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   Chapter One
 
   She broke his dick and he'd never have kids. He was sure of it. Not that he was thinking of kids, not right now. Why would he, when he could barely breathe?
 
   His mouth opened and closed like a damn fish suffocating on air only nothing was happening. No air, no words. Nothing. Yeah, his dick was broken, he was sure of it.
 
   And Kenny Haskell had nobody to blame but himself.
 
   This was definitely his fault. If he hadn't stayed late after practice to get in more ice time, if he hadn't lost track of time in the weight room—if he hadn't been staring at the woman's ass, admiring the view in those padded pants, this wouldn't be happening right now. 
 
   Yeah, he had nobody else to blame but himself. But Christ it hurt.
 
   He bent over, his hands fisted in front of him, a string of profanity shooting through his mind. But he couldn't say any of the words out loud—even if he could manage to find enough breath to talk, which wasn't happening in the next few minutes. Letting loose with a few choice words wasn't going to be an option, not here, not with two dozen kids running around getting ready for a game.
 
   His lungs unseized enough that he could finally draw breath. Just a raspy wheeze, but it was enough for now. He sucked in another short gasp and slowly straightened, his gaze finally resting on the woman who had come too damn close to unmanning him.
 
   She was on the taller side, the top of her head coming almost to his nose. Her dark hair was slicked back off her forehead and tucked behind her ears. Brown? Maybe black? Kenny couldn't tell because it was still damp. Or maybe covered in some kind of gel goop or something. But it was her eyes and mouth that really caught his attention. Deep brown eyes, widened in surprise—or maybe horror at what she'd just done. And her mouth, full and lush, opened in a small circle, her lips a rosy shade of pink. "Oh my God, I am so sorry. Are you okay?"
 
   She stepped forward and damn if the fucking gear bag she'd already hit him with didn't fall from her shoulder and swing forward again, heading straight for his groin. Again. 
 
   He reached for it as he turned to the side, avoiding another direct hit. The thing was heavier than he expected and he almost dropped it to the ground, his eyes narrowing as he stared at the woman.
 
   "Christ, lady. Are you trying to make sure I don't ever have kids?"
 
   And of course the words came out in a snarl. Low, almost a growl. He hadn't meant for them to come out like that but hell, his dick was still throbbing—and not in a good way.
 
   The woman's eyes narrowed, a flash of fire sparking in their dark depths. Her mouth snapped shut and her lips thinned into a straight line as she grabbed the bag and jerked it back.
 
   "I said I was sorry. If you'd been watching where you were going—"
 
   "Me? How the hell is this my fault?" He tightened his hand around the strap of her bag, refusing to let go of it, like relinquishing control would somehow be the same as admitting he was at fault—even though he kind of was. The comparison didn't make sense, not in the least. And it wasn't exactly mature, either. Too damn bad, because he suddenly wasn't feeling very reasonable or mature at the moment.
 
   Her eyes narrowed even more, becoming nothing more than dark slits in her now-flushed face. She tugged on the bag again but Kenny didn't budge. "If you had been watching where you were going, I wouldn't have caught you with it."
 
   "Lady, I was watching where I was going. You're the one who came to dead-stop then turned around, swinging." It was foolish, completely and utterly foolish, but he tugged on the bag again. "What the hell do you have in here, anyway?"
 
   A muscle ticked in her jaw and Kenny could swear she was grinding her back teeth. If he wasn't still in pain, he'd probably be smiling at her reaction. No, he'd probably be questioning his own sanity because he was actually having fun goading her—which made absolutely no sense.
 
   She tugged on the bag one more time, which only made him pull on it harder. Then, before he could anticipate the move, she smiled and suddenly let go of it. Kenny staggered back, the weight of the bag slamming against his thigh and nearly causing him to fall. He stumbled, caught his balance, then swore when the bag swung against his leg and slammed into his knee.
 
   "Son of a—"
 
   "Watch your language. This isn't a bunch of pros, it's a group of kids."
 
   Kenny snapped his mouth shut. He knew better but he wasn't about to tell her that. Just like he wasn't about to admit that he generally didn't lose control like this. He clenched his jaw and dropped the bag to the floor with a thud.
 
   "Take the stupid bag."
 
   She raised her brows, her lips parting in what might be a smile. "I thought you wanted to know what was in it?"
 
   "No. I just don't want you taking anyone else out with it. Like you said, we're around a bunch of kids. I don't think they'd survive being mauled as well I did."
 
   She snorted, the sound somehow delicate and disbelieving all at the same time. "Mauled? Yeah, okay. And if calling your theatrics 'surviving' makes you feel better, then go for it."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   She bent down to retrieve the bag, tossing it over her shoulder with one smooth move. Then she looked at him again, those dark eyes sparkling with amusement as her gaze traveled down his body then back up.
 
   "Just what I said. How do you survive getting hit out on the ice if a little tap is enough to do you in?"
 
   "Excuse me for not thinking I'd need a damn cup just to walk through the rink. And if that was a little tap, I'd hate—"
 
   "Kenny! Stop arguing with the ref and come on. We need to get going."
 
   Kenny bit off the rest of his reply and looked to his right. Justin Tome was standing by the double glass doors of the practice rink, an expression of impatience on his face as he pointed to his watch. Justin had stayed after practice as well, working on strengthening his arm after a nasty break shattered it during one of last season's playoff games. Kenny waved, letting him know he heard, then turned back to the woman. But she was already moving away from him, the bag slung carelessly over her shoulder.
 
   "Hey!" Kenny called after her, not really knowing why. She paused, glancing over her shoulder at him. "Are you here every weekend?"
 
   "Yeah, pretty much."
 
   "Good. I'll know not to stay late on weekends then."
 
   The woman grinned, her chin tilting up just a notch. "Bite me." Then she turned and sauntered away, leaving him standing there, speechless.
 
   "Kenny! Come on, let's go."
 
   "Okay, okay, I'm coming." Kenny looked back, trying to catch a final glimpse of the woman. She was on the other side of the rink, sitting on one of the benches and lacing up her skates. He waited, wondering if she'd look up at him, wondering why he wanted her to. Ridiculous. He was being absolutely ridiculous. He shook his head then turned away, following Justin out the door to the parking lot.
 
   "So what was all that about?"
 
   "What?"
 
   Justin lowered himself into the car and nodded his head in the direction of the practice rink. "That whole tug-of-war thing back there with the ref."
 
   Kenny shrugged, feeling his face heat. "It wasn't a tug-of-war. I was just stopping her from taking me out again. I mean, did you see what she did?"
 
   "Taking you out? No, I didn't see that. What I saw was you grabbing her bag and trying to stare her down."
 
   "I was not staring her down."
 
   "Really? Sure looked like it to me. You had that look on your face."
 
   "What look is that?"
 
   "The one you get on the ice when you're about to take down the other team's forward." Justin scrunched his face into a comical scowl that made Kenny choke back a grunt of laughter.
 
   "I do not like look that."
 
   "Yeah you do."
 
   "I do not. Hell, that look wouldn't scare off my three-year-old niece." Justin looked like he was ready to argue so Kenny cut him off. "How's the arm doing?"
 
   Justin's shoulders slumped. He rubbed his right hand along his arm as he opened and closed his left hand, making a fist then releasing it several times. "I don't know. Getting there, I guess. I was hoping to be on the ice for our first game next week but it doesn't look like that's going to happen."
 
   "That sucks." The words were lame but Kenny didn't know what else to say. He didn't want to tell Justin he wasn't surprised, didn't want to tell the man he had figured as much. He knew Justin was pushing himself, trying to get himself ready faster than he probably should. Kenny would probably be doing the same thing if their situations were reversed. 
 
   Probably? No, he was. He was still the new guy on the team, having been called up early in the last season. He still had a lot to prove—to himself and the coaching staff. Isn't that why he was staying late after practices? Pushing himself, proving to the GM and the coaches and everyone else that they hadn't made a mistake in keeping him here instead of sending him back down.
 
   "So who was she?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "The girl. The ref. Who was she?"
 
   Kenny pulled into the parking lot of The Maypole and cut the engine, shooting Justin an impatient look of exasperation right before he got out of the car. "I have no idea who she is. I've never seen her before."
 
   "She must be one of the youth hockey refs."
 
   "Ya think?" Kenny rolled his eyes and pulled on the door to the restaurant, holding it open for Justin then following him inside. The weekend lunch rush hadn't quite started yet so the place wasn't too crowded. Not that it would matter, since the team always had a table or two reserved for them. One of the perks of Randy Michaels, another defenseman for the Baltimore Banners, being the investor of the restaurant. Of course, he was also living with the restaurant's chef, who happened to be one of the owners. Kenny still didn't know the whole story on how that had happened.
 
   And now Justin was married to one of the other owners—who also happened to be Randy's sister, Val, which explained the dark look Randy threw their way when they joined everyone else at the table. Kenny didn't think the dark look was only because Justin recently married Val. They eloped—right after he got her pregnant. Kenny's own sister was older, not younger, but he had a feeling he might feel the same way if he was in Randy's shoes.
 
   Except he could see how happy Val was, saw it in the way her eyes lit up and her smile bloomed when she walked over to their table and claimed a kiss from Justin. And yeah, okay, maybe the kiss was a bit more than just a quick peck because a low growl came from Kenny's left. He looked over and saw Randy staring at the couple, his brows lowered in a frown as his hand fisted around a small knife.
 
   "You're growling."
 
   Randy faced him, the scowl still on his face. "And your point is?"
 
   "Just ignore him. I do." Val laughed, the sound light and teasing. Randy turned back to her, his face turning a little redder as the two of them got caught up in a staring contest. He glanced at Justin and noticed the other man shifting in his chair, staring down at the placemat as a small flush colored his cheeks. Embarrassment? Or something else? Kenny couldn't tell. All he knew was that everyone around them suddenly quieted under the growing tension falling over the table.
 
   "You eloped!"
 
   "Yeah, so?"
 
   The scowl on Randy's face deepened. "You didn't even have enough decency to tell—"
 
   "Enough!" The single word came from Justin, quietly spoken but with enough force and determination that Randy sat back, the scowl changing to surprise. Justin leaned forward, a steady look in his eyes as he stared at Randy. "You do not talk to my wife that way. Is that clear?"
 
   The tension grew even heavier as everyone watched Randy. Kenny realized he was holding his own breath, waiting for the other man to explode. But the explosion never came. Instead, Randy rolled his shoulders, an expression of something close to admiration crossing his face. He grunted then finally shrugged.
 
   "Fine. Whatever."
 
   Kenny wasn't sure what that had been about but he sensed the sudden easing of tension between the two men. The rest of the table still seemed stunned, though, and too quiet. Kenny searched his mind for a way to get the conversation going again. His gaze landed on JP Larocque and he leaned across the table, catching the man's attention.
 
   "JP, do you know any of the youth hockey refs?" He heard Justin's choked laughter and thought about kicking the man under the table. With the way his day had been going so far, he figured he'd end up either breaking his own foot or sending the table flying instead, so he just ignored him.
 
   JP reached for his glass of tea and took a long swallow, shaking his head. "Maybe a few but only by sight. Why?"
 
   "Just curious."  
 
   "He was trying to stare one down earlier."
 
   Kenny scowled at Justin, silently telling him to shut up. But the man wasn't even looking at him, he was focused on JP down at the other end of the table. And, of course, JP was watching Kenny.
 
   "Why were you staring him down?"
 
   "Not him. Her."
 
   Kenny kicked out with his foot, aiming for Justin's leg and only finding air. "I wasn't staring her down."
 
   "Her? What did she look like?"
 
   "I don't know. I wasn't paying any attention." Justin turned to Kenny, his brows raised in question. "Well? What'd she look like?"
 
   Kenny bit back a curse, already regretting ever bringing it up. He should have let the tension disappear on its own instead of trying to help it along because now everyone was watching him, waiting for an answer. 
 
   He turned to Randy and tried to change the subject. "Shouldn't we be ordering already?"
 
   "Alyssa already has it covered. So fess up. What's this ref look like and why were you staring her down?"
 
   "Oh for shit's sake. I wasn't staring her down. And she's just—I don't know. Average, I guess." The lie almost stuck in his throat and he took a sip of water to wash it back. No, the woman had been anything but average but he couldn't admit that to anyone here, not without opening himself to even more questions. 
 
   But everyone was still watching him, waiting for a better answer. He took another sip of water and forced himself to stare at the middle of the table, not wanting to meet anyone's eyes. 
 
   "Taller, I guess. About up to here on me." He raised his hand and held it up to his nose, indicating her height. "Dark hair. Brown eyes."
 
   "I know who you mean." JP nodded, a crooked smile on his face. "You need to stay away from her, my friend. She's a tough one. Fair, but tough."
 
   "She didn't look very tough to me."
 
   "She survived your stare down, Haskell. That means she's tough."
 
   "For the last time, I was not staring her down. Why do you keep saying that?"
 
   Everyone laughed, which only increased Kenny's frustration. He shot Justin another dirty look then glanced over his shoulder, wishing their food would suddenly appear. But there was no sign of any of the waiters so Kenny turned back around and slumped down in his seat.
 
   "If you want to meet her, you should come to Taylor's game with me next weekend, eh?"
 
   "Next weekend? You do know our first game is Saturday night, right?"
 
   JP shot him a look to let him know how stupid the question was. "Her game is Sunday morning. You should go."
 
   "Thanks but no thanks. Don't take this the wrong way, JP, but I'd rather sleep in than watch your niece play hockey."
 
   "Suit yourself. But if you want to meet this woman, that would be your best chance."
 
   "I never said I wanted to meet her." But nobody was paying any attention to him because the waiters were bringing out their food. Kenny breathed a quiet sigh of relief, thankful the attention had been diverted from him. Then he caught Justin's stare, saw the small smile on the man's face and heard the words, spoken quietly enough that only Kenny could hear.
 
   "You are such a liar."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Lauren Gannon dropped the phone into the cradle then leaned forward and banged her head against the desk.
 
   Thump. Thump. Thump.
 
   Three times. Not hard enough to give herself a headache but just hard enough to stop the dull ringing that had been buzzing in her ears ever since she answered the phone. She lifted her head and glanced at her watch, frowning at it. Had it only been ten minutes ago? Probably. It only seemed like the conversation had taken longer.
 
   She dropped her head to the desk and banged it one more time, for good measure.
 
   "You're going to break the desk if you keep doing that, and I'm not buying you another one if you do."
 
   Lauren didn't bother looking up, just raised her hand and held up her middle finger in a quick salute. A masculine chuckle greeted the gesture, the sound doing nothing to humor her.
 
   "That good of a day, huh?"
 
   Lauren finally raised her head and glared at her friend and boss, Rick Foster. "That was Mrs. Sanders. Again. She doesn't like the way her new patio doors look and wants them changed."
 
   "Didn't we just do that?"
 
   "Yeah. And she doesn't like them and wants to go back to the slider instead of the French. Says the French doors confuse her because she doesn't know which side to open first."
 
   "You're kidding."
 
   "Do I look like I'm kidding?" Lauren pushed away from the desk, swiveling in her chair as she rolled across to the filing cabinet. She pulled open one of the lower drawers and reached for a thick file, her hand finding it automatically before she rolled back to her desk and tossed it down.
 
   "And when does she expect us to do this?"
 
   "Oh, you know: today would be nice, yesterday would be even better." Lauren opened the file and thumbed through the papers, her eyes scanning each sheet before finding the one she needed. She pulled it out then looked over at Rick, trying not to smile at his outraged expression. "Don't worry. I told her we wouldn't get to it until at least next Thursday, and that she should just tie a ribbon around the handle as a reminder until then."
 
   "Good thinking. Do we have anyone free to handle the job?"
 
   Lauren glanced at the calendar, chewing on her lower lip as she ran her finger along all the jobs already penciled in. "Maybe. If John and Tony finish that club basement they're doing on time, they should be able to get it in. If not, I can give it to Walt. Or I'll go do it myself if I have to."
 
   "No, I'll do it."
 
   "What? Afraid I might ask for a raise if I go do it?"
 
   "Exactly. I pay you too much now as it is."
 
   Lauren snorted. "Yeah, you keep telling yourself that. Maybe it'll ease your conscience over the slave wages you give me."
 
   She had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing after saying the words. They both knew that Rick paid her very well—but that never stopped her from giving him a hard time and reminding him that she had never planned on working for him in the first place. 
 
   Rick Foster was her older brother's best friend and she'd known him for most of her life. He had been looking for someone to help keep him organized and run things from the back of the house when he first started his home improvement business eight years ago. Lauren had just started college and was looking for something part-time. 
 
   Neither one of them had expected the arrangement to be long-term. But the business had taken off faster than Rick had expected, especially considering the economy. He expanded two years ago and the business was going stronger than ever. Lauren finished college but kept working for Rick, enjoying the casual family atmosphere and the flexibility of working from home if she wanted. Yes, she enjoyed the money, too, as well as being able to help him grow the business. And it certainly beat getting dressed up in a business suit and breathing stale air for ten hours straight in a cubicle somewhere. 
 
   "Yeah. Slave wages and a cushy schedule. I'm a real monster." He propped his hip against the edge of her desk and looked down at her, studying her with a serious gaze that had her rolling her eyes. "So what are your plans for this weekend?"
 
   "Same as every weekend this time of year." Lauren closed the file and stacked it with the others on the corner of her desk. "Games and reading."
 
   "Why don't you come over to the house for dinner tomorrow night?"
 
   "Why? So you and Cindy can try fixing me up with your next victim? I'll pass. Besides, it's the Banners' first home game so I'll be parked in front of the television."
 
   She heard Rick's sigh and looked up in time to see him rolling his eyes. "You have no life. Why don't you come on over? We won't invite anyone else, honest. I'll even turn the game on so you can watch it."
 
   "Hm. And we won't even make it halfway through the first period before the kids have us watching something else." 
 
   "So you're just going to stay home?"
 
   "I happen to enjoy having time to myself."
 
   "Lauren, you need some excitement in your life."
 
   She laughed, the noise short and brittle, surprising even her. She shook her head and grabbed her oversized tote bag. "No, I don't. I get enough excitement from Lindsay's antics. Trust me, that's more than enough."
 
   She regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. Rick's face hardened, the soft lines around his eyes deepening as he scowled. Lauren held up her hand, silently telling him not to say anything. And of course he ignored her.
 
   "You're still letting her live with you?"
 
   She shook her head and stood, tossing the bag over her shoulder. "She's my little sister, Rick. What am I going to do, throw her out on the street?"
 
   "She's twenty-one. She needs to grow up some time, you know."
 
   "Great. Now you sound just like Dale."
 
   "Good, because I happen to think your brother's a fairly smart guy. And you know we're both right."
 
   Lauren pursed her lips and shook her head again, wondering how the conversation had taken this turn. She didn't want to discuss her sister with Rick—or with anyone else—because the conversations always ended the same. And because Lauren could never make a convincing argument in her favor. How could she, when she secretly agreed with them?
 
   Lindsay was immature, reckless, and irresponsible. She had failed out of college—twice. Their parents had refused to pay for tuition after the second time, telling Lindsay she needed to grow up and start taking responsibility for her own actions. In a fit of temper, she had moved out of their house and essentially disappeared for a year—until six months ago, when she showed up at Lauren's condo begging for a place to stay.
 
   Lauren had given in, only to learn that she was Lindsay's last resort because even the friends she had been staying with had grown tired of her. So Lauren had laid down some ground rules, telling her sister exactly what she expected.
 
   Get a job.
 
   Pay something toward rent and food each month.
 
   No parties at her condo.
 
   Start acting like a responsible adult.
 
   Six months later, Lindsay was on her third job and Lauren was still waiting for money—and for her sister to start acting like an adult. 
 
   "She's using you, and you're letting her. Don't deny it."
 
   "I'm not discussing this, Rick. Now let it go."
 
   They locked gazes, each of them stubborn in their own right. A muscle ticked in Rick's clenched jaw and she was starting to wonder if she'd be the first to look away. But he finally sighed and pushed away from the desk.
 
   "Fine. No more discussion." He grabbed his jacket and waited for her by the door, palming the light switch off as they left. "Let me know if you change your mind about tomorrow night."
 
   "I won't."
 
   "Just think about it."
 
   "Fine, I'll think about it. But don't hold your breath."
 
   Rick locked the door then gave her a look she didn't particularly like. It was a mix of impatience, irritation, and something that looked too much like worry. "Trust me—with you, I know better."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   The crowd, such as it was, left the stands and moved to the outer areas of the rink. Some had walked over to get into line at the concession stand but most of the parents were busy helping the younger kids get out of their gear. Lauren skated off the ice and moved away from the crowd, heading for the lone bench near the back of the arena so she could sit for a few minutes and rest. 
 
   She took a seat then stretched her legs out in front of her, flexing her feet and bending forward until the muscles in her calves and thighs stretched. She realized she was holding her breath and slowly exhaled, wishing the pounding in her head would ease.
 
   Which was nothing more than wishful thinking. The headache had been with her all weekend, since yesterday morning when she'd been awakened by loud music and laughter. Lindsay had come home a little after six, looking—and smelling—like she had been at some all-night party. Lauren had walked out of her room just in time to see some guy with his pants down around his ankles push her sister up against the kitchen counter. Her skirt had been up around her waist, her legs spread open in invitation as she bent over for him.
 
   Yet Lindsay had the nerve to act like she had been the one who was wronged when Lauren kicked the guy out thirty seconds later. It was all Lauren's fault.
 
   Her fault for still being home.
 
   Her fault for being too uptight.
 
   Her fault for not knowing how to have a little fun.
 
   Her fault for being a prudish bitch.
 
   Lauren reached into her gear bag and pulled out the bottle of extra-strength ibuprofen, shaking out three then washing them down with a long swallow of water. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, resting her head against the boards as the arguments played through her head for the hundredth time.
 
   Not for the first time, she wondered if Dale and Rick were right. Lindsay was running wild, with no signs of ever growing up. And why should she, when her prudish bitch sister took care of everything for her?
 
   She was going to have to sit down and have a heart-to-heart with Lindsay. Lay down the rules—again—and stick by them. 
 
   Lauren would rather be strapped to a cold metal table and have a double root canal done. With rusty pliers. Without Novocain.
 
   But if she didn't have a serious talk with her sister, Lindsay would keep taking advantage of her and Lauren's current foul mood would become permanent. Neither one was an option that Lauren would accept.
 
   The noise around her shifted, becoming a little louder, a little more excited. The next teams were no doubt piling into the rink, waiting for the Zamboni to leave the ice so they could start playing. Lauren took another deep breath, trying to push the foul mood away before she had to hit the ice for the next game. She opened her eyes and straightened, then nearly choked on her surprised gasp. A young girl stood in front of her, a stick held in her hand like it was an extension of her body. Her light brown hair was pulled into a sloppy ponytail that hung over her shoulder when she tilted her head to the side. She watched Lauren, her brown eyes filled with curiosity.
 
   Lauren vaguely recognized her, but only from seeing her at previous games. Given her size, she had first thought the girl played on one of the 9-10 Squirts teams, but she had been wrong. She played Pee Wee with the eleven and twelve year olds. Lauren didn't think the girl was that old, but she definitely had the skill for it.
 
   The girl didn't say anything, just stood there and kept watching her. Lauren sat a little straighter then glanced over her shoulder, checking on the progress of the Zamboni, then turned back to the girl. "Did you need something, sweetie?"
 
   "No. But my uncle wants to know your name."
 
   "Your uncle?" Lauren looked past the young girl, her gaze sweeping the growing crowd of adults and kids. She had no idea who the girl's uncle was, though, and nobody was really looking this way, watching them. And the last thing Lauren needed was for some jerk to be using his niece to pick her up.
 
   Irritation simmered in her veins, causing the steady throbbing in her head to increase. This wasn't what she needed, not this morning. Not after all the other drama of this weekend. But it wasn't the girl's fault and she wouldn't take it out on her.
 
   "Your uncle? Where is he?"
 
   "Back there with some friends." The girl hooked her thumb over her shoulder, pointing to nobody in particular. So much for trying to figure out who her jerk uncle was that way.
 
   "Maybe you should go find him. Or the rest of your team. I think your game is going to be starting soon."
 
   "I know." But the girl didn't move. Lauren let out her breath and stood, taking her time zipping up her gear bag, hoping the girl would just leave. No such luck.
 
   "Shouldn't you be with your team now?"
 
   The girl glanced over her shoulder again then turned back to Lauren, a bright smile on her face that showed a small gap where a tooth had been. Lauren had to bite down on the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling back. "Yeah, but I told him I'd get your name first."
 
   "Is that so? You can tell him my name is Ref Gannon. Will that work?"
 
   "Probably not. I think he wants your first name. Mine's Taylor."
 
   "It's very nice to meet you, Taylor. How about a compromise? You can call me Lauren, but still tell your uncle my name is Ref Gannon. Deal?" Lauren held out her hand, not surprised when the girl slapped it instead of shaking it.
 
   "Deal. And I think he's right." The girl grinned then started walking away, her stride long and confident in spite of the heavy skates on her feet.
 
   "He's right about what?"
 
   Taylor stopped and gave her another big grin. "He said you were tough, that you had to be to do what you do."
 
   Lauren opened her mouth then closed it again, not sure what to say. Not that it would have mattered because the girl was already out of earshot. She watched Taylor's progress, hoping she'd go over to her uncle so Lauren could see who he was. No such luck. The girl moved past the bleachers and headed straight for the group of other players on the home team, not even bothering to look at the crowd slowly settling in for the game.
 
   So her uncle thought she was tough? Lauren had no idea who the man was, but something told her he didn't mean it as a compliment, even if Taylor had taken it that way. She squeezed her eyes closed and pinched the bridge of her nose, hoping that might help the growing headache. 
 
   Great. Well, she had certainly been called worse. As recently as yesterday, as a matter of fact.
 
   So now, not only was she an uptight prudish bitch, she was also tough.
 
   A tough, upright, prudish bitch.
 
   Lauren grabbed her helmet and strapped it on, telling herself that there was nothing wrong with being tough. In fact, any other time, she'd revel in it. 
 
   But for some reason, right here and right now, the description that was obviously meant as an insult only worsened her mood—something she really hadn't thought possible until just now.
 
   She clenched her jaw and glared at the crowd sitting on the bleachers. The unknown uncle wanted tough? Fine, she'd show him tough.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Kenny knew he should have just stayed home.
 
   His mood was still soured from last night's 2-1 loss—a loss no doubt helped by the lousy penalty he drew. The boarding call landed him in the bin and allowed Carolina to score their first goal on a power play in the second period. 
 
   He absently rubbed at his side, his fingers automatically finding the tender spot along his ribs from the hit he'd taken in the third. It should have been a penalty but somehow, the refs didn't see it. 
 
   Yeah, of course they didn't. But they didn't have a problem calling too many men on the ice against the Banners when he was moving off for a line change. That call gave Carolina another power play—and the game-winning goal.
 
   So no, Kenny shouldn't be here. He should be back at his apartment, still sleeping, not at some silly youth hockey game at such an ungodly early hour on a Sunday morning.
 
   Except he was having fun. He shouldn't be, but he was.
 
   And it wasn't just because of a certain ref he couldn't seem to stop watching, either. And wasn't that just a kick in his ass, for him to actually be enjoying watching a ref? Especially after last night.
 
   But it wasn't just watching the woman he couldn't seem to get off his mind. The game itself was fun to watch, bringing back memories of when he was a kid that age, playing his heart out each weekend, never imagining that he'd make it all the way to the pros. Yes, he hoped and dreamed. Didn't they all? But for it to actually happen—no, he hadn't dared to hope and dream that much.
 
   Although if the shit from last night became a habit, he wasn't entirely sure he wouldn't be sent back down to the minors. Coach Leblanc and Coach Stephenson hadn't seemed too upset. With the calls, yes, but not with him, at least. But he wasn't about to read too much into that, not now, not this early in the season. He didn't care that they'd renewed his contract over the summer. Didn't care how much reassurance his agent gave him, telling him he was there to stay and to stop worrying.
 
   JP tensed beside him, leaning forward on the bench as he focused on the game in front of them. Kenny scanned the ice, following the play as JP's niece moved toward the net, the puck right on her tape as she closed in for a shot. A kid from the other team—at least a foot taller than she was—raced toward her. She must have seen him or sensed him or something because she cut to the left, spun around, and pulled back her stick to shoot. It would have been a beautiful shot, too, if the bigger kid hadn't swung his stick up and out, catching her in the arm at the last minute and ruining the shot.
 
   A shrill whistle split the air and Kenny jumped to his feet, his mouth opened to start shouting. JP grabbed his arm and yanked him back down with a small shake of his head, even as he let loose a string of French that Kenny didn't understand.
 
   "No, my friend. They don't allow that here, as I've been reminded many times. Just sit and let the officials handle it."
 
   "But that was bull—"
 
   "They have a zero tolerance policy here. Including language." JP's wife, Emily, leaned across to interrupt, the small smile on her face letting Kenny know that this wasn't the first time she had given the reminder. Kenny snapped his mouth shut and turned back to the ice.
 
   The ref—the same woman Kenny had been watching throughout the game—skated over to the two players and jerked her thumb toward the penalty box. The bigger kid must have said something because she moved even closer to him and pointed again, her arm outstretched. Her lips pursed in a thin line and Kenny was pretty sure he saw the muscle tick in her clenched jaw.
 
   It reminded him of his encounter with the woman last week. The memory made him smile but he wasn't sure why. He'd never been attracted to tougher women—not that she was necessarily tough. For all he knew, she was completely meek and humble.
 
   He watched her again, saw the stubborn set of her shoulders and tightened jaw, the raised chin that seemed to dare anyone to say a word. Humble and meek? Somehow he doubted that.
 
   Kenny leaned to the side to talk to JP as the bigger skater headed to the penalty box. "She's pretty good."
 
   "Your ref?"
 
   "What?" Kenny leaned back, shaking his head. "No! I meant your niece. Taylor."
 
   A bright smile spread across JP's face. "She is, isn't she? A natural talent. And maybe some personal coaching as well, eh?"
 
   Emily laughed and nudged JP in the side. "Yeah. It has nothing to do with the fact that she's been playing for four years. Or that she went to hockey camp this summer. Or that she loves it and is just good at playing it."
 
   "Of course not, ma chère. But it's also not a bad thing that her uncle has given her pointers, is it? She should be playing travel, not rec."
 
   "Not yet. Maybe next year, when she's older. You see how much bigger everyone else is. It would be even worse in travel…"
 
   Kenny tuned them out, knowing just from the words that this wasn't the first time JP and Emily had this discussion. Something nudged him in the side—his sore side—and he shifted on the cold metal seat, scowling at his fellow teammate, Mat Herron. 
 
   "Did you really need to hit me there?"
 
   "Dude, sorry."
 
