't you? I just said you'd be doing me a favor—" 
 
    "I have no way to get to the store." 
 
    "Just use my car. Not a big deal. Or maybe we should go car shopping. I don't like the idea of you being stuck at home with no way of getting around if I'm gone." 
 
    Horror filled her eyes, quickly blinked away. "You can't buy me a car." 
 
    Ben started to say he really could then realized she'd only argue the point, especially since she was so hung-up on using his money for something as basic as groceries so they both had food to eat. "I was thinking about getting a second car anyway. I'm thinking maybe an SUV. Which I would have no problem with you borrowing to go grocery shopping." 
 
    "But I can't!" 
 
    "And why not? You can't honestly expect me to believe you'd have a problem just borrowing my car." 
 
    "It's not just that." 
 
    "Then what is it?" 
 
    Natalie pulled her lower lip between her teeth and carefully looked around them. Then she leaned forward, her voice lowered in a whisper. 
 
    "I don't drive." 
 
    Ben blinked. Shook his head. Blinked again. "Why don't you drive?" 
 
    "Because—" She looked around again, like she was afraid someone might overhear her. "I don't know how to drive." 
 
    "You don't—?" Ben stared at her. She was joking with him, she had to be. Except no, she wasn't, because embarrassment tinged her cheeks a pale pink. "You really don't know how to drive?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    The laughter bubbled up from somewhere deep inside him, surprising him. Surprising her, too, apparently, because she crossed her arms in front of her and stared at him through narrowed eyes. 
 
    "It's not funny." 
 
    "I don't mean—" 
 
    "I lived in New York. Nobody drives in New York." 
 
    "I know—" 
 
    "You can stop laughing at me." 
 
    "I'm not—" Ben clamped his lips together and swallowed the last bit of laughter. "I'm sorry. I wasn't laughing at you. It's just—I don't think I actually know anyone who doesn't know how to drive." 
 
    The annoyed frown on Natalie's face deepened. She unfolded her arms and leaned forward then jammed one finger into the center of his chest. "Well you do now. You happen to be married to her." 
 
    Ben stared down at the finger then up at Natalie, at the way her feathered brows pulled low over deep green eyes that flashed with irritation. He wasn't sure why he did it, didn't understand the sudden urge that overcame him, didn't even try to understand it. He just reached out and wrapped his hand around her wrist and pulled her to him. She gasped and braced her hands against his chest, balancing herself as her head tilted back to look at him. He took advantage of her surprise and claimed her mouth in a kiss that grew longer than the quick one he'd originally planned on giving her. 
 
    Ben pulled away before he forgot where they were and lost all control. He grabbed Natalie's hand in one of his and used the other to push the cart. "Come on, wife. Let's go check out then get started on some driving lessons." 
 
    Natalie's soft gasp of surprise echoed beside him, only he wasn't sure if it was from his mention of driving lessons— 
 
    Or the fact that he had called her wife. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    "How are the driving lessons going?" 
 
    Natalie turned in her seat, ready to tell Haley and the other women that the lessons were going great, that what little she remembered from her brief time in driver's ed all those years ago was coming back and that Ben was an excellent instructor. But the mask she was usually so careful about wearing must have slipped and let some of her real emotions show through because Haley tilted her head back and laughed. 
 
    "That good, huh?" 
 
    Natalie started to shake her head, to say that the lessons really were going well—then stopped. What did it matter if these women knew the truth? She slid down in the seat with a small huff of frustration. 
 
    "It's awful. Ben has no patience whatsoever and he always acts like I'm going to hit something." So what if she accidentally backed into that yellow post in the parking lot or ran over the curb a few times? The driving lessons had been his idea, not hers. The only reason she was doing it was because he insisted on teaching her. 
 
    The whole thing was ridiculous. She didn't need to know how to drive. 
 
    Except she did because nothing was within walking distance, not even the small convenience store. She'd discovered that the hard way, when she had run out of certain feminine products and needed them now. She'd told Ben she was going to the store, only to have him stare at her in amused bewilderment and ask her how she was getting there. His dark brows had shot up in surprise when she told him she was walking. Then he asked her what was so urgent that she felt compelled to walk a few miles through the small flakes that were swirling from the leaden sky.  
 
    She stood there, her coat half-on, and stared at him, convinced he was exaggerating the distance. A few miles? No, it had to be an exaggeration. Except it wasn't because he'd marked it out with the fancy odometer of his new SUV when he drove her there—after she had reluctantly told him why she had such an urgent need to go shopping right at that moment. Mortification had gripped her, filling her face with enough heat to melt the swirling snowflakes. The only consolation was that he had been just as embarrassed, which surprised her. She didn't think much could embarrass Ben. Or maybe it didn't, maybe he'd only acted embarrassed so she wouldn't feel bad. 
 
    No, he wasn't that good of an actor. Even the tips of his ears had turned red. 
 
    That had been almost four weeks ago and they had settled into a routine of sorts during that time. She stayed at the house while he went to practice most mornings. He'd come home, usually in time for lunch, and they'd eat together and just talk. Small talk, mostly. Certainly nothing too deep or earth-shattering. Then he'd take a nap while she read. On Mondays, they went grocery shopping together. Some afternoons, he joined several of his teammates for lunch. They had even gone out to dinner one night with Haley and Zach and Jenny and Tyler. But mostly, they sat around and Ben watched television while she read.  
 
    Weekends were more hectic. At least, when the Bombers had a home game like they did tonight. Ben had game-day practice then he'd come home for lunch and a pre-game nap. They'd have dinner—something light for him—then he'd leave for the rink. Sometimes she went with him, always making sure to bring a book so she had something to read while she waited. Other times, Haley or Jenny would pick her up and take her to the game. Afterward, they'd usually go to Mystic's. 
 
    Road games were a little different. For the most part, Natalie stayed at home, reading or cleaning or watching television. She'd gotten so bored with it all that she finally dug out her camera and started walking around the secluded neighborhood, taking pictures of the bare trees, a few lonely birds, even the clouds. 
 
    And she was still bored. There was absolutely nothing for her to do. The other women worked so she couldn't do anything with them—not that she had any way to meet them unless they picked her up, and she was tired of relying on everyone else. She needed a job, and not just for the money. But again, she had no way of getting anywhere so even a job was out of the question. 
 
    She was slowly losing her mind. 
 
    And not just from the boredom. Ben was slowly driving her crazy, too. She couldn't read him, had no idea what he was thinking or feeling—about anything. He still hadn't answered her question, hadn't told her why he married her. To be fair, she hadn't asked, probably because part of her was afraid of the answer. It certainly wasn't for physical reasons, of that she was positive—which only added to her frustration.  
 
    Sometimes she'd look over and catch him watching her and convince herself that the flare of emotion in his gold-ringed hazel eyes was interest or need. Her breath would hitch in her chest and she'd wait, certain that he'd walk over and scoop her up in his arms and carry her back to the bedroom. His bedroom, not hers, because they still had separate rooms. 
 
    But he never did. 
 
    They were firmly in the friend-zone. Part of her marveled at that—that the two of them had become friends of a sort during the past month. She would have never expected that they'd have enough in common for friendship. And she would have never expected that she'd feel comfortable around him, not enough to relax and let her guard down. But she did and part of her realized that being friends with Ben really wasn't a bad thing. 
 
    Except for the fact that he was her husband. 
 
    The way he treated her when they were out with anyone from the team didn't help the confusion swirling through her. He'd hold her hand, or casually drape one arm around her shoulder. Sometimes he'd lean over and steal a quick kiss—or even a not-so-quick kiss. Then he'd pull away, his gaze unreadable as he watched her while she struggled to catch her breath and pretend the kiss hadn't left her yearning for more. And she'd wait, wondering if tonight would be the night. If he'd pull her into his arms when they got home and follow-through with those deep kisses. 
 
    But he never did. 
 
    There were times she wondered if he was seeing someone else. If maybe he had a girlfriend she didn't know about. Irrational anger would flood her and she would tell herself it wasn't her business. They were married, yes, but in name only. For all she knew, he'd had a girlfriend before they got married and he was still seeing her. After all, why should something as small and inconsequential as a wife get in the way of an existing relationship? 
 
    Because she was his wife, dammit. If he didn't want— 
 
    A hand waved in front of her face, close enough that she felt cold air fan her skin. Natalie jerked back with a frown, started to bat the hand away when she realized it was Haley. 
 
    And the woman was watching her entirely too closely. 
 
    "Whose head are you ready to tear off?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "That expression on your face. Whoever it is you want to kill, I'm just glad I'm not in their shoes." 
 
    Natalie quickly schooled her face, let her lips curl in a small smile. "You're imagining things." 
 
    "Am I?" 
 
    She was ready to assure Haley that she was but was saved from saying anything because the game was starting. Had Haley only imagined it? Or had Natalie let the emotion show on her face? She'd become so relaxed and comfortable around these women—especially Haley—that she had stopped worrying about holding so much of herself back from them and just allowed herself to be...herself.  
 
    Which was a mistake. 
 
    Because if she was letting the wall slip around them, was it also slipping around Ben? Was she allowing him to see glimpses of who she really was? Could he see the yearning for more reflected in her gaze whenever he looked at her? She was afraid of the answer to both of those questions—and she couldn't allow that to happen. The walls she had so carefully constructed over the years were for were protection. Without them, she was vulnerable—and with vulnerability came weakness and with that came hurt. She'd made the mistake of opening herself once already, years ago. Then she had let her guard down, just a little bit, with Brandon—not emotionally, not like that—and that had been an even bigger mistake. 
 
    The way she had so foolishly trusted Brandon had left her embarrassed and even a little ashamed but she'd been heart-whole because she hadn't dropped those emotional boundaries she was so careful with. Something told her it wouldn't be that way with Ben.  
 
    Maybe it was already too late. 
 
    Her gaze drifted to the ice, to the knot of players fighting over the little slab of rubber. She had no trouble finding Ben—he was right there at the edge, that intense gaze of his focused on the action, his last name sewn in big, bold letters above the number 33.  
 
    Intent. Steady. Ferocious. 
 
    Larger than life? 
 
    No, not really. Not like she had started to believe. Not like she had created in her mind. Yes, he'd helped her out of a difficult situation without even realizing it but that didn't mean he was a hero—no matter how much she might want him to be. 
 
    She would need to be very, very careful. If she wasn't, it would be entirely too easy to let her heart make the biggest mistake ever in a long line of mistakes.  
 
    And if she did that, she might never recover. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Natalie tried to hold onto that caution for the rest of the night. Through the nail-biting game that the Bombers finally won during a shootout. Through the drive to Mystic's with Haley and Jenny as she listened to the women's excited voices rehashing the game. During the sideways glances she shared with Cara, who didn't understand hockey any more than she did. 
 
    But sometime during the nearly hour-long wait at Mystic's, Natalie lost sight of why she needed to be so careful. The women gathered around her were slowly becoming her friends, laughing and joking about the same things she found amusing. About the way the guys took their naps and some of the silly superstitions that they called rituals instead, like how Ben ate the exact same thing before every home game. They shared the same frustrations, like clothes that didn't quite make it into the hamper even though the men could shoot a small slab of rubber around some big guy standing in front of a net from fifty feet away while flying across the ice. 
 
    And when those same guys came into the bar an hour later, grinning and laughing like little boys who had just received some kind of medal, Natalie cheered just as loud as everyone else. She didn't understand it, this sudden feeling of belonging. It was as if the last month had been building to this moment and everything just clicked into place.  
 
    She was married to a man she hardly knew, for reasons she dared not explain to anyone. A man who had married her for his own reasons that he'd yet to share. She didn't have much in common with the other women here. 
 
    Courtney, who had been a young single mother before marrying her adorable son's father—who just happened to be her first love. 
 
    Megan, with her colorful shoes and flannel shirts and close friendship with her boyfriend's sister despite the tension between him and Jenny's husband. 
 
    Jenny, with her sophisticated style and sharp wit, who was a walking encyclopedia about hockey and had, just tonight, set two men straight about the rules of the game. 
 
    Haley, the woman she was closest to despite their outward differences. With her wild hair and sharp tongue and the strength of a survivor, she was a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Savannah, the oldest of the group. Stylish, sophisticated, independent. Engaged to the oldest man on the team and already a mother to his two daughters. 
 
    Cara, the newly-married soon-to-be-mom; the quietest of the group, an introvert who was slowly opening up to the others. 
 
    No, she didn't have anything in common with them. Would have never sought out their friendship if she had met them anywhere else. Not just because she held herself back and didn't make friends easily, but because she would have never imagined that they shared any common ground. 
 
    Looking at them now, at the way their faces lit up when the men walked in, she was afraid they had more in common than she would have ever imagined. 
 
    Her eyes found Ben across the room. Tall, broad, with his tie hanging loose around his neck and the top buttons undone on his shirt. His black hair, still damp from his shower, was slicked back off his forehead, the drying ends curling around his ears. The small gash on his left cheek was neatly held together by a butterfly bandage. Seeing it now made her stomach jump, the same way it had when someone's stick had caught him in the face early in the game. But he hadn't stopped playing. 
 
    Jenny explained that they never did. 
 
    She caught his gaze and her stomach jumped again, for a completely different reason this time. Her chest tightened, squeezing the air from her lungs as he made his way over to her. As he leaned down and brushed his mouth over hers in the barest of kisses. 
 
    And suddenly, it wasn't enough. She didn't want just a hint of a kiss. Didn't want what she had come to think of as his show-and-tell affection. She wanted the real thing. Wanted him to kiss her the way he had their one night together. Wanted to hear the sound of his harsh breathing as he struggled to catch his breath. Wanted to feel the way his heart beat so loud and heavy and fast beneath his sculpted chest.  
 
    Wanted to see the banked flames of desire leap to life in the depths of his gorgeous eyes. 
 
    Natalie curled her hand around the loose ends of his tie and pulled him back down. Leaned up and caught his mouth with her own. Held her breath. Waiting. Worried that he'd pull away and give her an odd look.  
 
    He stiffened but only for a second. Then his hands were on her face, cupping her cheeks between his callused palms as he took over the kiss. Deepened it. Swept his tongue along the seam of her lips, encouraging her mouth to open for him. He tasted like whiskey and mint. Hot and smoky and sinfully refreshing. Natalie sighed and leaned in closer, ignoring the cheers and whistles being sent their way.  
 
    Ben was the one who finally broke the kiss, his deep eyes glazed with the same need that ran through her. He blinked and the need disappeared, replaced by something she couldn't quite read. Surprise, yes, but something else, something that made her wonder if she'd only imagined his strong reaction to the kiss.  
 
    He slid one palm along her arm then grabbed the chair next to her and spun it around, straddling it backward even as he leaned closer. "Don't think I'm complaining because I'm not but—what was that for?" 
 
    His voice was pitched so low that only she could hear but he may as well have shouted the words for the effect they had on her. Heat filled her face and she started to look away, caught herself at the last second. She lifted her chin the tiniest bit and met his gaze with her own direct one. 
 
    "Just part of the show. We're supposed to be newlyweds, remember?" 
 
    She'd done her best to keep the irrational hurt from her voice but he must have heard it. Regret shadowed his eyes and he reached for her. "Natalie—" 
 
    She shifted her chair, just enough that his hand fell away from her shoulder. To anyone else who happened to be watching, it would look like she was simply listening to the loud conversation between Tyler and Kyle. But Ben caught the message loud and clear, she knew that from his weary sigh. He wasn't the only one—her gaze accidentally met Nathan's and she noticed the thoughtful expression in his eyes and the odd glance he leveled in Ben's direction. 
 
    A chill danced across her skin, causing the flesh on her arms to pebble. She yanked the sleeves of her sweater down and deliberately ignored the sensation—and the man watching her so carefully. She didn't like Nathan and she wasn't sure why. Maybe it was because he'd been with Ben in Vegas and knew that their marriage was nothing more than a sham. Of course, he hadn't been the only one of Ben's teammates in Vegas that week. Ryan and Kyle had been there as well and neither one of them bothered her. Then again, neither one of them had looked at her like she was a gold digger who was after whatever money Ben might have. And neither one of them had yelled at Ben in the airport as they walked away, a silent warning in the angry tone of his voice. 
 
    She ignored Nathan and tried to focus on the conversation that had drawn her attention in the first place. They were talking about the game, something about some kind of save that Natalie didn't quite understand but knew must have been important. A hand closed over her shoulder and she tensed even though she knew it was Ben. His breath was warm against her skin, his voice a low whisper in her ear. 
 
    "I'm getting a drink from the bar. Do you want anything?" 
 
    She shook her head and pointed to the glass of watery soda in front of her, ready to tell him she already had a drink. Then she changed her mind. She didn't want soda, she wanted something else. Something a little stronger. 
 
    Something to take the sting from the confusing whirl of emotions that she was suddenly so afraid of. 
 
