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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Eight years earlier... 
 
      
 
    Corbin stared into amber eyes, felt himself being drawn in, pulled deeper than he'd ever allowed himself before. It would be easy to let himself cross that line, so easy to take a step closer, to wrap one large hand around the back of her head. To thread his fingers through the silky strands of honey blonde hair as he finally claimed her full, soft mouth with his. 
 
    How many times in the last two years had his heart beat so hard against his chest, he swore it would explode? That it would grow bigger and bigger, shredding through bone and muscle and skin before ripping free and finding its true target: Lori Evans, the woman standing so close to him, her head tilted back, a wealth of emotion in her eyes as she watched him. 
 
    She already had his heart, of that he was certain, despite the pain he was feeling at having to say goodbye. 
 
    How many times had they stood like this, so close yet never quite close enough? Too many times. Never close enough, not in the way he wanted. He could never have her, no matter how many times he wished otherwise. They could never be more than friends, no matter how many times Lori insisted they could.  
 
    She had just turned twenty, only two years younger than he. Not a huge difference. Not a difference that would matter if they weren't who they were. 
 
    If she wasn't who she was. 
 
    Ian Donovan's niece. His teammate's niece. How many times had the other man threatened him? How many times had the other players from the Banners had to pull Ian away? Too many to count. 
 
    A part of him briefly wondered if Ian was behind this sudden trade. No, that was nothing more than paranoia talking. It was simply his time to go. The Banners could only protect so many of their players in the expansion draft. Corbin hadn't been one of them.  
 
    Not that he should have been. But he had never expected, not in a hundred years, that he'd be one of the twenty-three players used to form the new team's active roster. 
 
    And now it was too late. There was no hope that Ian's insistence that Corbin stay away from his niece would slowly fade. No hope that Corbin would finally work up the courage to ask Lori out—on a real date, not simply as friends going out for coffee or to see a movie.  
 
    Regret chilled him. How many times had he pushed her away, insisting they could be nothing more than friends? How many times had she teased him for being shy, and telling him that one day he'd wish he hadn't been quite so honorable? Always with laughter in her eyes, always with hope in her voice. 
 
    There was no laughter in her gaze now, and the time for hope was gone. They both knew that. His flight left in three hours. A car would be picking him up to take him to the airport in fifteen minutes. He had timed it this way on purpose, so he wouldn't be tempted to do what he'd always wanted to do—take Lori. Make her his. Forever. The way he had always hoped. 
 
    "You weren't going to tell me." It was a statement, not a question, her accusing voice holding none of the hurt he glimpsed in the depths of her eyes.  
 
    Corbin stepped back, curled his hand around the handle of his duffel bag so he wouldn't reach for her. "You knew I had been traded." 
 
    "Yeah, but I didn't know you were leaving now. You still have time, you don't have to be out there for another two months." 
 
    "It's—it's better this way."  
 
    Lori tucked the hair behind her ears then curled her fingers against her palm—but not before he saw the way they were trembling, just a little. She blinked as the tiny muscle jumped in her smooth jaw and he knew she was clenching her teeth, struggling not to let him see how upset she was. Strong, stubborn...yet vulnerable, too. Did she know how easily he read her, even when she tried to hide it? He'd always been able to do that. Always.  
 
    It didn't matter, not anymore. 
 
    "I could go with you." 
 
    "Lori, non. It's—" 
 
    "Not today. In a few days. Just to visit. To help you get settled and—" 
 
    "You know your uncle won't let you." 
 
    Anger flared in the amber depths of her eyes. "Uncle Ian has no say in what I do. I'm an adult. I—" 
 
    Corbin reached out and pressed one finger against her mouth, silencing her. "You know it's not that easy, ma cocotte." 
 
    Her lips twitched against his finger, petal soft and velvety smooth. For one brief second, he thought she was going to take the tip of his finger into her mouth and he froze, his breath catching in his lungs as desire seized him. 
 
    Corbin dropped his hand and took another step back, needing to put more distance between them, knowing it wouldn't be enough. In eight hours, there would be a whole country between them, and it still wouldn't be enough. 
 
    "You'll call me when you land? Let me know when you find a place?" 
 
    "Yes, of course." 
 
    "And you'll keep in touch, right? We'll still talk and all?" 
 
    "Of course. Just like always, eh?" He forced a smile to his face and wondered if she knew he was lying. Wondered if she would ignore it, just the way he was. There would be no like always for them, not anymore. 
 
    And there would be no future. There had never been a chance for that, no matter how much he had wished otherwise. 
 
    A black SUV pulled to the curb, its driver emerging and watching them over the hood. "Corbin Gauthier?" 
 
    Corbin acknowledged the man with a curt nod then leaned down and grabbed the suitcase. "I need to go." 
 
    Lori nodded, her gaze dropping to the sidewalk in front of her. Would she simply turn around and walk away? Would she reach out and kick the suitcase with the scuffed toe of her leather boot? Or would she make a joke, offer a smile and try to tease him about...something? 
 
    She did none of those things. And when she finally looked at him with tears in her eyes, Corbin lost the last of his common sense and almost asked her to come with him. He opened his mouth, ready to do just that, when she launched herself at him. 
 
    And then her mouth was on his. Hot, wet, hungry. Full of promise. Corbin gasped, his blood rushing from his mind when her tongue met his. Seeking, thrusting. He dropped the duffel bag, heard it hit the ground with a solid thud as he wrapped one arm around her and pulled her close. 
 
    Soft curves molded against him, warm and pliant. Lori's arms wrapped around his neck, her fingers tangling in his thick hair as she kissed him.  
 
    This. This is what he wanted. What he needed. Lori, in his arms, her lean curves molding against the hard planes of his own body, her kiss promising things he could never bring himself to hope for.  
 
    This. Lori. Nobody but Lori. With her, he could do anything. Become anything. With her— 
 
    But no, it was too late. She was already pulling away, already stepping back. And God help him, his heart shattered when he saw the silent tears falling over her lower lids and tracking down her smooth cheek. He reached out, needing to wipe them away, needing to promise— 
 
    Nothing. He could promise nothing. And there were no words he could say to erase the tears in her eyes. No words to ease the tightness in his chest. 
 
    Lori took another step back, angrily swiped at her face. "Have a safe flight, Corbin. Good luck." 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    But she was walking away, the heels of her boots stomping what was left of his heart against the concrete sidewalk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The memory hit him from out of nowhere, the pain as sharp and biting as taking a puck to the throat. He struggled to draw breath, raised his hand and clawed at the flesh of his neck as a dozen fragmented curses fell from his lips.  
 
    The woman standing several feet away blinked then slowly, carefully, raised her sculpted brows. In amusement? In silent question? He didn't know, didn't care, not when he was in danger of passing out from lack of oxygen. 
 
    Lori Evans. Was he imagining her? Was she nothing more than a hazy vision brought about from the sudden memory? No, it was her, the same girl he remembered from all those years ago. 
 
    The same, yet different. Not a girl—a woman. Her hair was a little longer now, the deep shades of honey blonde accented with lighter streaks that framed her smooth face. Her curves were a little fuller, a little softer where there had been dangerously lean muscle before. Gone were the scuffed leather boots he had always teased her about, replaced with shiny black heels that made her look taller than he remembered. Her mouth was the same, soft and full, the color a little darker thanks to the lipstick she wore. And her eyes... 
 
    She'd always had beautiful eyes, an unusual shade of amber that saw everything but could hide nothing. All emotion, all thought, had always been reflected in those deep eyes framed in sinfully long lashes. Those amber eyes watched him now—but he could no longer tell what she was thinking. Had she finally learned to hide her thoughts? Or was it simply because he hadn't seen her in so long? Because he no longer knew her? 
 
    Just as she no longer knew him. 
 
    He'd been dreading this moment for the last several weeks, ever since he'd been traded back to the Banners. Dreading it...yet anticipating it at the same time. What kind of masochist did that make him? What did that say about his character, about the man he'd become? 
 
    Familiar amber eyes slowly raked him, from the top of his head down to the tips of his expensive black shoes, then back up again. Her gaze finally met his and he thought he saw a flash of regret in their depths. A flash of pain and betrayal. But then she blinked and the emotion was gone, maybe it had never been there, maybe it was nothing more than his imagination or his guilty conscience— 
 
    He finally sucked air into his starving lungs, a strangled grunt of relief falling from his lips in the process. Heat filled his face and he wanted to look away, wanted to turn around and dive headfirst into the elevator that would take him back upstairs. 
 
    But the doors were already closing behind him, the quiet hiss echoing off the concrete of the floor and ceiling of the parking garage. He cursed again, in French, then bit his tongue as her brows shot up once more. 
 
    Had she understood him? No, she couldn't have. He'd always had to translate for her, and even then—even knowing she didn't understand—he'd always been careful not to swear around her.  
 
    But that was eight years ago. A lot of things happened in eight years. A lot of things changed. People changed. Just because she hadn't understood the words and phrases back then didn't mean she didn't understand them now. 
 
    An apology hovered on the tip of his tongue, quickly dying as she moved toward him. Her eyes never left his as one hand reached out, reaching for him— 
 
    No, not him. The elevator. Her finger pressed the button then her arm dropped to her side as she took a step back. Still close enough that he could smell the faintest hint of her perfume, something light that reminded him of fresh air and bright sun. Close enough that he could feel the heat of her body through the tailored pantsuit she wore.  
 
    Corbin swallowed, his gaze dropping to the fit of the jacket and the way it accented her rounded chest and trim waist. More heat filled his face when he noticed her necklace, a simple silver chain with a four-leaf clover pendant resting oh-so-temptingly in the hint of cleavage peeking out from the bright blue blouse. 
 
    Corbin yanked his gaze away and swallowed again, tried to work up enough spit to loosen his tongue from the roof of his mouth. He needed to do something, say something, anything— 
 
    The elevator doors hissed open behind him. Lori hesitated, one sculpted brow darting up just a fraction of an inch as she watched him. Disappointment flared in her eyes and she shook her head, stepping around him to enter the elevator. 
 
    He should let her go. He hadn't wanted to see her, he wasn't ready, not yet. He'd been doing his best to make sure he didn't run into her—which should have been easy enough, considering she worked in one of the many offices in the building that housed the Banners' practice rink. How many people worked in that building? Sixty? A hundred? Maybe more, he didn't know. And he never saw any of them, none of the players did. 
 
    And he had never expected to run into her here, at the arena after a game. 
 
    In the parking garage of the arena. 
 
    If he was smart, he'd let her go. Let her walk away, the same way he'd done that humid morning eight years ago on the sidewalk of his old condo. 
 
    The doors started their silent slide closed. Another second, maybe two, and she'd be gone, back on her way upstairs to the arena. Gone, just like that morning— 
 
    He spun around and grabbed the door with his hand, pushed it back open with a flick of his wrist then stepped into the elevator. Lori's eyes widened for a fraction of a second then quickly narrowed as she watched him. 
 
    "Forget something?" 
 
    "I—" He swallowed, heat filling his face once more under her narrowed gaze. He cleared his throat and looked away, shaking his head. "No." 
 
    She didn't say anything for a few long seconds that felt like a lifetime. Was that a small chuckle he heard? He wasn't sure, was afraid to face her to find out, afraid that maybe she was laughing at him. He waited for her to push one of the buttons but she didn't. The doors closed...but the elevator didn't move. 
 
    Silence wrapped around them, suffocating him in the small space. His lungs seized again, threatening to stop working altogether as the space grew even smaller. Was he suddenly claustrophobic? Small spaces had never bothered him before, so why now? 
 
    Because he'd never been trapped with Lori before. 
 
    Trapped? No, he wasn't trapped—he'd followed her on here of his own free will. But why? What did he hope to accomplish? They hadn't seen each other for eight years, hadn't even talked in all that time. Yes, there had been a few brief calls when he first moved to Vegas, but they were awkward, strained, filling him with remorse until he simply stopped answering. 
 
    Coward. 
 
    A fitting word, describing what he'd done. How he'd acted. It was easier to let the friendship die, easier to let his heart shrivel up instead of maintaining long-distance communication when he knew nothing would ever come of it. 
 
    When he knew nothing would ever come of them. There was no them—there could never be a them. Not all those years ago. 
 
    And not now, not after the things he'd done. Not after how he had treated her. He was a different man now—and not one the woman beside him would want to know. 
 
    "How's your leg?" 
 
    Her quiet question caught him off-guard, pulled him from the suffocating grip of a hundred different regrets. He darted a quick look at her, then glanced down at his leg. "My leg? It's fine. Why—" 
 
    "Must have been a quick recovery then." One corner of her mouth quirked in a quick smile before she schooled her face into a carefully blank mask.  
 
    Corbin frowned then shook his head. "Recovery? I wasn't hurt—" 
 
    He snapped his mouth closed with an audible click, remembering too late. How could he forget? The game had ended less than sixty minutes ago—the game where he had feigned an injury to his leg so their unusual EBUG—emergency back-up goalie—could play. The ruse had worked—even if Coach Donovan had given him a look that clearly said he wasn't buying the act for a second. 
 
    It didn't matter because Shannon Wiley—the goalie for the Chesapeake Blades—had been put in during the third period. She had stopped all nine shots that Pittsburgh had sent her way while the Banners added two more to the scoreboard, winning the game four-to-one. But he couldn't admit what he'd done to anyone, especially not to the woman standing so close next to him. 
 
    He forced a grimace and reached down to rub his left thigh. "I'll be fine. Just a minor pull—" 
 
    "It was your other leg." She didn't hide her smile this time as she pointed to his right leg. "Nice try, though. And I'm impressed. By what you did, I mean." 
 
    Caleb straightened with a sigh, his gaze not quite meeting hers. "I did nothing. It was just a pull, eh? Nothing more—" 
 
    "We both know you're lying so don't deny it. What you did—" She tilted her head to the side, her thick hair falling over her shoulder with the movement. "That was really sweet of you. Honorable." 
 
    Corbin stiffened, her words slicing through him and leaving him chilled. He looked away, each word clipped when he spoke. "There is nothing sweet or honorable about me." 
 
    To his surprise, she laughed. Not a full laugh, just a whisper of a chuckle, but her amusement was clear. "Believing your own bad press, I see." 
 
    His head snapped to the side, his brows lowered in a frown as he stared at her. Why did a smile play around the corners of her mouth? Why did the same amusement he heard in her voice dance in the depths of those beautiful amber eyes? He shook his head, ready to deny whatever she thought she knew, ready to tell her she needed to look closer. 
 
    He wasn't the same man he'd been all those years ago. Not man—boy. Twenty-two, yes, but still a boy. Filled with hopes and dreams. Still too innocent. Still wanting to believe— 
 
    He shook his head again and reached for the control panel to his left. His finger jammed a button near the bottom. Once, twice, the air growing thicker, suffocating him until the door finally eased open. He shoved his hand through the small space and pushed against the metal panel, forcing it to open faster until he finally stumbled out. Dank air, tinged with the mingled odors of must and gasoline, filled his lungs. He pulled in a deep breath and held it, then quickly turned to face Lori.  
 
    Corbin ignored the surprise on her face, ignored the flash of emotion in her eyes as she stared at him, her full lips slightly parted. He shook his head a final time, the movement sharp, adamant, filled with denial. "There's nothing sweet about me, ma cocotte. You'd do well to remember that. I'm not the same person I was all those years ago." 
 
    He spun on his heel, barely resisting the urge to run, to escape, to never look back. Her muted gasp stopped him and he turned around just as the elevator doors started sliding closed, their soft hiss nearly drowning out her words. 
 
    "Neither am I." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Lori grabbed the chrome handrail then sagged against the wall of the elevator. Oh God, she was shaking, inside and out. Had Corbin been able to tell?  
 
    No, she didn't think so. She doubted if he noticed anything, not with the way he had looked. Shell-shocked. Dazed. Like maybe he'd taken one too many hits in the head and wasn't sure where he was. 
 
    She could totally relate to that. 
 
    She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, inhaling deeply through her nose until her pulse slowed down to something just a little under Mach speed. It had been so tempting to turn around and run the other way when he first stepped off the elevator. If she was honest with herself, the only reason she hadn't done that was because her feet had been glued to the floor. She hadn't expected to see him—she rarely had any up-close-and-personal contact with the players, not when most of her work took place in a tiny cubicle behind a computer screen, or behind the screen of one of her phones or tablets as she sat with the crowd and watched the game. 
 
    Seeing Corbin tonight had been a fluke. If she hadn't been so preoccupied earlier, so excited for the social media storm she knew was coming, she would have never locked her keys in the car. And if she hadn't locked her keys in the car, she wouldn't have been backtracking to go upstairs and find Uncle Ian. But she had been preoccupied, and she was heading upstairs—and that's when the elevator doors opened and out stepped Corbin. 
 
    She froze, pure and simple. She wasn't proud of it, would be embarrassed to admit it out loud. But there were no witnesses in this tiny elevator, nobody to see her or hear her. 
 
    She took one final deep breath and opened her eyes. "Oh. My. God." 
 
    The three words came out as a little squeak, making her wonder again how she had managed to sound so put-together when she'd been talking to Corbin. Or maybe that was just her imagination, maybe she had sounded as squeaky and surprised and stunned then as she did now. 
 
    No, she didn't think so. And if she did, Corbin certainly hadn't noticed—he looked too stunned to notice anything. Well, except for her necklace.  
 
    She reached up and curled the pendant in her palm, the silver cool against her warm flesh. Had he recognized it? Yes, he must have. He was the one who had given it to her, as a replacement for the cheaper necklace she had lost while cleaning out stalls one day. He had called it her good luck charm, teasing her about it in his softly accented voice even after she explained what it was. 
 
    Why had she worn it today?  
 
    Silly question. She had worn it because she had wanted a little extra luck, because she knew there was going to be a total shitstorm on social media once the Banners announced tonight's EBUG. As one of the digital media specialists for the Baltimore Banners, it was her job to handle the shitstorms—both the good and the bad. Because yeah, her job wasn't nearly as glamorous as the title implied. 
 
    Not that it mattered, because she loved her job. She didn't need—or want—the glamour. That wasn't her, never had been. But sometimes, like tonight, the perks completely rocked. 
 
    Except when shitstorms hit, of course. And yes, they were already hitting. The almost non-stop buzzing of the two phones in her tote bag were a testament to that. She'd already replied to quite a few comments, most of which were upbeat and positive. Her staff of two would also be responding if needed.  
 
    Not to the nasty ones. Those, they usually never answered at all, usually just let them go—unless they fell into the extreme category. Those, they deleted—no matter how tempting it was to snap back a snarky reply. But that was against policy. So, she'd go home and review the comments and just start deleting the negative ones and—yeah, she was doing her best to avoid the five-ton elephant taking up space in the elevator with her. 
 
    Corbin Gauthier. 
 
    Just saying his name to herself sent a myriad of emotions washing over her. Hope. Happiness. Sadness. Regret. Pity—for her and him. Anger. Frustration. Confusion. 
 
    Definitely confusion, which was nothing new. She'd always felt confused around Corbin, never knowing which way was up, never knowing exactly where she stood with him. Friends—but more than friends. Only not really, because he had refused to act on whatever it was that had been between them all those years ago. 
 
    How many years had it been since he left? She mentally rolled her eyes. There was no sense pretending she didn't know, because she did: eight years. Eight years since she had raced to his condo only to find him packed and ready to go, standing outside while he waited for a car service to pick him up. 
 
    Eight years since she had thrown herself at him, finally kissing him the way she'd always wanted to. 
 
    Eight years since he had kissed her back...then walked away. 
 
    Lori gave herself a mental shake then leaned forward and punched the button to take the elevator up. She had been so young and naive then, so convinced that she could persuade him to...to what? She still wasn't sure, even after all these years. 
 
    But it didn't matter, because one thing hadn't changed: her attraction to the shy, quiet goalie, and the pull she still felt toward him. And she was fairly certain she wasn't the only one who felt it. 
 
    Not that Corbin was the same shy, quiet goalie she remembered. No, he had definitely changed. His body had filled out, all hard planes and sharp angles that made him seem bigger than she remembered. Even his accent had changed, almost unnoticeable now—except when he had cursed. 
 
    There was an edge to him that hadn't been there before, an edge that went beyond the physical changes like the slightly off-center line of his nose or the jagged scar by his chin. He seemed more jaded, more cynical. What was it he had said? 
 
    There was nothing sweet or honorable about him. 
 
    Yes, he was definitely believing his own bad press, no doubt about it. 
 
    She had kept tabs on him over the years. Not obsessively, not always checking or searching for tidbits about him. Not that any searching was needed—he'd developed a reputation by the end of his first season in Vegas, one that had kept gossip-mongers dancing in glee. Moody, temperamental. Partying a little too much, getting into trouble off the ice. There had been a quick Vegas wedding to some leggy model that had sent Lori into a brooding depression for several weeks, followed by a quickie divorce a year later that had made her dance with shameful glee. 
 
    Not that it mattered because by then, more than two years had gone by since she had last seen him. 
 
    Then he'd been traded again, to Winnipeg this time. The rumor-mill had been churning for a short time after that, only to eventually settle down—until a huge bar fight brought him back under the microscope. More rumors followed, along with another messy relationship, a very public break-up, and a wedding that never took place. Another scuffle, this one hushed so quickly that she still didn't know the details. Another trade, this time to Colorado, then more silence. 
 
    Bad press, indeed. 
 
    She knew some of it was true—it always was, in cases like this. The challenge was in peeling through the layers and reading between the lines, digging deep until finding the kernels of truth wrapped up in all the trimmings of innuendo. Not that she'd done that—by then, she had moved on. Graduated college, accepted her first public relations job, planned out what she wanted to do in the coming years. 
 
    Fast forward a few more years, and she'd finally been hired by the Banners as a digital media specialist. Now, she was being groomed for promotion to Digital Media Coordinator—which was essentially what she was already doing, only with fancier title, a few more responsibilities...and just a little more money. 
 
    No, Corbin wasn't the only one who had changed. She wasn't the sweet innocent girl he used to know. She had grown, matured, become more assertive, more confident. 
 
    Lori snorted, the indelicate sound echoing around her. Yeah, right. That's why she was standing here, daydreaming about the way things had been ten years ago, when she had first met Corbin. That's why she was chasing down her uncle in the hopes he had a spare key to her car.  
 
    Because she was mature that way. 
 
    She rolled her eyes then adjusted the bag hanging from her shoulder as she stepped off the elevator. The heels of her shoes clicked against the polished tile of the floor, the noise bouncing off the painted concrete walls. Voices drifted from an office at the far end of the wall. She hesitated, her head cocked to the side as she listened. Yes, she was pretty sure that was Uncle Ian's voice—but she had no idea who he was talking to, only that the conversation sounded clipped, angry. 
 
    She hesitated for a few more seconds, then took a deep breath and headed toward her uncle's office. The voices were clearer now and yes, no doubt about it, Uncle Ian was definitely not happy. 
 
    "I told you before I wasn't happy with him coming back. And I don't think making him our starting goalie is the best decision—" 
 
    "It is, and you'd realize it if you got over whatever personal vendetta you have against him." 
 
    Lori froze. They were discussing Corbin! Uncle Ian and...she frowned, her mind searching for a face to match the other voice. She clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle her groan when she realized it was George McAdams, the General Manager of the Banners. Shit. Shit, shit, shoot. She needed to back away before they realized she was standing out here, listening to their conversation. 
 
    There was sharp thud, like something being slammed against a desk. A hand? Or maybe a clipboard. "I don't have a personal vendetta." 
 
    "You do, Donovan. And you need to get over it. I want Gauthier in as primary." 
 
    "I thought I was the coach." 
 
    "You are." 
 
    "Then let me do my job." 
 
    Lori grimaced then backed up a step, then another and another, making sure she put her weight on her toes so the stupid heels wouldn't make any noise. They couldn't know she was out here listening. Her uncle couldn't know— 
 
    "I always let you do your job—as long as you're making rational decisions." The sound of a chair squeaking floated from the office, followed by heavy footsteps. And oh no, whatever meeting they were having was coming to an end. Lori had five seconds—maybe—to disappear. She glanced around, her frantic gaze searching for the quickest possible escape.  
 
    Only there was none.  
 
    Her mind scrambled, coming up with a desperate plan. Maybe it would work. 
 
    It had to work. 
 
    She took a few more hurried steps back toward the elevator, hoping they'd think she just got here if they saw her. She took a deep breath and cleared her throat, calling out just as the two men stepped out of the office. "Coach Donovan? Oh, there you are. I'm sorry, I didn't realize you were in a meeting." 
 
    She plastered the brightest smile she could conjure on her face, hoping she looked more innocent than she felt. Uncle Ian's eyes narrowed, letting her know she had failed. 
 
    No, he definitely hadn't bought the act. McAdams, on the other hand, seemed totally convinced. He stepped toward her, a small smile deepening the lines of his face as he dropped a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    "Lori. Nice to see you again. How are things going? Still enjoying the job?" 
 
    "Yeah. Yes. It's wonderful, thank you." 
 
    "Perfect. Just what I wanted to hear." He dropped his hand then turned back to her uncle. "We can continue this discussion when you have a clearer head." 
 
    Ian nodded, but she could see the glint of impatience in his eyes. Did McAdams see it as well? Probably not, because he already had his back to them, waiting for the elevator, humming to himself. Or maybe he was muttering, Lori couldn't tell.  
 
    She waited until the doors closed behind him then released a quick sigh of relief and turned back to her uncle. One look at his face caused the sigh to lodge in her throat, making her cough. 
 
    "Nice try. McAdams may have bought your innocent act but I know better." He crossed his arms in front of his chest and leaned against the doorframe. "How much did you hear?" 
 
    "Um, nothing. Honest." She grimaced under the weight of his stare and finally looked away, feeling much the same as she had the night he'd caught her making out behind the barn with that goofball Dale when she was sixteen. "Okay, just a little bit. I, uh, take it you're not happy with Corbin being here." 
 
    "You know I'm not. And you know why, too." 
 
    "Uncle Ian, that was a long time ago. And nothing happened. Ever. I don't know why you have such a hard time believing that—" 
 
    "I never said I didn't believe it." 
 
    "Then why are you still so upset?" 
 
    "Because he should have never been hanging around you at all, period." 
 
    "We were just friends." 
 
    "You were too young." 
 
    "I was eighteen!" 
 
    "It doesn't matter. I told him to stay away and he didn't listen—" 
 
    "You didn't have any right to tell him anything!" Her angry words bounced off the concrete walls, echoing back with a sharpness that made her wince. She took a deep breath, released it as she ran a hand through her hair. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to yell—" 
 
    "I know." He kept watching her, his dark gaze pinning her in place, his eyes and face blank of all emotion. She looked away, shifted her weight from one foot to the other, and reminded herself she was an adult now, even if his look did make her feel like a reckless teenager. 
 
    "It's just—Uncle Ian, that was ten years ago. I'm twenty-eight. A grown woman. I have my own life now. A career. I'm capable of making responsible, mature decisions." 
 
    One corner of his mouth quirked up in a quick smile. "So you only came back up here to say hi to me?" 
 
    "Oh. Um, yeah. That. Not really, no." She grimaced and looked away, heat filling her face. "Do you have the spare key to my car? I, uh, kind of locked mine in." 
 
    So much for mature and responsible. At least he didn't say anything, and he didn't really laugh. No, the sound was more of a strangled choke, muffled when he turned away and went back into his office. He came back a few seconds later, the spare key dangling from one finger. She reached for it, only to have him pull it away. 
 
    "I'll walk you down." 
 
    "You don't have to. I know you still have work to do." 
 
    "I'm done for the night." He reached behind him, grabbing his overstuffed soft briefcase and suit jacket. He slung both over his shoulder, pulled the door closed, then motioned her toward the elevator. 
 
    "So—tonight was a pretty good game, wasn't it?" 
 
    He quirked one eyebrow and slowly nodded. "It was...different." 
 
    "But a good different, right? I mean, the Banners won." 
 
    "We did." 
 
    They walked a few more steps before Lori looked over at him. "And you were happy with the goaltending?" 
 
    His jaw clenched, just for a second. He leaned forward, jabbed the elevator button, then tossed an unreadable expression her way. "She was impressive, I'll give her that." 
 
    "Maybe you could use her again." 
 
    "Maybe." 
 
    The elevator doors slid open and they stepped inside. Ian pressed the button for the garage then stared straight ahead. Lori watched him for another second then playfully nudged him. 
 
    "Pretty cool that she actually got to play, huh? I mean, that doesn't happen very often, having to put in your emergency back-up." 
 
    "No, it doesn't." He inhaled, then just as quickly exhaled. "Of course, you don't have much choice when your primary goalie has his head in a toilet because of a stomach virus and your back-up goalie fakes an injury." 
 
    Lori opened her mouth, then snapped it closed when the elevator came to a stop. Uncle Ian knew? But how? Even she hadn't been sure, not until she saw Corbin walking out of the elevator. He had looked so convincing out on the ice. The only reason she even remotely suspected anything was because it was something Corbin would do. 
 
    Uncle Ian stepped off the elevator then turned. "Are you coming? Or are you going to stand there all night, gaping?" 
 
    "I—" She stopped, stepped off the elevator and stared at him. "How did you know?" 
 
    "I just did." 
 
    "And you let him get away with it?" 
 
    "I didn't have much choice, did I? Not that I wouldn't have said anything if she hadn't played as well as she did." 
 
    "But she did. Play well, I mean." 
 
    "Yes, she did." 
 
    "Better than well, right?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Like, she kicked their asses." 
 
    Her uncle's mouth turned up in a smile as another laugh escaped him. "Okay, she kicked their asses." 
 
    Lori did a small fist pump in the air. "Ha! I knew you were impressed. And just think—it would have never happened if Corbin hadn't been willing to make that sacrifice." 
 
    And just like that, her uncle's smile disappeared. His eyes grew a little colder, the faint lines around the edges deepening just a bit as he frowned. "Don't push it, Lori. What Gauthier did or didn't do tonight doesn't change my opinion about him." 
 
    "I don't understand—" 
 
    "I'm not discussing this right now." They came to a stop next to her car, the horn coming to life with a quick beep when he used the remote to unlock it. Lori opened the door and tossed her bag onto the passenger seat. 
 
    "I still don't understand—" 
 
    "Lori, not now." His voice held the tone a parent would take with a wayward child. She bit her tongue, resisting the urge to stomp her foot in frustration. Mature and responsible? Yes, usually—except when her uncle was being so unreasonable. 
 
    She didn't even know why she was pushing the issue. It wasn't like she was going to see Corbin again. Tonight had been nothing more than a fluke. The best thing she could do was just drop the subject, pretend she had never brought it up to begin with. 
 
    She dropped into the driver seat of her small car and swung her legs inside. "Thanks for the rescue, Uncle Ian." 
 
    "Not a problem. You have your keys?" 
 
    She reached inside the cup holder, the jumble of keys clanging together as she held them up. "Yup. Right here where I left them." 
 
    "Good." He stepped away from the car and closed the door, then waited for her to start the engine and roll down the window. "Are you coming to dinner next week?" 
 
    "As far as I know, yes. Does Aunt Kayli need me to bring anything?" 
 
    "Probably. You better call and ask her, though, since I've been banned from the kitchen until grilling season starts." 
 
    Lori laughed, some of the tension easing out of her—tension she hadn't even realized she was feeling. "She still hasn't forgiven you for melting the microwave, huh?" 
 
    "Oh, she's forgiven me. She just hasn't forgotten."   
 
    "I know how that goes." Lori muttered the words under her breath, making sure they were low enough so Uncle Ian wouldn't hear. At least, she thought they were low enough. But maybe not, because he frowned and leaned a little closer. 
 
    "Lori, I know you don't understand, but there's a reason I don't—" 
 
    "Yeah, I know." She didn't, not really, only knew that it had something to do with some stupid team code that made absolutely no sense to her. "And can we not talk about this, like you said? It doesn't matter anyway. It's not like I'm going to run into him or see him or anything. It's old news, okay?" 
 
    Uncle Ian hesitated, looking like he wanted to say more. But in the end, he simply nodded, then reached up and tapped the hood of her car with his knuckles. She offered him a quick smile then put the car in gear and pulled out of the parking spot, her eyes darting to his image in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Old news. Yes, it was. And she had meant it when she said it didn't matter. It didn't, because tonight was just a fluke. She wouldn't be running into Corbin again any time soon. 
 
    No matter how much she wanted to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Darkness greeted him when he opened the door. Darkness, along with chilled air and the underlying odor of stale cardboard. Corbin swallowed a sigh and palmed the switch to his left, filling the room was harsh light. The door closed behind him as he tossed the keys onto the small table just along the wall. 
 
    His gaze scanned the small living room, taking in the stacks of boxes, the single leather recliner, the massive television he rarely watched. No art hung on the walls, no decorative touches rested on the small table next to the recliner. The table tucked into the dining alcove off to the right sat empty, except for one lonely chair pushed against it. The other chairs were still in storage, along with most of his other belongings. He'd kept only the most basic things and wondered why he'd done even that much.  
 
    As nice as it was, this apartment was only temporary. His agent was working on finding him a new place. Maybe a spacious condo. Something on the waterfront would be nice, but not mandatory. 
 
    Corbin dropped his bag beside the door, reaching up to undo his tie as he made his way down the hall to the bedroom. A spacious condo? Why was he even bothering? What was the sense in buying a place when his gut was screaming that this move was only temporary? He wasn't going to settle here in Baltimore, wasn't going to put down roots and try to act like he belonged. He didn't.  
 
    Tomorrow, he'd call his agent and tell him to stop the search. There was no sense in wasting time and money buying a place he'd end up selling within a year—if that long.  
 
    He didn't belong here, period. He was still trying to figure out how he had ended up back here, the one place he'd never dreamed of seeing again. But the offer had been too good to pass up—Corbin knew that without his agent ramming the point down his throat. And yet, he'd almost said no. Almost told his agent to pass—because Ian Donovan was the head coach. If it had been anyone else, there would have been no hesitation on his part at all at coming back here. 
 
    And Lori— 
 
    He shrugged out of his suit jacket, wadded it into a ball and hurled it across the room. Crisse! What was she doing here? If he had known she was here, if he had known she was working for the Banners, he would have never agreed to come back here. Donovan he could handle. That he could make work. But Lori? 
 
    Corbin sank to the edge of the bed and dropped his head into his hands, his fingers squeezing the pulse throbbing in his temples. Fuck. He hadn't expected to see her again, hadn't expected to react the way he had. The way his heart twisted in his chest, the way his gut clenched and churned. Even now, his lungs squeezed so hard, it hurt to draw breath. 
 
    If he had known she was working for the Banners, he would have never agreed to come back. And now...now he was screwed. 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair and launched himself from the bed, pacing the room with short, angry strides. Energy pulsated through him—adrenaline, anger, frustration, desire...all of it, mixing together into a deadly cocktail of energy he couldn't contain. He needed to run. To hit. To breathe. To focus.  
 
    To find Lori and pull her to him, to claim her mouth, her body, her soul, until he forgot... 
 
    It had been eight years. Eight fucking years. He'd never forgotten her in that time, had always wondered what may have happened between them if he hadn't been traded to Vegas. She had been too young back then—they had been too young. Would it have worked? Or would it have fizzled out, whatever it was between them dying before ever really having a chance to come to life? 
 
    He had tried so hard to forget her, especially that first year in Vegas. Burying himself in the game. Losing himself in all the distractions Vegas had to offer: the bright lights, the fancy parties, the willing women.  
 
    His marriage to Tiffany. 
 
    He laughed, the sound short and bitter. Marriage? Only on paper. He had known, even before entering the tacky chapel with his head pounding from a week's worth of alcohol, that it wasn't going to work. And when he stood there at the front of the room, with several of his teammates acting as reluctant witnesses, it had been Lori standing beside him, not Tiffany. In his mind, it had been Lori's face looking up at him as they exchanged vows. Lori, with her laughing eyes and soft smile. Lori, with her sense of humor and vibrant outlook on life. 
 
    After the divorce—one that should have happened a month later instead of a year—there had been other women. Nameless faces, meaningless encounters, all of them a substitute for what he really wanted as he let himself be drawn into a downward spiral. 
 
    Down, down, down, until he hit bottom. Not on the ice—never on the ice. Just everywhere else. 
 
    What had Lori said? That he was believing his own bad press? 
 
    He laughed again. Bad press? She had no idea.  
 
    He should have never come back. Never. The only saving grace was that he probably wouldn't see her again. Please, God, let that be true. He wasn't sure what he would do if it wasn't. Just seeing her tonight had been too much. Too tempting. Too uplifting. Too painful. Too...everything. He had wanted to pull her into his arms right there in the elevator. Wanted to bury his face in her hair, wanted to hold her. 
 
    Wanted to bury himself so deep inside her, finding himself even as he lost himself. 
 
    Foolish. So fucking stupid. For all he knew, she wanted nothing to do with him. For all he knew, she was married and had a family of her own. He ignored the pain that sliced through him at the thought. No, she wasn't wearing a ring, but that didn't mean anything. Tiffany never wore the expensive, gaudy ring she had insisted he buy— 
 
    He pushed all thoughts of his first wife from his mind, anger flaring in his chest from that long-ago fiasco. To even think about comparing the two—no, he wouldn't. Not now, not ever. 
 
    Lori wasn't married. If she was, there would have been a ring. But there was no ring, no jewelry at all except for a simple pair of studs in her ears and the silver four-leaf clover hanging from a delicate chain around her neck. 
 
    Corbin uncurled his fists and dropped to the bed once more. She still had it. She still wore it. Did it mean anything? No—he couldn't allow himself to read into it, couldn't allow himself to think that maybe, just maybe— 
 
    He shook his head and closed his eyes, memories of that long-ago day playing like a movie in his head. They'd been at her father's house—technically also her aunt and uncle's, but Ian wasn't home that day, which was the only reason Corbin had gone with her. She had been excited to show him the new calf, teasing him because he'd never seen one before, not up close. They'd been in the old stone barn, the damp air cool and welcoming after the unusual heat of the sunny March weekend. The barn had been filled with a mixture of smells that still teased his nostrils: the earthy scents of hay and straw and dirt; the molasses-sweet aroma of grain; the pungent odor of farm animals as the large cow calmly stood in the middle of the stall while the calf noisily nursed. 
 
    He'd been enthralled at the sight and sounds and smells, watching in amazement, knowing that Lori's soft laughter was because of the expression on his face. A blush had heated his cheeks, something that always seemed to happen when he was around her. 
 