   "Yeah, sure you are." Kenny rubbed at the bruise, waiting for Mat to say something else. "Well? What did you want?"
 
   "I was just wondering what JP meant when he said 'your ref', that's all. Do you know her?"
 
   "No, I don't know her. And she's not 'my ref'. Ignore JP. He's an idiot."
 
   The idiot in question leaned over, looking at both of them. "Lauren."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Her name is Lauren." JP nodded his head toward the ice. "Your ref."
 
   "How do you know that?"
 
   "I did what any good teammate would do." JP's grin widened. "I sent Taylor over to ask."
 
   "You did what? You have got to be kidding me. Great. Now she's going to think I'm interested in her or something."
 
   "Aren't you?"
 
   Kenny glared at Mat and shook his head. "No, I'm not."
 
   The lie only stuck a little in his throat. Was he interested? Maybe. No, he was just curious, that was all. He didn't have time to be interested, didn't have time for anything but focusing on his own game. And even if he did have time, she wasn't his type. Of that much, at least, he was certain.
 
   Mat snorted in disbelief, the sound echoing the same one going on in his own head. He lowered his brows, giving Mat another dirty look. "Shouldn't you be down there with your girlfriend or something, keeping her company while she's taking pictures?"
 
   A sly smile spread across Mat's face, completely at odds with the faint blush that was turning his ears red. "I keep Nicole plenty company when she's taking pictures, trust me."
 
   "Oh Christ. Really? I so didn't need to hear that. Did you really need to say that? I need bleach for that unwelcome visual now. Thank you so much." Kenny shoved at Mat, maybe a little harder than he needed to because the man almost fell off the bench. But it was his own fault for even mentioning it. Apparently Mat did a lot of posing for Nicole when they were alone. A few of the wives and girlfriends had gotten an eyeful at JP's wedding a couple of months ago when Mat accidentally showed them some of the pictures. He still hadn't lived it down—but at least nobody was calling him The Saint anymore.
 
   Mat just laughed and pushed to his feet, climbing over the benches until he reached the bottom. JP nudged him in the other side and motioned toward the ice.
 
   "Don't worry, my friend. Not even Taylor knows why I was asking so your ref won't know that you're interested."
 
   "I am not interested." Kenny uttered the words through his clenched jaw. This is what he got for saying anything in the first place. He should have just kept his mouth shut the other day at lunch. If he had, none of this would be happening.
 
   JP raised his eyebrows in disbelief then muttered something in French that made his wife nudge his leg and tell him to watch his language. But JP only laughed then grabbed her and gave her a quick kiss. He said something else in French, something that had Emily blushing and suddenly looking shy.
 
   Kenny rolled his eyes and looked away, feeling like a sudden intruder. He was surrounded by men entirely too in love. And no, that wasn't a spurt of jealousy he felt. He wasn't the jealous type, and he certainly wasn't the type to be looking for love. Later, maybe, when his career settled and the future was a little more certain. But not now. Definitely not now.
 
   He turned his attention back to the game, tuning out everything else around him. Taylor's niece was back on the ice, tapping her stick until one of the kids passed her the puck. She whirled and took off down the ice in a breakaway that had Kenny jumping to his feet, cheering.
 
   One of the kids from the other team—the same kid as before—launched himself over the bench and took off after her, a look of intense fury on his face. Only this time he didn't go for a hooking. He caught up to Taylor and dove forward, swiping at her skates with the blade of his stick. Taylor tripped and flew forward, hitting the ice on her side as the puck slid away, out of control.
 
   Kenny knew the whistle blew, he saw the ref bring it to her mouth so she must have blown it, but he didn't hear it. Anger ripped through him. Anger on Taylor's behalf, anger at the bully who had gone after her. He climbed down the bleachers, ignoring JP's call, ignoring the looks of some of the other parents as he reached the glass and banged against it with his fist.
 
   "You're going to let that one go? Really? You're just going to let him get away with that?"
 
   But she wasn't, even he could see that. The ref was leading the kid over to the penalty box, her face a cool mask of irritation as she leaned over and said something to the kid. Then she looked over her shoulder, her eyes meeting his for just a second before she skated over to the players' bench. Had she recognized him? He couldn't tell, and he didn't really care, not right now. He was still too angry.
 
   And yes, the anger was irrational and misplaced. Maybe it had something to do with last night's game and the frustration he thought he had put behind him. Maybe it was something else entirely, he didn't know.
 
   "He should be ejected for that move and you know it!" Kenny banged against the glass again then looked over in surprise when someone grabbed his arm.
 
   "Dude, are you crazy? Stop. You're acting like an ass." Mat hissed the warning as he glanced from side to side. Kenny pulled his arm from Mat's grip and stepped back, taking a deep breath. What the hell was he doing? Mat was right, he was acting like an ass.
 
   "I—" He stopped and took another deep breath, calming himself. "Sorry."
 
   "You need to knock it off or you're going to get kicked out." Mat's gaze focused on something behind Kenny. "And oh shit, now you did it."
 
   "Did what?" But Kenny didn't think Mat heard him, not over the loud banging against the glass—coming from the other side. Kenny turned, his eyes narrowing when he stared into the dark brown eyes of the ref. 
 
   And she didn't look happy. 
 
   He swallowed and tried to smile, but that only made her frown deepen. She crooked her finger, motioning for him to follow her as she skated along the boards to the far corner. He glanced back at Mat, who merely shrugged, then walked down to where the ref was waiting for him. She popped open the door and stepped out, one hand braced against the outside boards as she waited for him.
 
   And yeah, she still looked pissed.
 
   "Do you know how to read?"
 
   "What? Of course I know how to read. What kind of stupid question—"
 
   "Good. Read this and tell me what it says." She pointed to a large sign taped to the glass, still scowling at him. Kenny hesitated then moved closer, his eyes moving between her and the sign. He let out a heavy sigh then looked to the line she was pointing at, silently reading it.
 
   Support the officials on and off the ice. Any criticism of the officials only hurts the game.
 
   "Well? What does it say?"
 
   "Listen, I'm sorry. It won't happen again."
 
   "What does it say?"
 
   "I read it already." Christ, did she have to act like he was three years old and didn't know how to read? "I said it won't happen again, I'm sorry."
 
   "Get out."
 
   "What? You can't be serious!"
 
   "You do understand what zero tolerance means, don't you?"
 
   "Of course I do. I'm not an idiot. I said I was—"
 
   "You need to leave. Now." She stepped closer and Kenny realized that they were actually eye-to-eye, that the skates made her the exact same height as him. A tiny thrill—completely unexpected and totally unwelcome—went through him at the realization. He kicked it away.
 
   "You're seriously kicking me out? Seriously?"
 
   "Yes, I am. Seriously. Now leave."
 
   "But—"
 
   "Dude, come on, let's go." Mat tugged on his arm, trying to pull him away.
 
   "But I—"
 
   "Later. Now come on." Mat tugged his arm again, pulling until Kenny finally followed, still not believing he was being ejected from a youth hockey game. A freaking youth hockey game! They were ten feet away when the ref called out.
 
   "Mr. Haskell?"
 
   Kenny paused, wondering how she knew his name, surprised she was calling him. He turned around, thinking that maybe she had changed her mind, that she was going to let him stay. "Yeah?"
 
   "The next time you have a question for me, man up and ask it yourself instead of sending a little girl to do it for you."
 
   "What? I didn't send anyone to do anything." But it didn't matter what he said because the ref had already closed the door with a loud bang and was skating away from him. Mat pulled on his arm again, leading him outside as Kenny kept glancing over his shoulder, trying to understand her parting words.
 
   It wasn't until a few hours later that Kenny realized she must have thought he was Taylor's uncle. That he was the one who had sent Taylor over to ask her name.
 
   He was going to kill JP, no doubt about it.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   "I'm so sorry, Lauren. I really am."
 
   Lindsay sat curled in the corner of the sofa, her knees pulled tight against her chest. Her arms were wrapped low around her ankles, her hands fisted together so tightly that her knuckles were white.
 
   Because she was really upset? Or to stop her hands from shaking for another reason?
 
   Lauren released a heavy sigh and stared at her sister. Lindsay wouldn't meet her gaze, hadn't for the last thirty minutes, not since Lauren got home and Lindsay asked if they could talk.
 
   If was the first time since that morning a few weeks ago that Lindsay had gone out of her way to say anything to Lauren. 
 
   And yeah, some talk. All Lindsay had said was that she was sorry. That was it. The same phrase repeated over and over. She was sorry. She really was. But she couldn't say what she was sorry for, wouldn't apologize for anything specific. And something told Lauren that the only thing Lindsay was sorry about was being told they needed to discuss her living arrangements tonight when Lauren got home.
 
   Because Lauren asked Lindsay why she wasn't getting ready for work this morning and found out that Lindsay had quit her job. Again.
 
   Quit, or was fired. She didn't really clarify, just told Lauren that she was tired of the job and didn't like working there anyway. The job was too restrictive, too menial. The job didn't pay her what she was worth and they expected her to do too much for what they paid her.
 
   Lauren took a deep breath and held it, pinching the bridge of her nose and ignoring the small throb starting at the base of her neck. Lindsay was—had been—a cashier at a grocery store. For two months.
 
   And she still wouldn't look at Lauren. Her head was bent, strands of her platinum-streaked hair falling against her cheek. Her gaze was focused down by her feet, on her brightly-polished toe nails. Recently polished, from the looks of it. And even though she wouldn't look at her, Lauren could see the wetness in her wide blue eyes, the same wetness that spiked her dark lashes and sparkled like glitter in the light coming from the lamp on the table next to her.
 
   Real tears? Probably. But there was no doubt in Lauren's mind that the tears were for all the wrong reasons.
 
   "You just don't get it, Lindsay. You never have. You can't keep doing this."
 
   "But what am I doing? I don't understand." 
 
   Lauren rolled her eyes at the whine in her sister's soft voice, like she was a ten-year-old who didn't understand why she was being scolded. "You're not doing anything, Lindsay. That's the problem. You flunked out of college then threw a fit and moved out when Mom and Dad told you they weren't going to pay for a third try until you grew up. You disappeared for a year. Then you begged me to let you move in, told me you'd get a job and help out."
 
   "But I did get a job. It's not my fault they expect people to do so much but won't pay anything. If they paid me more, or promoted me—"
 
   "Promoted you? Lindsay, you were a freaking part-time cashier with absolutely no experience. Why would they promote you to anything?"
 
   "Because I'm worth ten times what they were paying me! And then they had the nerve to get upset if I went on break or left for lunch."
 
   "You got fired again, didn't you?"
 
   Lindsay's head snapped up, anger flashing in her eyes for a brief second before she looked away. Her hands tightened around her ankles and she took a shaky breath before becoming meek and humble and apologetic again.
 
   "It was a stupid job anyway. A moron could do it."
 
   "Yeah, apparently not, since you got fired. Again. Lindsay, what is your problem? I just don't get it. Why can't you even hold onto a simple job?"
 
   "I told you. Nobody appreciates what I can do, they don't value me. I was overqualified."
 
   "Overqualified? How can you say that? You don't have any experience. You can't keep a job longer than a few months. But you expect them to pay you a six-figure salary and promote you? It doesn't work that way."
 
   "Oh God." Lindsay drew out the phrase, rolling her eyes. "Please. Now you sound like Mom and Dad."
 
   "Because Mom and Dad happen to be right. If you want something, you need to work for it. You need to earn it. You can't expect people to just give you money for something you haven't even worked for."
 
   She waited for Lindsay to argue with her, to tell her she was wrong or to say something else. She knew she wanted to, because she could see the muscle working in Lindsay's jaw, knew her sister was getting angry. But she must have reminded herself she needed to stay meek and humble because she just sat there, twisting her hands. Lauren leaned back against the chair and shook her head. "It needs to stop, Lindsay. I can't keep supporting you when you refuse to even help yourself."
 
   "Why? It's not like you don't have the money."
 
   "Money I earn by going to work each day and busting my ass."
 
   "Oh please. All you do is sit there and answer phones and goof off with Rick all day."
 
   Lauren clenched her jaw until her back teeth ground together, something that she'd been doing more frequently since her sister moved in. There were so many things she wanted to say. She wanted to correct Lindsay, tell her what she really did all day. Tell her how hard she had worked, how she had helped Rick grow his business, that she didn't just work for him but was actually his business partner. That she had money because she worked hard and saved it instead of blowing through her paycheck before she even got it, wasting it on clothes and parties. 
 
   But Lindsay wouldn't listen, no matter how many times she said it. It wasn't worth wasting her breath, not any longer. Her sister lived in her own little world and would stay there until something drastic forced her out of it.
 
   And if Lauren was smart, she'd tell Lindsay to pack her things and get out. She wasn't helping her sister by supporting her, by letting her get away with the same things day after day. 
 
   She opened her mouth, certain the words she needed to say would come out this time, that she'd finally have the strength to do what needed to be done. But she couldn't do it. Not when her sister huddled there, curled into a ball with big fat tears falling from the corners of her eyes. Yes, she knew the tears were fake, there for all the wrong reasons, but that didn't matter. She was Lindsay's big sister. Her last chance. At least, that's what she kept telling herself.
 
   "No more, Lindsay. If you want to keep living here, you need to follow the rules. Get a job. Keep it. Clean up your act. Help out around here. No more partying. And no more bringing guys here. Period."
 
   Her head snapped around, that flash of fire appearing in her eyes for a brief second. "What guys?"
 
   "What guys? Um, how about that one you brought home the other week that I threw out?"
 
   "Oh, him." Lindsay waved her hand, dismissing him. "He was just some guy I met at a party."
 
   "Really? Is that why he had you bent over the counter like a cheap hooker?"
 
   "I can't believe you would say something like that—"
 
   "We're not discussing it. Those are the rules. Abide by them or find yourself another place to live. I'm not putting up with it anymore." Lauren pushed out of the chair, ignoring the flash of hurt and anger in her sister's eyes. 
 
   "Where are you going?" There it was again, the little girl whine that made Lauren grind her back teeth.
 
   "I'm going to go take a shower then read for a little while then go to bed. Is that okay with you?"
 
   "You don't have to get snippy with me, I was just asking."
 
   "I wasn't snippy. I'm just—" Lauren took a deep breath then let it out. "Did you need anything else?"
 
   "No. But you spend too much time at home. We should go out. Together. I'll show you how to have some fun."
 
   Not in this lifetime, Lauren thought. "No thanks, I'm fine."
 
   "But you're not. You don't do anything fun."
 
   "Lindsay, enough." The last thing she needed was her irresponsible sister giving her advice on how to live life and have fun. And how could her sister could go from being upset about possibly being asked to move out to trying to liven up Lauren's life? That should be enough right there to convince Lauren to change her mind, to convince her she wasn't doing anything to help her sister by giving into her. Again. 
 
   But she wasn't in the mood to deal with anything else tonight, not when she knew she'd probably never have it in her to do what needed to be done. So she shook her head and tossed a small wave over her shoulder, heading down the hall to her bathroom.
 
   "Lauren?"
 
   She stopped, wondering what her sister could possibly want to say now. Lindsay was leaning over the arm of the sofa, her long hair pushed behind her ears, the expression in her wide blue eyes more serious than she thought her sister capable of.
 
   "Thank you. For giving me a chance."
 
   Lauren nodded then kept going without saying anything. She couldn't, not around the sudden lump forming in her throat. Did Lindsay mean it? Yeah, probably. For this moment in time. But even Lauren knew that could—and probably would—change in five minutes, depending on what her sister wanted next.
 
   She stopped at the door to her room and looked back without knowing why, without really thinking about it. Lindsay was still curled up in the corner of the sofa, hugging her knees. And she looked so…lost. Sad. Lauren paused, indecision warring within her. Before she could stop herself, convince herself she was making a huge mistake, she walked back to the living room and leaned against the corner of the wall.
 
   "Do you have any plans for tomorrow night?"
 
   Lindsay started, surprise on her face when she faced Lauren. "Nothing definite, why?"
 
   God, she was making a mistake, she just knew it. "I have an extra ticket to a Casino Night. Did you want to go?"
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "It's a charity thing that the Banners do each year. They have food and drinks and casino games. You don't play with real money, but it's still fun. And you get the chance to meet the players."
 
   "Who are the Banners?"
 
   Lauren closed her eyes and took a deep breath, silently counting to five. "The Baltimore Banners? The professional hockey team? Ice hockey?"
 
   "Oh. Um…with you?" Lindsay looked away, a frown on her face, and Lauren realized she was already hoping her sister would say no. But then Lindsay smiled and nodded, excitement suddenly replacing the sadness Lauren thought she had seen just a few minutes earlier. "Yeah, I think I would like to go. That'll be fun. It'll be just like when we were kids, just the two of us."
 
   "Okay. Great. Yeah, no problem." Lauren forced a smile to her face, not wanting her sister to see that she was already regretting asking her. She nodded, the stupid smile still in place, then headed back to her room.
 
   Fun? Like when they were kids? Lauren certainly hoped not because even as a kid, Lindsay had been a little spoiled and determined to get her own way, no matter what. Back then, it involved Lindsay following her around, tormenting her and whining until Lauren or Dale gave in. 
 
   It couldn't be any worse than that, could it?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   Lauren moved to the bar, walking faster than she should in the heels she was wearing. The last thing she needed was to trip and fall and attract unwanted attention.
 
   Lindsay was doing enough of that without her help. 
 
   "Oh my God, why didn't you tell me these players were so hot? I was expecting a bunch of beat-up guys with no teeth but these guys…oh my God." Lindsay caught up to her, grabbing her arm to keep her in place. Lauren narrowed her eyes and pulled her arm free of Lindsay's loose grasp. She didn't have to look around to know that people were watching them. Staring at them.
 
   It wasn't just the inappropriate words uttered in Lindsay's voice, a little too loud, entirely too excited. Too eager. Even if she had developed a sudden case of laryngitis and wasn't able to speak a word, people would still be watching. Staring.
 
   Because Lindsay's idea of cocktail attire was vastly different from the majority of those in attendance. 
 
   It wasn't that her dress was cut too short, or that it showed off too much. If it had, Lauren would have made her change before they left. It was the way it fit, the way the bright purple material clung and swayed when she moved. The way just the color stood out among all the black and silver and gold.
 
   The way Lindsay stood out, too eager, too excited, too extreme. From the excitement in her voice to the constant stream of appreciative comments that could be heard over all the other conversations around them. She was drawing attention, no doubt about it. And it wasn't all good.
 
   "Who's that? Would you look at how he fills out that suit? Wow. I think I need to start watching more hockey." Lindsay waved her wine glass around, some of the clear liquid sloshing over the rim and dripping onto her hand. She didn't seem to notice because her gaze was focused on the far corner of the room. Lauren turned her head in that direction, barely refraining from rolling her eyes and groaning out loud when she saw the three players standing there.
 
   No, not three. Her eyes were focused on only one. Kenny Haskell. He looked so different from the last few times she had seen him. No jeans or workout pants, no tight-fitting t-shirt or loose sweater. Tonight he was dressed in a crisp black suit tailored to fit his broad shoulders and chest, his lean waist and trim hips and muscular thighs. The crisp whiteness of the shirt set off the healthy tan of his skin and the barest hint of stubble that darkened his jaw. 
 
   Like all the players here tonight, he was wearing a bright blue tie with a matching silk handkerchief tucked neatly in the pocket of his suit jacket. The color matched the blue of the Banners' home jerseys, set off by a white carnation pinned to his lapel. He should have looked sophisticated but he didn't. He looked dangerous instead, especially with the small butterfly bandage taped over the fresh cut below his left eye, the edges of it bruised a dark purple. 
 
   Lauren didn't realize she had been staring until Lindsay nudged her in the side. Did her sister know she had been staring? Could she hear the sudden pounding of her heart, beating loud in her chest? Or maybe it was just Lauren's imagination, this unexpected reaction and thrill of excitement coursing through her when she looked at him.
 
   It had to be her imagination, that was the only explanation. Nothing else made sense.
 
   "Well? Do you?"
 
   Lauren finally looked at her sister, not surprised to see the impatience on Lindsay's face. "Do I what?"
 
   "Do you know him?"
 
   "Which one?"
 
   "All of them. Any of them, it doesn't matter. But especially the one with the cut under his eye." Lindsay ran her free hand through her hair, doing something with her fingers to separate the light blonde strands. "So do you?"
 
   "I don't know them, no. But I know who they are." Lauren glanced over at the bar, which just happened to be close to the corner where Kenny Haskell was standing with his teammates. She suddenly wanted a drink but not that bad, not when there was another bar on the other side of the room.
 
   "Where are you going?" Lindsay grabbed her arm, stopping her when she turned to head in the opposite direction.
 
   "I was going to go get a drink."
 
   "But the bar's right there."
 
   "I wanted to go to the other one." The excuse must have sounded worse out loud than it did in her head because Lindsay tilted her head back to look at her, an odd expression on her face.  
 
   "This bar is closer. And why did you have to wear heels tonight? They make you obscenely tall. How can you stand it?"
 
   Lauren clenched her jaw and leveled a cool look at her sister. "Lindsay, I am not ashamed of my height. I never have been."
 
   "Whatever. I just don't understand why you insist on flaunting it. It's embarrassing."
 
   "Really? Where is this even coming from? And honestly, why do you even care?"
 
   "Because your height is freakish. And it makes people look at you instead of at me." Lindsay fingered the edge of the scalloped neckline of her dress, playing with the sparkling stones that decorated the front while her lower lip pushed out in a pout. Lauren rolled her eyes, already regretting bringing her sister with her. Why had she thought this would be a good idea?
 
   Oh yeah—because she had felt sorry for Lindsay. A split-second of unexpected softness was going to be responsible for turning what should be a fun night into a long few hours of discomfort instead. When would she ever learn? With Lindsay, probably never.
 
   She shook her head and stepped away. "I'm going to get a drink."
 
   "Not over there. This way." Lindsay grabbed her arm and pulled her in the opposite direction—to the corner where Kenny Haskell and the other players were still standing. "You can get your drink, and then you can introduce me to them."
 
   "Lindsay, no. And I told you, I don't know them."
 
   "But you know who they are and that's good enough. Now come on, I want some autographs." Lindsay hooked her arm with Lauren's and practically dragged her toward the corner, ignoring the odd looks from some of the other attendees when she pushed around them. Lauren finally dug her heels in, pulling Lindsay to a stop in front of the small bar. There were only two people in front of them and Lauren hoped they'd take a really long time getting their drinks.
 
   Because she did not want to get any closer to the players than she already was. At least not to one player in particular.
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "I told you, I wanted a drink."
 
   "You're really going to get a drink? But you don't drink."
 
   "Yes I do. Just not that often." Lauren swallowed back a groan of disappointment when the couple in front of them left, then wondered how long she could take pretending she didn't know what she wanted. Not long enough, unfortunately. The choices in the VIP bar—the hour-long pre-party gathering that included the meet-and-greet with the players—were limited to beer, wine, and water. Water wasn't going to cut it right now and she wasn't in the mood for a beer. 
 
   Less than a minute later, she had a white wine in hand and was trying to take a sip when Lindsay started tugging at her arm again. She gave her sister a dirty look when the wine nearly spilled, but Lindsay wasn't paying attention. Lauren was pretty sure she wouldn't have cared even if she was, not when she finally had her prey in sight.
 
   "You have got to be kidding me."
 
   Lauren heard the muttered words of disbelief but refused to look up. She didn't need to, not when she sensed Kenny Haskell stiffening as they approached. She kept her eyes down and focused on taking a sip of wine from the glass in her hand.
 
   "Better watch your junk, boys. She's liable to slam you below the belt when you're not looking."
 
   Lauren looked up and met his gaze, her eyes narrowing the slightest bit. "And then kick you out for being an obnoxious asshole." She took another sip of wine then looked at the other two players before turning her gaze back to Haskell. "Oh, wait. You're the only one who has to worry about that."
 
   The other two players laughed. Lindsay grabbed her arm, tilting her head closer so she wouldn't be overheard. Her voice still came out in a shriek that could be heard all around them. "Lauren! What is wrong with you?"
 
   "Nothing. Get your autographs so we can go mingle."
 
   "I thought you said you didn't know them."
 
   "I don't."
 
   "Then why—"
 
   "Lindsay, enough." Lauren tugged her arm free and inched away from her sister, trying to ignore the odd look Kenny Haskell was sending her way. She looked over at the other two men and tried to smile. "Um, my sister wanted to get your autographs."
 
   "That's what we're here for." Brad Goodrich, the team's back-up goalie, offered them both a shy smile. Lindsay stepped even closer, her head tilted back as she held out the evening's program. Given the way she was standing, there was no doubt Goodrich would have a perfect view down the front her dress if he looked. But instead of looking, he just smiled and took the program from her.
 
   Lauren didn't miss the slight frown of disappointment that crossed her sister's face. But it was only there for a second, quickly replaced by another inviting smile when she slid closer to Harland Day, one of the team's forwards. He wasn't anywhere near as polite as Goodrich, though. Instead of just taking the program, he actually stepped closer to Lindsay, his gaze completely focused on her sister's ample chest.
 
   Lauren took another sip of wine and rolled her eyes, then nearly choked when she saw Kenny Haskell watching her. Had he seen? If the expression on his face was any indication, yes, he had seen. He cocked one eyebrow in her direction, like he was asking her a question, or maybe sharing an inside joke.
 
   Lauren looked away, not understanding the silent exchange, not understanding the spurt of excitement that flared inside her.
 
   "Oh, and I absolutely need yours, too." Lindsay stepped closer to Haskell, her hand resting high on his chest as she held the program out for him. Lauren ground her teeth together at the familiarity then immediately scolded herself for it. What on earth was wrong with her? So her sister was flirting, coming on to the players. So what? That was what Lindsay did, she should be used to it by now.
 
   That didn't stop her from holding her breath, waiting to see what Haskell would do. Would he be a gentleman like Goodrich and step away? Or would he be more like Harland Day and welcome her sister's advances?
 
   She raised the wine glass to her lips, trying not to be obvious as she watched. At least, she didn't think she was being obvious, until Haskell's dark gaze locked onto hers—and held it. 
 
   Even as he stepped away from her sister. As he scrawled his signature on the program without even looking at it. His gaze remained locked on hers, something flaring in the deep brown of his eyes. Awareness shot through her, prickling her skin and causing her flesh to heat. 
 
   Lauren forced her gaze away and tilted the glass back, draining the wine. What was wrong with her? This wasn't like her. Unsettled, antsy. Like she was expecting something to happen but she wasn't sure what, only knew she didn't want it to happen.
 
   And maybe she was just spending too much time with Lindsay and starting to pick up some of her theatrics. That had to be it.
 
   "We need a picture. Is that okay?" Lindsay grabbed Harland and Kenny, pulling them close to her side as she moved in front of Goodrich. She tossed a look over her shoulder at the goalie then gave him a bright smile before leaning back against him. "Lauren, use your phone and take our picture."
 
   Lauren narrowed her eyes at Lindsay but didn't say anything. She moved to put her empty glass down, digging one-handed in the small purse hanging from her shoulder. Lindsay leaned even closer to Kenny and Lauren ground her teeth again. She was not jealous. That was impossible. Irritated, yes. Frustrated, yes. Jealous? No way.
 
   Her fingers closed over the phone and she pulled it out, thinking the sooner she snapped a picture, the sooner they could leave. But someone took it from her hand, holding it away from her. Lauren gasped in surprise, the breath catching in her throat when she turned and found herself looking into a pair of deep warm eyes.
 
   "You should be in the picture, too." Kenny handed the phone to someone behind them, she didn't know who. The only thing she knew right now was that Kenny Haskell had ridiculously long, dark lashes. Sinfully long. 
 
   She was still trying to wrap her mind around that inane observation when he placed his hand along her back and gently guided her to the waiting group. Lauren glanced at her sister and almost stumbled when she saw the look in her eyes. Anger, bright and hot, aimed directly at her. But then Lindsay blinked and it was gone, and Lauren wondered if maybe she had imagined it.
 
   Kenny kept his hand on her back, silently guiding until she was standing between him and Brad Goodrich. Lauren glanced at her sister, who was now between Goodrich and Harland Day, and saw the anger flash in her eyes again. Okay, so she hadn't imagined it. 
 
   She tried to step away, shaking her head. "I don't really think—"
 
   Kenny wrapped his arm around her waist and held in her place—almost like he was holding her prisoner. "Smile. We only have time for one picture."
 
   "What? Only one?" Disappointment tinged Lindsay's voice. Lauren looked over at her, an apology hovering on her lips until she saw the expression on her face. Lindsay was more than just a little angry and Lauren couldn't figure out why.
 
   "We need to get downstairs for the casino games. The VIP event was only for an hour." Harland wrapped his arm around Lindsay's shoulders then faced forward, dimples showing as he smiled for the camera. Lauren gave herself a mental shake and looked straight ahead, trying to smile.
 
   The waiter nodded, took several pictures in quick succession, then held the camera out. Lauren moved to take it but Kenny beat her to it. She gave him an odd look and held her hand out, expecting him to give it to her. All around them people were already moving, a slow stream making their way as one to the bank of elevators that would take them downstairs. 
 
   "Everyone's leaving. I need my phone back." Lauren gritted her teeth and held her hand out again. "Please."
 
   Kenny stepped closer, the corner of his mouth tilting up in something that was either a smile or a scowl, Lauren couldn't tell. "Not yet. I wanted to talk to you."
 
   "Talk to me?" Lauren dropped her hand and stepped to the side, away from the stream of people brushing by them. Lindsay kept going, walking so close to Harland Day that she may as well have been glued to him. Did she even notice that Lauren wasn't with her? Probably not. And she probably didn't care, either.
 
   She turned back to Kenny, surprised to find those long-lashed deep brown eyes fixed on her. "What could you possibly want to talk to me about?"
 
   "Taylor's not my niece."
 
   "I'm sorry. Excuse me?" Lauren didn't bother to hide her confusion. 
 
   "I said, Taylor's not—"
 
   "I heard you the first time. I just don't understand what you're talking about."
 
   "The other week. At the hockey game." He watched her, waiting for…something. Lauren frowned and shook her head. "When you so graciously kicked me out?"
 
   "Because you were acting like an ass and I can't afford to let anyone get away with that. There's a zero tolerance—"
 
   "I'm not talking about that."
 
   "Then what's the problem?"
 
   "You told me to man-up. You accused me of sending my niece to ask questions for me. Taylor isn't my niece, she's JP's. I didn't send her to do anything."
 
   Lauren bit down on her lower lip to keep her laughter—and surprise—in check. This is what he wanted to talk to her about? Something that happened several weeks ago, something that she hadn't even remembered until he brought it up? She couldn't stop the smile, no matter how hard she bit down on her lip. She didn't miss the way his gaze dropped to her mouth, didn't miss the way he frowned at her. Lauren looked away, trying to force the smile from her face. 
 