    "A margarita, please." 
 
    "A margarita?" 
 
    "Yes. On the rocks. With extra salt." 
 
    Ben didn't bother to hide his surprise but he didn't say anything, just nodded and stood. Something squeezed tight in the center of her chest as she watched him disappear into the thick crowd. Was she really going to allow herself to be upset because he'd asked her why she had kissed him that way? He hadn't meant anything by the question, he'd simply been surprised. And why wouldn't he be? Other than their one night together, she'd never given him any indication that she was interested. Had never taken the initiative to make the first move. Maybe he thought she wasn't interested. Maybe he was afraid to do anything in private because he was worried she'd get upset. 
 
    And maybe, instead of sitting here doing nothing, she should go talk to him. He wasn't a mind reader and neither was she. They'd never get anywhere if they didn't talk. 
 
    She pushed away from the table, not bothering to excuse herself. The conversation was getting too loud anyway, nobody would even hear her.  
 
    The crowd had grown even heavier and it took her longer than she thought it would to weave through the throng. There was a crowd at the bar, too, at least three people deep as the bartenders rushed around to fill the drink orders. 
 
    Natalie stood just at the edge, raising up on her toes to scan the bodies as she searched for Ben. He shouldn't be that hard to find—he was at least a head taller than most everyone else and wearing a dark gray suit amid a crowd of people in sweatshirts or flannel shirts. 
 
    There he was, at the other end of the bar, his back to her. Natalie called his name but her voice was lost in the noise of the crowd and the music. She swallowed back her impatience, ignored the sense of being crushed, and once more pushed her way through the tangle of bodies. 
 
    She finally broke through and breathed a sigh of relief. The relief quickly changed to shock, sharp and bitter. 
 
    Ben was still standing where she had seen him moments ago, his back to her—only now, she could see he was with someone. He was leaning forward, slightly bent over as he spoke in a woman's ear. His hand rested on the woman's shoulder with a sense of familiarity that made the breath catch in Natalie's throat. But it wasn't just the way Ben was leaning toward the woman that made her stand there in shock—it was the sight of the woman's hand resting in the middle of his chest, like she had every right to touch him. It was the way the woman's fingers gently, almost absently, stroked the buttons of Ben's shirt, as if she'd done that same exact thing dozens of times before— 
 
    Right before ripping the shirt open and sliding her hands all over his body. 
 
    How long did Natalie stand there, with her eyes stinging and her face burning? With her stomach clenched against the sour bile twisting it? Long enough that Ben must have sensed her because he straightened and slowly turned around, the crooked smile on his face fading when his eyes met hers. 
 
    His mouth moved and she thought he might be calling her name but she couldn't hear, not over the thunderous roaring in her ears. He moved and she shook her head—in denial, in dismay, in disbelief. Then she spun on her heel and pushed through the crowd, intent only on leaving. 
 
    Oh God, she needed to get out of here. Needed to get away from Ben. She didn't want to see him. Didn't want to hear whatever lame excuse he might give her. No, they hadn't been doing anything other than talking. But it wasn't what they'd done—it was the familiarity between them. The intimacy insulating them from the rest of the crowd and the way that intimacy screamed that they knew each other. That they were more than casual acquaintances. That they'd been together.  
 
    Maybe they still were. Maybe the woman was the elusive girlfriend Natalie had wondered about. Wondered, yes—but she had never thought she really existed.  
 
    And God, it hurt. Hurt worse than she thought it would have considering that Ben owed her nothing. To know that he was with someone else. Touching someone else. Being with someone else. God, it hurt. 
 
    It was that image that followed her as she pushed and shoved her way across the bar, ignoring the cries of Hey and Watch out. She didn't care about the toes she stepped on or the ribs she elbowed—she only cared about escape.  
 
    She made it back to the long grouping of tables, to the gathering of Ben's teammates. Did they know? Had they been laughing at her the entire time?  
 
    So what if they did? She didn't care. They weren't her friends. None of them, no matter what she had convinced herself of only an hour earlier. 
 
    She ignored the astonished expressions on some of the faces as she grabbed her coat and purse. Ignored her name being called, told herself the concern she heard in the voices was only a figment of her imagination. Wishful thinking.  
 
    She needed to get out of here. Now, before she did something completely and utterly foolish. Before she did something totally absurd. 
 
    Like cry. 
 
    She shoved her arms into her coat as she rushed for the door, focused only on escaping. She had no idea where she was going, didn't care as long as it wasn't here. She could figure it out later, as soon as she put distance between herself and the pain slicing through her. 
 
    Between her and this place, filled with people she didn't really know, people she had foolishly started thinking of as friends. 
 
    Between her and Ben. 
 
    Her husband. 
 
    Cold air slammed into her, stinging her face. She reached up, surprised to feel the wetness on her cheeks. She brushed the tears away and hurried from the bar, the heels of her ankle boots echoing like shots against the concrete and asphalt.  
 
    Faster. Farther. Away, as far as she could go.  
 
    She reached the other side of the parking lot, glanced at the traffic whizzing by. A cab. She needed a cab. Once she found one, she would go back to the condo and pack her bags and leave. Find some way to get to a train station so she could get back to New York. 
 
    So she could go home. 
 
    But this wasn't New York and there were no cabs and no subways. She couldn't even call for an Uber or a Lyft because she didn't have a phone—or a credit card she could use to pay for the ride. All she had was what left of her small supply of cash: eighty-six dollars and a few coins.  
 
    Fine. She'd walk. The condo wasn't too far—she didn't think. She was almost certain she could find her way back. And if she couldn't...well, she'd just find someplace to go for a few hours. Maybe a fast-food place that was open all night, or even a convenience store where she could ask directions. 
 
    She'd need to find more cash—she was almost positive a train ticket would be more than what she had on her. Maybe there was a pawn shop somewhere. She didn't have much of value, just her camera, but it was a good one. Not top of the line but maybe they'd take pity on her and give her fifty dollars for it.  
 
    She stumbled over a crack in the sidewalk, looked down and saw the light reflecting off the ring on her finger. The wedding band. Why hadn't she thought of that first? She could pawn that instead. It was worthless to her but they'd probably give her more for the ring than they would the camera. 
 
    She huddled deeper into the coat and kept going, ignoring the chill of the biting wind, ignoring the cars as they whizzed past her and the blaring of a horn behind her. 
 
    The horn sounded again, longer this time. Natalie glanced over her shoulder, squinting against the headlights that blinded her. The car was driving along the shoulder, its flashers on as it caught up to her. Ben's car? She didn't know, couldn't tell from just the headlights. 
 
    She turned and walked faster, her eyes skipping around as she looked for someplace to hide. There, on the other side of the street she was approaching—a gas station. If she could get there before Ben, she could run inside, lock herself in the restroom if she needed to. Or she could ask someone filling up to give her a ride. Or— 
 
    The car pulled alongside her, the blaring horn startling her enough that she tripped and fell, caught herself at the last minute by placing her hand against the cold concrete. Natalie ignored the stinging in her palm and quickly straightened, hurried her steps. If she could reach the gas station— 
 
    "Natalie!" The voice calling her belonged to a woman, the concern clear even above the noise of the passing traffic. Not Ben—Haley. 
 
    Natalie stumbled to a stop, wiped her hand across her face and tried to catch her breath. Only when Haley called her again did she turn around, a trembling smile on her face. One look at the worry on Haley's face and the smile crumbled. 
 
    Haley leaned across the passenger seat and opened the door. "Get in." 
 
    Natalie hesitated but only for a second. She stepped across the frozen grass lining the cracked curb and lowered herself into the car. Warmth immediately surrounded her, draining the last bit of strength from her. She felt Haley's eyes on her, knew the woman was carefully studying her. Did she look as bad as she thought she did? She must, with her tear-streaked face and windblown hair and scraped palm. 
 
    Haley was quiet as she maneuvered the car into the traffic. As she leaned over and turned up the heat then aimed the vent in Natalie's direction. Minutes stretched by in silence, so many minutes that Natalie had finally convinced herself that the other woman wasn't going to say anything. 
 
    And then she spoke. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    Natalie nodded. Shook her head. Shrugged and nodded again. Was she okay? No, not really...but she would be.  
 
    "Did you want to talk about it?" 
 
    "No." Her voice was scratchy, the word breaking as it escaped her clogged throat. Silence stretched around them as Haley drove. Natalie didn't pay attention to where. She didn't care, not right now, not as long as Haley wasn't taking her back to Mystic's. 
 
    The woman must have read her mind because her hand tightened around the steering wheel for a brief second before she glanced at Natalie. "Where do you want to go? I can take you back to our place—" 
 
    "No." The word came out too sharp, too brittle. Too scratchy. Natalie didn't care. "No, thank you." 
 
    "Then where? Or did you just want to drive around some? Maybe talk?" 
 
    No, she didn't want to talk. And she didn't want to drive around. Her mind was made up and she knew what she wanted to do and how to do it. "Can you take me—" 
 
    Home. She had nearly said home.  
 
    Natalie stared out the window and cleared her throat. "Can you take me to the condo? I need to pack my things." 
 
    "Yeah, of course." There was a long pause, interrupted only by the sound of Haley's fingers drumming against the steering wheel. "Where are you going to go after you pack?" 
 
    "The train station. I'm going back to New York." 
 
    "Are you sure that's what you want to do?" Haley's voice was gentle, coaxing. Empty of any judgment. Natalie glanced at her, saw the way her brows were lowered in a small frown. Concern? Something else?  
 
    She didn't know. Didn't care. 
 
    "Yeah, it's what I want to do." It's what she should have done the night she had turned Brandon in. If she had, she wouldn't be here now. Wouldn't be stuck in a sham marriage. 
 
    Wouldn't be filled with this irrational pain that made her stomach twist and clench and caused her hands to tremble. 
 
    Natalie didn't say another word, just nodded and turned the car in the direction of Ben's condo. 
 
    "I'll wait for you. Take you to Elizabethtown or Harrisburg and make sure you're okay." 
 
    The offer stunned Natalie. She finally pulled her gaze from the window and looked at Haley, not bothering to hide her confusion. "Why? Why would you do that for me?" 
 
    Haley looked over, her hazel eyes clear. "That's what friends are for, right?" 
 
    Natalie had no idea how to answer because it had been so long since she'd had a real friend that she didn't know. 
 
    And for some reason, that realization hurt almost as much as seeing her husband with another woman. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Natalie grabbed the last few items from the closet and tossed them into the suitcase, struggled to get the zipper closed against the bulging contents. She could take the time to repack, knew that everything would fit much neater if she folded the clothes instead of throwing them in the way she had. 
 
    She didn't have time to repack. The sense of urgency was stronger now, pushing her, making her rush. She needed to leave. Now. 
 
    She dragged the suitcase from the bed and stood it next to the other one and stared at it. This was her entire life, summed up in the belongings she could fit into two suitcases.  
 
    The few boxes stacked in the corner would have to stay, at least for now. She couldn't take them on the train, had no way to get them to New York right now. Even if she did, she had no place to put them—she'd given up her small studio already and there was no doubt in her mind that it had been leased again.  
 
    It didn't matter. She'd find someplace to stay, even if it was nothing more than a cheap room in a shitty part of town. Pawning the camera and the wedding band would give her enough, just until she got another job. 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    No, it would. And finding a job wouldn't be too hard, even if it was nothing more than temporary to start. There were lots of jobs available, if you knew where to look and weren't afraid to take a little less as a trade-off for being paid in cash. 
 
    She'd done it before and survived. All those years growing up and moving from place-to-place as her mother moved from relationship-to-relationship had taught her well. She had survived then, she'd survive now. 
 
    Natalie patted the front pocket of her jeans, traced the reassuring outline of the band she had ripped from her finger as soon as she entered the bedroom and closed the door behind her. The faintest twinge of guilt ate at her but she ruthlessly pushed it away. There was no reason to feel guilty about pawning the ring, not when it meant nothing to her. 
 
    Just like it meant nothing to Ben. 
 
    Their marriage wasn't real. It had never been real. It would never be real. The only reason she could possibly have for being guilty was knowing that she'd only get a very small fraction of what the ring was worth when she pawned it. 
 
    It didn't matter, as long as she got something for it. 
 
    The door opened behind her, just a whisper of sound. Haley, probably coming to see if she needed help—or asking again if she was sure she wanted to do this. Wouldn't Natalie prefer to stay with her and Zach for a few days, just until she figured things out? 
 
    No—to both questions. But she couldn't let Haley know that. If she did, the woman would try to talk her into staying and Natalie refused to do that. How could she, when there was nothing here for her? 
 
    She wiped one hand across her face and took a steadying breath then turned around. "I'm ready—" 
 
    The words ended in a choked gasp as the breath rushed from her lungs. It wasn't Haley standing in the doorway, it was Ben. And oh God, why was he even here? Shouldn't he still be at Mystic's, or maybe somewhere else with that woman? 
 
    She swallowed against the lump in her throat and tried not to stare at him. At the way he stood there, with one shoulder perched against the doorframe and strong arms folded across his broad chest. A muscle jumped in his square jaw and his lips were compressed in a thin line. His hair was mussed, as if he'd run his hands through it—or maybe someone else had.  
 
    Her gaze darted to his. Cold shadows filled his eyes and sent a chilly shiver dancing across her skin. But it wasn't the shadows that made her look away— 
 
    It was the guilt lingering just beneath them. 
 
    She grabbed the handles of each suitcase and started toward him. "Haley's taking me to the train station—" 
 
    "Haley went home." 
 
    His emotionless voice, so flat and distant, sent another chill dancing across her flesh. Immediately after that came the sting of betrayal. Haley was gone? She'd just left, after telling Natalie she'd take her to the station? 
 
    Natalie bit back the disappointment. Had she really expected anything different? Yes, she had—which only proved how foolish she truly was. She'd let her guard down without even realizing it and now life was teaching her yet another lesson. 
 
    No, not another one—it was simply reinforcing the lessons she had already learned. 
 
    She adjusted her grip around the suitcase handles, ignored the stinging of her scraped palm and took a step forward. "Then I'll find another way to get there." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "I don't know. I'll think of something." She moved forward another step, stopped when she realized Ben wasn't going to move out of her way. Oh God, was she going to have to plow through him? Push him out of the way and run toward the door? Yes, if she had to. 
 
    "And then what? Where are you going to go once you get to the train station?" 
 
    "I'm going home." 
 
    "Home." The word came out flat and empty. Hollow. She made the mistake of looking at him. Her heart slammed into her chest at the pain she glimpsed in his eyes and she quickly squelched it, buried it under the flash of anger that seized her. 
 
    Pain? What right did he have to feel any pain?  
 
    But maybe she had only imagined it because he blinked and whatever she thought she saw in his eyes was gone, replaced by that cold distance she had noticed earlier. 
 
    "This is your home." 
 
    "No, it's not." 
 
    "We're married." 
 
    The laughter escaped her, the bitter sound dully echoing around the quiet room. His brows snapped low over his eyes and he straightened, pushed away from the doorframe.  
 
    "You think that's funny?" 
 
    No, she didn't. It wasn't funny at all. "The marriage isn't real and you know it." 
 
    "The hell it isn't. That marriage license in my room says it is." 
 
    "And that's not worth the paper it's printed on. It's a joke. It's always been a joke and we both know it." She took a deep breath, felt it catch in her chest.  
 
    Show no emotion. Disappear behind the wall. 
 
    God, she wanted to. Needed to—but it was hard. So damn hard, when the emotions were so close to the surface. The humiliation. The pain. The regret. The sickening realization that she had started to believe, just the tiniest bit, that something might be different this time. That there was the smallest chance that maybe, just maybe... 
 
    She shoved the faint glimmer of hope to the farthest recesses of her heart, watched as it flickered and died under the weight of reality. She took another deep breath and forced a smile she didn't feel to her face—but she couldn't quite meet Ben's gaze when she spoke. 
 
    "Don't worry, I won't ask for anything in the divorce. In a few weeks, it'll be over and nobody will even remember me. Then you can get on with your life and go back to your girlfriend—" 
 
    "She's not my girlfriend." He took a step toward her, ran one hand through his hair then dropped his arm to his side. "Is that what this is about? What happened back at the bar?" 
 
    "No. Of course not." The lie fell from her lips but the words were ruined by the tremor in her voice. She cleared her throat and stared at a spot over his shoulder. "I'd like to leave now, please." 
 
    "Can we at least talk first?" 
 
    "Why? You don't owe me any explanations—" 
 
    Ben closed the distance between them so fast that she took a hasty step back and collided with one of the suitcases. His hands closed around her shoulders and she flinched—not because his touch was painful, but because it was gentle. Not because his eyes flashed with anger, but because they glimmered with pain and desperation that took her breath away.  
 
    "She's not my girlfriend, Natalie." 
 
    "I said you didn't owe me—" 
 
    "Yeah, I do. You're my wife." 
 