    "You can go in and pet her if you want, she won't hurt you." 
 
    Corbin shook his head and stepped away from the stall. "Non. I think it's better I stay a spectator for this, eh?" 
 
    Lori laughed then turned away, resting her arms against the wooden half-wall of the stall. He watched her, taking in the soft smile that curved her mouth, the way her ponytail brushed the soft cotton of her shirt, the way the faded denim of her jeans hugged the curve of her bottom and clung to her long legs. 
 
    He reached into the pocket of his own jeans, not stopping to think, knowing he'd chicken out if he hesitated. His fingers curled around the small velvet box, clutching it for a brief second before pulling it out and thrusting it toward her. 
 
    "Here, ma cocotte. For you." 
 
    Lori turned, her brows pulling down in a brief frown before shooting up in surprise. "What is it?" 
 
    "You must open it to see, eh?" He held his breath, waiting for her to take it, wondering again if he was making a mistake. Her fingers brushed against his as she reached for the box; he swallowed his gasp of surprise as tingles of awareness and need seared him. Corbin jammed his hands into his pockets so he wouldn't do something silly, like reach for her, and watched as she opened the box. 
 
    A surprised gasp fell from her mouth a second before her lips stretched in a wide smile. She stared down at the silver necklace nestled in black satin then looked up at him.  
 
    "Corbin! It's beautiful! Thank you. But you didn't have to do this." 
 
    He shrugged, trying to play down the pleasure her happiness gave him. "It is nothing. Just try not lose this one, eh?" 
 
    Lori threw her arms around him, the hug catching him by surprise. But she was already pulling away before he had a chance to react, before he could wrap him own arms around her and hold her. Just hold her. 
 
    She removed the necklace from the box then held it out to him. "Will you put it on for me? I always have trouble with those stupid clasps." 
 
    Lori thrust the necklace into his trembling hands then turned, holding her ponytail out of the way. He fought with the clasp, trying to get it open and nearly dropping it in the process. Then he reached in front of her, the ends of her silky hair brushing against the skin of his hands as he fumbled to fasten the necklace. 
 
    She stepped away as soon as he got the clasped closed, adjusting the necklace then wrapping her hand around the charm and holding it. "Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me." 
 
    "It is nothing, just a small necklace, that is all—" 
 
    "It's not nothing." She watched him with those beautiful amber eyes, filled with swirling emotions that both terrified and enthralled him. Then she was leaning toward him, her lips slightly parted and it would be easy, oh-so-easy, to let the kiss happen. It's what he wanted, what he'd always wanted from the first time he'd met her nine months ago. But she was his teammate's niece, too young even if she was eighteen. It wouldn't be right, he couldn't— 
 
    Corbin stepped back and turned his face to the side, felt the breathy sigh of her disappointment against his flushed cheek a second before her lips touched his skin in the briefest of friendly pecks. 
 
    Corbin swallowed a groan and opened his eyes, surprised that he could still smell the scents of that long-ago afternoon even as the sterile white walls of his bedroom stared back at him. 
 
    He jumped to his feet, no longer able to contain the edgy energy that held him in its grip. He needed to get out, get away from here, get away from the memories. He didn't know where, didn't care, as long as he could escape. 
 
    He dug the phone from his pocket, thumbing the screen to life as he hurried toward the door. The list of contacts lit the screen and he scrolled down each name, frowning. He hadn't been back long enough to make any true friendships yet, wasn't sure who he could even call— 
 
    His eyes landed on a single name. Shane Masters. He was the type who would be up to going out, who would be able to find something fun to do, something to get Corbin's mind from the past. 
 
    From the present. 
 
    He hit Shane's number, holding the phone to his ear as he grabbed his keys and jacket and hurried from the lonely apartment. One ring, two, three— 
 
    "Yeah." Shane's voice echoed in Corbin's ear, a shout over the background noise of music and laughter. 
 
    "It's Gauthier. I need a distraction." 
 
    Laughter, thick and rich, followed by slightly slurred words. "Then search no more. The party is just getting started." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Loud music. Neon lights slicing through the blackness. Faceless bodies writhing to the fast beat of a nameless tune. 
 
    Corbin paused just inside the doorway, his eyes adjusting to the darkness. He didn't know the name of this place but it didn't matter—it was the same as a hundred other different nightclubs he'd frequented over the years. Filled with music. With alcohol. With willing women. 
 
    What the hell was he doing here? He had wanted a distraction, but not one like this. It had been two years since he'd played this scene—a scene he hadn't missed at all. It was still early, he could turn around, go back to his empty apartment, do...something. 
 
    Shane nudged him in the back, pushing him deeper into the club. Corbin hesitated but only for a second, then followed Shane and Hunter into the crowd. One drink. One drink, then he'd make an excuse to go home. This was their third club so far in the last two hours, nobody would say anything if he left after one drink. 
 
    Shane pushed his way to the bar, stopping and talking to a handful of women on the way. Smiling, flirting, leaning in for a quick kiss. Had it been only two years since Corbin had done the same thing? Different cities, different clubs, different crowds of nameless women eager to claim bragging rights in the morning. It would be hypocritical of him to judge, not when he'd been in Shane and Hunter's shoes a few years ago. But not anymore. This wasn't him, wasn't who he wanted to be. 
 
    He nudged Shane in the lower back, urging him away from the leggy brunette who already had her arm wrapped around his waist. Shane tossed him an impatient look, leaned down for a quick kiss, then continued pushing through the crowd. There were no empty barstools but it didn't matter, not when a path cleared in front of them.  
 
    Their drinks were ordered, the tab picked up by a fan on the other side of the bar. Stools opened up, vacated by other fans eager for a story to tell in the morning. Or hell, maybe tonight, considering how many of the people around them were already on their phones, snapping pictures that were no doubt being posted to social media. 
 
    Corbin accepted his drink from the bartender then eased onto the edge of a stool, his gaze slowly raking the crowd. He kept his back to the bar and took a sip, the whiskey sliding down his throat with a welcoming burn.  
 
    Hunter leaned toward Shane, his voice raised over the surrounding noise. "I don't see her." 
 
    "See who?" Both men ignored Corbin's question as they looked around. 
 
    Shane tossed back his drink, wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, then slid the empty glass across the bar and motioned for another. "Doesn't matter. If not tonight, some other night." 
 
    "I think you're getting your hopes up." 
 
    "Nah. Just a matter of time." 
 
    Corbin glanced around then leaned in closer, not really caring but curious just the same. "A matter of time for what?" 
 
    Hunter nudged him the side with a small chuckle. "Masters is trophy hunting. Personally, I think he's out of his fucking mind." 
 
    "Nah. Like I said, it's just a matter of time." 
 
    "And like I said, you're crazy. It's not going to happen." 
 
    "Sure it will." 
 
    "Yeah, right. Just like you were going to score with that goalie from the Blades. Look how that turned out." Hunter took a long swallow of his drink then rolled his eyes. "You're all talk, Masters. You'd be better off going after a sure thing." 
 
    Corbin frowned, trying to follow the conversation. Shane had been after Wiley? No, he must be hearing things wrong. He didn't know the particulars but based on everything he'd heard so far—and that lip lock Caleb Johnson gave her after the game tonight, right there on the fucking ice—Shannon Wiley was already spoken for. 
 
    "Wait. I don't understand—" 
 
    "It's a game Masters likes to play. Pick the woman least likely to want anything to do with him—or the one most likely to cause the most trouble—then go after her." Hunter leaned forward and poked a finger in Shane's chest. "You need your fucking head examined. There's something seriously wrong with you." 
 
    "It's the challenge. I enjoy rising to the occasion." Shane wiggled his brows then tossed his head back and laughed. Corbin simply shook his head, not bothering to say anything. There were guys like Shane on every team—and he wasn't exactly in a position to judge, not with his own past. 
 
    He raised the glass to his mouth, his eyes scanning the crowd as Hunter and Shane continued their bickering. He caught a glimpse of honey blonde hair, frowned at the brief profile of a face through the crowd. Non. It was just his imagination, brought on by seeing her earlier tonight. 
 
    Brought on by the memories clinging to him, memories he couldn't shake for some reason.  
 
    Mentally shrugging, he took another long swallow of his drink, only partially listening to Hunter. 
 
    "And I'm telling you, stay away. Number one, she's not your type. Number two, she's not worth your career. No woman is. Don't be an ass." 
 
    "Who gives a shit if she's not my type? I told you, it's the challenge. And as far as my career goes—I'll be fine." 
 
    "Who are you talking about?" 
 
    "A sweet piece of ass with legs that go all the way up to her neck and eyes that swallow you whole." Shane's smile grew wider, his glassy eyes flashing with calculated desire. Corbin shifted, a trickle of unease playing along his spine. He had no idea who Shane was talking about and he didn't want to know—but his gut was telling him it was time to leave. He didn't want to be dragged into whatever scheme the other man was hatching. 
 
    He sat his drink on the bar, ready to push it away and make an excuse to leave. Another flash of blonde hair caught his eye and he looked over, blinking in surprise. He was seeing things, that was all— 
 
    But he wasn't. Lori was several yards away, a small smile om her face as she tugged another woman through the crowd. Toward them. 
 
    Toward him. 
 
    Corbin slid from the stool, started forward then stopped. What was he going to do? Race toward her? Pull her into a hug? Make an ass of himself by causing a scene? 
 
    Yeah, almost. He should leave now. Just push through the crowd and bolt outside before it was too late. But it was already too late because Lori had seen him, had one hand raised in greeting as she weaved through the crowd.  
 
    "You better hope to hell Coach Donovan never hears you say something like that. He'd have your ass in a heartbeat." 
 
    "Maybe. But it would be so fucking worth it." 
 
    Corbin's blood froze. He pulled his gaze from Lori's, his hand curling into a fist as he leveled a cold glare at Shane. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Not what. Who. Donovan's niece. She works for the Banners, has something to do with all that feel-good social media bullshit." Hunter turned and shoved a finger into Shane's chest again. "And I'm telling you, Donovan would kick your ass." 
 
    "Who cares? It would be worth it. Fuck. To feel those long fucking legs of hers wrapped around my waist, her heels digging into my ass as I sink my cock—" 
 
    Corbin rammed his fist into Shane's face, felt cartilage give and skin break, felt a splash of something warm against his knuckles. He was vaguely aware of shouts of surprise, of a dozen different flashes popping around them. A hand closed over his shoulder, jerking him back as Shane bent over, blood dripping between his fingers as he held his hands over his face. Hunter spun him around, his eyes wide as he stared at him. 
 
    "What the fuck, Gauthier? Are you fucking crazy?" 
 
    Corbin brushed Hunter's hand from his shoulder, turned in time to see Lori stumble to a halt in front of them. Her startled gaze darted from him to Shane's bloodied face and back. 
 
    "Corbin! What the hell did you do? Are you crazy?" 
 
    Crazy? Yes, he must be. That's the only thing that could explain this wild frenzy gripping him, boiling his blood and destroying his vision.  
 
    He didn't hesitate, didn't stop to check on Shane, didn't say anything—he simply reached out and closed his hand around Lori's, his grip firm and sure as he pulled her through the thick crowd. Did she struggle? Tug on his hand and try to stop him? No, he didn't think so. But he couldn't be sure, not when he was focused on nothing else except getting her out of there.  
 
    Away from Shane.  
 
    Away from the image conjured by the other man's words. 
 
    Away from the fury that anyone would dare to talk about Lori that way. 
 
    He pushed his way through the door, barely aware of the cold night air slicing through him, barely aware of the crunch of gravel beneath his feet.  
 
    "Corbin, stop!" Lori's frantic voice finally cut through the red haze gripping him. He slowed his steps then turned, reluctantly facing her. A light from the parking light burned behind her, casting her face in shadows. It didn't matter because he could still see the surprise in her wide eyes, could still see the way her mouth opened and closed, as if she wanted to say something but couldn't find the words. 
 
    And he could feel the way her hand tugged against his, pulling to break free. He uncurled his fingers from hers, felt cold air brush his palm when she finally jerked her hand from his. 
 
    "What are you doing? Are you crazy?" She repeated the words in a hiss, her voice filled with anger and disbelief. She stepped toward him, one long finger pointed dangerously close to his face. 
 
    Corbin took a hasty step back. Crazy? Yes, absolutely. That was the only answer that made sense. He ran a hand through his hair, winced and held his hand in front of him, oddly surprised to see the torn flesh of his knuckles. He dropped his arm to the side, met Lori's gaze then quickly looked away.  
 
    "I—" Heat filled his face when his voice cracked. He cleared his throat, nodded then shook his head as his mind raced for words to say. 
 
    "Are you going to tell me what happened back there? Please tell me you had a damn good reason for laying out one of your own teammates." She leaned closer, her finger jabbing him in the chest with each curt word. "Your. Own. Teammate. In public!" 
 
    " Je m'en calice! He was insulting you." 
 
    Lori's eyes shot up in surprise and she dropped her hand. "He was insulting me?" 
 
    "Oui. Yes." 
 
    "Insulting me, how?" 
 
    "Non. I cannot—" 
 
    "Insulting me, how? What did he say?" 
 
    "I will not repeat it." 
 
    "Corbin. You just flattened Shane Masters in full view of a hundred people. With phones. I'm sure it's already going viral as we stand here, which means I'm going to be spending my day off tomorrow doing damage control. You owe it to me to tell me why." 
 
    Corbin shook his head, firm in his refusal to repeat the words. Lori didn't need to hear them, didn't need to know what Shane had said. But she kept watching him, her face filled with a determination that made him want to turn and run. She must have sensed it because she reached out and closed one hand around his arm, holding him in place. 
 
    "Corbin. What did he say?" 
 
    "He—" He snapped his mouth closed, shook his head, shut his eyes against the silent demand in Lori's steady gaze. Then he took a deep breath and repeated the words in a harsh whisper as anger spread through him again. 
 
    Lori's silence dragged on for several minutes, long enough that he worried he had made a mistake in telling her. He shouldn't have given in, should have refused to tell her— 
 
    Laughter washed over him, the sound oddly strained. He opened his eyes, wondering if maybe he was hearing things, wondering if laughter was Lori's way of handling her anger and upset. 
 
    But she didn't look upset. The small smile on her face wasn't strained and there was no worry in the amber eyes gazing up at him. She ran a hand over her face then brushed a few wayward strands of hair out of her eyes. 
 
    "You were defending my honor." 
 
    Corbin narrowed his eyes. "Is there something wrong with that?" 
 
    "No. No, there's not." She placed her hand in the middle of his chest, warmth from her palm seeping through his shirt and settling over his heart. "But I have no idea how I'm going to spin it." 
 
    "Spin it? I don't understand—" 
 
    "You don't need to. Don't worry about it." She patted him on the chest, that small smile still playing around the corners of her mouth. He expected her to move her hand and step back, to call him crazy again and leave. But she did none of those things. Instead, she moved even closer, her head tilted back as she looked up at him with an expression he didn't want to acknowledge in her eyes. 
 
    "Thank you. That's very sweet of you." 
 
    He stiffened at the words, tried to move away but his feet were firmly rooted in place. "I told you, there is nothing sweet about me, Lori. I'm not the same man you knew from before." 
 
    "I know." Her voice grew quieter, softer. "You're the man who would wallop his own teammate to defend my honor."  
 
    How had she gotten so close? He didn't remember her moving, knew he should step back, put distance between them. He shook his head, trying to deny whatever it was she was thinking. "Lori—" 
 
    And then it didn't matter because she was in his arms, her mouth soft and warm against his as she kissed him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    As far as kisses went, it was a huge disappointment. 
 
    Lori shifted closer, pressed her mouth more firmly against his, and tucked her hand inside Corbin's jacket. She felt the beat of his heart against her palm, strong and steady, fast. Except for that one telltale sign, she'd think he wasn't affected by the kiss at all. His body was tense, his mouth failing to yield to the pressure of hers. 
 
    And oh God, she was making a fool of herself. Just like the way she had done that morning all those years ago. At least then, he had kissed her back, given her a taste of the passion simmering just below the surface, a glimpse into what might have been between them if not for all the obstacles in their way. 
 
    But now...whatever she felt was obviously one-sided. He wasn't moving, wasn't kissing her back. In fact, he was standing so still, he could pass for a statue—if not for the heat rolling off his body. 
 
    And oh God, what was she doing? Still kissing him, her body plastered to his, desperately seeking some kind of reaction. At least he wasn't pushing her away. He wouldn't though—he was too much of a gentleman to do something like that, no matter what he said.  
 
    She jerked her head away from his, ending the kiss as awkwardly as she had started it. Praying the darkness hid her flaming face, she stepped back and forced a smile she didn't quite feel. "Um, yeah. Anyway. Uh, thank you. For defending my honor, I mean. That really was sweet. I should be going—" 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    "No, really. It's okay. You should probably get home, get some ice on that hand. Or, you know, whatever it is you guys do after fights." She waved her hand between them, a desperate attempt to brush off her embarrassment. She took one step back, then another, wondering how much worse it would be if she just turned around and started running. 
 
    Why not? She'd already embarrassed herself once. It wasn't like it could get any worse. 
 
    She took one more backward step, stumbling when her foot slid against the gravel. Of course it did, because why not? What was one more embarrassment after everything she'd just done? 
 
    Corbin's hand wrapped around her elbow, steadying her. At least, she supposed that's what he thought he was doing. There was nothing steadying about his touch, about the way her skin prickled with awareness from just that little bit of contact. She jerked her arm free—at least, she tried to, but Corbin's grip was strong and he refused to let go, was actually pulling her toward him. 
 
    "Lori. Ma cocotte. What are you doing?" 
 
    Her heart hammered in her chest, her throat closing with emotion at the sound of the silly pet name wrapped in his accented voice. There was nothing soft about it—the pet name or his voice. And there was nothing soft about the way he was looking at her, with the gleam of a predator lurking in the depths of his warm, brown eyes. 
 
    Dangerous. She saw it now, in the way he watched her, in the way his pulse jumped in the hollow of his throat. Dangerous, yes—but she knew he would never hurt her. Not physically. Emotionally? Yes, he had the power to do that. He'd always had that power, whether he knew it or not. 
 
    Lori swallowed against the knot in her throat. Her tongue darted out and swiped her lower lip as the knot grew, changing to something else when his gaze dropped to her mouth. 
 
    "What are you doing, ma cocotte?" Corbin repeated the question, his voice low and husky, his accent more pronounced. She opened her mouth, closed it again when she realized she had no idea how to respond. 
 
    "I'm not the same man—the boy—I was all those years ago."  
 
    Her heart twisted at the deprecating anger in his voice, at the desperation she sensed lurking beneath his words. She stepped closer, her eyes never leaving his. "You told me that already." 
 
    "You're playing with fire, ma cocotte. You need to leave, before I do something we'll both regret." 
 
    She glanced down at his hand, still wrapped around her elbow, then took a deep breath and met his smoldering gaze. "What if I don't want to?" 
 
    Time hung suspended, thick and heavy. Had she just made a mistake, one she would never recover from? No, she didn't think so, not when he watched her from beneath heavy-lidded eyes. Yet he didn't move, not even to breathe, not for what felt like an eternity. 
 
    Then he muttered something, the guttural French too fast and low for her to make out. She didn't care, not when one strong arm wrapped around her and pulled her to him. Not when his hand threaded in her hair and tilted her head back. Not when his mouth crashed against hers. 
 
    Hard. Hot. Demanding. 
 
    Possessing. 
 
    She pressed even closer, her body molding to his as her mouth opened, as the heat of his tongue tangled with hers. This. This is what she wanted. What she'd been waiting for. 
 
    He angled his head and deepened the kiss. Need exploded through her. Need and desire, scalding, beckoning, consuming. Yes. This.  
 
    But it wasn't enough. Not nearly enough. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck, crushed her breasts against his chest, sighed as her nipples pulled tight with the friction. He groaned, the sound nearly lost in the desperation of their kiss, and dragged his hand down her back, settling it more firmly against the curve of her ass. Squeezing, teasing, finally pulling her hips against the length of his erection.  
 
    God, yes. This. This. She wanted him. All of him. Here. Now. It didn't matter, as long as she could have him— 
 
    She rocked her hips against his, reveling in the feel of his hard length. Again, slower. Slower still, delighting in the feel of his body, in the heady sense of power wrapping around her. 
 
    This. She was doing this to him. And there was so much more she wanted to do... 
 
    He dragged his mouth from hers, traced the line of her jaw with his lips, teased the curve of her ear with his tongue. She fisted one hand around the edge of his jacket, dragged the other one down along the hard planes of his chest, the tautness of his stomach. Lower, past the supple leather of his belt, to the soft wool of his dress pants. Her hand curved over the hard length of his erection, her fingers tracing him from top to bottom. Touching. Stroking. Learning the feel of him. 
 
    He rocked his hips against her palm, his breath hot against her neck when he groaned, deep and low. Feral. Almost desperate. 
 
    Yes. This. All of this and more. So much more. 
 
    His hand closed around hers, holding it place for the space of several heartbeats. He groaned again, murmuring words she didn't understand before pulling her hand away. 
 
    Before stepping away himself. 
 
    He said something else, his voice thickly accented, the low words nothing more than a growl. She thought she heard foolish, followed by no. A chill wrapped around her, a chill that had nothing to do with the dark January night. 
 
    "Non. Not here. You must go." He glanced at something over her shoulder then looked back at her. The breath caught in her throat at the naked desire etched so plainly on his face, in his eyes.  
 
    "Go, ma cocotte. Before someone sees you." 
 
    She wanted to ask what he meant but he was already stepping around her, hiding her. No, not hiding—shielding. He gently nudged her in the back until she moved. 
 
    Deeper into the parking lot, away from the lights. 
 
    Away from him. 
 
    Away from the knot of people drifting out of the club. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Something was going on. Tension filled the air, to the point that every single player and even the staff seemed edgy and irritable. Corbin could see it in the way everyone was looking over their shoulder, like they were just waiting for a sneak attack coming from an unknown predator. He could hear it in the too-loud jokes coming from a few of his teammates, in the sharp edge of Coach Donovan's voice every time he barked an order.  
 
    He could feel it, in the tight set of his own shoulders, in the stiffness of his body and the throbbing of his hand. 
 
    It had been like this for several hours, ever since the start of their morning meeting, and it was only getting worse with each passing minute out here on the ice. Donovan was pushing them, hard. The drills were becoming more demanding, angry shouts to do it again slicing through the air. Over and over. Harder. Faster. 
 
    Corbin's gaze slid across the ice to where Shane Masters and Caleb Johnson and Jaxon Miller were running through one more tortuous drill. Shane's nose was swollen, the flesh around his eyes dark and mottled. A small cut marred the swollen flesh of his upper lip. The man looked like he'd gone six brutal rounds with a heavyweight champion and failed to survive any of them. 
 
    Fuck. No wonder Corbin's fucking hand still throbbed. 
 
    Corbin flexed his hand, inwardly grimacing at the pull of broken flesh across bruised knuckles. He hadn't realized the damage he'd done, hadn't even felt the pain until later last night, after he'd been home for a few hours, tossing and turning in his cold, empty bed, unable to sleep. 
 
    Adrenaline and anger. 
 
    Confusion and desire. 
 
    Regret. 
 
    What the fuck had he been thinking, kissing Lori like that? What the fuck had she been thinking, letting him do it? The only reason he had stopped was because some inner warning had been ringing alarm bells in his head—and even then, it had taken every ounce of willpower to pull away. To grab her hand and move it from his throbbing cock when all he wanted to do was— 
 
    Something hit him in the shoulder, hard and stinging. He looked down, surprised to see a puck spinning at his feet. Brendan Hayes slid to a stop next to him, his face twisted in disgust. 
 
    "Christ, Gauthier. What the fuck? You're not even paying attention." He bent down and retrieved the puck, tossed it lightly in his hand as he looked over his shoulder then back at Corbin. "None of you are paying attention. What the fuck happened last night?" 
 
    Corbin rolled his shoulders and shook his head. Nothing happened last night—although he had wanted it to, with the desperation of a drowning man wanting air. 
 
    But that wasn't what Brendan meant, and he knew it. He wanted details, wanted to know what had happened between Corbin and Shane. Corbin had no intention of telling him—of telling anyone. The only way anyone would find out what happened is if Shane or Hunter ran their fucking mouths. 
 
    So far, the other men had been quiet. 
 
    Thank God for that, at least. 
 
    Which meant nothing. Everyone else knew something had happened. It was just a matter of time before the details came out. The tension was too thick, too sharp, for the incident to remain quiet for much longer. 
 
    Corbin didn't care about that. All he cared about was Lori—and keeping her name out of it. He could withstand any punishment Donovan meted out, didn't care about any rumor or innuendo that might make the rounds. Let them think what they wanted. Let them twist and warp it until a sensational story came out of it. He'd been on the receiving end of vicious rumors before and survived, he'd survive this as well. The only difference was that this time, he actually cared. 
 
    It didn't matter. He'd still survive. 
 
    As long as Lori wasn't involved. 
 
    A shrill whistle split the air, the sound long and loud, scraping down Corbin's spine until his flesh pebbled with anxiety. There was something different about this whistle blast, something almost sinister— 
 
    He pushed the helmet to the back of his head and looked over toward the bench. The coaching staff was huddled in a tight knot, their faces drawn and tense. 
 
    And angry. No, they were beyond angry. 
 
    Corbin's stomach clenched with dread as Coach Donovan blew the whistle again—and looked straight at him. The tension sharpened, tightened, threatening to crush him with its weight. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Donovan's dark gaze moved from Corbin to the other end of the ice. "Gauthier. Masters. Billings. With me. Now." 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Corbin hesitated for only a fraction of a second then pushed away from the net, the weight of his gear threating to crush him. The tension grew heavier with each stride across the ice; the muscles in his legs tightened, threatening to cramp, threatening to topple him to the ice before he could make it to the bench. 
 
    He clenched his jaw, forced the dread away, reminded himself he didn't care. As long as Lori was left out of this, he didn't care. 
 
    He reached the bench the same time as Shane and Hunter, paused to give them both a silent warning. Could they see the hidden message in his cold stare? He thought that maybe Hunter did. 
 
    But not Shane. The man wasn't even looking at him. 
 
    They filed down the hallway, each step marked with a muted squeak as skate blades pushed against rubber. Donovan waited for them, his face dangerously red beneath his short beard. Next to him stood George McAdams, the Banners' GM, and another man Corbin had never met before.  
 
    Fuck. This couldn't be good. 
 
    A muscle jumped along the side of Donovan's face. He took in all three players with an arctic glare then turned into the locker room with the same intense focus of an executioner leading his prisoners to the gallows.  
 
    The men followed, gear clanking against gear, sticks banging against the walls with hollow thuds. Corbin dropped to one of the benches, his gaze never leaving the AV system that had been placed in the middle of the room. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The bottom of his stomach opened up, filling him with a blast of frigid dread. He looked over, saw identical expressions of dread on the faces of his teammates. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The deathly silence was finally broken when Donovan stabbed a remote and the television blared to life. Loud music and surprised shouts filled the air, the words unintelligible. Shane's image filled the screen, bent over as he clutched his face, blood streaming through his fingers. Hunter stood beside him, a stunned expression on his face. The camera panned to the left and Corbin's face filled the screen, his eyes blazing fury. The image was just a little blurry, a little too grainy, but there was no mistaking the anger etched on his face. 
 
    Corbin held his breath, waiting to see a picture of Lori pop onto the screen. Wasn't it about this time that he had grabbed her and dragged her away? He couldn't be sure, but he thought so. 
 
    There was no picture of Lori. Instead, the image changed, another video taken from another angle. This one showed Hunter jerking Corbin away from a bent-over Shane. Blood. Fury. 
 
    Still no Lori. 
 
    Another video, another angle. Over and over, all of them focused on Shane's bloodied face and Corbin's furious expression. All of them except the last one. 
 
    The background was different, the sound a little clearer. Corbin's heart slammed into his chest, the force of it knocking the air from his lungs. This video was taken from just outside the club's front doors, facing the parking lot. The camera zoomed in on Corbin just as he lifted his head and turned to face the camera's owner. He moved his hand from the arm of the woman he had been kissing—a woman with darker blonde hair that fell just below her shoulders, with a sharply-angled face and a full mouth. 
 
    Not Lori.  
 
    Thank God, not Lori. 
 
    The television went black, an eerie silence filling the room. The vice around Corbin's lungs eased, allowing him to slowly pull in air. He uttered a small prayer of thanks that he had pushed Lori away, urged her to leave before anyone in the crowd started using their phone. Uttered a small prayer that a woman with a similar build and blonde hair had been standing right there. She had stepped closer, as if someone had jostled her, placed her hand on his chest. Then they had been kissing, just a surprised meeting of lips, nothing more. He still wasn't sure how it happened, if he had kissed her or if she had kissed him. It certainly wasn't the first time a woman he'd never met had kissed him, or vice versa. He hadn't cared, hadn't been thinking of anything except keeping attention away from Lori.  
 
    Corbin shifted the slightest bit. His gaze slid to the left, met the surprised looks of both Hunter and Shane. He shook his head, just the slightest motion, and turned back to face the trio of men watching them. 
 
    "Does someone want to fucking tell me what the fuck happened last night?" Donovan's voice was low, tightly controlled as his dark gaze scanned the three of them before landing on Corbin. He met the coach's glare straight-on, trying to decipher the cold expression in his eyes. Anger. Fury. Rage. 
 
    But there was something more than that. Something that almost looked like a twisted combination of disgust and disappointment. 
 
    Donovan finally broke the eye contact, his voice still tightly controlled but a little louder when he spoke. "None of you have a fucking thing to say?" 
 
    Corbin shifted, his gaze shooting toward Shane and Hunter for a quick second before darting to the front of the room. He focused on Donovan's shirt, on the ferocious eagle emblazoned on the front, above the team's name. 
 
    "It was a misunderstanding, eh? Just a lack of communication." 
 
    "A misunderstanding?" Donovan leaned forward, the color of his face deepening as he pointed to Shane's face. "That is a fucking misunderstanding?" 
 
    Shane shifted on the bench, cleared his throat and started to talk. "Coach, I—" 
 
    "This has gone fucking viral! Teammates fighting, drawing blood. Against each other! Do you have any idea what kind of fucking public relations nightmare this has caused?" 
 
    Corbin frowned. The coach's anger didn't make sense. It had been a minor altercation, nothing more. Certainly nothing that should have Donovan so angry. 
 
    And certainly nothing that required the presence of McAdams and the other unknown man. 
 
    "Coach, it's my fault." Shane's words cut through the growing tension, surprising Corbin. He exchanged a glance with the other man, held his breath when he kept talking. "I, uh, I said something inappropriate about...about Corbin's friend and he corrected me. That's all." 
 
    "Inappropriate? About his friend?" Coach Donovan stared at Shane long enough that the other man finally shifted and looked away. A muscle jumped in Coach's jaw. Once, twice. Then he turned to Corbin, fury dancing in his eyes. "Who's your friend?" 
 
    "I—" Corbin's mouth snapped shut, his brows lowering in a frown. Why the hell did Coach care? Did he suspect something? No, he couldn't—there hadn't been even a glimpse of Lori in any of the videos. "Nobody. Just a woman I met." 
 
    Not entirely true. Corbin had asked for her name, right before he apologized to her and offered her tickets to an upcoming game. She had simply offered him a bright smile then politely declined and went back inside and Corbin had left to return home. 
 
    "Just a woman you met?" Coach Donovan repeated the words in a low voice, advancing on Corbin one slow step at a time. "You don't know her?" 
 
    Corbin straightened, slid back on the bench. "I—no. I don't." 
 
    "Then let me tell you who she is." Donovan stopped less than a foot away, his voice dangerously low, his angry glare impaling Corbin. "Her name is Dawn Lowry. She's a friend of my niece. And she's claiming you assaulted her." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Bile rose in her stomach, burning the raw flesh of her throat as it fought for release. Lori closed her eyes, swallowed it back, forced herself to suck in a deep breath as she blindly reached for the bottle of water sitting on the corner of her desk. How long had she been fighting her body? How long had she been resisting the urge to lean over and empty the meager contents of her stomach into the closest trash bin? 
 
    Twenty-nine hours—ever since the videos had gone viral. 
 
    She ran a hand over her face and opened her eyes, her vision swimming as she stared at the screen in front of her. She didn't believe it. She couldn't. None of it made sense.  
 
    Yet the evidence was right there in front of her, in grainy video posted from someone's phone. Corbin, with his lips pressed against another woman's. Corbin, raising his head and staring into the camera, one corner of his mouth curled in something that could either be a grimace that might or a grin. 
 
    Corbin, offering a careless wave to the crowd before turning his back on them and leaning down to say something to the woman. 
 
    Saying something to Dawn Lowry, the friend she had taken to the club that night on the off-chance a few of the players might show up—because Dawn wanted to meet them. Because Dawn was a hockey fan. 
 
    Corbin...and Dawn Lowry—who was now claiming she had been assaulted.  
 
    A small groan made its way up Lori's throat, burning raw flesh before falling from lips dried and cracked from biting them. She replayed the video again, seeing the evidence for herself but not believing it.  
 
    Not wanting to believe it. 
 
    How many times had she watched it over the last twenty-nine hours? How many times had she pressed her hand against her knotted stomach, not wanting to believe what she was seeing? How could she not believe? 
 
    Because she couldn't. Corbin would never hurt anyone, would never assault a woman. She knew it. She knew him, knew he could never do something like that. 
 
    But there was the tiniest doubt in the back of her mind, reminding her she didn't really know him. It had been eight years since she last saw him. He had changed, become a little harder. Even by his own admission, he wasn't the same man he had been all those years ago.  
 
    But could he have changed that much? 
 
    Her gut told her no. Or was it her heart that was saying that? Was she being stupidly naive in wanting to believe he would never do something like that? Was she being nothing more than a pathetic cliché, like in that old country song that talked about standing by your man?  
 
    She didn't want to think so, but she couldn't completely discount the possibility—except her gut was screaming that was something off. Something wasn't right.  
 
    Yes, there was evidence of the kiss. That couldn't be discounted, not when Lori had seen it with her own eyes a hundred different times. But assault? There was something missing, a piece not being told. 
 
    And there was nobody she could talk to about it.  
 
    Dawn had been evasive yesterday evening, almost smug when she told Lori that she wasn't discussing it, that her lawyer was handling everything. Not the police—her lawyer. Dawn wasn't pressing charges. At least, not yet. And Lori hadn't missed the glitter of satisfaction in her friend's eyes when she made that point. 
 
    She tried to push the suspicion from her mind, tried to tell herself she was reaching for an ulterior motive simply because she was being stupidly naive in wanting to believe Corbin couldn't do something like that. She didn't want to believe that Dawn was twisting this into something more, not when so many women were assaulted on a daily basis.  
 
    How well did she really know Dawn? Was she capable of doing something like that? They were neighbors, a little friendlier than casual acquaintances. They would occasionally go out together, but not very often because Lori wasn't as into the club scene as Dawn. Was she capable of making up a story like this? 
 
    Lori replayed the video, watching it again. This wasn't a made-up story, no matter how much she might wish it was. But was there more to it than the kiss that was caught on the screen? What had happened before the kiss? What was the camera not showing? She didn't know. Nobody knew except for Dawn, who was letting her lawyer speak for her, and Corbin—who wasn't speaking at all. 
 
    The team had issued a statement, a very generic one about supporting their player and reminding anyone who listened that there was always a presumption of innocence. As statements went, it was a total fail. Too generalized, too basic, nothing more than typical PR lip service. Corbin had been conspicuously absent, not available for any comment. 
 
    Not available at all. 
 
    And everyone else was under strict instructions to not comment or reply on any of the team's social media accounts. Lori knew it was standard procedure when something like this happened. Stay away from the negative. Don't respond. Don't comment. Ignore it. 
 
    Yeah, because ignoring it always meant it went away. That's why she'd had to turn off both work phones to stop the incessant noise from the never-ending alerts—because people were ignoring it. In the blink of an eye, attention had gone from the mostly overwhelming positive support of Shannon Wiley being put in as EBUG and winning the game two nights ago, to a virtual lynch mob out for Corbin's blood, ready to believe the worst. 
 
    Could Lori blame them? No, not when the evidence was so clear. 
 
    Which meant she really was nothing more than a pathetic cliché, because she couldn't believe it. Didn't want to believe it. There was something more here. There had to be. 
 
    She wanted to ask Corbin directly, wanted to see his face, wanted to watch the expression in his eyes when she asked. But she couldn't, because she didn't even know where he lived. And she couldn't call, because she didn't have his number.  
 
    The only way she'd be able to talk to Corbin was if she showed up before they left for the airport tonight. And there was no way she could do that. She'd never be able to get close enough to talk to him. And if Uncle Ian caught her—she didn't even want to think of what her uncle would do. 
 
    Lori looked up at the soft knock against the flimsy divider of her cubicle. Danny Edwards stood there, one shoulder resting against the carpeted edge of the portable wall, his light brown hair in shaggy disarray. To anyone else, it would appear as if he'd been dragging his hands through his hair in a fit of frustration, but Lori knew better. He'd probably spent the better part of an hour in front of a mirror, getting the look just right in order to impress his latest target. 
 
    "You look like hell, sweetheart." 
 
    Lori rolled her eyes but still took a minute to rub her fingers under her scratchy eyes and smooth her hair back. Danny laughed then shook his head. 
 
    "Not helping." He glanced around the nearly-deserted office then stepped inside the cramped cubicle. "How much do you love me?" 
 
    Suspicion flared inside her and she narrowed her eyes, wondering what he wanted now. "I'm not playing matchmaker for you." 
 
    "Did I ask you to?" 
 
    "No but—" 
 
    "No, I didn't. Now tell me how much you love me." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "You're not very trusting, are you?" 
 
    "Not when you come in here talking like that, I'm not." 
 
    Danny made a small tsking sound then waved a scrap of paper in front of him. "That's a shame, because I'm pretty sure I have something you want." 
 
    Lori's eyes narrowed to slits as curiosity and suspicion grew. "What?" 
 
    "Just a certain someone's address." 
 
    "What? How?" Lori jumped from her chair, the sudden motion sending it crashing into the cubicle wall. She ignored it and made a mad reach for the scrap of paper, only to have Danny hold it over his head with a frown. 
 
    "Uh-uh. Not so fast. Tell me you love me first." 
 