   "My apologies, then. I shouldn't have assumed anything. Now if I could have my phone back." She held her hand out once more, thinking he'd give it to her now. 
 
   A young girl dressed in a black skirt and matching jacket came up to them, a clipboard held in front of her and an expression of worry on her face. "Mr. Haskell? We need you downstairs, sir." 
 
   "What? Oh, right. Lead the way." He turned, following the girl to the bank of elevators. Lauren bit back her sigh of frustration, following him.
 
   "My phone?"
 
   He turned and waited for her, his empty hand held out to hold the doors open, leaving her no choice but to get on the elevator with him. She moved to the back wall then frowned when he moved next to her, right into her own personal space. He either didn't notice her frown, or he chose to ignore it. She cleared her throat, wondering if it would be worth the hassle of moving when she noticed him doing something with her phone. Was he actually punching in some numbers? Yes, he really was.
 
   "Excuse me, but are you using my phone to call someone?"
 
   He looked up, a grin on his face. "Yes."
 
   "Really? You don't have your own phone? You need to use mine?"
 
   "Kind of hard to call my own number with my phone." He hit send then held the phone to his ear while Lauren struggled to find the right words to express her outrage. Her mouth snapped shut and she glared at him when he ended the call and finally gave her the phone. The grin on his face sent another thrill of excitement shooting through her, which only angered her more.
 
   "I didn't think you'd give me your number if I asked so that was me, manning up. Just like you suggested I do."
 
   Lauren's frown deepened, her mind at a complete loss for words. He wanted her number? But why? And why on earth was she acting this way, anyway?
 
   "What? Nothing to say?" He chuckled, the sound warm and inviting. Lauren shoved the phone into her small purse then stepped forward as soon as the elevator doors opened.
 
   "Yes. Remind to get a new number tomorrow."
 
   He didn't say anything, just laughed a little louder, the sound following her as she tried to disappear into the milling crowd.
 
   Two hours later, Lauren was still irritated, but for an entirely different reason. Well, mostly a different reason. And definitely at someone besides Kenny Haskell, although she was experiencing a different kind of irritation at him.
 
   She had moved to the bar for another glass of wine, only taking occasional sips as she collected her play money and moved from table to table. Roulette first, then blackjack and craps. No matter what table she went to, no matter if there was a crowd there or not, Kenny Haskell seemed to find her. It had turned into a game of sorts, like some kind of twisted hide-and-seek filled with a silent dare. Would she stay, or would she leave after some playful sarcastic banter between them?
 
   Lauren wouldn't admit it, at least not to anyone but herself, but the encounters had been fun. Kenny Haskell had a dry wit she would have never expected from a man she had at first thought to be nothing more than an obnoxious, overbearing jock. Was he still obnoxious? Maybe, if he was provoked. But he wasn't overbearing and now Lauren was trying to figure out why she had initially thought that of him. 
 
   No, he definitely wasn't overbearing. In fact, she got the impression that he was actually one of those quiet types who wasn't completely comfortable with the attention he was receiving. At least, not the attention from the growing number of women who seemed to get bolder as the night went on, coming up to him with their smiles and light touches and silent invitations.
 
   Lauren's irritation came from the fact that her sister was one of those women—except Lindsay wasn't exactly being subtle with her touches or quiet with her invitations. Kenny and Lauren had been at one of the craps tables, standing next to each other and watching the roll of the dice, alternately cheering or booing with each roll. Lauren had hit a lucky streak and laughed each time she scooped more chips into her growing pile. No, the money wasn't real, but she was still having fun. Kenny had commented on her luck and had joked about taking her to Vegas when Lindsay came up beside them.
 
   Only her sister wasn't content to just stand beside them. She pushed her way between them, shoving Lauren to the side with a dirty look. 
 
   "You're too tall, Lauren. Nobody can see anything because of you." Her voice was nasty, the words slightly slurred. Then she turned to Kenny and leaned closer, grabbing his arm as she brushed her chest against him. A look of horror crossed his face, quickly masked by a carefully blank expression as he tried to step away.
 
   "She's not tall."
 
   Lauren looked over, surprised by his simple defense. But Lindsay shook her head and laughed, the sound sharp and brittle. "You're just being nice because you have to be. But that's okay. We all know my sister is a freak."
 
   Lauren clenched her jaw, swallowing back her comment along with the flash of hurt at her sister's words. She shouldn't let it bother her, she knew that. Lindsay was spoiled and reckless, thinking only of herself. No, the words shouldn't hurt.
 
   But they did, which only angered Lauren more.
 
   She watched the shooter throw the dice then waited for the dealer to pay out chips. She scooped her bet off the table then gathered up all of her winnings, cradling the colorful chips in her hands before walking away without a word. She thought she heard Kenny calling her but that was probably just wishful thinking on her part.
 
   It didn't matter anyway because it was almost time to cash out and get ready for the live auction. Not that Lauren would be bidding on anything. She had learned at her first Casino Night a few years ago that the bids went up—quickly. Yes, the money was for a good cause and yes, it might be fun to actually win one of the packages. Who wouldn't enjoy a night of bowling or miniature golf with some of the players? But she wasn't like a vast majority of the crowd in attendance tonight, with thousands of dollars available to spend on a whim.
 
   She'd already added her name to a few items in the silent auction. Nothing more than a few safe bids here and there on items she didn't really need. Now she could collect tickets from her winning chips and use them to drop into the bags for the other auction. Would she win anything? Probably not, but there was always a chance her ticket might be pulled.
 
   She took the tickets given her in exchange for the chips—all ten of them—then moved across the lobby to the room holding the silent auction items. The crowd was smaller in here, with only a few people walking around the tables, looking at the different items. Lauren joined them, tearing off the individual tickets and tossing them in one or two of the bags. She was going to splurge and throw in the last five tickets on the one item she really wanted: an autographed picture of the team surrounding the Cup when the Banners won a few years ago. No, she didn't have any place to put it, except for maybe her office at work. But that was fine, considering she wouldn't win it anyway.
 
   She glanced at her watch then moved back to the middle lobby, glancing around the nearly empty room in search of Lindsay. Of course she wasn't there. She was probably back in the gaming room, getting as close to the players as she could while the auction was going on. Lauren chided herself for at least the fiftieth time, wondering again what had possessed her to bring her sister. She should have known this would happen. Putting her sister within a hundred feet of men and alcohol would always end with the same result. She was a fool to think tonight would have been any different.
 
   Sure enough, there was Lindsay, on the far side of the room standing just behind a group of players near the stage. Lauren made her way through the crowd, finally reaching her sister as the auctioneer explained how everything worked.
 
   "Lindsay, come on. Time to leave."
 
   "What?" Her sister turned, weaving a little as she frowned. "Why do you want to leave?"
 
   "Because it's time to go. I have games in the morning."
 
   "I don't want to go."
 
   "I don't care what you want. It's time to leave, now come on." She reached for Lindsay's arm but her sister moved out of the way, an expression of impatience on her face. And something else, something dark and cold that made Lauren step back in surprise.
 
   "Everything always has to be about you, doesn't it? You're just pissed because he's paying more attention to me."
 
   "He who? Never mind, I don't care. And I'm not pissed. It's time to leave."
 
   "I'm not going."
 
   "Lindsay, I'm not in the mood for your drama. It's time to—"
 
   "And I said I'm staying here."
 
   "Really? And how are you getting home?"
 
   "I'm sure I can get one of my friends to take me home."
 
   "Your friends? And what friends would those be?"
 
   Lindsay waved her hand around. "Any one of the guys."
 
   Lauren closed her eyes, searching for control, telling herself to not get into it. She opened her eyes and looked back at Lindsay, not surprised to see her sister glaring at her. "Lindsay, it's getting late. The event is over after the auction so you're not going to miss anything. Let's just go home—"
 
   "I told you, I'm staying." There was no doubt in Lauren's mind that her sister meant to hiss the words, but they came out too loud, almost as a shriek. Lauren winced, noticed that a few bystanders had turned their way and were watching them now instead of the auction that was going on. 
 
   She didn't want to deal with this now. Or ever. Why had she brought Lindsay? She should have known something like this would happen. But what was she supposed to do? She didn't care about anyone watching them. If they wanted to be entertained by family drama, then let them be entertained. What she didn't want to deal with was Lindsay's theatrics. She didn't want to deal with the cold hatred and spite and whatever else it was Lauren could feel coming off her sister in waves. She stepped closer, searching for calm and lowering her voice.
 
   "Lindsay, let's just go home. There's nothing else going on—"
 
   "No!" Lindsay didn't even bother to keep her voice down that time. She stepped away, shaking her head as her mouth curled in a snarl. "I'm not leaving. I'm not like you, a stiff freak who doesn't know how to have fun. If you want to leave, then go. But I'm not going with you."
 
   She turned on her heel and pushed her way through the crowd, leaving Lauren standing there in shock. Now what? Should she leave? Just go outside and wait for Lindsay? Go after her sister?
 
   No, not go after her. Not yet. She knew Lindsay too well, knew what would happen if she did that. Lauren needed to let her cool off first. Then maybe she could talk some sense into her.
 
   Lauren turned around and walked out, wondering how long she'd have to wait outside before Lindsay came looking for her, hoping it wouldn't be too long.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven 
 
   Lauren ended the call and stared at the phone, icy anger chilling her. Not just anger. Disbelief. Betrayal. A sense of violation that made her heart pound so heavy she was surprised it didn't burst free from her chest.
 
   And over all of that was the sharp, biting urge to hit something. To beat her fists against something over and over until she collapsed, drained of all energy. Void off all emotion until the angry tears threatening to form in her eyes withered and died.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   She looked up as Rick walked into her office, frowned when he took a sudden step back, like everything she was thinking and feeling showed on her face and he was afraid she was going to lash out at him. She took a deep breath, searching for calm, then shook her head and dropped the cell phone to her desk. It landed on a stack of files with a muted thump, the sound barely audible over the anger roaring in her ears.
 
   "I won an autographed picture in the auction the other night."
 
   "Okay." Rick took two hesitant steps into her office, his brows lowered in confusion. "And you're angry about that because—?"
 
   "They also thanked me again for my winning bid on the bowling night during the live auction and to confirm the details for it." She forced the next words through her clenched teeth. "It's tomorrow night."
 
   "And you're angry because they're just now letting you know?" Rick's gaze dropped to her clenched fists and she quickly lowered them to her lap where he couldn't see them. She dug her nails into her jeans and took another deep breath then looked up at him.
 
   "I never bid on the bowling night. Or anything else during the live auction."
 
   He moved over to the desk and rested his hip against it, the confusion and worry leaving his face. "Maybe they made some kind of mistake."
 
   "No mistake. I had them confirm the credit card number. It was mine."
 
   "Well did you tell them it was a mistake? I'm sure it was just a mix-up of some kind."
 
   Lauren narrowed her eyes and gave him a quick shake of her head. "No mistake, Rick. Lindsay used my card."
 
   "Lindsay—" Rick's mouth snapped closed as he stopped himself from saying whatever he'd been ready to say. Lauren wondered why, because it certainly couldn't be worse than anything she'd already thought. "And she was stupid enough to give them your phone number?"
 
   "No, she must have given them the home phone number, thinking I wouldn't be there when they called since I'm not home during business hours. I guess it was a good thing I started transferring the home calls to my cell on Tuesday." 
 
   Rick watched her, his green eyes studying, searching. She heard his unasked question, knew he wanted to ask why she had started transferring the calls.
 
   And if he did ask, would she tell him it had been nothing more than morbid curiosity? Would she admit to doing it out of an unusual act of spite? Because Lindsay had bragged about leaving Casino Night with Kenny Haskell. Because she had bragged about how little sleep she had gotten that night, bragged about how much fun they had. And she had said it all with a gloating smirk on her face, like she somehow thought Lauren would be upset to hear it. And then she complained about not having a cell phone anymore because Lauren cancelled it, and how she hoped Kenny wouldn't call the house when Lauren was home because she didn't want Lauren to become embarrassed by their graphic conversations.
 
   Because Lauren was an uptight prudish freak who didn't know how to have fun and wouldn't be able to understand. So yeah, maybe there had been some spite involved when Lauren quietly entered the code to have any incoming calls transferred to her cell. She didn't know what she would say when he called, had no idea what she would tell him.
 
   But the only call that came was the one she'd just received, finalizing the details for the bowling outing.
 
   Lauren dug her nails deeper into the soft denim of her jeans, knowing that she'd end up leaving marks on her legs if she wasn't careful. She had so many questions and no idea where to start in even asking them. How had Lindsay gotten her card? Well, that one was easy enough to answer. She'd obviously taken it from her desk without Lauren knowing about it. Which meant she had to call the credit card company and have them cancel the card, issue her a new one.
 
   "I'm almost afraid to ask but—how much was it?"
 
   Lauren laughed, the sound just a little shrill to her own ears. She looked up at Rick, her lips pursed before she exhaled a loud rush of air. "Six thousand, eight hundred and fifty dollars."
 
   "Six thousand and—?"
 
   "Eight hundred and fifty dollars." That was another thing Lauren would have to do: dip into her savings account to pay it off. She didn't carry a balance, barely even used the cards unless she absolutely had to.
 
   "Holy shit, Lauren. You did tell them it was a mistake, right? You're not actually going to pay for it."
 
   "I think I have to."
 
   "No, you don't. Call them back. Now. Tell them what happened. They can't hold you responsible."
 
   "Maybe not. But what happens then? My name gets out and I'm suddenly known as the woman who backs out of charitable donations? I don't need that." Is that what would happen? Lauren had no idea. But the hockey world was small, at least her little corner of it. That wasn't a chance she could take, whether it was a realistic worry or not.
 
   And maybe, just maybe, a small part of her wanted to go tomorrow night—just to see Lindsay squirm when she realized her deception had backfired. Had her sister honestly thought she could get away with it? Knowing Lindsay, she probably hadn't even thought about it, hadn't cared about any repercussions. 
 
   Lindsay probably thought she was still getting away with it. And wouldn't she be surprised to find out she hadn't? Because Lauren had every intention of letting her know she hadn't—after tomorrow night, of course. There was no way in hell Lindsay would be participating in the bowling night, even if her new boyfriend was going to be one of the players there.
 
   "I think you're being a bit extreme, don't you?"
 
   Lauren frowned, wondering how Rick had been able to read her thoughts. Then she realized he was still talking about getting her money back. She shook her head. "Maybe, maybe not. But I'm not going to push."
 
   "So what are you going to do? You're not actually going to let your sister go to this thing, are you?"
 
   "Not a chance in hell." She grabbed her phone and unlocked the screen, pausing to watch Rick. "Can you and Cindy get a babysitter for tomorrow night?"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because the party is for the bidder and three friends. I think you and Cindy should join me. It might be fun."
 
   "For that kind of money, it better be more than just fun. Who's going to be the fourth?"
 
   "I'm going to call Dale, make him join us."
 
   "Are you going to tell him what happened?"
 
   "Yeah. Maybe."
 
   "You know what he's going to tell you, right? That you're insane, that you need to kick Lindsay out, once and for all."
 
   "Yeah, I know." And he would. Lindsay was Dale's sister, too, but he'd lost all patience and sympathy for her when she disappeared after her last tantrum. Part of her couldn't blame him, not when she saw how much Lindsay's actions had hurt their mom. But Lindsay was still her baby sister and Lauren hadn't been able to completely turn her back on her. Dale made it clear that he didn't understand why, and that it was only a matter of time before Lindsay hurt someone else in the family. 
 
   Yeah, he was going to have a field day with this news.
 
   She looked back at Rick, her brows raised in question. "So do you want to go or not?"
 
   "I think you're crazy but yeah, we'll go. Cindy and I are due for a night out anyway."
 
   "Then it's your big break, because the party includes beer and pizza."
 
   "For that kind of money, it better include white-gloved waiters serving it on gold plates."
 
   "I wouldn't count on it." Lauren tapped the phone screen, calling up the list of her contacts and hitting her brother's name, wondering if she could get away with inviting him without explaining why.
 
   Probably not, but it was worth a shot.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   The bowling alley was surprisingly quiet, considering this was supposed to be a party. Yes, music played in the background, upbeat Top 40 songs, loud enough to enjoy but not so loud that the person next to you had to shout to be heard. Heavy balls bounced along the two lanes, followed by the sound of pins crashing against each other. 
 
   But there was no accompanying sound of cheers or groans. No laughter or lighthearted conversation or good-natured teasing. The only real conversation Kenny heard was coming from behind him, from the handful of staff that had accompanied the players to the alley.
 
   The alley was closed tonight for the private party, to avoid a rush of fans or those who were just curious. As far as Kenny was concerned, they should have left it open. Maybe then it wouldn't be so quiet and uncomfortable.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder, watching the staff standing in an awkward group. Most of them were from the team's PR and marketing office, including a photographer, along with two representatives from the team's charitable foundations office. One or two other people he'd never seen before. He had no idea what they did or why they were here.
 
   He didn't know why any of them were here because this certainly wasn't his idea of fun.
 
   He turned back around on the hard plastic bench and reached for the plastic cup of beer. He took a long swallow, his gaze studying the foursome across from him over the rim of the cup. 
 
   For the amount of money that went into winning tonight's little gathering, you'd think that the group across from his would at least pretend to have fun. 
 
   Maybe that wasn't exactly a fair statement to make. The one couple, he forgot their names already, seemed to be enjoying themselves at least a little. But they were keeping to themselves, not really talking to any of the players, which Kenny thought was a little weird. Isn't that what tonight was supposed to be about? Bowling and pizza and beer with four of the Banners. A night to spend with the players, having fun and relaxing and enjoying each other's company.
 
   Other than the quick introductions made by the woman from the charities office, there hadn't been much mingling. And even though the two teams were supposed to be playing against each other, there wasn't even a sense of competition. They may as well be playing by themselves.
 
   Which made Kenny wonder why Lauren even bid on the party.
 
   Good question, especially since he knew she wasn't the one who bid on it. She left before the bidding started, just walked away when her sister came over and pushed her way between them when they were at the craps table. He tried calling her name but she kept walking. Then her sister had grabbed his arm, holding him in place. Thank God he'd had to leave to take his place near the stage, because he wanted nothing to do with the sister. 
 
   And then she started bidding on the bowling party as soon he stepped on the stage with Harland, Brad, and Justin—although why Justin had agreed to be part of their team was beyond him, since he had just been cleared to play. Kenny held his breath during the crazy few minutes of bidding, praying someone would bid higher, that Lauren's sister wouldn't win. 
 
   And then she did. Kenny could barely even pretend to smile for the picture and damn near took off at a run as soon as he could get away. He'd looked for Lauren, hoping she was still around, but didn't find her. Then he'd left, trying to figure out a way to get out of tonight's event.
 
   Relief had damn near collapsed his legs when he saw Lauren walk into the alley tonight—without her sister. His first thought was that she'd had her sister bid on the party for her. But then she had completely ignored him, except for one icy glare during the introductions. In fact, the guy she was with added his own glare, which Kenny didn't understand at all. And who was the guy? Friend? Boyfriend? Something else?
 
   Kenny slid his gaze to Lauren and the guy with her. They were sitting close to one another but they weren't acting like they were together. The guy would occasionally lean close and say something in Lauren's ear, or listen to something Lauren had to say then shoot a withering glare in Kenny's direction.
 
   And just what the hell was that supposed to be about?
 
   "Haskell!"
 
   Kenny jumped then looked over at Harland. "What?"
 
   "Where is your head, man? It's your turn. Go." Harland motioned to the lane behind him then stepped around Kenny with a small huff of impatience. Kenny took another swallow of beer then sat the cup down, hoping this time he'd do better than knocking over three pins.
 
   He made his way to the rack and blindly reached for a ball. His hand brushed against something warm and he stepped back, startled. Lauren was in the lane next to his, frowning at him as she reached for her own ball.
 
   "Do you mind?"
 
   "I—sorry." Kenny stepped back and waited for her to choose, mentally kicking himself for such a lame response. Sorry? He was sorry? No he wasn't. Confused, bewildered, and a little irked, yes. Sorry? Not in the least. So why the hell had he muttered the inane words?
 
   He clenched his jaw and grabbed a ball, wishing he could just throw it at something instead of playing this stupid game. He looked over at Lauren and noticed she was still watching him, her brows lowered over her dark eyes. 
 
   "Ladies first."
 
   She stretched her arm out to the side, pointing to the pins standing at the end of his lane. "Then by all means, go ahead."
 
   A few laughs broke out behind them, followed by a couple of cheers and jeers. 
 
   "You tell him, Lauren!"
 
   "Prove her wrong, Haskell."
 
   Kenny frowned, giving the woman across from him his own glare, then stepped onto the lane. He raised the ball in front of him, steadying it with his other hand, tried to judge where to roll it, then took two steps and let it go.
 
   He held his breath, watching it roll down the lane, mentally willing it to hit the center pin and knock everything over. The ball veered to the right and barely clipped the pin on the end before dropping out of sight. 
 
   Kenny bit back his curse and reached for another ball. His teammates cheered him on, telling him he could do it, telling him to show everyone what he had.
 
   What he had was shit, because he hadn't been bowling in at least fifteen years.
 
   He repeated the same steps as before and let the ball loose, putting more force into it than he had the first time. The ball flew down the center of the lane and Kenny held his breath. Sure enough, it veered once more, this time to the left and straight into the gutter without hitting a single pin.
 
   "I am so impressed."
 
   He didn't miss the sarcasm in her voice, or the little smirk that pulled at her lips. But at least she had spoken quietly, so that nobody else could hear her.
 
   "Think you can do better?"
 
   Her gaze finally met his, a flash of something sparking in the depths of her brown eyes. Challenge, or something else? Kenny crossed his arms and raised a single brown in her direction, like he was daring her.
 
   Was he? Maybe. Or maybe he was just asking for trouble. But at least she was talking to him. 
 
   Sort of.
 
   She narrowed her eyes then looked away, raising her own ball much like he had done a few minutes earlier. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, moved forward a few steps, and release the ball.
 
   Cheers and applause erupted behind them when all the pins landed on their sides.
 
   "Son of a bitch." Kenny shook his head, still not believing it. Beginner's luck, or something else? Not that it mattered, since she had just essentially kicked his ass.
 
   The guy she had shown up with walked up to her and wrapped her in a big hug, swinging her around and planting a loud kiss on the top of her head before setting her on her feet. His arm draped around her shoulder, pulling her so tight against him that she almost stumbled. Kenny watched, his jaw clenching tighter with each passing second.
 
   "Nice strike, Lauren. Way to show them who's boss."
 
   "Oh God, get off me. You're creeping me out. Dork." She elbowed the guy in the side, a grimace on her face. But it wasn't a real grimace, more like a comical one, like they were sharing some funny inside secret. 
 
   So who the hell was this guy? Kenny studied him through half-closed lids. Sandy brown hair, cut above his collar, maybe a little shaggy on top. Brown eyes. Slightly crooked nose, like it had been broken once or twice. Kenny recognized the same little bump, the same not-quite-even line that he saw in the mirror every day. He was maybe an inch taller than Lauren, just over an inch shorter than Kenny. Obviously worked out, or had some kind of physical job.
 
   Kenny quickly sized him up and wanted to dismiss him but he couldn't, not with the familiarity he shared with Lauren. He thought about coming right out and asking who he was, then immediately dismissed the idea. It struck him as too…desperate, maybe. It wasn't his business, not when he barely knew Lauren, not when they didn't even know each other. Yes, he had tried getting to know her last weekend at Casino Night, thought that maybe she had warmed up to him a little. He'd obviously thought wrong. And hell, it wasn't like he had time for a relationship anyway. He wasn't even looking for one, not when his game had to take top priority, not when—
 
   "Haskell, what the hell are you doing? Come on, man, get out of my way." Justin nudged him to the side, shooting him a worried look.
 
   "Sorry." Kenny stepped back to make room for him. "Should you even be playing? You just got cleared. I didn't think you'd want to take any chances."
 
   "I'm fine. Besides, it was my left arm. I'm right-handed. If I can't throw a couple of bowling balls, I shouldn't be playing hockey."
 
   Kenny grunted in response then moved back to the plastic bench, wondering how long this farce was going to continue. They were on the second frame of the first game. They were supposed to break for pizza after that, then play a second game. 
 
   Once again, he looked over at the foursome across from him, noticed the way they talked quietly among themselves. Well, three of them were, anyway. Lauren was just half-sitting, half-slouching, her fingers picking at the faded denim of her torn jeans. Her hair fell around her face in loose waves, the ends flipped up in a careless wind-blown style that looked like she had just stepped off the beach. There were even some paler streaks of gold shot-through the darker brown that enhanced the impression—which was completely ridiculous, considering it was cold enough to snow outside.
 
   And she didn't look like she was enjoying herself. In fact, everything about her, from the thoughtful frown on her face to the way she kept picking at her jeans, sent out the clear message that she'd rather be anywhere except here.
 
   He knew the feeling. 
 
   She looked up and their eyes met. A jolt of surprise shot through him and he almost looked away, afraid he'd been caught staring. And then she scowled at him, her brows lowering in a frown, her full lips pursing in distaste.
 
   What the hell was her problem?
 
   She looked away and said something to the guy she was with. Kenny gritted his teeth and reached for his beer, feigning interest in the half-hearted game. A sudden idea struck him. Half-baked and completely ludicrous, but an idea nonetheless. Kenny pulled the phone from his back pocket and tapped the screen, bringing it to life. He thumbed through his contacts, frowning as he scanned the names. It had to be there, he knew he saved it—
 
   There it was. He tapped the name then brought up the messaging app, his thumb rapidly moving over the on-screen keyboard.
 
   Did I do something to piss you off?
 
   He hit send then looked up, watching Lauren. A few seconds passed before she frowned and reached behind her, pulling her own phone out. Her frown deepened and she quickly glanced at him before typing something. She shoved the phone back in her pocket and turned to the side, facing away from him.
 
   His phone vibrated in his hand and he looked down to read the message.
 
   Sry. Wrng nmbr
 
   Kenny frowned, shot her another look, then typed.
 
   Really?
 
   He waited but she didn't bother to move. He typed in another message.
 
   Hello?
 
   Still nothing. So he hit resend, over and over. She finally grabbed her phone with a sigh even he could hear from where he was sitting. A few seconds went by before he felt the vibration in his hand. He looked down and almost smiled.
 
   What are you, twelve?
 
   Twenty-five if really want to know
 
   I don't. Leave me alone
 
   Kenny looked over at her and bit back another smile. She was gritting her teeth, a look of sheer exasperation on her face. But she didn't put her phone away, so he took that as a good sign.
 
   So why are you mad at me?
 
   She looked up him, impatience flashing in her eyes as she typed without really looking at the screen. 
 
   Leave me alone
 
   No
 
   Her lips moved, like she was talking to herself. Kenny didn't hear her but he'd swear she just cursed. He typed another message. So who's the guy?
 
   Okay, so maybe that one really did make him sound like he was twelve. He didn't care.
 
   Wouldn't you like to know?
 
   Kenny didn't bother hiding his grin. Apparently he wasn't the only one with a streak of immaturity.
 
   Boyfriend?
 
   Lindsay's brother
 
   Kenny frowned. Who the hell was Lindsay? Is that the woman with you?
 
   He looked up and saw her mutter something he was pretty sure would have sounded like "ass" if she had said it out loud.
 
   Don't play dumb
 
   Wasn't. He hesitated, then typed another message immediately after that. So who's Lindsay?
 
   My sister you ASS!
 
   Why was she getting so pissed? And why didn't she just say the guy was her brother? Her brother, hm? That made him feel a little better. Maybe. But what the hell did her sister have to do anything? Didn't know your sister's name, sorry
 
   OMG. OMFG! Really? Really!
 
   Yeah really. Was I supposed to? 
 
   Kenny looked up, not understanding the sudden tone of her texts. Only it wasn't just her messages. Lauren's face had turned a deep red and she was holding the phone in such a tight grip that he thought she might actually crack it. Her eyes blazed with anger when she looked at him and a muscle ticked along the side of her delicate jaw. Although maybe delicate was the wrong word, because she suddenly looked like she was more than capable of murder.
 
   His.
 
   The phone vibrated in his hand and he looked down, frowning as he read the message.
 
   I thought even asshole scum like you would get the girl's name before screwing her!
 
   Kenny blinked and read the message twice, blinked again and read it once more. What the hell? Was she really saying what he thought she was saying? Did she really think that he—? With her sister?
 
   Kenny looked up, anger searing his tightened gut as he met Lauren's accusing gaze. He didn't bother with the phone this time.
 
   "Who the fuck said I was screwing your sister?"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Shocked silence surrounded Lauren, disturbed only by the pulsing beat of a Top 40 song echoing in the now-still bowling alley. It hadn't been that noisy to begin with, not with the slight tension of discomfort that had been hanging over the odd assortment of eight bowlers.
 
   That tension and odd quiet was even worse now, after Haskell's outburst. Lauren knew everyone was watching them, felt at least six sets of eyes studying her. Studying Haskell.
 
   She didn't care, didn't even bother looking around her. She was too busy focusing on the man sitting across from her, trying to understand his reaction.
 
   He looked genuinely confused. And angry. Beyond angry. His face had turned a deep red except for the white of his lips, which were tightened in a harsh line. His heavy brows had pulled so low that his eyes were nothing more than dangerous slits. That didn't hide the seething anger that sparked in the deep brown of his eyes. That anger seared her skin and made her heart skip and jump in a crazy rhythm. Lauren didn't shy away from the look, didn't even flinch. Yes, Kenny Haskell was definitely angry, his entire body fairly vibrating with it. And even though he was looking at her, she didn't think the anger was actually directed at her.
 
   Because under that anger, she sensed confusion. Bewilderment. Maybe even a little hurt.
 
   Or maybe she was nothing more than a complete fool who was kidding herself into believing what she wanted. Because she wanted to believe him. Wanted to believe that his denial was genuine, that he honestly had no idea what she was talking about. That he hadn't slept with Lindsay.
 
   Lauren didn't even want to think about why she wanted to believe his reaction was genuine, why she wanted to believe it had all been a lie. That would be like admitting she really had been jealous. If she had been jealous, that meant she must like him. She didn't want to like him.
 
   Kenny stood, the scowl still in place, still directed at her. He walked over to her, each step precise and calculated until he stopped right in front of her, so close she could feel the heat from his denim-clad legs against her own. Anger still glittered in his eyes as he reached out for her hand.
 
   Dale stiffened beside her, his body tensing as he rose to his feet. The two of them crowded her, making her feel small and insignificant, and she resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the sudden show of testosterone exploding around her. Kenny didn't move, didn't flinch, didn't acknowledge her brother in any way. He grabbed her hand, his eyes still focused completely on her.
 