    She opened her mouth, ready to tell him it didn't matter, that she wouldn't be his wife for much longer, but he kept talking. 
 
    "Her name is Stacey and yeah, we used to date. A long time ago." 
 
    "You did more than just date." 
 
    The muscle quivered in his clenched jaw but he didn't deny it. Should she be grateful for that much, at least? That he had enough sense not to lie about what had been so painfully obvious? Maybe...but the stinging pain she felt wasn't gratitude—it was jealousy. And how pathetic did that make her? 
 
    "It was a long time ago, Natalie. I haven't seen her in over a year and I sure as hell have no interest in picking up where we left off." 
 
    "It didn't look that way to me. From where I was standing, it looked like you were very interested." Damn her voice for breaking. Damn her for saying too much. And damn her for letting him see how much she had noticed and how much it had hurt. 
 
    "I should have walked away. Should have never stopped to talk to her." His gaze softened as he watched her, some unknown emotion flashing in the depths of his eyes and threatening to pull her in. Natalie lowered her gaze, her stomach clenching in surprise and despair and need when she caught sight of the wedding band circling the finger of his left hand. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you, Natalie." 
 
    "I'm not—" The lie lodged in her throat, refusing to fall. She struggled to get the words out, to shield herself against his searching gaze. She didn't want him to know she'd been hurt by what she saw. It made her too vulnerable, too weak...and it would let him know she cared. That was the last thing she could let happen. 
 
    She cleared her throat and tried to step back. "I need to leave—" 
 
    "Don't go. Please."  
 
    Her head jerked up at the desperation in his voice. And oh God, what she saw in his eyes, for just that brief second when their gazes met, was enough to twist her heart. Pain. Regret. And worse...loneliness. 
 
    Much like her own. 
 
    She leaned toward him, didn't know why. To offer comfort? Maybe...but how foolish would that be? It would be no different than a sheep giving comfort to the wolf—right before the wolf devoured it. 
 
    Natalie caught herself at the last second, pulled her gaze from his and shook her head. "I have to—" 
 
    "Not yet. Not...not until we talk. After that, if you still want to leave, I'll take you. I'll help you find a place and pay for it—" 
 
    "I don't want your help." 
 
    He spoke right over her, his words coming faster, as if he was afraid she'd push past him and storm out before he could finish talking. "Someplace nice, so I won't worry about you. And if you decide you still want a divorce, I'll give it to you. With alimony. I won't fight you on it." 
 
    Natalie bristled at the words. Was that what he thought—that she wanted his money? That this was nothing more than some kind of play to get him to pay her? That she had turned Brandon into the police only so she could run her own con without him and keep the money for herself? 
 
    She started to brush his hands from her shoulders. To tell him she didn't want his money. That all she wanted— 
 
    No! No, she wouldn't allow herself to go there. Refused to allow the thought to completely form. That weak, little whisper in the back of her mind wasn't true. It couldn't be true. 
 
    And the hope of the little girl tucked away deep inside, the little girl who wanted only to be loved for herself, was nothing more than a mirage. 
 
    But she couldn't move fast enough, not when Ben gently grasped her chin and tilted her head back. She froze, wondering if he was going to kiss her. 
 
    Hoping he wouldn't. 
 
    Hoping he would. 
 
    He did neither. Instead of brushing his mouth against hers, he tilted her head toward the light streaming in from the hall. His dark brows lowered, forming an angry slash over eyes that glittered with sudden anger. 
 
    "Who hurt you?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Who hurt you? 
 
    Ben regretted the question as soon as it left his mouth. It was an asinine question, one he didn't need the answer to because he already knew: he had been the one to hurt her. The sadness in her eyes, the pain and the hurt, were his fault. He'd seen the expression in her eyes back at Mystic's as soon as he turned around, could feel her strong emotion through the distance that separated them. The look of horror. Of disbelief and surprise. 
 
    Of betrayal. 
 
    And he'd seen the way those emotions had morphed, changing and twisting into something even worse: acceptance. Like she had expected him to run off with the first woman to approach him.  
 
    Like she deserved no less. 
 
    He had started after her only to be stopped by Stacey's grip on his tie. She had actually laughed, made a comment about the poor little girl who didn't understand how life really worked. Ben had stared down at her, disgust rolling through him.  
 
    Disgust at Stacey, for being the bitch she'd always been. 
 
    Disgust at himself, for not realizing it soon enough. 
 
    He'd pushed her away, held his hand up to show her the ring on his finger. "That's my wife." 
 
    Stacey had stared at the band, anger and jealousy flashing in her blue eyes. Then a sly smile had parted her full lips and she leaned forward, traced the edge of his shirt with one long nail. "Too bad. It's obvious she doesn't know how to keep you happy or you wouldn't be here talking to me, would you?" 
 
    The words slammed into him, twisting his gut with the bitter realization of what he'd done. Of the way he'd placed his hand on Stacey's shoulder and how he had leaned closer to talk to her. How he'd just stood there when she toyed with his chest, not thinking anything of it. Then he thought of how it must have looked to Natalie, tried to imagine how it made her feel. Tried to imagine how he would feel if he stumbled upon Natalie doing what he'd just done. 
 
    Jealousy ripped through him, raw and overwhelming. He brushed Stacey's hand away and pushed through the crowd, desperate to find Natalie. To explain. To ask her forgiveness. 
 
    But she was already gone.  
 
    He stormed out of the bar, something like panic washing over him as he searched for her. She couldn't have gone far—she didn't have a car, had no way of getting anywhere except by walking. And it was too fucking cold for her to walk anywhere. Her coat was too light for the bitter chill and she didn't have gloves or a hat or even a scarf. 
 
    Zach was the one who had caught up to him, who grabbed his arm and stopped him from racing to his car like a crazed madman. Who reassured him that Haley had gone after Natalie, that he needed to calm the fuck down before he did something stupid.  
 
    Ben hadn't missed the censure in the other man's eyes, hadn't missed the wave of judgment that spilled over him, chilling him more than the cold air ever could. 
 
    Yes, he had hurt Natalie. She was still hurt, he could see that much in the depths of those sad, green eyes. But that wasn't what he meant when he asked who hurt her. 
 
    He reached down and grabbed her hand, needing to pull her into the light coming in from the hallway. The breath left her in a hiss and she tugged her hand from his, held it gingerly in front of her. 
 
    "Natalie, who hurt you?" 
 
    "I'm not—" 
 
    He didn't let her finish, just grabbed her hand and turned it palm-up. The skin was shredded and raw, congealed with dried blood and bits of dirt and debris. His eyes shot to hers and held her wary gaze for the space of several heartbeats before drifting once more to her cheeks. The smudges he had at first thought were shadows were dirt and dried blood. From her hand? Or from something else? 
 
    She again tried to pull her hand away. "I—I tripped. Earlier." 
 
    Earlier—when she had been running from him. Running from the hurt he had caused her. 
 
    Ben adjusted his grip on her wrist and tugged, felt her hesitate before she gave in and allowed him to lead her to the bathroom. Not the bathroom off the hall but the one in his room. The master bath. 
 
    He turned the light on, led her over to the long granite vanity and dropped her hand while he moved to the linen closet in search of the first aid kit he kept there. She was facing the large mirror, her face pale under the smudges of dirt and smeared blood and dried tears. Green eyes stared back from her reflection, wide with dismay and embarrassment. Her eyes drifted to the left, caught his in the mirror for a brief second before she looked away. 
 
    "I must have wiped my face..." Her voice trailed off, the unfinished sentence hanging between them. She didn't need to finish it, not when he knew what she was going to say: she had used her injured hand to wipe the tears from her face. 
 
    Tears that he had caused. 
 
    He sat the first aid kit on the counter and opened it, motioned for Natalie to sit on the upholstered stool behind her. That stupid, ridiculous stool the interior decorator had insisted on putting in here. The stool that had never been used before as anything other than a place to toss folded towels. 
 
    "I can take care of myself."  
 
    "I know." Yes, she could, but it didn't matter. Not to him. Not now. He needed to do this, to take care of her if only to clean away the evidence of the hurt he had caused her. "Just—sit. Please." 
 
    For an achingly long time, he thought she was going to refuse. Expected her to turn around and leave the room, to leave period, the way she said she wanted to. But she finally lowered herself to the stool, her back straight and her eyes averted. 
 
    He released a grateful sigh and gathered what he needed from the first aid kit: antiseptic wipes, some first aid spray, a few bandages. Then he ran a washcloth under warm water and wrung it out, leaned toward Natalie and gently wiped at the smudges of dirt and blood on her face. 
 
    She stiffened and pulled back. "You don't need to—" 
 
    "Yeah. I do." Did she hear the silent plea in his voice? See the selfish need to care for her in his eyes? Maybe. Or maybe she just thought it would be easier to let him do this, to get it over with so she could leave. 
 
    She nodded, just the slightest movement of her head. Some of the tension left him and he leaned forward once more, gently wiping the warm cloth over her face. Over the delicate bones of her cheek and line of her jaw. Over her temple and her feathered brows. Each swipe was gentle, each touch given with the greatest care. Her eyes drifted shut and some of the tension eased from her shoulders. 
 
    He rinsed the washcloth under hot water and wrung it out once more. She sighed when he placed the cloth over her face, the sound so soft he would have missed it if he hadn't been so close. 
 
    Tenderness welled deep inside him, the force of it so surprising that he nearly staggered back from the strength of it. After the way he had hurt her tonight, for her to sit here and allow him to tend to her, to take care of her after her repeated assurances that she could take care of herself...it must mean something, right? That she at least trusted him, if only a little? 
 
    He wanted to believe it, despite his knowledge that he didn't deserve that trust. That he didn't deserve anything she might offer him. But now that the possibility existed that he had it, he craved even more. He wanted her trust, more than he would have thought possible. Wanted her to lean on him, to depend on him and share everything with him. Not as someone who needed to be taken care of, but as an equal. A partner. 
 
    Because he wanted to depend on her and share everything with her, as well. 
 
    At any other time, he would have laughed at the idea, at the ridiculousness of it. Him, wanting to share himself with anyone? Impossible. He was a selfish, miserable bastard.  
 
    Except he hadn't been. Not this past month. Not with Natalie. 
 
    Not until tonight. 
 
    The heavy weight of guilt settled on his shoulders once more. He gave Natalie's face one last gentle swipe with the cloth then removed it. He took her injured right hand in his and gently wiped at the injured palm. Her body stiffened, a small hiss escaping her lips.  
 
    Ben's eyes darted to hers then quickly dropped back to her hand. "Sorry. I didn't mean—" 
 
    "I know. I just—I wasn't expecting it to hurt so much." 
 
    It was Ben's turn to stiffen. Was she talking about her hand—or about something else? He didn't dare ask her, not when he was afraid of the answer.  
 
    Not when he knew he was to blame...for both. 
 
    He tossed the washcloth into the sink then grabbed several of the antiseptic wipes from the counter. He tore one open then gave the others to Natalie to hold— 
 
    And noticed the bare spot on her finger where the wedding band used to be. 
 
    Fresh pain sliced across his chest and he quickly pushed it away, told himself that it didn't matter. It was just a piece of jewelry that meant absolutely nothing. Natalie herself had told him repeatedly that their marriage wasn't real. Why should he care if she took the ring off? 
 
    Her hand tensed in his for a split-second, long enough to let him know that she had, at the very least, noticed him looking, even if she didn't notice his reaction. Ben forced his mouth to curl in a quick smile then raised his gaze to hers. 
 
    "I guess you threw it out in the middle of Route 30, huh?" 
 
    Her eyes widened and she looked away, but not before he saw the embarrassment in her gaze. "No. I—" She cleared her throat and shifted on the stool. "I was going to pawn it." 
 
    Ben watched her for a long minute, not quite knowing what to say. He turned back to her hand, gently cleaned it with a wipe, still not sure what to say. Pawning it was better than simply throwing it into the traffic, right?  
 
    Maybe.  
 
    No, probably not. 
 
    He finished cleaning her hand then sprayed some antibiotic ointment on the raw skin before taping a large bandage over it. Then he sat back on his heels and took her left hand in his. Turned it over and gently traced the spot on her finger where the band had been. With an impulse he didn't understand, he raised her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss against her finger. 
 
    "If you pawn it, don't let them cheat you out of a fair price. And don't let them tell you it's silver because it's not—it's platinum." 
 
    Her fingers tightened around his for a brief second. Ben refused to read anything into it, knowing the reaction was probably involuntary. But she didn't pull her hand away and for some reason, that gave him hope. 
 
    "You said you wanted to talk?" Her voice was quiet, nothing more than a whisper that echoed off the cold granite of the master bath. His gaze briefly met hers then dropped back to the bare finger he couldn't seem to stop touching. 
 
    "Yeah. You asked me why I married you. I, uh, I thought I'd finally tell you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    "Did you ever meet my father?" 
 
    Natalie frowned, no doubt wondering what his father had to do with anything. Or maybe the frown was because they were still in the bathroom, which was an odd place to have any kind of conversation, least of all one like this. 
 
    Ben shifted, settled back more comfortably on his heels and ignored the bite of the cold tile against his knees. He threaded his fingers through Natalie's unmoving hand, needing that physical contact even though he couldn't bring himself to meet her curious gaze. 
 
    "You probably didn't. He wasn't around much even before Mom kicked him out. She finally got tired of his shit. Of him being so negative and bitter and miserable." 
 
    He looked up, finally met her gaze with a twisted smile. "I'm a lot like him." 
 
    "Ben—" 
 
    "He used to play hockey. Never made it too far but he's the reason I'm playing now. I think I was four when I got my first set of skates. He'd wake me up and drive out to the rink and make me do laps until I stopped falling down." Ben smiled again, knew that it was nothing more than a cold and empty expression. "He was always there, always pushing. 'You can do it,' he'd say. 'Don't give up. I'm counting on you.'." 
 
    Memories washed over him, of the cold mornings and sore muscles. Of being so tired that he'd fall asleep in class. Of his father yelling at his teachers, telling them it didn't matter because hockey was more important. Because his son was going to be a star. Because he was going to succeed where his father had failed. 
 
    But God help him if he didn't keep his grades up. 
 
    He stared down at their clasped hands and pushed the memories away. 
 
    "Everything was about hockey, even during the off-season. I wasn't allowed to play baseball because it was for sissies. I wasn't allowed to play soccer because I might get hurt. I hated my father for that." 
 
    "Ben—" 
 
    "In the end, it didn't matter if I hated him or not because I fell in love with the sport. Hockey suddenly became the only thing that mattered. The most important thing. I wasn't playing for my dad anymore, I was playing for me." He squeezed Natalie's hand and quickly glanced at her, at the carefully blank expression on her face. 
 
    "My father wasn't good enough to make it in the pros but I convinced myself I was. I was going to go all the way and prove that I was better than he was. Better than he could have ever been. Not just a better player, but a better man. My dreams were going to come true and I was going to throw all my fucking happiness right in his face." 
 
    Silence wrapped around them, thick and heavy. Natalie shifted on the stool, the heat of her gaze boring into him. "What did he do when you succeeded?" 
 
    Ben looked up, the sarcastic laughter strangling him. He shook his head and looked away. "Nothing." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because I never made it. Turns out I wasn't as good as I thought I was." 
 
    "But—" She paused, a frown creasing her forehead. "I don't understand. You're doing what you wanted to do. You're playing hockey and—" 
 
    "Not professionally. Not in the big league." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "I was drafted right after I turned eighteen and played my first year in Dallas." 
 
    "Dallas, not here?" 
 
    "No, not here. Definitely not here." Bitterness crept into his voice and he swallowed it back. "I was traded to Toronto at the end of the season but only played a few games for them before being reassigned. Then it was a trade to LA and another few games before being reassigned again. And then, four years ago, the Banners picked me up. I played two games in Baltimore before they sent me here." 
 
    "You mean, they traded you again?" 
 
    Ben laughed, the sound short and hollow. "No, Natalie, they didn't trade me—they reassigned me. They sent me here, to their minor league affiliate." 
 
    "I don't understand what that means." 
 
    "It means I've never been quite good enough to make it all the way. It means I'm just like my father." 
 
    There was another pause, this one even longer. Natalie's hand tensed in his and he expected her to pull it away, to jump to her feet and call him a loser. She didn't. 
 
    "But isn't he proud of you? You followed your dreams and accomplished—" 
 
    "Nothing. I accomplished absolutely nothing, Natalie. I'm not a pro and never will be. That chance is long gone, especially when there are dozens of other players younger than me. Better than me." 
 
    "Is that what your father said?" 
 
    "No. No, Dad was a bit more blunt than that." He shook his head. Closed his eyes as the memories washed over him, as sharp and clear as if he'd just spoken to his father this morning. 
 
    "You're a loser, son. I should have known better than to pin my hopes on you. Should have known you'd let me down. You had life by the balls. You could have made it happen—you just didn't want it bad enough." 
 