    "Okay, fine. I love you. Now give it up—" 
 
    "And you'll agree to go with me later this week for moral support." 
 
    "You don't need moral support." 
 
    "The hell I don't. The man's intimidating as hell." 
 
    "Since when has that ever stopped you? Just ask him out." 
 
    "Can't. Not yet. Not while we're in the office. Which means I need you to go with me when everyone goes out Friday after work." 
 
    Lori made another desperate grab for the paper, only to have Danny shove it in his pocket. She crossed her arms in front of her and glared. "Since when are you so uncertain of yourself?" 
 
    The grin on Danny's face faded into an expression of concern. "Since when are you so desperate to believe that what you're seeing isn't the truth?" 
 
    Lori swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat and forced a smile that she didn't quite feel. "Fine. I'll go with you for moral support. Now give it up." 
 
    Danny hesitated for a fraction of a second then slapped the slip of paper into her upturned palm. She glanced down at it, the address blurring in front of her eyes until she blinked, bringing the hastily scribbled lines into focus. "How did you get it?" 
 
    "Don't ask." Danny stepped closer, all signs of teasing gone from his voice. He titled his head, speaking in a low tone that wouldn't be overheard by anyone who happened to walk by. "I hope you know what you're doing, Lori." 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "Are you sure about that? Because I'm worried you're letting your heart cloud your normally-sound judgment." 
 
    "Yes, I'm sure." 
 
    "How? How can you be so sure when the evidence is so clearly against him?" 
 
    "I don't know, I just am. There's something else going on. Corbin wouldn't assault anyone." 
 
    "Sweetheart, he punched out his teammate in the middle of a crowded nightclub. And you saw him kissing—" 
 
    "I told you why he did that—and it wasn't because they were having an argument over that woman." The anger in her voice surprised even her. She brushed it off, warned herself against letting her emotions get in the way. If she wanted to find out what really happened, she needed to do her best to remain neutral. 
 
    "For your sake, I hope you're right." 
 
    "I am." 
 
    "And if you're not? What then?" 
 
    Lori tried to shrug off his concern, tried to pretend it didn't echo her own as she reached for her coat and tote bag. "I have to at least ask him. Hear his side of the story." 
 
    "And what if it's not what you want to hear? The man has a reputation, you know that." 
 
    "He doesn't have a reputation. It was just bad press, that's all." 
 
    "And I think you're only fooling yourself." 
 
    She ignored his concern and started to brush by him, stopped at the last minute and pressed a quick kiss against his smooth jaw. "Thank you. I owe you one." 
 
    "You owe me more than one, sweetheart." He reached out and dragged one hand along her arm, stopping to squeeze her hand. "Be careful. And I'm giving you one hour to call me and report in." 
 
    "And what if I don't?" 
 
     All signs of joking disappeared from his face. His gaze turned serious, almost lethal as his eyes met hers. "Then I'm coming after you, and God help your hockey player when I do." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Lori knocked on the door again, the sound echoing in the spacious hallway. How long had she been out here? How many times had she already knocked? Enough that her knuckles hurt from beating the metal door. Enough that Corbin should have answered the door already. 
 
    He wasn't home. Or if he was, he was ignoring every single pound on his door. And why shouldn't he? There was no reason for him to open the door after the media explosion of the last thirty hours. Why take the chance, when it could be some reporter or obsessed fan or angry mob waiting on the other side? 
 
    But there was no reporter or fan or mob—just Lori. And all he had to do to figure that out was look through that peephole in the middle of the door. Unless he didn't want to look, unless he just figured it would be safer to ignore everyone. 
 
    Unless he really wasn't home. 
 
    Unless he didn't want to see her. 
 
    Dammit. She didn't have time for this. Her anxiety increased with each passing minute, until she could actually feel it suffocating her. It was like each passing second only cemented her intuition that something was wrong, that there were too many missing pieces to the story. But how could she prove it when he wouldn't even answer the damn door? 
 
    He must not be home. That was the only explanation. Maybe he'd gone to someone's house, on the off-chance that there would be a mob after him. Unless... 
 
    A dozen different scenarios swept through her mind, knocking the wind from her lungs. Lori closed her eyes and took a deep breath, telling herself to stop jumping to conclusions, to stop assuming the worst. 
 
    Weren't things bad enough as it was? 
 
    She pushed that thought from her mind as well and raised her fist, bringing the side of it against the door with more force than she realized. Pain shot through her hand and up the side of her arm, making her wince. She glared at the door then looked down at her hand, shaking it out to stop the tingling. 
 
    This was stupid. And futile. She needed to just turn around and leave and— 
 
    The door finally opened, just a crack. But it was enough to see the frustration on Corbin's face, to see the flash of concern in his eyes before he blinked and quickly shuttered all expression. 
 
    "You shouldn't be here, Lori." His voice was flat, void of all emotion, without even a hint of his accent. She suppressed a shiver and forced a smile to her face. 
 
    "Do you want me to just stand out here and keep knocking?" 
 
    "No, I want you to go home." He started to close the door but she lunged forward, jamming the toe of her shoe in the narrow opening. Corbin swore under his breath and stopped just before smashing her foot. He stared down at the shiny black toe of her heel then looked up at her, his face carefully blank. 
 
    "Go home, Lori." 
 
    "Corbin, wait." She placed her hand against the smooth surface of the door, tried to push it open. But he was holding it in place, his strength no match for hers. She met his stony gaze, didn't bother hiding the plea in her eyes. "Please. I need to talk to you." 
 
    She held her breath, waiting. For the first time since her mad dash from the office, she questioned coming here. Questioned her certainty that Corbin would talk to her. 
 
    Questioned her certainty that there was more to the story. 
 
    A long minute went by, the passing of time agonizingly slow. He finally looked away, swearing in French before slowly opening the door. Lori breathed a sigh of relief and quickly pushed her way inside, afraid he'd change his mind if she didn't. She stopped, her eyes adjusting to the dim light as he closed the door behind her. 
 
    The ominous click of the lock echoed behind her, making her jump in surprise. She immediately called herself a fool, bit back a gasp of guilt when she saw the look on Corbin's face. 
 
    Regret. Sadness. There and gone so fast, she almost missed it, wondered if she had imagined it. 
 
    He motioned to the door with a careless shrug. "It's not a deadbolt. It will unlock as soon as you turn the knob, eh?" 
 
    "I didn't—" 
 
    He interrupted her with a quick wave of his hand then brushed past her, moving toward the single chair sitting next to the small table in the dining alcove. He dragged it across the room, placed it a few feet away from the recliner, then dropped into it. He nodded toward the recliner, a chilled smile on his face. "You want to talk, non? Please. Have a seat." 
 
    Lori hesitated, pretended to study the sparsely furnished apartment as she tried to gauge his mood. She couldn't, no more than she could imagine Corbin living in such spartan conditions. Boxes were stacked against the bare walls, a few of them sitting with their tops open, as if he was pulling things out only as he needed them. There was a small table next to the recliner, empty except for a fancy remote and a small lamp that was currently turned off. Stark white vertical blinds blocked what she assumed was a sliding door leading to a balcony of some sort. She couldn't tell because the blinds were closed, blocking any view—and all but the smallest sliver of sunlight. 
 
    There was nothing here that even remotely hinted at the man she knew. Not the one from ten years ago. Certainly not the one who was sitting so rigidly in the chair a few feet away, watching her with carefully hooded dark eyes. 
 
    She adjusted the strap of her tote bag, pulling it higher on her shoulder, then cleared her throat. She had wanted to come here to talk but now that she was here, her mind was numbingly blank. 
 
    Corbin shifted on the chair, stretching his thickly-muscled legs in front of him and crossing them at the ankles. Her gaze dropped to those powerful legs, followed the line of muscle and sinew of his thighs, down to his calves, finally resting on his bare feet. She finally realized he was dressed in work-out clothes: a sleeveless t-shirt and loose gym shorts.  
 
    But no shoes. 
 
    She kept staring at his feet, wondering why they were bare, wondering if she was losing her mind— 
 
    "You said you wanted to talk." His voice, still flat and emotionless, startled her. She pulled her gaze from his feet and nodded, finally lowered herself into the oversized recliner and dropped her tote bag to the carpeted floor beside her. 
 
    "Um, what happened?" 
 
    Corbin didn't move a single muscle but she still sensed his body tensing. Or maybe it was just her imagination because he simply looked at her, his sculpted face impassive except for one slightly-raised eyebrow. His hooded gaze remained focused on her, giving nothing away when he spoke. 
 
    "You saw the video." 
 
    It was a statement, not a question, but she answered anyway. "Yes, but—" 
 
    "Then you know what happened." 
 
    "You didn't assault her." She had meant for the words to echo the certainty of her conviction but couldn't stop the slight question laying just beneath the surface. Corbin looked away, just for a brief second, but she didn't miss the regret that flashed in his eyes. 
 
    Or maybe that was simply her imagination as well, because when he looked back at her, his deep eyes were flat, emotionless. He leaned forward, clasped his hands together and let them dangle between his legs. "I am sorry for your friend." 
 
    "She's not my friend." And oh God, why did she sound so bitter? So angry? She took a deep breath, ignored the bile rising in the back of her raw throat. "So you're saying you did it? You assaulted her?" 
 
    "You saw the video, Lori." 
 
    Anger swept through her. Anger at his non-answer. Anger at his use of her name, so stiff and formal. Fast on the heels of the anger came disappointment. Disbelief. Sorrow and disillusionment. She couldn't be hearing correctly. He couldn't have done it. The man she knew would never do something like that. 
 
    But she didn't know the man sitting so rigidly across from her. It had been eight years since the last time she had seen him and he had changed in that time. Older, harder, with a sharp edge to him that went beyond his features. She didn't know him at all, not really. And all this time, after every single thing she had read about him, she had convinced herself it was simply bad press. Nothing more than a negative spin on whatever had happened, barely acknowledged then quickly swept away. 
 
    She didn't know him at all. 
 
    She closed her eyes. Forced herself to swallow. Forced herself to suck in a cleansing breath and focus. She needed to focus, dammit. To think. Not with her heart, but with her mind. Her gut. 
 
    And her gut was screaming something wasn't right. And God help her, how pathetic did that make her? What did it say about her character that she still wanted to believe he was innocent, even after he'd admitted otherwise? 
 
    Except...he didn't admit it. What was it he said? 
 
    You saw the video. 
 
    That wasn't an admission. That wasn't even an answer. Yes, she had seen the video—along with a million other people. The video showed him with his hand on Dawn's arm, showed them briefly kissing. Then it showed him pulling away with what some might consider a grin. And it showed the bright smile on Dawn's face a second she hastily looked away from the camera. 
 
    Lori's eyes snapped open and she stared at Corbin, trying to read the expression on his face. She finally leaned forward, not bothering to hide her anger and frustration. "That's not an answer, Corbin. Did you assault her?" 
 
    "You saw the video—" 
 
    "Yes or no. Did you do it?" 
 
    She saw the muscle jump in his clenched jaw, saw the way his fingers curled against his palms a second before he jumped from the chair. He caught it before it could topple backward, righted it with enough force that it nearly fell again. 
 
    "Yes. Yes, I assaulted her." 
 
    Lori shot to her feet, caught his arm before he could turn away from her. "I don't believe it. There's something you're not telling me—" 
 
    "I assaulted her, ma cocotte. There is nothing else to say." 
 
    "No. I don't believe it." She sucked in a quick breath, trying to steady her nerves, trying to stop her voice from wavering. "You would never do something like that." 
 
    Corbin wrapped his hand around hers, gently tugged it away from his arm. But he didn't let go, didn't step back. Didn't look away. "What else is it, ma cocotte, when a man you don't know grabs you? When a man you don't know kisses you?" 
 
    "That's—it's not the same." 
 
    "Isn't it?" Corbin released her hand and stepped back, ran a hand across the back of his mouth to smother his strangled laugh. "Tell me, ma cocotte. What would you do if a man you didn't know grabbed you and kissed you?" 
 
    "I—I don't know." 
 
    Corbin stepped closer, a sad smile tilting the corners of his mouth for a brief second. He reached out, grabbed a length of her hair between his fingers, slowly caressing it. Then he tucked it behind her ear and dropped his hand.  
 
    "You would punch him, I think." He stepped back, his gaze holding her in place. Her breath caught at the ferocity on his face, at the possessiveness that flashed in his eyes. "And I would tear him from limb to limb." 
 
    Clarity seized her in that moment, slamming into her with the force of a thousand trucks. The way he had punched Shane Masters. The way he had pushed her away in the parking lot. The way he had shielded her from the small crowd drifting outside—from the cell phones aimed his way as they realized he was still there. 
 
    She pressed her fist against her stomach, horror threatening to turn it inside out. "Oh God, it's my fault." 
 
    "No!" Corbin reached for her, dropped his hands at the last moment. "No, it is not your fault. What I did, what happened—it is my fault. Only me." 
 
    "But it is. You were worried someone might see me. You thought that if you..." Her voice trailed off, another horror seizing her. "I'm the one who brought Dawn. She said...she wanted to meet some of the players and I thought...oh God. What did I do? I think she may have planned this. I have to talk to her—" 
 
    "Lori, non." Corbin reached for her again, his hands large and warm where they gently gripped her arms. "No. You must not talk to anyone. You must especially not talk to her. I am the one who acted inappropriately...like—like a fool. It is my fault. Not yours. Nobody's." 
 
    "But it's not true! You didn't assault her—" 
 
    "But I did. I am the one who kissed her. That, ma douce, is assault. And I must take responsibility for it." 
 
    Lori choked back a sob, pushed back the rage, tried to clear her mind. He was right. Of course, he was right. But there had to be something he could do, something she could do. "What—what happens next?" 
 
    Corbin released her and stepped back with a careless shrug that did nothing to hide his tension. "Her lawyer has assured mine she will not press charges...in exchange for a settlement." 
 
    "A settlement?" Lori's voice shook with disbelief. "A settlement? She wants money?" 
 
    "Yes, of course." 
 
    "That's not right! You didn't mean—" 
 
    "Intent does not matter, ma cocotte. I was wrong, and I will take responsibility for what I did." 
 
    "But what she's doing—she's making a mockery of every other woman who's ever been assaulted! All the women who have never had a chance for justice. What about them? And what about you? What happens to you?" 
 
    A shadow crossed his eyes. "For now, I keep playing. And then..." He looked away for a brief second, the muscles of his throat working as he swallowed. "It's too soon to tell, but I think it will be okay, eh?" 
 
    "And that's it? She gets money and you get smeared in the public eye? That's not right. What she's doing—" 
 
    "Is no more than I deserve for what I did. And what I did was wrong. Surely you must see that." 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes and she blinked them away. She understood what he was saying, she did. And on the most basic level, she knew he was right. She tried to imagine how she would feel if someone had grabbed her and kissed her. She didn't have to imagine—she knew.  
 
    How many times had men propositioned her? Brushed up against her in a bar? Made lewd comments as she passed by? Dozens? Hundreds? And mostly she ignored them, or—depending on her mood—she might berate them, cut them down with a scathing reply or a superior look. How had she acted two nights ago, when Corbin had explained he hit his teammate for saying something inappropriate about her? She hadn't been upset—she had brushed it off, had even laughed! But never, not in a million years, would she ever think of accusing them of assault then demanding money as a payout. 
 
    So who was wrong? Dawn? Or her?  
 
    Both of them. Her, for becoming so immune to it that she simply expected it as normal behavior from certain men, and for not being more vocal. Dawn, for going to the other extreme and taking advantage and turning it into a financial windfall.  
 
    "Corbin, I—" She hesitated, not sure what to say. She was sorry? She wished she had never brought Dawn along with her the other night? She wished she had stayed home instead of going out? Yes, all of that and more. But she couldn't get the words out. And Corbin didn't give her a chance to, anyway. He simply leaned forward and grabbed her hand and tugged her toward the door. 
 
    "You should get back to work, ma cocotte, so I can get ready to leave. Let things work themselves out." 
 
    She waited while he opened the door, stepped into the hallway then turned back to face him. "But what about you? What's going to—" 
 
    "Don't worry about me. I'm a grown man, eh? I'll survive."  
 
    Lori heard the forced lightness in his voice, saw the briefest shadow cross his eyes. She didn't stop to think, just leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss against his cheek before stepping back. 
 
    "I'm here for you, Corbin. If you need anything—" 
 
    "I will call." He gave her a brief smile, there and gone so quickly, she almost missed it. Then he closed the door, throwing the lock as she walked away. 
 
    It wasn't until she was in her car, driving back to the office, that she realized Corbin didn't have her number. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Corbin sat near the back of the plane, taking advantage of the empty seat next to him and stretching out. He told himself he preferred being alone; that being alone gave him time to relax, to settle. To focus on exercising his eyes, to focus on focusing. It didn't matter that the game wasn't until tomorrow evening, didn't matter that his vision was blurring from following each blip and dot on the screen in front of him. 
 
    Just like the whispers didn't matter, or the speculative glances tossed his way. Wondering, judging. Believing? He didn't know. 
 
    And he lied to himself and said he didn't care. 
 
    He turned the tablet off and tossed it on the seat beside his stretched-out legs, then leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Stunned disbelief washed over him again. He didn't bother to push it away, didn't bother to ignore it the way he'd been doing since yesterday at practice, when all hell had broken loose.  
 
    How? How could it have happened? What a fucking stupid question. He knew how. He hadn't been thinking, hadn't even stopped to consider the ramifications. How many times had his teammates—from different teams, in different parts of the country—done the same thing? Had a woman approach them, touch them, wrap an arm around their waist and lean up in hopes of a scoring a kiss from a professional athlete? Dozens. Probably hundreds. It had never mattered before, he had never stopped to think— 
 
    He pushed the thoughts from his mind. It didn't matter what he thought. It didn't matter how many times the same scenario had been played out in the past. What mattered was what happened two nights ago, and the ramifications of that single kiss meant to distract curious onlookers. 
 
    He was guilty of assault. There was no other word for it, no getting around it. What he'd done was assault. How the kiss had happened didn't matter. His intent didn't matter. Whatever intent the woman—Dawn Lowry—had didn't matter.  
 
    It was as he told Lori: he'd been wrong. And Crisse! Lori. What must she think of him? 
 
    He squeezed his eyes tighter, pinching the bridge of his nose as an image of Lori's face materialized in his mind. He hadn't wanted to let her in earlier, had hoped she would give up and leave. But she'd kept knocking, so hard that she was in danger of hurting her hand, so he'd given in and opened the door. 
 
    Given in and let her inside his barren apartment, just as he'd let her inside his heart all those years ago. 
 
    He kept his eyes closed, focusing on the expression in her beautiful gaze. The disbelief. The initial horror when he tried to convince her of his guilt. The anger and steadfast belief that flashed in her eyes when she rushed to his defense. He needed to keep that image in his mind, in his heart. 
 
    She was the only one who believed him. Against all odds, she believed him. He needed to remember that in the cold days and months to come, because he wouldn't be able to see her again. 
 
    And because—in spite of how much he had tried to reassure her—he didn't think this would go away so quickly or so easily. The woman's lawyer had already requested a specific sum, one that made his gut clench and his own attorney balk before making a much lower counter-offer. How long would it go on? How long would this be hanging over his head? And would the woman press charges if her demands weren't met? He had lived in Vegas for five long years, knew all about playing the odds. And if he was betting man—which he wasn't—he would be forced to bet against himself. 
 
    No, he couldn't allow himself to see Lori, couldn't allow her to be dragged into his mess—a mess he had created in some wayward, awkward attempt to draw attention away from her. Even if he paid out the woman's initial request and she quietly went away, there was still the public's opinion. And that, he knew, would never go away—whether he was guilty or not. No, he couldn't—would not—allow Lori to be dragged into this.  
 
    And that didn't even factor in the protective streak of her uncle. 
 
    Corbin sighed then shifted against the seat, trying to ignore the stares he felt. No, impossible. He was in the back, alone, nobody could be staring at him. It was just his imagination, the pangs of a guilty conscience. 
 
    He opened his eyes and bit back a strangled gasp when he saw two sets of eyes looking straight at him. He quickly schooled his face into an impassive mask and stared back at Shane Masters and Hunter Billings. Silence settled around them, thick and tight, broken only when Masters pushed Corbin's feet from the empty seat and quickly sat down. 
 
    He leaned forward, his voice pitched low. "Why didn't you tell me? I would have never said what I did if I had known you two had a thing going." 
 
    "You should have never said it at all, eh? And we don't have a thing." 
 
    Shane snorted, the sound garbled and muffled. He reached up and gingerly fingered his nose, then sat back and shook his head. "Yeah, right. That's why you fucking decked me the way you did." 
 
    Corbin stared at the other man for several long seconds—long enough that the other man squirmed in the seat. Then he shifted and looked away, refusing to let either man see any expression that might creep into his eyes. "There is nothing between us." 
 
    "Bullshit." Hunter's loud voice drew the attention of several teammates a few rows up. He winced, waved his hand in a general apology, then looked back at Corbin. "Bullshit. There's something between the two of you. Don't deny it." 
 
    "There is nothing." 
 
    "Yeah, uh-huh. Sure there's not." Hunter shifted, placing one knee on the aisle seat in the row in front of Corbin, then leaning over the seatback like a small child worried about being left out. "And you haven't just met, either. You've known her a while, haven't you?" 
 
    Corbin hesitated, wondering if he should continue ignoring them, knowing they wouldn't leave even if he did. "I knew her when I was here before. A long time ago." 
 
    "Yeah? Did you guys have a thing going back then?" 
 
    Corbin turned to Shane, the frown on his face fierce enough to make the other man sit back. He raised both hands in supplication—or maybe in self-defense. 
 
    "Hey. It was just a question. I didn't mean anything by it." 
 
    Corbin grunted then settled back in the seat, trying to wedge himself into the corner. Maybe if he feigned sleep, they would leave him alone. 
 
    But no, that was nothing more than wishful thinking. The two men exchanged a weighted look then glanced up the aisle, as if making sure they were still alone. Then they both leaned in closer. 
 
    "Why are you taking the heat for this? Why are you letting her get away with it?" 
 
    "Because I was wrong. Because I'm guilty." 
 
    Shane blew out a sigh of disgust. "For fuck's sake, you are not. It was just a fucking kiss. Since when is that assault?" 
 
    "Since she didn't ask for it. Since she—" 
 
    "The hell she didn't." 
 
    Corbin turned toward Hunter, torn between grabbing him by the collar and knocking some sense into him or ignoring him. "No woman asks to be kissed without permission—" 
 
    "Dude, she grabbed my fucking junk at the bar. And she slipped Masters here her number. The woman was on the prowl." 
 
    "Seriously. I thought she was getting ready to invite us for a three-way when someone came in and said they saw you in the parking lot. Then she motioned for some guy to follow her and tore off after you." 
 
    "Yeah, along with twenty other people." 
 
    Corbin sat up, hope flaring in his chest. It died just as quickly. Had the woman been planning something? It didn't matter, because he had kissed her. 
 
    Hadn't he? Yes, he had. At least, he thought so. He remembered bumping into her, remembered bracing her with a hand on her arm. Remembered thinking how much she resembled Lori at first glance, just as he became aware of people snapping pictures with their phones. Remembered someone asking who he had been kissing.  
 
    And then—he frowned, the details hazy. He remembered the panic he felt, the worry that someone would chase after Lori, that someone would snap her picture and post it on social media.  
 
    A laugh, light and airy. Someone saying "Oh, that was just me." And then his lips were pressed against the woman's. Just a quick kiss, closed-mouth, the woman's lips cold and off somehow. He pulled away after the brief contact, hid his grimace with a forced smile and wondered why the woman had such a bright smile on her face, remembered thinking that maybe she was just as stunned as he was. Then guilt had swept over him and he had leaned closer to apologize, to ask her name and offer her tickets and— 
 
    Had he been set-up? No. It was too random, too risky, with no guarantees that he'd even fall for the set-up. And even if it had been one, it still didn't matter. He had kissed her. He said as much to the two men watching him, only to have them dismiss his words with muffled swearing. 
 
    "But we know what really happened. That shit statement her lawyer made about you hitting me because we were arguing over her? It's fucking bullshit and you know it. All you have to do is let us tell someone what really happened and—" 
 
    Corbin shook his head, immediately dismissing the idea. "No." 
 
    "What the fuck? Seriously?" 
 
    "I said no." 
 
    "Why the fuck not?" 
 
    "Because I was wrong. Because—" 
 
    Hunter leaned forward, sudden clarity filling his gaze. "It's because of Coach's niece, isn't it?" 
 
    Corbin started to shake his head, wanting to deny it. He stopped, sat back with another sigh and leveled a scowl at both men. "Leave her out of it. I do not want her involved. At all. Nobody says anything." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Non. No. That's final." 
 
    The two men exchanged another long look. Shane muttered something beneath his breath then leaned forward, his voice an angry hiss. "You need your fucking head examined. Are you worried about Coach getting pissed because you were with his niece? Because if that's the case, that's the least of your worries and you know it. Shit like this—it doesn't go away." 
 
    "I said no—" 
 
    "Let me explain what happened. I'll tell Coach what I said about his niece, how you were defending her. We'll tell him what that crazy bitch was doing. He'll figure out what to do, get the team's lawyers or PR gurus or something on it and—" 
 
    "No." The word came out more sharply than he intended. He pulled a steadying breath in through his nose, slowly released it and lowered his voice. "No. It's done. Both of you stay out of it. Lori stays out of it." 
 
    "That makes no fucking sense. Why not let us speak up? Why not let us tell what happened—" 
 
    "Because I was wrong. I shouldn't have done what I did." 
 
    "Are you trying to be the fucking poster boy for bad decisions? Is that what this is about? Some twisted fucking warning for what not to do?" Shane curled his hand into a fist and slammed it against the leather seat. "Because if that's the case, we get it. Now let us help—" 
 
    "That's not what this is about." And fuck, wouldn't his agent have a laugh at that idea? Especially after all the mistakes and bad decisions Corbin had made for five out of the last eight years. 
 
    "It's about Coach's niece, isn't it? About Lori?" Hunter leaned in closer, something close to amazement tingeing his voice. "You're doing this for her. Because you're afraid someone will find out about her, aren't you?" 
 
    "No. Of course not. I told you—" 
 
    But Hunter interrupted him again, disbelief and amazement mingling in his eyes as he stared at Corbin. "Man, you must really love her." 
 
    Corbin opened his mouth to deny it, but no words came out so he simply shook his head.  
 
    Love? 
 
    No, not even close. 
 
    He didn't know anything about love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Quiet settled around Lori, the darkness of the night acting like a thick blanket that muted the sounds drifting from inside the house. She jammed her hands into the oversized pockets of the coat and huddled into the corner of the porch swing. It would be so easy to just close her eyes and drift off, to forget about the events of the last six days. But she couldn't, no more than she could forget about the family gathered inside for Sunday dinner. 
 
    How could she go back inside and act like nothing was wrong? How could she paste a bright smile on her face and ignore the questioning glances from her uncle? Or ignore the tension that seemed to grow heavier between them with each passing minute? 
 
    She wasn't the only one picking up on the tension—she couldn't be. Or was she simply imagining it? Was she overreacting? Had everything that had happened this past week warped her sensitivity to the point where she was picking up tension everywhere she looked? 
 
    Maybe.  
 
    Maybe not. 
 
    But could anyone blame her if that was the case? 
 
    The incident in the parking lot—she still couldn't bring herself to call it assault, even after her conversation with Corbin—hadn't died down yet. The comments being posted on social media sickened her and she had been instructed, in no uncertain terms, to ignore them. To not comment. To pretend they weren't even there. Everything regarding the incident was being handled by staff way above her, specialists who dealt in situations like this, while she was charged with focusing on the feel-good fluff. 
 
    How could she focus on that, when her heart shredded a little more with each negative comment she saw? When she heard the boos whenever Corbin was announced at the beginning of a game? Not that he'd been introduced the last two games. He'd been in net for the first game this week, the road game he'd left for right after she went to his place. But Uncle Ian had started Dan Lory the last two games, even though he wasn't anywhere near as good as Corbin.  
 
    Never mind that the Banners had lost both games. That was probably Corbin's fault, too. 
 
    Because he'd become a distraction. 
 
    That was why Lori was sitting out here in the cold. She needed to get away from the judgment in Uncle Ian's voice when he'd been talking about the last two games. Needed to get away from the disappointment in his gaze whenever he looked at her.  
 
    It was too much for her to handle, sitting around the large family room with everyone talking all at once. She couldn't pretend it didn't bother her, couldn't pretend to get lost in the dozen different conversations going on all at once between her dad and step-mom, her aunt and uncle, her brother and her cousins. 
 
    What was she going to do when dinner was finally ready? How could she go back inside and pretend everything was fine? She didn't think she could, but she didn't have a choice. No way could she leave, not now, not without being subjected to a hundred different questions she didn't want to answer. 
 
    She sighed, her breath escaping as a puff of fog in the cold night air. She reached out with her foot and pushed against the porch railing, setting the swing in motion with a small squeak of the chains.  
 
    Squeak, back. 
 
    Squeak, front. 
 
    Squeak, back. 
 
    She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, losing herself in the hypnotic sway of the swing. Maybe she drifted off. Maybe she was so lost in her thoughts that she didn't hear the screen door open and close. One second, she was by herself; the next, she felt someone watching her. Staring at her. 
 
    She opened her eyes and bit back a gasp, then tried to brush it off with a small laugh. Her dad was leaning against the railing, his arms crossed in front of his broad chest as he stared down at her. One brow raised in silent question but he didn't say anything. He just stood there, silently waiting. Watching. 
 
    How had she forgotten how quiet he could be? All those years of military training, all those years in the Marines doing God-only-knew-what before transferring to a post just outside of DC. Jake Evans may have been retired for a few years now but it didn't matter, he could still be deadly silent when he wanted to be, even with his limp. 
 
    Lori looked over at him then quickly looked away, tried to school her expression into a carefully blank mask. Her dad was too observant, too adept at tuning into her thoughts and moods. She had hated it during her later teen years, when he had moved back home from his station in California and she could no longer get away with...well, with anything. Not that she really could with Aunt Kayli and Uncle Ian but it was worse with her dad. 
 
    "You trying to catch pneumonia, sitting out here all by yourself?" 
 
    "No. I just needed a break from all the noise." 
 
    "A break? You've been out here for thirty minutes." 
 
    Lori frowned, not quite believing him, even though he had no reason to lie—or exaggerate. Had it been that long? If her dad said so, then it had been. 
 
    He pushed away from the railing then sat next to her, sending the swing swaying with the motion. Lori grabbed the arm, her gloved fingers squeezing the smooth wood worn down by years of use. Not because the swing was suddenly moving from side-to-side, but because she needed something to anchor her against whatever her dad was getting ready to say. 
 
    "Do you want to talk about whatever's going on?" 
 
    "Not really, no." 
 
    He grunted, the sound low and rough, then used his foot to push the swing back and forth. Squeak, squeak, squeak. 
 
    Lori sighed and slammed her foot against the porch, stopping the swaying motion, stopping the squeaking noise that suddenly changed from hypnotic to nerve-wracking. "I think the swing needs to be oiled." 
 
    "I'll get right on that." 
 
    Lori laughed at the lazy drawl in her father's voice, a drawl that clearly said oiling the porch swing was far down on his long list of to-dos. Then, to her horror, the laugh turned into choked sobs. She tried to swallow them back, tried to hide her embarrassment by taking an angry swipe at her eyes, but it didn't help. 
 
    And then her dad's strong arms were around her, holding her, comforting her as he made quiet noises of reassurance. Several minutes went by before her sobs quieted, finally ending in a choked laugh when she pushed away and wiped her face. 
 
    "You know, that's the same way you talk to the cows." 
 
    "Is it? Well, whatever works, I guess." 
 
    She laughed again, the sound still strained and tight. "Gee, thanks." 
 
    "You sure you don't want to talk about it?" 
 
    Lori shook her head. Nodded. Shook it again and shrugged. "I'm not even sure where to start." 
 
    He clasped his hands together and folded them behind his head, then stretched his legs out with a soft grunt. Settling in to get comfortable, giving her time to get her thoughts in order. 
 
    "You could always start with whatever's going on between Ian and you." 
 
    "It's nothing." 
 
    "Is it? Because I could have sworn there was some heavy tension there. And so could your aunt. And Alyce. Would you rather she come out and talk to you?" 
 
    Lori laughed and shook her head. She loved her step-mom dearly, but Alyce tended to take a new-age, kumbaya approach to everything. "Um, no. I don't think Alyce would be able to help with this." 
 
    "You'd be surprised." 
 
    "Yeah, I know." And she did. Alyce had helped her dad come back from his dark place after he'd been injured, had helped him heal.  
 
    Had helped him learn to laugh and love again. For that alone, she'd always be grateful to her step-mom. 
 
    "What's going on, kiddo? Why the sudden tension between you and Ian?" 
 
    "It's..." She hesitated, finally sighed and shook her head. "I don't even know where to start." 
 
    "I'm going to go out on a limb here and guess it has something to do with the Banners' new goalie. What's his name?" 
 
    "Corbin. Corbin Gauthier." 
 
    "Isn't he the one you used to have that crush on all those years ago?" 
 
    "Oh God, Dad." She hid her face behind her hands, mortified at being made to feel like a teenager again. "Yeah, I guess." 
 
    "You guess, hm?" 
 
    Lori dropped her hands and rolled her eyes. "Okay, fine. Yes. Maybe a little." 
 
    "And maybe it was a little more than a crush?" 
 
    "Dad, that was a long time ago. It's not...we haven't seen each other in almost eight years. I'm not the same person. He's not the same person. He's..." Her voice drifted off, her gaze dropping to the toe of her boot where it rested against the lower railing. No, neither one of them was the same. And it hadn't been a crush—it had been so much more. She had loved him. She would have dropped everything and moved to Vegas with him when he was traded, if only he had asked her.  
 
    But he hadn't, and eight years had gone by. They had both changed. But her feelings hadn't. If anything, she thought they were stronger now. And how was that even possible? He'd only been back here for a few weeks, she had only seen him a few times. God, not even that, not really. How could she even think she still loved him? 
 
    Her father kept talking, unware of the torment tearing her apart inside. "He's the one that's been in the news, right? Ian said something about assault." 
 
    She didn't miss the way his body stiffened ever-so-slightly, the natural predator that always lurked inside him—always part of him—coming to the surface. It wasn't just the way he tensed—she heard it in the coolness of his voice, too, in the slight edge to the words. In the underlying tone that reminded her of the warrior he had always been. 
 
    "Dad, it's not...it's more complicated than that. And there's so much more to the story that isn't coming out." She hesitated, then told him all the details, every single last one, including how it was her fault and how Corbin was adamant that he was guilty.  
 
    He was quiet for a long time afterward, his face carefully blank, his gaze focused at distant point somewhere in the darkness. She knew her father, knew he was weighing every word, running scenarios in his head, looking at every possible angle.  
 
    He finally sighed, dropped his arms to his side, then turned to face her. She watched, not daring to breathe, not daring to hope. He was her father, she respected his opinions—but it was more than just that. She knew he was able to see things others couldn't, knew he could look beneath the surface and find the details others missed. And she knew, with a certainty that scared her even as it gave her hope, that his next words had the power to crush her— 
 
    Or encourage her. 
 
    "You do know he's right, don't you? That what he did was assault." 
 
    "But it wasn't. I mean, yes, it was. I get that. God, do I get that. But there's so much more to it than what's being told. And he won't say anything, he's just letting himself be smeared all over the place and I don't understand." 
 
    "Have you stopped to think that maybe he can't say anything? Especially if lawyers are involved?" 
 
    "I—okay, yeah, I get that. But Dad, I was there. He didn't hit Shane because of her, like she said. She's lying. And I don't understand why he won't let me say anything. And if she's lying about that, what else is she lying about? Something's not right. I know it. And it's all because of me. Because he thinks he's protecting me." 
 
    "Which says a lot about his character." She didn't miss the hint of admiration in her father's voice, but it didn't give her the hope she needed.  
 
    "Yeah, except his character is being dragged through the mud because he won't open up about anything." 
 
    "Because he's protecting you." 
 
    "I don't need protecting." Lori pushed to her feet and started walking across the porch. A few steps in one direction, turn, a few steps in the other. Back and forth, her anger broadcast by each heavy clomp of her boot heels against the wooden planks. "And who, exactly, is he protecting me from? The media? Please. Like I care about that. The media wouldn't care either, not when they realized there was nothing to care about. Which means it's because of Uncle Ian. Because Corbin is worried about...about—" 
 
    Lori broke off with a strangled cry, one filled with anger and frustration. She ran her hands through her hair then tilted her head back, searching for a calmness she hadn't felt in over a week. "God, I want to hit something. This is stupid. So stupid. If Uncle Ian wasn't—" 
 
    "If I wasn't what?" 
 
    Lori dropped her hands with a surprised gasp and turned toward the door. Her uncle stood just outside, his hands jammed into the pockets of his jeans, his face hidden in shadows. When had he come outside? She hadn't heard the door open, hadn't heard the screen door slam shut. 
 
    How long had he been standing there, listening to her rant?  
 
    It didn't matter. Maybe it was for the best, maybe it was time they brought everything out into the open.  
 
    She stepped toward him, not bothering to hide her anger or impatience. "If you weren't so unreasonable. So overprotective. So...so bullheaded, none of this would be happening right now." 
 
    "What wouldn't be happening?" His voice was low, carefully controlled, letting her know that he knew exactly what she was talking about. She uttered another growl of frustration and stepped even closer, until she could make out the features of his chiseled face, the lines that bracketed his tired eyes. 
 
    "You know what. You've never liked Corbin. Never. Not since that very first time he said hello to me." 
 
    "Because he's too old for you. And because he knew better, knew the rules about—" 
 
    "Oh God, stop. The rules? So he couldn't even talk to me because I'm your niece? That is the stupidest thing I've ever heard. And you've held it against him all these years. You've kept that grudge for so long that it's clouding your own judgement and—" 
 
    "I'm not getting into this with you." He stepped back, his hand reaching for the screen door handle. "You're too young to understand—" 
 
    "Too young? Uncle Ian, I'm twenty-eight. Don't you get that? I have a house of my own. A job. A life. I'm an adult, not some little kid—" 
 
    "Then maybe you need to stop acting like one." 
 