   "We need to talk."
 
   "No. We don't."
 
   He clenched his jaw, the muscle there jumping every few seconds as he continued watching her. He tugged her hand again.
 
   "Yes, we do." His eyes cut to her brother, just for a split-second before turning back to her. "Please."
 
   Dale inched closer, his leg pressed against hers as he leaned toward Haskell. "She doesn't need to talk to you."
 
   Now Rick stood up as well. Lauren glanced around, noticed that Haskell's teammates had inched a little closer, their gazes changing from curiosity to something a little harder as they watched. 
 
   Great, just what she needed. Lauren rolled her eyes, pulled her hand from Haskell's, and stood. She nudged Dale away from her, frowning. "Dale, knock it off. And you." She faced Kenny, giving him another frown. "This way."
 
   She pushed her way between the two men, shoving them both out of the way as she made her toward the concession counter. Nobody else was there so they'd have a little bit of privacy. And it was close enough that she could keep her eye on Dale, just in case he decided to go all big-brother on her and interrupt them.
 
   Lauren turned and leaned against the counter, not bothering with any of the empty stools. She crossed her arms in front of her, clenched her jaw, and watched Kenny. Waiting. 
 
   Except he was just standing there, his posture a mirror image of her own. Time stretched around them, quiet and tense. Lauren finally blew out an exasperated sigh and raised her eyebrows. "Well? Talk."
 
   His jaw worked, the muscle tightening and smoothing over the sculpted bone. He opened his mouth, shut it, took a deep breath. He glanced over his shoulder then back at her. Anger still shone in his dark eyes, but she could see other emotions as well. Confusion. Bewilderment. Hurt? Maybe she was just imagining that last one.
 
   "Why do you think I slept with your sister?"
 
   "Because—" Lauren stopped. Because Lindsay had told her as much. Lindsay, who was completely out of control. Lindsay, who never took responsibility for anything. Had she taken up lying as well? 
 
   An image of Lindsay's face popped into her mind. Her anger at Casino Night. The calculated gleam in her eyes and the not-quite-hidden smirk on her face when she told Lauren she'd gone home with the man in front of her.
 
   How Lindsay had bragged about their graphic phone calls, telling Lauren she hoped Kenny called during the day so she wouldn't be home. Except Kenny hadn't called. At any time.
 
   Lindsay had stolen her credit card, had bid on tonight's event using Lauren's name. Why? Did it have something to do with the man in front of her? Did it matter?
 
   No, not really. And that answered Lauren's question about whether or not her sister was a liar. She was, she'd already proven as much. But why? Why would she lie about this?
 
   "Why do you think I slept with your sister?" Kenny repeated the question with more patience than she would have. Lauren took a deep breath and ran a hand through her hair, pushing it behind her ear.
 
   "You didn't leave with her last weekend? After the Casino Night?"
 
   "No. The last time I saw her, she was hanging all over—" Kenny stopped, his jaw working again. He cleared his throat and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "She was hanging all over someone else."
 
   Who? Lauren thought about asking then decided against it. She didn't really want to know, and she didn't think Kenny would tell her even if she did. She wasn't sure she could blame him.
 
   She watched him for a few quiet minutes, surprised he didn't fidget under her scrutiny. Maybe he knew she was trying to work things out in her head, trying to assess the truth of his words. She had to give him credit because he just stood there, his somber gaze never wavering from hers as she studied him.
 
   Did she believe him? She wanted to say no. Wanted to think that he was the one lying instead of her sister. But Lauren's gut was telling her that the man in front of her was completely innocent—at least of her sister's accusations. 
 
   Pain sliced through her, sharp and bitter. How sad was it that she believed someone she didn't really know over her sister? That, more than anything else, brought home the painful realization that she didn't trust Lindsay, and hadn't for quite some time.
 
   "Dammit, dammit, dammit." Lauren closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose, squeezing hard with her thumb and forefinger. She owed him an apology. She took another deep breath and raised her head, meeting his gaze with her own direct one. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have…I'm sorry."
 
   "Why did you think I left with her?"
 
   "It doesn't matter."
 
   Kenny raised a single brow in her direction, the gesture telling her better than words that he didn't agree with her. "Is that what your sister told you?"
 
   Lauren shook her head, leaving it up to him to decide if she was denying it or just refusing to answer. Some of the tension and anger left him, his expression softening just a little bit. But she saw the truth in his eyes and knew that he had guessed correctly, had guessed that she was repeating what Lindsay told her.
 
   He finally shifted, moving just a little closer. He didn't actually step toward her. It was more of a leaning, just enough that the warmth of his body invaded her personal space. "For what it's worth, I haven't seen anyone or been involved with anyone for over a year. And I sure as hell have no interest in someone like your sister." There was a slight edge to his voice, letting her know that he was still a little upset about her accusation. His eyes turned a little warmer, a little more serious. "You were the one I was looking for that night but you disappeared."
 
   "Me?"
 
   "Yeah, you." He grinned, the movement curling one corner of his mouth and lighting his eyes. "I was going to see if you wanted to grab a coffee or something." 
 
   "Oh." Was that the best comeback she could come up with? Apparently so. But he had just completely surprised her, catching her off-guard. At least she wasn't stupid enough to ask why—although part of her really wanted to.
 
   "So I take it you didn't have your sister bid on tonight for you?"
 
   "Uh, no. She apparently swiped my card without me realizing it. I don't think she's realized that I found out about it yet."
 
   "Lindsay did what?" Dale's angry voice made her jump and she looked behind Kenny, surprised to see her brother standing there. How had he managed to sneak up on them like that?
 
   He stepped around Kenny, ignoring him as he turned and faced her. Anger flashed in his eyes as he stared at her. "Lindsay stole your freaking credit card? Did I hear you right?"
 
   "Dale, not now."
 
   "Dammit, Lauren. When are you going to learn? Did you at least report it?"
 
   "I called the credit card company, yeah."
 
   "That's not what I meant and you know it." Dale's brows snapped together. "Of course you didn't report it. You didn't even dispute it, did you? That's why we're all here tonight."
 
   "Dale, please—"
 
   "No. Lauren, when are you going to learn? Lindsay doesn't care about anyone but herself. She's using you, and won't stop until there's nothing left to take. You know that."
 
   "I don't know that! She's our sister. Why do you always have to be so cynical?" 
 
   "It's part of my job." He leaned closer and placed his hand on her arm, understanding and sympathy flashing in his eyes. "Lauren, I know you think you're helping her but you're not. Nothing is going to change if you keep supporting her. Enabling her. I know you don't want to hear this but it's time you kicked her out."
 
   "No. I can't." Lauren shook her head in denial. Not just at Dale's words, but at the realization that he was right. He had been right seven months ago, when he told her not to let Lindsay move in. But Lauren didn't want to admit that. She couldn't, not yet. "She's our sister, Dale. I can't just…no. I can't do it."
 
   "Dammit, Lauren, why can't you admit—"
 
   "I'm not doing this, Dale. Not now." She glanced to her side and saw Kenny still standing there, trying to look like he wasn't listening to every word they said. But how could he not hear them, when he was a foot away?
 
   She brushed Dale's hand off and stepped around him. "We're not discussing this now."
 
   Lauren kept walking, wondering if she should head back to the lanes or change direction and walk out the door. No, if she did that, she'd be waiting outside in the cold until Dale decided to follow her. As upset and impatient as he was with her right now, she didn't doubt that he'd leave her out there in some twisted attempt to teach her a lesson. 
 
   She walked past the small group of executives, forcing a smile on her face and giving them a small nod. They had to be wondering what was going on. Somehow she doubted any of the other charity outings ever turned out like this one. But it was still early, maybe there was time to still salvage this one.
 
   Lauren took a seat on the bench and gave Rick and Cindy a bright smile, one she knew they didn't buy. She leaned over and grabbed her cup of beer, taking a small sip as she looked around.
 
   Kenny and Dale were still over by the concessions counter, standing close together as they talked. Both of them were watching her, and neither one was really smiling.
 
   At least they weren't sizing each other up or circling each other like two alpha dogs. Lauren pushed the thought away, afraid of jinxing anything. They still had a couple of hours to go before the evening ended. There was no telling what else might happen between now and then.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Kenny dragged the towel across his face, scrubbing at the water dripping into his eyes before drying off. He moved out of the shower room, ignoring the jokes and laughter echoing around him. He wasn't in the mood for jokes, not today.
 
   Practice had been a bitch, taking more out of him than he had expected. It wouldn't have been too bad if his ribs weren't still hurting from the hit last night. He was starting to wonder if he had a target on his back. It was the third time in a month that he'd been slammed from behind, catching a stick across his ribs. 
 
   In the same damn spot each time.
 
   At the rate he was going, his bruises were going to have bruises until summer. But the trainer had looked at it, merely shaking his head before taping it then clearing him to play. Wade Reyes, the Banners' newest assistant coach, had asked him if the injury was going to give him problems and Kenny had assured him it wouldn't. And then he proceeded to push himself, proving it without words.
 
   Yeah, maybe he'd overdone it. But he still felt like he was proving himself, proving to the coaches and everyone else on the team that they hadn't made a mistake keeping him on the roster this year.
 
   He was going to prove himself right onto the disabled list if he wasn't careful.
 
   "How's the side?" Randy Michaels, another defenseman, stopped beside him, his eyes going directly to the bruise. 
 
   "I'll survive."
 
   "Stop touching it."
 
   "I'm not—"
 
   "On the bench, during the games. I noticed you doing that the other night. The other teams notice and they go right for you when they see it."
 
   Kenny grunted, knowing Randy was right. He hadn't realized he had been doing just that until Coach Stephenson told him the same thing. Which was embarrassing. Kenny may have been playing in the minors until last year, but he still knew better. Show no weakness.
 
   He finished dressing then headed out of the locker room with Randy and Nikolai Petrovich. All three of them, along with Jens Ulfsson, had stayed a little later after practice, working some extra drills. He'd skip lunch with the team and head straight home to eat then take a quick nap before tonight's game. He'd probably need it, since they didn’t usually have back-to-back games like this. His mind was so focused on his plans that he was halfway through the practice rink before he noticed the eerie silence.
 
   "Why is it so quiet? I thought they had youth hockey games scheduled today." He refused to admit that it was anything but simple curiosity behind the question. Yeah, he could lie to himself all he wanted but it wouldn't make a difference. He'd been thinking about Lauren nonstop since bowling Friday night. The night had gone surprisingly well after the awkward and uncomfortable start.
 
   After the uncomfortable conversation when he learned she thought he'd slept with her sister. His anger spiked every time he thought about the accusation. He still wanted to know why her sister had made that claim, why she'd flat out lied. He didn't even know the woman. What on earth would possess her to say something like that? He should be surprised but he wasn't, not after what had happened at Casino Night. He hadn't told Lauren this, knowing it would only anger her more, but something about her sister made him wary.
 
   He had walked around for a good thirty minutes that night looking for Lauren, thinking she was still there since her sister was. Kenny still couldn't believe the two women were related, not as different as they were. And not just in looks. In attitude, in personality. He had made the mistake of asking her sister where she was. Instead of pointing in one direction or the other, the sister had latched onto him, her hands entirely too free as she offered to go home with him.
 
   Thanks, but no thanks. He knew some of the players were into the puck bunnies but that wasn't for him. Never had been. So he excused himself and left, not entirely surprised when the sister made her way over to Harland.
 
   He wasn't sure if Harland had taken advantage of her offer or not. It wouldn't surprise him if he had. And if he had, more power to him. It wasn't his business what two consenting adults did.
 
   All he knew was that if he ever saw the sister, Lindsay, again, he'd turn and run in the opposite direction. If he didn't, he didn't know if he'd be able to control whatever words might fall from his mouth.
 
   No, he wanted nothing to do with the sister. Lauren, on the other hand, was a completely different story. There was something about her. Her dry sarcasm, the fact that she wasn't afraid to speak her mind. Their banter had been light and teasing, but not in a sexual way, not like some of the other women who had come up to him after games or at the Casino Night. He had fun talking to Lauren. Watching her facial expressions, the way she rolled those wide eyes whenever he said something she didn't agree with or the way a small flush would spread across her high cheekbones. 
 
   "He asks question but doesn't listen." Nikolai nudged his shoulder, his laugh echoing in the empty building.
 
   "Sorry. I was—" Kenny snapped his mouth closed. There was no way he was going to tell them he'd been thinking about a woman. "So why is it so quiet in here?"
 
   Nikolai laughed again, the sound bouncing back at the them in the surrounding quiet. "Again, he does not listen."
 
   Randy frowned and Kenny figured they must have already answered the question. "I said: they cancelled the games because of the weather." 
 
   "What weather?"
 
   They stopped by the double glass doors leading out. Randy zipped up his jacket and motioned his head.
 
   "That weather. Apparently it's supposed to turn to all ice, if it hasn't already."
 
   Kenny looked out the doors and muttered to himself. The sky was an angry gray, the perfect backdrop for the sheets of rain coming down in a steady downpour. A gust of wind blew the rain at an angle for a few seconds, cold air blowing in through the crack of the door.
 
   "I didn't think they cancelled games because of weather."
 
   "Every once in a while they do. Especially the younger kids. Why take chances, you know?"
 
   Kenny grunted, his gaze still fixed on the downpour. This is exactly what he got for wearing nothing but a sweatshirt to practice this morning. "And this is supposed to turn to ice?"
 
   "That's what they're saying. Ice, then maybe snow. Or maybe nothing. It's November. For all they know, it could be eighty degrees tomorrow."
 
   Kenny didn't say anything. Tomorrow's weather here wouldn't matter, not when they were leaving for LA right after tonight's game. He pushed through the door, Randy and Nikolai following him, then made a run for his car fifteen feet away. He was soaked through by the time he slammed the door shut, water dripping into his face. He shook it off then started the engine, waiting for the car to warm up.
 
   And grateful this new one had heated seats and steering wheel.
 
   The car had been his only big splurge when he signed the new contract. One and half a million over two years might sound like a lot of money—and yeah, maybe it was—but he wasn't going to be one of those guys who went out and blew the whole thing. There were still too many unknowns with his career. So no, he wasn't going to blow it. Most of his salary was being invested, mostly long term for greater stability down the road. He didn't even buy a house. Hell, he hadn't even completely unpacked everything in his apartment. The spare bedroom still had about a dozen boxes stacked along the wall. 
 
   But he had splurged on the car. Nothing too fancy or extravagant—unless you called heated seats extravagant and he didn't. But it was new, and big enough so he didn't feel cramped inside. That was all he needed.
 
   He turned the wipers on then headed out of the parking, aiming the car for home. The heater was going full blast and the seat was working its heated magic along his back and ass, but he was still chilled. He'd need to change out of his wet clothes and take another shower before grabbing a bite to eat and getting his nap in.
 
   And it looked like Randy was right. The rain was starting to turn to ice. Nothing too bad yet, mostly a mix, but he could see it under the swipe of his wipers, just the barest film starting to build up. 
 
   The light at the corner turned red and he tapped the brakes, testing the road before coming to a stop. At least the roads were still fine. But the weather still completely sucked, especially if you were out walking in it like the solitary figure on the sidewalk next to him. 
 
   Kenny blinked then did a double-take. 
 
   "You have got to be fucking kidding me." He whispered the words in disbelief and blinked again, certain he was seeing things. No, it wasn't his imagination.
 
   The light turned green and he pulled forward, easing the car over to the curb and hitting the button to lower the passenger door window before leaning over to shout.
 
   "Lauren!"
 
    The woman didn't stop and at first he thought maybe he had been mistaken, that it really wasn't Lauren he saw walking along the sidewalk. But no, it was definitely her. Her hair was plastered to her head and neck, the rain turning the dark strands to black. She was wearing a pair of jeans and nothing more than a sweatshirt, both of which were soaked through and clinging to her athletic body. A large bag was slung over her left shoulder, the same bag she had nailed him with the first time he had seen her.
 
   What the hell was she doing, walking in weather like this?
 
   He inched the car forward, stopping at angle before leaning over and calling her name again, louder this time. She must have heard him because she stopped and looked his way, confusion marring her face. Did she recognize him? Maybe not because she just kept walking. But he didn't miss the look of anger on her face, like she wouldn't hesitate to wind up her arm and slug whoever happened to get in her way. 
 
   What the hell was that about? Kenny ignored it, figuring now wasn't the time to ask. He inched the car closer, keeping up with her slow pace. "Lauren!" 
 
   She stopped again, frowning. Then her expression cleared and she blinked, almost like she didn't quite believe she was really seeing him. But she didn't move toward him, just stayed there on the sidewalk with the icy rain pouring down on her. 
 
   Kenny jammed the car into park, remembering to close the window before he jumped out. Icy rain bit into him, stinging his cheeks as he ran around the front of the car and caught up to her on the sidewalk. 
 
   "Lauren. Come on, get into the car. I'll give you a lift." He reached for her bag, saw her wince when she released it. Her hand was white and he couldn't even begin to imagine how cold she must be, completely soaked and freezing. Standing out here much longer couldn't be good for her. "You need to get out of this weather. Let me take you home, we can talk more in the car."
 
   "I can't go home. Lindsay has my car. And my keys. And I have no idea where she is."
 
   Anger surged through him on Lauren's behalf. Did her sister just take her car, or had Lauren loaned it to her? He couldn't imagine why she would, not after what he learned the other night, but he didn't say anything. He bit back the comments he wanted to make and guided Lauren to his car, opening the door for her. Then he moved to the other side and popped the trunk, hurrying around to the back so he could toss her bag in next to his. He hesitated then grabbed the fleece blanket shoved in the corner. It wasn't much, but maybe it would help get her warm a little faster.
 
   "I'm getting your seat all wet."
 
   "If it makes you feel better, so am I." He handed her the blanket, hoping his small smile would help put her at ease. She just sat there, watching him for a few long seconds. Then she took the blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders, using the corner to brush the dripping hair from her face. 
 
   "It's, uh, probably not very clean. I've always kept it in the trunk and—"
 
   "Yeah, I don't think a little dirt or grease is going to make much difference at this point."
 
   "No, guess not." Kenny leaned forward and cranked the heat up as high as it would go, both the interior heat and the seat heat. Then he put the car in gear and moved away from the curb. 
 
   "You can just take me back to my place. In Fell's Point."
 
   "I thought you said you didn't have your keys."
 
   "I don't. I'll just have to call a locksmith or something. Maybe someone from maintenance will be there and can let me in." She shifted, digging behind her for something.
 
   "On a Sunday? In this weather? And what are you going to do, stand outside and wait?"
 
   She pulled a phone from her back pocket and tapped the screen, frowning. "Uh, no. I live in a condo building. Renovated warehouse. I can probably get someone to let me in the lobby. And dammit." She banged the phone screen a few more times, a little harder each time. "Great. My phone's dead."
 
   "Probably got wet."
 
   "You think?" She reached behind her and shoved the phone back in her pocket then pulled the blanket more tightly across her shoulders. Kenny didn't miss the way her hands shook or the slight chattering of her teeth that she tried to hide.
 
   "Do you really think you're going to get anyone to come out on a Sunday? In this weather? It's already starting to freeze." Kenny pointed to the windshield, at the thin layer of ice being pushed away with each swipe of the wipers.
 
   "Then I'll go wait in one of the bars." She looked away, frowning again. "Lindsay has to show up at some point."
 
   "You don't sound too sure about that."
 
   "Hm?" She looked over at him, her frown still in place. A thin trail of water moved from the edge of her hairline down along her temple and cheek and he had the sudden urge to wipe it away. To drag his thumb across her pale skin, to see if it was as smooth as it looked.
 
   Kenny forced his eyes front and made sure he kept both hands on the steering wheel. He had no idea where that last thought came from but the last thing he needed to do was act on it. Especially when Lauren was sitting there shivering and trying so hard to hide it.
 
   Anger pulsed through him, pushing away the cold and blasting him with an unhealthy heat. Why would her sister leave her stranded like this? He didn't know but it left him feeling unsettled. Angry. Off-kilter. A hundred other different things he didn't know how to explain.
 
   "Did your sister take your car, or did you lend it to her?" Kenny hadn't planned on asking, not really. Or at least not until they were both warm and dry. But the more he thought about everything he had been told or overheard on Friday night, the angrier he got. A quick sideways glance let him know that Lauren wasn't too happy either. But was she upset with him for asking? Or with her sister? 
 
   She chewed on her lower lip, hard enough he was surprised she didn't draw blood. Her hands fisted around the edges of the fleece blanket and for a minute, Kenny half-expected her to start swinging. He wasn't sure what he would do if she did that because he was pretty certain a punch from the woman next to him would be fairly solid.
 
   Then she just…deflated. He didn't have any other word for it. One second she looked like she was ready to take someone down and the next she just fell back against the seat, looking as boneless and empty as one of his niece's pool toys when she pulled the plug and let the air out of it.
 
   "Both. She was just supposed to run a quick errand after she dropped me off then come right back but she never showed back up. And I have no way of calling her."
 
   The admission surprised him because he didn't think Lauren would actually trust her sister with anything, not after what she'd done with her credit card. But it wasn't his place to judge her decisions. Hell, he might have done the same thing in her place. 
 
   Except he could trust his sister. That made a big difference. "Why would she just disappear like that?"
 
   "I don't know. I don't why Lindsay does half the stuff she does anymore." Her jaw clenched again, some of her anger returning. "But I intend to find out as soon as she gets home. And speaking of home, you should have turned back there."
 
   "Lauren, I am not letting you wait outside in this weather. Or in a bar. Let me take you back to my place. You can throw your clothes in the dryer and have a bite to eat. Maybe we can dry your phone out or something."
 
   "I couldn't. That's just…no, I couldn't."
 
   "And I can't just drop you off, not knowing if you're going to be stuck for however long."
 
   "But I'd be imposing—"
 
   "No, you won't. I have to make myself something to eat anyway, it's not a big deal. And after that, you'll have the whole place to yourself while I take a nap before the game."
 
   "You guys really do that?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Take pre-game naps. I always thought that was one of those urban legends or something."
 
   "Yeah, we really do. Most of the time, anyway. It helps to recharge and get ready for the game. It's not always as easy on the road, at least not for me, not when we go to the west coast to play like we're doing next week. But yeah, I usually do."
 
   Lauren nodded but didn't say anything, just huddled deeper in the seat, her teeth still chattering. The rest of the drive took place in silence, which wasn't that big of a deal because it was a short drive. And Kenny didn't want to push, not when he could tell she was deep in thought, worrying about something.
 
   He pulled the car into the garage then went down to his spot on the second level. He grabbed Lauren's gear bag from the trunk then guided her over to the elevator. She was still shivering, chills racking her body even though she tried to hide it by pulling the blanket tight around her.
 
   "You need to get out of those clothes, get warm."
 
   Lauren glanced at him, a small smile on her face. "Please tell me that line doesn't usually work for you."
 
   It took a few seconds for the meaning of her words to register. Heat seared his face and he looked away, embarrassed. "That's not—I didn't mean—" He stopped and cleared his throat. "That's not what I meant."
 
   "Relax, I was only teasing. I have a warped sense of humor." She sighed, the sound tired and almost sad, then leaned against the wall of the elevator. "Just one more thing that makes me a freak."
 
   "You're not a freak. Why in the hell would you even say something like that?" The words came out harsher than he intended, making him wince. He didn't understand the anger that pulsed through him when he heard her say that, only knew that nothing could be further from the truth. 
 
   "Sorry. I'm not usually like this. I guess—" Lauren cut herself off when the elevator stopped at his floor and the doors opened. She tossed another look at him, one he couldn't read, then stepped off the elevator in front of him. He led her down the hall, thumbing through his keys to find the right one before unlocking the door.
 
   He motioned her in front of him, stepping out of the way so she could enter first. Then he looked around, trying to see the apartment from her eyes. 
 
   The small entranceway opened into the living room. An overstuffed sofa, loveseat, and recliner were arranged around the large television mounted on the wall. A wood coffee table sat in the middle, several magazines scattered on the surface next to the remote, along with the half-filled mug of coffee he had left there this morning. The small dining room sat just beyond the living room, with the kitchen accessed directly across from that and separated by a pass-through window that doubled as a small eating bar. A hallway ran down the middle, leading to the two bedrooms and bath. 
 
   It wasn't much but it was home. For now, anyway.
 
   Kenny dropped her bag to the floor and walked over to the table, stopping to turn on the light before grabbing the dirty mug and carrying it into the kitchen. Lauren followed him, still huddled in the blanket, her gaze scanning everything around her.
 
   "Nice place."
 
   "It's not too bad. A place to eat, sleep, and sh—uh, chill."
 
   Lauren laughed, no doubt knowing exactly what he was going to say. "And you're not a slob. That's a good thing."
 
   Kenny almost laughed. "I try not to be. Although honestly, I'm not really home that much to make a mess." He finished rinsing out the mug then placed it on the drying mat. "The laundry closet is next to the bathroom. Did you have a change of clothes or something in your bag?"
 
   "Nope. Just my zebra costume."
 
   "Then you can borrow some sweatpants and a t-shirt until your clothes are dried." He opened up the pantry and dug through some of the shelves, finally finding a bag of rice. He grabbed a plastic storage bag then moved to the counter, glancing at her over his shoulder. "But first, give me your phone, let's see if we can get it dried out."
 
   "You really think that's going to work?" She dug into her back pocket and pulled her phone out.
 
   "It's worth a try at least." He tossed the phone into the bag of rice and zipped it closed, shaking it around until the phone was completely covered. "I just don't know how long it's supposed to take."
 
   "I think I heard twenty-four hours. I think. I never paid that much attention."
 
   "Yeah, me neither." He grinned then sat the bag on the counter before turning around. "Now let's get some dry clothes for you." 
 
   He tried to step around her but the doorway was too narrow for both of them and he ended up brushing against her instead. Awareness surged through him, sudden and intense, startling him. Or maybe not so startling. He was attracted to her, had been since that first morning at the rink. That didn't mean he was going to act on it. Not here. Definitely not now, when she was soaked through and probably turning blue underneath that ragged fleece blanket and her wet clothes.
 
   But damn. He didn't think he was the only who noticed it, not when her eyes widened just a fraction, not when he heard the sharp intake of her breath. All he had to do was lean forward just the tiniest bit and press his lips against hers. Her mouth was right there, the perfect height for him, just waiting to be kissed. It would be so easy, so tempting—
 
   And so insanely stupid. 
 
   He cleared his throat and looked away, moving past her, down the hall to his room and away from temptation. Except the king size bed was another temptation and he had the sudden image of her body stretched out underneath his, her long legs wrapped high around his waist as he plunged into her, over and over.
 
   Shit. If he kept this up, he'd need to change into a pair of running shorts and go jogging out in the freezing rain just to cool himself off. And even that might not help.
 
   He dug through his dresser, finding a pair of thick sweatpants before moving to the closet for a shirt. He grabbed a long-sleeve tee emblazoned with the logo of his minor-league team, the York Bombers. The clothes would be too big for her, but at least they'd keep her warm.
 
   "Here, you can wear these." He handed her the clothes then pointed to the bathroom. "Now go soak under a hot shower to get warm."
 
   "I don't need—"
 
   "Lauren, you're turning blue. Now go get in the shower and warm up while I fix us something to eat."
 
   "You're the one who has a game tonight. You should be the one getting warm, not me."
 
   "I'm plenty warm. Now go." He pointed to the bathroom again, refusing to back down. She must have seen something in his face letting her know he was serious because she rolled her eyes and moved past him down the hall, muttering to herself. 
 
   Kenny closed his eyes and took a deep breath, telling himself to go change and fix lunch. And not to think about Lauren standing in his shower, completely naked as water streamed over her lithe body.
 
   No, he definitely hadn't lied to her when he told her he was plenty warm enough.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Lauren stood in front of the mirror and finger-combed her hair into something that didn't quite resemble a frightened porcupine. But she could only do so much without a hair dryer or hair cream. Or even a decent brush. Kenny didn't have any of those things. She had looked, even though she felt like she was snooping. Just her luck, his medicine cabinet was filled with typical guy stuff: several combs, shaving gel, razor and blades, aftershave and moisturizer. Toothpaste and a new toothbrush, still in its package. 
 
   An unopened box of condoms.
 
   Lauren pretended not to see them, not quite understanding the mixed emotions that went through her when she saw them. Excitement and jealousy. What a totally useless combination that was.
 
   She'd used some of the moisturizer, figuring it wouldn't hurt since she already smelled like a guy after using the shower gel and shampoo. 
 
   No, not just like a guy. Like Kenny. And God help her but that thought was more exciting than it should be. Especially after that little encounter in the kitchen. She didn't think he brushed by her on purpose. In fact, she was certain of it. But there was no doubt he had felt the same thing she had when their bodies touched. Heat. Awareness. Excitement. 
 
   Yes, she was attracted to him. She'd have to be blind not to be. But she'd never considered something coming out of it. He was a professional athlete, for crying out loud. There was nothing about her that would make her stand out, that would capture his attention or make him interested in her. He probably had hundreds of women throwing themselves at him on a nightly basis. 
 
   Yeah. Just like her sister.
 
   A spurt of anger seized her, threatening to grow and consume her. Lauren pushed it away. She didn't want to think of Lindsay right now, not after the stunt she pulled this morning after dropping her off at the rink. Lauren still had no idea where she disappeared to, didn't know why she had never come back to pick her up. Lauren had been at the rink for less than fifteen minutes when she got the text that the games were cancelled for the day because of the weather. Lindsay was supposed to be back in thirty minutes so it shouldn't have been a problem. 
 
   Lauren should have never let her use the car. Dammit, she should have known better. Especially after the credit card fiasco. After learning about Lindsay's lie about Casino Night. 
 
   Thinking about everything only angered her even more. And yes, she believed Kenny. His disbelief and anger Friday night had been too real. And he had no reason to lie about it. Lindsay, on the other hand…sometimes Lauren wondered if her sister didn't know anything except how to lie. The question was: why? She'd obviously gone somewhere with someone, so why lie about it?
 
   Just one more question she had for her sister the next time she saw her. 
 
   Lauren spread a dab of toothpaste on her finger and rubbed it around her mouth, wishing she had thought to throw the small shower kit into her bag this morning. Nothing she could do about it now, though.
 
   She washed her hand off and rinsed her mouth, then gathered up her wet clothes and the towel and washcloth she had used. The smell of something cooking greeted her as soon as she opened the door and she inhaled, suddenly hungry. And of course her stomach chose that moment to rumble, agreeing with her. At least Kenny wasn't nearby to hear it.
 
   "Perfect timing. Lunch will be ready in a few minutes. You can just throw your clothes in the washing machine and turn it on, it's all set to go." Lauren heard his voice but couldn't see him, and she figured he must be in the kitchen, cooking. Yeah, didn't take a genius to figure that out.
 