    Ben sat on the only chair in the empty living room, surrounded by boxes he had never bothered to unpack—boxes that were now bound for York, Pennsylvania. His hands were clasped in front of him, his knuckles turning white as his father raged his disappointment.  
 
    "Don't sit there looking so miserable, like you weren't expecting this to happen. You got exactly what you deserved: nothing. Not a goddamn thing. The Banners were your last chance and you fucking blew it. You threw it all away, just like I knew you would." 
 
    "I didn't—" 
 
    "Bullshit. I don't want to hear your excuses. You got exactly what you deserved: nothing. Congratulations. And you only have yourself to blame. Remember that in the years to come, when you're nothing more than a washed-up has-been who will never find happiness. Remember that this was all your fault. You don't deserve happiness. You don't deserve shit." 
 
    The rage simmering beneath his calm exterior finally boiled over. Ben launched himself from the chair, came face-to-face with his father. Satisfaction filled him when he saw the fear in his father's eyes, when he noticed the exact moment that his father realized he was no longer a little boy to be pushed around.  
 
    "Just like you, Dad, right? I'm a miserable son-of-a-bitch—just like you." 
 
    Ben finished the tale, his voice fading on the final word. Now Natalie would leave. How could she not, when she knew what kind of man he really was?  
 
    But she didn't move, not even to shift on the stool. Even her hand was completely still in his, in spite of how hard he was squeezing it.  
 
    He finally eased his grip on her fingers and dared to look up, afraid of what he'd see on her face and in her eyes. What he didn't expect was the glimmer of tears quickly blinked away, or the gentle touch of her palm cupping his cheek. 
 
    "I'm glad I never met your father. I don't think I would have liked him." 
 
    His laugh—if that's what he could call the brief rush of air that escaped him—surprised him. He lifted Natalie's hand to his mouth and pressed another kiss against her bare finger. "No, I don't suppose you would." 
 
    "But—I still don't understand, Ben. What does any of this have to do with why you married me?" 
 
    He released her hand and stood, busied himself with cleaning up the first aid supplies littering the counter. Better to focus on that than on the disappointment or even anger that would surely cross her face when he told her. 
 
    "Dad told me nobody would ever care about me because I had proved to everybody that I was a loser. That I was miserable and selfish and didn't deserve happiness so I was destined to be alone the rest of my life, just like he was." Ben glanced at his reflection in the mirror, curled his mouth in disgust at what he saw there then averted his eyes. He grabbed the empty packages of sterile wipes and crushed them in his hand. "I figured getting married would prove him wrong. That it would prove somebody did care, even if it wasn't for the right reasons." 
 
    Ben whirled around and leaned against the counter, his gaze focused on the gleaming black tile under his feet. "Pretty damn pathetic, isn't it?"  
 
    And it was. The thoughts themselves were bad enough but to hear the words out loud? To know that he'd admitted it to someone besides himself? Yes, that was a thousand times more pathetic. "The only thing I proved was that he was right. He's been right all along." 
 
    The stool legs scraped across the tile as Natalie pushed to her feet. He expected to hear her steps dart across the floor as she fled the bathroom. Expected to hear the sound of the condo door close behind her as she walked out. 
 
    He didn't expect to feel her arms wrap around his waist or the lightest touch of her lips against his neck. His body stiffened and he fought the urge to pull her closer. To crash his mouth against hers and lose himself in her, if only to forget. Only for a little while. 
 
    Instead, he held himself utterly still, refusing to even glance down at her. "I don't want your pity, Natalie." 
 
    "This isn't pity. Not for you." 
 
    "Then for who?" 
 
    "For the little boy whose father lied to him." 
 
    "Natalie—"  
 
    She silenced him with a kiss, just a featherlight brushing of her lips against his. Once. Twice. Soft and gentle. Coaxing. No, not coaxing—seeking. 
 
    He forced his eyes open and found the courage to look down at her. What he saw took his breath away. Made his chest tighten. Made his lungs, his heart...his entire body...ache.  
 
    Because what he saw was acceptance—for him. For who he was, pathetic story and all. Not just acceptance, but need. Raw and honest, a reflection of the own need coursing through his veins.  
 
    He lowered his head, caught her mouth with his own. Swallowed her sigh as he deepened the kiss. She draped her arms around his neck and pressed her soft curves closer. The shudder that went through her matched his own, released something wild and primitive that went beyond basic desire and passion.  
 
    This was need, pure and primal. Raw. Untamed.  
 
    Not the need for sex, but the need for the woman in his arms. 
 
    For Natalie. 
 
    He ran his hands along her back, palmed the soft roundness of her ass and pulled her hips closer. Moaned when she pressed herself against the aching length of his erection. 
 
    He dragged his mouth from hers, traced the column of her throat with his mouth. Licking. Nipping. Tasting. He caught the hem of her sweater in his shaking hands and dragged the material up. Up higher, over her raised arms, over her head. Her thick hair fell around her face, the soft strands teasing his hands. He thrust his fingers into the golden cloud that framed her face and lowered his mouth to hers once more. 
 
    Whatever control he thought he had snapped. He wanted her. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Needed her. Needed to feel her hands on his body. Needed to see her eyes flare with the same desperation raging through him as he drove into her. 
 
    He needed her. 
 
    Now. 
 
    He reached between them and undid his shirt, shrugged it from his arms then grabbed her hands and placed them in the center of his chest. Her touch threatened to topple him, to bring him to his knees. A groan rumbled in his throat, escaped from his mouth to join with hers and echo in the hot air around them. 
 
    He dragged his hands along her arms, skimmed her sides. Her hips. Her thighs. Up again, to the snap of her jeans. There was a small pop as he released the snap, a whispered hiss as he eased the zipper down. He grabbed the waistband of her jeans and tugged, no longer gentle, no longer patient. Patience had left him long ago, as soon as she came to him instead of turning around and leaving. 
 
    He needed her. 
 
    Now. 
 
    He shoved the jeans past her hips, her thighs. There was the faintest sound of metal hitting the tile at his feet then spinning away. He didn't care, didn't stop to see what it was. His entire focus was on Natalie. On the overwhelming need to make her his. To plunge into her wet heat and hear her call his name as she came undone. 
 
    Her jeans and shoes hit the floor, followed by his own clothes. Then it was just them. The two of them. Skin to skin, with no barriers between them. 
 
    Ben didn't want barriers. No more. He wanted Natalie. Just her and him, with nothing between them. He dragged his mouth from hers, struggled to catch his breath as he stared down at her. At her glazed eyes and mussed hair. At her lips, swollen from his kisses. At the flush staining her cheeks and shoulders and breasts. 
 
    "Are you on birth control?" 
 
    She pressed herself closer, dropped her hand between them and closed her fingers around his throbbing cock. Then she nodded, her lips trembling as she answered him. "Y-yes." 
 
    His head dropped back, his jaw clenching against the painful pleasure of her long strokes. He took a shuddering breath, reached between them and closed his hand around her wrist, halting her sweet torture.  
 
    Another shuddering breath, then he opened his eyes, caught her gaze. "Any other worries?" 
 
    The flush on her cheeks deepened, from embarrassment this time. She shook her head. "No." 
 
    "Same here." He dipped his head, teased her lips with his mouth and pulled away. He didn't try to hide the intensity he knew was burning in his gaze. "I don't want anything between us, Natalie. Not now. Not tonight. Are you okay with that?" 
 
    Her eyes widened and for one awful second that lasted a lifetime, Ben was afraid she'd say no. Afraid she'd insist on a condom. That was her right, he wouldn't try to talk her out of it— 
 
    She nodded, the small motion followed by a whispered, "Yes." 
 
    And he was lost. 
 
    The last of his control—if he had ever possessed any—shattered and disappeared. He grabbed Natalie around the waist, lifted and turned at the same time, sitting her on the edge of the granite vanity. Nails dug into his shoulders as she reached for him. A sharp gasp of surprise fell from her parted lips when he grabbed her hips and pulled her to the edge of the counter. He spread her legs wide and stepped between them. Wrapped his hand around his cock and guided the tip toward her slick entrance— 
 
    Then plunged into her with one long stroke, shuddering as he sheathed himself in her wet heat. Shuddering at the sensation of bare flesh meeting bare flesh. He fisted one hand in her thick hair, used his other hand to grip her hip and anchor her in place. His mouth crashed over hers. Hot. Hungry. Demanding.  
 
    Conquering. 
 
    Surrendering. 
 
    He drove into her, over and over. Hard. Fast. Deep. Losing himself. 
 
    And when she flew over the precipice, he gladly, eagerly, followed. Her cries mingled with his as his body shattered into a million slivers. As he pumped his very life into her welcoming body. 
 
    As he finally discovered the only place he truly belonged. 
 
      
 
    ## 
 
      
 
    Ben woke several hours later, sleepy contentment filling him. He pushed up on one elbow and gazed down at the woman curled next to him. At the way the hair fell across her face. At the way her full lips parted ever-so-slightly in sleep. He grabbed the edge of the comforter and pulled it over her bare shoulders then quietly eased from the bed, careful not to disturb her. 
 
    He closed the bathroom door then turned on the light, blinking against the sudden brightness. It took less than a minute to find what he was searching for. 
 
    Light reflected off something small and round resting on the floor by the whirlpool tub. He bent down and retrieved Natalie's wedding band, held it in his palm and stared at it for several long minutes. 
 
    He washed it off and quickly dried it, then made his way back to the bed. He'd keep it safe for her, hold onto it until she wanted it back. 
 
    To wear, he hoped. If not...it was hers to do with as she chose.  
 
    He ignored the sharp pain that thought brought and opened the nightstand drawer, ready to tuck the ring safely inside. He must have made more noise than he realized, or maybe the bed had dipped under his weight, because Natalie stirred and rolled to her side, her sleepy gaze meeting his. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Nothing. Just..." His voice trailed off and he stared down at the ring tucked into his palm, wondering if he could get it into the drawer before she noticed. She brushed the hair from her face and pushed up on her elbow. 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "Nothing. It's just—" He glanced at his closed palm then bit back a sigh when he noticed Natalie do the same. He opened his hand, careful to avoid her gaze. "It was on the floor and I thought...I was just going to put it in the drawer until you wanted it back." 
 
    And fuck, that made him sound pathetic and whiny. He was grateful for the shadows in the room, grateful that Natalie couldn't see the blush creeping across his face. He cleared his throat and forced a carelessness he didn't quite feel to his voice. "I didn't mean to wear. It's yours. You can do whatever you want with it. Even pawn it. I don't—" 
 
    "Ben?" 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "Can I have my ring back?" 
 
    "What? Oh. Yeah. Sure. Of course." He started to hand it to her then stopped. His lungs squeezed tight and for one second, he actually thought his heart might stop.  
 
    Natalie didn't reach for the ring as he expected. She extended her left hand toward him, palm down. He hesitated but only for a second before he took her hand in his and gently slid the ring onto her trembling finger. 
 
    Much the way he had when they were married a month ago. 
 
    And just like he had done that day, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her—only this time the kiss was real, the sign of a promise instead of the seal of a contract.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Ben's mood shifted from optimistic joy to downright pissed in the space of two minutes and twelve seconds. How the fuck had Providence scored back-to-back goals so damn fast?  
 
    The Bombers had hit the ice at the start of the third up by two. Thanks to those two damn goals, they were now tied. And damn if it didn't look like Providence was ready to score again. 
 
    He leaned forward on the bench, both hands wrapped around the shaft of his stick, his teeth absently gnawing on the guard hanging from his mouth. Their offense was breaking down, falling apart right in front of his eyes. The fucking defense wasn't doing much better because Dustin Rios let the puck move right past him, completely missing the chance to keep it away from Providence. 
 
    And fuck! Number twelve was racing down the ice, heading straight toward Gardel in the net. Loud cheers echoed from the rafters as the crowd surged to their feet, cheering for the home team. 
 
    Ben blew out a deep breath, the sound swallowed by the crowd's groans as Ryan made a pad save then bent down to cover the puck. Damn, that had been a fucking close one. 
 
    Too damn close.  
 
    If Providence scored again and got the lead, the Bombers would have a hell of a time getting it back. It didn't matter that they still had fourteen minutes left in the third—Providence had come out energized and they were on fire, a fire fueled by the energy of their home crowd. 
 
    Ben glanced to his left and swallowed a groan. Torresi was fucking pissed. The man's face was a dull red and his cold green eyes flashed fury as he watched the teams get into position for the faceoff.  
 
    Ben turned back to the ice and slid to the edge of the bench, ready for the line change he knew was coming. As soon as the puck dropped and the Bombers cleared it from the zone, Dustin would skate in and Ben would take his place. 
 
    And he hoped like hell he'd do a damn better job than what Rios had done the last few minutes. 
 
    He adjusted his grip on the stick and pushed to his feet, ready to jump the boards. Any second now, as soon as the puck dropped and— 
 
    The horn blew a split-second after the puck hit the back of the net. What the fuck? How the hell had Providence scored so damn fast, right at the faceoff? 
 
    Something crashed behind him. Ben didn't bother to look around, he knew what it was. That last goal sent had Torresi over the edge and he either kicked something, or threw something. Ben didn't blame him, not when he had the urge to throw something himself. 
 
    He dropped back to the bench. Would Torresi pull Gardel and send Tyler in? Yeah, that's exactly what he was doing. Tyler was already climbing over the boards, his long stride eating up the distance as he went to relieve Ryan in the net.  
 
    Ben glanced at the giant screen then bit down on the mouthguard in frustration. Their lead had been shot to hell in just over three minutes. Was that a new fucking record for them? Maybe—but it sure as hell wasn't one to be proud of. 
 
    It only got worse as the clock ticked down to the end of the game. By the time the final horn blew, the Bombers had had their asses handed to them with a score of six-to-three.  
 
    Unfuckingbelievable. 
 
    An oppressive weight hung over the locker room as they undressed, nerves stretched tight as they waited for the inevitable explosion courtesy of Coach Torresi. The man didn't disappoint; he stormed into the room, face dangerously red, eyes glittering with fury. Ben lost track of how many times the man used the words fuck and incompetent and unacceptable, or how many times he strung them all together, calling them unacceptable incompetent fucks. The tirade lasted less than fifteen minutes but there wasn't a single man in the locker room whose play hadn't been verbally flayed. Even Banky wasn't immune and the kid had scored two of their three goals and logged an assist on the third. 
 
    Silence settled over the room and mixed with the disappointment and guilt that Torresi left in his wake after he and the rest of the coaching staff left. The oppressive stillness was finally shattered by the simple act of Gardel throwing a pad across the room with the force of a major league pitcher. 
 
    "Fuck!" 
 
    Yeah, that pretty much summed it up. 
 
    Forty minutes later, they were on the bus headed to Bridgeport for tomorrow night's game. Ben shifted in the seat, trying to get comfortable enough to take at least a small nap during the trip. Instead of closing his eyes, he stared down at the ring on his finger and wondered what his wife was doing. 
 
    His wife. 
 
    Those words still had the power to sucker punch him and leave him weak. Not because they were as shocking and unbelievable as they'd first been, but because they filled him with... 
 
    He frowned, trying to think of the right word. Peace? No, that was the wrong word. Contentment? Maybe. Satisfaction? That wasn't quite right, either. His mind went through a list, rejecting each choice because the word didn't quite convey how he felt. It should be a big word, at least four syllables. Something long and complicated and fancy to describe the emotions of the past month. 
 
    Of the past week. 
 
    Harmony? No. 
 
    Gratification? No. 
 
    Fulfillment? No, not that either. Not that he wasn't all of those things but they still weren't quite right. 
 
    Happy? 
 
    He hesitated, his head tilted to the side as he ran the foreign word through his mind again. 
 
    Happy. 
 
    Yeah, the word was definitely foreign to him, something he would have never imagined using to describe himself. Foreign or not, it fit. 
 
    He was happy. 
 
    Something had changed this past week, some slight shift in the universe as he knew it. His relationship with Natalie had changed. They'd been working toward friendship for the past month, something else that had surprised him, but it was more than that.  
 
    He'd shared his darkest fears with her and she had stayed. Even after the way he had hurt her that night at Mystic's—and he knew he had, whether he'd meant to or not, whether she admitted it or not—she had listened. She had stayed.  
 
    And she cared. 
 
    Maybe that was the most surprising thing of all, that someone actually cared about his miserable, selfish, worthless ass. Not just someone—Natalie. She cared. She knew his greatest vulnerability and she still cared. 
 
    Just like he cared about her. He never thought he had the capacity to care about someone but that changed with Natalie. Hell, he wasn't even close to his own family, had separated himself to the point where they barely exchanged holiday cards or calls. He hadn't been back to Michigan in years, had made his home here once he realized York was as far as he'd ever get.  
 