    Her father stood and took a slow step toward them, his gaze filled with warning. "Ian—" 
 
    Lori sliced a hand through the air, silencing her father. This was her battle and it was time she finally took control of it. She stepped toward her uncle and rested a hand against his arm, surprised at the tension thrumming through him, surprised at the way his muscles bunched under her touch. 
 
    "Uncle Ian, I love you and respect you but in this, you're wrong. Do you want to know why Corbin slugged Masters that night?" 
 
    "I don't—" 
 
    "Because of me. Because Shane ran his mouth like he always does and Corbin got pissed off about it. He was defending me." She squeezed his arm, kept talking before he could interrupt. "It had nothing to do with Dawn. The only reason she was there was because she asked me to take her. Because she was hoping to meet some of the players." 
 
    "That doesn't—" 
 
    "And that kiss? That stupid, stupid kiss? He let it happen because he didn't want anyone to focus on me. Because he knows how you feel about him and he didn't want you to find out that I was there. Because he respects you too much. Because he respects me too much." 
 
    She stepped back, her throat raw from unshed tears. Only they weren't unshed because she could feel the cold tracks along her cheeks. She reached up and swiped them away, took a deep breath and let it out. "So yeah, there's the scoop on your bad-boy goalie. The one who's taking full responsibility even though I think there's something else going on. The one you hate so much. The one you were so quick to throw in front of a firing squad." 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    "No, don't. Just...don't." She took another step back, jammed her hand into her coat pocket and grabbed her keys. She glanced at her dad, tried to read the expression on his face and failed. "I'm going home. I didn't mean to ruin everyone's evening. Tell Alyce and Aunt Kayli and the kids I said goodnight." 
 
    "Lori, you don't need to leave." 
 
    "Yeah, I do." She offered him a small smile then risked one last glance at Uncle Ian. His face was back in the shadows, carefully hidden. Unreadable. 
 
    Lori shook her head then headed down the steps, the heels of her boots hitting each tread with a hollow thud. Then she was hurrying across the drive, gravel crunching under her feet until she was safely inside her car and driving away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Corbin stretched out in the recliner, surrounded by darkness as he tried to decide if he wanted to move. His right foot was tingling, the limb asleep from being in the same position for so long. 
 
    How long? Hours? At least.  
 
    But there was no reason to move. No place for him to go, not even to the kitchen to replace the warm beer still clutched in his hand. 
 
    Shane and Hunter had called earlier, inviting him out with a few of the other guys. Not to a club—there seemed to be an unwritten moratorium on any nightlife for now, and Corbin wondered if either of the men had told the others a little bit more of what had happened that night. 
 
    Maybe. Probably, since the attitudes of his other teammates seemed to have subtly changed over the last few days. It didn't matter, he still didn't feel like going out, not even to the safety of The Maypole, where he knew they wouldn't be bothered. Where there wouldn't be much of a crowd on a Sunday night. 
 
    He'd still feel the stares, though. See the speculative glances aimed his way when nobody thought he was watching. Feel their silent judgment and condemnation. Hear the whispers, never pitched quite low enough. 
 
    Did you hear what he did? 
 
    I can't believe he's actually going out in public. 
 
    I used to think he was a nice guy. 
 
    Didn't you hear the stories about him? He has a reputation, you know. 
 
    I can't believe no charges have been filed. 
 
    They need to make an example of him and throw his ass in jail. 
 
    When do you think that woman will finally file charges? 
 
    Corbin squeezed his eyes shut, pushing away the phantom voices, pushing away the dread that followed him everywhere. Would she file charges? He didn't know, couldn't be sure. The lawyers were still talking—arguing. Still trying to reach an agreement. Offer and counter-offer, back and forth, over and over. His attorney had told him not to worry. It had only been a week. These things took time. In the meantime, don't worry about it. Let them handle it, that's what he was paying them for. 
 
    Corbin swore beneath his breath then lifted the warm bottle to his mouth and took a long swallow. The beer was bitter, flat. He didn't care about the taste, didn't care enough to get up and get a fresh one. 
 
    He didn't care, period, not even enough to follow-through and ask his agent's opinion on Corbin's most recent idea. Could he be traded again, so soon after coming back to Baltimore? No, probably not. But maybe the Banners would release him from his contract. It would cost him, more than he cared to admit, but it might work. They would be glad to get rid of him, glad to be free of the public relations nightmare that had exploded around him. He didn't even care that he wouldn't be picked up by another team. He could go to Russia, play over there for the next few years until he was ready to retire. 
 
    Dread filled him at the prospect. He didn't want to play in Russia. He wanted to play here, in Baltimore, with the team that had given him his first shot with the pros.  
 
    And he was very much afraid that wasn't going to happen. He'd been back for a little more than a month and already he'd become a liability. That didn't exactly make for a promising future. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door, hard and insistent, pulling him from his morose thoughts. He ignored it, not in the mood for company. Not in the mood to do anything but sit here, in the quiet darkness of his empty apartment. 
 
    But whoever was out in the hallway kept knocking, the annoying noise echoing around him. A dull throb started at the base of his skull, growing stronger, keeping time with each thud against his door. 
 
    Was it Shane or Hunter? Probably. The two men had somehow appointed themselves his keeper. And how odd was that? His keepers. He'd never needed a keeper before. He didn't need one now, but the novelty was the only thing capable of bringing a smile to his face—even if it was only brief and empty. 
 
    Would they eventually go away if he ignored them? A week ago, he would have said yes. But too much had happened this past week, too many twists and turns that had somehow forged a bond among the three of them—whether Corbin wanted it or not.  
 
    He pushed himself from the recliner, wincing as the rush of blood sent a thousand sharp needles stabbing at his foot. He hissed, pushed the pain from his mind, then hobbled over to the door. He'd assure them he was fine, tell them he didn't want company, then get rid of them— 
 
    Lori pushed her way past him before his mind even had a chance to register it was her. She paused by the recliner, muttered something under her breath, then leaned over and turned on the light. Corbin blinked against the sudden brightness, realized he was still standing in the open doorway. He closed the door but kept his hand braced against the knob, wondering if he was simply dreaming. 
 
    Lori dropped two large grocery bags in the middle of the small dining table, then placed her tote bag and a backpack on the single chair. She glanced at him over her shoulder, simply watching him for the space of a few heartbeats. 
 
    He opened his mouth, ready to tell her she shouldn't be here, ready to ask her to leave, but she spoke before he could get any words out. 
 
    "Do you have a corkscrew? Because the bar where I had to buy this didn't have one." 
 
    "A corkscrew?" 
 
    "Yes, a corkscrew." She reached into one of the bags and pulled out two bottles of wine. "I know a trick to get the cork out if I need to, but considering how much I had to pay for this, I'd rather use a corkscrew." 
 
    She took both bottles into the kitchen, disappearing from his view. He heard drawers open and close, heard more muttering as she continued searching. "Can I tell you how stupid it is that liquor stores have to be closed on Sundays around here? And do you have any idea how many bars don't sell wine by the bottle? And of course, the ones that do charge a small fortune for them because they know you don't have any choice if you really want it." 
 
    Corbin realized his mouth was still hanging open and he snapped it shut. He pushed away from the door, his feet heavy as he slowly made his way to the small kitchen. Lori had stopped her search and was currently using a corkscrew to open one of the bottles. He stared, watching the efficient movements of her hands, of her fingers, and wondered where the hell she had found a corkscrew. 
 
    He hadn't even known he had one. Certainly didn't remember unpacking it— 
 
    He gave himself a mental shake as reason and awareness finally cut through the fog of his brain. "Lori. What are you doing?" 
 
    She looked up at him, a smile in her eyes. "I'm opening the wine. What's it look like?" 
 
    "No. What are you doing here? You shouldn't be here—" 
 
    "Are you going to kick me out?" 
 
    He wanted to say yes. He needed to say yes. She shouldn't be here. Her being here was dangerous. For her. For him. 
 
    But he couldn't get the word past his numb lips, couldn't do anything except shake his head. She smiled again then nodded at the table behind him. "Good, because I brought food, too. Chinese."  
 
    He finally noticed the aroma drifting from one of the bags, felt his stomach tighten then slowly rumble, the sound embarrassingly loud. When was the last time he'd eaten? He didn't remember. Not too long ago, of that he was sure. Yesterday after practice, definitely. The team always had a buffet of food set out for them, enough to feed a small army. Mostly for the younger guys, or the single ones who couldn't cook, so they'd learn to eat healthy instead of going out and grabbing a burger after practice. Not that that stopped them but at least it gave them a choice. But he couldn't remember what he'd had, couldn't remember how it had tasted. 
 
    Couldn't remember the last time he'd even had Chinese food. 
 
    "Do you have plates around here anywhere?" 
 
    The question must have been rhetorical because Lori was already opening cabinets, finding the plates and glasses before pulling out silverware. She gathered everything up in her arms then brushed past him, stopping long enough to look up at him. And she was close—too close. Close enough that he could smell the faint scent of her shampoo. Close enough that he could feel the heat of her body caress his own. 
 
    "Can you grab the wine for me? And you might as well grab a beer for yourself while you're at it. Oh, and napkins, too." 
 
    She moved past him, leaving him standing there, struggling to draw breath into his constricted lungs. Tabernacle! What was he doing, standing here staring after her as she moved into the living room? He needed to tell her to leave, tell her again she shouldn't be here. 
 
    But he still couldn't get the words out. And instead of trying, he simply turned and grabbed the bottle of wine and a stack of napkins then reached into the refrigerator for a fresh beer. 
 
    He stumbled to a stop when he reached the living room. Lori was pulling something from the backpack. A blanket. She snapped it open with a quick flick of her wrist then spread it out on the floor in front of her. She looked over shoulder, that bright smile on her face, then motioned for him to join her. 
 
    "Since you don't have any furniture, I figured we could just have a picnic. Whatever works, right?" 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    She stepped toward him, her hands brushing his as she took the wine and beer from him. "Grab the food, will you?" 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    "Corbin." That was all she said, just his name in her teasing voice. She tilted her head to the side, watching him with a small smile that made his stomach tighten and his lungs freeze. Then she leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss against his chin. "I'm starving. And from the sound of your stomach, so are you. Get the food before it gets cold. We can talk after we eat." 
 
    She turned away from him but he still couldn't move. He simply stood there, watching as she arranged the plates and silverware and napkins on the blanket. As she placed the bottle of wine and a glass next to one plate, the bottle of beer next to the other. 
 
    His gaze darted to the round curve of her ass lovingly hugged by soft denim as she bent over and toed off her boots. One by one, they hit the ground with a thud, landing on their side. He looked over, frowning as he studied the familiar stitching on the worn leather. 
 
    "Are they the same boots you always wore?" 
 
    "Yup." She picked them up and carried them over to the door, placing them beside his. "They've been resoled a few times, obviously. And don't worry, they haven't been near cow shit for a while." 
 
    Corbin noticed the way her smile dimmed at her reassurance, heard the slight sadness in her voice. He grabbed the bag of food and carried it over to the blanket, finally taking a seat across from her. She took control of the bag, pulling out several cartons and rearranging them between them. 
 
    "You don't show anymore?" 
 
    "Hm?" She looked up from one carton, then quickly shook her head and went back to opening it. "No. No time." 
 
    "But you used to enjoy it. I never thought you'd give it up." 
 
    She spooned food onto his plate and passed it across to him, then filled her own and slid across the blanket until her back was braced against the recliner. "I didn't give it up, I just got too busy." 
 
    "That sounds like it's the same thing to me, eh?" 
 
    "Not really. I mean, I still help out when the fair comes around. But I haven't shown in eight years. Not since—" Her voice trailed off and she looked over at him, a hint of sadness in her eyes. 
 
    He placed the filled plate beside him and leaned forward, finishing the sentence for her. "Since I left?" 
 
    "That wasn't why." 
 
    "But you had your fairs that summer. You didn't show, even then?" 
 
    She looked away, shrugging as if it didn't matter. "I had already aged out by then so it wasn't like a could show that much anyway. Besides, like I said, I got busy. It had nothing to do with you leaving."  
 
    He didn't believe her. She had enjoyed showing her precious cattle too much to just stop. It had been a part of who she was. He'd only been once to watch her, but that one time had been enough for him to see how much it meant to her. 
 
    He remembered watching her, trying not to stare as she moved around the ring, with her fitted plaid shirt tucked into dark blue jeans that clung to her long legs and a big shiny buckle that glittered in the overhead lights. He remembered the joy on her face, the confidence of each step as she led the large animals around in a circle, one hand loosely wrapped around the braided leather of their lead, the other holding a slender stick. Most of all, he remembered the large smile that wreathed her face when she won several ribbons, including a big one for Grand Champion.  
 
    He couldn't believe she had just given all that up, not when she had enjoyed it so much, not when it was such a large part of who she was. Just one more thing for which he was to blame, one more regret to add to his growing list. 
 
    Yet there would be at least one more, of that he was certain. She shouldn't be here, didn't belong here. Not with him. And he needed to tell her that, needed to convince her to leave. He didn't know why she had come her tonight, was afraid to ask. 
 
    Afraid he wouldn't have the courage to make her leave. 
 
    He slid across the blanket, nearly knocking over the food and wine. He didn't care, not if it meant getting closer to her. Just to apologize. Just to tell her to leave. 
 
    He reached out and tucked her hair behind her ears, let his fingers linger against the soft curve of her cheek. "I'm sorry, ma cocotte." 
 
    Her gaze met his, her mouth slightly parted. Her voice was soft, so soft when she spoke—but not soft enough that he didn't hear the small catch in her words. "Why are you sorry?" 
 
    "For you quitting. For leaving the way I did. For—" For too many things he could never find words for. But most of all, for what he was about to do. "For this." 
 
    He was going to ask her to leave, push her away. He tried, but the words wouldn't come, he couldn't get the words past his throat, couldn't force himself to say them. Instead, he leaned forward and caught her mouth with his. Soft, gentle, warm. Not meaning to kiss her, knowing it was a mistake but helpless to stop himself. 
 
    Helpless to do anything but revel in the taste and feel of her as she leaned into him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Common sense reasserted itself, calling him a fool. Reminding him that he shouldn't be doing this. He couldn't drag Lori into his mess, not when he knew things might get worse. It wasn't fair to her. 
 
    She wasn't his. She could never be his. 
 
    But oh God, just one kiss. Couldn't he have just one kiss? This kiss, soft and warm and sweet. Her mouth held the faintest taste of the wine she had been drinking, sweet and intoxicating. No, that was Lori. All Lori. 
 
    Her arms came around his neck, moving her closer. Close enough that he could feel the swell of soft breasts pressed against his chest. Close enough that the heat of her body wrapped around him. Filling him with memories. With need.  
 
    Her tongue swept across his lips, seeking entrance. Hesitant at first, then more demanding. Coaxing. He groaned, tightened his hold around her when her tongue darted inside his mouth and tangled with his own. Sweet. Hot. Tempting. 
 
    He wanted...needed— 
 
    He groaned again, breaking the kiss and pulling away, his chest lurching with each breath he sucked into his lungs. He couldn't look at her, couldn't bear to see any emotion that might be in her eyes.  
 
    Regret. Disappointment. 
 
    Desire. 
 
    No, he couldn't bear it, not when he knew he had to make her leave. 
 
    She sighed, the sound filled with frustration, and sat back on his lap. And calice! How had she ended up on his lap, with her legs straddling his own? He didn't remember her moving, barely remembered how the kiss had started. All he had wanted to do was to tell her to leave, to— 
 
    Tabernacle! Lies. All lies. This was what he wanted. Lori, straddling him. Lori, looking down at him with desire in her beautiful amber eyes. Lori, with her softly mussed hair framing her flushed face. Lori...just Lori. 
 
    "Why did you stop?" Her voice was just above a whisper, thick with need. Corbin shook his head, tried to look away, tried to break the spell she was weaving around him. 
 
    "You shouldn't be here. We shouldn't be doing this." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "It's—because..." He searched his mind for an answer, just one out of the hundreds he knew were there, but his mind refused to cooperate. "We shouldn't." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "We can't." 
 
    She reached out, placed the palm of her hand in the middle of his chest, against his pounding heart. "Tell me why." 
 
    And God help him, she dragged her hand lower, down across the thin cotton of his shirt. Her fingers brushed against the bare skin between the hem of his disheveled shirt and his loose shorts, branding him with her touch. He sucked in a breath at the heat filling him, felt the same breath freeze in his throat when her hand dipped even lower, tracing the outline of his thick erection. 
 
    "Tell me why, when I know you want to." 
 
    He couldn't answer. He couldn't think, couldn't move, not when she was stroking him that way. This was a side of Lori he had never seen, bold and determined. Reckless. Seductive. 
 
    No, that wasn't true. He'd caught a glimpse of this side of her that humid morning all those years ago, when she had kissed him as they had never kissed before—as he had never allowed before. And again last week, in the parking lot when she kissed him again. Touched him. When he'd tasted just a little bit of heaven before his life had gone to hell. 
 
    She gave his straining cock one last squeeze then sat back, her head tilted to the side as she watched him. Then she grabbed the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head. And God help him, he was lost.  
 
    He stared at her chest, at the firm creamy skin covered in bright blue lace. At the dark points of her nipples, pushing against that same lace. Begging to be touched. Begging to be tasted. 
 
    He curled his hands into fists and leaned his head back, searching for willpower he knew didn't exist. 
 
    "Tell me to stop, Corbin. If you really don't want me—this—tell me to stop."  
 
    His eyes snapped open, focused on the face so close to his own. Wide amber eyes, filled with desire. Flushed cheeks. Parted lips, soft and warm. 
 
    One word. That was all he needed to say: one word.  
 
    He opened his mouth, closed it again. One word. Why couldn't he say it? 
 
    Because it would be a lie. The biggest lie that ever crossed his lips. And God help him, she knew it. 
 
    She reached down for his hand, gently uncurled his fingers and threaded them with her own. Then she slowly, so slowly, raised their joined hands up, settling them against her chest. 
 
    "I'm not a little kid, Corbin. I never was, even back then." 
 
    "I—I know." The words came out as nothing more than a strangled garble. Her lips curled in a small smile as she rubbed the back of his hand against the tight point of her nipple.  
 
    "Then do something about it. Show me you know." 
 
    The last of his restraint, held in check for so long, finally snapped. He reached for, pulling her to him, his mouth closing over hers. 
 
    Hot. Wet. Demanding. 
 
    Carnal and possessive. 
 
    She sighed into his mouth, her body pressing against his, her hips rocking against the aching length of his cock. He deepened the kiss, claiming her, making her his. 
 
    For now. For tonight. 
 
    His hand skimmed through her hair, sighing as the silky tendrils sifted through his fingers. He traced the back of her neck, felt her shiver at his touch. Lower, along the tender column of her spine, down to the clasp of her bra. He pinched it, twisted, grabbed the material in one hand and dragged the bra down her arms. 
 
    He pulled away, his breath coming in short gasps as he looked. Simply looked. 
 
    Full, firm flesh, her nipples a dark brown against creamy skin. He reached up, marveling at how pale her skin was compared to his. How soft her flesh was. How the peaks of her nipples tightened even more as he brushed his palm against them. 
 
    As he gently pinched them, rolling them between thumb and forefinger. 
 
    Lori gasped, her head falling back, her fingers digging into his shoulders. Her hips rocked against him again, slow and tantalizing. Torturous. 
 
    Corbin swallowed a groan, leaned forward and closed his mouth over one nipple. Licking, sucking, tasting. Soft and tantalizing. Sweet, like sunlight and fresh air, all the things that had been missing from his life for so long. 
 
    Since that morning eight years ago, when he had let her walk away. 
 
    When he had walked away from her.  
 
    Never telling her how he felt. 
 
    And he couldn't tell her now—but he could show her. 
 
    He bit down on her nipple, gently tugging, swallowing a groan that matched hers. He moved his mouth lower, licking the smooth underside of her breast before lavishing the same attention to the other one. 
 
    Her fingers dug deeper into his shoulders, her short nails scoring flesh. She whispered his name, the sound filled with need. Corbin slid his hands between them, reached for the button of her jeans, unsnapped it with a small pop. Her hips stilled, her breathing coming to a stop. Waiting. 
 
    Waiting... 
 
    He pulled his mouth from her chest and watched her, memorizing the fullness of lips, her flushed cheeks, the way her thick lashes lay against her skin. 
 
    The way she pulled her lower lip between her teeth as he eased the zipper down. The sharp cry she made when he dipped his fingers inside her jeans and stroked her. Soft, wet.  
 
    For him. 
 
    "You are so wet, Lori. God, so wet. So beautiful. And mine. Always mine." Had he spoken in English? Or in French, as he had meant to? It didn't matter, not when the words were so low, so rushed. 
 
    He tightened one arm around her waist, shifting and rolling at the same time until she was resting on her back and he was stretched out beside her. His eyes never left her, drinking in the sight of her as he pushed her jeans down past her hips, her thighs. Then he rolled between her legs and kissed his way down her body. Her chest, her stomach, the flare of her hips. 
 
    Lower, until his mouth closed over her, drinking in her sweetness. 
 
    She gasped again, a sharp cry of need as she twisted her fingers in his hair. Her hips rose to meet his mouth, each swipe of his tongue, each delicate kiss. He heard his name, felt her body tense, heard her sweet cry of release as she bucked against him, riding each wave that echoed against his tongue. 
 
    He tightened his arm around her hips, holding her in place, not stopping until her ragged voice begged for mercy. Only then did he ease away from her, his own breath coming in short gasps as he watched her. 
 
    Minutes went by, filled with nothing but the sound of their combined breathing. Lori finally stretched, turned to her side and opened her eyes. 
 
    Wide. Beautiful. Filled with desire, with want. With emotion he couldn't allow himself to acknowledge. 
 
    "You stopped." 
 
    He offered her a small smile, reached over and brushed his knuckles against her cheek then leaned forward for a kiss. She sighed and rolled closer, her tongue darting out to taste the sweet saltiness of her own body against his lips. She pulled back, her eyes still filled with need. "I don't want you to stop." 
 
    He should say no. Hadn't they already done enough? Hadn't he risked hurting her enough? If they went any further, he'd cross a line he could never go back. He'd lose himself if they went any further. 
 
    And risk losing her in the process. Risk hurting her even more. 
 
    He couldn't do that. 
 
    But hadn't he already? Yes, a hundred times over. He'd hurt her eight years ago, when he had left without telling her how he felt. He'd lost himself to her all those years ago, even before that morning when he had walked away. 
 
    And he'd spent the last eight years since then searching for himself, only to find what he'd been missing right here. With her. 
 
    Always with her. 
 
    He rolled to his feet, leaned down and grabbed her hands, tugging until she could stand. She grinned and shimmied out of her jeans, kicking them away before grabbing his hand and leading him down the hall. 
 
    Toward his bedroom. 
 
    He needed to tell her no, needed to tell he she'd misunderstood. They had gone too far already. They couldn't go any further, not without— 
 
    But it was too late. It had always been too late. 
 
    She grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head, ran her hands across his chest. Feeling, touching. Learning. Lower, lower still, until she pushed the shorts from his hips and down his legs. Her hand closed over his cock, stroking him. Long and sure. Up and down, her thumb twirling the spot of dampness beading at the end. 
 
    Corbin clenched his jaw, threw his head back and sucked in deep breaths. Willing his lungs to fill. Willing his control not to snap. 
 
    Then her hand was gone, moving from his cock to his arm, tugging. One step. Two. Not stopping until they reached his bed. She tugged once more and they were falling, falling until her back hit the mattress, until her legs wrapped around him and her hips arched against his. Searching. Demanding. 
 
    Corbin swore softly, rolling off her a second before he slid his cock into her welcoming heat. He heard her sigh of disappointment, swallowed back his own short laugh of frustration before turning his head to the side and looking at her. 
 
    "We can't. I—I don't have any condoms." 
 
    She watched him for a long second, a glimmer in her eyes that he didn't understand. The she rolled off the bed and disappeared from the room, returning a few minutes later with something in her hand. 
 
    Not something. Some things. She tossed the handful of foil wrappers on the bed next to him, keeping one in her hand. She tore it open, her playful gaze never leaving his as she rolled the condom down his throbbing length. Teasing. 
 
    Promising. 
 
    "I didn't want to take any chances."  
 
    He opened his mouth, not sure what to say. Then it didn't matter because she was kissing him again, pulling him with her as she rolled to her back. 
 
    Crying his name when he finally slid into her, losing himself once and for all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Lori snuggled deeper against the warmth pressed along her back. Solid, reassuring. Her eyes fluttered open, her breath escaping in a short gasp as she struggled to find her bearings. 
 
    A strong arm tightened around her waist as whispered words brushed against her ear. She sighed and leaned back, resting against Corbin's chest, soaking in the feel of him. 
 
    Hard. Strong. Hot. 
 
    It wasn't a dream. She still couldn't believe it. After all these years, after all the fantasies she had secretly harbored, it was no longer a dream. Corbin...and her. Together. Finally. 
 
    And it was every bit as sinfully delicious as she had hoped. More, even. His hard body, honed from years of playing hockey. His intense focus, honed from years of being a goalie. How quickly he had learned her body. Where to touch, where to kiss. Exactly the right pressure to apply. A light caress there, a harder touch there. Over and over, until she was certain he knew her body better than she did. 
 
    Even now, with his fingers caressing her chest, teasing her nipples into hard peaks of need. The way he brushed gentle kisses along her neck, stopping long enough to nip the tendon where her neck and shoulder met. A thousand tingles exploded inside her, pebbling her skin and making her moan. 
 
    She tried to roll to the side but was stopped by his body. He murmured something, low and soft, something she couldn't understand. French, she thought. How many times had he lapsed back into French tonight? Too many. Enough that she wished she had kept up with trying to learn the language, even after he had left. 
 
    But there had been no need to, not then. And not now, not when his body was communicating without words. 
 
    She closed her eyes, rested her head against him as his fingers teased their way across her stomach. Each touch tender, soft, hinting at what was to come as his hand moved lower. Lower still, until he stroked between her legs. And God, she was already wet. Swollen. Ready. That fast, just for him.  
 
    She sighed, bit back a gasp as he pulled her leg over his thigh, opening her to his touch. Stroking her, over and over, her hips rocking as she searched for release once more.  
 
    He reached up, grabbed her hand and tugged, finally settling it against between her aching legs.  
 
    "Let me watch you. Let me hear you." 
 
    And oh God, just his voice was enough to send her over the edge. Low and throaty, husky. Filled with need. She slid her finger along her clit, lower, sliding it inside her wet opening. Slick. Hot. In and out, deeper, her hips rocking against the palm of her hand. She moaned, slid her finger over her clit, stroking. Harder. Faster. Corbin reached around her, his hand sliding against hers as he spread her flesh apart, opening her even more. He rocked behind her, the hard length of his cock sliding between the cheeks of her ass. 
 
    She bit down on her lip, tried to swallow back her moans as her muscles tightened. Too soon. Too fast. Not yet, not without him inside her— 
 
    "Let me hear you, ma cocotte. Let me see you as you pleasure yourself." 
 
    She twisted her head to the side, blindly searching for him, but it was too late. Her body was betraying her, giving itself over to Corbin's throaty demands. She tensed, bit down on her lip, fighting what she knew was coming. And then it was too late. Muscles tightened, coiling, drawing taut. Tighter. Tighter still until her body exploded, until wave after wave of euphoria crashed over her. Lifting her higher, only to crash over her once more. Again and again, until she could do nothing more than fight to breathe. 
 
    Seconds went by. Maybe minutes. She felt Corbin shift behind her, heard the rustle of foil tearing open, felt his hand against her bottom as he sheathed himself in the condom.  
 
    That same hand grabbed her leg, draped it higher along his thigh as he slid into her from behind. Stretching her. Filling her, until there was nothing but him. And her. Them. Together. 
 
    And oh God, it was too much. He was too thick, his thrusts too deep. It was too soon, her flesh was still too tender, too sensitive. It didn't matter, he kept thrusting. Slow. Deep. Deeper still, touching the edge of her soul. 
 
    She reached behind her, digging her nails into the hard muscle of his thigh as he pumped himself into her. Harder. Faster. Deeper, so deep, pushing past the last protective barrier of her soul. Her body exploded again, shards of white hot fire searing her, burning her lids, licking her skin, devouring her very essence. Over and over, until she could no longer tell where her soul ended and Corbin's began.  
 
    She tightened her grip on Corbin's leg, searching for an anchor before she was swept away and lost entirely. She gasped, struggling for air as Corbin's hips pumped even faster. Until his body tensed, until his own strangled cry of release echoed around them. 
 
    Her body floated back to her, settled around her shattered essence once more. But she was different now, oddly aware of the clear delineation between then and now. There shouldn't be a difference, she knew that on some visceral level that made no sense. Just as she knew this was nothing more than her vivid imagination, a passing fancy or whimsy that she would laugh at in the morning.  
 
    Corbin shifted behind her, the large bed jostling under his weight as he rolled off the other side. She watched him, her eyes drinking in the hard planes and shadowed dips of his sculpted body as he walked away, heading toward the bathroom. She heard the sounds of him cleaning up, of the toilet flushing and the water running. Imagined the sight of him as he splashed water over his face, as he reached for a towel and ran it across his strong jaw and bare chest. Imagined a single drop of water, sliding down the sculpted planes of hard abs— 
 
    She rolled to her stomach and planted her face in the pillow, smothering her sigh of frustration. How could she want him again so soon? Her body couldn't possibly be ready. She was too tender, too sore from their previous bouts of lovemaking. 
 
    Yes, her mind was well aware of that, but her body definitely had other ideas. 
 
    She rolled to her back, blew out a sigh, and stared at the dark ceiling. She was a fool, wishing for more than tonight. Hoping for more nights. For weeks and months and years. She needed to push those hopes away, lock them back up where they had been hiding for the last ten years, ever since the first day she had met Corbin and shyly asked him to join her for coffee. 
 
    No, she couldn't plan on anything beyond tonight, no matter how much she wanted otherwise. She had seen the look in his eyes earlier, knew he had been so close to asking her to leave.  
 
    Why, she didn't know. Out of some sense of responsibility or guilt, maybe. Or maybe it had something to do with her uncle. Or even with the events of the last week. Maybe all of the above, or for reasons she still didn't know. 
 
    Or maybe, God help her, he still thought of her as that teenager from all those years. As the kid he had to watch himself around, always holding back.  
 
    She gasped, then clamped a hand over her mouth to stop the ridiculous giggle burbling in her throat. Good God, please no. There was no way he could still think of her as a kid, not after everything they'd done tonight. 
 
    "Am I missing something amusing?" 
 
    Lori turned her head, her eyes raking him from top to bottom, pausing to rest and look her fill at everything in between. Her gaze finally met his and she had to suck in a few deep breaths to contain the incongruous giggle before she finally pulled the hand away from her mouth. 
 
    She pushed up on her elbow, smiling when his hungry gaze dipped to her bare chest. "Do you still think of me as a kid?" 
 
    His gaze shot back to hers, horrified. He shook his head, a rapid stream of French spilling from his mouth. He finally stopped, took a deep breath, shook his head again. And then more French fell from his mouth, not quite as hurried as before, but the tone still the same: confused, horrified. Stunned. 
 
    "I'll take that as a no, then." She rolled onto her side and patted the mattress beside her. "Are you going to translate that for me?" 
 
    "Non. Absolutely not. It is nothing you need to hear. I should be ashamed for even speaking like that in front of you, eh?" 
 
    "Even if I don't understand?" 
 
    "It does not matter, ma cocotte. I know better." 
 
    "Hm." She slid over, making room for him as he stretched out beside her and pulled the covers over them. So he wasn't kicking her out yet. That was a good sign, right? 
 
    "Do you know that your accent comes and goes depending on your mood?" 
 
    "What? No, you must be hearing things." 
 
    "I'm being serious. Sometimes you barely have one at all. And other times, it's so thick I can't be sure if you're speaking English or French or something else entirely." 
 
    He raised his brows, watching her with the barest of smiles. "I'll do better to speak more clearly from now on." 
 
    He dragged out each word, pronouncing them clearly and individually—without a trace of accent in his voice. She rolled her eyes then playfully swatted him in the chest, then held her breath when he reached for her hand and curled his fingers around hers.  
 
    And held her hand in place, just above his heart. 
 
    Don't read into it. Don't read into it. 
 
    She repeated the words to herself, over and over. Reminding herself to keep it light, reminding herself not to talk about anything serious.  
 
    "Don't do that. I happen to like your accent." 
 
    "Is that so?" 
 
    "Mm-hmm. I even like when you speak French, even if I don't understand a word of it." 
 
    "You understand some of it." 
 
    "No, I don't." 
 
    He pushed up on one elbow, his brows lifted in surprise. "Non. That's not possible." 
 
    "Well, I know you mean no when you say non. But that's a no-brainer. And I know ma cocotte means my hen, because you told me that a long time ago—even if I still don't know why you call me that." 
 
    "It's a term of endearment, that is all. I thought it fit you, especially after I saw you with your chickens, eh?" 
 
    "Yeah, but a hen? Couldn't you pick something different? Like, I don't know. My sweet. Or my cutie. Or—" 
 
    "Ma puce." 
 
    "Ooo, I like the sound of that one. Say it again." 
 
    The corners of his mouth twitched. Once, twice. Not quite a smile but close. "Ma puce." 
 
    "I think I like that one better. What's it mean?" 
 
    His mouth twitched again, a grin finally breaking free. "It is what I almost called you from the beginning. When I first met you. I thought it fit. But, non. I quickly learned it is not something most women would appreciate. Not here, anyway." 
 
    Lori's eyes narrowed, her suspicion growing each passing second, in direct correlation to Corbin's widening smile. "Why? What does it mean?" 
 
    "It's nothing bad. I swear. And it is a term of endearment back home. But here, no." 
 
    "Are you going to tell me what it means or not?" 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Corbin, out with it!" 
 
    He swallowed back a chuckle, his gaze not quite meeting hers. "It means, loosely, my flea. But not like you think—oomph." 
 
    "A flea? That annoying little bug that makes you itch and squirm?" 
 
    He grabbed his stomach, rubbing the spot where she had playfully punched him. Then he pulled her into his arms, settling her beside him, his mouth close to her ear as he whispered to her in French. She had no idea what she was saying, but that didn't stop her body from melting against his. 
 
    Until he paused. Then, very clearly, whispered the last two words. 
 
    "Ma puce." 
 
    She elbowed him again, her aim off because she was laughing too hard. And she wasn't the only one.  
 
    That's how she fell asleep: with the reassuring strength of Corbin's body wrapped around hers, and the sound of his warm chuckle echoing in her ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Lori dropped her head into her hands and groaned. A second later, the phone next to her right elbow began vibrating, sending it sliding across the glass top of the coffee table. Five seconds after that, the phone to her left did the same thing. She groaned again, knowing she needed to at least look at them. But she didn't. She couldn't. How could she, when she knew it would be more of the same negative crap posted by the trolls who considered themselves keyboard warriors? Baiting comments, filled with profanity, the posters waiting with malicious glee for someone to respond. 
 
    Rule number one: never, ever respond to the trolls. 
 
    But God, it was so hard not to. So hard to ignore them when all she wanted to do was verbally tear them to shreds. 
 
    "You should just silence the phones. It might be easier to watch that way." 
 
    Lori raised her head and glared at Danny through the veil of her hair. "Nothing would make this easier to watch." 
 
    The Banners were playing their third game in a four-game road trip—a trip that couldn't end soon enough, as far as Lori was concerned. They'd lost the last two games in embarrassing fashion—and this one wasn't looking much better. 
 
    The blast of a horn signaling another goal drifted from the television. Lori dropped her head against the table and groaned again. What did that make the score now? She didn't want to look—didn't need to look. It didn't matter what the score was, because the Banners were losing. 
 
    Again. 
 
    It was almost like they were trying to keep their losing streak alive. When was the last time they'd won a game? 
 
    Just over two weeks ago, the night when they'd put Shannon Wiley in as EBUG. 
 
    The night she'd finally run into Corbin for the first time since he'd been back. 
 
    The night everything had gone to hell. 
 
    Had it been only two weeks? She frowned, wondering if she had her timeline wrong. No, there was nothing wrong with her timeline. Just over two weeks. 
 
    And so much had happened in that time. 
 
    She sighed and raised her head, grimaced at the sound of the blaring horn again. A large hand squeezed her shoulder and she glanced over, saw Danny smiling. Well, not really a smile, but close. 
 
    "Relax, it's just the end of the period." 
 
    She looked over, saw the score flashing across the screen, and sighed. "Does it even matter at this point?" 
 
    "It's hockey. A lot can happen in twenty minutes, you know that." He pushed off the sofa and stretched. "I'm getting more wine. Do you want some?" 
 
    She should say no—she'd already had three glasses. But what the hell. She wasn't driving and she didn't have to go into the office tomorrow since it was a weekend. The only thing she had to do was finish the weekly blog post for Sunday, and she could knock that out in fifteen minutes. 
 
    Maybe twenty, since she'd really have to dig for something positive to say. 
 
    She grabbed her empty glass and passed it over her shoulder. "Yeah, fill me up." 
 
    Danny took the glass from her outstretched hand, then leaned over and scooped both phones from the table. "Just in case, because I know you too well." 
 
    "I wasn't going to look." 
 
    He raised his brows in obvious disbelief, then disappeared through the doorway to her kitchen. 
 
    "I really wasn't!" 
 
    "Liar." His voice was filled with laughter, loud enough to be heard from her perch on the floor in front of the sofa. She closed her eyes and rolled her neck, then wiggled her outstretched legs to get the blood circulating. The sofa would probably be more comfortable—it was oversized and overstuffed, made for cradling a body in comfort. But Danny always hogged the entire thing whenever he came over so the sofa was out.  
 
    Besides, she didn't feel like moving. And it was easier to bang her head against the coffee table from where she was sitting—something she had been doing a lot of tonight. 
 
    A close-up of the commentators appeared on the giant screen of her television, giving their opinion of the game so far. Lori tried not to pay attention, knowing whatever they said would only depress her. Or piss her off. Probably both. She didn't need to hear their play-by-play of everything going wrong, not when she'd seen it herself in the first two periods. 
 
    But she still couldn't make herself turn the volume down, not when there was a chance they might say something about Corbin. Not about his goaltending—he wasn't in the net tonight, hadn't been for two weeks.  
 
    What she was waiting for was commentary on the assault incident.  
 