   She stopped in front of the opened laundry closet, staring into the washing machine. Kenny must have changed and put his own wet clothes in there already. She hesitated, wondering why she felt this sudden sense of intimacy. Ridiculous. They were just wet clothes. Washing their clothes together didn't mean anything except that she was being uncharacteristically silly. She tossed her stuff on top of his and closed the lid then turned the machine on.
 
   Kenny walked into the dining room, carrying two plates. He stopped and looked over at her, his gaze travelling down the length of her body before he looked away. Was it her imagination, or was he blushing?
 
   Lauren glanced down at herself then pulled at the t-shirt. The front was just a little damp from holding the wet clothes in front of her, the material clinging just enough to make it obvious she wasn't wearing a bra.
 
   "Ready to eat?" Kenny motioned for her to sit then disappeared back into the kitchen, coming out with two glasses of milk and placing one next to each plate.
 
   Lauren took a seat the offered him a smile. "You're not a slob and you can cook. I think I'm impressed."
 
   "Yeah, well. It doesn't take gourmet talent to open a can of soup or fix a grilled cheese sandwich." 
 
   Lauren picked up the sandwich and took a bite, enjoying the taste of the gooey cheese. "You obviously don't know my brother. He can grill a mean steak but put him in front of the stove and forget it. You're taking your life into your own hands."
 
   Kenny laughed and took a bite of his own sandwich, chasing it down with a swallow of milk. He dabbed his mouth with a napkin then looked over at her. "So is it just the three of you? Any other siblings?"
 
   "Two of them aren't enough? Nope. Just Dale and Lindsay. Dale is twenty-eight, two years older than me. And Lindsay is twenty-one going on forty and thinks she knows everything."
 
   "Has she always been—" Kenny stopped and looked away. "Sorry. I didn't mean to say anything."
 
   Had he noticed her slight stiffening? Maybe, maybe not. She shook her head and waved away his apology. "Don't worry about it. Lindsay has always done her own thing. The recklessness didn't really start until her last year in high school, though. It's only gotten worse since then. I had hoped she'd snap out of it when she moved in with me but—" Lauren paused, merely shrugging her shoulders because she didn't know what else to say. And she didn't really feel like talking about her sister, anyway. She needed time to process her anger, her disappointment. Mostly her anger. 
 
   Kenny must have sensed that because he nudged her bare foot with his own under the table. A tingle of awareness shot through her at the contact and she looked up, surprised. "So it's the three of you then. How about your parents?"
 
   "Mom and Dad are happily retired and enjoying it. They sold the house last year and bought a small condo north of Cockeysville. And an RV." Lauren took a sip of milk, a smile on her face. She still couldn't believe they had done it. It shouldn't surprise her though, not when they had talked about doing just that for years. "I think they're somewhere south of here. Or west. Florida, Texas. Who knows?"
 
   "So they're living in the RV?"
 
   "Yes and no. I think they're giving this a try for now and if it doesn't work out they'll move into the condo full-time. But for right now, they're enjoying the travelling."
 
   "Well good for them."
 
   Lauren nodded her agreement then turned her attention back to the sandwich. They ate in silence for the next few minutes, simply enjoying the meal. Kenny finished before her then leaned back in his chair, a small grin teasing the corners of his mouth as he watched her. Lauren paused, the last bite of her sandwich raised to her mouth, and tilted her head. "What?"
 
   Kenny chuckled and shook his head. "Nothing."
 
   "So you stare at me and then laugh and then tell me nothing. And you expect me to believe that?" She popped the bite into her mouth and chewed, her eyes never leaving his.
 
   "Honestly, it's nothing. I just thought…well, you look kind of cute, sitting over there with your hair all mussed up."
 
   "Oh great. Just what every woman wants to hear." She ran her hands over her hair, wincing when she felt it sticking up here and there. She tried to smooth it down then gave up, knowing there was nothing she could do about it.
 
   "Sorry. I meant it as a compliment, really."
 
   "If you say so."
 
   "I did."
 
   "Hm." She raised her brows, surprised to see his face turn pink. The sight made her laugh. Just the idea of a big bad hockey player—a defenseman, no less—sitting across from her, blushing, was enough to keep a smile on her face.
 
   "So why were you at the rink this morning? Didn't they let you know the games were cancelled?"
 
   "Yeah, but I was already there when I got the text. I didn't think it would be an issue because Lindsay was only supposed to be gone for a half hour. Only she never showed back up."
 
   "So you were going to walk home? And then do what? You said you didn't have your keys."
 
   "Wait, just like I said."
 
   He frowned, obviously not liking the answer.
 
   "It wouldn't have been a big deal. Honest. I'm a big girl, I can take care of myself."
 
   "That's not the point. I just don't think it's right. I would never dream of doing that to my sister." He paused, a quick smile flashing across his face. "She would kick my ass."
 
   Lauren laughed, some of the tension that had been knotting her neck and shoulders drifting away. He had a nice laugh, deep and mellow. Warm and comforting. The corners of his eyes crinkled just the smallest bit, a sign that he wasn't afraid to laugh or smile. And his smile was just this side of crooked, somehow looking charming and devilish at the same time, like he was one step away from being up to no good. 
 
   And this was no good. She didn't need to be sitting here, cataloguing each charming trait like she was trying to memorize them. If she kept this up, she'd convince herself that there was more to him than there really was. That she liked him more than she should.
 
   No, if she kept this up, she really would like him more than she should. She couldn't let herself fall into that trap.
 
   Lauren stood and grabbed her empty plate, reaching across the table for Kenny's. He put a hand on her arm, stopping her.
 
   "I'll do that."
 
   "No, I've got it. That's the least I can do. You should go back for your nap."
 
   He hesitated and she wondered if he was going to argue. But he must have seen the determination in her eyes and decided against it because he finally released her arm and pushed away from the table.
 
   "Um, just help yourself if you need anything. There's more food in the fridge. If you get tired, you can use the other, uh, bedroom. Just ignore the boxes along the wall and—"
 
   "Kenny, I'll be fine. But thank you. I'm just going to clean up and then I'll probably just read or watch television or something."
 
   "Are you sure? I feel bad—"
 
   "Don't." She nudged him then motioned to the hallway with a nod of her head. "Go. Take a nap. I'll be fine."
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "Positive. You're the one who has to work in a few hours, not me. Now go." 
 
   But he just stood there, indecision written all over his face. And Lauren realized that he really did feel bad, that he probably felt obligated to play host when he should be preparing for tonight's game. She rolled her eyes and nudged him again. 
 
   "Either you go back and take a nap, or I'm walking home so you don't have to worry about me."
 
   "You would, wouldn't you?"
 
   "In a heartbeat."
 
   "Fine. But if you need anything, just wake me up."
 
   That would never happen. Just the idea of going back to his room, of seeing him sleeping, was enough to send her insides into a tailspin. She didn't want to think of what she might be tempted to do if she actually saw him spread across a bed. But she merely nodded her agreement and walked into the kitchen, figuring he would keep standing there talking if she was still there. Sure enough, a minute later she heard his footsteps moving down the hall, heard his door swing closed. But she didn't hear the sound of the knob clicking and knew that if she looked, she'd see that the door was probably cracked open.
 
   Just in case she needed something.
 
   Yeah, she needed something alright. What she needed was her head examined.
 
   She finished cleaning up then moved to the living room, grabbing a magazine and stretching out on the sofa. There was a soft throw blanket draped over the edge and she pulled it down, tossing it over legs.
 
   But she didn't read the magazine, not at first. She looked around the room, taking everything in, trying to learn more about the man sleeping down the hall just from his surroundings.
 
   He didn't live like she had imagined a hockey player to live. Or any professional athlete, actually. The Mercedes sedan he drove was a little pricey but not what she'd call flashy or extravagant. The apartment was nice, located in an upper scale neighborhood close to the Inner Harbor but again, not over-the-top. It was a simple two bedroom, nothing fancy. In fact, when she thought about it, her own condo was probably a little bigger, with a more open floor plan.
 
   The furniture was nice, overstuffed and comfortable. Not exactly new, maybe a year or two. Minimal decorations, just a few knick-knacks here and there, most of them hockey-related. Definitely the apartment of a single man.
 
   An average single guy.
 
   Except Kenny Haskell was anything but average. 
 
   And she was only going to succeed in driving herself crazy if she kept thinking about him. If she kept picturing him back in the bedroom, wondering what he slept in. Was he still wearing the sweatpants and worn t-shirt he had changed into? Or had he taken the shirt off? Or the sweatpants? Or both?
 
   And yeah, she definitely needed to stop thinking about it. 
 
   She shifted on the sofa and flipped open the magazine, determined to push images of Kenny Haskell from her mind and lose herself in the articles. She must have done just that because she started awake sometime later with a dizzying sense of disorientation, the feeling that something wasn't quite right. She pushed up on her elbows and looked around, the surroundings only vaguely familiar in the foggy sleep daze that still gripped her.
 
   "I didn't mean to scare you. Sorry."
 
   Lauren looked to her left and blinked at the man leaning over the back of the sofa, a grin on his face. She blinked again and everything clicked into place.
 
   The morning games being cancelled. 
 
   Walking home because her sister disappeared with her car.
 
   Kenny picking her up and bringing her back to his place. Fixing her lunch then taking a nap.
 
   Lauren sat up and swung her legs to the side, scrubbing her hands across her face. Apparently Kenny wasn't the only one who had taken a nap. The only difference was he looked fresh, recharged, ready to go. 
 
   And she felt like she was still struggling against the thick cotton in her head, trying to get her bearings straight when all she wanted to do was close her eyes and go back to sleep.
 
   "What time is it?"
 
   "A little after four. Here, drink this." He passed something over her shoulder, something cool. Lauren turned her head and blinked again, the bottle of water finally coming into focus. She took it, mumbling her thanks as she twisted off the plastic cap and took several long swallows.
 
   Kenny moved to the front of the sofa and sat down on the edge, sitting sideways so he could watch her. He was dressed in a suit, a charcoal gray with the faintest of pinstripes with a crisp white shirt and a dark patterned tie. He looked so different from earlier, when he'd been in nothing but sweatpants and a worn t-shirt. He seemed more approachable then. More…real. Just an average guy. Now he looked—she wasn't sure. Dashing and attractive, definitely. But something else as well. Not professional. He didn't have that polished veneer she so often associated with most men in suits. Her hazy mind struggled to find the right words, failing to come up with anything that would fit other than 'off-limits', and she wasn't sure why those were the words that came to mind.
 
   She felt the heat from his leg against her thigh, even though he wasn't touching her. The thought that she should probably move away from him crossed her mind and she pushed it away. It was a silly thought, brought on by the remnants of whatever dream she must have been having along with her struggle to figure out how to describe him.
 
   Or maybe she just needed some more sleep.
 
   "I wasn't going to wake you up but I wasn't sure if you'd feel like you had to leave if I wasn't here."
 
   "Hm. Probably." She took another long swallow of the water then ran a hand through her hair. She could feel it sticking up on one side—and smashed against her head on the other. Lauren grimaced then heard Kenny chuckle, the sound entirely too warm and inviting in her current state of mind. 
 
   "Yeah, you have bedhead."
 
   "Great."
 
   "Don't worry, you still look cute."
 
   She nearly choked on the water, coming close to spitting it all over the place. And wouldn't that just be perfect? Bedhead and water shooting out of her nose. What a lovely combination.
 
   Kenny chuckled again then stood and made his way to the small dining area. Lauren noticed the bag on the table, nothing more than a large overnight duffle, a garment bag draped over it.  
 
   She stood up, quickly folding the blanket and placing it over the back of the sofa. "Let me grab my stuff—"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "So you can drop me off." Drop her off where, she had no idea. The arena, probably, since that was closer than her condo. She'd just have to call Dale to come pick her up. Scratch that. Dale was working. It didn't matter, she'd think of something.
 
   "Lauren, I didn't wake you up to kick you out. Stay here until you get in touch with your sister."
 
   "But—"
 
   "No buts. Seriously, just stay here." He grabbed the duffel and garment bag then made his way back to the sofa, his dark eyes focused on her with an intensity she didn't understand.
 
   "I left my cell number next to the phone. Just call me to let me know what's going on so I don't worry."
 
   "Kenny—"
 
   "I'll check after the game and if I don't have any messages from you by then, I'll call here. So if the phone rings, don't be afraid to answer it."
 
   "Your phone?"
 
   "Of course my phone. I doubt if yours will be working by then."
 
   "I can't just stay here."
 
   "Yes you can. It's not like I'm going to be here. And it's not like you can walk anywhere, not in this weather. Okay?"
 
   "But—"
 
   "I have to get going. There's plenty of food in the fridge, and you know where everything else is. Make yourself at home." He nodded, like he was reiterating his point, then moved to the door. "And if you need to spend the night, just use my bed. It'll be more comfortable."
 
   "Kenny, I am not—"
 
   Her mouth snapped closed when he advanced on her, an expression of steely determination on his face.
 
   "Are you always so damn stubborn?"
 
   She lifted her chin a notch and narrowed her eyes. "Yes."
 
   Lauren didn't see it coming, had no way to prepare for it. Kenny stepped closer and cupped her chin in his large hand then pressed his mouth against hers. She gasped, completely off-guard and unable to move when he deepened the kiss and swept his tongue inside. He tasted like mint and spice. Warm, heady. Dangerous and determined. She moaned again and leaned closer, reaching for him, but he stepped away. A grin teased his moist lips but it was the look in his eyes that sent shivers dancing along her skin. Need. Desire.
 
   "I like the idea of you in my bed. I'll call you later." He pressed another kiss against her mouth, this one just a quick peck, then turned and walked out the door.
 
   Lauren stood there for a few minutes, maybe longer. She couldn't move, was too stunned to do anything except stare at the closed door.
 
   "I am in so much trouble."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   "Tell me again where you are."
 
   Lauren let out a heavy sigh and rested her head against her knees. "I already told you."
 
   "So you're at some guy's house that you don't really know because your sister took off with your car. Because you were stupid enough to let her use it even after the stunt she pulled last week."
 
   "She's your sister, too. And I don't need a lecture again."
 
   Her brother's short laugh sounded too loud, his irritation clear even through the phone. "You need to stop feeling sorry for her. She's using you."
 
   "Dale, not now, okay? I don't need to hear it. Now can you pick me up in the morning or not?"
 
   "Yeah, I'll pick you up after I get relieved. Just text me the address."
 
   "I can't. My phone's shot, remember?" She glanced in the direction of the kitchen, visualizing her phone sitting in a bag of rice on the counter. Lauren had checked it fifteen minutes ago, just before calling her brother, and it was still dead. 
 
   "Fine, let me grab a piece of paper." There was shuffling in the background, the faint noise of a squawking radio and other voices, louder then drifting off. "Okay, what's the address?"
 
   Lauren opened her mouth to tell him, then just as quickly closed it. She didn't know the address. At least, not the building number. Not even the apartment number. She hadn't been paying attention. "Uh, I'll just meet you on the corner. At Charles and Lombard."
 
   Silence greeted her, followed by an exasperated sigh. "You don't know where you are."
 
   It was a statement, not a question. Lauren rolled her eyes and glanced at the television, frowning as the analysts discussed tonight's game and tried to explain the Banners' loss to Tampa. She reached for the remote and turned it off.
 
   "I know where I am. I just don't know the building number."
 
   "For shit's sake, Lauren. What would you do if you needed to call for help? How would you be able to tell anyone where you're at?"
 
   "You know, you should have been a cop instead of a fireman. You're too suspicious. Besides, I know they can trace the call. And there's nothing to worry about anyway."
 
   "You don't know that. For all you know, this guy could be a serial killer."
 
   "Really? Do you ever stop to listen to yourself? Dale, he's a hockey player. A defenseman for the Banners. You had no problem with him Friday night when you met him and I really don't think he's a serial kisser." Lauren winced, wondering how she could have slipped up so bad. She only hoped her brother didn't notice.
 
   "A what?"
 
   "A serial killer."
 
   "That's not what you said."
 
   "Yes it is." Damn Dale. Did he miss nothing?
 
   "No, it's not. You said kisser. Is there something else I need to be worried about now?"
 
   "So have you talked to Tammy lately?"
 
   Silence greeted her, just like she knew it would. Tammy was her brother's ex-girlfriend, a vapid self-centered woman that Lauren had disliked from the very beginning. It had taken four months before her brother came to his senses and broke things off with her, but apparently it hadn't been a clean break.
 
   "I'm not in the mood, Lauren. We've been running our asses off all night and I'm tired so let it go."
 
   "Sorry." And she was. She knew it was a sore subject with him but she didn't need him prying into things that weren't his business.
 
   "So about this guy…"
 
   Lauren rolled her eyes, knowing her brother knew exactly what she was doing. "We can talk tomorrow."
 
   "Hm. Is this his number? The one that showed up on my cell?"
 
   "Yup."
 
   "Alright. I'll call you in the morning before I get there so you can meet me." An alarm sounded in the background, loud and shrill. "I have to run, we got another call. I'll see you in the morning."
 
   He ended the call before she could say anything, which was probably a good thing because there was no doubt in her mind he'd start grilling her again. She shouldn't be surprised. Dale was her big brother, that's what he did. And it was better than getting into a discussion about their sister. A hundred times better. But Lauren knew that discussion was coming, too. She'd blown him off Friday night, refusing to get into it with him, refusing to talk about Lindsay and everything she'd done. She knew she wasn't going to be so lucky in the morning when Dale picked her up, not this time. Yes, they needed to have the discussion. Yes, it was time she did something.
 
   That didn't mean she wanted to think about it, let alone admit it.
 
   The phone rang, startling her enough that she nearly dropped it. She took a deep breath, let it ring one more time, then answered it.
 
   "I guess that means you haven't heard from your sister yet." Kenny's voice was warm and soft and entirely too welcome, despite the irritation that edged it.
 
   "Uh, no. Not a word."
 
   "Does she do that a lot? Just take off without worrying about anyone else?"
 
   Lauren leaned forward and pinched the bridge of her nose. This was the conversation she had been expecting to have with her brother, not with Kenny. And if Dale had said the same thing, she would have responded with something short and sarcastic, telling him she didn't want to talk about it.
 
   She couldn't do that with Kenny, though. For one thing, she detected more curiosity than censure in his voice. Yes, there was an underlying irritation there as well. But she got the impression it was more irritation on her behalf instead of directed toward Lindsay.
 
   No, maybe that didn't make sense. And maybe it ended up being the same thing when you got right down to it. But for some reason she was more willing to discuss it with Kenny than her brother. At least for now.
 
   "More than she should, yeah." Lauren waited for his comment but all she heard was silence, broken only by whatever background noise was echoing around him. Deep voices, laughter. Someone shouting. "Where are you?"
 
   "In the locker room, getting ready to head out to the bus to the airport."
 
   "You didn't have to call, you know."
 
   "Yeah I did. I would have worried if I hadn't. Are you staying there tonight?"
 
   "Yeah. My brother's picking me up in the morning."
 
   "And your phone?"
 
   "I'll be making funeral arrangements for it tomorrow, I'm sure."
 
   Kenny laughed, the sound wrapping around her, warming her. She rolled her eyes, mostly at herself since nobody else was there to see her.
 
   Because yeah, she was definitely in trouble.
 
   "Did you watch the game?"
 
   "Yeah. Tough loss. You lucked out, though."
 
   "Lucked out?"
 
   "Yeah. For that hit in the third. I would've given you five minutes."
 
   "It was a clean hit."
 
   Lauren laughed then curled her legs under her. "Not even close."
 
   "Then I would have argued with you."
 
   "And I would have tossed your ass."
 
   "Wouldn't be the first time, would it?"
 
   This time it was Lauren who laughed, remembering the youth hockey game where she had done just that. "No, it wouldn't."
 
   She heard a muffled scratching noise, like Kenny was covering his phone, then the muted rumble of his voice. A few seconds went by before he spoke again. "I need to get going in a few minutes, we're getting ready to leave."
 
   "Have a safe trip. Bring back some of that warm west coast weather, okay?"
 
   "Yeah, I'll try." He cleared his throat then lowered his voice. "I, uh, I didn't mean to surprise you earlier. When I left, I mean."
 
   She knew exactly what he meant. In fact, she'd been doing her best to not remember. Not because she hadn't enjoyed it but because she was driving herself crazy every time she thought about it. It was only a kiss. Not even a full-blown, toe-curling, stomach-dropping kiss.
 
   Yeah, sure it wasn't. That's why her lips tingled and her stomach dipped every time she thought about it.
 
   "Uh oh. Silence. That's not good."
 
   "No. No, it's good. I was just—" She cleared her throat. "Maybe you caught me a little off guard."
 
   "You okay with it?"
 
   Was she okay with it? What kind of question was that? Was she okay with him kissing her? Okay with him surprising her like that? Okay with what, exactly? Lauren finally laughed, the sound too breathy, too low. 
 
   "I don't know. You might have to try again so I can decide."
 
   "I think I can make that happen." There was a muffled sound again, followed by some shouting. "I have to run. I'll call you later."
 
   "Sounds good." And oh God, could she sound any lamer?
 
   "Lauren?"
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Sweet dreams."
 
   She was still trying to figure out how to respond when he disconnected the call. She stared at the phone for a few seconds then leaned over and placed it on the coffee table.
 
   Sweet dreams? Lauren was certain she'd be having dreams tonight. She just wasn't sure anyone would be able to call them sweet.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   "Why do you keep looking at your watch? You act like you have someplace you need to be."
 
   Kenny glanced at Harland then frowned—and not just because Harland had actually noticed him checking the time. His teammate had been annoying the hell out of him all week. Asking stupid questions. Making stupid comments.
 
   Who are you talking to?
 
   Why are you checking your phone?
 
   Why are you smiling like that?
 
   Kenny didn't think he would have been quite so annoyed if the Banners had played a little better than they had. The trip out west had resulted in two losses, one win, and one overtime tie—not exactly what any of them had hoped for. This afternoon's game had been especially brutal, their hard-fought win coming at a physical cost nobody had expected. Alec Kolchak, the team's goalie, had taken a hard hit that ended with him leaving in the middle of the second period with a knee injury. 
 
   The Vancouver player had been given a shitty two-minute penalty, that was it. Kenny took care of that in the third period, making sure the asshole got the message to leave their goalie alone. Yes, he'd been ejected from the game but it had been worth it, worth seeing the small nod from both Coach LeBlanc and Coach Reyes as he made his way to the tunnel with blood pouring from his broken nose and his left eye already starting to swell.
 
   He took satisfaction in knowing the other guy looked worse.
 
   So yeah, his mood wasn't the greatest and Harland wasn't helping any. He was tired, sore, and his fucking face was throbbing in places he didn't even know could throb. The only thing that was keeping him from turning in his seat and throttling Harland was the fact that he'd be able to talk to Lauren tonight when he got home without worrying about waking her up.
 
   Maybe.
 
   He glanced at his watch again then cursed under his breath when he realized it was later than he thought. By the time they landed and he grabbed his gear and got home, it would definitely be too late to call.
 
   Or maybe too early. If he managed to keep his sorry ass awake for an hour when he got home, he might be able to call her and say good morning. 
 
   Maybe. If she happened to be an early riser.
 
   He closed his eyes and rested his head against the seat, weighing the odds of staying awake long enough to call her at a reasonable hour. What time did she usually get up for work? He knew Lauren was an early riser on the weekends. She had to be for the early games she refereed. He didn't have a clue about during the week, though. He'd never thought to ask during their phone calls this past week.
 
   Calls he hadn't expected to really make. Calls he hadn't expected to enjoy as much as he did.
 
   Lauren wasn't what he expected, not after that first encounter at the rink more than a month ago. She was funny, sarcastic, not afraid to speak her mind. And she didn't try to stroke his ego, either. In fact, she was just as likely to give him hell about a play as she was to compliment him. A smile tugged at his mouth and he fought it, figuring Harland might see and question him again. And he wasn't about to tell Harland that he was smiling because Lauren tended to call him by his last name whenever she was giving him hell about a play she saw as questionable.
 
   Which meant she was only calling him by his first name about half the time. Thank God the coaching staff didn't have the problems she did with some of his playing. If they did, there was no doubt in his mind that he'd back in York, playing in the minors for the Bombers instead of the Banners.
 
   A tiny prickle of doubt crept into his mind and he pushed it away, cursing himself for letting it back in to begin with. They may not have won every road game this past trip but his play had been solid enough that Sonny moved him up to the second line and increased his ice time. If Kenny wanted to stay there, he needed to focus on his game instead of doubting his ability.
 
   Harland nudged him in the side, completely oblivious to the fact that he wanted to be left alone.
 
   "What are you doing today?"
 
   Kenny scowled at him but he didn't even notice. "Sleeping. Why?"
 
   "Just wondering if you wanted to grab lunch later."
 
   "Hell no. I'm not doing anything today except sleeping and getting friendly with some ice."
 
   Harland laughed, the sound too loud. "Yeah, only you would think it was fine to get friendly with some ice. You should come out with me later tonight. I'm meeting up with a girl, I'm sure she could find a friend for you."
 
   "Not interested." Unless it was Lauren, of course. And no way in hell was he going to tell Harland that. A sudden thought came to him and he turned in his seat, frowning. "Which girl? It's not the one you left the Casino Night with, is it?"
 
   Harland finally looked at him, frowning. "I didn't leave with anyone that night."
 
   "Yeah you did. The short blonde? The one who was hanging all over you?"
 
   "No way. Not me."
 
   "Bullshit."
 
   "No bullshit. Yeah, she was hanging all over me but I didn't leave with her."
 
   Kenny studied him for a long minute. Lowered brows, clenched jaw…and only a hint of confusion in his light eyes. Why would Harland lie about leaving with Lauren's sister? Especially since he bragged about everyone else. He wouldn't, not for any reason that Kenny could think of. 
 
   "You really didn't leave with her?"
 
   "Really, man. There was something—I don't know—off about her. Or something. Besides, she was too wasted for me. I'm not taking those kinds of chances. I'm not that desperate. Or that big of a dick."
 
   "So you really didn't leave with her?"
 
   "No, man, I didn't. How many times do I have to tell you that? And why all the questions, anyway? You know her or something?"
 
   "No." Kenny shook his head then turned back in his seat. "No, I don't know her."
 
   But he knew Lauren. And he knew Lauren had said that her sister claimed to have gone home with him that night. So where in the hell had she really gone, and why the hell was she lying about it?
 
   Had Lauren ever questioned her sister? Kenny hadn't thought to ask. In fact, Kenny had done his best to put the whole thing out of his mind since he'd learned about it last weekend during the bowling party. He didn't want to think about it, didn't care anything about the sister. He didn't have to know her to realize she was nothing but trouble and that Lauren's brother was right: she was immature, irresponsible, and doing nothing but using Lauren. 
 
   So why the hell was he thinking about it now?
 
   Hell if he knew. Maybe he was just too tired, too beat up, to keep his mind focused on any one thing right now. That was as good an explanation as any. 
 
   He closed his eyes and settled back in the seat, forcing his body to relax and his mind to empty until they finally landed. The only thing he really succeeded in doing was making himself more tired, so that by the time he finally walked through the door of his apartment a little more than two hours later, the only thing he was ready to do was fall face-first onto his bed.
 
   But he couldn't do that, not yet. First, he'd only cause his face to hurt worse if he did. Second, he wanted a cold shower and a cup of coffee, just enough to brush the cobwebs from his mind so he could stay up long enough to maybe call Lauren without waking her up.
 
   He had just gotten out of the shower and managed to wrap a towel around his waist when he heard his phone beeping in the other room, signaling a text message. He grabbed another towel and ran it over his hair as he walked out of the bathroom.
 
   A grin tugged at his mouth as he read the unexpected message. 
 
   How's the face?
 
   I'll survive. He paused, his grin growing wider as he typed a second line. Want to come kiss it and make it better?
 
   Silence. No response at all, just the sight of his screen going dark.
 
   Great, just what he got for pushing it. He hadn't brought up their one kiss—their one entirely too short and mind-blowing kiss—since their first conversation the night it had happened, precisely for this reason. He hadn't wanted to push, just in case Lauren thought that was all he was interested in. And not bringing it up had been fine, because their conversations had been relaxed and light-hearted, easy-going chances to get to know one another with no pressure and no expectations.
 
   Yeah, way to blow the entire last week.
 
   Kenny stared at the dark screen, wondering if he should send another message, something witty or sarcastic. Except he was too tired to be either of those things. He was still debating what to do when the phone rang, the noise so loud and sharp that he almost dropped the phone like a freaking idiot.
 
   The incoming number was Lauren's. Well who else would it be? He just texted her, for crying out loud. Maybe she was calling to tell him to stop bothering her or—
 
   Or maybe he should just answer it instead of staring at it like he was braindead. He tapped the screen then held the phone to his ear. "Yeah, sorry. I shouldn't have said that."
 
   "Said what?" Her voice was a little deeper, husky with sleep. Was she still in bed? He had a sudden visual of her laying back against a pile of soft pillows, her silky hair mussed from sleep, her wide eyes soft and dreamy.
 
   Kenny squeezed his eyes closed and cleared his throat. "Uh, about the, you know, making it better thing."
 
    She laughed, the sound low and throaty. "Don't be."
 
   He heard something bang in the background, followed by a muttered curse. "What was that?"
 
   "Just me, stumbling for the coffee maker."
 
   "Why are you even awake? I figured you'd still be in bed sleeping."
 
   "Nope. I'm grabbing my coffee then heading downstairs to the gym before I go to work."
 
   Kenny glanced at his watch. Maybe he set it wrong and it was later than he thought. Another glance at the alarm clock by his bed told him no, his watch was right. He sat down on the bed then fell all the way back, his muscles stretching and pulling with the move. "Do you always get up this early to go work out?"
 
   "At least three times a week, whether I want to or not. Sometimes more."
 
   "You like to jog?"
 
   He heard a little groan, followed by a loud gurgling that had to be coffee brewing. "Only when I'm feeling particularly masochistic."
 
   Kenny laughed. "I'll keep that in mind the next time I get the urge to be sadistic."
 
   "You get that urge often?"
 
   "Only on the ice."
 
   "Which is why your face is probably throbbing right now, Haskell." 
 
   "You don't fu—mess with the goalie."
 
   Lauren laughed, either at his near-slip or at the steely tone in his voice. "I'm not going to argue with you on that one. Fair fight, fair call."
 
   "Holy shit. You're actually agreeing with me? I don't believe it."
 
   "I know. Amazing, isn't it? This might call for some kind of celebration."
 
   Kenny swallowed and told his body to calm down, told himself not to read too much into it. She didn't mean anything by it. Or if she did, certainly not what he was hoping she meant. That didn't stop a hint of hope from creeping into his voice. "What kind of celebration?"
 