    Maybe he'd go back this summer, take Natalie with him and introduce her to his mom and sister. She was his wife, after all, she should meet at least part of his family. Not that she didn't already know them but even she had admitted that a lot of years had passed. For all he knew, his sister wouldn't even remember her. 
 
    Now that the thought had surfaced, he realized that he wanted to take Natalie home for a visit. More than that, he wanted to bridge the distance he had wedged between him and his mom and his sister. Maybe it was too late, maybe he had fucked that part of his life up too much and that distance would always be there— 
 
    But he wouldn't know unless he tried.  
 
    He had Natalie to thank for that—because she had stayed. Because she had shown him it was possible for someone to care about him—and for him to care about someone else. 
 
    Yes, he cared for Natalie. Would he ever love her? No. He didn't believe in love. Hell, he wasn't even sure what the fuck love was. But he didn't need it. He was married to someone he cared about, someone he actually liked and could be friends with. That was a hell of a lot more than some people he knew.  
 
    Like Aaron. From what Ben had heard, his first marriage had been a nightmare, one he was still learning to put behind him. He had to, for the sake of his two daughters. But the older man was engaged now, moving on to wife number two and from the looks of it, the second time would be a home run for him. 
 
    Then there was Nathan. Ben didn't know much about his teammate's marriage, only knew that it had lasted less than four months and had turned Nathan into a cynical playboy who trusted absolutely no one. He hid it well, behind a facade of calculated carelessness that fooled almost everyone. 
 
    Everyone but Ben.  
 
    Because he knew better. He could see the biting harshness and misery that lurked beneath the surface of the man. And why wouldn't he? Looking at Nathan was like looking in a mirror. 
 
    At least, it had been, until this past month. 
 
    This past week. 
 
    As if his thoughts had conjured him, Nathan dropped into the seat next to him. Ben swallowed a groan and shifted, wondering if he could feign sleep so the man would leave him alone. No such luck, not when Nathan could see that his eyes were wide open. 
 
    He stared down at Ben's left hand then smirked. "Still married, I see." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    Nathan shook his head and made a small tsking sound. "Figured you would have wised up after last weekend. It's tough to play around when you have a wife hanging onto you." 
 
    "I wasn't playing around." 
 
    Nathan snorted. "Yeah. Sure you weren't. I wasn't the only one who saw Stacey getting cozy with you." 
 
    "It wasn't like that." 
 
    "If you say so." Nathan slid down in the seat, stretched his long legs in front of him, and settled in. "You should have never gone after her." 
 
    Ben clenched his jaw. Took a deep breath and pressed his hands against his thighs before he did something stupid—like wrap them around Nathan's neck. "I told you it wasn't like that. I didn't go after her, she—" 
 
    "The hell you didn't. Everyone saw you take off after her when she ran out of the bar." 
 
    He wasn't talking about Stacey, he was talking about Natalie. Ben shifted again, forced his hands to remain where they were. "She's my wife—" 
 
    "Yeah, I know. And she's hot and all but shit—you need your fucking head examined for marrying her. Still don't know why the fuck you did something so damn stupid." 
 
    "I had my reasons—" 
 
    "Yeah? Like what? I know sure as hell you didn't knock her up like Banky did with his woman. At least he has an excuse. What's yours?" 
 
    Ben fought to control his temper, held onto it with a tenuous grip. "I told you, I had my—" 
 
    "Reasons. Yeah, so you said." Nathan leaned forward, caught Ben's gaze and lowered his voice. "But what about hers? Did you ever stop to wonder about that?" 
 
    "It's a long story." 
 
    "Yeah?" Nathan's brows quirked up, the sarcasm clear with just that small expression. "I just hope the hell you know what you're doing and not letting her use you. For all you know, her story was nothing more than a bullshit ploy to con you into giving her everything you have." 
 
    A strange sense of déjà vu washed over Ben. How long ago had it been since he'd had a similar conversation with Travis? That afternoon came back to him, crystal clear in its clarity. The irritation he had felt at what he was convinced was Banky's gullibility. The warning he'd given the other man to be careful, that he was being set-up, that the girl was only using him. 
 
    The way he'd separated himself from the rest of the guys soon after that, no longer hanging out with them. Putting distance between them because he was convinced they were all fools. Harland and Jason and Tyler. Zach. Aaron. Even Banky, who was probably the most emotionally stable guy on the entire team despite his young age. 
 
    Only Ben had been the fool, not them.  
 
    He pushed to his feet and climbed over Nathan, paused to lean over him and spoke in short, clipped tones. "Do yourself a favor, Shaw. Get your fucking head out of your ass before it's too fucking late and you turn into a miserable, lonely, son-of-a-bitch like I was." 
 
    Nathan's face was carefully blank but the surprise and anger were clear in his eyes. Ben didn't wait for him to respond, he just turned away and made his way down the aisle, taking the empty seat next to Gardel, who was already asleep. 
 
    Ben stretched out and tried to get comfortable. Closed his eyes and hoped for sleep to come. 
 
    And silently cursed Nathan for making him wonder if maybe there was more to Natalie's story than he knew.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Natalie watched in silence as Ben pushed the food around on his plate. He'd done the same thing for the last ten minutes: take a bite, push the food around. Take a bite, push the food around. At first, she thought that maybe it was another pre-game superstition except she'd never seen him do it before. And he looked distracted. Not in his zone, as he had called it, but like his mind was somewhere else, a million miles away. He'd been that way all week, ever since coming back from the weekend road trip.  
 
    They'd be curled up on the sofa watching television and he'd just go silent, like he was no longer there with her. Or she'd catch him watching her at the oddest times, when she was folding laundry or sorting the pictures she had taken that day or studying for the driver's test she was taking in a few days. She had asked him several times if something was wrong and he'd shake his head, almost like he was clearing it, then tell her everything was fine and pull her in for a kiss. 
 
    But she couldn't escape the niggling in the back of her mind that said he wasn't telling her everything. That, despite all his reassurances, something was on his mind—something to do with her. Part of her wanted to believe it was just her imagination but another part of her—that little girl who always expected the worst to happen—warned her that all good things must come to an end. 
 
    That included the relationship that had started to grow and bloom with Ben. And if it was going to end, part of her hoped it would end sooner rather than later, before she did something monumentally stupid, like fall in love with him. 
 
    If it wasn't already too late. 
 
    She pushed her empty plate away and folded her arms on top of the table. Maybe the only thing wrong was that she had somehow messed up his dinner. How, she didn't know, since she'd been cooking it every night before his home games for the last several weeks.  
 
    "Is everything okay with dinner?" 
 
    Ben looked up and suddenly blinked and she got the impression that he just realized she was still sitting across from him. And she hadn't missed that distant look in his eyes, the one that told her his mind had been elsewhere. 
 
    "Yeah. Fine as always." He took several bites back-to-back then reached for the glass of milk. Natalie hid her wince as he washed down the food with several long gulps. Ben must have noticed her reaction because he smiled at her—a real smile, not a distracted one—then wiped the milk mustache from his mouth with the napkin.  
 
    "You don't know what you're missing." 
 
    "Yeah, I do." They'd had this conversation several times already and it usually ended when Ben teased her because she didn't like milk and didn't understand how he could drink so much of it. 
 
    Only the teasing didn't come this time because he resumed his new ritual of taking a bite then pushing the food around on his plate. Over and over, until the last bite was gone. 
 
    She reached for the empty plate but he beat her to it. This was new, too, Ben clearing the table. Usually she did it while he relaxed before heading to the rink.  
 
    Natalie pushed away from the table and stared at her husband. 
 
    "Ben, is everything okay?" 
 
    "Yeah, why?" 
 
    "Because you're acting like something is wrong." 
 
    He placed the dirty dishes and silverware in the dishwasher, closed the door, then leaned against the counter. "How am I acting like something's wrong?" 
 
    "You've been preoccupied all week. You spent more time playing with your food than eating it." Natalie waved at the empty table. "You cleared the dishes." 
 
    One dark brow shot up. "So that means something's wrong? I do know how to clean up after myself, you know. I've been doing it for a long time." 
 
    "That's not what I mean and you know it." She rose from the table and walked toward him. Placed her hands against hips and tucked one finger into the belt loop of his jeans. But she didn't lean into him. Didn't push up on her toes and brush her mouth against his. 
 
    If she did that, they'd spend the next thirty minutes in bed and then she'd never get any answers because he'd have to rush to get to the rink on time. 
 
    Ben had other ideas because he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her closer. Bent his head and caught her mouth in a searing kiss meant to make her forget her own name— 
 
    Or forget that she had asked him what was going on. 
 
    "Ben—" 
 
    He silenced her with another kiss but instead of deepening it, he pulled away and studied her with those deep hazel eyes ringed with gold. Studied her for so long that a frisson of unease skittered along her spine. 
 
    "Tell me why you married me, Natalie." 
 
    The words were spoken so casually that she didn't understand the question at first. Then she stiffened in his arms as the frisson escalated to panic. 
 
    She tried to pull away but he tightened his arms around her and held her in place. The panic grew and for a fleeting second, she thought to fight him. To push away until he freed her. 
 
    He knows. Oh God, he knows. 
 
    The words spun through her mind with dizzying speed. Her heart raced and her breath came faster. Her stomach twisted and soured at the implication of his question. 
 
    He knows. 
 
    "Natalie?" 
 
    The gentleness of his voice caught her off-guard. She met his gaze, tried to decipher what she saw in his deep eyes. Not accusation. Not anger or condemnation or judgment. Just...curiosity. 
 
    Maybe he didn't know. Maybe her secret was safe. Yes, he knew there was more than the brief story she had given him—because she'd told him there was more, that night in the bar in Vegas, right before he suggested they get married.  
 
    But he didn't know what it was. 
 
    Her mind was already concocting a plausible lie. It would be so easy to do, to weave a story that would satisfy his curiosity. To fabricate details that would place all the blame on Brandon. 
 
    She opened her mouth, ready to do just that...then stopped. The lie wouldn't come. If there was to be even a slight chance that this facade of a marriage might become real—if what she was starting to feel was real—she needed to tell him the truth. 
 
    Even if it meant seeing the warmth in his eyes turn cold. 
 
    His arms tightened around her once more when she tried to step back, then he reluctantly released her. Natalie wrapped her arms around her middle and moved across the room. Leaned against the refrigerator and focused on the coolness of the stainless steel that seeped through her jeans. Focused on the expensive tile beneath the soles of her shoes. 
 
    "I told you: to get away from Brandon." 
 
    "Was that the only reason?" 
 
    Yes, it was—he just didn't know why she needed to get away from Brandon. Not really. He had never asked and she had never bothered to tell him, not when she knew he assumed it was because her ex was a threat to her safety. And he was—but not for the reasons Ben thought. 
 
    Natalie dug her fingers into her arm and risked a quick glance at Ben. He leaned against the counter, his long legs stretched in front of him and crossed at the ankles. Both hands were braced behind him, the muscles of his forearms and wrists so strong and clearly defined beneath his warm flesh. She was suddenly struck by how attractive he really was, with his athletic body built by a lifetime of dedication to a sport he truly loved, no matter why he started playing. With his thick hair as dark as night and those deep eyes flecked with gold and those sinfully long lashes that any woman would kill for.  
 
    She focused on his hands, on the long fingers and blunt tips. On the shadow of a bruise that stained his knuckles, either from practice or left over from one of last weekend's games. Strong hands. Capable hands. 
 
    And yet they could be so very gentle, too. She longed to go to him, to wrap her arms around his waist and feel the heat of his body as he held her close. To feel those hands caress her and hold her and protect while he told her everything would be okay. 
 
    But she couldn't. Not yet. Not until she told him everything. And then... 
 
    He might never hold her again.  
 
    It was a chance she had to take. Better to tell him the truth and find out now that he wanted nothing to do with her than lie and lose her heart later. 
 
    "Natalie? Was that the only reason? To get away from your ex?" 
 
    "Yes, but..." Her voice trailed off as she searched for the words. Did she imagine it, or did Ben tense at her hesitation? She risked another glance at him then quickly looked away as a sudden chill gripped her. No, it wasn't her imagination. 
 
    "Brandon and I dated on and off for a few months. I, um, I hadn't seen him for almost two months when he showed up and asked me to go to Vegas with him." And, like the fool she was, she'd fallen for his slick charm and dropped everything to go with him. "We were there for two days before I realized what he was doing." 
 
    "What was he doing?" 
 
    Natalie kept her gaze focused on the toes of her shoes. She couldn't look at Ben, couldn't even think of looking at him. Not now. 
 
    "He was running a con. Not a very successful one, either." Because whatever Brandon tried usually blew up in his face and she knew it—which was why she should have known better. Which was why she should have left as soon as she found out. 
 
    "You turned him into the police because he was running a con? And they actually locked him up for that?" 
 
    It would be so easy to say yes. To leave it at that and hope Ben's curiosity would be satisfied and he'd drop the whole thing. And maybe he would. Maybe that would be enough. 
 
    But she couldn't, because it wasn't enough for her. Not anymore. 
 
    "No, that wasn't why." 
 
    "Then why?" 
 
    Natalie sucked in a deep breath, her lungs shuddering with the force of her exhalation. "He got pissed when the con wasn't working. Really pissed. I was waiting for him in the bar and he came in. I didn't notice him at first because some guy was trying to pick me up. It wasn't until the guy left that I realized Brandon had lifted his wallet." 
 
    "So you're telling me he was a pickpocket?" 
 
    "Yeah...except it wasn't just that once. He, uh, he started to use me as a distraction. To, you know, get some guy's attention while he grabbed what he could." 
 
    There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of Ben's shoes scraping across the floor as he uncrossed his feet then crossed them again. "He forced you." 
 
    "Forced." Natalie laughed, the sound short and bitter. She hadn't known what Brandon was doing, not at first, not for certain. But she had suspected—and that made her just as guilty. "I—I think I knew what he was doing but I didn't want to admit it. I didn't think he would be that stupid or that I could be that gullible. But by the end of the night...yeah, I knew." 
 
    Ben shifted again. When he spoke this time, there was an edge to his voice that hadn't been there moments ago. "And you still went along with it?" 
 
    "No." Which was the truth, not that it mattered. She almost stopped there, realized that telling him the rest wouldn't matter. In his eyes, she was a thief.  
 
    And he was right. She had suspected—maybe more than suspected—what Brandon was doing but she chose to ignore it. That made her an accessory. 
 
    "When I knew for certain, I left and checked into another hotel. But I knew Brandon would try again, by himself or maybe he'd find some other woman to use. And I knew where he was planning to go. So I called the police and the casino and gave them an anonymous tip then went there myself to see if they'd pick him up. They did." 
 
    Natalie shifted under the heavy silence that settled over the room and wondered if it was possible to suffocate from the weight of air. She dragged in one breath, then another and another. 
 
    "And you thought he'd somehow find out you were responsible and come after you?" The cold edge in Ben's voice softened. 
 
    "No, I knew he'd find out—but not because of that." 
 
    "Then why?" 
 
    Natalie shrugged, wondered if she had already said too much. Not that Ben believed her. She was an unwitting thief who'd told one too many lies in her life. Not to him, not directly, but he had no way to know that. 
 
    "Why, Natalie?" 
 
    "Because after they arrested him, I went back to his hotel. To his room—I still had a key—and found all the money he'd stolen, plus some I didn't know he had. And I took it." 
 
    "You took it?" 
 
    "Yeah. That's where I was coming from when I ran into you." 
 
    "And you think he'd notice the money was missing?" 
 
    Natalie's head snapped up at the tone in Ben's voice. Not disbelief, not humor, but something similar. Not only did he not believe her, she was positive he thought she was exaggerating and adding an unnecessary dramatic twist to the story. 
 
    "Brandon will never be accused of being very smart but even he would notice if five thousand dollars disappeared." 
 
    Ben's eyes narrowed, either at the sharp tone of her voice or at her words. Maybe both. His mouth opened. Snapped shut. Several long seconds went by before he opened it again. 
 
    "Five thousand dollars?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "And you just took it?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You were walking around with five thousand dollars. In cash. In Vegas." 
 
    "I wasn't walking around. I was having a drink with you." 
 
    "Not all night, you weren't. Shit. Natalie, do you have any idea what kind of risk you were taking? What if someone saw you with the money? Someone could have mugged you. Or...or—" 
 
    "I wasn't exactly flashing it around. I stole it, remember?" She winced as the words fell from her mouth and immediately wished she could take them back. Yes, she was a thief, had already admitted it. There wasn't any need to remind Ben of that fact. 
 
    She dropped her gaze and ran a shaking hand through her hair. How long before he stormed out of the kitchen? Seconds? Minutes? How long before he told her to pack her bags and get out? She waited to hear the words, knew now that a piece of her heart would die when they finally came. 
 
    "Where's the money now?" 
 
    "Gone." 
 