    Lori cringed just thinking the words. Assault. God, she still couldn't believe it. Didn't want to believe it. And she still couldn't shake the feeling that it was all her fault. If she hadn't gone out that night, hadn't let Dawn convince her to take her, none of this would have happened. 
 
    Some of the backlash was already dying down—one of the twisted advantages of a digital age, where news had a shelf-life of hours, and drama had a shelf-life of a few days. Would it die down completely, eventually forgotten by the throngs who thrived on negativity? Maybe. But even if it did, that wouldn't help Corbin's reputation. People would remember, even years later.  
 
    There had been the news of that one hockey player, accused of rape years ago. Lori couldn't remember the outcome of the case—those details were lost to her—but she remembered the accusations, and the way his reputation was forever tarnished. His team had stuck by him and he kept playing—but that didn't mean people forgot. 
 
    And then there was that case all those years ago with the football player right here in Baltimore, the one who had beat his then-girlfriend in an elevator and stepped over her unconscious body on his way out. His career had been destroyed, and rightfully so. Again, she couldn't remember the outcome, if he had been charged or served any time. She didn't think so, but maybe that was because the girlfriend had married him and refused to testify. It didn't matter, because people didn't forget. 
 
    Is that what would happen to Corbin? Is that the only thing people would remember, years down the road? 
 
    "Have they said anything about it yet?" 
 
    Lori glanced over her shoulder, reached out to accept the fresh glass of wine from Danny, and shook her head. "No, nothing yet. Just talking about the lack of Banners' goaltending and speculating on why Dan Lory is still in net." 
 
    "I'm kind of wondering the same thing myself." Danny took his usual spot on the sofa behind her, stretching his legs out and getting comfortable. "Your uncle really has a hard-on for your boy, doesn't he?" 
 
    Lori nearly choked on the sip of wine, then turned and stared at Danny. He laughed and patted her on the back, maybe a little harder than was really necessary. 
 
    "I meant that in the straightest of ways, sweetheart, don't worry. Although I've always thought your uncle was a very sexy man, with those intense, piercing eyes and—" 
 
    "Eww, okay. Stop. That's my uncle you're talking about. I don't even want to—just, no. He's not sexy." 
 
    "Well your aunt must have thought so. She married him, didn't she?" 
 
    "My aunt thought he was an arrogant ass when she first met him. Which is kind of how I'm feeling about him right now." 
 
    "So what happened anyway? Why all the hatred?" 
 
    "You mean between Uncle Ian and Corbin? I honestly have no idea." Lori took another sip of wine then shifted so she wouldn't strain her neck looking at Danny. "I met Corbin right after I turned eighteen and was doing some intern work for the team. There was some team thing going on at The Maypole and we just started talking. Then I ran into him a week later and we had coffee. Uncle Ian went ballistic, didn't want me hanging around him. Apparently, there's some kind of unwritten bro-code where family members are off-limits. The whole thing was stupid. Still is." 
 
    "But that didn't stop you." 
 
    "From seeing Corbin? No. But nothing happened, we were just friends." 
 
    "Just friends, hm?" Danny reached out and ran his hand over her shoulder, digging in to the ever-present knot there. Lori sighed and let her head drop forward. 
 
    "Yes, just friends." 
 
    "Why don't I believe that?" 
 
    "I don't care what you believe, it's the truth." 
 
    "Sweetheart, I saw your face Monday morning when you came into work. Trust me, that was not a look one gets when they've spent the night with a friend." 
 
    "I never said I didn't want more. I did. I think he did, too. But he never let it go beyond friendship." 
 
    "But that didn't stop you from falling in love, did it?" There was sympathy in Danny's soft voice. Not just sympathy, but understanding as well, as if he knew exactly how she felt. 
 
    Lori blinked back the sudden moisture stinging her eyes, cleared her throat and shook her head. "No, it didn't. I, uh, I met him at his place the morning he was leaving for Vegas. When he got traded." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    Lori laughed, the sound bitter, full of self-crimination. "I asked him to take me with him, told him I'd pack up and leave right then and there." 
 
    "I take it that didn't work out?" 
 
    "Nope." She reached for her glass, twirled the stem between her fingers and watched the wine swirl, round and round. She sighed and took a long swallow, barely tasting it. 
 
    "And now?" 
 
    Lori looked over her shoulder, frowning. "Now, what?" 
 
    "You still love him." It was a statement, not a question. Lori didn't bother to deny it. Why should she, when Danny knew her better than most anyone? 
 
    "Yeah. Not that it matters, not with everything else going on." 
 
    "I don't understand. I thought you guys were together. Monday when you came in—" 
 
    "Yeah—we were together one night. That was it." 
 
    "But I thought—" 
 
    "He, uh, he doesn't want me dragged into everything that's going on." Corbin hadn't said it quite so bluntly, but she understood all the same. She just didn't know whether to be glad he'd said it in a text the following day, or if she would have preferred to hear it Monday morning before she left his place. 
 
    No—as much as reading that text had sucked, she was glad it had happened that way. She much preferred that, rather than having their time together marred by sadness. It wasn't like she didn't know it was coming—she had known it Sunday night, even before anything had happened between them. Had known it as they were lying in bed together. In the way he touched her. In the way he held her.  
 
    As if he was drinking her in. Memorizing every dip and curve and line of her body. Storing up memories for later. 
 
    Lori reached for her glass again, draining it one long swallow, trying to swallow back her sorrow along with the wine. 
 
    Danny gave her shoulder one last squeeze then dropped his hand. "Game's back on." 
 
    She nodded, her gaze moving to the television. The camera panned in on the players as they raced out onto the ice, getting into position. Lori sat up straighter, her head spinning at the sudden motion. Was she seeing things? She blinked, blinked again.  
 
    No, she wasn't. Corbin was getting into position in the net, swinging his stick from side-to-side, tapping the blade against the posts. He rolled his neck, swung his arms back and forth, stretching his shoulders before lowering into a crouch. 
 
    She heard Danny's low growl behind her, knew he was probably thinking the same thing she was when the camera panned in closer, focusing on Corbin's deep eyes behind the mask. 
 
    "Looks like your boy's back where he belongs. Maybe this a sign that things are about to change." 
 
    Maybe. But was Danny talking about the game...or something else? 
 
    Lori was afraid to hope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    "You going down?" 
 
    Corbin yanked the tie from around his neck and threw it on the bed. "No." 
 
    Shane swore under his breath. "Come on, man. You can't just sit up here by yourself, hiding." 
 
    "I'm not hiding." 
 
    "The hell you're not. You've hid out in your room every single night this week. You need to put that shit behind you, go have a drink. Just one to celebrate." 
 
    "Celebrate? What's there to celebrate? We lost. Again." Corbin's voice was flat, emotionless. But neither of the other men seemed to care because they kept hounding him when all he wanted was to be left alone. 
 
    "Yeah, but we came close to tying. That has to mean something." 
 
    "It means we still lost." He tilted his head back to undo the top button of his dress shirt, then another and another, until the shirt hung open over his plain white t-shirt.  
 
    "But Coach finally put you in. That has to be something worth celebrating." 
 
    "The only reason he put me in was because he didn't have a choice, not with the way Dan was playing." He shrugged out of his shirt and tossed it to the bed next to his tie. Didn't they know he wanted to be left alone? How much plainer did he have to be? 
 
    Hunter moved to the empty bed and sat down on the edge. "Listen, I know you think you're doing the right thing by hiding up here. But I think you're only making things worse. You should go down with us, make an appearance and act like business as usual. Let people see you. Send them a message that you don't care about the bullshit." 
 
    Corbin grunted. "Yeah. Or make an appearance and have things stirred up again right when it's starting to die down." 
 
    For now. But for how long? His attorney had assured him that things were being handled, then in the next breath warned him that these things took time. How much time? How long would this be hanging over his head? It had only been two weeks, but those two weeks felt like a lifetime. And he still couldn't shake the feeling that a ten-ton anvil was ready to fall on his head. How could he, with the woman's threat of pressing charges hanging over him? 
 
    It was better that he stayed here, out of sight. Fade into the background as much as he could until things were settled once and for all. But how long would that take? Weeks? Months? Longer? 
 
    He couldn't bear the thought of this dragging out for that long. 
 
    "One beer. That's it. One beer, no women, and we'll put you safely in the corner." 
 
    He glanced over at Shane, the temptation of accepting his offer growing stronger. Would one beer hurt? If they stayed in a group, if he could fade into a corner...maybe. 
 
    "No. I don't think it's a good idea." 
 
    "It's a great idea. And it's better than sitting up here, wallowing in your misery. Alone."  
 
    Hunter nodded. "Yeah, what Masters said. It's not like you have anything better to do." 
 
    Corbin tried to ignore the truth of the words but couldn't. He didn't have anything better to do. Sleep was out of the question, at least for now. He could never sleep right after a game, not unless they were on the plane flying somewhere. He had too much adrenaline running through him, too much energy. And after the last few days, he was starting to feel cooped up. Edgy. Ready to bounce off the walls. 
 
    Maybe hanging with his teammates for one beer would help with some of that energy. Or at least get him out of this room long enough so he didn't feel like the walls were closing in. 
 
    And it would remove the temptation he had to text Lori. To call her. 
 
    A temptation that was growing stronger each day. 
 
    Even now, knowing he shouldn't, he wanted to reach for his phone and read the text that had been waiting for him after the game. Just two short lines, nothing personal. Certainly nothing to be read into. 
 
    Nice goaltending. Glad he put you in. 
 
    That was it. Short and sweet. Simple. Generic. 
 
    So why did it mean so much more? 
 
    Because it was the first time he'd heard from Lori since he'd sent her that text message Monday evening, before taking off for their extended road trip. 
 
    I'm sorry. For everything. 
 
    He should have said more. Should have explained what he meant. Lori deserved that much, if not more. No, she definitely deserved more. He had grabbed his phone just before take-off, ready to type more, to send her another message. To explain. To apologize. To tell her last night had been the nest night of his life and he'd never forget it. To tell her...he wasn't sure. To tell her too much, tell her things he had no business telling her, not now. But it didn't matter because she had sent a single text message back. Two simple words that sliced through him: 
 
    I know. 
 
    That was it—until her message tonight. And God help him, he wanted to respond. To call her and hear her voice, to tell her he'd been a fool. A fool eight years ago when he let her walk away the morning he left for Vegas. A fool Monday morning, when he let her walk away a second time, knowing even then what he was going to do later that day. 
 
    But how could he do anything else? Especially now, with everything that was going on? It wasn't just about her uncle, not anymore. If that was the only obstacle, he'd plow it over and keep going. But it wasn't, not even close. 
 
    And he couldn't let Lori get dragged into this mess. 
 
    "Yo. Earth to Gauthier. Are you listening?" 
 
    Corbin jerked back, pushed Shane's hand away from his face. "I'm listening." 
 
    "The hell you are. You're in one of your freaky ass zones. And since it's not game time, it can't be good so you need to snap out of it. Come on. Put your shirt back on and let's go. You're coming with us." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Don't care." Shane grabbed the shirt from the bed and shoved it at Corbin. "Get dressed. One beer then you can come back up here and brood to your heart's content." 
 
    Corbin stared at the wad of material in his hands. Then, with a heavy sigh that broadcast his reluctance, he shrugged into the shirt and quickly buttoned it. Hunter clapped him on the back, then turned toward the door when someone started beating on it. 
 
    "Perfect timing." 
 
    "Perfect timing for what?" His question went unanswered—but not for long. Shane opened the door, revealing several of their teammates. Caleb Johnson and Jaxon Miller and Logan Simms. Brendan Hays. Christian Harper. 
 
    Caleb leaned his shoulder against the doorframe, his gaze raking the room before finally settling on Corbin. "You guys talked him into it. Good." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Yeah, and again—we don't care." Shane shoved him toward the door and out into the hallway. Corbin didn't have a chance to argue, didn't have the opportunity to dart back into the room. He was being herded toward the elevator, surrounded by well-meaning teammates who wouldn't let him leave. 
 
    They piled into the elevator, rode the short distance to the lobby, then emerged as one. Corbin was still in the center, still surrounded, like some kind of VIP surrounded by bodyguards. He almost laughed at the image, choked it back when they entered the bar. 
 
    Heads turned, eyes watching them. A dozen different stares were directed his way. Studying. Judging. 
 
    He stumbled to a stop, tried to back away. "This isn't a good idea—" 
 
    "Fuck them." Brendan's loud voice cut through the whispers, silencing them. Several seconds went by, slow and agonizing. Heads turned away and conversations resumed, noisy against the background of music and clanking glasses. As if those few seconds of judgment had never existed. 
 
    Had Corbin simply imagined it? He didn't think so, was sure he could still feel a few discreet stares directed his way. He took a deep breath and ignored them, the same way his teammates were doing as they moved toward the back corner of the bar. 
 
    This is when a few of the guys would leave. When they'd head to the bar and buy a round of drinks for the women sending interested glances their way. When they'd disappear, one by one, in search of company. 
 
    Only nobody got up to leave. Not a single man. Logan raised his hand, waving for one of the waitresses to come take their order. Corbin looked around, realized that somehow, he had been placed in the corner, just as Shane had said. Protected by his teammates, whether he wanted it or not. 
 
    Shane leaned over, a crooked grin curling the corner of his busted lip. "I told you. We're sending a message. We've got your back. Now relax and have that beer. Things are going to work out. You'll see." 
 
    Would they? Corbin didn't have Shane's confidence. But for the first time in two weeks, he felt a glimmer of hope. 
 
    No, not the first time. The second time. The first had been Sunday night, with Lori. 
 
    With the woman he kept hurting, even when he didn't mean to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Corbin leaned his head against the leather-covered steering wheel and sucked in a deep breath. One more. Again, until he was in danger of hyperventilating.  
 
    Even that would be better than sitting here, with his stomach twisted in knots, ready to turn itself inside out.  
 
    He shouldn't be here, should have never followed-through on the impulse. He should have stayed home, barricaded himself inside the bare apartment that was rapidly turning into a prison. There was a vast difference between going out for a beer with his team during their road trip and going out here, back in Baltimore. And there was definitely a huge difference between that and showing up here, at Lori's house. Unexpected. Unannounced. 
 
    He didn't even know if she was home, had no idea what her car looked like. So why was he here? Why had he given in to the sudden impulse to show up like this? 
 
    Because he wanted to see her. Needed to see her. It was irrational, this sudden urge. Only it wasn't sudden, not when it had been tearing at him for the last week, ever since that night his teammates had dragged him from his room.  
 
    They'd been back in town for a few days, things slowly returning to a semblance of normalcy—whatever that was now. The tension that had gripped the team for the last few weeks was mostly gone. They were still on a losing streak, still struggling, still dealing with that frustration, with the anger and short tempers of the coaching staff. But the other tension—the suspicion, the wary glances, the feeling of an impending explosion looming on the horizon...that was gone.  
 
    No, not gone. Not entirely. He didn't think it would ever be completely gone. But maybe, hopefully, the worst would be over.  
 
    He'd met with his attorney this afternoon, after practice. Had sat in stony silence as the older man had summarized the progress so far. They were close to an agreement and simply waiting on the final paperwork from the woman's lawyer. A few signatures, an obscene amount of money, and it would be mostly over. 
 
    The money didn't bother him, not really. With his salary and his investments, he didn't need to worry about it. Those few years in Vegas had taught him a painful lesson about spending versus investing, one he hadn't forgotten. No, it wasn't the money that bothered him—it was the dizzying speed with which it had happened. Four weeks, when he had expected it to take much longer. Even his attorney had been a little surprised, although he'd tried to hide it. 
 
    That was why he'd come here tonight: to tell Lori. He wanted her to know. And then he wanted to apologize again, to ask her out to dinner to celebrate. 
 
    No, not to celebrate. There was nothing to celebrate, nothing to be happy about, even if this was almost over. It would never be completely over, never be completely behind him. There would always be people who remembered. Who would look at him and whisper behind their hands. 
 
    But maybe, just maybe, he could move past it. And maybe Lori wouldn't mind being with him as he did. 
 
    That was the hope, anyway. That she'd say yes when he asked her out. That they could go on a real date, just the two of them. See if they could start over. 
 
    Start over? Corbin laughed. They had never started to begin with, because he'd always pushed her away, always stopped things before they could go anywhere. 
 
    Except that Sunday night, almost two weeks, when she had barged into his place. When he had been helpless to stop things—because he hadn't wanted to. 
 
    Was he a fool for even coming here? Maybe. Probably. But he wouldn't know, not for certain, not until he walked up to the door of her townhouse and knocked.  
 
    Which wouldn't happen unless he got out of his car. 
 
    He took one last deep breath and opened the door, pushing out of the low-slung sports car with a small groan. Muscles stretched, burning after being cramped in such a small space for so long. His fault, for sitting out here. He was lucky one of the neighbors hadn't noticed the strange car and called the police. 
 
    He pushed the thought away—that was the last thing he needed right now—and ran his hand over the thick sweater beneath his jacket, straightening the hem.  
 
    Wasting time. Procrastinating. 
 
    He gave himself a mental shake then headed up the walkway, the heels of his dress shoes scraping against concrete. He reached out, ready to press the doorbell, then hesitated. What if she wasn't home? The lights were on but that didn't mean she was there. Worse, what if she was home but didn't want to see him? 
 
    "Calice!" He swore to himself then pressed the doorbell, listening to the muted buzzing on the other side of the door. Then he waited. And waited some more. Pressed it one more time. She wasn't home, he should turn around and leave and— 
 
    The door opened and Corbin nearly doubled-over with the force of the breath leaving him. A man stood there, staring at him through dark, speculative eyes. Not as tall as Corbin, not as wide...but still a threat. Thick dark hair, carelessly tousled, fell over the man's wide forehead. The chiseled face staring back at him was so unlike his own. Not a single scar marred the perfect features. No scars, no crooked nose. No hint that the mouth had ever been split or bloodied.  
 
    Corbin hated him on sight. Wanted to mar the perfection of the man's face. 
 
    Wanted to turn around and pretend he had never knocked on the door. 
 
    He started to do just that when the man stepped back and opened the door wider. His mouth curled into a sly smile as he called over his shoulder. "Lori, you may want to come down here before you have a bloodbath on your hands. Because I am not cleaning it up." 
 
    Corbin's frown turned into a scowl when he realized the other man's meaning. Did this...le colice de con...actually think he was a match for Corbin? No, not even close. 
 
    Not physically. 
 
    But he was the one inside Lori's house, not Corbin. 
 
    The man turned back, his dark brows raised in subtle amusement. "You might as well come inside. If you're going to entertain ideas about kicking my ass, it would be better if you did it without the whole world watching." He paused, his mouth finally curling in a wide smile. "I wouldn't want to embarrass you." 
 
    Corbin glared at the man, tempted to accept his challenge and prove him wrong. He finally stepped inside, pausing in the entryway to look around as the man closed the door behind them. 
 
    The entranceway opened into a large living room, filled with overstuffed furniture in bright, cheery colors. Art work hung on the walls, along with framed pictures arranged in clusters. Warm, homey. Welcoming. 
 
    A thousand times more welcoming than his own place.  
 
    But he didn't care about the bright colors or cozy comfort. What he cared about was the man who casually made his way through the living room. Like he knew his way around Lori's place. Like he'd been here before.  
 
    Many times before. 
 
    "Care for anything to drink?" Even the question was casual, as if he was used to playing host to guests in Lori's house. Corbin clenched his jaw and shook his head, wondering why he was still standing here. He should leave. He had no business being here, not when it was clear that Lori had company. 
 
    Company that obviously didn't include him. 
 
    "Lori, sweetheart. Get a move on." 
 
    Sweetheart? What the fuck? Anger coursed through him, followed by hurt and betrayal. If Lori was involved with this man, why had she been with him last Sunday night? Or was that why her response to his single text the following evening had been so simple? So accepting? Because she knew there would be no more nights together, because she was already seeing someone else? 
 
    "Lori, sweetheart. If you love me at all, you really need to get down here. Pronto." 
 
    No. It was too much. Corbin shook his head, stepped back and blindly searched for the doorknob with one groping hand while the other curled into a tight fist. He should have never come here, should have never stepped foot inside once the door had been opened.  
 
    The sound of footsteps echoed from upstairs. Sharp at first, then muffled as they moved from a hard floor to the thicker carpet covering the stairs. Corbin looked over, watched as black boots came into view. One step, two. The top of the boots stopped just below Lori's knees. Another step and he could see the black leggings covering her thighs, clinging to firm curves. Another step and another, revealing the hem of a long gray sweater that fell past her hips. 
 
    "Don't get your panties in a wad, I'm coming. What's the hurry, anyway? I thought we still had time before we had to leave—" 
 
    Lori halted on the third step from the bottom, her hand reaching out for the railing. Pale skin pulled tight across her knuckles as she looked first at Corbin then at the other man, then back again. 
 
    Corbin's hand finally closed over the doorknob. All he had to do was turn it. Twist it in his hand and open the door, then he could leave. But the damn thing wouldn't move, no matter how many times he tried turning it. 
 
    Lori hurried down the last few steps, her gaze never leaving his. Then she frowned and turned toward the other man, who was leaning against the wall with a bottle of beer carelessly hanging from his hand. 
 
    "Daniel Edwards, you're an ass." 
 
    Corbin finally got the knob to cooperate, finally jerked the door open. But Lori was suddenly beside him, her hand wrapped around his arm, holding him in place. 
 
    And choking on her laughter. 
 
    It was too much. A litany of French swearing fell from his mouth, peppered with more colorful English choices that could leave no doubt as to what he was saying. Frustration ate at him, made worse when he saw Lori biting her lip. 
 
    Worse still when the other man doubled over in laughter. 
 
    "What the fuck?" Yes, that was definitely English. And for some reason, it made the other man laugh even harder. 
 
    Corbin stared at him, then finally looked at Lori, some of his anger and frustration melting away, replaced by confusion. She tugged on his arm, leading him into the living room, not stopping until they were close to the other man. 
 
    Dangerously close. One quick swing would take care of everything. It would stop the man's laughter and remove the knowing smirk from his perfect face. But Corbin didn't take the swing. He couldn't, not with Lori standing between them, almost like she knew what he wanted to do. 
 
    No, she was the one who swung instead, punching the other man in the shoulder. But there was no power to it, no strength behind it. It was simply a playful punch, nothing more. "You are such an ass. How could you even do that?" 
 
    "Me? I didn't do anything." The ass nodded in Corbin's direction. "He's the one who was jumping to conclusions. Serves him right for even thinking that way." 
 
    Corbin frowned, his gaze bouncing between the two of them. Lori's hand drifted from his arm, down to his hand. But instead of letting go, she threaded her fingers with his and squeezed. 
 
    "Corbin, this is Danny Edwards. He works with me. And he's one of my best friends." 
 
    "Yes. Stress definitely on the friends bit." Danny held out his hand, his gaze too direct, silently daring Corbin not to accept it. He hesitated then finally reached out, surprised at the man's strong grip. Surprised when the man refused to let go. Instead, he leaned toward him, his smile widening as he looked Corbin up and down. 
 
    "Lori and I happen to have the same taste in men." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Another beer was placed in front of him, the sides of the heavy mug frosted, the head smooth and creamy. Corbin looked up in surprise, then lifted the mug he was still nursing. "I'm still drinking this one." 
 
    "Then drink a little faster. You don't want it to go to waste." 
 
    "I shouldn't—" 
 
    "Drink." Danny nodded at the fresh mug then leaned back in the chair. "I'd hate for my money to be wasted." 
 
    Corbin frowned, wondering what the other man meant. Oh, that was right. Danny was insisting on buying the drinks tonight—for Lori and him. Although Lori didn't seem to be drinking anything other than iced tea, so maybe that didn't count. 
 
    "I told you, I can pay for my own drinks. And yours. Hell, I can pay for everybody's." 
 
    Danny laughed, making him wonder what was so funny. "Yeah, you could. But I'm treating tonight. It's the least I can do, considering how well you handled everything." 
 
    "No." Lori leaned forward, her lips curved in a delicate smile. "It's the least you can do for pulling that stunt. You're lucky I didn't slug you myself." 
 
    "If I remember correctly, sweetheart, you did." 
 
    Lori laughed, the sound light and musical. Soft—like her mouth. She had such soft lips. Warm and smooth. Lips that made a man forget— 
 
    Corbin frowned. Lips that made a man forget what? He couldn't remember. He didn't need to, knew it would come to him. He slid his chair to the side and draped his arm around Lori's shoulder, pulling her close. She turned her head to the side, her eyes widening a fraction of an inch as he tilted his head toward her. 
 
    "I love your mouth. Did you know that?" Then he claimed her lips with his, the kiss soft and warm. Gentle. And over too soon because she pulled away, laughing.  
 
    "Okay, no more beer for you. I think you've had enough." She tugged the half-empty mug from his hand and slid it across the table, toward Danny and his friends. Corbin ignored their laughter, his gaze focused solely on Lori. 
 
    "I have not had enough. Nowhere near enough, eh? Not ever." And shit, he needed to stop, before she thought he was talking about something besides the beer. Although she was probably right about that. How many of the liter mugs had been passed his way? Five? Six? Between the beer and the few shots that had been shoved into his hand, he had lost count. 
 
    Probably not the smartest thing to do, but it had been easy. Too easy. He was comfortable here, relaxed in a way he hadn't been relaxed since his return to Baltimore. Since before then, even. Lori was with him. Danny and his friends were easy to talk to. And nobody in the bar stared at him. Nobody was watching or judging.  
 
    Even the bar itself made him comfortable. Not dark and loud like a cavernous nightclub, with lights flashing bright enough to blind you, and music blaring so loud it was impossible to talk to the person standing right next to you. Here, the lights were dim—but not so dim you couldn't see. Music drifted through the sound system, loud enough to enjoy but low enough that it didn't interfere with conversation. There was even a small dance floor in the corner, but nobody was using it right now. 
 
    Maybe, if the right song came on, he'd ask Lori to dance. He'd get a chance to pull her into his arms and hold her close. To tilt his head toward hers, to feel the silky softness of her honey blonde hair brush against his skin. To feel the weight of her breasts pressed— 
 
    He cleared his throat and pushed the thoughts from his mind. His cock had been standing at half-mast all night, just from being next to Lori. He didn't need it to jump to full attention—especially not when her friend was watching him, like he knew exactly what kind of battle Corbin was currently waging against his own body. 
 
    Danny lifted a mug in a mock salute, his brows shooting up with just a hint of amusement. "Down, boy." 
 
    Corbin glared, his face heating when he realized Lori was watching them. "What did I miss?" 
 
    "Nothing." He mumbled the answer, slid down in his seat and tried to nonchalantly adjust positions so his cock wasn't straining against the zipper of his trousers.  
 
    "Why don't I believe that?" 
 
    "It's nothing, sweetheart. Your boy's telling the truth." Danny gave her a smile and a big wink, then turned that same smile toward him. "I have to give you credit, though." 
 
    "Me? Why?" 
 
    "For not slugging me when you thought Lori and I were together. For not wiping your hand on your leg then slugging me when you realized I was gay. For agreeing to come here." 
 
    Corbin frowned, wondering if maybe the alcohol had muddled his mind more than he thought. "What's wrong with this place? And why would I slug you? I mean, yeah. When I thought you and Lori were—you know. I wanted to. I really wanted to." 
 
    "Yes, I could tell." Danny's smile widened a bit, but only for a second. "You weren't doing a very good job of hiding your feelings—which is why the thanks for the latter still stands." 
 
    "I still don't understand." 
 
    Lori placed her hand on his arm and squeezed. "Danny means because he's gay. Because this is a gay bar. Not everyone would be comfortable with that." 
 
    "Then fuck them."  
 
    Silence greeted his very loud statement, which coincided with the ending of the current song. Corbin's face heated as fifty sets of eyes turned his way. A few of the men around them started clapping and cheering, which only embarrassed him more. He reached for the fresh mug of beer, pulling it toward him in an effort to hide his face. 
 
    "I didn't mean for that to come out quite so loud, eh?" 
 
    "Don't apologize, it was perfect. And that deserves at least one more round." 
 
    Corbin started to shake his head, to tell the other man he didn't another round—of anything. But Lori beat him to it.  
 
    "No. No more shots. No more anything. He's done. We're done. It's time to leave." She grabbed her purse and coat from the back of her chair then pushed away from the table. "Danny, how are you getting home? You shouldn't be driving." 
 
    "Don't worry about me. I'm pretty sure I have a ride for tonight." He tilted his head to the side, nodding toward a man leaning against the bar, watching them. Lori looked over, recognition flaring in her eyes. 
 
    "OhmyGod, seriously? When did he get here?" 
 
    "About thirty minutes ago." 
 
    "Did you know he was coming?" 
 
    "I may have, yes." 
 
    "Is he just here to hang out or here to meet you?" 
 
    "We're meeting." 
 
    "OhmyGod, then why are you sitting here? You should be over there with him, not with us." 
 
    "Anticipation, sweetheart. Makes a man more appreciative." Danny slid a knowing glance at Corbin, one filled with hidden meaning. Only Corbin had no idea what that meaning was and he couldn't exactly ask because Danny was already pushing away from the table. 
 
    He leaned over and pressed a quick kiss against Lori's cheek, then laughed at Corbin's scowl. "Even knowing you're completely safe with me, he's a tad protective. I think I like that in a man." 
 
    Danny walked away with a quick wave, his friends following, leaving the two of them alone. Lori shrugged into her coat then stood there, looking down at Corbin. "Are you ready?" 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "To leave." 
 
    "Oh. Yeah. Of course." Corbin stood up, then grabbed the edge of the table for balance. He blinked, bringing the room back into focus, and looked down to see Lori laughing at him. "What's so funny?" 
 
    "You are. Come on." She wrapped her arm around his waist, leading them across the bar. Cold air washed over him as soon as they pushed through the door and he paused long enough to fill his lungs with it. Then they were walking around the corner to the small gravel parking lot, stopping when they reached his car. 
 
    "Where are your keys?" 
 
    "In my pants pocket, why?" 
 
    "Because I need your keys to drive, that's why." 
 
    "You're driving?" 
 
    "Well you're certainly not." 
 
    "Oh." He frowned, then finally nodded. "Probably a good idea." 
 
    Lori stood there, watching him. Waiting. She sighed and rolled her eyes, then held out her hand. "Keys?" 
 
    "They're in my pocket." 
 
    "I know, you said that already. Can you get them for me?" 
 
    Corbin grinned and shook his head. "No. If you want them, you get them." 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise, a second before her laughter spread around him. Soft and warm. Comforting. Then she jammed her hand into his front pocket, her fingers searching then abruptly stilling. Her head tilted back, her eyes no longer laughing as she watched him. Her fingers began moving again, slow, so slow as she traced the length of his aching cock. 
 
    "I don't think that's your keys." 
 
    "No, I don't think it is." Corbin tilted his head, captured her mouth with his. He only wanted one kiss. Just one kiss then he'd pull away, pull the keys from his back pocket and let her drive him home. 
 
    But one kiss wasn't enough. It would never be enough. He pulled her closer, his hand curling around the curve of her ass. He needed to be closer...closer. Until he was a part of her, and she was a part of him. Until— 
 
    The shrill blare of a horn from a passing car jerked him back, reminded him where they were. What the fuck was he thinking? He wasn't, that was the problem. Now that he'd had a taste of her, now that he knew what it was like to be with her, he couldn't stop. Didn't want to stop. 
 
    But he had to. They were in a parking lot. In the middle of the night. In February. 
 
    He bit back a curse and stepped away, yanked the key fob from his back pocket and slapped it into the palm of her hand. Her fingers closed around it, something like desperation in her eyes as she hit the remote and unlocked the doors. 
 
    "My place okay?" 
 
    "Yeah. Perfect." He yanked open the door and dropped into the passenger seat, pulled his seatbelt around him and waited for Lori to do the same. Then he closed his eyes and rested his head against the buttery softness of the leather seat, smiling as the powerful engine roared to life under him, dreaming of things to come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Lori tilted her head, listening. Had that been movement she heard coming from upstairs? She stepped out of the kitchen, listening more closely. Her house was quiet, the only noise coming from the coffee machine behind her. 
 
    She tossed the dish towel over her shoulder then returned to the tray she was assembling. Toast, unbuttered—check. Glass of orange juice—check. Coffee, strong and black—almost ready. Ibuprofen, extra strength— she uncapped the bottle, started to shake out two then changed her mind and just placed the entire bottle on the tray. There, everything was ready. Now all she had to do was take it upstairs to her guest. 
 
    And make sure he was still alive. 
 
    A grin played around her mouth. This wasn't exactly how she had planned to spend the morning after bringing Corbin home with her. Especially after that toe-curling kiss he'd planted on her in the parking lot. But maybe it was better this way. They'd have a chance to talk without sex getting in the way. 
 
    Not that she thought Corbin's mind would be on sex right now. His head was probably pounding too much from all the drinking he'd done last night. Danny would have a lot to answer for when she saw him at work on Monday. What had he been thinking, buying as many rounds as he had and practically force-feeding them to Corbin? Not that Corbin had needed any extra encouragement tossing them back. At first, Lori thought he was trying to prove something, that maybe he wasn't quite as comfortable with Danny as he pretended to be—which would have broken her heart. But that wasn't it. In fact, she got the feeling the opposite was true—that he was so comfortable, he was actually able to relax enough that he didn't have to worry about anything. 
 
    She just wished he hadn't fallen asleep in the car the way he had. 
 
    She paused at the open door to her room, her eyes drinking in the sight of the man sleeping in her bed. Yes, she had a guest room. She could have just as easily put him in there last night. But he told her no, he wanted to be with her—then promptly fell face-first in the middle of her bed, fully clothed. 
 
    He wasn't fully clothed now. She had managed to get off his shoes and socks, had managed to tug off his pants—which may have taken her a bit longer because she'd been enjoying it a little too much. The dark blue boxer briefs stayed safely in place, though. She did have some scruples—although it had been a close call. 
 
    The sweater had been more difficult, because she had to actually move him to get it off. The man was solid, nothing but pure muscle and hot flesh—and almost impossible to move when he was nothing but dead weight. That's why she had left the white undershirt on—she couldn't manage to go through the motions again to get it off. 
 
    He must have taken it off at some point in the middle of the night, though, because his arm had been wrapped around her waist, her back pressed against his bare chest when she woke up this morning.  
 
    Not that she was complaining. 
 
    He had taken over most of the bed as soon as she got out of it, though, and it didn't look like he had moved since then. One arm was stretched out to the side, his hand loosely curled. The other arm was curled over his eyes, so she could only see the tip of his nose and his full mouth, relaxed in sleep. Stubble covered his jaw, a few shades darker than the hair on his head, thicker than she remembered it being the morning after she'd spent the night at his place. 
 
    The sheets were a tangled mess around his waist, the pale-yellow cotton even lighter against his skin. One bare leg, covered in hair the same dark blonde as the stubble on his chin, poked out from the sheets, his foot dangling over the edge of the bed. 
 
    She could stand here all day and simply watch him. Catalog the changes in his body from when she had seen him last. Not that she had seen this much of him back then, not even close. But she had seen enough—had been so acutely aware of him, even then—that it was easy to see the changes. His shoulders were broader, his arms thicker. His chest had filled out, his stomach was more defined. And his legs. God, his legs defied description. Long, with thick thighs and calves from all those years spent on the ice. Strong. Powerful. And the way they felt between hers, as he was sliding— 
 
    Lori gave herself a shake and forced herself to look at the wall. She did not need to be staring at Corbin like this, remembering how his body felt next to hers. In hers. Not now, not when she needed to wake him up. The Banners didn't have practice today, she knew that much. But she had no idea if he had somewhere else he had to be, something else he had to do. It was already past nine in the morning, definitely time to stop wasting time. 
 
    Lori placed the tray on the nightstand then lowered herself to the edge of the bed. Should she tap him on the shoulder? Gently shake him? Or maybe just leaning forward and calling his name would be enough to wake him.  
 
    She reached out, hesitating for just a second, then placed her hand against his shoulder. His skin was hot and firm, begging for a touch. A kiss.  
 
    Lori rolled her eyes and pushed against his shoulder. "Hey, Sleepyhead. Time to get up." 
 
    He groaned, the sound garbled and throaty, then shook his head. She nudged him again, a little harder this time. 
 
    "Corbin, time to wake up." 
 
    "Mm-hmm." 
 
    One more time, leaning a little closer. "Corbin—oomph!" She landed flat on her back in the middle of the bed, his warm weight resting on top of her. Sleepy brown eyes stared down at her, holding her in place even as her heart threatened to take off without her. 
 
    Lori waited for her heart to settle, waited for her breathing to slow down. Waited for Corbin to blink the haze of sleep from his eyes and finally recognize her. Only when she looked into his eyes, she realized he did recognize her—and he hadn't been asleep, not if the crooked smile on his face meant anything. 
 
    "You're not funny." 
 
    "I wasn't trying to be." 
 
    "Your coffee is getting cold."  
 
    He dipped his head, brushed his lips against her ear. "Don't care." 
 
    "I brought aspirin—" 
 
    "Don't need it."  
 
    "You're not hungover?" 
 
    "Non." His lips trailed a hot path along her neck, behind her ear, across her cheek. She closed her eyes, her body already reaching toward him. Warm breath fanned across her mouth, sweet and minty.  
 
    Her eyes shot open and she stared at him. "You brushed your teeth." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "That's cheating." 
 
    He pulled back, surprise etched on his face. "How is that cheating?" 
 
    "Because now I can't use morning breath as an excuse." 
 
    He chuckled, the sound deliciously warm and sexy, his mouth dangerously close to hers. She turned her head to the side and pushed against his bare chest. "We need to talk." 
 
    He froze, muttered something in French, then rolled off her with a sigh. She pushed up on her elbows, thought about simply scooting back and leaning against the headboard, then thought better of it. That would put her too close to Corbin, with his bare chest and sleep-sexy eyes and—she glanced down at where the sheet had been covering him, saw the rigid outline of his thick erection straining against the cotton of his briefs. 
 
    She made a small sound, an odd cross between a groan and a whimper, then slid across the bed and sat on the edge—away from the temptation that was Corbin. Then she noticed him watching her, noticed the crooked grin curling his full mouth and the gleam of mischief in his eyes. She rolled her eyes then slid closer to the end of the bed. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    "How can you not be hungover?"  
 