   "I was thinking maybe dinner tonight. At my place."
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah. Just don't expect too much. I was thinking more along the lines of spaghetti and salad."
 
   "Spaghetti's good."
 
   "Is six too early for you?"
 
   "No, six works."
 
   "Good. I'll text you my address later. Go get some sleep, you sound beat."
 
   Beat? Not anymore, not with the thought of seeing Lauren later tonight running through his mind. But he didn't tell her that, just told her to have fun at the gym and that he'd see her later.
 
   He ended the call then repositioned himself on the bed and stretched out, the phone still in his hand as a smile spread across his face. No, he shouldn't read too much into it. It was just dinner. A simple dinner. 
 
   That didn't mean he couldn't hope, just a little.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen 
 
   Kenny stepped off the elevator and turned right then came to a sudden stop. A large atrium courtyard opened to his left and he moved closer to the long half wall and looked four-stories down. Small white lights twinkled in the tall trees. Bushes and shrubs lined stone walkways, broken here and there with clusters of benches or strategically placed boulders of different sizes. There was even a picnic area near the far end. Nothing huge, just several tables arranged around a few grills. Was that—? He leaned against the wall to get a closer look. Yes, there was even a pond with a small waterfall.
 
   His gaze drifted up to the glass ceiling above him, the sky dark beyond it. If he didn't know better, he'd actually think he was outside instead of in a converted warehouse.
 
   Because that's what Lauren's building was, nothing more than an old warehouse that ran one block wide and maybe two long. The outside had been restored and cleaned up, but it still looked like a warehouse. He certainly hadn't expected to see this on the inside, especially when it wasn't visible from the small lobby entrance.
 
   He continued along the hallway, looking for the right number. There it was, 416, at the end of the hall. He stopped in front of the door and took a deep breath, looking down at himself. Brown loafers, relatively nice jeans, long sleeve button-down shirt. Not too dressy, not too casual. At least, that's what he was hoping.
 
   He shifted the bottle of wine to his left hand and was ready to knock on the door when it pulled open in front of him. Fast, like whoever was on the other side was in a hurry. Kenny stepped back in surprise then quickly stepped to the side, out of the way, when Lauren's sister sped past him, her long blonde hair flying behind her and an expression of anger marring her face. She didn't even look at him. He wasn't even sure if she realized he was standing there.
 
   The door didn't close all the way behind her, leaving a gap of maybe ten inches. Kenny hesitated, not sure what to do. Knock on the door? Open it and go in? 
 
   He decided on both, pushing the door open a little more and popping his head in without actually going inside. "Lauren?" He waited a few seconds then finally rapped on the door, raising his voice a little louder and calling her name again.
 
   "Yeah, I'm in here. Come on in."
 
   He stepped inside and closed the door behind him then looked around. The small hallway opened onto a high-ceilinged living room with large windows set into the outside brick wall. A smaller dining area sat to the right, separated from the open kitchen area by a functioning counter island. Gleaming stainless steel appliances and black granite countertops glowed in the soft pendant light hanging from the kitchen ceiling. 
 
   Lauren looked up from cutting vegetables, a smile on her face that didn't quite reach her eyes. Kenny paused, watching as she brought a knife down on a cucumber with more force than necessary. The end of the cucumber flew off and bounced across the tile floor. Lauren looked down at it, frowning, then took another whack at the unsuspecting vegetable.
 
   "Is it a bad time?"
 
   "Nope, not at all." She finished chopping the cucumber then scooped the pieces up and threw them into a large bowl.
 
   "Are you sure it's not a bad time? We can always—"
 
   "Nope. Dinner will be ready in thirty minutes. Unless you want the salad now. That's ready to go."
 
   "Are you sure you don't need to kill it a few more times first? Maybe behead the broccoli, show it who's boss?"
 
   Lauren's head snapped around, her lips pursed and her brows lowered over her eyes. Kenny wondered if maybe he'd gone too far in trying to make her smile and he waited to see what she would do. Yell at him? Tell him to get out? Pretend he was a cucumber and mutilate him?
 
   And shit, that wasn't a visual he needed. Wrong freaking vegetable to be thinking of. But he couldn't stop the grin that threatened to break free and he quickly looked away, hoping to hide it.
 
   "So I guess you think this is funny?"
 
   "No. Not at all. I was just thinking of cucumbers and worrying about—" Kenny snapped his mouth shut and looked away, his face heating. He cleared his throat then held up the bottle in his hand. "I brought wine. Why don't you go sit down and I'll fix you a glass?"
 
   Lauren tilted her head to the side and tucked the hair behind her ears. A wavy lock fell back against her cheek, shimmering in soft light. Was he imagining it, or was she trying to hide her own smile? "You worried about me with a knife?" 
 
   "I saw what you did to that cucumber. Let's just say I'm not taking any chances." He stepped into the kitchen area and put the bottle on the counter. "Just point me to the corkscrew and glasses then have a seat."
 
   "You really don't trust me, do you?" She leaned against the counter and rested her arms behind her, the movement pulling the soft shirt tighter across her chest. Kenny raised a single brow in her direction, forcing himself to keep his eyes on hers instead of looking down.
 
   "Has nothing to do with trust and everything to do with self-preservation. Remember, I know first-hand what you can do with nothing more than a gym bag."
 
   Lauren finally smiled, the action relaxing the lines in her forehead and easing some of the tension in her shoulders. "That bad, huh? The corkscrew's in the middle drawer, next to the dishwasher."
 
   Kenny moved to the other side of the kitchen, searching through the drawer then glancing over his shoulder. "No, not that bad. I'm guessing you had an argument with your sister?"
 
   She didn't say anything at first but Kenny could tell she was upset. Anger and sorrow flashed in the depths of her eyes. Her shoulders tightened again, pulling up a little closer to her ears, like she was trying to make herself smaller, less vulnerable.
 
   He used the corkscrew to open the bottle then opened several cabinets until he found the one with wine glasses. He pulled two out, filled them, then carried them over to Lauren.
 
   She took hers and absently raised it to her mouth, taking a small sip. Kenny wondered if she even tasted the wine.
 
   "Argument. Yeah, you could say that." She glanced up at him then looked away and took another sip. "Today was the first day I've seen Lindsay since last Monday, when I got home from work. She didn't understand why I was angry that she had taken my car. Or why I got pissed when she wouldn't tell me where she was. She left. Just took off."
 
   "I take it she came back?"
 
   "Yeah." Lauren laughed, the sound short and humorless. "About an hour ago. Waltzed in like she owned the place with no explanation. Nothing. Just asked what was for dinner."
 
   Kenny took a long sip of his own wine, watching Lauren, waiting. She pushed the hair behind her ear again then looked up at him, a brittle smile on her face.
 
   "I told her I was having company and she wasn't welcome to stay."
 
   Kenny placed his glass on the counter and swallowed the sigh that wanted to escape. "Lauren, if this is a bad time, I can leave. We don't have to do this tonight."
 
   "Are you kidding? After I just sacrificed those vegetables? No, I'll be fine. Just ignore me." She sat her glass next to his then moved toward the stove. Kenny didn't think, just reached out and grabbed her and pulled her into a hug. Just a gentle one, one she could easily pull away from if she wanted to.
 
   She stiffened at first. Uncomfortable, or maybe caught off-guard. Then her body relaxed and softened, her arms slowly closing around his waist. She rested her head against his shoulder, her breath warm against his neck when she sighed. The scent of her shampoo teased his nose. Something light and fresh, with maybe just a hint of spice. Definitely not flowery. No, flowery didn't fit Lauren. He shouldn't know that, not really, but he did.
 
   Her body relaxed even more against his, her curves molding against him, her body a perfect fit. He tightened his arms around her and just stood there, holding her. Ignoring the air thickening around them, hot and heavy. Ignoring his body's reaction to her.
 
   Lauren sighed again and snuggled a little closer. "This is nice. Not having to bend down to hold someone."
 
   Kenny choked back his laugh. "I never thought about it but you're right, it is." And it was. Lauren was the perfect height for him. He was 6'1", not exactly what he considered tall. His father was taller than he was. At least half the guys on the team were his height, if not taller. But the last few times he'd been out, the women had barely reached his shoulder—and that was when they were wearing heels. So yeah, it was definitely nice to hold someone, to be able to look at someone, without bending his neck to do it.
 
   He breathed in again, inhaling her scent, then closed his eyes. "You smell nice, too."
 
   "What?" She pulled back, just enough to look at him, one corner of her mouth tilted in a grin. "Are you smelling me?"
 
   "No! Uh, no. I mean, I just—you're right here and I—" He took a deep breath and shook his head. "I meant it as a compliment. And I think I'll just shut-up now."
 
   "What you smell is garlic and cucumber. But thank you, anyway." She pressed a quick kiss against his cheek then stepped out of his hold before he could blink, let alone react. "And speaking of garlic and cucumber, are you ready to eat?"
 
   Yeah, he was, but he didn't think she meant what he was thinking. Kenny silently cursed himself for missing a golden opportunity then reached for his wine. "Whenever you're ready."
 
   "Why don't you grab the salad dressing from the refrigerator and I'll dump the spaghetti in and get the garlic bread ready."
 
   Kenny did as requested, helping with the plates and silverware as well until the table was set and dinner was ready. He finished his wine and poured himself another, then held the bottle out to Lauren.
 
   "Ready for more?"
 
   "Maybe later. I'm usually a two-drink limit person so I'll wait."
 
   "Two drinks, huh?"
 
   "Usually. At least if I go out, I am." She looked across the table and gave him a smile. "Maybe I'll make an exception tonight, since we're celebrating."
 
   "Celebrating?" Kenny frowned, not quite following her. Then he recalled their conversation earlier, about celebrating her agreeing with him, and chuckled. "That's right. Well then, to celebrations."
 
   He raised his glass and gently touched it to hers, the glasses making a small tinkling sound as they came together. Kenny watched as she took a small sip, watched as her tongue darted out to lick her lips. He looked away, wondering what the hell was wrong with him, to be suddenly staring at her, watching every move she made. He was acting like a sixteen-year-old who had never been on a date before, obsessed and excited and too eager for more. This was a dinner between friends, nothing more.
 
   But were they even friends? He felt like they were, but maybe that was just him. Maybe he was reading too much into too little too soon. 
 
   And maybe he should just stop worrying and start eating because it certainly didn't look like the woman sitting across from him was having any problems, mentally arguing with herself.
 
   He stabbed the salad, piercing some cucumber and lettuce and slice of tomato, and brought it to his mouth. His eyes darted around the room, taking everything in as he slowly chewed. Her place was nice. Homey, comfortable, decorated in pale greens and peaches with lots of plants. It was a place you could come home to and relax, an oasis away from the outside craziness and bustle. 
 
   "Your place is nice. Have you lived here long?"
 
   Lauren glanced around then shrugged. "Almost three years. These were originally apartments when I first moved in, then the building changed ownership and they were made into condos. I didn't think I'd be able to afford it at first."
 
   "I take it you made it work?"
 
   She smiled, just a small one that curved her full mouth with a tiny bit of humor. "Yeah. Barely. It wasn't easy but I wanted it so—" She shrugged again, the gesture telling him more than her words. 
 
   "So you made it work."
 
   "Yeah. It completely depleted my meager savings and I think I ate nothing but ramen for a year, but I made it work. Then Rick's business started to take off so I graduated to mac and cheese."
 
   "And now you're up to spaghetti."
 
   Lauren laughed just as the stove buzzer went off. She pushed back from the table, waving off his help, and moved into the kitchen. "Spaghetti is easier than steak so yeah."
 
   She gave him another grin then turned away, busying herself with draining and rinsing the pasta. Kenny shifted in his chair, turning so he could watch her, his gaze drifting to her ass as she bent over to pull the garlic bread from the oven. She had a nice ass, firm and high, almost heart-shaped. And he had thought her ass looked nice in the padded pants of her ref's uniform? Nice didn't come close to describing it, not with the way the worn denim of her faded jeans hugged the tight curves.
 
   "You're staring."
 
   "What?" Kenny pulled his gaze away from her ass and looked up, surprised to see her watching him over her shoulder. He cleared his throat and reached for the glass of wine, hoping that would hide the fact that his face was heating at being caught. She laughed, the sound soft and warm. Kenny looked around, his mind searching for something to say to change the subject. "So I take it you like plants?"
 
   "Hm?" Lauren leaned her hip against the counter, her gaze moving around the room. Another smile teased her mouth as she nodded. "Yeah, I do. I have to be careful or I'm going to end up living in a jungle. I go overboard in the summer because I put a lot of them out on the balcony, then end up buying more for inside because the place looks empty."
 
   "You have a balcony?"
 
   "Yeah, off the bedroom. That's one of the perks of having a corner unit. It cost a little more but—" She shrugged again then turned back to the stove.
 
   "You'd get along great with my sister. She has a huge green thumb, too."
 
   "I take it that means you don't?"
 
   "Nope. I'm a plant killer. Can't even keep a cactus alive. Besides, I've been moved around too much the last few years to really worry about it."
 
   Lauren placed a huge bowl of pasta and sauce in the middle of the table, then returned with a heaping plate of garlic bread before taking her seat. Kenny stared at the food then raised an eyebrow in her direction.
 
   "Are you expecting someone else?"
 
   "No. But I never know how much spaghetti to fix. Besides, what you don't eat, I can save for lunch."
 
   "You really think I'm going to eat all this?"
 
   "You're a hockey player, right?"
 
   "Yeah, but still." He stared at the food then shrugged, knowing he'd probably eat more than he thought he would. 
 
   "So, you said you've moved around a lot. Where were you before you came here? I mean, I know you played for York. But where else?"
 
   "Well, there was college hockey in Michigan. Then I got drafted by Detroit and traded the following year without being called up. After that, I played in Maine, then out west to California, then finally got traded to Baltimore, who sent me to play in York."
 
   "Yeah, I guess you really have moved around a lot. That also explains the boxes lined up in your spare room."
 
   "I'm almost afraid to unpack them."
 
   "How come? I mean, you're playing here now, right? You don't think you're going to stay?"
 
   Kenny's doubts and worries twirled in his mind, twisting and doubling up much like the pasta on his fork. He rested the fork on his plate and reached for his glass, taking a sip as he looked over at Lauren. Nothing more than simple curiosity filled her gaze. None of his own doubts or worries were reflected in her warm eyes. In fact, she almost looked surprised at his own worry.
 
   "I like to think I am. I mean, just the fact that the Banners renewed my contract and kept me here should mean something, right? But I'm not one of the stars, not one of the big names commanding the big bucks. I know things can change in the space of a game. So yeah, I still worry. I figure if I can keep my head in the game with no distractions and keep working hard to prove myself, make sure I play my best, I might be okay." Kenny took another swallow of wine and gave her a small smile. "That's the hope, anyway."
 
   "Oh please. Your game is fine." She paused, a glint of humor flashing in her eyes. "Except when you draw stupid penalties, that is."
 
   Kenny laughed, a deep laugh that burst from his gut and released all the tension and worry that had been wrapped around him. "That's part of the job, you know."
 
   "No. The trick is to do the job without getting caught and drawing a penalty. Although honestly—and I'll probably regret saying this—you don't really draw that many. So I think you're worrying about nothing."
 
   "I can always hope. I like it here. I like the coaching staff and the guys. I like Coach LeBlanc's methods. So yeah, I'm hoping."
 
   "Well, for what it's worth, I think you're worrying too much." Lauren paused to take a bite of spaghetti, taking her time chewing as she watched him. She took a sip from her glass of water then reached for her empty wine glass and held it out to him. He refilled it halfway then topped his own off. "So you mentioned your sister. Any other siblings?"
 
   "No, just Kelly. She's coming down for a visit in two weeks and bringing my niece with her. Talk about a pistol."
 
   "Your sister or your niece?"
 
   "Both." Kenny chuckled. "But I was referring to my niece. She's three years old and handful already. Into everything. How about you? Any nieces or nephews?"
 
   "None. I think Dale is going to be a bachelor forever and Lindsay…" Her voice drifted off, sadness filling her eyes. Kenny shifted in the chair, cursing himself for saying anything. He searched his mind, thinking of a way to change the subject, something that would remove the sadness from her eyes.
 
   "So how did you end up getting into hockey, anyway?"
 
   Lauren looked over at him. Did she know what he was trying to do? Probably. It wasn't exactly like he'd been subtle. "That would be Dale's doing."
 
   "I wondered about that. Does he play?"
 
   "He did growing up, so of course I had to play, too."
 
   "Why'd you stop?"
 
   Lauren raised her eyebrows, a small smile teasing the corners of her mouth. "Who said I stopped?"
 
   "You still play?"
 
   "Occasionally, if I have time. Dale's in the fire department and they have a small beer league. If they're short a player I might join them. Or I'll just go to one of their practices and goof off, just to keep my skills up."
 
   "You any good?"
 
   Lauren raised her brows again, the expression on her face almost comical. "Maybe." He had the impression she wanted to stay something smart or sarcastic but she let it go at that.
 
   "Yeah? Maybe I'll come watch you one day."
 
   She rolled her eyes, letting him know she didn't quite believe him. He wasn't sure why because he meant it. He'd enjoy watching her play—especially if it meant she couldn't throw him out of the game since she wouldn't be officiating.
 
   "How about your sister? Did she ever play?" Kenny regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. Why the hell couldn't he just keep his freaking mouth shut? 
 
   Shadows filled Lauren's eyes and her mouth pursed, like she'd just gotten a taste of strong garlic. She focused on the last bite of spaghetti twirled around her fork, scraping it across her plate before finally sitting it down without eating it. She shook her head then pushed back from the table.
 
   "Lindsay would never even think of playing hockey unless there was something in it for her. Even then she probably wouldn't because it's too much like work."
 
   "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said anything."
 
   "Not your fault, don't worry."
 
   But he was worried. How could he not be when he'd just destroyed the easy-going conversation they'd been having? The night had been going well, the atmosphere relaxed and inviting. And then he'd gone and opened his mouth about a subject he instinctively knew he should have left alone. He hadn't been thinking, had just wanted to know more about Lauren and her family, her life. It had seemed like such a natural question—until he stopped to think about it. And then it was too late.
 
   Lauren grabbed her plate and carried it into the kitchen before returning for the salad and her wine glass. Kenny started to push away from the table but she placed a hand on his shoulder to stop him. "I've got this. You finish eating."
 
   "No, you cooked, I should clean up. Or at least help."
 
   "Finish eating then you can help. Deal?" She smiled at him but he could tell it was forced. He glanced down at the plate, shoveled the last two bites into his mouth, then stood up. 
 
   "All done. You sit and finish your wine, I'll clean up."
 
   She watched him for a minute, indecision on her face. Then she smiled again, a real one that added warmth to her eyes as she leaned over and grabbed his empty plate. "How about you bring the glasses and we clean up together?"
 
   "That works, too." Kenny followed her into the kitchen with both glasses and sat them on the counter. He scraped and rinsed the plates as she placed the leftovers in a plastic container and put them in the refrigerator. Ten minutes later, they were sitting on her overstuffed sofa, all traces of the dinner completely cleaned up.
 
   Kenny stretched his legs in front of him and draped his arm along the back of the sofa. It would be so easy to reach out with his hand and skim her shoulder, to brush the hair off her neck and run his fingers along her soft skin. He dug his hand into the back cushion to stop himself from doing just that, afraid of what she might say or do, afraid that maybe she wasn't interested. 
 
   Yes, he'd kissed her already. If you could call what he'd done last week a kiss. And even though she said she was okay with that, maybe she really wasn't. Maybe she changed her mind. Maybe she was just waiting for him to leave and that's why she had a small frown on her face, like she was deep in thought, trying to figure out how to get rid of him.
 
   He shifted again, crossing his feet at the ankles before clearing his throat. "So. What are you thinking about over there?"
 
   "Hm?" She turned to face him, the frown slowly leaving her face as she tilted her head and watched him. "Oh, nothing much. I was just wondering if you were ever going to get around to kissing me again, that's all."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Kenny blinked, not sure he heard her right. He thought he did but he was afraid it might only be wishful thinking on his part. He opened his mouth to say something, he wasn't sure what, but it didn't matter because Lauren was suddenly straddling his lap, her arms wrapped around his neck and her mouth pressed against his. The kiss was soft, tender, a little hesitant.
 
   Desire exploded inside him, sending heat and need through every part of his body. He was afraid to move, afraid to act on it, afraid of what he wanted to do.
 
   Because what he wanted to do wasn't even close to being soft and tender.
 
   Lauren pulled away, a soft frown marring the clear skin of her forehead. "I'm sorry, I thought…I guess I was wrong. Sorry." A small flush colored his face, turning her cheeks a deep pink. She shifted, ready to move off his lap. Kenny closed his hands around her hips, holding her in place.
 
   "You weren't wrong."
 
   "Are you sure? Because you don't really seem into it."
 
   Kenny almost laughed, would have if he didn't think it would come out sounding like he was choking instead. He tightened his hands around her hips and pushed up, letting her feel the hard ridge of his erection. Her eyes flared, becoming even darker as her pupils dilated. She opened her mouth but he didn't give her the chance to speak. His mouth crashed against hers, his tongue sweeping in to thrust against hers. Tasting, learning. She moaned, nothing more than a breathy sigh, and pressed herself more fully against him.
 
   His hands moved from her hips, drifting down to cup the firm roundness of her ass. She moaned again and deepened the kiss, driving her hips against him. Just that little bit was enough to make him lose restraint, make him want to pick her up and carry her back to her room.
 
   Strip her down. Taste every inch of her. Lose himself in her.
 
   Kenny tightened his hold on her and forced himself to stay where he was. To kiss her, tease her, taste her. He dragged his mouth from hers, across her jaw to the sensitive skin just under her ear. She shivered in his arms, her head falling to the side as he kissed and nipped his way along her neck. Her arms tightened around him, her breath nothing more than small gasps of need in the heated air between them. 
 
   He gave her tight ass a squeeze then dragged his hands up her back, catching the hem of her shirt and pushing it up. Her skin was silky soft under his hands, warm and alive and inviting. 
 
   He nuzzled her neck, listening to each breath, each soft little moan. He teased the skin where her shoulder muscles met her neck, felt her shiver again in his arms. He bit down, lightly teasing, felt her melt more fully against him as she gave a sharp little cry. He bit down again then kissed the sensitive spot before dragging his mouth up her neck to her ear.
 
   "You like that?" His voice was ragged from need, nothing more than a ragged whisper.
 
   "Hmm." 
 
   Kenny smiled, taking that as a yes, and dragged his mouth to hers once more for another deep kiss. 
 
   Slow. Teasing. God, he could kiss her all night, take all night just tasting her. Learning her.
 
   She moaned again, her hands tightening against his shoulders as she pressed her hips against his once more. He shifted, tilting his hips up to meet hers, swallowed her deep sigh.
 
   He pushed her shirt up more, his hands resting along the lacy strap of her bra. He hesitated, wondering if he should stop, wondering if he was pushing things too fast.
 
   She moaned again, a tiny whimper of need. Kenny unhooked the bra and dragged his hands along her side, around to the front, his thumbs brushing against the hardened peaks of her nipples.
 
   She pulled her mouth away from his and Kenny froze, thinking he had gone too far, too fast. Her hands closed over his but she didn't push him away. Instead, her head tilted back, her eyes closed, her chest rising and falling with each short breath. 
 
   He ran his thumbs across her nipples again, back and forth, feeling them tighten even more with each touch. Lauren's breath quickened, her mouth parted as her fingers dug into his wrists. 
 
   "Do you want me to stop?"
 
   She shook her head on another moan then slowly raised her head. Her eyes opened, her gaze fixing on him. Warm, sultry. Filled with unspoken desire. She shook her head again then released the grip on his wrists, dropping her hands to the hem of her shirt.
 
   Lifting it up, pulling it over her head. She tugged the bra over her arms and tossed it behind her, her eyes focused on his the entire time. Then she covered his hand with hers and guided it until his palm covered the firmness of her breast.
 
   Kenny swallowed and looked down, feasting on the sight of her bare flesh. Muscles lined her arms, tight and toned, long and lean. Her breasts were high and firm above a narrow waist, the skin smooth over taut muscle shaped by exercise and activity. Her flesh glowed like peaches and cream, so soft under his touch as he dragged his hand from her breast, down lower, his fingers just dipping into the waistband of her jeans.
 
   Back up, cupping the light weight of her breast in his hand. He flicked his thumb across her nipple, watched the deep rose peak tighten even more. Then he leaned forward and closed his mouth over her, sucking and tasting, his tongue running over the hardened peak before he gently nipped it between his teeth.
 
   She groaned, the sound louder as she arched her back. Her hands ran up his arms, along his shoulders, finally stopping when she tangled her fingers in his hair.
 
   Holding him in place. Guiding his mouth, his touch. She rolled her hips against his, back and forth. Slow. Seeking. 
 
   Kenny groaned and grabbed her ass with one hand, holding her in place as he lifted his own hips up, thrusting. And God, she was driving him crazy. Insane with want, mad with need.
 
   And he did need her. Needed to feel her flesh against his, needed to feel the warmth of her body wrapped around him. 
 
   He tightened his arms around her and rolled to the side, moving so that Lauren was now stretched out on the sofa, her body tucked under his, their legs tangled together. He leaned down and kissed her again, his mouth claiming, possessing. She eased her hands between them and he pushed up on his elbows, worried he'd been crushing her.
 
   But no, it wasn't that. She had been reaching for his shirt buttons, her long fingers quickly undoing each one. The backs of her hands skimmed his chest, the sensation making him suck in his own breath. Then she opened the shirt, easing the material to the side as her hands explored every inch of his chest. Her fingers brushed against his own nipples, lightly pinching them. He broke off the kiss and clenched his jaw as sensation exploded inside him, startling in its intensity.
 
   "Do you like that?"
 
   He almost smiled at her question, a near echo of his own earlier one. He growled in response and pressed his mouth against hers in a hard kiss. "You're driving me crazy."
 
   "Good." He saw the smile in her glazed eyes, on her lips, soft and swollen from his kisses. God, he wanted her. With a ferocity that almost scared him.
 
   He kissed her again, slow and deep, then dragged his mouth along her neck, hitting the sensitive spot so she arched against him. But he didn't stop, just kept moving lower, touching every inch of her with his mouth, his tongue, his teeth.
 
   Down to each breast, tasting and teasing. Down across the flat plane of her stomach, lower to the waistband of her jeans. He snagged the button between thumb and forefinger and popped it open, eased her zipper down. Looked up at her, waiting for her to stop him.
 
   Waiting for her permission to keep going.
 
   She thrust her hips up with a little moan, her teeth pulling at her lower lip. Kenny grabbed the waistband of her jeans with both hands and eased them down, past her hips, along her legs, not stopping until they were resting on the floor with her shirt.
 
   He knelt between her legs and shrugged his own shirt off, tossing it onto the pile. Then he sat back on his heels and just watched her, his hungry gaze drinking in every inch of her.
 
   Her legs were long, her thighs and calves toned with muscle. Not the lanky leanness of a runner's legs. No, hers were a little thicker. Sleek and powerful without the bulk. He dragged his hand along her left leg, up her calf to the sensitive spot behind her knee. Up further, along the soft flesh of her inner thigh. Up even more, until his hand closed over the heated flesh hidden by the lacy scrap of material covering her. He bent down and ran his mouth along her leg, following the same path of his hand. He leaned forward, braced his free hand along the back of the sofa, and lowered his mouth to her.
 
   "Oh God." Her voice was nothing more than a ragged whisper, rough with desire as she thrust her hips against his mouth. Her hands clutched at his head, guiding him as he ran his tongue along the lace, the heat of her body igniting a deeper need inside him.
 
   Kenny shifted and braced one foot on the floor then hooked his thumbs into the lacy waistband, dragging it down past her hips, baring her to his hungry gaze. He licked his lips, watching her as he dipped his thumb across the barely-there strip of hair that did nothing but tease him. Lower, spreading her damp flesh until his thumb teased the hard nub of her clitoris. She arched her back again, her moan long and drawn out, her hips rising once more.
 
   Kenny grabbed the lacy thong with his free hand and tugged it off her legs, leaning forward until his mouth closed over her. His tongue darted out, licking, over and over as he dipped one finger inside her.
 
   In. Out. Again. And God, she was so fucking wet. So fucking tight. She spread her legs, opening herself even more, her hips pumping each time he dipped his finger inside her. He slid a second one inside, his mouth never leaving her, licking and nipping and tasting her sweet warmth. 
 
   Her hips rose once more, hard and fast, her fingers tangling in his hair. She muttered something, stopped breathing, held herself still as her muscles tightened around him, holding his hand in place. 
 
   Then she screamed his name, her hips pumping wildly as her muscles pulsed around his fingers. Over and over, each spasm matching her frenzied breathing and small cries of release.
 
   Desire racked Kenny's body, his mind. He wanted to take her, claim her. Now. Make her his. He forced the urge away, not understanding the sudden need to possess, refusing to give into it as he gentled his touch and kissed his way up her body. His mouth claimed hers, slow and tender now as her body softened under his.
 
   She pulled away and took a deep breath, her eyes still filled with desire as she wrapped her arms around his neck. He sat up, dragging her with him, planning on doing nothing more than holding her on his lap.
 
   But Lauren had other plans. She straddled him again, pressed her own mouth against his, then leaned forward and whispered in his ear. "I want you, Kenny. All of you. Now."
 
   The words snapped the fragile hold on his control. He wrapped his arms around her waist and stood, groaning when her legs wrapped around him. He kissed her, hard, then started walking, moving toward the back bedroom at her direction. He kicked the door closed then moved to the bed, sitting her on the edge of the mattress. Light streamed into the room, pale moonlight, light from the buildings around them. It lit the room, bathed Lauren in an otherworldly glow that made her seem fragile, mystical. 
 
   She moved away from the edge of the bed, a teasing smile curling her kiss-swollen lips as she patted the mattress beside her. Kenny reached for the button of his jeans, hesitated, then took his wallet from his back pocket and tossed it onto the bed. Lauren looked at the wallet then back at him, her brows raised in amusement.
 
   "Um, I hope this doesn't mean you're thinking of paying me."
 
   Kenny laughed, the sound a short bark of surprise. He snapped his mouth closed and shook his head. "Condoms."
 
   "Good thinking." Lauren stretched out, her head resting on one propped arm, and watched him. Her eyes dipped to the waistband of his jeans then slowly traveled up his body, her gaze finally resting on his. "I'm waiting."
 
   He laughed again and wanted to shake his head. Christ, how could he be so turned on and so amused at the same time? And so self-conscious, with her watching him like that.
 
   He gave himself a mental shake then unbuttoned his jeans and tugged the zipper down. He pushed the denim past his hips, his thighs, paused to look over at her. Yes, she was still watching him, hunger reflected in the depths of her eyes. 
 