    There was a long pause, filled with what could only be surprise. "You went through it already?" 
 
    "What?" Her head snapped up again. "No. I didn't spend it—I donated it to a woman's shelter. That same night, after you dropped me off at my hotel." 
 
    "You donated it?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "You didn't keep any of it for yourself?" 
 
    "No. I told you, it was stolen. I stole it. But not because I wanted to keep it. I just...I didn't want Brandon to have it." 
 
    The silence stretched around them again, pulling her nerves so tight she was sure they'd snap. Ben was silent—too silent. And then he laughed. Just a chuckle at first, the sound muffled behind his hand. The chuckle grew louder, turning into a full laugh. He dropped the hand from his mouth and held it against his side as he leaned against the counter. 
 
    And kept laughing. 
 
    Natalie stared at him, unable to say a word. Shock and anger and anxiety mingled together to render her mute.  
 
    He was laughing? But why? Did he really care so little about her that he could find humor in what she'd told him? Or maybe he was laughing at himself, for being so stupid as to rush into a marriage with someone who was no better than a thief. 
 
    That made more sense...but it did little to ease the fear and anxiety tearing her apart.  
 
    She lowered her gaze. Closed her eyes. Waited for Ben's laughter to stop. Because it would stop. And when it did, he'd come to his senses and tell her to leave. 
 
    A minute went by, then another before the laughter finally faded. She heard his steps against the cold tile as he moved across the kitchen, sensed his presence as he approached her. Felt the heat of his body and caught a faint hint of the mingled scents of his woodsy-herbal soap and something else that was pure male, pure Ben. The heat of his hand under her chin scorched her flesh as he tilted her head up. She kept her eyes closed, couldn't bear to see the censure in his gaze as he looked at her. 
 
    "Natalie." 
 
    That was all he said, just her name. That was all it took for her eyes to open against her will. But it wasn't censure she saw in his deep gaze, it was humor—and something that might be admiration. 
 
    Or it could be nothing more than her imagination, desperate to see what she wanted to see. 
 
    He didn't say anything for a long minute, just watched her with those mesmerizing eyes. Then he lowered his head and brushed his mouth against hers in the softest of kisses. She stiffened, pulled away and frowned at him.  
 
    "Why did you kiss me?" 
 
    "Because you're my wife." 
 
    "I'm a thief." 
 
    "No, Natalie, you're not." 
 
    "But I am. I'm just as guilty as Brandon because I suspected what he was doing and didn't do anything to stop him." 
 
    "That doesn't make you a thief." 
 
    "But I was there—" 
 
    "You reported him." 
 
    "I stole the money from his room." 
 
    "But you didn't keep it." 
 
    "I still stole it." 
 
    Ben shrugged and brushed another quick kiss against her mouth. "And you gave it away. That makes you like Robin Hood." 
 
    "I didn't give it away because I was feeling generous—I gave it away to get back at him." 
 
    Ben chuckled again then brushed another soft kiss against her lips. "Doesn't matter." 
 
    Natalie frowned, fought against the first glimmer of hope that broke through her carefully-constructed walls. "You don't think I'm a thief?" 
 
    "No, I don't. I think you got caught in a bad situation and handled it the best way you knew how at that moment." 
 
    "But Brandon knows I stole the money. He's going to figure it out." 
 
    "I doubt it." He kissed her again, a little longer this time. "I'm sure the police searched his room. And if they didn't, the hotel staff would have packed everything up once he missed his check-out date. Anyone could have taken it, he'll have no reason to think it was you." 
 
    "Oh. I didn't think of that." Natalie sagged against the refrigerator. Not in relief but in guilt as another thought rushed through her mind. She gasped and nearly choked on the short rush of air. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "That means we didn't have to get married." 
 
    Ben jerked back as if she'd slapped him. "What?" 
 
    "If there's no way for Brandon to find out I took the money, I don't have to worry about him coming after me. It means we didn't have to get married." Natalie swallowed back her guilt—and her sorrow. "It means we don't have to stay married." 
 
    "Bullshit." The word fell from Ben's lips with such vehemence that she actually jumped. He braced both hands against the refrigerator, one on either side of her face, and leaned in. "We're married—and it's too late to do anything about it." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No buts." He dipped his head and caught her mouth with his in a searing kiss that made her cling to him. He pulled away moments later, his breath as shallow and ragged as her own. "Stay here." 
 
    She wanted to ask him why but couldn't catch her breath in time and then it didn't matter because he was gone. She pushed away from the refrigerator, tried to steady herself and calm the frantic beating of her heart. Then he was back, a small gift bag held in one hand. He held it out to her, his face expressionless. 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "It's yours." 
 
    "But—" Natalie stared at the bag then looked at Ben. "What's it for?" 
 
    One corner of his mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. "It's for you. Now open it." 
 
    Natalie hesitated, finally reached for the bag and stared down at it. She glanced at Ben when he made an impatient sound then carefully removed the tissue paper. A wad of material rested at the bottom of the bag and she reached for it, slowly pulled it out. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes when she realized what it was. A Bombers jersey, with Ben's last name stitched in large block letters above the number 33. Natalie blinked back more tears and finally looked at Ben—and her heart melted at the shy grin on his face. "It's your jersey." 
 
    "Yeah. I figured it was about time you got one. You know, since we're married." The shy grin faltered, replaced by uncertainty. "You don't have to wear it if you don't—" 
 
    His words ended in a surprised grunt when Natalie threw herself at him. She pushed up on her toes and pressed her mouth against his before he could say anything else. 
 
    And then there was no need for words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    "So I guess Ben was running a little late tonight." 
 
    Natalie paused, the soda halfway to her mouth as heat flamed her face. She stared at Jenny, at the knowing twinkle in her eyes, then gaped at Haley. "You snitched!" 
 
    The women laughed, even Cara, who was normally the quiet one of the bunch.  
 
    Haley shook her head then held up her right hand in a mock oath. "I swear I didn't tell a single soul that I saw Ben flying out of the parking lot, half undressed, when I came to pick you up." 
 
    Natalie's face grew even hotter at the continued laughter. Yes, Ben had been running late—a lot late because he had insisted on seeing her in the jersey...and nothing else. They'd lost all track of time until Ben looked over at the clock, let out a loud "Fuck!", and scrambled to get ready with a speed that astounded her. He'd run out the door, water dripping from his wet hair and his shirt untucked and only partially buttoned. The tie was haphazardly draped around his neck and his suit jacket was hanging from one arm.  
 
    Yes, they had both been totally distracted and lost all track of time, making him late. Hopefully not late enough to get into trouble. 
 
    And even though Natalie knew she should feel at least a little guilty...she didn't. 
 
    She took a hesitant sip of her soda then carefully placed it back in the cup holder attached to the seat. "If you didn't tell, how did—" 
 
    "Let's just say you have a certain, very satisfied glow about you right now." Jenny offered her an exaggerated wink. "Besides, Tyler sent me a text earlier asking if I knew where you were because Ben hadn't shown up yet." 
 
    Natalie choked back an embarrassed laugh. Not so much at the fact that apparently everyone knew what they'd been doing, but from the knowing wink Jenny gave her. She did her best to ignore the embarrassment. So what if everyone knew? Ben was her husband. It was perfectly normal for them to spend time together. 
 
    Her husband. 
 
    Warmth filled her as she repeated the words to herself. Her husband. She had told him the truth about what happened in Vegas and he didn't care. He didn't consider her a thief even if she had taken the money from Brandon to get back at him. And he didn't seem upset at all when she had voiced the sudden realization that they didn't need to stay married, not if what he had said about Brandon never finding out she took the money was true. In fact, he'd been pretty adamant when he told her they were married and were going to stay that way. And then he'd given her the jersey and she had tried it on and... 
 
    Heat of another kind filled her at the memory and she reached for the soda again, wondering if everyone would notice if she used the cold cup to cool her flushed face. Probably.  
 
    Haley nudged her arm and leaned closer. A hint of curiosity flashed in the depths of the woman's hazel eyes. "By the way, nice jersey." 
 
    "Oh. Thanks. Ben gave it to me tonight." 
 
    "Yeah?" Haley lowered her voice, the curiosity growing just a little brighter. "Does this mean things might be a little more permanent between the two of you?" 
 
    "I—" Natalie closed her mouth, suddenly unsure how to answer. Or maybe she was afraid to answer. What if she said yes and jinxed it? What if the past couple of weeks were nothing more than a novelty for Ben and he grew tired of having her around? He might change his mind, might decide that he'd done enough and ask her to leave. 
 
    She didn't want to think that would happen. She wanted to believe that he cared about her, at least a little bit. It would be foolish to think he could ever love her, she didn't expect that. Natalie was a realist, knew better than to hope for something that would never happen. 
 
    Except it was already too late. 
 
    The realization slammed into her, knocking the breath from her lungs. The cup started to slip from her grasp and she scrambled for it, catching it before it fell to her lap. 
 
    No, she didn't expect for Ben to ever love her—but she had started to fall in love with him. Started? Natalie almost laughed. She had started weeks ago, maybe even before then. The final plunge, what had pushed her completely over the edge, had been that night in his bathroom, when he had confessed his insecurities to her.  
 
    This afternoon had merely sealed her fate. 
 
    Haley was still watching her, the curiosity changing to certain knowledge. Her smile grew wider and she sat back with a small nod. "I see. That's not such a bad thing, you know." 
 
    Natalie opened her mouth to answer, to tell her it was the worst possible thing. To love someone who would never love you back? She didn't want that heartache, didn't want that disappointment.  
 
    She didn't get a chance to respond because the music filling the arena grew louder. The lights dimmed and the announcer's voice boomed over the loudspeaker. The crowd rose to their feet, cheering as the Bombers raced onto the ice. Natalie stood with everyone else, her eyes automatically searching for Ben. 
 
    There he was, skating in a tight circle around the net before heading back to the bench. The lights came back up and she caught the expression on his face. The tightness around his mouth and his eyes and the angry way he gripped his stick.  
 
    The way he dropped to the bench, as if he wanted to kick it with his skate instead. 
 
    Natalie's heart sank when she realized he must have gotten into trouble for being late. If the stiff set of his shoulders and rigid line of his back meant anything, he must have gotten into a lot of trouble.  
 
    She leaned forward, ready to ask Jenny what could happen to Ben for being late. He was on the bench so he was obviously playing. Maybe his coach had just yelled at him. But would that make him so angry? Jenny might know— 
 
    She never got to ask the question because Cara spoke up, her quiet voice filled with curiosity and worry. "Where's Travis? I don't see him." 
 
    Jenny glanced at the bench then turned to Cara. "He might not be playing tonight." 
 
    "Why wouldn't he play? He was out for warm-ups." 
 
    "Yeah, but they can only dress so many players each game. I wouldn't worry about it, I'm sure he's fine." 
 
    "But—" Cara's phone rang, interrupting her. She placed one hand on her growing belly then leaned to the side and pulled the phone from her back pocket. A worried frown creased her face as she stared at the screen. "It's Travis." 
 
    Natalie held her breath, some of the woman's worry rubbing off on her. She wasn't the only one, she saw. They were all watching Cara now, faces filled with differing degrees of concern as Cara answered the phone. 
 
    She was quiet for a few seconds then her eyes widened. "Now? But...Oh, Travis, that's great! But...I know...okay, yes. I will...Call me when you get there...I love you, too." 
 
    Cara ended the call and dropped the phone in her lap, a stunned expression on her face. She finally turned to the women watching her, a wide smile on her pretty face. "The Banners just called Travis up. He's on his way to meet the team in Nashville." 
 
    Their small group erupted in a chorus of cheers and congratulations. Natalie frowned and looked over at Haley, not quite sure what just happened or why everyone was so happy. 
 
    "It means Banky gets to play in the big league. This might be his chance to go pro fulltime." 
 
    Natalie nodded, suddenly understanding. She looked down at the bench, at Ben's tense back and shoulders as he stared straight ahead. 
 
    I've never been good enough to make it all the way. 
 
    Yes, she understood everyone's excitement—and she finally understood the reason for Ben's anger, as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Ben stood just outside the bathroom, his shoulder propped against the doorframe, watching Natalie. She leaned close to the mirror, her eyes unnaturally wide as she swiped mascara along her lashes. He cleared his throat but she didn't look at him. Didn't even acknowledge his presence even though she had to know he was standing there. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    She ran the wand over her lashes one more time then jammed it back into the ridiculously tiny bottle. "I'm getting ready for my interview." 
 
    "Another one?" 
 
    She grabbed some kind of pencil from the makeup bag resting on the counter and uncapped it. "Yes, another one. And another one after that, until I find a job." 
 
    "I still don't know why you're so damn set on getting a job. I told you—" 
 
    "Because I need a job." She finally looked over at him, her green eyes holding a hint of frost. "I need to get out of this house." 
 
    Ben bit back a sigh as the familiar irritation crept over him. It was the same answer she'd been giving him for the past two weeks. At first, her need for a job had been because she felt awkward for not contributing. Then it had been because she was bored. And yeah, he understood both reasons. He didn't care about the first one—she didn't need to contribute, not when he made more than enough for both of them—but he totally got the second one. Boredom sucked and if she needed to find something to do, he wasn't going to try to stop her. He wasn't thrilled with the idea that it would mean they saw less of each other but it wasn't that big of a deal. Most of the other wives and girlfriends all had jobs and the guys made it work.  
 
    So would they. 
 
    But that last reason—needing to get out of the house—was relatively new. And the way she said it let him know that it had nothing to do with boredom. 
 
    I need to get out of this house. 
 
    Yeah, because he'd been a miserable son-of-a-bitch for the last two weeks—ever since Banky had been called up by the Banners. He'd tried to shake the irrational jealousy. Banky was younger. Hell, he played a completely different position than Ben, which just happened to be what the Banners needed. And he was happy for the kid...mostly. 
 
    But it still stung. Wasn't that human nature? To be just a little jealous and hurt when you realized someone else was better than you? That someone else was getting the same shot you once had and lost, because you weren't quite good enough? 
 
    Yeah, maybe. Except even Ben knew he was taking things too far. He should have shaken off the jealousy after that first night but here he was, two weeks later, still wallowing in misery. 
 
    And Natalie wasn't the only one tiring of it. 
 
    He swallowed back another sigh and watched as she finished getting ready, putting on make-up she didn't need so she could go to an interview for a job he didn't want her to have.  
 
    He jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and cleared his throat again. "Did you want to meet for lunch later? We could—" 
 
    "No." 
 
    Just that one answer, so brief and decisive. The first hint of anger flickered deep inside him and he quickly squashed it. "Why not?" 
 
    "I'm meeting Haley for a late lunch then we're going shopping with Savannah and then to see a movie. I probably won't be back until late." 
 
    The anger flickered back to life, a little stronger than before. And with it came the old insecurities and the feeling of never being good enough. "You'd rather spend time with them than with me?" 
 
    She traced her full lips with the pencil in her hand, recapped it and threw it into the makeup bag, then spun on the heel of her cute boots and stared at him. Impatience and a hint of anger flared in her eyes. "With the way you've been acting? Yes." 
 
    Ben pushed away from the doorframe. "The way I've been acting? How the hell have I been acting?" 
 
    "In one word?" Natalie stepped toward him, her head tilted back so she could meet his gaze. "Miserable. Pouting. Like a little boy who's throwing a temper tantrum because he didn't get his way." 
 
    He ignored the urge to tell her that was more than one word and reached for her arm when she pushed past him. She sidestepped his hold and kept going so he followed her. "You don't think I have a right to be upset?" 
 
    "Upset? Is that what you call it?" She came to a halt in the living room and spun around to face him. "I could understand upset. I even sympathized with it—two weeks ago. But it's done and over with and you need to get past it." 
 
    "You don't understand—" 
 
    "You're right, I don't. You have no idea how lucky you are." 
 
    He stared at her, astonishment now mixing with the growing anger. "Lucky?" 
 
    She didn't flinch at the volume of his voice. She didn't even blink. Instead, she grabbed her purse and slung it over her shoulder then closed the distance between them— 
 
    And jammed her finger into his chest. 
 
    "Yes, lucky. You're doing something you love to do and you're getting paid to do it. Do you have any idea how many people spend their entire life stuck in a job they hate, barely making ends meet?" 
 
    "I'm not—" 
 
    "Look around you, Ben. Look at everything you have. Hockey. This gorgeous condo that's completely paid for. The furnishings. Not one but two vehicles." 
 
    "The SUV is yours—" 
 
    "No, Ben, it's not. I could never afford something like that, no matter how many jobs I worked at the same time." 
 
    "Natalie—" 
 
    "Instead of feeling sorry for yourself, maybe you should stop and look around and appreciate everything you do have. Maybe then you wouldn't be so miserable." 
 
    The words sliced through him, their pinpoint accuracy hitting him dead center in the chest. But the pain of their truth didn't hurt nearly as much as seeing the tears welling in Natalie's eyes. 
 