    He took a long gulp of the coffee, watching her over the rim of the mug. He closed his eyes, an expression of pure joy crossing his face as he swallowed. Then he looked back at her, that crooked smile still in place. "I'm one of the lucky ones, I guess. Good thing, after those years in Vegas, eh?" 
 
    "All those years in Vegas?" She snorted. "Could have fooled me, with the way you crashed last night." 
 
    A small blush raced across his face. He looked away, shrugged, toyed with the edge of the mug. "I did not plan on that, no. But I'm more than willing to make up for it—" 
 
    "Did you love her?" The question came out of nowhere, shocking her as much as it obviously shocked him. Or maybe shocked was the wrong word. The blush on his face disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. His lips pulled tight, their color fading to a chalky white. 
 
    Lori looked away, her gaze focused on the frayed hole in the knee of her jeans. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked. It's none of my business—" 
 
    "Non." He cleared his throat, spoke again, his voice louder. "No, I did not love her." 
 
    Lori nodded, not even sure if he was looking at her. She wanted to ask more questions—questions she had no right to ask. Why had he married? Why had he divorced? Had he called his wife cute little pet names as well, the way he called her ma cocotte? 
 
    No, she couldn't ask him that. Ever. She didn't want to know, couldn't bear the thought of him using her pet name with another woman. 
 
    The bed shifted under her. She watched from the corner of her eye as he stood up, reached for the trousers she had carefully folded and placed across the small chair next to the bed. He stepped into them, pulled them up and snapped them with short, precise movements before turning toward her. 
 
    "Is that what you wanted to talk about?" 
 
    Lori twisted to the side, quickly looked away at the intensity in his eyes. "No, it wasn't. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have—" 
 
    "Then what did you want to talk about?" His voice was level, the accent that had been present moments ago gone.  
 
    "I just—you never told me why you came to see me last night." 
 
    His shoulders relaxed as the tension left him. He ran a hand across his jaw, the rasp of stubble against his palm a whisper in the surrounding silence. Then he sighed and sat on the edge of the bed, his leg so close, she could feel the heat of it against hers. 
 
    "I met with my attorney yesterday. He thinks an agreement has been reached and that I can put everything behind me." 
 
    "That fast?"  
 
    "That is what he said, yes." 
 
    "So, now what? You write her a check and that's it?" 
 
    Corbin nodded, his gaze not quite meeting hers. She wanted to ask how much. How much was a man's reputation worth? How much was the payout for setting him up? Because she was certain, now more than ever, that it had been some kind of set-up. 
 
    But she didn't dare ask. It wasn't her business. And she was very much afraid of what she'd do to her neighbor if she ever found out. 
 
    "Well, I'm glad. Not that you have to pay her—there's nothing right about that. But I'm glad you can put this behind you." She offered him a smile that she didn't quite feel and stood up, moving toward the tray on the nightstand. "And I'm glad we were able to help you celebrate last night, even if we didn't know it at the time." 
 
    Corbin reached for her hand, stopping her mid-step. She glanced down, watching as his thumb rubbed small circles against the back of her hand, felt the corresponding warmth of his touch spreading along her arm. Then she looked up, her gaze locking with his. Deep brown, warm, serious. 
 
    "That was why I came here last night, ma cocotte. To ask you out. On a proper date. And to see..." He cleared his throat and stood up, suddenly towering over her. Making her feel small and dainty.  
 
    And protected. Always protected.  
 
    He cupped the back of her head, his eyes never leaving hers. "And to see if maybe we can pick up where we left the last time I was here." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Bare trees lined the side of the road, their naked branches dark shadows in the gray sky heavy with the promise of snow. Patchy snow, dirty with exhaust from traffic, littered grass still brown from winter's cold. The snowy patches became more frequent, thicker and heavier and not quite so dirty, the further north they drove up I83. The landscape changed as well, office buildings and flat land giving way to farmhouses and rolling hills. 
 
    How long had it been since he'd been up this way? Nine years? Almost ten? Not since that March afternoon when he'd given the necklace to Lori, in the shadows of the big barn. 
 
    He had never expected to return. Certainly not today. 
 
    Corbin pushed the sunglasses to the top of his head and shifted in the passenger seat. Lori leaned against the back of the driver's seat, her mouth curved in a small smile, her left hand curled around the steering wheel. 
 
    Her right hand curled around his. 
 
    That was unexpected, too—how easy it had been to reach over and grab her hand. How natural it felt. How normal, for her fingers to be threaded with his. How many times had he ached to do that, all those years ago? Something as simple, as innocent, as holding her hand. But he'd never been able to, not even on those few occasions when she had tried. Silly, how something as innocent as holding hands had felt so forbidden to him back then. 
 
    But it didn't feel forbidden now. Now, it felt...right. 
 
    Even Lori driving, instead of him, felt right for some reason. He had argued at first—not because he had anything against Lori driving, but because a small piece of him had been eager to show off for her. To impress her—and whoever they might run into at her parents' house—with the flashy sportscar. Ridiculous. Shallow. Vain. Yes, to all of those things. But he had still wanted to do it. 
 
    Until Lori reminded him how bumpy the driveway to the barn was. Until she playfully told him she had no problem with him driving his expensive, flashy sports car—as long as he didn't mind bottoming-out as soon as he turned into the driveway. 
 
    So they were headed north, with Lori driving her practical car while the knots in his stomach tightened. They passed the exit for Mt. Carmel Road, then Middletown Road. How much further? He couldn't remember. Two exits? Three? And with each passing minute, the knots grew in size. 
 
    "And Coach Donovan, he won't be there, eh?" 
 
    "No. I told you that. He took Aunt Kayli away for the weekend. The coast is clear." She squeezed his hand, but he didn't feel quite so reassured. 
 
    "I feel like I did all those years ago, when you brought me to see the calf." 
 
    Lori glanced over at him. "And how's that? Curious? Excited?" 
 
    "Non. Petrified of getting caught." 
 
    Sudden laughter filled the car, light and musical. Corbin smiled at the sound, at the way it made him feel inside. Light. Free—freer than he'd felt in a long time. He raised their clasped hands to his mouth and pressed a kiss against her knuckles, smiling when Lori's fingers involuntarily tightened around his.  
 
    Later, he promised. Later, when they returned to her place, he would cook her dinner. They would sit on the sofa, curled together as they talked. And then he would make love to her. Slow. Complete. Over and over, the way he had always wanted to. 
 
    "You were really that worried? I think you're exaggerating." 
 
    "I'm not exaggerating. Your uncle was very clear about killing me if he ever saw us together. And I had no doubt that he meant every word." 
 
    Lori's fingers tightened around his. She pulled her gaze from the road, not bothering to hide her shock. "Seriously?" 
 
    " Franchement. Yes, very." 
 
    "Uncle Ian actually threatened to kill you? I can't believe he did that! Just wait until I see him—" 
 
    "Non, ma cocotte. Let it go. That was a long time ago." 
 
    She turned her attention to the road, not speaking again until she slowed for the exit to Old York Road. "He hasn't said anything recently? Since you've been back?" 
 
    Corbin swallowed against the growing lump of nerves in his throat and shook his. "No. The subject hasn't yet been brought up." 
 
    But it would be, of that he was certain. As soon as Coach Donovan heard the first hint that Corbin was seeing Lori, there would be hell to pay. He didn't care, not anymore. Let Coach threaten him. Corbin was older now, had been through too much the last eight years to be so easily intimidated. Had learned too much of what he really wanted these last four weeks. 
 
    That didn't mean he was foolish enough to ignore the nerves twisting his gut. And it certainly didn't mean he was looking forward to it. 
 
    Lori slowed the car to a stop then made a left turn onto the road dividing Maryland and Pennsylvania. The road twisted and turned, becoming a little narrower with each passing mile. Up one hill and down another, and another and another until she slowed the car and turned into a rutted, gravel drive. The car bounced hard enough that his teeth rattled together and he looked over, noticing her mischievous smile. 
 
    "You did that on purpose." 
 
    She looked over at him and grinned, giving him a glimpse of the young woman she had been. The woman who had stolen his heart all those years ago. Spirited. Carefree. Independent.  
 
    The woman she still was. 
 
    "Maybe." She eased the car to a stop near the old stone barn and turned off the ignition. "Well, here we are. What do you think? Is it like you remembered?" 
 
    "Non. It's better." Could she hear the change in his voice? Feel the heat in his words? He didn't know, didn't care, because she turned her head toward him, her mouth slightly parted in surprise. He leaned toward her, cupped the back of her head in his hand, and captured her mouth with his.  
 
    This wasn't a gentle kiss, or a kiss meant to coax or reassure. There was power in this kiss. Hunger. Fire. Desire and demand. 
 
    He thrust his tongue into her open mouth, tasted heat and passion. She sighed, the sound mixing with his own, and leaned into him. The fingers of her right hand twisted in the soft material of his sweatshirt. The fingers of her left skimmed his jaw, his cheek, teased the short strands of hair at the back of his neck.  
 
    He struggled to get closer, cursing the seatbelt that held him in place. He needed to feel her, to hold her. To be with her. Here. Now. Always. 
 
    He pulled his mouth from hers, dragged his lips along the smooth column of her throat. Traced the edges of her ear with his tongue, hearing the echoes of her harsh breathing mixing with his own. He reached between them, his hand searching for the seatbelt release, heard the soft click as first his then hers popped free. 
 
    He pulled away long enough to free them from the straps, then he grabbed her, pulling her across the console and settling her on his lap. Kissing, touching, never letting go as the air around them turned warm and humid, fogging the windshield, adding to the fire burning inside him. 
 
    He caught her mouth again. Seeking. Claiming. He dragged his hand along her sides, eased them inside her sweater. Skimmed the warm flesh of her stomach, her sides. Higher, to the fullness of breasts. She sighed into his mouth and pressed against his palm, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he gently pinched one taut nipple through the thin lace of her bra. 
 
    "I need you, ma cocotte. Here. Now. Always." He uttered the words in French, needing to say them but not so she could understand. Not yet. This, what he was feeling...it was too powerful. Too potent. Too new, after being apart for so long. Too strong. So strong, the earth rumbled with the force of it. Louder, the air around them vibrating with it. 
 
    Corbin pulled away, frowning, some small instinct of warning flicking to life. But it was too late. He heard the pounding on the window, turned to see a fist banging against the glass.  
 
    Coach Donovan, glaring at him through the partially fogged window, his eyes blazing with fury. And beyond him, another man. Tall, lean, but with the build of a lethal predator ready to attack. 
 
    And with eyes nearly identical to the ones belonging to the woman on his lap. 
 
    "Fuck." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Lori reached into the back seat and grabbed her scarf, the thick woolen one that was wide enough to be used as a shawl if she needed to. She looped it in half, draped it around her neck, then pulled the ends through the loop. 
 
    Tempted to do the same to her uncle and father, only she'd tighten it a lot more. 
 
    She slammed the door, hard, then moved to the front of the car and leaned against the hood. How long had Uncle Ian and Corbin been gone? Long enough that the heat from the engine was nearly gone. Long enough that the heavy flakes of snow were beginning to cover the roof and windshield of her car. 
 
    This was ridiculous. Beyond ridiculous. 
 
    She slid a glance toward her father, ready to tell him exactly that, then snapped her mouth shut. It was better to not say anything, not when he was standing there, brows lowered over dark eyes, his arms folded in front of him. At least he wasn't standing at attention, or pacing with short, clipped steps, like he was chewing out his squad or platoon or whatever it was called for screwing something up. She took that as a good sign. It didn't happen very often—her dad was generally too laid back for that. But on those rare occasions when he started that clipped pacing, look out, because that meant he was beyond furious. 
 
    Which was only marginally better when he simply stood there, statue-still. 
 
    Like he was doing right now. 
 
    Lori looked toward the big barn, the heavy planks and thick stone dark against the steely light. She sighed and slid a cautious glance toward her father. 
 
    "Um, how much longer do you think they're going to be?" 
 
    Her father's gaze slid to hers, held it for the space of several heartbeats—long enough that she started to squirm—then looked away. "As long as it takes." 
 
    She squelched the urge to stomp her foot. "This is ridiculous. You know that, right? We weren't doing anything. Uncle Ian had no business marching him off behind the barn the way he did." 
 
    That look again, stone quiet, hiding all hints of thought or emotion. "Better your uncle than me." 
 
    "Oh my God. Really?" She pushed away from the car and started pacing, back and forth, each step filled with frustration. "Dad, I'm not a little kid anymore. And we weren't doing anything! It was just a kiss. That's all." 
 
    She tried not to wince at the lie. Yes, it had been a kiss—but there had been nothing just about it. And if they had come up to the car ten minutes later...she shuddered, not wanting to imagine what they may have seen. 
 
    And she was pretty sure her father knew it, too. 
 
    "Just be glad that's all it was." 
 
    "Dad—" 
 
    "Don't dad me." He uncrossed his arms and jammed his hands into the pockets of the thick barn coat. Was that a good sign? She wasn't sure and didn't dare interrupt him to ask. "Do you have any idea what it's like to walk up on your daughter making out with some guy you've never met?" 
 
    "Dad, I'm twenty-eight. It's not like I've never been kissed before." And ouch. That was such the wrong thing to say, she knew it as soon as the words left her mouth. Knew it as soon as she saw the flash of anger and denial in her father's eyes. "I didn't mean—" 
 
    "Tell me again exactly how long you've known this guy." 
 
    "Corbin?" 
 
    "Is there another guy I need to worry about?" 
 
    Lori stopped herself from rolling her eyes at the last second. "No, Dad. No other guys." 
 
    He ignored her sarcasm. "Yes, Corbin. How long?" 
 
    "Ten years." 
 
    "Ten years, hm? And he's the one you were telling me about the other week. The one you had that crush on all those years ago." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "The same one you haven't seen in...I'm sorry. Refresh my memory. How long has it been?" 
 
    She dropped her gaze to the gravel drive, focusing on the dusting of snow gathered at her feet. Her voice was barely more than a mumble when she answered. "Um, I'm not sure—" 
 
    "I seem to recall you saying something about him just being traded to the Banners. Or did I misunderstand that?" 
 
    "Um, no." 
 
    "So he's been back for what, a month?" 
 
    "Uh, almost two. I think." 
 
    "You think. And you saw him again for the first time...when was it?" 
 
    She swallowed, kicked a stone with the toe of her boot. "A few weeks ago." 
 
    "A few weeks. You're making out with a guy you haven't seen in years after only a few weeks." 
 
    Frustration bubbled through her veins. Her head snapped up and she frowned at her father. "Wow. Really? And how long did you know Alyce before bringing her home? Um, let me see. What was it? Two weeks? After she picked you up on the side of the road?" 
 
    A small flush tinged his cheeks and he quickly looked away—but only for a second. "Don't even think of comparing the situations. I was older than you—" 
 
    "Dad, that was twelve years ago. You were thirty-five—not that much older and—" 
 
    "Old enough—" 
 
    "—and it worked, didn't it? You guys have been married all this time and you're happy. Isn't that what counts?" 
 
    "Are you telling me you want to marry this guy? That you're in love with him?" 
 
    "No. No, of course not." But she couldn't look her father in the eye when she said it, not when the lie left a such a bitter taste in her mouth. Did she love him? She didn't think she had ever stopped. Did she want to marry him? Spend the rest of her life with him? 
 
    No way was she allowing herself to go there.  
 
    "Jake! It's time." 
 
    She jumped at Uncle Ian's shout, looked over toward the barn. He was standing just outside the door, Corbin several feet behind him. Their faces were hidden by the shadows but there was something about the way Corbin was standing, about the way they were both standing— 
 
    "Oh my God, if Uncle Ian hit him, I'll—" 
 
    "Not now. Grab the four-wheeler and bring it into the barn." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Now, Lori. We need to watch Annabelle with this calf and make sure she doesn't lose it." 
 
    "Now? Isn't it too early? I thought—" 
 
    "Since when has Annabelle ever paid attention to the calendar?" Her dad spun on his heel and headed up the hill toward the barn, his steps leaving tracks in the fresh snow. Lori hesitated but only for a second before hurrying to the four-wheeler several feet away. She straddled the snow-covered seat and started it, the powerful engine rumbling between her legs as she threw it in gear and headed toward the barn. 
 
    Uncle Ian slid the door open wide enough for her to enter. She maneuvered the machine into the near corner, cut the engine and climbed off, her gaze darting toward Corbin. His face was still in the shadows but she thought she saw a deeper shadow on his cheek. If Uncle Ian— 
 
    A low bawl echoed from the far stall, the sound long, filled with distress. Lori pushed all thoughts of whatever may have happened between Corbin and Uncle Ian from her mind. There would be time for that later, after they took care of Annabelle. 
 
    Her dad opened the stall door and walked in, followed by Uncle Ian. Lori stood at the entrance, her gaze taking in Annabelle's large form laying in the middle of the straw. Her head twisted to the side, her wide brown eyes taking in the newcomers. Then she dropped her head against the stall floor and exhaled. Her swollen belly heaved and rolled, the imprint of a hoof, or maybe a nose, pressing against it from the inside. 
 
    Uncle Ian knelt by Annabelle's head, rubbing her neck as he talked to her. Her dad dropped to his knees by Annabelle's back side, his voice low and calm as he whispered soft words of reassurance to the cow. He moved her tail out of the way, bent down for a closer look, straightened and shook his head. 
 
    "Lori, hand me a pair of gloves."  
 
    She moved to the old cabinet set up along the wall, reached in and grabbed a handful of the long gloves and carried them over. Her dad removed his coat and sweatshirt, handing them to her in exchange for the gloves. 
 
    "What's he doing?" Corbin's voice was quiet, almost hesitant, filled with reluctant curiosity.  
 
    "He's going to check on the calf, make sure it's okay." She handed him her dad's coat and sweatshirt, added her own coat and scarf to the pile in his arms and stepped into the stall. 
 
    "Check? But—how?" 
 
    She turned back, grinned at the shock on his pale face. "How do you think?" 
 
    Corbin murmured something in French, which made her uncle swallow back a chuckle. Wasn't that interesting? Just one more thing she'd have a dozen questions about—later, after they delivered the calf. 
 
    Her father sat back on his heels, frowning. Lori knelt next to him and placed a gentle hand on Annabelle's rump. "What is it?" 
 
    "I think it's breech. I can't tell—it's wedged in there so tight, I can't get a good feel. Lori—" 
 
    "Yeah, I got it." She pushed the sleeves of her sweater up past her elbow, then grabbed a second pair of the long gloves and slid her hands inside. Then she bent down and inserted her hand past Annabelle's swollen flesh, murmuring soft words as she felt around. 
 
    She closed her eyes, using her mind to navigate the slick canal. Her fingers brushed against something hard and she reached even deeper, her head nearly resting against Annabelle's rump. There. The hard point of a hoof, the bony length of leg. She traced the leg up, curving her fingers around the joint. Up further, following to where it met the body. Reaching, tracing, searching for the head— 
 
    A strong contraction squeezed her arm, making her gasp. Annabelle tossed her head, kicked out with one leg and started to move until Uncle Ian grabbed her more firmly, using his low voice to calm her. 
 
    A large hand dropped to her shoulder, her father's hand, its weight heavy and reassuring. "Lori—" 
 
    "I'm good. Just give me a sec." She breathed through the contraction, ignoring the vice-like grip squeezing her arm, then let out a quick sigh of relief when the contraction ended. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm good." She turned her focus back to her search, easing her hand along the calf's back, searching for the head, hoping to feel ears or a nose. Just a few more inches, just a little more— 
 
    She swore under her breath and shook her head. "It's breech." 
 
    "Damn." Her father slid closer, his hand reaching to push and prod against the cow's belly. "Both legs together?" 
 
    Lori closed her eyes, continued with her search. "No, I don't think so." 
 
    "How about the sack?" 
 
    "Still intact, as far as I can tell." 
 
    Her dad scooted around her, his gaze resting on Annabelle's heaving sides, on the sweat coating her neck. He looked over at Ian. "What do you think? Should we wait?" 
 
    Lori watched her uncle's face as he leaned down and whispered to Annabelle, the words too low to hear. She didn't need to hear them, not when she had seen Uncle Ian do this numerous times in the past. He seemed to have a knack for understanding when to let nature take its course...and when to help it out. She didn't understand it—Uncle Ian had never even seen a cow before he met her aunt—but she didn't question it.  
 
    And neither did her father. 
 
    Uncle Ian raised his head and gave it a small shake. "I think Annabelle would appreciate a little help. The sooner, the better." 
 
    "Help it is." Her dad looked over his shoulder, back at Corbin, who was still standing there clutching the pile of outerwear against his chest. "Time to see what you're made of. Grab those chains behind you and get in here." 
 
    Corbin's eyes widened just a little. He looked behind him, like he was hoping her dad was talking to someone else, then turned back. "Chains?" 
 
    "Yes, the chains. Right there on the hook behind you. Now." The last word was an unmistakable order, issued with the authority honed in all his years as an officer. Lori smothered a smile when Corbin jumped, then quickly dropped the pile of outwear on top of the four-wheeler and grabbed the chains. He hurried into the stall, slipping in a pile of muck and nearly falling. He regained his balance at the last second then stood there, equal parts of surprise and dismay on his chiseled face.  
 
    Lori leaned forward, her gaze falling on the dark bruise on Corbin's cheek. She narrowed her eyes and turned to her uncle. "You hit him? You actually hit him?" 
 
    "Lori, not now."  
 
    "But—" She snapped her mouth closed at the expression on her father's face, then gave her uncle one last glare—and finally noticed the slight swelling at the corner of his mouth, right near a small cut on his lip. She didn't bother to hide her grin, even if it did earn her a dirty look from her uncle.  
 
    "Corbin, I need you over there." Her dad pointed to the stall floor beside her. "Lori, can you manage to get the legs out enough for the chains?" 
 
    She closed her eyes again, focusing on nothing more than what her fingers were telling her. "One, yes. Two, I'm not sure." 
 
    "Two would be better." 
 
    She sighed, rested her forehead against Annabelle's rear, and continued feeling around. Another contraction, this one a little longer, a little stronger—and just enough for her to grab the calf's other leg. "I've got it. Not sure if I can get it into position, though." 
 
    "Do what you can." He scooted around her, taking the chains from Corbin and straightening them. "Let me know when you're ready." 
 
    "I'd rather wait for another contraction, see if it drops a little more first—" 
 
    "Lori, I don't think we can." Uncle Ian's voice was still quiet and calm, but she didn't miss the underlying note of urgency. 
 
    "Shit. Okay. Hang on." And dammit, why couldn't she get both legs together? She needed both legs. Just a few inches more, that was all— 
 
    She bit back a curse and shook her head. "I can only get one." 
 
    "It'll be fine, we'll make do with one." Her father's voice, steady and reassuring as he readied the chains. "Whenever you're ready." 
 
    Lori nodded, took a deep breath and wiped her forehead against her shoulder. Then she grabbed the sack, grunting a little as she tore it. Her hand closed over the calf's leg, just above the hoof, and pulled. 
 
    Slow, almost too slow, the calf sliding toward her an inch at a time. She adjusted her grip and tugged harder, until the leg finally came into view. Her father wrapped the end of one of the chains around it, securing it in place then handing the other end to Corbin.  
 
    "Start pulling." 
 
    Corbin hesitated but only for a second. He grabbed the chains, tugged, his face twisting in surprise when he realized how difficult it was. He readjusted his grip and dug in with his heels, frowning in concentration as he pulled again, harder this time. 
 
    "Lori, out of the way—" 
 
    "No, wait. I can feel the other leg—" 
 
    "Lori, I said out." 
 
    "I can get it, just give me a second." 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    She shook her head, ignoring her father's order, ignoring the concern in his voice. She was in a bad spot, knew exactly what could happen if Annabelle decided to suddenly stand. But she was close, so close— 
 
    "Got it. Here." She moved out of, darting toward the corner as her dad wrapped the other chain around the second leg. He grabbed the end and nodded at Corbin. 
 
    "Pull!"  
 
    Both men tugged, identical expressions of concentration on their faces. The calf slid further out, she could see both legs now, then its rear. 
 
    "Again!" 
 
    Annabelle bawled and twisted her head, nearly catching Uncle Ian under the chin. The calf was halfway out now, its body covered in slime. 
 
    "Pull!" Her father's voice, filled with grit and determination. Annabelle bawled again, stilled under Uncle Ian's gentle hand and reassuring voice.  
 
    She glanced over, saw Corbin tug one final time on the chain. His foot slipped out from under him and he tumbled to the ground, just behind Annabelle. 
 
    Lori started toward Corbin only to be stopped when her father held out one hand, blocking her. "Corbin, move. You need to move—" 
 
    But it was too late. The calf slid into the world with a wet plop, landing on Corbin's lower legs. And immediately following the calf came a gush of fluid, splashing against straw and concrete, dousing the calf...and Corbin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    A fire burned in the grate, the crackle and pops of the logs the only noise in the large room. The flames emitted just enough light for Lori to make out the shadows around her: the large piano in the far corner, covered with family photographs going back generations; the bookcases lining the far wall, holding almost as many souvenirs and knick-knacks as it did books; the old wooden trunk that used to hold her great-grandfather's tools, lovingly restored years ago by her aunt and currently filled with at least a dozen different board games; the overstuffed loveseat piled high with pillows and a blanket.  
 
    Corbin sat just in front of the loveseat, one arm casually draped around the knee drawn to his chest. The flames cast his face in a warm glow, the light bright enough that she could see he was still awake.  
 
    Quiet, immovable. A million miles away as he stared into the flames. 
 
    She rolled onto her side on the sofa and propped herself on one elbow, her gaze never leaving him. How could she look away, when just the sight of him mesmerized her? Chiseled face, with strong cheekbones and jaw. Full lips, softer than any man should have. Broad shoulders and chest, trim waist and lean hips. Powerful legs, long and thick. And his arms—her gaze shot to his arms, to the biceps stretching the sleeves of her uncle's t-shirt. 
 
    The giggle came out of nowhere, surprising her. She covered her mouth with her hand but it was too late because Corbin heard her. His head turned toward her; she didn't need to see his face, she knew him too well, knew his brows were lifted in silent amusement as he watched her. 
 
    She finally stifled the giggle and cleared her throat. "I'm sorry. I guess it's not really funny, is it?" 
 
    "And which part would that be, ma cocotte? My discussion with your uncle? Or maybe my baptism in the stall, eh?" She heard the laughter in his voice, saw the flash of white teeth as he smiled. "Or maybe the part where I'm afraid to fall asleep for fear of being castrated while I dream?" 
 
    "Actually, I was thinking more of the part where you're sitting there in my uncle's clothes and all I can think of doing is getting them off you." 
 
    He growled, the low sound filled with frustration. "You really do want your uncle—and your father—to castrate me, eh?" 
 
    "They're not going to do anything to you. Not with me here." She patted the edge of the sofa. "Come here." 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    "Please?" 
 
    She sensed his hesitation, knew exactly when he gave in to her plea. He scooted across the floor, finally sitting by her side with his back braced against the sofa. "I didn't mean on the floor. There's room here for you." 
 
    "I think it's safer that I stay here." 
 
    She laughed again, then draped her arm over his shoulder, her fingers tracing the lines of his collarbone, his chest. She bent her head, brushed her lips against the back of his neck and felt him shudder in response. His hand closed around hers, holding it in place, just above the steady beating of his heart.  
 
    "I'm sorry. If I had known we'd get stuck here, I would have never suggested coming." And if she had bothered to check the weather, none of this would be happening. They could be home right now—at her place, curled together. In her bed. 
 
    Not here, in the large family room of the old house, with her dad and step-mom and younger brother a hundred yards away in the addition. With her aunt and uncle and two cousins somewhere upstairs, asleep. 
 
    That was why her uncle was home, instead of the romantic bed-and-breakfast in the mountains of western Maryland: because of the weather. What she had thought was only going to be a light dusting had turned into a forecast of six-to-eight inches—and that was down in Baltimore. Up here, that amount was expected to be doubled, at least. 
 
    And by the time they had finished getting Annabelle settled with the new bull calf then come back here to the house and cleaned up, it had been decided that it would safer for the two of them to stay here. Lori had argued—it was just snow, even if it was coming down in thick flakes that had already covered everything in sight and obscured visibility. She knew how to drive in snow, her car handled just fine, they wouldn't have any problems making it back to her place. 
 
    But even Corbin had agreed—reluctantly—that it would be better to wait. So she had been outnumbered, five-to-one, and the decision had been made. 
 
    She wondered if Corbin was regretting that decision now.  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    She tugged her hand from his, drew it across his chest, up to his shoulder, his neck. The heat of his skin blazed her fingers, warming her as she gently kneaded the knotted muscle at the base of his neck. 
 
    His head fell forward with a soft groan. She shifted on the sofa, sitting up and swinging her legs over the side so she could use both hands. Gently massaging. Rubbing. Caressing. 
 
    She leaned down, brushed her mouth against his ear. "Take your shirt off." 
 
    He stiffened, shook his head. "I don't think—" 
 
    "Just your shirt. So I can rub your back." 
 
    He hesitated, then slowly peeled the shirt over his head. He folded the material, carefully placed it on the edge of the sofa, then settled between her legs.  
 
    She continued the massage, her hands caressing warm flesh, kneading taut muscles. His neck. Shoulders. His upper back and biceps. Touching, always touching. She traced the tendon from his shoulder to his neck, traced the soft skin just below his hair. Up, to the indentation at the base of his skull. 
 
    "Why did you cut your hair? It was longer when you were playing for Colorado." 
 
    He shrugged, the motion relaxed and unhurried. "Just for a change. No reason." 
 
    The truth? Maybe. She made a soft humming sound, leaned forward and traced the lines of his strong jaw with one finger. She slid her other hand along his shoulder, down across his chest. Lower, until her palm grazed the sharp point of his nipple. He groaned, the sound nothing more than a breath of air, then wrapped his hand around her wrist. He grabbed her other hand before she could protest, held them both in front of him, imprisoning her with his gentle hold. 
 
    She tried to tug free, opened her mouth to tease him, but he silenced her by pressing his lips to the inside of her wrist. Awareness shot through her with just that little kiss, a million tingles warming her, taking her breath away. 
 
    "You asked me earlier if I loved her." 
 
    Just that quickly, her blood froze. She stiffened, tried to sit back, to put distance between them but Corbin held fast to her hands, refusing to let go. "I don't want to hear this, Corbin. Please." 
 
    But he kept talking, ignoring her plea, ignoring her attempt to free herself from his hold. "You asked if I loved her. But you never asked why I married her." 
 
    "I don't—it's none of my business." And oh God, why was he doing this? She didn't want to hear any of this. Not about his ex-wife, or his ex-fiancée, or any of the other women that were in his past.  
 
    He silenced her struggles with another soft kiss against the underside of her wrist then released her hands. She yanked them away, fisting them together in her lap as she slid away from him, moving to the corner of the sofa. But it wasn't far enough away because Corbin was right there, kneeling in front of her, his hands warm and heavy against her legs. 
 
    She shook her head, looked away from the piercing intensity of his dark eyes. She didn't want to see him, didn't want to hear him— 
 
    "I was lonely—" 
 
    "Corbin, don't." 
 
    "That first year in Vegas...it's still a blur. Everything was so different. Here, I had friends to guide me, to make sure I did nothing too foolish. I had friends who cared." He paused, reached up and gently brushed her cheek with his thumb before letting his hand drop. "I had you." 
 
    "Corbin—" 
 
    "But there—it was a new team. We didn't know each other. Everyone was still trying to figure out where they fit in, there was no time to worry about anyone else. And the city itself...it can swallow you whole, ma cocotte, before you even know it." 
 
    She glanced at him, could see the sadness on his face, in his eyes. She turned her head, tried to focus on the dying flames in the fireplace instead of his words. Instead of the sympathy she felt welling in a corner of her heart. 
 
    "I was looking for something to fill an emptiness I didn't know I had, not then." 
 
    "Did—did it work?" 
 
    "Non. I knew, even before the vows, that it wouldn't. And later, with Marissa—not then, either. There was still that emptiness, always there, always a part of me." He leaned forward, brushed a gentle kiss against her forehead, then sat back. No longer near her, no longer touching her.  
 
    She closed her eyes, ignored the stinging behind her lids. Why was he telling her this? Why now? Was he suddenly regretting showing up at her place last night? Regretting coming here with her today? Or did this have something to do with the discussion he'd had with Uncle Ian? 
 
    She didn't know what to say, or how to act. How could she, when she wasn't even sure what he was trying to tell her? 
 
    She grabbed the blanket bunched at her feet and tugged on it, pulling it up to her shoulders. At least, she tried, but the stupid thing was wadded in a useless ball and all she succeeded in doing was twisting it. She finally gave up, turned to stretch out her legs so she could pretend to go to sleep—and saw Corbin still watching her, his face carefully guarded.  
 
    She cleared her throat, tried to look away. "I think I'm going to sleep—" 
 
    "Aren't you going to ask me, ma cocotte?" 
 
    "Ask you what? And please stop calling me that—" 
 
    "About the emptiness." 
 
    "No, I'm not. It's none of my business. And it sounds like you don't know anyway so—" 
 
    "But I do know. I think I've known all along what I've always been looking for." 
 
    "Good. Glad to hear it." She punched the pillow under head and started to roll over so her back was to him. Started—then just as quickly stopped when she heard his low chuckle. That, more than anything he had said so far, hurt the most. How could he laugh at her? Didn't he know how much his words had hurt? 
 
    No, she wasn't going to acknowledge it. Wasn't going to acknowledge him.  
 
    She stiffened when his hand closed over her shoulder, tried to shrug it off when he gently eased her onto her back. He sat on the edge of the sofa, pinning her between his arms as he leaned forward. Close, so close, his mouth only inches from hers. And his eyes, so deep and dark and warm. Holding her gaze, refusing to let her look away by the sheer force of his will. 
 
     "All this time, I've been searching for what I had ten years ago, when I first played with the Banners. And I found it again last month—when I first saw you again." 
 
    Her heart slammed against her chest. With shock. With surprise. Then with every emotion she'd done her best to forget over the years. She opened her mouth—to laugh, to cry, to tell him how she felt—but he silenced her with a kiss. Sweet, warm. Filled with promise.  
 
    He pulled away too soon, brushed the hair from her face, and slid away. "Get some sleep, ma cocotte. We can talk more in the morning." 
 
    She grabbed his arm, used it for leverage to push to a sitting position. Then, before he could pull away again, she leaned up and kissed him. With her heart, her soul. With all the passion that had been bottled up for the last ten years—passion meant only for him. 
 
    "Lori, we can't. It's too risky." 
 
    She pulled her shirt over her head, tossed it to the side and straddled him. "Aunt Kayli locked the door on the way out." 
 
    He watched her, his deep eyes blazing with the same fire she felt scorching her. Then he grabbed her, his mouth crashing against hers. Hard. Hot. Demanding. 
 
    Possessing.  
 
    Hands, big and rough, reached for her. His palms grazed the hardened points of her nipples. Rubbing, teasing as his mouth trailed a fiery path along her skin. Her neck, her collarbone, lower until he caught one nipple in his mouth and sucked. Teased. He pulled the hard peak between his teeth, gently nibbled. Liquid fire pooled between her legs. Hot, ready. Needy. 
 
    She dragged her hands along his arms, squeezed her breasts together as he licked and sucked. She dropped her hands to the waistband of her sweatpants, grabbed the hem and jerked them down. Past her hips, her thighs, wiggling and moving until she got one leg free. One rough hand palmed the round curve of her ass, squeezing, caressing. His other hand reached between them, one long finger sliding along sensitive flesh swollen with need. His finger settled against her clit, rubbing, stroking. Teasing at first, then faster. Faster still until her inner muscles clenched, until her body tensed. Tightening, tightening... 
 
    She leaned forward, pressed her mouth against his neck, muffling her cry as she exploded. French words, hoarse and needy, echoed in her ear as wave after wave of red hot fire crashed over her. Scorching, burning, until she was afraid she'd disappear into a pile of ash carried off by the winds of desire. 
 
    He slid one finger inside her. Two. Thrusting. Deep. Hard. Fast. Sending her over the edge again until she couldn't think, couldn't move, couldn't breathe. 
 
    Her senses slowly returned, along with awareness of her surroundings. The fire, burned to nothing but embers behind her. The soft blanket bunched under her knee. The rise and fall of Corbin's chest against hers, each breath strained and harsh.  
 
    The hard length of his cock, pushing against her as she straddled his lap. The soft cotton of the sweatpants he was wearing, the only barrier keeping him from entering her. 
 
    She pressed a kiss against his neck, his collarbone. Eased off his lap and kissed her way down his chest, pausing to feel the heavy beat of his heart pounding against her mouth. Lower still, until she grabbed the waistband of his sweatpants and tugged them down. 
 
    His cock sprang free. Long and thick. Hard. Swollen with unspent desire. She dipped her head, swirled her tongue around the engorged tip, felt the rumble of his groan vibrate throughout his body. His hands tangled in her hair, gently tugging as he muttered something in French, the unknown words fanning the flames of her need. 
 
    She shook her head, leaned forward and caught him in her mouth. The taste of tangy saltiness and pure male desire exploded against her tongue. She closed her mouth more fully around him, sucking him. Back and forth, harder. Faster. Matching the rhythm of his bucking hips as he thrust his cock deeper into her mouth. She reached between them, teased the sensitive skin of his sac, heard him groan at her touch. Bolder now. Squeezing. Sucking and licking until his hands tightened in her hair, holding her in place as his hips thrust faster. Harder. Deeper. 
 
    She wrapped one arm around his hips, anchoring him as she sucked. Up and down, her own little moans matching his. Wet heat spread between her legs, her own muscles clenching. Readying herself. Close. So close. 
 
    She reached between her spread legs, ran a finger along her clit, hard and fast. Faster still as Corbin's hips thrust again. Once. Twice. One final time as his climax exploded in her mouth. Hot and sweet. Thick. Tangy. She swallowed, felt him shudder when she eased his cock from her mouth and kissed the inside of his thigh. Strong arms came around her, lifting her, settling her onto his lap. His mouth crashed against hers, swallowing her cries when her own climax crashed over her. 
 
    Anchoring her when she would have been swept away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Sweat dripped along his spine, beneath jersey and pads and shirt, pooling near the small of his back and soaking his shorts. He ignored it, ignored the tickle between his shoulder blades and along the side of his jaw. His focus was at center ice, at the fight for the puck between the Banners and Tampa. The score was tied, had been tied since the start of the third period, when Caleb had scored a short-handed goal, high and to the right. 
 