   He pushed the jeans the rest of the way down and stepped out of them, kicking them to the side as he made his way to the bed. He stretched out beside Lauren then pulled her into his arms, kissing her. Slow, gentle, seductive.
 
   But she arched against him, her hand brushing his chest, moving lower, past his stomach, lower until she wrapped one hand around his swollen cock and stroked. 
 
   Hard, slow, sure.
 
   "I want you, Kenny. Now." 
 
   He groaned and clenched his jaw, searching for control when all he wanted to do was plunge into her. His hand reached out, searching blindly for his wallet, finding it. He opened it one-handed, digging through the contents until his fingers closed over the square packet. He pulled it out, brought it to his mouth to tear it open, but Lauren was faster. 
 
   She took it from him, rolled the condom down his hard-length. Just the touch of her hand was enough to nearly make him lose control. How would it be when he was inside her? With her muscles tightening around him, clenching him?
 
   He groaned and rolled over, tucking her under him as he settled between her legs. He positioned his cock at her opening then looked up at her, waiting. She smiled, a slow seductive smile, then raised her hips and welcomed him inside.
 
   And oh God, it was better than he'd imagined. Hot. Wet. Tight. He plunged into her, burying himself deep inside, pulled out. Again and again. Slow. So slow.
 
   She wrapped her legs high around his waist, her heels digging into his ass as she held onto his arms. Her eyes were glazed, filled with passion and desire. Filled with the same need coursing through his own body, demanding release.
 
   "Please Kenny."
 
   That was all he needed to hear. He drove into her, faster, harder. Her hips met each thrust, her nails digging into his shoulders as her breathing quickened, became sharper. 
 
   And still he didn't stop. Deeper. Faster. Over and over until her muscles tightened around him and she screamed his name. He thrust again, grinding his hips against hers. Once. Twice. Once more. And then his own climax crashed over him, his hips pumping until his muscles turned to liquid and he collapsed on top of her. His breathing mixed with hers, harsh and gasping, his heart pounding in his chest.
 
   He raised his head from the pillow and pressed a kiss against her forehead, slowly easing himself to the side. From some inner part of his mind came the realization that he should apologize for crushing her, but he couldn't find the words, couldn't find the energy to even say them. In a minute, maybe, but not yet, not when his body still felt completely boneless and his mind completely mushy.
 
   Lauren shifted next to him, her head dropping to his chest as she draped one leg over his. He wrapped his arm around her and held her close, thinking she fit so nicely against him, like their bodies were meant for each other. 
 
   A grin teased his lips and he thought about telling her that, thought she might get a laugh out of it. And he would. In a minute. As soon as he could get his mind to work right.
 
   Lauren's body relaxed against his. He felt the warmth of her breath against the skin of his chest as her breathing slowed and deepened. Had she drifted off? Maybe. He'd stay here for a little bit, just until she woke up. He didn't want to leave without saying goodbye.
 
   He didn't want to leave at all. Maybe he wouldn't have to, maybe she'd ask him to stay. So yeah, he'd just stay here and rest his eyes until she woke up.
 
   Just for a few minutes, that was all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Peaceful. Quiet.
 
   And entirely more comforting than she expected.
 
   Lauren leaned against the doorframe for a few more minutes, simply watching the man in her bed. Kenny was sleeping on his back, his head turned to the side, one arm thrown across the mattress, the other resting on the hard flat planes of his stomach. His dark hair was tousled in sleep, the dark brown even darker against the pale peach of the sheets and pillows. The half-sleeve tattoo on his left arm was nothing more than a darker shadow against his skin in the weak light seeping through the curtains. The same with the tattoo on the left side of his chest. She couldn't make out the details from her spot across the room, but she didn't have to. No, she'd spent enough time studying, touching, kissing them last night. Every line was firmly entrenched in her mind, from the detailed lines of the Viking ship on his chest to the tribal art work that decorated his arm. 
 
   He should have looked silly among the peaches and pinks and greens that decorated her room. Too big, too out of place. Too masculine. But he didn't. Lauren didn't want to come right out and say he looked like he belonged, that would be nothing but pure insanity. They'd known each other for two months, had only just spent the one night together.
 
   But yeah, she could get used to having him here.
 
   She didn't bother hiding the small smile the thought brought as she backed out of the room and gently closed the door. Let him sleep a little longer, while she put together a quick breakfast. She wasn't sure if he had practice this morning, wasn't sure what his plans were—they'd been too busy last night to really discuss anything. But she had to work, so it meant business as usual for her.
 
   Unless she decided to work from home. She didn't do it often, but it was always an option.
 
   Except she wouldn't be getting much work done if she stayed home, not with the living, breathing temptation that was currently sleeping in her bed.
 
   Lauren made her way to the kitchen then stood in front of the refrigerator, staring into it with a frown. She had no idea what he might like for breakfast. Probably something hearty, like eggs and bacon and toast. 
 
   Or maybe a side of beef. 
 
   Unless he really did have practice. If he did, he might not want something so heavy.
 
   And was she really standing there, trying to figure out what to feed him? Lauren rolled her eyes then grabbed the tub of Greek yogurt and container of strawberries. She'd fix what she normally fixed for breakfast, just double it. Or maybe triple it.
 
   Oatmeal. Greek yogurt and sliced fruit. She paused, then grabbed two hardboiled eggs from the bottom shelf, just in case he wanted the extra protein, and placed them on the counter with everything else. She got the coffee started—easy to do, with those one-cup makers—then put water on to boil for the oatmeal. Simple, easy. No muss, no fuss.
 
   The kettle was just starting to hiss when she heard footsteps behind her. Lauren didn't even have time to turn around before a pair of strong arms closed around her waist, tugging her back against a strong, warm chest. She closed her eyes and tried not to sigh when Kenny pressed a kiss to her neck, right in the exact spot that sent tingles shooting through her and made her knees go weak. He was definitely a fast learner, no doubt about it.
 
   She turned in his hold and wrapped her arms around his waist, reveling in the feel of his sleep-warmed hard body against hers. They stood there for a minute, just holding each other, before Kenny pressed a kiss to her temple and stepped back, his gaze drifting to the counter. 
 
   "Breakfast?" 
 
   She smiled, not missing the gleam in his eyes or the slight anticipation in his voice. "Nothing big, but yes. I hope you like oatmeal and yogurt."
 
   "That beats what I was expecting, which was nothing. What do you need help with?"
 
   "If you want to grab the bowls from the cabinet, that'll work. Did you want any coffee?"
 
   "God yes." He didn't wait for her to fix it, just moved straight to the coffee maker and popped a pod in place. She almost laughed watching him, standing there in front of the coffee maker like a kid waiting to open his presents on Christmas morning. But she didn't say anything. How could she, when she did the exact same thing?
 
   She grabbed the packs of instant oatmeal and poured them into two bowls—one pack for her, two for him—then added the water and gave them a stir. Kenny pulled two more bowls from the cabinet and slid them toward her, his attention focused on taking the first sip of coffee. Lauren laughed as she spooned some fruit-filled yogurt into each bowl.
 
   She had thought about moving everything to the dining room table but Kenny just grabbed one bowl and held it in front of him, his lean hips resting against the counter. It was the same thing she did every morning, and she couldn't help but smile. It didn't hurt that his pose gave her a nice view of his chest and abs, of the faint line of hair that dipped its way below the open waistband of his jeans. The jeans hung low on his hips, teasing her with just enough of a view to make her want more.
 
   She cleared her throat and pulled her gaze away only to find Kenny watching her, a grin on his bruised face. Lauren shrugged but didn't bother to make an excuse. Why should she, when he knew exactly what she'd been looking at? 
 
   And if she wasn't careful, she really would call into work and say she was staying home today.
 
   "Do you mind if I use your shower?"
 
   "Help yourself. I already laid out fresh towels when I was in there. And I hung your shirt up on the door, too."
 
   Kenny paused with a spoonful of oatmeal halfway to his mouth. "How long have you been awake?"
 
   "Maybe a half-hour or so. Long enough to take a shower and get ready for work."
 
   "And make breakfast." Kenny finished the oatmeal then turned to rinse the bowl and place it in the dishwasher before reaching for hers. "I didn't even hear you get up."
 
   "That's because I was trying to be quiet."
 
   "You didn't have to. I wouldn't have minded if you woke me up." He stepped closer and pulled her into his arms, his dark eyes sparkling with intent. "Especially if you got creative with it."
 
   "Yeah? I'll have to remember that the next time." Lauren mentally kicked herself for saying the words. Next time? Yes, she wanted there to be a next time. That didn't mean Kenny felt the same way. She was almost positive he did, but she didn't want to just assume anything. 
 
   Then again, judging from the slow smile spreading across his face, maybe it was a safe assumption.
 
   "Next time? Good, I was hoping you'd say that." He pressed his mouth against hers, his lips soft and warm and tender. Lauren sighed and leaned into him, thinking that maybe she really should just stay home this morning. Then he broke the kiss with a harsh growl and stepped away. "It would be so easy to stay here but I can't miss practice."
 
   "And I don't expect you to, either." She stepped past him then swatted him on the ass. "Go. Get ready. We can leave together."
 
   He cocked one eyebrow at her, his expression clearly telling her he couldn't believe she had just done that. Then he smiled and headed back to her room, humming something in his deep voice that she couldn't quite make out. 
 
   It didn't matter, not when just the fact that he was actually humming was enough to make her blink in surprise. Lauren laughed then finished cleaning everything up, making sure to turn on the dishwasher before fixing a second cup of coffee. This was a treat, not being rushed, not heading down to the gym before work. Not quite like she was being lazy. Leisurely, maybe. 
 
   Yes, she could definitely get used to this.
 
   She moved over to the sofa, debating on whether or not to turn on the television or to just sit quietly and do nothing. The latter choice won out. She was just about to sit down when the front door opened, so hard that it nearly banged against the wall. Lauren jumped then bit back a curse when coffee splashed over the rim of the mug and onto her hand. She held the mug in front of her and hurried to the kitchen, placing it on the counter before grabbing a wad of paper towels.
 
   Lindsay stumbled into the kitchen, a smirk on her flushed face. She reeked of stale alcohol and, underlying that, the musky odor of stale sex. Her long hair hung in tangled strands around her face, the blonde dull and lifeless. Smeared mascara framed her bright eyes, too shiny, too glassy. Was she still drunk? Something else?
 
   Lauren didn't know, was afraid to ask. She clenched her jaw and moved to the living room, bending down to wipe up the spilled coffee. Lindsay just stood there, watching her with that smirk on her face, her eyes filled with something that almost looked like spite.
 
   Lauren threw the paper towels in the trash then reached for her coffee, fighting to keep her voice neutral. "Where have you been?"
 
   "Out."
 
   "Obviously. Where?"
 
   "Having fun. Getting laid. Enjoying myself. Not that you know anything about that." She pushed by Lauren and opened the refrigerator, staring into it for a few long minutes. 
 
   "Why can't you ever have real food in here? I'm so tired of never having anything to eat."
 
   "You can eat whatever you want when you buy it."
 
   Lindsay slammed the door and turned to glare at her, the expression in her eyes so cold, so flat, that Lauren stepped back in surprise. The girl in front of her wasn't her sister, couldn't be her sister. But she was, and Lauren didn't understand what had happened to change her.
 
   Did Lindsay even notice Lauren's surprise? If she did, did she even care? Not that Lauren could see because Lindsay just shook her head and crossed her arms in front of her, her red lips pursed in an odd pout.
 
   "I can't buy anything because I don't have a job. Because I don't have friends that will hire me to sit on my ass and play games all day."
 
   "Lindsay, we're not having this conversation again."
 
   "Yeah, whatever." She paused for a second then let her shoulder drop, an expression of dismay crossing her face. Real? Or pretend? "Why don't you just buy me some real food? I need sugar. And chocolate. You have the money. You should just do it."
 
   "Lindsay, I told you before, it doesn't work that way. If you want something, you need to work for it."
 
   "Yeah, yeah. That's what you keep saying. That's what Mom and Dad keep saying. I'm so tired of hearing it."
 
   "And I'm so tired of hearing you complain you don't want to work for anything. How you don't have anything." Lauren dumped the coffee into the sink then folded her arms in front of her and stared at Lindsay. "Tell me something. You keep saying how you don't have money. How do you afford to keep going out? Where do you keep going when you disappear from here? How do you pay for all your partying?"
 
   "Oh please." Lindsay grinned and spread her arms out to her side. "Like I'd have to pay for anything. I have guys that do that for me."
 
   A horrible vision of her sister trading favors for money came to mind but Lauren pushed it back. No way. Not even Lindsay would do something like that. Would she?
 
   Maybe not in the way Lauren was thinking, but she could see Lindsay getting close to someone, promising them a good time in exchange for another good time. The thought left her sick to her stomach, turning her last sip of coffee into bitter acid that threatened to come back up. 
 
   She took a deep breath and looked away, not able to look at Lindsay right now. Motion at the end of the hallway caught her attention and she looked up. Kenny opened the bedroom door, a smile on his face as he stepped into the hallway. She shook her head, just a brief movement, silently telling him no. His grin disappeared, replaced by a concerned frown, but he didn't move. 
 
   The last thing she needed right now was for Kenny to witness this conversation she was having. No, she couldn't help the fact that he might overhear it, but that didn't mean she wanted him right here, watching.
 
   No, even that wasn't completely true. She didn't want him near Lindsay. She didn't want her sister to see him, had no idea what Lindsay might say or do, not after what she had told Lauren after the Casino Night.
 
   She turned back to Lindsay, watched as her sister sagged against the refrigerator with a heavy sigh. Like she was too tired to stand up any longer. And maybe she was.
 
   "So were you with one of those guys last night?"
 
   "Of course. Why wouldn't I be?" A brittle smile crossed her face, just a flash before it disappeared, replaced by a small pout."
 
   "Really? Who was it this time?"
 
   "The same guy I was with last week."
 
   "Which time last week? When you disappeared?"
 
   "Maybe." Lindsay frowned then shook her head. "No. The weekend. When you got all snippy because I had your car."
 
   Lauren dug her fingers into her arm, trying to keep from reacting. This was the first time Lindsay had said anything about being with some guy. With her car. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Which guy was this? The same one I kicked out?"
 
   "No. I told you, he was just some guy I picked up at a party. This guy's different." She leaned forward, like a little girl ready to share a secret. "He's a hockey player."
 
   Lauren bit the inside of her cheek to keep from reacting. Lindsay was actually messing around with a hockey player? Which one? And why? Kenny had said Lindsay had been hanging all over someone at the end of Casino Night, but he hadn't said who. Did Lauren really want to know? No, not really.
 
   But if some hockey player was screwing around with her sister, getting her this messed up, then she had to find out and do…something. 
 
   She looked back down the hallway, noticed Kenny still standing there, a frown on his face. No, it was more than a frown. He was angry. She could tell from the way he held himself, from the rigid set of his shoulders to the loosely curled hands hanging by his side. He met her gaze and shook his head. No, he didn't know who Lindsay meant.
 
   Lauren looked back at her sister. "So who is it?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "This hockey player. Which one?"
 
   "Oh." Lindsay looked down, pretending to study her nails. She chewed on her lower lip for a second, like she was actually considering whether or not to tell Lauren. Then she looked up at her, a calculating gleam shining in her eyes as a slow smile spread across her face. "The one I went home with after that casino thing. The one you like."
 
   Lauren couldn't stop the gasp of surprise and disbelief that rushed from her. What the hell was Lindsay trying to say? That she'd been with Kenny? Her eyes darted back down the hall and her heart lurched in her chest. Kenny was slowly walking toward them, anger rolling from his tense body in heated waves that Lauren actually felt. She shook her head, signaling him to stop, then looked back at Lindsay.
 
   "So you're telling me that you were with this guy last weekend, when you had my car?" When Kenny had picked Lauren up and taken her back to his place because her sister had left her stranded.
 
   "Yup."
 
   Lauren dug her fingers deeper into her arms and took a deep breath. "And last night. You were with him last night, too?"
 
   "Yes, I was. And don't you just hate it that I finally have something that you want and can't have?"
 
   "What's his name, Lindsay?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "This guy. This hockey player. What's his name?"
 
   "It's—" Lindsay paused, a frown creasing her face before she smiled. "Kenny. That's right. His name is Kenny."
 
   Anger exploded inside Lauren. Seething, twisting. On top of that came disbelief, followed by a hurt so sharp it cut deep below the surface, where it would never be seen. Why? Why would Lindsay lie like this? What could she possibly hope to gain?
 
   I finally have something you want and can't have.
 
   Lindsay's spiteful words echoed in her mind. Was that really what this was about? Her sister being spiteful? Did Lindsay really want to hurt her that much? But why? After everything Lauren had done for her, why would she do and say such things? 
 
   Lauren stepped back, would have kept going if not for the counter behind her. She needed to put space between them, afraid of the sudden urge to get in Lindsay's face and just start screaming at her. If her sister even noticed, she didn't show it. She just stood there, that cold gloating smile on her face, like she was so proud of herself.
 
   Until Kenny turned the corner and moved to stand next to Lauren. She heard Lindsay's gasp, felt a blast of anger directed at her until Kenny stood in front of her, his hands on her shoulders, his deep eyes watching her with worry.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   And God, she must look a hundred times worse than she felt if Kenny was actually worried about her. She wanted to answer him, tell him she was fine, that he was worried for no reason. Except no words would come out, she couldn't even get them to form in her mind the way she needed them to. She finally just nodded, unable to do anything more than that.
 
   Kenny draped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her in close to his body. Tension radiated from him, short pulsing waves that matched the rapid beating of her heart. She could only imagine what was going through his mind at hearing Lindsay's words.
 
   Lauren tried to focus on her sister, blinking until her vision cleared. Lindsay hadn't moved from her spot in front of the refrigerator, but the gloating was gone. Her face had lost all color, her features twisted in anger and hate that she didn't even bother to hide. She glanced at Kenny then turned to Lauren, her eyes burning.
 
   "You knew all along! You bitch! I hate you!"
 
   Kenny stiffened beside her. He dropped his arm and took a step forward, his voice low and dangerous. "Don't you dare talk to Lauren like that. Who do you think you are?"
 
   "Kenny, don't—"
 
   "Go to hell. I don't answer to you."
 
   "You sure as hell do when you start making—"
 
   "Kenny, stop." Lauren placed a hand on his chest, holding her breath until he finally looked at her. There was no mistaking the anger and surprise in his dark gaze. Could she blame him? No. But that didn't mean she could let him get involved, not now. Not here.
 
   She curled her hand in the collar of his shirt, his skin fairly burning against her touch. "Please, don't."
 
   "You don't have to put up—"
 
   "I know. But you need to let me handle it. Please." 
 
   A muscle jumped in his clenched jaw and for a brief second, Lauren was worried he wouldn't listen. He finally took a deep breath and let it out, slowly, before giving her a curt nod. She pressed a quick kiss against the corner of his mouth and tried to offer him a smile. 
 
   "Go. I'll talk to you later."
 
   "Are you sure you want me to leave?"
 
   No, she wasn't sure, but she didn't have any choice. She needed to find out what was going on with Lindsay, and she couldn't do that with him here. It didn't concern him, not really…even if Lindsay had inadvertently dragged him into her nauseating drama.
 
   "I'm sure."
 
   He hesitated, obviously unhappy with her decision, then dipped his head to give her a quick kiss. She heard gagging noises coming from Lindsay, heard her mutter "Oh, please" in a whiny voice. 
 
   Like this was some big joke. Like what she'd done was no big deal.
 
   "I'll call you later." Kenny shot a dark look at Lindsay then grabbed his keys from the counter and moved to the door. Lauren waited until she heard it close then turned back to Lindsay.
 
   Her sister was standing there, her arms folded in front of her, her eyes studying the fingers of her right hand. Her mouth twitched, like she was trying to bite back a smile. 
 
   Lauren clenched her fists, took a deep breath, released them. "You think this is funny?"
 
   "Not really, no."
 
   "Then why the smirk?"
 
   "I wasn't smirking."
 
   "Really Lindsay? Could have fooled me."
 
   Her sister waved a hand in her direction, still refusing to look at her. "Whatever."
 
   "So do you want to tell me what the hell that was all about? Why all the lies?"
 
   "I don't have to answer to you."
 
   "Yes, Lindsay, you do. You're living under my roof. You're making up vicious lies. And I want to know why. Now tell me. Why?"
 
   "What do you care? You always get whatever you want. Always. I am so sick of it."
 
   Lauren took another deep breath, refusing to be baited in by her sister's pouting words. Calm. She needed to stay calm. "So where were you last night?"
 
   "I told you, I was out."
 
   "Yeah, I can see that. Where? Who with?"
 
   "None of your business."
 
   "It is my business when you come home, smelling like a cheap whore and lying about who you've been with."
 
   "God, you are such a bitch." Lindsay's voice got louder with each word, ending in a shriek that made Lauren wince. She clenched her jaw and took a deep steadying breath. She could not—would not—fall into her sister's trap and end up in a shouting match.
 
   Lindsay's face went from pink to red, getting darker with each second that passed in silence. She finally screeched again and curled her hand into a fist before turning and hitting the door of the refrigerator.
 
   "Bitch!" She shrieked again, the word sharp and piercing. "I hope you die and go to hell!" She spun on her heel, stumbled, righted herself then took off down the hall. The sound of the bedroom door slamming shot through the condo, followed by a muffled crash as something hit the floor.
 
   Lauren stood there in the sudden silence, trying to control her breathing. 
 
   Trying to control her shaking.
 
   She moved to the dining room and dragged a chair out from the table, collapsing into it just before her legs gave out. Her stomach twisted with nausea as chills ran along her skin. 
 
   The last fifteen minutes were a nightmare. They had to be. She'd wake up and go back to bed, stretch out along Kenny's strong body, and just let him hold her.
 
   Except it wasn't a nightmare, she wasn't going to wake up, and Kenny was gone.
 
   Lauren took a deep breath and tried to think. She needed to think, to figure out what had just happened. Figure out what was going on with her sister. Because this wasn't Lindsay—not the Lindsay she knew.
 
   But no matter how hard she tried to think, the only thing she could see was the cold, calculating hatred in her sister's eyes.
 
   And she didn't understand why.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Sweat dripped from his face, stinging his eyes and blurring his vision. Kenny didn't stop, just brushed the side of his face against the sweaty shoulder of his practice jersey as he moved across the ice. He pushed off again, twisting and sliding as he skated backward, all of his focus on Dillon Frayser as his teammate moved toward the net.
 
   Kenny kept up with him, his body loose, ready for any sudden change Dillon might make as they got closer to the net. The man's face was carefully blank, his hazel eyes completely flat, giving nothing away, not even a blink.
 
   Damn but the kid was good. Intense, eerily unreadable with absolutely no tells. How the hell did he do that? He'd have to ask him later, after practice. He was two years younger than Kenny but that didn't mean he couldn't learn from him, couldn't ask—
 
   Shit. Dillon moved to the side, so fast Kenny almost didn't have time to react. Almost. He slid to his left and reached out with his stick, tipping the edge of the puck and knocking it from Dillon's tape. That was all he needed. He leaned forward, cradling the puck against his own stick, and cut right before heading up the ice.
 
   A shrill whistle pierced the chilled air of the rink. Kenny stopped skating, coming to a slow stop before turning on the edge of his blades and heading back to the bench. 
 
   "Nice work, Haskell." 
 
   Kenny grunted, nodding in acknowledgement at the compliment as Coach Reyes tapped him on the shoulder when he walked by. He brushed his face against his shoulder again, following the other guys back to the locker room to shower and change.
 
   Harland sat down next to him and started unlacing his skates. "We're heading to the Maypole for lunch. You joining us this time?"
 
   "Yeah, I'll go." He pulled the sweat-soaked jersey over his head and reached for his pads. The loud noise that always seemed to fill the locker room slowly died, fading into an unnatural silence. Kenny looked up, his gaze automatically landing on Coach LeBlanc standing in the middle of the room. The other coaches—George Stephenson, Wade Reyes, and Steve Benoit—stood with him. Their faces were stoic, carefully blank except for the deep red flashing along the jagged scar running down Sonny's face. Kenny sat up straighter, his eyes darting behind the coaches and resting on the familiar kid standing behind them, looking hesitant and out of place.
 
   Corbin Gauthier, the goalie from the Banners' minor league team, the York Bombers.
 
   "Oh shit." Kenny nudged his elbow into Harland's side, getting his attention before nodding in the direction of the group.
 
   "What the hell?" Harland's voice was low and rough, loud enough for only Kenny to hear. 
 
   "Everyone, listen up." Sonny's deep voice echoed like a clap of thunder in the cavernous silence. His eyes scanned the room, resting on each player before moving to the next. His hands squeezed on the tightly rolled papers coiled in his palm, rustling in the silence.
 
   "Alec will be undergoing surgery tomorrow for a torn MCL. We don't know how long he'll be out." Sonny's gaze slid to Brad and he gave the man a short nod. "Goodrich will be primary in the net."
 
   Kenny looked over, noting the solemn expression on Brad's face, the tightened jaw and hooded eyes. Murmurs broke out around the room, quiet rumblings of surprise. Not about Brad—he was a great goalie and the team would rally around him, do their best to protect him each game. No, it was the news of Alec being out that unsettled everyone.
 
   Sonny cleared his throat and waited for the room to grow silent before stepping to the side and nodding. "This is Corbin Gauthier. He'll be our new backup goalie. Make sure you make him welcome."
 
   Sonny looked around the room once more, nodded, then turned on his heel and walked out. The other coaches followed him, leaving the room cloaked in silence. A full minute went by before the murmurs and rumbling started again, slowly growing in volume until the room was filled with a low roar. 
 
   Most of the comments Kenny overheard were about Alec. Worry over his condition, worry over how long he'd be out. A few were directed at Brad, wishing him luck or gently teasing him. Kenny looked over, saw Corbin still standing in the middle of the room, his gear bag slung over one shoulder, looking out of place. Worried. Completely uncertain, like he had no idea what to do next.
 
   Kenny pulled the shoulder pads off and tossed them to the floor then stood and made his way over to the middle of the room. He gave the kid a small smile and held his hand out. "Hey, Corbin. I haven't seen you in a while. How are you doing?"
 
   "Good. Uh, good." He gave his head a quick shake, dislodging the thick hank of blonde hair that had fallen into his blue eyes. He looked around them, his eyes taking everything in, that expression of apprehension still on his pale face.
 
   "Have you had a chance to meet anyone yet?"
 
   "Uh, no. I just got here, maybe twenty minutes ago." His voice was quiet, the accent soft and barely noticeable. "They called last night when we were on the road. I only had time to pack my gear and a suitcase this morning when we got back."
 
   Kenny nodded. There had been a few times he'd had to do the same thing—but not in the last year. And hopefully not anytime soon. 
 
   "Let me introduce you around." Kenny turned and saw all eyes on him, watching. One by one his teammates got to their feet and made their way over, shaking Corbin's hand, making small talk. Kenny backed away from the crowd and made his way back to the bench so he could finish undressing and jump in the shower. He heard someone invite Corbin to lunch, another one ask if he'd gotten a hotel yet. Then he heard JP join the conversation, speaking in rapid French that Kenny didn't understand. Brad looked over and caught his eye, grinning.
 
   "JP just invited him to stay at his place."
 
   "When the hell did you start speaking French?"
 
   Brad shrugged and grabbed his shower kit. "I picked up enough when I was in the major juniors. Being around JP the last few years brought most of it back."
 
   Kenny grunted then made his way to the showers. At least Corbin would have some place to stay, something better than a hotel. That's usually what Kenny had done but he had been dealing with short-term moves. With Alec out indefinitely, Corbin would probably be with the Banners for a bit. Better that he was staying with someone from the team instead of in some hotel.
 
   Kenny finished with his shower, ignoring the laughing and joking going on around him as he dressed. Now that practice was over and he had nowhere else to aim his focus, his mind drifted back to this morning at Lauren's place. He still couldn't wrap his mind around the things he'd heard coming from her sister's mouth. 
 
   The accusations. The vulgarity. The disdain and hatred. He remembered Lauren's face, how the color had drained and her mouth had trembled. Her shock had been like a living breathing thing, tearing into him with sharp claws that drew blood and left a stinging ache. And if he felt like that, how was Lauren feeling? He had wanted to stay, to fold her in his arms and do nothing more than hold her. Protect her.
 
   To rail at her sister and forcibly remove her. Had Lauren seen that sudden urge in his face? Was that why she'd asked him to leave? Or was it simply a matter of being embarrassed? Of not wanting him to witness a private family matter? Screw that. Lauren had nothing to be embarrassed about, and certainly not on her sister's behalf. As far as Kenny was concerned, the best thing she could do was kick her sister out. 
 
   What were the words Harland had used? Off. He'd said she was off somehow. Kenny had a better word: toxic.
 
   Was she on something? Was there something else going on? He didn't care. As far as he was concerned, there was no excuse for what she'd said.
 
   An image of his own sister came to mind. Kelly, with her soft voice and smiling face, her easy spirit and willingness to help anyone in need. If something happened to Kelly, if she had suddenly started acting like Lauren's sister, would he kick her out?
 
   No. He'd be confused and hurt. Worried. And he'd do whatever he could to help her. What he wouldn't do is just allow the behavior to continue, which is what Lauren seemed to be doing.
 
   "Dammit." He lowered his head into his hands and took a deep breath. He needed to let it go, not worry about it. It wasn't his place. It didn't concern him. He shouldn't be getting in the middle of it, not when he didn't even know exactly what was going on.
 
   "Haskell! You coming or what?"
 
   Kenny looked up, not surprised to see Harland standing at the door, waiting for him. Randy stood next to him, arms crossed in front of his broad chest. 
 
   "Yeah. I'm coming." He grabbed his jacket and shrugged into it as he made his way over to them. He looked at Randy, one brow raised in surprise. "What are you still doing here? I figured you would have headed over already."
 
   "Not yet, I'm meeting someone. That, and I need favor from you."
 
   "From me?" Kenny narrowed his eyes. "What kind of favor?"
 
   "I need you to play in the charity exhibition in two weeks."
 
   "What? No way. That's just before the holidays. My sister's coming into town with my niece."
 
   "Just say yes. He's already got half the team agreeing to it." Harland moved ahead of them, leading the way out of the locker room.
 
   "Not happening."
 
   Randy clapped him on the back, hitting him a little harder than necessary. "Yes it is. Just bring them along. It's going to be a family day thing."
 
   "No." Kenny shook his head and stepped to the side, trying to dislodge the man's hold on his shoulder. 
 
   "Didn't you hear me? It's for charity."
 
   "What kind of charity?" And shit, he should have never asked. That was almost like saying he'd do it.
 