    Or realizing that the one thing he needed the most was the woman standing in front of him. He reached for her, needing to pull her into his arms. Needing to hold her. 
 
    Needing her. 
 
    "Natalie—" 
 
    She stepped back and shook her head with a finality that scared him shitless. "I need to go before I'm late. We can talk later when I get home." 
 
    Ben stood there, his feet frozen in place as she walked out. He wanted to follow her—needed to follow her. To tell her not to go. The urge to chase her was so strong that his knees nearly buckled with the force of it. It wasn't just the strange urge—it was the sudden certainty that if he didn't go after her, he'd never see her again. 
 
    But she said she'd be back. That they would talk when she got home. 
 
    Home. 
 
    Meaning here, with him. She wasn't leaving him. At least, not yet. 
 
    Not unless he got his fucking act together and stopped the fucking bullshit nonsense. 
 
    He took a deep breath, tried to push away the irrational fear that still gripped him, and looked around the condo. Tried to see it through Natalie's eyes. She was right, he realized. He was lucky. Luckier than most. Luckier than even some of the guys he played with. He made a hell of a lot of money, especially at this level of play, because his agent had been a fucking shark when he'd been drafted. He'd been smart with the money, investing instead of spending and living well within his means and it had all paid off in the long run. He wouldn't have to worry about his money running out, not until he was old and gray with one foot in the grave. Not even then. 
 
    And he didn't give a shit about any of it. None of it mattered, not if he didn't have someone to share it with. 
 
    Not just someone— 
 
    Natalie. 
 
    He cared for her. Hell, he more than cared for her. 
 
    He needed her. 
 
    No, it went beyond even that. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He loved her. 
 
    He staggered under the weight of the realization, grabbed the back of the sofa to brace himself because his fucking knees actually started to buckle.  
 
    He loved her. 
 
    He repeated the words to himself, over and over. Tasting them. Testing the rightness of them.  
 
    Yes, he loved her. 
 
    So why the fuck was he so scared? Why did the weight of loneliness he'd carried for so long disappear, only to be replaced with the certainty that he might lose her? That something would happen before he could make things right? That he wouldn't get the chance to tell her? 
 
    Ben brushed the strange feelings away, convinced he was overreacting. It was nothing more than paranoia that his father had been right all these years, that he didn't deserve to be happy. That nobody would ever care for him because he wasn't good enough. 
 
    His father was wrong. He'd always been wrong—Natalie had proved that to him, whether she realized it or not. 
 
    That odd feeling of impending doom stayed with him for the next hour as he busied himself around the house. As he put in a load of laundry and cleaned the bathroom. As he played a mindless game on the computer. As he went to the kitchen to fix a sandwich and stared into the full refrigerator without seeing any of its contents.  
 
    When his cell phone rang, it startled him so much that he actually swore. He pulled it from his pocket and dropped it. Swore again as he bent over to retrieve it. 
 
    He saw the number on the cracked screen and recognized the Las Vegas exchange. And he knew—he knew—that the odd feeling that had haunted him since Natalie walked out the door was a hell of a lot more than an overactive imagination. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Natalie hit the little button on the key fob that unlocked the SUV, accidentally hitting it twice so all the doors unlocked. She rolled her eyes, wondering if she'd ever get used to all the little bells and whistles on the brand-new vehicle. Probably not, since she was still getting used to driving. Maybe, once she was a little more comfortable with the vehicle and not quite as worried about hitting something, she'd take the time to learn more about all the fancy features. Right now, she'd be happy if she remembered that she didn't have to put a real key into an ignition and that the gear shift was just a simple knob on the dash. 
 
    Her purse vibrated against her side, startling her. That was another thing she needed to get used to: having a cell phone. She had sent Haley a quick text letting her know she'd be late because there was a room full of people ahead of her then tossed the phone into her purse. She had forgotten to silence it before going into the interview and wanted to sink under her chair in embarrassment when the phone rang. Natalie stammered out an apology but hadn't missed the woman's slight frown of impatience at being interrupted. She apologized a second time when the phone rang again, knowing it probably wouldn't make any difference, not when the irritation at seeing Ben's number flash across the screen had crept into her voice when she apologized. 
 
    Natalie had ignored the call—again—and finally silenced the phone before burying it at the bottom of her purse. She forced herself to concentrate on the questions the woman asked her instead of why Ben was suddenly calling but it was already too late. The woman wasn't interested in hiring her, Natalie had seen that much from the indifference in her gaze when she briefly scanned the pathetically short resume in her hands. 
 
    She ignored the call now as she climbed into the driver's seat and carefully fastened her seat belt. The phone went silent as she studied the mirrors, just in case they had somehow mysteriously moved during the two hours she had been inside, waiting for her turn to be interviewed. 
 
    Maybe the interview hadn't gone as bad as she thought. The woman had smiled—a brief one, but still a smile—shook her hand, and told her she'd be in touch. That was a good sign, right? 
 
    No, not really. It was nothing more than a polite way of saying they weren't interested. Even she knew that. 
 
    She sighed and reached for the key fob. Maybe she could get a job at Mystic's. Haley said they always needed help and Natalie had experience at waiting tables. She'd talk to Haley when they met for lunch— 
 
    Her phone vibrated again and she let out a squeal of combined frustration and irritation and impatience. She reached into the bag with one hand and yanked out the phone, trying to jam the key fob into a nonexistent ignition and turn the phone completely off at the same time. She accidentally answered the call instead, heard Ben's voice as the passenger door opened. 
 
    Natalie turned, confusion mixing with the brief spurt of anger filling her as Ben climbed into the passenger seat. She opened her mouth, ready to ask him what the hell he was doing—then realized it wasn't Ben. The anger morphed to fear, numbing her for several long seconds. The phone fell from her fingers and dropped into the space between her seat and the console. Her survival instinct finally kicked in and she reached for the door handle, ready to open it and dive for safety. 
 
    The locks clicked, the sound as loud as a gunshot. Brandon turned to her, a cold smile on his face. The afternoon sun glinted on the fury in his blue eyes—and on the blade of the knife he held in one hand. 
 
    "Hey, Nat. Bet you're surprised to see me." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Bet you're surprised to see me. 
 
    Cold fear washed over Ben when he heard the words. He gripped the phone, tried to dislodge his heart from his throat so he could tell Zach to drive faster. Fuck, he could barely breathe, let alone talk. 
 
    Natalie was in danger. He was too late, the son-of-a-bitch had her. 
 
    He'd raced from the house as soon as he got the call letting him know that her ex had been released—that he'd been out for several weeks. Despite what Ben had told Natalie, the police had never searched the man's room and the hotel had never packed up his belongings. The room had been reserved for an extended stay, had been paid for in advance so there was no need for it to be packed up. 
 
    And there was no need for him to suspect anyone but Natalie had taken his money. 
 
    Ben had tried calling Natalie as he raced to Zach's place. Had hoped and prayed she'd pick up the phone but she never did. Then he'd prayed some more. Prayed that he was overreacting. Just because her ex was out didn't mean he'd come after Natalie. 
 
    His gut told him he was wrong, whispered that he was running out of time. 
 
    No, he couldn't be. He refused to believe it. She was with Haley somewhere, someplace safe. Somewhere in public, where nobody would dare to approach them.  
 
    But Haley answered the door when he pounded on it hard enough to break it down. Had told him that Natalie was still at the interview, that she had sent a text earlier saying she might be late because there were other people ahead of her.  
 
    Ben had sagged against the doorframe and tried calling Natalie again but she didn't answer. He'd managed to get the words out before fear rendered him speechless, managed to force what little he knew through a throat clogged with desperation. But Natalie must have told Haley some of what happened, just enough because the other woman had immediately understood. She called for Zach then the three of them raced outside. Ben had started for his car but Zach grabbed him, shoved him into the truck and took off. 
 
    Ben had called Natalie again, felt a moment of relief when she answered—until he heard what sounded like the phone dropping, followed by a man's voice. 
 
    Hey, Nat. Bet you didn't expect to see me. 
 
    The voice spoke again, the words echoing through the speaker of his phone. Cold. Distant and hollow. 
 
    Where's my money, Nat? 
 
    I—I don't have it. Natalie's voice, quiet and tinged with fear. 
 
    Don't lie to me, bitch. I want my money. 
 
    Zach's foot pressed down on the accelerator and the big truck lurched forward. The rear fishtailed as he darted through traffic and made a hard right, tires squealing against the asphalt.  
 
    I don't have it! Natalie's voice again, a little stronger this time. I gave it away. 
 
    You better be lying about that. 
 
    I'm not— The words ended in a high-pitched gasp, the sound filled with surprise and pain. A low groan filled the cab of the truck, the sound filled with pain of another sort. It wasn't until Haley reached over the seat and squeezed his shoulder that he realized the noise had come from him. 
 
    Is that really a wedding ring on your finger? The angry question spilled through the speaker of Ben's phone. There was another sound, a scuffling of some sort, followed by Natalie's sharp voice. 
 
    Don't touch me! 
 
    Fury shot through Ben, pushing away some of the paralyzing fear. His fingers tightened around the phone. 
 
    I just want to see it. 
 
    Get. Off. There was dull thud, the sound of flesh hitting flesh, followed by a small grunt. The fear returned, worse than before. If that asshole touched her— 
 
    Fuck, Nat. I was just looking. You didn't have to hit me.  
 
    Ben stared at the phone in disbelief. Had she just— 
 
    How did you find me? 
 
    That babe you rented your studio from told me. Said you married some hockey player. It was easy after that. A long pause. You got married out in Vegas—right after you called the cops on me. 
 
    I didn't— 
 
    Don't lie, Nat. Another pause, then that cold voice echoed from the phone's speaker again, the odd disappointment replaced by sharp anger. Give me the ring. 
 
    What? 
 
    You heard me. Give it up. 
 
    No. 
 
    You owe me five thousand dollars, bitch. Now give it up. 
 
    No! It's my wedding ring. 
 
    "It's not worth it, Natalie. Just give him the fucking ring!" The hoarse words fell from his mouth in a desperate shout. He wanted to reach through the phone and pull the ring from her finger himself. It was just a fucking ring. A piece of jewelry. He'd buy her another one. Fuck, he'd buy her twenty, he didn't care. It wasn't worth her getting hurt over. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    What? 
 
    I thought I heard someone talking. 
 
    Haley reached around him and jerked the phone from his hand, quickly hit the mute button. Fuck! He hadn't realized, hadn't stopped to think— 
 
    You're hearing things. Natalie's voice, oddly calm and reassuring. Ben held his breath during the long pause, praying he hadn't made things worse. 
 
    Whatever. Start driving. 
 
    I don't— 
 
    Don't fucking argue with me, Nat. Just start the damn car and drive. Jesus, what the hell are you doing? It doesn't need a key, just push that fucking button. Don't you know that? 
 
    There was a faint muttering sound, followed by the smooth hum of an engine. Ben turned to Zach, willing him to drive faster. How much further did they have to go? A mile? Two? 
 
    Too many. They might know where Natalie was now but once she started driving— 
 
    Zach floored it. 
 
    Where am I supposed to drive to? 
 
    How the hell should I know? I'm not from around here. Just...I don't know. Start driving. I need to think. 
 
    You need to put your seatbelt on. 
 
    What? 
 
    I said— 
 
    I heard what you said. Shit. Just drive already and stop worrying about the fucking stupid seatbelt. 
 
    Ben pulled his frantic gaze from the phone and looked out the window, saw that they were getting closer. Would they be in time or would Natalie have already left?  
 
    Are you going to pull out or are you going to sit here all fucking day? 
 
    I don't know where you want me to go. 
 
    This guy you married, he has a lot of money, right? 
 
    There was a shocked silence, then Natalie's cautious voice, laced with a hint of fear. N-no— 
 
    Don't fucking lie to me, Nat. He must have money. I saw where he lives. 
 
    He doesn't— 
 
    Bullshit! I don't believe you. Take me to his place and we'll see just how much of a liar you are. 
 
    Brandon, please— 
 
    Put the car in gear and fucking drive, Nat. Now. I'm done playing games. 
 
    Ben searched the buildings, looking for the temp agency where Natalie had gone for her interview. He saw a shiny black new SUV in the parking lot just ahead, saw the silhouettes of two people inside. "There they are!" 
 
    Zach hit the brakes and cut the wheel to the right into the parking lot adjacent to the one where Natalie was parked. Ben kept his gaze on the SUV and reached for the door handle, ready to dive from the truck as soon as they got closer. 
 
    Dammit, Nat, don't you know how to fucking drive? That's reverse! No, don't— 
 
    The sound of an engine roaring filled the cab of Zach's truck. Ben watched in horror as the SUV shot backward with a squeal of rubber, flew across the parking lot and jumped the curb— 
 
    And slammed into the concrete retaining wall.  
 
    "Natalie!" He threw open the door as the truck rocked to a stop and raced across the parking lot. He called her name again, his voice drowned out by the sharp blare of the horn. The passenger door opened and a man stumbled out, bent over at the waist and shook his head before dropping to one knee. Ben ignored him, hurried around to the other side of the vehicle and damn near ripped the door from the hinges.  
 
    "Natalie!" 
 
    She slowly lifted her head and stared at him through dazed eyes. She blinked. Once, twice. Once more. Then she released the death grip on the steering wheel and sagged toward him. 
 
    "Ben?" 
 
    "I'm here. You're okay. I've got you." He leaned in and cut the engine then pulled Natalie into his arms, tried to tug her from the seat but she wouldn't move. Was she trapped? Did she— 
 
    "My seatbelt." 
 
    Yes, of course. The seatbelt. He reached around her, released the buckle and moved the seatbelt out of the way. Then he pulled her into his arms again, buried his face in her hair and held her. 
 
    Her arms wrapped around his waist and squeezed, her hold almost desperate. A minute went by then another before she stiffened and tried to pull away. 
 
    "It was Brandon. Don't let him get away—" 
 
    "He's not going anywhere." And he wasn't, not with Zach holding him down. 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Positive." 
 
    She nodded, slowly raised her head to look at him. "How did you know?" 
 
    He ran one shaking hand over her head, reached out and pushed the hair from her face then pressed a kiss against her forehead. "I made a phone call after you told me what happened, just to be sure he wasn't going anywhere. They finally called me back a little while ago." 
 
    She nodded, lowered her head to his chest and just held him. Another minute went by before she raised her head again, only she didn't look at him this time, she glanced behind her. He didn't miss the wince that crossed her face when she saw the back of the mangled SUV. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to wreck your car." 
 
    "I don't care about the damn car, Natalie. I care about you. As long as you're okay, nothing else matters." He ran his hand over her hair again and offered her a comforting smile that quickly faded when he remembered the risk she had taken. "That includes the ring. Natalie, why didn't you just give it to him?" 
 
    "It's my wedding ring." 
 
    "So? It wasn't worth risking yourself over." 
 
    "But it's my wedding ring." 
 
    "Sweetheart, I can buy you another one. I can buy one for every day of the week if you want—" 
 
    "I don't want another one. I want this one." 
 
    "But why? Why take such a risk?" 
 
    She stared at the ring, gently touched it with the tip of her finger, then looked back at him. "Because it's the one you gave me when we were married. And I know it probably doesn't mean anything to you but it does to me." 
 
    Ben swallowed against the sudden lump in his throat. Warned himself not to read anything into her words. He forced a smile to his face, tried to keep his next words light. "You were going to pawn it." 
 
    She looked away, a small flush staining her cheeks. Several seconds passed before she took a shuddering breath and swept him with a shy glance. "I would have never pawned it, Ben." 
 
    His own breath caught in his throat. He reached up, gently cupped her face between his hands, and stared into her shining green eyes. The revelation he'd had earlier slammed into him again, stronger this time. 
 
    He'd never been more sure of anything before in his entire, miserable life. 
 
    And he had never wanted anything as much as he wanted the woman staring up at him. 
 
    "What you said earlier—" 
 
    "I didn't mean it—" 
 
    "It doesn't matter because you were right. About all of it." 
 
    "Ben—" 
 
    "I'm tired of living an empty life, Natalie. Tired of playing the only part my father convinced me I could ever have. I want it all, Natalie. I want you." 
 
    "I don't understand—" 
 
    He silenced her with a kiss, just a quick one. "I'm not perfect. I never will be. And I know I have a lot to learn but...I love you, Natalie. I realized that this afternoon when you left. Do you think there's a chance you might ever be able to love someone like me?" 
 
    "Someone like you?" She repeated the words back to him in a stunned whisper. A second went by, then another. Ben's stomach clenched when she shook her head. It was too late, he'd blown it. 
 
    He started to take a step back but her hands tightened on his shoulders, holding him in place. He didn't want to look at her, didn't want to see the judgment or pity in her eyes, but he was helpless to look away, especially when she pressed one hand against his cheek and leaned closer. 
 