    They needed to add another one to the board. To win. To break the fucking losing streak they couldn't seem to shake. As long as he kept his focus on the puck, as long as the scorers did what they were supposed to, they could do it. 
 
    Today's game was instrumental in that. Corbin knew it with every fiber of his being, felt it in his gut. If they could win this game, they could bounce back. If they didn't— 
 
    He didn't want to think about what might happen if they didn't. The streak was taking a mental toll on everyone, from Coach Donovan all the way down to the equipment staff. Tempers were short, frayed as far as they could go before exploding. Some had already passed that point, like the scuffle between Hunter and Kostya Popov during the first intermission. 
 
    They didn't need that shit. None of them did. 
 
    They needed to focus. Needed this win. 
 
    His eyes followed the puck as it moved between Hunter and the center from Tampa, his body tensing as it crossed into their defensive zone. He crouched low, his weight carefully balanced, ready to spring into action. No, not yet. Christian raced in from the side, knocking the puck loose and sending it back toward center ice. The puck hit Hunter's blade, right on the tape, a perfect pass. He spun around, raced toward Tampa's net, three players chasing after him. 
 
    Corbin straightened, his eyes still focused. Watching. Waiting. Hunter took a shot, the puck bouncing off the post with a loud ring Corbin could hear all the way down here. Jaxon reached for it on the rebound, missed it, swung again but not before Tampa's winger, Walt Harrison, gained possession.  
 
    And shit. He hated this guy. They'd played together in Winnipeg, had never gotten along. But the man had sick scoring skills, Corbin had to give him credit for that. 
 
    Not tonight. Not here. Not with him in net. 
 
    Corbin lowered into his signature crouch—knees bent, legs apart, arms back. Glove hand hovering at waist level, stick held, wrist loose. Weight slightly forward. Not much, just a bit, just enough for that extra edge when he needed it the most. 
 
    And he'd need it. 
 
    Harrison raced closer, with only Christian close enough to do anything about it. But Christian wasn't quite close enough, not yet. 
 
    And he wouldn't get close enough in time to stop him. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Corbin's gaze narrowed in on Harrison, everything else around him fading into grayness. Nothing else mattered—just Corbin, Harrison, and the puck. He kept watching, muscles bunching in readiness under the weight of his gear, his body not moving. Watching, waiting, his eyes never leaving Harrison as he moved closer. Closer...closer— 
 
    There. Harrison's tell. Just a small twitch of his left arm as he cut in front of the net, faking a shot high and right. Corbin didn't move, waiting until Harrison spun around in a quick three-sixty and pulled back on his stick, sending the puck low and right. 
 
    Corbin slid to the right, batted the puck away with his stick, sent it flying toward Christian before sliding back into position. Something hit him from the side, sent him reeling against the net hard enough to knock it from the post. His helmet flew off as he stumbled and regained his balance only to be hit again. He dropped to one knee, lowered his head and turned to the side as Harrison shoved the shaft of his stick against his shoulder, knocking him over. 
 
    Fuck! What the fuck? Corbin scrambled to his knees as bedlam erupted around him. Christian lunged in front of him, his stick held out in front of him, his legs braced wide apart—shielding Corbin, protecting him.  
 
    Hunter and Jaxon were pulling at Harrison as several more players from Tampa launched into the fray. He heard a whistle, the shrill blasts almost lost in the noise of the crowd as the officials skated in to break things up. 
 
    Logan Simms got in two more punches, landing them square against the jaw of one of Tampa's wingers before he was finally pulled off and pushed back by one of the officials. 
 
    Christian turned and grabbed his arm, helping Corbin to his feet before bending down to retrieve his helmet.  
 
    "What the hell was all that about?" 
 
    Corbin shook his head, jammed his helmet back on his head and made sure it was secure. "Fuck if I know." 
 
    They stood there, watching as the net was put back into position, as equipment was returned. Christian tapped him on the leg with his stick then skated back to the bench. Coach Donovan looked like he was ready to launch himself over the boards, yelling at the refs and motioning with his ever-present roll of papers. 
 
    Corbin turned away and ducked his head, hiding a grin. Coach Donovan hadn't been quite so loud last week behind the barn—although maybe it would have been better if he had been. Donovan tightly controlling his temper was a hell of a lot more intimidating—and probably ten times deadlier. Corbin still had the bruise on his cheek to prove it, even if it had faded to nothing more than a smudge. 
 
    The shrill blast of a whistle cut through the chants of the crowd. Corbin watched, listening as penalties were handed out. 
 
    The crowd went wild when the goalie interference penalty was called, along with a slashing call against Tampa. Corbin nodded and rolled his shoulders, still hiding a grin. Good. This was exactly what the Banners needed. If they could capitalize on the five-on-three, if they could focus and do what they did best, they could put this one in the win-column. 
 
    And break that fucking losing streak that had been weighing them down. 
 
    Corbin glanced at the clock. Three minutes, twenty seconds. They could do this. He knew it. Felt it. 
 
    He rolled his head from side-to-side, crouched into position, then swung the stick in a wide arc around him, hitting each post twice. He pulled in a deep breath, released it through his nose, focused his concentration once more at center ice...and waited. 
 
    The puck dropped and a split second later, the Banners were in control. Caleb skated back, slid to the side, passed it to Brendan Hays, who took off toward the net. Shane and Caleb were right behind him, getting into position. Back and forth, nice and easy as screams of "Shoot it! Shoot it!" echoed around the arena. 
 
    Not yet, not quite yet... 
 
    Corbin watched as the passing grew tighter, faster, changing directions before the three players from Tampa could react. Caleb skated behind the net, executed a perfect one-eighty as Brendan sent the puck his way—and shot it straight at the five-hole. The light flashed behind the net, the screaming crowd drowning out the horn as his teammates celebrated. 
 
    Corbin released a quick sigh, pumped his stick in the air twice, then tilted back his helmet and reached for the water bottle sitting on the net behind him. He shot a long stream into his mouth, swished it around, then spit it to the side before finally drinking. He closed his eyes, opened them, then squeezed the bottle, his gaze following the drops of water as they arced through the air in front of him. 
 
    One more time then he tossed the bottle back to the net and got into position, ready for the last two minutes of the game. 
 
    But there was nothing to be ready for. Caleb's goal had shattered the curse and they were unstoppable for the last two minutes, even putting an insurance goal up on the boards.  
 
    Not that they needed it. 
 
    The mood heading back to the locker room was a thousand times better than it had been during the two intermissions. The tension was gone, as well as the frowns. Everyone was pounding each other on the back, yelling and shouting. 
 
    Corbin headed into the locker room behind Caleb, only to be stopped by Coach Donovan. Guilt immediately washed over him, the way it did whenever Coach had looked at him this past week, making him wonder if he knew what had happened in his family room last Saturday night. 
 
    If he knew what they had done—him and Lori. If he knew his niece had— 
 
    And fuck, he couldn't think about that now, not with Coach watching him that way. He couldn't take the chance of anything showing on his face—and it would, just as it did every single time he relived that moment. 
 
    And he relived it at least twenty times a day. 
 
    He schooled his face into what he hoped was a mask of casual indifference and met Coach Donovan's steady gaze with one of his own. "Yeah, Coach?" 
 
    "Are you up for an interview?" 
 
    The question surprised him. He'd been kept away from the reporters since the incident, had been ordered not to address the media at all. The team and the attorneys would take care of everything. Had that changed? 
 
    Obviously, or Coach Donovan wouldn't be asking him the question. Part of him wondered if it had anything to do with the picture of him that had appeared on social media on Wednesday, two days after the incident had been resolved. 
 
    It had been a picture of him flat on his ass in the dirty straw with a newborn calf partially in his lap. His shirt and pants were drenched with fluid made up of things he still didn't want to know about. But it was the expression on his face that spoke volumes: disgust, amazement, awe...and, somehow, laughter.  
 
    And the caption with the picture simply said: 
 
    Goalie Corbin Gauthier makes another great save! 
 
    #Banners #hockey #greatsave #goalielove 
 
    The picture had been posted from the Banners' account but Lori swore she hadn't been behind it—and he believed her. She wasn't the one responsible for the picture, either—the angle was all wrong. She had been standing behind him and to the side, and the picture had been taken from in front of the cow—exactly where Coach Donovan had been. 
 
    The same coach who was watching him now, waiting for his answer. 
 
    Corbin pushed the helmet back on his head and finally nodded. "Uh, yeah. Sure. I can do an interview." 
 
    "Okay, get ready. I'll send them your way. And if anyone asks about the incident or settlement, your answer is no comment. Got it?" 
 
    Corbin nodded, trying not to show his sudden hesitation. Would anyone ask, or would they be given instructions not to approach the subject? He hoped it was the latter—he wasn't ready for questions. Not now, not ever. He just wanted it to go away, to pretend it had never happened. The woman had her money—let him have his peace. 
 
    He shrugged out of his jersey and pads, placed everything on the floor by his feet as he took a seat. Someone tossed him a sports drink and he cracked the lid, tilted his head back and drank greedily. Then the reporters were there, a cluster of five, most of them familiar faces. 
 
    What was his opinion on the game tonight? 
 
    How did it feel to put one in the win column? 
 
    Did he know what was behind the interference in the third period? Did he think the power play so late in the game helped energize the team? 
 
    Corbin answered the questions, smiling and nodding when expected, turning serious when needed. Someone even asked about the picture of him with the calf, and he laughingly replied that he never missed a chance to practice. 
 
    Then it came, the question that wasn't supposed to be asked. He didn't recognize the man, couldn't see the information on the press credentials hanging from the lanyard around the man's neck. And it didn't matter, not when the question hung in the air around them, waiting to be answered. 
 
    "Corbin, can we get your thoughts on the settlement with Dawn Lowry?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, I can't comment—" 
 
    "How about your feelings on the way it's impacted the team? The Banners have been on a losing streak for the last few weeks. Do you think the incident had anything to do with that?" 
 
    "Um—" Corbin looked around, his gaze searching for help—from anyone. But everyone seemed to be busy doing something else. He cleared his throat, tried to grin when he looked back at the guy. "Yeah, we were going through a tough time. All teams do, eh? I'm still new, still adjusting to the system, but it's coming together and we're really working hard. As for the losing streak, well, I think we took care of that this afternoon, eh?" 
 
    "But what about the incident? Do you think it's going to continue hanging over your head, even with the settlement? How does the team get over something like that professionally? And how do you get over something like that personally?" 
 
    Corbin stared at the small microphone, his mind spinning as he tried to come up with an answer. But then Coach was there, ushering them away, leaving Corbin alone. 
 
    It didn't matter, not when he was still searching for the answer. Would it always be hanging over his head? Would he be able to get over it, professionally and personally? 
 
    Five minutes ago, he would have thought the answer had been yes. But now— 
 
    Now he wasn't so sure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Traditional Italian music played in the background, a perfect backdrop for a romantic evening out. The cozy corner table, away from the curious glances of the crowd. Gentle candlelight from the elegant taper placed in the middle of the table. A bottle of expensive red wine in a lacquer holder off to the side, uncorked and half-full.  
 
    Everything was perfect—except the man sitting across from her. Lori swirled the wine around her glass and took a delicate sip, watching him over the rim. It didn't matter, because Corbin wasn't even looking at her. His gaze was focused on the silverware in front of him, on the knife that he kept flipping back and forth against the linen tablecloth. 
 
    Why was he so preoccupied? He should be excited, especially after the Banners' win this afternoon. Lori wanted to think he'd be excited about this date as well—it was the first time they had managed to go out for a real date on a Saturday night. Saturday games were generally at night, not in the afternoon like today's game against Tampa. Not that they had been together long enough to have many Saturday nights out—or any nights out, actually. How long had it been? A little more than a month, but it felt like so much more. How was that possible, when they hadn't spent much of that time together? And certainly not anywhere near as much as she wanted. 
 
    It didn't matter, because she knew how she felt—realized it that first night weeks ago when she ran into him coming out of the elevator. What she felt for Corbin—it had never stopped. She had simply deluded herself into thinking it had, into thinking that what she felt all those years ago was nothing more than a teenager's—a young woman's—crush.  
 
    But it was so much more than that. 
 
    Because they knew each other already. Because her feelings had already been in place. It didn't matter that eight years had passed since the last time they saw each other. It was the same thing as when you ran into a friend you hadn't seen in years, and the bonds of friendship were so strong, you simply picked up where you left off. 
 
    That's how it was with Corbin—only better. Back then, neither had acted on their feelings. But now...now, they were older, with none of the obstacles facing them that had been in their way all those years. 
 
    At least, she didn't think there were obstacles in their way, not anymore. But maybe she had been wrong. 
 
    The waiter appeared with their entrees, arranging the plates of savory dishes in front of them, then asking if they needed anything else. Corbin finally looked up, offered the waiter a brief smile and shook his head. 
 
    Then simply looked down again, his gaze now focused on the steaming food in front of him instead of the knife he had been twirling back and forth. 
 
    Lori drained her glass with a sigh then reached for the bottle. Corbin stopped her, his hand gently brushing hers away as he refilled the glass for her then returned the bottle to the holder. She watched him, waiting for him to say something, anything. To at least look at her, acknowledge her in some way. 
 
    But he didn't. 
 
    She bit back a sigh then gently nudged his foot under the table. "So the losing streak is over. That's something to celebrate, right?"  
 
    He finally looked at her, but without any of the excitement she expected. Even his smile was forced, nothing more than a brief curling of his lips, hasty and meaningless. 
 
    "Yes. Good." 
 
    "What was up with that scuffle in front of the net in the last period? That pretty much came out of nowhere, huh?" 
 
    Corbin shrugged, his gaze not quite meeting hers. "You watched the game?" 
 
    "Of course, I watched the game—I was live-tweeting. Part of my job. Even if it wasn't, I would have still watched." She pasted a smile on her face, wondering why she even bothered because Corbin still wasn't looking at her. "I don't think I breathed much after Caleb tied it at the start of the third, though. That was definitely a nail-biter." 
 
    Corbin absently nodded. His gaze drifted to hers, quickly looked away. "Did you see the interviews after the game?" 
 
    "No. I was officially off the clock as soon as the horn sounded. Why? Did I miss anything interesting? Please don't tell me they interviewed Marc Sanford. Every time he says something, it gets all twisted and we have to worry about putting out fires the next day. I'm supposed to be off tomorrow, I don't want—" 
 
    "No, not Marc. Me."  
 
    Lori leaned back in the chair, uncrossed her legs and braced both feet on the floor while trying to hide her surprise. They had let Corbin be interviewed? How? Why? The last she had heard, he was still on media lockdown until all the interest over the 'undisclosed settlement' died down.  
 
    She reached for her glass, took a hurried sip and almost choked. "So...how did it go? Any surprises?" 
 
    "Non. No surprises."  
 
    Her stomach twisted at the tone of his voice, at the expression of defeat on his face. She straightened and took a deep breath to mentally prepare herself. "Did they, uh, did they ask about—" 
 
    "Of course, they did. Why wouldn't they?" 
 
    "They shouldn't have. They shouldn't have even let reporters near you. Who okayed it?" 
 
    Corbin shrugged, his gaze still not meeting hers. He reached for the glass of wine that had been sitting at his elbow, untouched, for the last twenty minutes. She could see the tension in him, in the way his hand closed around the glass, hard enough she expected it to shatter. He released the glass, dropped his hand to the table without taking a sip. 
 
    "Corbin, what happened?" 
 
    "Nothing I shouldn't have expected, eh?" 
 
    "How did you answer? Did you answer? You shouldn't have—" 
 
    "Don't worry, ma cocotte, I know how to respond to the media. You won't have any fires to put out in the morning." 
 
    She sat back, stunned. Shaken. By both his words and the chilled bitterness in his voice. Is that what he really thought? That she was worried about having to address any repercussions on social media, instead of worrying about him? How could he even think that?  
 
    "I didn't mean it that way." Her words were clipped, her voice just as chilled as his. He finally looked up, his eyes carefully blank for a few long seconds—too long, long enough for her heart to twist, for her stomach to clench and roll.  
 
    Then he blinked, ran a hand over his face to muffle his long sigh. Gone was the frightening blankness in his eyes, replaced with regret and remorse and pain.  
 
    "I'm sorry, ma cocotte. I did not mean—" He reached for her hand, his fingers trembling as they grazed hers. Then he moved his hand away, curled it loosely by the glass instead as his gaze slipped from hers.  
 
    Her heart calmed, her stomach unknotted—and regret filled her at the loss of his touch, at the pain and disappointment she heard in his voice. She leaned forward, dropped her hand over his and squeezed. "Corbin, what happened?" 
 
    "Nothing I shouldn't have expected." 
 
    "Like what? What did they say?" 
 
    He shook his head, was quiet for so long, she didn't think he was going to answer. Minutes stretched around them, filled with nothing but the soft background music and the clatter of silverware, with the murmured conversations of other diners. 
 
    With the pounding of her heart as she waited. 
 
    His gaze slid to her hand, resting gently on top of his. She held her breath, watching, wondering if he would move it again. But he didn't. Instead, he turned his hand over, threaded his fingers with hers. Holding, comforting...seeking. But seeking what?  
 
    "Corbin? What did they say?" 
 
    "One reporter—I don't know who—asked if I thought this would ever go away. If I thought it would always be hanging over my head. I wanted to say yes but..." His voice trailed off, the words disappearing into the soft noises in the background. 
 
    "But?" 
 
    He finally looked at her, the expression in his eyes stealing her breath. Lost. Alone. Frightened. Disheartened. "I don't think it will, ma cocotte. I think it will always be there. That people will see me and always remember. Always wonder." 
 
    Lori's throat clogged at his choked words, at the despair in his voice and in his eyes. She swallowed against the lump of emotion, forced a smile she didn't feel as she squeezed his hand. "It's only been a little more than a week, Corbin. Give it time. People will forget." 
 
    "Will they? Should they?" 
 
    Two different questions, their meanings worlds apart. She focused on answering the first, knowing she couldn't answer the second. "They will. The public has short memories now. Something else will happen, something that will demand their attention and they'll forget—" 
 
    "But will they? Really? You know things never disappear, Lori. Never." He sighed and removed his hand from hers, grabbed his wine glass and downed the contents in a single swallow. "I'm sorry, ma cocotte. I have ruined our night out, and that was the last thing I wanted to do. You should eat, enjoy the food in spite of the company, eh?" 
 
    His sad smile broke her heart—almost as much as his words. Because he was right. She wanted to tell him he wasn't, that people would forget...but it would be a lie. Yes, in a few weeks, a few months—maybe even as soon as tomorrow—something else would happen and the public would focus on that instead. But this—the accusation, the presumption of guilt, the sly innuendo of things that didn't happen—would always be there, available with nothing more strenuous than a quick internet search. 
 
    And there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    She forced a smile to her face and leaned back, twisting in her chair to motion for the waiter. She turned back to Corbin, her smile still in place. 
 
    "I have a better idea. Let's go for a drink." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    She ignored him, asking the waiter to wrap their meals and deliver the check before turning back to Corbin. "There's an Irish pub up the street that plays traditional music every weekend. Let's go there, have a drink—" 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Just one drink. If you still want to leave after that, then we can." She reached for his hand again, holding his gaze with sheer force of will, praying he wouldn't look away. 
 
    He finally nodded, the motion nothing more than a quick tilt of his head. There was no excitement in his agreement. No enthusiasm. But it was a start. He would be able to relax—they both would—once he was surrounded by people, lost in the lively strains of the upbeat music.  
 
    Ten minutes later, with the leftovers safely placed in the back of his car, they were walking toward the pub. Not talking, not hurrying. Just walking, hand-in-hand, like any other couple out on a date. Corbin, dressed in an immaculate suit and tie. Her, dressed in a long skirt and loose sweater that did nothing to battle the chill of the cold night air. It didn't matter, not with Corbin next to her. 
 
    The hem of her long skirt swirled around her ankles. The tips of her heels clacked against the cracked sidewalk. More than once, she had to hold onto his arm for balance as they moved around the cracks and dips and hills.  
 
    Then he was opening the heavy wooden doors to the pub, standing back to let her enter. Warmth washed over her, along with the strains of a lively fiddle tune that made her want to bounce and jump. Laughter, music, loud conversation. This is what they needed—what Corbin needed. A chance to unwind. To blend in. To simply enjoy. 
 
    Corbin placed his hand against the small of her back, guiding her through the crowd toward the bar. She glanced around, knowing they wouldn't be able to find a table but hoping that maybe, just maybe, they might be lucky enough to find a stool or two.  
 
    But the pub was too crowded and all she saw were heads and bodies, blocking her view. Several heads turned their way, nothing more than mild curiosity at the newcomers trying to order a drink. Then several heads turned back, doing a double-take as recognition flared in their eyes. 
 
    And no, please no. Please don't let anyone come up to them and ask for an autograph or start talking about hockey. She wanted this to be nothing more than a normal date for the two of them, just like all the other couples surrounding them. She didn't want complete strangers coming up to them to talk about the game. 
 
    Lori stepped closer to Corbin, pressing her body against his. Big, warm, secure. She placed one hand in the center of his chest and leaned up, brushing her lips against his. Sending a message that they were together, that they wanted to be left alone in the seething crowd. 
 
    Someone bumped into her, jostling her. Corbin's arm closed around her waist as he shifted, placing himself between her and whoever had run into her. She turned, a smile on her face, ready to apologize for the accidental bump. It was crowded, of course people would be bumping into each other.  
 
    A woman stood next to her, a look of such feral judgment on her face that Lori actually took a step back. Corbin stiffened as the woman's gaze raked him. Then she turned to Lori, anger dancing in her cold eyes. 
 
    "Hon, you really need to do a little more background investigation into the men you date. Don't you know who he is?" 
 
    Lori stood there, her mouth hanging open, her mind blank with shock. Corbin's arm tightened around her and he took a step back, still trying to shield her. Lori shook her head, in denial of whatever the woman was about to say, in defense of the man trying so desperately to protect her. But the woman simply stepped closer, ignoring the stares of the crowd, ignoring the way the conversations immediately surrounding them faded away as they tried to listen, to see what was going on. 
 
    She pointed right at Corbin, her eyes never leaving Lori's. "You need to watch yourself, hon. That man right there likes to assault women, and thinks he can get away with it." 
 
    Anger washed over, burning, scalding. She opened her mouth, ready to scream, to shout the truth, to tell the woman she was wrong. They were all wrong. But Corbin shook his head, pressed his mouth to her ear and whispered something, the combination of French and English too confusing to understand, even though the warning was clear. 
 
    Then he was leading her through the crowd, his body clearing a path through the curious onlookers until they reached the door and pushed through. 
 
    Cold night air washed over, but that wasn't the reason for the sudden chill. Wasn't the reason for the way her body shivered uncontrollably. 
 
    Corbin had been right. 
 
    People wouldn't forget. 
 
    This would follow him everywhere. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Corbin closed his eyes, pushing everything from his mind except the feel of the woman curled against him. Lori's cheek rested in the middle of his chest, just on top of his heart. Could she hear its beat? Feel the way it raced, just because she was near?  
 
    He ran one hand along her back, gentle strokes against soft skin. Touching, soothing. 
 
    Selfish. So selfish. He shouldn't be here, should have simply dropped her off and gone home. Should have never let her convince him to stay.  
 
    But he wanted to stay, wanted to be with her. To lose himself in her touch, her kisses. In the heat of her body. What did that say about him, that he was so willing to ignore the harsh reality that was his new world in favor of a few hours with the woman in his arm?  
 
    Shame washed over him. She didn't deserve this. Not what happened tonight, not what would happen every time they went out in public. Had she heard the woman's hateful words as he led her from the pub tonight? Hateful words directed not at him, as they should have been, but at her, simply for being with him. 
 
    No, she hadn't heard them. For that, he was thankful. But what about the next time? Or the time after that? It would never end, no matter how much she had assured him it would. It would always be there. And Lori didn't deserve that. She didn't deserve any of it. 
 
    Regret filled him. One single mistake. Thirty seconds of not thinking. It didn't matter what his lawyer's investigators had found out, didn't matter that they had discovered this was the third time the woman had received settlements for similar incidents. Corbin was guilty, whether there had been intent or not. Whether he had been targeted or not. Even if the similar settlements became public, it wouldn't matter, not with the video that showed just enough. He was guilty, and he had paid for it. And he'd gladly keep paying... 
 
    As long as Lori wasn't touched by it. As long as she wasn't dragged into the mess he had made. 
 
    And that wouldn't happen as long as he was with her.  
 
    Fury burned in his chest, quickly pushed away by deep sadness. What he felt for her, what he'd always felt...he had been a fool all those years ago, always holding her at an arm's length, so afraid of what he felt, so afraid of hurting her if he had dared act on it. Thinking she was too young, that he was too young. 
 
    He should have told her all of that the first night he ran into her outside the elevator. And later, in the parking lot of the bar. Instead of pushing her away, instead of insisting she leave, he should have gone with her. Should have taken her hand and led her away, should have dropped to his knees and confessed everything he felt, right then and there. 
 
    But he hadn't. 
 
    And now it was too late. 
 
    She stirred next to him, lifting her head and turning so she looked straight at him. Did she know what he was thinking? Could she see it in his eyes? Somehow sense it? Or was it nothing more than a trick of the cold light seeping through the bedroom window curtains? 
 
    She pressed a kiss to the middle of his chest then rested her chin against the back of her hand. "You should be sleeping." 
 
    He ran his hand over her hair, tangled his fingers in a few of the silky strands, "So should you, ma cocotte." 
 
    "I'm not the one who has an early practice tomorrow. Besides, you're thinking so hard, I can actually hear it." She smiled, the sadness of it breaking his heart. "Want to talk about it?" 
 
    "Non. It's not important." 
 
    "Liar." She pressed another kiss against his chest then rolled to the side, propping herself up on her elbow. Her fingers traced small circles in the middle of his chest, over and over. Warm. Comforting. Just that simple act, her simple touch, was enough to unleash the need and desire he had always tried to hold at bay. 
 
    "Talk to me, Corbin." 
 
    "It is nothing—" 
 
    "It's about tonight, isn't it? Don't let it get to you. Don't let what she said bother you." 
 
    "How can I not, Lori?" He sat up, slid back and braced himself against the headboard. "What she said to you, the hateful words. You should never have to hear such things." 
 
    She rolled to the side, stretched across the bed and turned on the small lamp sitting on the nightstand. Soft light flooded the room and he blinked his eyes against it. He wanted to ask her to turn it off, to throw the room back into darkness. 
 
    Afraid she would see his face, look into his eyes, and know.  
 
    She sat across from him, dragging the sheet over her waist. He wanted to reach out, pull it higher, to cover her. No, not to cover her—to whisk it away, to study her beautiful body. To memorize it. To remember... 
 
    "You're worried about me? Corbin, I don't care. It's not a big deal—" 
 
    "But it is, ma cocotte. It's important to me. You shouldn't—" 
 
    "I'm a big girl, I can handle it." 
 
    "But you shouldn't have to. You shouldn't have to pay for my mistakes." 
 
    "You didn't do anything wrong!" 
 
    He opened his mouth to correct her, to tell her he had, that it was his fault. But she wouldn't listen, no matter how many times he told her. She was steadfast in her defense of him, in her belief in him.  
 
    If only he could believe as much as she did. 
 
    He swallowed the words, swallowed the regret. He reached out, dragged one hand along her arm, offered her a small smile. "No more talking. You should sleep." 
 
    "And what about you? Are you going to sleep, too? Or are you going to wait, then leave without saying goodbye?" Her voice caught on the last words, shredding something inside him. She knew. Somehow, she knew. He grabbed her hand, tugged her toward him and pressed a kiss against her lips. 
 
    "I won't leave without saying goodbye." 
 
    "You did before. When you left for Vegas." 
 
    He pushed the hair behind her ear, ran a thumb across her cheek. "I tried, but you didn't let me. Remember?" 
 
    "Yes, I remember. And I'll do the same again." 
 
    "Yes, I know you will." And she would. At least, she would try. He smiled, wondering if she could see the sadness in it, the regret. He caught her mouth once more then leaned back, giving her the words he'd always wanted to say, but in French, knowing it wouldn't be fair to her otherwise, wouldn't be fair to promise things he could never give her. 
 
    "My sweet, beautiful Lori. My heart. My soul. My love. It has always been you. Will always be you. Mine. Always mine." 
 
    She watched him, the sheen of moisture in her eyes breaking his heart. He waited for her to ask what he had said, waited for her to demand an explanation— 
 
    But she didn't. 
 
    Did she know somehow? Even without understanding the words, could she hear what they meant? He didn't know and a part of him was afraid she did. 
 
    An even larger part was afraid she didn't. 
 
    She blinked her tears away and leaned forward, pressed her mouth against his. Sweet, gentle. Heartbreaking. She pulled back, her breath a whisper against his lips. "Make love to me, Corbin. Please. I need you." 
 
    Then she kissed him again, communicating her need with her mouth, her tongue, her hands. He sighed, pulled her across his lap and took control of the kiss. Demanding. Possessing. 
 
    Claiming what could never be his. 
 
    He deepened the kiss as he rolled to the side, stretching his body along hers. Hands touched him, caressing his shoulders, his back. Cupping the side of his face. Touching, always touching, until his body burned with a fever he had never before felt.  
 
    He needed her. Now. To touch and feel. To lose himself in the welcoming heat of her body. To find himself. 
 
    To become one.  
 
    To remember. 
 
    He pulled away, started to reach for the condoms resting on the nightstand, but she grabbed his arm, held him in place. Amber eyes burned into his, mirroring the same need and desire tearing through him. 
 
    "No. Please. I...I need to feel you. Just you." 
 
    A desire stronger than anything he'd ever felt before slammed into him. And yet he still hesitated, worrying that she wasn't thinking clearly, worrying that her request would be followed by regret. 
 
    Her gaze held his, never wavering despite the deep blush fanning across her cheeks, despite the slightest quiver in her voice. "I'm on birth control. There's...there's no need for one. Is there?" 
 
    He shook his head. No, there was no need for one. He had always been careful, was always tested regularly. Yet he still hesitated, still held the burning desire at bay. That Lori would trust him so much, would be so open with that trust— 
 
    He dipped his head, no longer able to contain the raging desire gripping him. His mouth was hungry, demanding, feasting from hers with a consuming need that shook him to his core. Long legs wrapped around his waist as her hips lifted. Searching, seeking. The tip of his cock brushed against her wet heat, ripping a groan from him. He pulled his mouth from hers, reached for her hands, held them in his as he stretched her arms above her head. 
 
    He captured her gaze, never looking away. No longer hiding. He thrust himself deep inside her. Filling her. Feeling the wet heat of her flesh close around him. Just him, just her. Their bodies, together. No barriers between them. 
 
    Not now. 
 
    Not for this moment. 
 
    He continued holding her gaze, refusing to let her look away as he rocked into her, over and over. Slow and deep. Harder. Deeper. Faster. Not stopping, never looking away. Not when she cried his name. Not when her body shattered around his. 
 
    Not when his own body shuddered with release—  
 
    Giving her the only thing he had left, the only thing that mattered: the last piece of his soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Lori jammed the key into the lock, tried to turn it only to have it get stuck and refuse to budge. She swore under her breath then yanked the key out and tried again but it still wouldn't turn.  
 
    She fumbled with the keys, dropping them with a loud clatter. She stared down at them, drew in a deep breath, then kicked the door with all the pent-up frustration of the last two days. "Dammit!"  
 
    "Good God, woman. Would you relax? You need a stiff drink. Or something else stiff." Danny leaned down and picked up her keys, then nudged her out of the way, unlocking the door and sweeping it open on one efficient move. She sent a withering glare his way then pushed past him into her house. 
 
    "Don't even start again. I warned you already—" 
 
    "So you did. I'm just choosing to ignore you." 
 
    She tossed her bag to the sofa as she walked past it, then skidded to a halt with a loud groan when the bag toppled to the floor, spilling its contents everywhere. "Dammit. Dammit, dammit, shit. I quit. I fucking quit." 
 
    "Ouch. Such language." 
 
    "Danny, I mean it—" 
 
    "So do I. Go, grab that stiff drink. I'll clean up in here. Although I think a stiff dick would be much better for your mood." 
 
    She turned and hurled her phone at him, ignoring the way he deftly caught it mid-air. Ignoring his soft laughter. How could he even think about laughing? There was nothing funny or amusing about any of this. 
 
    And there certainly wasn't anything funny about his stiff dick comment, either. There would be no more that. 
 
    Damn Corbin. Of all the stupid, idiotic, lame-brained, well-meaning, honorable, infuriating, stupid things to do. She wanted to smack him. Knock some sense into that thick goalie-brain of his. Wrap him in her arms and shake him then kiss him and tell him how stupid he was. 
 
    She knew it. Knew exactly what he was going to do Saturday night, could see it in his eyes. That's why she had made him promise not to leave without saying goodbye. She had been so positive he'd change his mind in the morning. That a night spent making love would make him forget about the idiocy she had seen in his eyes. 
 
    Yes, he'd kept his promise. He had stayed until morning. Had leaned down and kissed her and murmured goodbye. And she had sworn, even then, that things would be fine. That he didn't really mean goodbye the way she had been afraid he'd meant it. 
 
    But he had.  
 
    Because he was worried about her. Because he was afraid people would judge her. Didn't he realize she didn't care? Didn't he realize she could stand up for herself? If she hadn't been so surprised, so caught off-guard by the audacity of that woman Saturday night, she would have let her have it.  
 
    No, probably not. Because Corbin wouldn't have let her. Because he would have insisted on protecting her.  
 
    Is that what he thought he was doing now? Yes, of course that's what he thought. That's why nothing had happened between them all those years ago: because he thought he had been protecting her.  
 
    Of all the stupid, stupid, stupid— 
 
    "Sweetheart, if you're going to mumble to yourself, at least change up the words. Surely you can find something better than stupid." 
 
    "You're not helping. You know that, right?" 
 
    "Sure I am. You just don't realize it yet." Danny lowered himself to the corner of the sofa and started retrieving the contents of her tote bag. Notepad, pens. Tablet. Another phone. A tangled mess of charging cords, a travel charger. Her e-reader. Ibuprofen. Several tampons. A dusty ponytail holder. Lip balm. 
 
    Danny frowned at the last item then rolled his eyes as he tossed it into the bag. "It's not even tinted. You're giving women's purses a bad name. Where's your makeup? Your hairbrush? Spare condoms for those impromptu moments?" 
 
    Lori snorted, the sound indelicate and definitely not feminine. "Yeah, right. Not like I'm going to need those anytime soon." 
 
    "You will." 
 
    "No, pretty sure I won't." She moved into the kitchen, unable to bear seeing even a hint of sympathy on Danny's face. She grabbed a bottle of water for him and a bottle of unsweetened tea for her then moved back to the living room, plopping down on the sofa with a sigh. 
 
    Danny snagged the water from her hand. "You could have brought the wine instead, you know." 
 
    "No. We have to be at the arena in two hours, remember?" 
 
    "One glass wouldn't hurt. Hell, it might actually help calm you down. I don't think I've ever seen you bounce between so many different moods in such a short amount of time. It's like watching a ping pong match between two players on speed." 
 
    "Still not helping." 
 
    Danny uncapped the water bottle and took a long swallow, then shifted beside her. All traces of humor were gone, replaced with sympathy and understanding. "Just give him time. He'll come around." 
 
    "Will he? Because I'm fairly certain he was pretty adamant about the whole thing." 
 
    "He's just trying to protect you." 
 
    "Do I look like I need protecting?" 
 
    "No. But you have to give him credit for trying." 
 
    "Yeah, I know." And she did. On some very basic level she didn't even want to acknowledge, she understood what he was trying to do. That didn't mean she had to agree with it. And it certainly didn't mean she had to like it. She said as much to Danny. 
 
    "Like I said: give him time." 
 
    "Danny, the last time I gave him time, he was gone for eight years. I can't wait that long again." 
 
    "Then don't." 
 
    "I don't have a choice. It's not like I can force him to change his mind." 
 
    "Maybe you can." 
 
    Hope flickered somewhere deep inside, hope she didn't want to acknowledge. "How?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. I'm still thinking." 
 
    "Yeah, you're really full of help today, aren't you?" She pushed off the sofa and moved toward the door. "I'm bringing my laptop in. We can start scheduling some of the posts for tonight, at least for when the Blades are on the ice for the intermission." 
 
    "They're going to be there for the first intermission?" 
 
    "Yeah. But tonight's going to be a little different—they're going to be working with one of the Mites team from the Hopewell League that the Banners help sponsor. I want to get the background posts ready for those now." She yanked open the door then stopped, swearing under her breath.  
 
    "What is it? More snow?" Danny appeared by her side, peering out the door, frowning when clear skies greeted him. 
 
    "No, not snow. It's my neighbor." 
 
    "The one who—" 
 
    "Yeah. Her." Lori clenched her jaw, ignoring the woman's wave as she climbed out of a brand-new sports car that cost close to six figures. "She made a point of telling me she just bought a new car and that she was planning on moving." 
 
    "She actually told you that?" 
 
    "Yeah, she did. And she laughed about it. She sees nothing wrong with what she did." Lori's hand tightened around the doorknob. "I would give anything to be able to teach her a lesson." 
 
    "Maybe you can." Danny's voice was quiet, thoughtful. She turned around, frowning at the speculation on his face. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Do you think you can manage to get her cell phone?" 
 
    "What? No, not even close. Are you crazy? Why would she give me her cell phone? And why would I even need it?" 
 
    "I just have a feeling they're might be some interesting videos on it, that's all." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Just a hunch." 
 
    "Well, hunch all you want. There's no way she'd give me her cell phone." 
 
    "Then maybe we should make our own video." 
 
    "Danny, what are you talking about? You're not making any sense. At all." 
 
    He grinned, the biggest grin she'd ever seen on him before, one filled with enough cold calculation that she actually took a step back. He pulled the phone from his pocket and tossed it in the air. Caught it in his palm and tossed it again before finally folding his fingers around it. 
 
    "How good are you at pushing buttons?" 
 
    She tilted her head to the side, trying to figure out what he was up to. "What kind of buttons?" 
 
    "Oh, you know. The blackmail kind." 
 
    "You mean—" 
 
    "I'm thinking maybe she needs a taste of her own medicine. What do you think?" 
 
    Lori glanced at the phone in Danny's hand—the one tied to all of the team's social media. Then she looked over at her neighbor, who was busy pulling shopping bags emblazoned with names of designer stores from the trunk of the new car. 
 
    She turned back, not bothering to hide her anger. "I think I can manage to push some pretty big buttons." 
 
    He nodded, then gave her a meaningful look. "We'll probably get fired." 
 
    "You think?" 
 
    "Pretty good chance, yeah." 
 
    Lori pretended to think about it then finally shrugged, as if she didn't care in the least. "I was getting tired of that cramped cubicle anyway." 
 
    "Yeah, me too." 
 
    "And I could always move back home if I needed to." 
 
    "I suppose." 
 
    "Or we could just become roommates, save some money that way." 
 
    "There is that."  
 
    Lori nodded one last time, still not sure what they were going to do, but knowing she needed to do something. "Okay then. Let's do it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Caleb Johnson burst into the locker room, practically running in his skates. He tossed down his stick and helmet, his eyes frantic as he looked around the room. "Holy shit, I need a phone. Somebody hand me their phone."  
 
    Conversation paused as everyone stared at him, then just as quickly resumed when they ignored him.  
 
    "I'm fucking serious. I need a phone. Now." 
 
    "Dude, calm the fuck down. You know we aren't allowed to have phones in here." 
 
    "Can it, Jaxon. I know that. Just like I know at least one of you assholes has one squirreled away somewhere." Caleb glanced around the phone, finally zeroing in on Brendan. "Hayes, give it up. I know you have one." 
 
    "No way. I know better—" 
 
    "Bullshit. Just give me the damn phone." 
 
    Corbin turned away from the commotion, ready to move down the hall. His focus was off, had been off since warm-ups. He knew why, knew the only thing that would help was time. 
 
    But he didn't have time, not for the game. So he was heading back to the end of the hall, away from everyone else. Back to where it was quiet, where he could be by himself and work on his focus. Bounce a few balls off the concrete wall, center himself as he followed their movement— 
 
    A hand nabbed the sleeve of his jersey, stopping him, "Whoa, hang on, Gauthier. You can't go anywhere." 
 
    "I need to—" 
 
    "You don't need to do anything but see this." Caleb was tapping the screen of the phone in his hand, frowning as he searched for...something. 
 
    Corbin tried to pull his arm free once more but the other man refused to release it. He made a small sound of triumph, then held the phone closer to Corbin. 
 
    Closer to the knot of players who gathered around, pulled in by curiosity and Caleb's strange behavior. 
 
    He looked around, addressing no one in particular. "Shannon gave me the heads-up before they hit the ice. There's something big going down." His eyes shifted to Corbin. "And it's about you." 
 
    Dread filled him, cold and immediate. What? What could possibly be happening now? He hadn't done anything. Hadn't been anywhere for anything to happen. Unless...did it have something to do with the incident? The settlement? Had something else happened that he wasn't aware of? He hadn't heard anything from his lawyer, but his phone had been off for the last two days. It had been easier to leave it off, so he couldn't call Lori. Couldn't text her. Couldn't tell her what a fool he'd been...and still was. 
 
    Had he missed something else because of that? Was he about to be blindsided by something even worse? 
 
    "Listen up. Here it is." Caleb pointed to the screen, too small for everyone to clearly see it. But Corbin could see it. How could he not, when the other man was practically standing on top of him, shoving the phone in his face? 
 
    It was a live feed, on one of the many social media outlets. And it was being broadcast from right here at the arena, in the middle of the concourse upstairs. The camera zoomed in on a woman in her twenties, with pale eyes and thick, dark hair, wearing an oversized sweatshirt that swallowed her small frame. She was talking to a small group of people, showing them something on the tablet in her hands. Then she looked over at the camera and smiled, acting as if she'd been caught by surprise. 
 
    "Oh, hey guys. TR Meyers here—" 
 
    Caleb looked around, addressing them as a group. "She's the one who's been working on a story about Shannon and the rest of the Blades. She has this video thing she does every week—" 
 
    "Shut up, we can't hear." 
 
    Caleb muttered something and adjusted the volume, but it still wasn't loud enough—which only meant that everyone gathered around them was unnaturally quiet. 
 
    "—So thanks for humoring me for a little bit. You can still get the information about the Hopewell League and the wonderful work they're doing by checking out their website, along with the Banners' website. 
 
    "But right now, I want to talk about something else. Something that's just as important. And if you guys will just bear with me for a second—" The camera followed the woman as she approached another group of fans. "Would you guys mind if I showed you something and asked your opinion about it?" 
 
    There was some good-natured mumbling and laughter, followed by agreements from all five people—three men and two women. Corbin frowned, glanced around and saw similar expressions of confusion on his teammates' faces when the woman—TR—played something on her tablet for the small group. 
 
    Cries of astonishment echoed around the group. One guy laughed, shaking his head in disbelief. "Whoa. She really nailed her, didn't she?" 
 
    TR leaned closer. "So would you consider that assault?" 
 
    The group nodded in unison, one of the men speaking for all of them. "Oh yeah, absolutely. No doubt. Guilty." 
 
    "How about this? Would you call this assault?" TR tapped the tablet, turning it back to the group once more. Whatever they were being shown drew mixed reactions this time.  
 
    Corbin's stomach knotted. He broke out in a cold sweat as waves of nausea rolled over him. He knew, without even seeing, what video the woman was showing the group. Knew it with a certainty that sickened him. He needed to leave, to get out of here, to run—but Caleb held him in place. 
 
    "No, just watch. It's not what you think. I know it isn't." But even Caleb didn't sound certain. 
 
    Corbin's gaze moved back to the screen, watching as the group struggled to reach a consensus. The two women agreed it was assault, while two men disagreed. The third man wasn't sure. 
 
    By this time, other people had gathered around and TR quickly showed them both videos—Corbin had no idea what the first one was, could only imagine it was something blatant, something pulled off the internet or maybe even a clip from a movie. And the reactions from the newcomers were the same in both cases. 
 
    TR's voice was bright and cheerful, matching the smile on her face as she addressed the sill-growing crowd around her. "You guys have been great, thank you. I know you're in a hurry to get back but if you could just hang out for a few more minutes for me. Would you mind? Great, thank you so much." 
 
    She turned back to the camera, her natural smile dimming just a bit. "I know you guys watching are dying to see what I'm showing everyone, so here it is." She turned the tablet around, holding it still while the camera moved in closer. The video was taken from a distance, showing two women in a heated discussion. Corbin frowned, leaning closer as the camera zoomed in, showing more of the women's faces. No, it couldn't be. Was that Lori? But why— 
 
    The woman she was with swung out with her fist, hitting Lori in the face hard enough that she stumbled and fell to one knee. 
 
    Corbin jerked back, stunned. What the fuck? What. The. Fuck? Anger rushed through him, stealing his breath. He wanted to race out, to find the woman who had hit Lori. To find Lori, make sure she was okay— 
 
    A hand dropped to his shoulder, holding him in place before he realized he had even moved. He didn't care, tried to brush it off—only the next video appeared on the screen, one that made his stomach heave. It was the same short clip of that meaningless kiss, the one that had cost him so much. Not in terms of money—but in terms of everything else. 
 
    The camera panned back out, showing TR and an even larger group surrounding her. "Like everyone here, I'm pretty sure all of you have pretty firm opinions on those two brief clips. The first one we're saying is definitely assault. Wouldn't you agree?" 
 
    She turned to face the group as all heads nodded in agreement. "And the second one...well, we still seem to be torn on that one, aren't we guys? Although it's pretty interesting that most of the women are on one side with the men on the other. And that, ladies and gentlemen, I'll address in a minute." 
 
    She glanced down at the tablet, her fingers gliding over the screen before turning it toward the camera. "Now I want everyone to see the rest of the first clip. I think it might give you a little more insight to the second." 
 
    The camera panned in again, showing Lori talking to the other woman. Corbin looked closer, recognized the woman as Dawn Lowry. And the video was being filmed from outside Lori's house. 
 
    There was volume to this one as well, clearly audible. Corbin listened, anger mingling with amazement as Lori spoke to the woman. 
 
    "What you did was wrong and you know it. How can you live with yourself?" 
 
    "Really? Did you see the new car? These clothes? Trust me, that much money can go a long way in easing a woman's conscience." 
 
    "But you set him up. Threatened him—" 
 
    "Oh please. Don't get so righteous with me. So what if I set him up? He's not the first and he won't be the last. And it's not like he can't afford it." 
 
    "So you admit it? You actually admit it. There was no assault." 
 
    "Of course not. But a picture's worth a thousand words, isn't it? And video is worth so much more—especially when it's edited." 
 
    "You bitch. You crazy, psychotic, bleached-blonde bitch—"  
 
    Corbin flinched as a fist connected with Lori's face, anger and nausea twisting his gut even though he had known it was coming. Why would she do such a thing? Why would Lori put herself at risk that way? He needed to see her, go to her— 
 
    The hand tightened on his shoulder, once more keeping him in place when he would have run off. He shook his head, looked back at the phone in Caleb's hand. The live feed was still going, the camera panning on the surprised faces of the group surrounding TR. 
 
    "Have any of you changed your mind about that second clip, now that you've seen the rest of the first?" Heads nodded as people murmured in agreement. TR slowly nodded then turned back to the camera.  
 
    "I'll post a link to the first clip in its entirety to this post later. I'd love to say I could do the same thing for the second, but there doesn't seem to be anything else except that small clip. Makes you wonder, doesn't it?  
 
    "And I think I'll start wrapping this up. We've got a game to watch. Just remember—sometimes there's more to the story than what you see, so keep that in mind. And guys? Seriously. Keep your hands—and your kisses—to yourself. If we're interested, we'll let you know, okay? You'll save us—and maybe even yourself—a whole lot of trouble." She winked at the camera then gave a big thumbs-up. "Go, Banners!" 
 
    "Holy shit, I think I'm in love." Someone—maybe Jaxon—said from somewhere behind them. Caleb laughed and tossed the phone back to Brendan.  
 
    "Yeah, don't even think about it. I'm pretty sure she's got something going on with this big bad-ass military guy who looks like he eats tanks for breakfast." Caleb hesitated, wariness in his gaze as he frowned at something over Corbin's shoulder before looking at him. "She had close to ten thousand people watching by the end. I don't think you need to worry about anything hanging over your head now. That thing's going to go viral." 
 
    Corbin nodded, not really caring. Yes, maybe this would help. But he didn't care. All he cared about was Lori. What had happened to her? Was she okay? He needed to go see her, to make sure— 
 
    Once again, the hand on his shoulder tightened, keeping him from running off. Corbin finally brushed it off, turned around to tell Shane or Hunter or whoever it was to leave him alone, that he was fine, that he didn't need them holding him back. 
 
    Coach Donovan stared back at him, his dark eyes as unreadable as always. No, that wasn't true. He saw sympathy in their depths, and a hint of the same concern rushing through Corbin. 
 
    Coach glanced around the quiet locker room, his gaze briefly landing on each anxious face. "It's almost game time. I need you to hit the ice fighting. Are you ready to do that?" 
 
    "Yes, Coach!" The shout echoed off the walls, loud and enthusiastic. Coach nodded then looked back at Corbin, his gaze never wavering.  
 
    "How about you, Gauthier? Can you keep your fucking head in the game for forty minutes until we win this thing?" 
 
    Corbin nodded, then threw Donovan's words back at him. "Can you?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    It was the longest fucking seventy-eight minutes of his life. He had raced off the ice as soon as the Banners won, not slowing down for the few reporters calling his name. The staff had quickly blocked him from being followed, telling anyone who would listen that a statement would be made tomorrow. By the team, maybe, but not by him. He had no intention of speaking with anyone tomorrow—not with anyone but Lori. 
 
    He had raced through his shower, barely managing to dry off enough to get his dress shirt on, not even bothering with the undershirt. He hadn't bothered with his tie, either, just simply draped it around his neck, grabbed his small duffel bag, and took off toward the elevator. 
 
    More reporters were waiting for him there but someone must have called ahead because two of the security staff were there as well, keeping the reporters away from him until he reached his car. 
 
    His shiny, low-slung, powerful car, that had earned every last dollar he'd spent on it by proving just how fast it could really go. He pulled into Lori's street, the rear end fishtailing as he made the turn. A spot was open two doors down from her townhouse and he slid into it, cut the ignition, and jumped from the car. Then he was banging on her door, his heart pounding, the need to see her nearly knocking him to his knees. 
 
    Danny opened the door, his calm gaze raking Corbin from top to bottom. "Took you long enough. I was starting to worry. Although you do clean up nice." 
 
    Corbin pushed past him, his frantic gaze searching the empty living room. "Where is she? Is she okay?" 
 
    "She's fine. She's upstairs in her bedroom. I'm assuming you don't need directions?" 
 
    Corbin shook his head, moving toward the stairs only to be stopped when Danny grabbed his arm. Something cold was pressed into his hand and he looked down, more anger rushing through him when Danny handed him the cold pack. 
 
    "She's fine," he repeated. His eyes darkened, filling with lethal warning as he leaned toward Corbin. "But I'll tell you right now. I don't care how honorable you think you're being—you hurt her, and I will wipe the floor with your ass. I love that woman like a sister and I won't stand by for anyone hurting her." 
 
    "Good, because I love her too and I have no intention of hurting her." 
 
    Danny studied him for a long minute then finally nodded. He released Corbin's arm and stepped back, a faint smile on her face. "I'm glad we're in agreement. Now make sure you tell her that." 
 
    He grabbed a thick wool coat from the coat rack and shrugged into it, then moved toward the door. "I'll lock up. Make sure she stays in bed to rest. I think twenty-four hours should do it." 
 
    Corbin laughed. "You're a doctor now, eh?" 
 
    "No. But I almost married one. Learned a lot from him the two years we were together." Danny winked then opened the door, throwing the lock before pulling it closed behind him. Corbin turned and hurried up the steps, taking them two at a time in his rush to reach Lori. 
 
    She was stretched out on her bed, propped up by several pillows behind her, reading something. She glanced over at him, smiled, then dropped the e-reader on the nightstand. 
 
    "Has the mother hen left yet?" 
 
    Corbin moved closer, his gaze fastened on her face. A bruise marred her cheek, the skin mottled and swollen. There was a small cut in the middle of the bruise, in the center of her cheekbone.  
 
    Corbin growled, a string of angry French falling from his mouth as he moved to the side of the bed and sat next to her. Lori laughed, then winced and grabbed the side of her face.  
 
    "Stop. It hurts when I laugh." 
 
    "You shouldn't be laughing. There is nothing funny about this, ma cocotte." 
 
    "You're just as bed as Danny. It's not that bad so stop looking at me like that." 
 
    Corbin moved her hand, replaced it with the cold pack and gently held it in place. "Foolish. So foolish. Why did you do it?" 
 
    "Why?" She brushed his hand away and moved the cold pack. "Because I had to do something. I didn't feel like waiting another eight years for you to come to your senses." 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    "Don't. It's over, okay? And if people still want to believe her instead of you, I don't care. I don't care what anyone believes. I don't care what anyone thinks. I just want to be with you." 
 
    "Lori—" 
 
    "Lecture me all you want, it's not going to matter. I love you, Corbin. I always have. And if people want to believe lies and innuendos, then let them. I know better. I know the real you and—" 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her, captured her sigh with his mouth, swallowed his own sigh when she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body against his.  
 
    He finally pulled away, rested his forehead against hers and smiled at the dazed look in her eyes. "I wasn't going to lecture you, ma cocotte. I simply wanted to tell you that I love you." 
 
    "Oh. Well." She blinked, a small flush staining her face. "And in English, too. Wow." 
 
    "You don't like my French?" 
 
    "Only because I don't understand it—even if it is a bit of a turn-on." 
 
    Corbin laughed and sat back, whipping the tie from around his neck. He tossed it on the chair then shrugged out of his coat and shirt, throwing them to the side. "A turn-on, eh? You've never told me that before." 
 
    She watched as he kicked his shoes off and tugged off his socks, as he stood and undid his belt and pushed his pants off. "Well, I can't tell you everything, can I? I need to keep you guessing." 
 
    He pulled back the covers and slid in beside her, settling her next to him as he wrapped one arm around her. Holding her, simply holding her. "I think you will always keep me on my toes, eh? Like tonight. Your cheek, is it really okay?" 
 
    "Yes, it's fine. I mean, it stings a little but not like it did. I had no idea she had that stupid ring on." She raised the cold pack to her cheek and held it in place. "How do you guys do this every night? The fights, I mean. It doesn't exactly tickle, you know." 
 
    "It's part of the game. The adrenaline masks it. And I don't fight much, not as goalie." 
 
    "Maybe not, but still—" 
 
    "What happened, Lori? Why? Why would you take such a risk?" He pressed a kiss against the top of her head, her hair soft and warm under his lips. She moved the cold pack and tilted her head back, staring up at him. 
 
    "I told you why. I had to—" 
 
    "But you didn't know it would work. And what would you have done if she had done more than hit you? When I think what could have happened to you, what she could have done—" 
 
    "Nothing was going to happen." 
 
    "But she hit you—" 
 
    "Well, yeah. That was part of the plan. It wouldn't have worked if she hadn't hit me." 
 
    His heart slammed into his chest and he swore. "All that risk, when you didn't even know if it would work." 
 
    "Oh, we knew it was going to work. We were going to actually post it on the team's social media but—" 
 
    "On the team's? You could have been fired!" 
 
    "Yeah, I know. But that was a chance we were willing—" 
 
    "We? Who is we?" 
 
    "Me and Danny. Who else?" 
 
    Corbin swore again. Of course, he should have known. 
 
    No, he shouldn't have. He could have never even guessed that she would do such a thing. 
 
    "Anyway, we were going to put it on the team's social media but then I remembered TR. She's doing some stuff for the Blades and helped with that whole mess with Caleb and Shannon two months ago—right before you came back. And she loves stuff like this so I figured, why not? And she agreed so we did." 
 
    Corbin watched her, his heart filling with emotions that had no name, emotions stronger than love and so powerful, they took his breath away. What she had done for him, what she had been willing to risk...he was torn between kissing her or holding her in his arms and never letting her go. Both, he decided. He definitely need to do both.  
 
    "You're not mad, are you?" 
 
    "Non. No, I'm not mad, ma cocotte." 
 
    "Good, because I'd do it again. No regrets." She pressed a quick kiss in the center of his chest, right above his heart, then gazed up at him. Her amber eyes glowed with love, holding nothing back. "How about you? Any regrets?" 
 
    He started to shake his head, to tell her no. Then he stopped, a tiny hint of sadness slicing through the happiness. "Maybe just one. That I let you walk away all those years ago. That I waited eight years to find you again and even then, I almost pushed you away." 
 
    Lori pushed to her knees, her arms braced against his chest as she leaned in for a kiss. Soft, sweet, filled with promise. "I think that maybe we were supposed to wait. I think that maybe things would have been different if we hadn't." 
 
    "Do you?" 
 
    "Yeah, I do. But that doesn't mean I want to wait anymore. This is our time, Corbin. I love you. And I don't want to waste what we've been given a second chance at." 
 
    He cupped her face with his hands, careful of the bruise on her cheek. "Neither do I, ma cocotte. Neither do I." 
 
    Then he leaned down and caught her mouth with his, making the most of every second he had with the woman he loved. 
 
    Starting now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Fifteen months later... 
 
      
 
    There were no crowds. No cheering fans. No cameras or live media feed. Not for this. 
 
    Nobody would know what Corbin had done, what several of his teammates had helped build.  
 
    Nobody except the women who would be able to get help from the shelter. Victims of assault who had nowhere else to go for help. Nowhere else to turn to for protection. For job training. For a place to go to recover and heal. To deal with the trauma—physical, emotional, and sexual. 
 
    Lori walked the halls beside Corbin, their hands entwined as the director gave them a tour. The building was new, unobtrusive, set back from curious onlookers on several wooded acres just north of Cockeysville. There was no name on the building, no sign at the entrance of the long drive. 
 
    The center currently had space for fifty residents, each given a small bedroom with a private bathroom. There was a larger dining area for community meals. A game room and library. Offices for therapy sessions, both private and group sessions. An exercise room. And spaces to go to reflect, to meditate...to escape if they needed. 
 
    Corbin squeezed her hand then turned to the director, a middle-aged woman with eyes that let the world know she had seen unimaginable things. "Will it be enough?" 
 
    That was the question he had asked from the beginning, the question he always asked: will it be enough? He was still plagued with guilt over what happened last year, still convinced that he was partially at fault, even though Dawn Lowry had finally admitted what she'd done.  
 
    His attorneys had been able to recover some of the settlement. Corbin had refused to accept it, instead coming up with the idea of building this center. He had recruited the help of several of his teammates—including Shane Masters, of all people. 
 
    Fifteen months later, the center was a reality. And all of it had been done anonymously. 
 
    The director offered Corbin a small smile, one that held traces of sadness. "It's never enough, Mr. Gauthier. But it's a start. And we have hope. With that, anything is possible." 
 
    Corbin nodded but didn't say anything. He had known the answer, even before asking. Had known the answer even before ground had been broken. 
 
    The center wasn't the only cause Corbin had gotten behind. They had been out one night with several of his teammates. Lori had been returning from the bathroom when some guy bumped into her. She had chalked it up to the place being crowded until the guy had placed his hand on her hip and pulled him against her, asking if she wanted to go for a ride.  
 
    She had turned, so stunned and humiliated she could only stare. Then Corbin had been there with his teammates, shielding her, protecting her, lecturing the guy with blunt warning until she was certain he'd pass out from fear. And the guy hadn't known what he'd done was wrong, had seriously thought he was simply being funny. 
 
    Several weeks later, an awareness program was started at the Hopewell League—a new program championed by the Banners, a program designed to educate and to empower.  
 
    Was it enough? 
 
    Lori glanced up at her husband, caught his gaze with hers, saw the same question in his eyes.  
 
    Was it enough?  
 
    It was too soon to tell. But as the director had said, it was a start. 
 
    She leaned up, brushed her mouth against Corbin's, felt a world of love in that brief contact. 
 
    Love...and hope. And with that, anything was possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Game Misconduct, I hope you'll take a few minutes to leave a review. Even a short one helps other readers discover my books—and it means so much to me! Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Want to receive updates on my releases, preorders, and sales? Then follow me on BookBub. 
 
      
 
    And be sure to sign up for my monthly newsletter, Kamps' Korner, for exciting news, sneak peeks, exclusive content, and fun, games, and giveaways! You don’t want to miss it! 
 
      
 
    Can't wait for the newsletter? Need to get your fix of hockey, firefighters, passion and shenanigans daily? Then please join me and a great group of readers and fans at Kamps Korner on Facebook. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PLAYING THE GAME 
 
    The York Bombers Book 1 
 
    Harland Day knows what it's like to be on rock bottom: he was there once before, years ago when his mother walked out and left him behind. But he learned how to play the game and survived, crawling his way up with the help of a friend-turned-lover. This time is different: he has nobody to blame but himself for his trip to the bottom. His mouth, his attitude, his crappy play that landed him back in the minors instead of playing pro hockey with the Baltimore Banners. And this time, he doesn't have anyone to help him out, not when his own selfishness killed the most important relationship he ever had. 
 
    Courtney Williams' life isn't glamorous or full of fame and fortune but she doesn't need those things to be happy. She of all people knows there are more important things in life. And, for the most part, she's been able to forget what could have been—until Harland gets reassigned to the York Bombers and shows back up in town, full of attitude designed to hide the man underneath. But the arrogant hockey player can't hide from her, the one person who knows him better than anyone else. They had been friends. They had been lovers. And then they had been torn apart by misunderstanding and betrayal. 
 
    But some ties are hard to break. Can they look past what had been and move forward to what could be? Or will the sins of the past haunt them even now, all these years later? 
 
    Turn the page for a preview of PLAYING THE GAME, the launch title of a brand-new hockey series, now available.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The third drink was still in his hand, virtually untouched. He glanced down at it, briefly wondered if he should just put it down and walk away. It was still early, not even eleven yet. Maybe if he stuck it out for another hour; maybe if he finished this drink and let the whiskey loosen him up. Or maybe if he just paid attention to the girl draped along his side— 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    He swirled the glass in his hand and brought it to his mouth, taking a long sip of mostly melted ice. The girl next to him—what the fuck was her name?—pushed her body even closer, the swell of her barely-covered breast warm against the bare flesh of his arm. 
 
    "So you're a hockey player, right? One of Zach's teammates?" 
 
    Her breath held a hint of red wine, too sweet. Harland tried not to grimace, pushed the memories at bay as his stomach lurched. He tightened his grip on the glass—if he was too busy holding something, he couldn't put his arm around her or push her away—and glanced down. The girl looked like she was barely old enough to be in this place. A sliver of fright shot through him. They did card here, right? He wasn't about to be busted picking up someone underage, was he?  
 
    She had a killer body, slim and lean with just enough muscle tone in her arms and legs to reassure him that she didn't starve herself and probably worked out. Long tanned legs that went on for miles and dainty feet shoved into shoes that had to have heels at least five inches tall. He grimaced and briefly wondered how the hell she was even standing in them. 
 
    Of course, she was leaning against him, her full breasts pushing against his arm and chest. Maybe that was because she couldn't stand in those ridiculous heels. Heels like that weren't meant for walking—they were fuck-me heels, meant for the bedroom. 
 
    He looked closer, at her platinum-streaked hair carefully crafted in a fuck-me style and held in place by what had to be a full can of hairspray—or whatever the fuck women used nowadays. Thick mascara coated her lashes, or maybe they weren't even her real lashes, now that he was actually looking. No, he doubted they were real. That was a shame because from what he could see, she had pretty eyes, kind of a smoky gray set off by the shimmery eyeshadow coloring her lids.  Hell, maybe those eyes weren't even real, maybe they were just colored contacts.  
 
    Fuck. Wasn't anything real anymore? Wasn't anyone who they really claimed to be? And why the fuck was he even worried about it when all he had to do was nod and smile and take her by the hand and lead her out? Something told him he wouldn't even have to bother with taking her home—or in his case, to a motel. No, he was pretty sure all he had to do was show her the backseat of his Expedition and that would be it. 
 
    Her full lips turned down into a pout and Harland realized she was waiting for him to answer. Yeah, she had asked him a question. What the hell had she asked? 
 
    Oh, yeah— 
 
    "Uh, yeah. Yeah, I play hockey." He took another sip of the watery drink and glanced around the crowded club. Several of his teammates were scattered around the bar, their faces alternately lit and shadowed by the colored lights pulsing in time to the music.  
 
    Jason pulled his tongue from some girl's throat long enough to motion to the mousy barmaid for a fresh drink. His gaze caught Harland's and a wide grin split his face when he nodded.  
 
    Harland got the message loud and clear. How could he miss it, when the nod was toward the girl hanging all over him? Jason was congratulating him on hooking up, encouraging him to take the next step. 
 
    Harland took another sip and looked away. Tension ran through him, as solid and real as the hand running along his chest. He looked down again, watched as slender fingers worked their way into his shirt. Nails scraped across the bare flesh of his chest, teasing him. 
 
    Annoying him. 
 
    He put the drink on the bar and reached for her hand, his fingers closing around her wrist to stop her. The girl looked up, a frown on her face. But she didn't move her hand away. No, she kept trying to reach for him instead. 
 
    "What'd you say your name was?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" Her lips tilted up into a seductive smile, full of heated promise as her fingers wiggled against his chest. 
 
    Did it matter? It shouldn't, not when all Harland had to do was smile back and release her hand and let her continue. Or take her hand and lead her outside. So why the fuck was he hesitating? Why didn't he do just that? That was why he came here, wasn't it? To let go. Loosen up. Hook up, get things out of his system. 
 
    No. That may be why Jason and Zach and the others were here and why they brought him along—but that wasn't why he was here. So yeah, her name mattered. Maybe not to him, not in that sense. He just wanted to know she was interested in him and not what he did. That he wasn't just a trophy for her, a conquest to be bragged about to her friends in the morning.  
 
    He gently tightened his hand around her wrist and pulled her arm away, out of reach of his chest. "Yeah. It matters." 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes—surprise? Impatience? Hell if he knew. He watched her struggle with a frown, almost like she didn't want him to see it. Then she pasted another bright smile on her face, this one a little too forced, and pulled her arm from his grasp. 
 
    "It's Shayla." She stepped even closer, running her hand along his chest and down, her finger tracing the waistband of his jeans.  
 
    He almost didn't stop her. Temptation seized him, fisting his gut, searing his blood. It would be easy, so easy.  
 
    Too easy. 
 
    Then a memory of warm brown eyes, wide with innocence, came to mind. Clear, sharp and almost painful. Harland closed his eyes, his breath hitching in his chest as the picture in his mind grew, encompassing soft brown hair and perfect lips, curled in a trembling smile.  
 
    "Fuck." His eyes shot open. He grabbed the girl's hand—Shayla's—just as she started to stroke him through the worn denim. Her own eyes narrowed and she made no attempt to hide her frown this time. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Her voice was sharp, biting. 
 
    "I could ask you the same thing." 
 
    Her hand twisted in his grip. Once, twice. "Zach told me you needed to loosen up. That you were looking for a little fun." 
 
    Zach had put her up to this? Harland should have known. He narrowed his eyes, not surprised when the girl suddenly stiffened. Could she see his distaste? Sense his condemnation? He leaned forward, his mouth close to her ear, his voice flat and cold. 
 
    "Maybe you want me to whip my cock out right here so you can get on your knees and suck me off? Have everyone watch? Will that do it for you?" 
 
    She ripped her hand from his grasp and pushed him away, anger coloring her face. "You're a fucking asshole." 
 
    Harland straightened and fixed her with a flat smile. "You're right. I am." 
 
    She said something else, the words too low for him to hear, then spun around and walked away. Her steps were short, angry, and he had to bite back a smile when she teetered to the side and almost fell. 
 
    Loathing filled him, leaving him cold and empty. Not loathing of the girl—no, the loathing was all directed at himself. What the fuck was his problem?  
 
    The girl was right: he was a fucking asshole. A loathsome bastard. 
 
    Harland yanked the wallet from his back pocket and pulled out several bills, enough to cover whatever he'd had to drink and then some. He tossed down the watered whiskey, barely feeling the slight burn as it worked its way down his throat. Then he turned and stormed toward the door, ignoring the sound of his name being called. 
 
    He should have gone home, back to the three-bedroom condo he was now forced to share with the sorry excuse that passed for his father. But he wasn't in the mood to deal with his father's bullshit, not in the mood to deal with anything. So he drove, with no destination in mind, needing distance. 
 
    Distance from the spectacle he had just made of himself. 
 
    Distance from what he had become. 
 
    Distance from who he was turning into. 
 
    But how in the hell was he supposed to distance himself…from himself? 
 
    Harland turned into a residential neighborhood, driving blindly, his mind on autopilot. He finally stopped, eased the SUV against the curb, and cut the engine. 
 
    Silence greeted him. Heavy, almost accusing. He rested his head against the steering wheel and squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't need to look around to know where he was, didn't need to view the quiet street filled with small houses that showed years of wear. Years of life and happiness and grief and torment. 
 
    "Fuck." The word came out in a strangled whisper and he straightened in the seat, running one hand down his face. Why did he keep coming here? Why did he keep tormenting himself? 
 
    She didn't want to see him, would probably shove him off the small porch if he ever dared to knock on the door. He knew that, as sure as he knew his own name. 
 
    As sure as he knew that she'd be sickened by what he had become. Three years had gone by. Three years where he'd never bothered to even contact her. Hell, maybe he was being generous. Maybe he was giving himself more importance than he deserved. Maybe she didn't even remember him. 
 
    He rubbed one hand across his eyes and took a ragged breath, then turned his head to the side. The house was dark, just like almost every other house on the block. But he didn't need light to see it, not when it was so clear in his mind.  
 
    A simple cottage style home, with plain white siding that was always one season away from needing a new coat of paint. Flowerbeds filled with exploding color that hid the age of the house. A small backyard filled with more flowers and a picnic table next to the old grill, where something was always being fixed during the warmer months.  
 
    An image of each room filled his mind, one after the other, like a choppy movie playing on an old screen. Middle class, blue collar—but full of laughter and warm memories. He knew the house, better than his own. 
 
    He should. He'd spent more time here growing up than he had at his own run-down house the next street over. He had come here to escape, stayed because it was an oasis in his own personal desert of despair. 
 
    Until he had ruined even that. 
 
    He closed his eyes against the memories, shutting them out with a small whimper of pain. Then he started the truck and pulled away, trying to put distance between him and the past. 
 
    A past that was suddenly more real than the present. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ONCE BURNED 
 
    Firehouse Fourteen Book 1 
 
      
 
    Michaela Donaldson had her whole life planned out: college, music, and a happy-ever-after with her first true love. One reckless night changed all that, setting Michaela on a new path. Gone are her dreams of pursuing music in college, replaced by what she thinks is a more rewarding life. She's a firefighter now, getting down and dirty while doing her job. So what if she's a little rough around the edges, a little too careless, a little too detached? She's happy, living life on her own terms—until Nicky Lansing shows back up. 
 
    Nick Lansing was the stereotypical leather-clad bad boy, needing nothing but his fast car, his guitar, his never-ending partying, and his long-time girlfriend—until one bad decision changed the course of two lives forever. He's on the straight-and-narrow now, living life as a respected teacher and doing his best to be a positive role model. Yes, he still has his music. But gone are his days of partying. And gone is the one girl who always held his heart. Or is she? 
 
    One freak accident brings these two opposites back together. Is ten years long enough to heal the physical and emotional wounds from the past? Can they reconcile who they were with who they've become—or will it be a case of Once Burned is enough? 
 
      
 
    Turn the page for an exciting peek at ONCE BURNED, available now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "Oh shit," Mike repeated under her breath, too horrified to do anything more than force herself to breathe. Not an easy task, considering she was literally frozen to the spot. The air was thick with heated tension and the buzzing in her ears made it impossible for her to hear anything. She willed herself to move, to do something.  
 
    Shit, it's Nicky. Shit, it's Nicky. The phrase kept spinning through her mind until she thought she'd be sick with the dizziness of it. Her chest heaved with the effort to breathe and her pulse beat in a tap dancer's rhythm.  
 
    Did anyone else notice the sudden change in the room? Mike forced herself to look away from that face from her past and quickly glanced around. Four sets of eyes fixed on her with varying degrees of bewilderment. She could still feel his eyes on her, too, filled with stunned disbelief.  
 
    Feeling like she was trapped in a nightmare where everything moved with the speed of molasses, Mike pushed away from the counter and walked across the room, straight past the frozen figure of Nicky Lansing and through the swinging door. She turned a corner and rushed through a second door that opened into the engine room, not stopping until she reached the engine on the far side, where she promptly collapsed on the back step.  
 
    Heedless of the dirt and grime, she let her head drop against the back compartment door, ignoring the length of hose line in her way. Her breathing came in shallow gasps that did nothing to help the lightheadedness that caused black dots to dance across her closed lids. 
 
    Hyperventilating. She was hyperventilating. The calm, rational part of her—she was surprised she still had one—told her to lean forward, to get a grip on herself and her breathing. Now bent over, sitting with her head between her knees, Mike grabbed the running board with both hands and concentrated on the feel of the diamond plate cutting into her palms.  
 
    The spots faded away and her breathing slowed to something closer to normal. One last deep breath and she straightened, only to choke on a scream when she came face-to-face with Jay, his brows lowered in a frown as he studied her with concern.  
 
    "Jesus! Don't scare me like that!" She pushed him away then stood, only to sit back down when she realized how bad her knees were shaking. 
 
    "Scare you? What is wrong with you? Are you okay?" 
 
    "I'm fine. I couldn't be better! Don't I look fine?"  
 
    "You look like you're ready to pass out. What the hell is going on? Do you know that guy? He looks like he's seen a ghost!" 
 
    "He probably thinks he has." Mike moved over and motioned for Jay to sit down, ignoring his scrutiny as he twisted sideways and continued staring at her. 
 
    "Are you going to explain that?" 
 
    "No." She ran her hands through her hair, muttering when she pulled a thick hank of it loose from the pony tail. Sighing, she reached back and pulled the elastic band loose, then quickly rearranged her hair into a more secure hold. Jay watched her intently then nudged her leg with his when she continued to ignore him. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "Well nothing. He's just somebody I used to know, that's all." 
 
    Jay snorted. "Bull." 
 
    "Okay, fine," she conceded grudgingly. "He's also somebody I never wanted to see again." Mike reached down and gingerly touched her right side, trying not to remember but unable to forget. If Jay noticed the motion, he didn't say anything. 
 
    They sat in silence, the familiar background noises of the station virtually unnoticed. A few minutes went by before Jay spoke again. "You sure you don't want to talk about it?" 
 
    Mike shook her head, ready to make a sarcastic reply when the sound of footsteps echoed through the engine room. The steps paused, then changed directions and hesitantly walked around the side of the engine. Mike knew without looking who it was: the steps were those of a stranger, someone who didn't know his way around. 
 
    Nicky stopped at the back of the engine, not saying anything as Jay slowly stood and positioned himself slightly in front of Mike, shielding her. She touched his arm briefly, in a gesture both of thanks and of reassurance that she was alright. Jay looked back at her, one brow cocked in question, then reluctantly walked away at her nod. Mike didn't see where he went but knew that he would be close by in case he was needed. 
 
    She stood slightly, leaning against the running board, then crossed her arms in front of her, covering the jagged scar that ran along her left forearm. The stance was as close to aloof and detached as she could manage considering her insides were making a milkshake of her early dinner. Too late, she remembered the sunglasses hanging around her neck and wished she would have thought to put them on to hide any emotion in her eyes.  
 
    With an effort that took more strength than she wanted to admit, she let her eyes slowly, coolly rake the man in front of her from top to bottom.  
 
    Dammit. The Nicky Lansing from her past had been ruggedly handsome with dark looks and boyish charm; this Nick Lansing was dangerously gorgeous. A little taller than she remembered, he stood just over six feet, and was definitely broader through the shoulders and chest. The boy she remembered had finally filled out, to all the best advantages. 
 
    The long hair of his past was gone, cut to a length that brushed just past the collar of the light blue shirt he wore. Still too long to be squeaky clean, but short enough by today's standards to be rated as acceptable. His eyes were the same, though. A dark chocolate brown framed in long lashes, they invited a person to swim in their depths and lose their soul without a second thought.  
 
    She would know, since she had done just that. 
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