    "No, Ben, I don't want to love someone like you. Why would I, when I love the real thing?" 
 
    "The real thing?" 
 
    "Yes, the real thing. You, Ben. I love you." 
 
    He stared at her for two seconds then let out a whoop of joy before he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Deep and slow. Giving and taking. 
 
    Conquering. 
 
    Surrendering. 
 
    Yes, definitely surrendering...everything. Because whatever he had was hers, including his heart. Especially his heart. Nothing else mattered. Nothing except Natalie. 
 
    They finally pulled apart as the sirens that had been getting louder abruptly stopped. Two police cars slid to a stop, followed by an ambulance. Natalie finally climbed out of the seat, holding onto Ben's arm for support. She stared at the ambulance then looked back at him and shook his head. 
 
    "I'm fine, I don't need—" 
 
    "Tough shit. You're getting checked out." 
 
    "But the airbag didn't even deploy!" 
 
    "I don't care, you're still getting checked out. You hit that wall harder than you realize." 
 
    She turned and stared at the crumpled rear of the SUV and winced again. "I really am sorry. I didn't mean to do that." 
 
    "I told you, I don't care about the car, I only care about you." He draped his arm over her shoulder and pulled her close. "Besides, I'm impressed with the way your mind works. That was quick thinking, putting it into reverse instead of driving off."  
 
    Risky as hell and he had definitely aged ten years but Natalie didn't need to know that. Or maybe she already did because she tilted her head to the side and gave him a funny look. She watched him for a long minute, started to say something then pressed her lips together in a tight line and shook her head. She looked away but not before he noticed the faint blush staining her cheeks. 
 
    "Natalie, what is it?" 
 
    She shook her head again then released a loud sigh before turning back to him. "It was an accident." 
 
    "What was?" 
 
    She nodded toward the SUV. "That. I didn't know it was in reverse at first until it started moving backward then I slammed my foot down on the brake only I hit the gas pedal instead." 
 
    Ben stared down at her for a long minute. Tried to force his pounding heart to calm down. Told himself there was no need to flip out or panic again. Natalie was fine, she wasn't hurt. She was standing right here next to him, safe and sound, frowning at the car in front of them. 
 
    "I don't think I'm really ready to drive yet." 
 
    His sudden laughter surprised the hell out of him. Not just him, but Zach and Haley and the two police officers who were leading the handcuffed man to a waiting car. Their expressions only made him laugh harder, laughter that didn't stop until Natalie leaned up and silenced him with a kiss— 
 
    And a quick nudge with her elbow. 
 
    No, she wasn't ready to drive yet. Maybe she'd never be ready—but it was going to be one hell of a ride while she learned. 
 
    A ride Ben was definitely looking forward to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Five months later. 
 
      
 
    The wedding was a small one—not as small as the one in Vegas, with only the bride and the groom and the minister and a single witness. There were a few more people present for this one—if the entire Bombers team and their dates could be counted as just a few. 
 
    Not that the bride and groom were paying any attention to the guests. They stood on the raised stage, surrounded by an archway overflowing with flowers. The blooms—an unusual assortment of garden roses, freesias, and lavender—had been picked out by the groom. So had the invitations.  
 
    And the minister.  
 
    And the menu.  
 
    And the cake. 
 
    The only thing the bride had picked was the venue—a compromise with the groom since he insisted on having a real ceremony instead of eloping—and her dress. Natalie knew that because she had been with Haley when she picked it out... 
 
    Two days ago. 
 
    Zach had again proposed, right at the end of the Bombers' season. And to everyone's apparent surprise, Haley had finally said yes. 
 
    Ben's hand tightened around Natalie's as the couple said their vows. Was he remembering their own vows from that afternoon in Vegas? Natalie doubted it—the words had been just that: words. Repeated as a matter of course, not from any heartfelt conviction. Their wedding had been nothing more than a formality, the marriage nothing more than a convenience. 
 
    At least, it had been at first. Things had changed in the past seven months.  
 
    Natalie glanced down at the ring on her finger then gently traced the embossed ivy circling the band of gold and platinum. Her wedding band. A smile curled her mouth and she looked up, ready to tease Ben once more and tell him that it was so much more than just a piece of jewelry. The breath caught in her throat when their gazes met and held. Ben's eyes, such a gorgeous hazel ringed in gold, held hers with such warmth, with such emotion, with such love, that tears filled her eyes. 
 
    He ran one finger along her jaw, the touch so soft and gentle. Then he leaned forward, his breath warm against her ear as he whispered. 
 
    "I take you, Natalie, to be my wife from this time onward. To share all that is to come." His raised their clasped hands to his mouth and pressed a gentle kiss against her finger, just above her wedding band, his gaze never leaving hers.  
 
    She frantically blinked, trying to keep the tears from falling from her eyes. "You remembered." 
 
    A small smile curled Ben's mouth, but he didn't say anything as he turned back to watch the ceremony. Natalie squeezed his hand and leaned closer to him, taking comfort in the warmth of his strong body next to hers.  
 
    Taking comfort in the warmth of his love. 
 
    The minister asked the groom for the rings. Zach reached into his suit jacket, fumbled with a box, and promptly dropped it. Laughter filled the room, the sound quickly changing to strangled coughs and murmurs when the groom leveled a glare that encompassed every single person there. 
 
    He bent down to retrieve the box, but Haley grabbed his arm and pulled him back up. There was a gleam in her eye when she turned toward the minister. 
 
    "Is it official now?" 
 
    The minister stuttered for a full ten seconds before finally nodding. "Yes, I suppose—" 
 
    Haley didn't wait for him to finish. She threw the small bouquet out into the crowd then launched herself at Zach for a kiss that sent the temperature in the room soaring. 
 
    The minister raised his hands in a useless attempt to quiet the cheers and whistles. "Ladies and gentlemen, I present Mr. and Mrs. Zachary Mummert." 
 
    The room erupted into applause but Natalie doubted the new bride and groom even heard it. She wasn't the only one who thought so. Ryan Gardel turned in his seat in front of them, a broad smile on his face. 
 
    "I have a feeling they won't be hanging around for the reception. And did you see Torresi's face?" 
 
    Ben shook his head then shifted in his chair, glancing around at the crowd that was already standing. "No, why? What happened?" 
 
    "He's the one who caught the bouquet!" 
 
    "No shit." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. Can you imagine Coach getting married? I mean, who the hell would want to marry someone who's always in such a bad mood?" 
 
    Ben quirked one brow at Ryan then shifted his gaze to Natalie. "I don't know, Gardy. You'd be surprised at what finding the right woman does to a man." 
 
    Natalie opened her mouth to say something but Ben was already pulling her to her feet. The interior of Mystic's was being quickly transformed from wedding chapel to reception hall while he led her to the bar. 
 
    No, not the bar. He moved past it, tugging her with him to a secluded spot in the far corner. Natalie looked up in silent question, caught her breath at the intensity in his deep eyes. 
 
    "Ben—" 
 
    He silenced her with a kiss. Deep. Slow. Consuming. She sighed and leaned into him, struggled to catch her breath when he pulled away. 
 
    "I love you, Natalie." 
 
    She smiled, started to tell him she loved him, too, more than she would have ever thought possible. But he cut her off by pressing his finger against her mouth and shaking his head.  
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small velvet box, stared at it for a few seconds, then looked up at her. He lifted the lid and removed whatever was inside before she could see it.  
 
    "Ben—" 
 
    He shook his head again and reached for her left hand, cradled it in his and lifted it. She looked down, her sudden confusion changing to a deep warmth that consumed her very being as he slid a diamond ring onto her finger. 
 
    "Oh, Ben. You didn't have to—" 
 
    He silenced her with a kiss then pulled back, just a fraction of an inch. His gaze held hers, deep and warm and filled with the promise of forever when he spoke. 
 
    "A commitment made in love. That's not how we started, Natalie, but it's how I feel now. Always." He rested his forehead against hers and recited their vows, his voice strong and full of conviction.  
 
    "A commitment made in love, kept in faith, and—" 
 
    "Eternally made new." She recited the last line with him, knowing that her own promise and conviction were reflected in her damp eyes. 
 
    The smallest of smiles curled Ben's lips a second before he claimed her mouth and gave her a taste of what was to come. 
 
    Love.  
 
    Strong. Powerful. All-encompassing. 
 
    Forever. 
 
      
 
    ~ The End ~ 
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    Turn the page for a sneak peek of THE PROTECTOR: MAC, the launch title in this explosive new series, now available a your favorite vendor! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The kiss caught her by surprise. Soft, hesitant at first. Learning. Tasting. Teasing. But it wasn't enough. It could never be enough. 
 
    She pressed herself closer, a whisper of need escaping her. He cupped her face between his rough palms and deepened the kiss. Drinking her in. Unleashing fires of need kept banked for too long. 
 
    Scorching. Cleansing. Deep and intense. God, so intense. All she wanted to do was crawl on top of Mac, crawl inside him, be consumed by him, the crowd be damned. He was everything she wanted—needed. Hot. Hard. 
 
    And his mouth. God, his mouth. So deceptively soft. Gentle. And hot. So hot— 
 
    Cold. 
 
    So painfully cold, a hundred thousand needles pricking her skin. Under her skin, down to bone and marrow. Shredding. Tearing. Ripping. 
 
    Consciousness returned slowly. Disoriented, sluggish, confused. Something was wrong, she shouldn't be this cold. Where was Mac? He was gone, his heat replaced by the shocking iciness surrounding her. She needed him, needed his heat— 
 
    Water pooled around her feet, her legs, her hips. She was entrenched in a dreamlike state. There was no sound other than the oddly hollow gurgle of water as it washed around her. No illumination other than the pale ghostly hue of the dashboard lights wavering through the watery darkness surrounding her. And cold, so bitterly cold. Freezing. Numbing.  
 
    She watched, detached, as her hands floated near the deflated bag hanging from the steering wheel. Struggled to make sense of everything, knowing something was wrong.  
 
    Something— 
 
    Full consciousness returned and with it, fear. Raw, consuming. Terrifying. Panic ripped through her as she struggled with the seatbelt, her numb fingers useless. The water was higher now, to her chest, coming in faster as the car descended deeper into murky blackness.  
 
    She needed to get out. Now. But she was trapped by the seatbelt, couldn't get it to release. Couldn't open the door— 
 
    Oh God, no.  
 
    No! 
 
    The sound of her harsh breathing echoed around her, sharp and terrified. Shallow. Fast. Too fast, she was hyperventilating, on the verge of passing out. 
 
    On the verge of drowning. 
 
    The water climbed even higher. Past her chest. Her shoulders. Biting cold, sapping what little strength she had, increasing the panic and desperation clawing at her. She struggled with the seatbelt, fought to control her breathing, fought to get free— 
 
    But it was too late.  
 
    One breath. One more, dark water rushing over her face, into her mouth, her nose. 
 
    Too late— 
 
    Mac— 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    "Fuck!" 
 
    Gordon "Mac" MacGregor watched in horror as TR's car hit the edge of the pond's bank, went airborne for a brief second, then hit the water nose-first and started sinking. He slammed on the brakes, causing his truck to fishtail before it slid to a stop. The headlights cut through the inky darkness and reflected off the fine mist of icy pellets, the naked branches of overgrown trees and shrubbery— 
 
    And the black surface of the pond that was quickly swallowing TR's car. 
 
    She had been right there, not twenty yards in front of him, mere seconds ago. The bright glare of a car cutting in front of him had momentarily blinded him for a second, maybe two, before he heard the sound of metal scraping metal. Silence, then the muted splash, the sound oddly distant. 
 
    "Fuck!" 
 
    Mac already had his door open before slamming the truck into Park. He jumped out, his hand automatically yanking the phone from the front pocket of his tux jacket. There was no time to call for help—TR's car was sinking too rapidly, the lights of the dash already obscured by the brackish water. He hit one button, tossed the phone on the leather seat before grabbing the multi-tool from the side pocket of the door, then ran toward the pond. 
 
    Toward TR's sinking car. 
 
    Branches and brambles snagged at his jacket, his pants. The soles of his dress shoes slipped in the muck of the bank as he crashed through the thin glaze of ice at the edge. Mud sucked at his feet, slowing him down before he broke through and hit the water. Icy cold, forcing the breath from his lungs. It covered his ankles, his knees, his thighs. 
 
    How deep? Six feet? Eight? Ten? It didn't matter, not when it was enough to cover TR's car. He lunged forward, his large body breaking the dark surface as he dove toward the car, reaching it just as it disappeared under the surface. 
 
    "TR!" He yelled her name, not knowing if she could hear him or not. Was she conscious? Was she struggling to get out as the icy water closed over her, turning the car into a water-filled coffin? Did she know he was here, that he was coming for her? Or was it already too late— 
 
    No! Fuck that. It was not too late. He was here, dammit. He'd get her out— 
 
    Or die trying. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath and plunged beneath the surface, following the murky light of the car's headlights, ignoring the searing pain as icy water sliced at his eyes. His hand slid across the roof, found the edge of the windshield then moved back, down to the driver's door. Lower, until his hand closed over the handle and pulled. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Dammit! Fuck! 
 
    He kicked, pushing himself deeper, held himself against the car with a death grip on that handle as he felt for the bottom corner of the window. There. Right there— 
 
    He turned the small tool in his hand, his numb fingers almost losing their hold on it. Then he pressed it against the window and pushed, sensed the glass spiderwebbing with the sharp impact. He hit the window with his elbow, felt the glass give way— 
 
    Felt a hand close over his arm, nothing more than the lightest of brushes, the grip weak. 
 
    She was still conscious, still alive. But for how long? How much air had been trapped in the car before it filled with water? How much longer could she hold her breath? His own lungs were starting to ache, to burn. Demanding that he open his mouth and suck in great gulps of air.  
 
    He grabbed her hand, squeezed it, letting her know that he was here, that she wasn't alone. There was no answering squeeze, no movement at all from those still fingers.  
 
    Mac forced his torso through the small opening, blindly felt for the seatbelt strapping her in. The latch mechanism was jammed, holding her prisoner in the oversized coffin instead of keeping her safe. 
 
    He readjusted his grip on the tool, fighting off the icy numbness that threatened to make his fingers thick and useless. Two slices severed the seatbelt, freeing her. He yanked them away from her, slid one arm behind her and pulled. 
 
    TR's arms floated uselessly between them. Lifeless, her pale skin nothing more than a lighter shadow in the murky water. Mac tugged again, refusing to think of anything except freeing TR. 
 
    Refusing to accept that he may have been too late. 
 
    No! No, he wasn't too late, dammit. It wasn't possible. It couldn't be. TR was too full of life for it to be otherwise. 
 
    He tugged again, bracing one knee against the door as he backed out of the window, pulling TR's limp body with him. Black dots exploded at the edges of his vision as a wave of dizziness swept over him. He shook his head and fought against the blackness that threatened to overcome him then tightened his arm around TR and pulled one last time. 
 
    She was out! 
 
    Mac kicked with his legs, propelling them both to the surface. Cold air washed across his face, nipped at his mouth and nose as he sucked in huge gulps and filled his lungs. 
 
    But the woman in his arms remained motionless. 
 
    He swallowed against the churning fear and swam toward the bank then sank to his knees as muck washed around his legs. TR was still motionless. Limp. 
 
    Lifeless. 
 
    He draped her across his lap, bent low and pressed his fingers against her pale throat. His mouth moved in silent prayer as he waited to feel her pulse, that steady reassuring beat that would let him know she was still alive. 
 
    But he couldn't feel anything, his fingers were too numb, her flesh too cold. He swore to himself then dragged them both further up the bank, out of the icy water. 
 
    "TR! Tabitha!" He shouted her name, expecting her to open her eyes and give him hell for calling her that. She hated that name. Tabitha. He didn't know why, had never bothered to ask her, had never thought it important enough to ask. 
 
    Had been too afraid of getting close to her. Too afraid of letting her get close to him. Too afraid that getting to know her would make him vulnerable. Weak. 
 
    He pushed the regret away and pressed the tips of his numb fingers harder against her throat. Was that a pulse he felt? Or simply wishful thinking? 
 
    There it was again, weak and thready—but there.  
 
    He ran his hand along her face, brushed the wet hair from her cheeks and bent forward to place his mouth against hers. Her lips were cold, so cold. So unlike they'd been a few hours—a lifetime—ago. When he'd kissed her for the first time, at the stroke of midnight of the new year. When he'd finally thrown a year of caution away and acted on impulse and desire. 
 
    He swallowed back the regret of a hundred lifetimes and blew into her mouth, forcing air into her lungs. Once. Twice. Once more, until a weak cough tumbled from her lips. Another cough, stronger this time, one that ended in a deep retching sound. He rolled her to the side, kept his arms around her. Holding her, supporting her. 
 
    Swearing he'd never let her go. Not this time. 
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