   "For the local burn unit. It'll just be a quick game with shortened periods. The fire department is hosting it."
 
   "No." Kenny shook his head again. "Not happening. No."
 
   "Just say yes already. You know it's inevitable." Harland pushed through the doors leading to the rink, stepping to the side and holding them open for Kenny and Randy. 
 
   "If it wasn't for Kelly and Sara coming into town, I'd say yes. But I already made plans."
 
   "Just bring them. It'll be fun. They're even going to have games for the kids."
 
   "My niece is three. I don't think she's ready to be out on the ice yet."
 
   "Not those kinds of games. I mean kids' games. Like a bouncy house and all that other shit. And face-painting. Little girls like stuff like that."
 
   "Yeah, because you're suddenly an expert on what little kids like."
 
   "Only because he's still a kid himself." Harland laughed then quickly stepped out of the way as Randy moved to hit him.
 
   "Kiss my ass."
 
   "No thanks, I'll pass."
 
   Randy ignored him and turned back to Kenny. "I'll mark you down as a yes."
 
   "Come on, man. Don't. I said no, I can't." Kenny paused, his eyes resting on a solitary figure standing near the door. He blinked as recognition slowly dawned. It was Lauren's brother, Dale.
 
   His gut twisted, anxiety almost doubling him over. Was something wrong? Had something happened to Lauren? Why else would Dale be here? Kenny's feet froze in place, his entire body stiffening with worry and dread. Randy muttered something and stepped around him, moving toward the man. He reached out to shake his hand, laughed at something the man said. 
 
   What the hell?
 
   Kenny drew in a deep breath, the action unfreezing him. He glanced at Harland, shook his head, and hurried over to the other two men. He pushed his way in front of Randy and faced Dale. "Is everything okay with Lauren?"
 
   The words were too sharp, drawing a curious look from Randy and Harland. Dale turned, a frown on his face that cleared when recognition lit in his eyes. Then Kenny's words registered and he frowned again.
 
   "She's fine. Why? Did something happen?"
 
   "No. I mean, I don't think so…" Kenny's voice drifted off as he looked between the two men. Randy was watching him like he'd suddenly grown a third head. 
 
   "You guys know each other?"
 
   "What? No. Not really." Kenny shifted, suddenly uncomfortable at the looks he was getting. He cleared his throat. "I mean, we've met, yeah. Uh, do you guys know each other?"
 
   "Yeah. This is Dale Gannon. He's the guy from the fire department who's coordinating the exhibition game."
 
   Kenny forced his mouth closed, knowing he had to look like an idiot. He swallowed and tried to force a smile to his face. "Sorry. My bad."
 
   And God, he really was an idiot. What on earth had possessed him to think the worst? To just go running up and spouting off at the mouth? No wonder everyone was looking at him like he'd lost his mind. 
 
   Dale watched him, that deep frown on his face. "Are you one of the guys playing, too?"
 
   "No. I already told—" 
 
   "Yeah, he's playing." Randy spoke right over him, drowning him out.
 
   "No shit. Lauren will probably get a kick out of that."
 
   "She will? Why?"
 
   "Because she's playing, too." Dale uncrossed his arms and stepped closer to Kenny, his frown deepening over dark eyes that were nowhere near as warm as his sister's. "Now why don't you tell me why the hell you looked so panicked, convinced that something happened to my sister?"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   "No. No, no, and no." Lauren fisted her hands, nearly snapping the pen she was holding. She took a deep breath, trying to calm her temper. 
 
   Trying not to lunge over the desk and go after her brother.
 
   Dale and Rick stood in her office, their large bodies taking up too much room in the small space. It didn't help that she was sitting while they stood, towering over her, making her feel small. Dale leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed in front of his chest, his face completely blank. Only his eyes betrayed any emotion, the dark brown flashing with impatience, with anger.
 
   At least Rick got partial credit for looking a little more understanding. Or maybe just curious. And only partial credit because behind his curiosity, she could see his disbelief. He hadn't said anything yet, though, and Lauren wondered if he was just waiting to hear her side—or if he realized it was safer for him to stay quiet.
 
   She slid her chair out and stood halfway, leaning forward to rest her palms against the cluttered surface of her desk. She narrowed her eyes and fixed Dale with a look that conveyed every bit of her own anger and irritation.
 
   "We are not discussing this. Not here. Not now. Not later. It doesn't even concern you."
 
   "Don't tell me it doesn't concern me! You're my damn sister, it sure as hell concerns me."
 
   "So is Lindsay but I don't see you worrying about her!"
 
   Anger flashed in Dale's eyes, hot and piercing. The muscle in his jaw ticked several times as he held her gaze, refusing to back down. He finally looked away but only long enough to glance at Rick. Something passed between, some silent communication. She didn't need to hear it to know he'd just asked Rick to leave. 
 
   Dale closed the door behind him, the click too loud in the shrinking room. He stepped closer to her desk and leaned on it, his face only inches from hers. His voice was too quiet, almost lethal. "I stopped worrying about Lindsay almost two years ago when she stormed out and hurt Mom and Dad."
 
   Lauren stepped away from the desk, trying to put distance between them—trying to distance herself from Dale's words. She lowered herself to the chair, her hands curled loosely against her legs, her eyes focused on a spot behind Dale. She had no idea how to respond, no idea what to say. Her silence must have frustrated him because he straightened with a loud sigh and ran his hands along his face.
 
   "That was two years ago, Dale. You shouldn't judge her—"
 
   "Judge her? Christ, Lauren, listen to yourself! She hasn't changed. If anything, she's gotten worse. How can you sit there and keep defending her?"
 
   "I'm not defending her!"
 
   "What the hell do you call it? You keep making excuses for her, keep acting like she's changed. Yeah, she's changed, alright. And it hasn't been for the better."
 
   "How can you stand there and say that? She's our sister!"
 
   "Because it's the truth!" Dale threw his hands in the air, looking like he wanted to hit something in frustration. "I don't get it. You're usually so reasonable, so level-headed. But when it comes to Lindsay, it's like you've got blinders on or something. You refuse to see her for what she really is."
 
   "That's not true." But even as the words left her mouth, Lauren knew they were a lie. She didn't want to see the person Lindsay had become, didn't want to acknowledge that she no longer knew who her sister was. If she did, it would be like acknowledging that her sister was really gone. Acknowledging that she didn't like the person her sister had become.
 
   Acknowledging that she'd given up hope.
 
   She couldn't do that. She refused to do that. But God, it was getting harder and harder not to do just that very thing. Dale didn't see it that way. He was too cynical and entirely too capable of sealing his emotions away, of burying them so far below the surface that they didn't matter. Was it because of his job as a firefighter? Probably. She knew he dealt with things on a daily basis that forced him to do that. If he didn't bury his emotions, if he let everything get to him, she doubted he'd still be in the fire department. She understood that, she really did. But this was his family they were talking about, his own sister. It shouldn't be so easy for him to just shut himself off from his own family.
 
   And maybe it wasn't. Maybe his anger was a sign of that. Maybe his frustration was because he couldn't really shut himself off when he wanted to.
 
   And maybe she was just so deeply entrenched in seeing what she wanted to see that she was reading into things.
 
   "Lauren, you're not helping her by keeping your eyes closed. Nobody can help her until she's ready to help herself."
 
   "You make it sound like's some kind of…of addict or something. She's not."
 
   "Maybe, maybe not. But she's hell-bent on destroying herself and she's willing to take down everybody else with her."
 
   "She's still young—"
 
   "Lauren, she's twenty-one. An adult. What was I doing at that age? What were you doing at her age? You have to stop making excuses for her."
 
   "I'm not."
 
   "Really? What do you call it?"
 
   Lauren pursed her lips and looked away, no longer able to meet Dale's furious gaze. She didn't have an answer for him, didn't know what to say—because he was right. She had been making excuses for Lindsay, ever since she moved in. Even as recent as this morning.
 
   Dale blew out a deep breath, some of the tension leaving him as he sat on the edge of her desk. His eyes softened, filled with worry instead of frustration. "Lauren, you have to stop it. You have to let it go before she ends up destroying you, too."
 
   "I know." She dropped her head into her hands and ran her fingers through her hair, brushing the strands back until she could clasp her fingers behind her head. "I know. I just…I keep hoping, thinking that maybe…"
 
   She let her voice drift off, unable to finish, unable to find the right words because there weren't any. Dale was right. She knew he was right. But part of her didn't want to admit that, didn't want to give up. Because what if she gave up when all Lindsay needed was just one more chance? One more push, one more encouraging word to turn things around? If Lauren didn't give her that, who would? Not Dale. Not her parents. Certainly none of Lindsay's friends, whoever they might be.
 
   "So tell me what happened this morning."
 
   "Why? Sounds like you already know." Lauren didn't bother hiding the impatience and irritation in her voice. That was just one more thing she didn't want to face: the fact that Kenny had gone running to her brother, telling him about this morning's drama. It hadn't been his place; he'd had no right.
 
   "Lose the attitude."
 
   "No, I won't. I don't feel like dealing with that on top of everything else."
 
   "Dealing with what?" Dale's voice turned sharp again, unsympathetic. 
 
   "With Haskell, running to you like a little tattletale."
 
   "Get over it, Lauren. He didn't go running to me. I ran into him when I had that meeting at the rink and he thought I was there because of you."
 
   "That didn't give him the right to say anything."
 
   "Oh, bullshit. You guys are obviously together. I'd say he has every right to be worried."
 
   "We're not together."
 
   "Oh yeah? Then what the hell was he doing at your place at seven in the morning? Dropping off the morning paper?" No way was she answering that one, not when Dale was studying her so closely. He knew it, too, because he didn't push. "So what happened?"
 
   What happened? Lauren was still trying to figure that out, still trying to wrap her head around everything Lindsay had said and done. She took a deep breath and finally shrugged. "I'm not sure. She came home with her usual attitude, bitching and complaining. And when I asked her where she'd been, she told me—" Lauren stopped, not willing to tell Dale everything Lauren had said, the harsh lies and biting words meant to deliberately hurt. "She lied. I don't know why."
 
   "Did she really say she'd been with Haskell?"
 
   Lauren cut her gaze to Dale, saw his eyes narrowing as he watched her, his dark eyes completely focused on her face, on her expression. She looked away. "Yeah."
 
   "Then called you a bitch?"
 
   "Yeah." The admission was barely loud enough to be considered a whisper. Lauren didn't even know why she bothered to answer, because it was obvious Dale already knew.
 
   "And you didn't toss her ass out?"
 
   "No, I didn't."
 
   "Christ Lauren! What's it going to take? She steals your credit card, she steals your car—"
 
   "She didn't steal it."
 
   His eyes narrowed as he talked right over her. "Steals your car. Lies about sleeping with your boyfriend, calls you names. What the hell is wrong with you? I don't get it."
 
   "He's not my boyfriend."
 
   "That's your comeback? Seriously? I'm so pissed off, I don't even know what to say to you right now."
 
   "Good, because I'm done talking."
 
   Dale pushed away from the desk, each movement tight and controlled. A muscle ticked in his clenched jaw and Lauren was positive he wanted to hit something, to scream and yell. But he just stood there, watching her, his face carefully blank. "You need to get your head out of the clouds, Lauren. And watch your back. I don't trust Lindsay, and neither should you."
 
   He watched her for a few more minutes, his dark eyes filled with a seriousness that made her uncomfortable. She shifted in the chair, pulling her gaze away to study the numbers filling the computer screen. He blew out another breath, long and deep, then opened the door and walked out without another word.
 
   Lauren leaned back in the chair, her body going limp after being held so rigid for the last hour. Her mind whirled, filled with thoughts and emotions she didn't want to study, didn't want to acknowledge. 
 
   Because Dale was right and Lauren didn't want to admit it. And if she was forced to be honest—with him, with herself—she'd admit that she didn't trust Lindsay, either. The little sister she remembered growing up was gone, replaced by someone who was bitter, resentful. She didn't know the person her sister had become, didn't want to know her. 
 
   Which only filled her with shame and guilt. How could she say that about her sister? What if Lindsay just needed time? Needed someone to believe in her? Lauren was so afraid that if she gave up on Lindsay, Lindsay would truly give up on herself. And she couldn't live with herself if that happened, knowing that if she had just stuck it out, her sister might get her act together.
 
   Deep down, Lauren knew that life didn't work that way. In the sane, rational part of her mind, she knew she wasn't responsible for Lindsay and that she couldn't help her sister if she didn't want it. But logic and emotion didn't always go together, and this was a perfect example of one of those times.
 
   So what if she didn't completely trust Lindsay? That didn't mean she couldn't be there for her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Kenny stopped for the light, his eyes cutting over to his passenger. Her face was in profile, shrouded mostly in shadow except for the slice of light coming from the streetlamp on the corner. The light accented her high cheekbones, making them look sharper, more defined in the curve of her cheek. He must have been staring too long because Lauren turned her head, her lips barely lifting in smile that looked too forced.
 
   "The light's green."
 
   Kenny pulled his gaze away from her, turning his attention to the nighttime traffic. It was late enough that traffic was lighter, allowing him to divide his attention between the road and the woman sitting next to him. He was definitely more interested in the woman. How could he not be? She was smart, funny, sexy as hell, and into hockey. What wasn't there to like?
 
   Nothing—except for the fact that she was too quiet tonight. She seemed preoccupied, her mind elsewhere. At least, Kenny hoped that was the reason she seemed so distant. He'd asked her twice already; he didn't want to push it and ask a third time, especially when he had a good idea why.
 
   The restaurant he had picked for tonight's dinner was just ahead. Kenny slowed the car to turn into the parking lot then eased into an empty space. Lauren shifted, her hand already moving toward the door handle. 
 
   "No, wait." Kenny opened his own door and hurried around to the side, not missing the look of surprise on Lauren's face. He held his hand out to help her from the car, holding his breath until she actually took it. 
 
   "You didn't have to do that."
 
   "Yes I did." He curled his fingers around hers, holding her hand in place when it felt like she was going to let go. He grinned, not missing the quick narrowing of her eyes. "I know you're more than capable of opening your own door. And a lot of other things, too. That doesn't mean I shouldn't do it for you whenever I have the chance."
 
   "Is that so?"
 
   "Absolutely." He watched her, hoping for a smile or a laugh. Her lips curled up but the motion was too quick to be called a smile. She started walking, pulling him along without a word. Kenny stopped and tugged on her hand, pulling her back and turning her around. His arms came around her waist and he lowered his mouth to hers, claiming her lips in a soft kiss. Her body stiffened and Kenny almost stepped back in surprise, not understanding why she seemed so hesitant. Then her body finally relaxed against his and her mouth opened for him. He dipped his tongue inside, meeting hers in a slow dance that sent heat straight through him.
 
   He tilted her head back and deepened the kiss, swallowing her small moan as she leaned into him. This is what he wanted, what he'd been waiting for since he left her house the other day. Only two days had passed. Two. He shouldn't be this tied up with need and want, shouldn't be so hungry for something as simple as a kiss. But he was. He didn't think he could ever have enough of Lauren's kisses. Slow, deep, warm. The way she clung to him when they kissed, the way her body molded so perfectly against his own. The tiny little sounds she made, almost like a kitten purring its happiness.
 
   And if he wasn't careful, this kiss could quickly turn into something more. 
 
   Kenny pulled away, swallowing his own groan as he rested his forehead against hers. His breathing was just a little harsh, a little ragged. He grinned when he realized Lauren's breathing was an echo of his own. "I should have done that earlier, as soon as I picked you up tonight."
 
   "Yeah?" A tiny grin lifted the corners of her mouth, a real grin, not a distracted one.
 
   "Definitely."
 
   "We may have had to go back upstairs to my place if you had."
 
   "You say that like it's a bad thing." 
 
   Lauren laughed, her eyes sparkling in the reflection of the parking lot lights. She stepped away, tugging his hand as she moved toward the restaurant. "No, not a bad thing. Except I don't normally eat this late and I'm hungry."
 
   "Why didn't you say something? We could have gone earlier, or done something different. I didn't—"
 
   Lauren turned in his arms and pressed a quick kiss against his lips. "I'm fine. Stop worrying."
 
   Spicy warmth greeted them as soon as they walked inside. Kenny inhaled deeply, his eyes closed as he breathed in the mixed scents of curry and cardamom and saffron. He heard Lauren laugh and opened his eyes in time to see her shrug out of her jacket, a small smile on her face.  
 
   "Was I being too obvious?" 
 
   "Not really. It smells really good. I would have done the same thing but I was too busy watching you."
 
   "I hope that means you like Indian food."
 
   "I haven't had it in a while but yes, I like it."
 
   Kenny breathed a sigh of relief as the hostess led them back to a corner table set slightly apart from the others. He pulled the chair out for Lauren then sat across from her as the hostess placed their menus in front of them. A waiter quickly showed up to fill their water glasses and take their drink orders then left. Lauren reached for her menu, studying it with a small frown.
 
   "This is my first time here but everyone I talked to said it's supposed to be pretty good."
 
   "Hm?" Lauren peered at him from over the menu, that distracted look back in her eyes. "I'm sure it'll be fine."
 
   "I think I need to kiss you again."
 
   "What?" Lauren lowered the menu, her brows pulled together in confusion. "Why?"
 
   Kenny watched her for a minute in silence, studying her. The line of her jaw, the delicate bow of her upper lip, the sweep of her dark lashes as she blinked. He sat back in the chair and stretched his left leg out, his fingers playing with the stem of the water glass. "Are you going to tell me what's wrong?"
 
   Lauren looked away, reaching for her own water glass and taking a sip. To avoid answering him or because she was thirsty? She took another sip then shook her head, her eyes not quite meeting his. "Nothing's wrong."
 
   "Then why do you seem so distracted?"
 
   "I'm not."
 
   "Lauren, the only time you haven't been is when I kissed you in the parking lot. Honestly, I was kind of hoping that would be the one time that you were distracted." He'd said it as a joke, hoping to see her smile. She did, but not a full one, not a real one that lit her face.
 
   "Trust me, I was."
 
   "So what's wrong?"
 
   "Really, it's nothing." She motioned to the side then smiled as the waiter approached their table with their drinks: a white wine for Lauren, a bottle of Kingfisher for Kenny. He took their orders and left again. Lauren fidgeted with her wineglass, the small frown back on her face. Should he ask her again, or just leave it alone? He searched his mind, looking for something else to say, something that might get her mind off whatever it was distracting her, when Lauren let out a little sigh and looked up at him.
 
   "I'm not distracted. Not really. I'm just…" Her voice faded off and she looked away.
 
   "Just what?"
 
   She glanced at him, looked down at her wine, took a sip. "I'm just…I wish you wouldn't have said anything to Dale about Tuesday morning, that's all."
 
   So that was what this was about. Kenny leaned back in the seat and took a long swallow of beer, not sure what to say. Her brother had obviously said something to her but he had no idea what. Had he given her shit about Kenny spending the night, about them being together? He'd been so worried that something had happened to her when he saw Dale at the rink that he hadn't even thought about possible repercussions. 
 
   He took another swallow of beer then rolled the bottle between his hands. "I'm sorry. I wasn't even thinking that you wouldn't want him to know—well, you know. That I spent the night there."  
 
   "That's not what I meant."
 
   He looked over at her, frowning. "Then I think I'm lost."
 
   "I was talking about my sister. Lindsay. You didn't have to tell him what happened."
 
   Kenny's hand tightened around the bottle with the same force of his jaw clenching. Just hearing her name set his nerves on edge and twisted his gut. He put the bottle down, afraid it might actually break in his hand. The violent reaction, so swift and complete, surprised him. He shouldn't be reacting this way, shouldn't be consumed with anger at the memory of the other morning. But he was, whether it made sense or not. Looking over at Lauren, he knew he wasn't the only one upset. 
 
   And there was no doubt they were upset for totally different reasons.
 
   Kenny took a deep breath and let it out slowly, making a concentrated effort to relax his hands. He swallowed, cleared throat, shifted in the chair. Took another deep breath and finally nodded. 
 
   "I'm sorry. I hadn't meant to say anything."
 
   "But you did. It wasn't your place." Lauren's words were clipped, her voice tight. She looked away but not before he saw the irritation flash in her eyes. It took Kenny all of two seconds to realize that Lauren was more than just distracted. She was upset. Angry. And he couldn't understand why.
 
   "Did your brother tell you why I told him?"
 
   "I don't feel like talking about it."
 
   "So you just bring it up then suddenly want to let it go without hearing my side?"
 
   "You don't have a side because it doesn't concern you."
 
   "Actually, it concerns me a lot if she's going around telling people that we slept together. And who knows what else she might be saying? Might be accusing me of? Or anyone else, for that matter."
 
   Lauren's head snapped around, her eyes narrowed. "What are you implying?"
 
   "I'm not implying anything. But did you stop to think about the repercussions this could have on me? On my career? I don't know what she's telling people. I don't know who she's telling or even why. But all it takes is one person to make an accusation, to say the wrong thing. That could be the end of everything I've worked for because you don't recover from accusations like that. Ever." Kenny's voice had gotten louder with each word, his anger bubbling to the surface. And he was surprised. Not just by the words, but by the realization that he'd even been thinking them, that the worry over what else Lauren's sister might be saying even existed. He hadn't given it any thought, hadn't even considered it. Not consciously, at least. But now that the words were out there, the sick realization scared him, souring his gut and twisting it into knots. 
 
   He reached for the beer bottle, studied it for a second, slammed it back down on the table.
 
   "Lindsay would never do that."
 
   "Really? I don't know that, do I? And I don't think you do, either. After all, she was pretty quick to lie to you and tell you I slept with her."
 
   "So I guess that's why you ran to my brother, hm? So worried about yourself about something that would never happen."
 
   "Actually, no. I was worried about you. I saw Dale at the rink and immediately thought something had happened to you. It was a stupid reaction. Trust me, I'll make sure it won't happen again."
 
   Lauren opened her mouth to say something then immediately shut it when the waiter appeared with their food. It was just as well, Kenny thought. Judging from the scowl on her face, he didn't want to hear whatever she had been ready to say. He grabbed the bottle and took a long swallow of beer, eyeing the food being placed in front of them. The same distaste he suddenly felt was reflected on Lauren's face and he wondered if he should just ask the waiter to bring some boxes. There was no way he felt like eating now, not when his appetite had vanished the second Lauren brought up her sister's name.
 
   So much for the nice date he had planned.
 
   Silence settled between them, thick with tension and anger. He sipped from the bottle, watching Lauren through half-closed eyes. She looked as miserable as he felt. Tension tightened her features, creasing her forehead. Her lips were pressed together in a tight line, changing their color from a rosy pink to a pale, washed-out peach. Another long minute went by, awkward and oppressive. Lauren reached for the Naan bread, her movements short and clipped as she broke off a piece. She didn't eat it, just stared at it for a few seconds, her frown deepening.
 
   "Dammit." She tossed the bread onto her plate and sat back, running both hands through her hair.
 
   Kenny put the bottle down and slid his chair back. "I'll get the waiter, ask for the check—"
 
   "No. Wait." She leaned forward and wrapped her hand around his wrist, her fingers cold and pale against his skin. Kenny didn't move, just waited to see what she would say, wondering why she had stopped him.
 
   Her tongue darted out, running across her lips as she looked down at her hand. The grip on his wrist tightened, just for a second, then she let go and dropped both hands into her lap. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean—I shouldn't have said anything. It's just…I guess Lindsay is a sore spot for me right now."
 
   Kenny sat back in the chair, tension still gripping his shoulders. He wasn't sure what to say, how to respond. Did he want the night to end? Now, like this? No. But he didn't want the blanket of tension to hover over them all night, either. And now that he gave voice to his concerns, put them out there where they had to face them, he wasn't sure he could just act like it didn't matter.
 
   Judging from the look on Lauren's face, he got the impression she felt the same way. So where did that leave them? Where did they go from here? 
 
   "You said you were worried about me. Why?"
 
   He reached for the bottle of beer, frowned when he realized it was almost empty. The question didn't surprise him, not really. The problem was, he had no idea how to answer her. Tell her the truth and risk completely destroying the rest of the night? He wouldn't lie to her, and he didn't think she'd let him get away with not answering, not when there was more than simple curiosity on her face.
 
   "I really didn't think we'd spend the night talking about your sister."
 
   "Neither did I. So why?"
 
   "Lauren—" Hell. Did she really want to know? Maybe she did. Or maybe she just wanted an excuse to end the night. It didn't matter. He wasn't going to lie to her. "The other morning…it's just—are you sure you really want to know?"
 
   "Yeah, I do."
 
   Kenny took a deep breath, suddenly wishing he understood the fine art of tact. But that was something he'd never learned, never had to worry about it before. He glanced up, studying the tiled ceiling like he could find answers in the aged squares above them. Screw it. The only thing he could do was tell her the truth then be prepared to ask the waiter for the check when she got pissed.
 
   "Lauren, I like you. I really do. But your sister…there's something off about her. Something I don't trust."
 
   "You can't—"
 
   "You asked. Please, let me finish." He held his breath, waiting for the blow-up, but Lauren merely tightened her lips and nodded for him to continue. "The way she was looking at you, her eyes. They were just…I don't know how to explain it. It was like she was being eaten alive by jealousy and hatred. And when she was talking to you, lying to you…I have a sister, I know all about sibling rivalry, okay? But we outgrew it when we stopped being kids. And even then, it was never like that. Never so…vicious. So deep and chilling."
 
   Kenny paused, waiting for Lauren to say something. She sat across from him, her body stiff and still, her dark eyes watching him without any real expression. No, that was a lie. He glimpsed sorrow in them, a deep sadness that made him want to move next to her and just pull her into his arms. She blinked and looked away, the expression gone. He lowered his gaze to the table, reaching for the fork and rolling it under his fingers just for something to do. 
 
   "I don't know your sister, Lauren. I only met her the one time and then only briefly. But the way she talked to you even then—it wasn't right. I would never dream of talking to my sister that way, and neither would she." Kenny paused, cleared his throat in the silence. "When I saw your brother at the rink, I had no idea he was there to meet Randy. I guess my imagination ran away with me because the first thing I thought was that something had happened to you. That maybe…that maybe you and your sister got into a fight or that she…I overreacted. Jumped to conclusions. And then your brother wanted to know why I was worried and I didn't even think, just told him what had happened."
 
   And Christ, now he really needed another drink. For not knowing what the hell to tell her, he sure said one hell of a lot. More than he should have. He pushed his chair back with a heavy sigh. "I'll go get the check."
 
   "Kenny—no. Don't." She didn't reach for him this time. She didn't even move, just sat there, the sorrow clear in her eyes. Another minute went by then she slowly pushed her glass of wine across the table. "Here, looks like you could use this more than me right now."
 
   Her lips moved in what he thought was supposed to be a smile but it died before it even started. He looked down at her slender fingers, still resting on the base of the glass. He didn't think, just reached out and grabbed her hand, threading his fingers with hers and giving them a gentle squeeze. She did smile that time, just a small sad one, there and gone in the space of a heartbeat.
 
   "I just—" Lauren stopped and cleared her throat, the sound rusty and hoarse. "I just want you to know that I'm not usually such a defensive bitch. Honest."
 
   He almost laughed but the sound stuck in his throat, nearly choking him. "Yeah, I didn't think you were. Honest."
 
   "I don't know what to do with her. She's my baby sister and I'll always love her, but I don't know who she is anymore. There are times I look at her and ask myself who that stranger is, you know?"
 
   Lauren looked over at him, her eyes a dark pool of uncertainty. He squeezed her fingers again, not sure what to say. She took a deep breath and let out a little laugh that was nothing more than a rush of air. 
 
   "I mean…I know I'm not helping her. I know that. And I know what I need to do. But I can't, because I'm her big sister and I know what's expected of me. And I feel so guilty whenever I think about it because what if I do what needs to be done and it turns out that I could have helped her instead if I just toughed it out a little longer? And that's the first time I've ever said that out loud, ever admitted it, and it just sounds so awful. So…selfish."
 
   Kenny didn't know what to say. Looking at Lauren, he didn't think she really wanted him to say anything. It was almost like she was talking out loud, working things out in her own mind as she said the words to herself. He squeezed her fingers again and offered her a smile. "Wanting to help your sister isn't selfish."
 
   "It sure feels that way." She looked down at their clasped hands, her brows lowered just enough to crease the delicate skin of her forehead. Kenny stayed quiet, knowing just by watching her that her mind was whirling in a dozen different directions. He didn't know what she was thinking, only knew that she didn't need him disturbing her while she worked through whatever it was she was working through.
 
   A few minutes went by, no longer as tense or uncomfortable as before. Lauren finally took a deep breath and looked up, a small smile on her face. It didn't quite meet her eyes, didn't quite chase away the sorrow, but it was a start. She pulled her hand from his and sat up straighter.
 
   "So. Can we maybe have a do-over to this whole night? Pretend the last half-hour never happened?"
 
   Kenny wasn't sure they could really pretend, but he had no problem just putting it behind them. And if she wanted a do-over, he would certainly do his best to give it to her. "I'm up for it."
 
   "Good." She took another deep breath, her smile growing wider. She reached for the bowl of rice in front of her and spooned some onto her plate. "Just so you know, I love Indian food. And I also know, from experience, that it tastes just as good even when it's not steaming hot."
 
   "Is that so?"
 
   "Yup. So how about you order us two more drinks and then we dig in?"
 
   Kenny smiled, the first real one since they walked into the restaurant, and turned in his chair, signaling for the waiter. Maybe there was hope for tonight after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Kenny groaned, the sound raw in the back of his throat. He could die right now and would have no complaints. 
 
   No, that wasn't right. If he died right now, he'd never again experience the sweet warmth of Lauren's kisses. Never again feel her body soften and come to life under his touch. Never again hear her soft murmurs, whispered against his mouth as he kissed her, touched her.
 
   And if he didn't stop soon, didn't pull away and harness his self-control, he'd take her right here. In the hallway, against the door of her condo. He slowed the kiss, reluctantly pulled his mouth from hers with another groan. Lauren's lids fluttered open, the brown of her eyes deep, warm, glazed with the same passion that seared his veins. He kissed her again, hard and quick, and stepped away from temptation.
 
   "I should let you get inside." And oh God, what a poor choice of words, when all he wanted to do was just that: get inside. To lose himself in Lauren's heat. Could she read his thoughts? If the small smile and faint blush coloring her cheeks meant anything, then yes, she could. He thought that maybe he should apologize but her smile grew wider as she glanced up at him through her thick lashes.
 
   "I was just going to say the same thing to you."
 
   And shit, there was no mistaking what she meant. Not when she dragged her hand down his chest, past the waistband of his jeans. The heel of her hand barely grazed the hard-on throbbing behind the zipper of his jeans. He inhaled sharply at the light touch, wanting more even as she moved away with a small smile. She turned and unlocked the door, tossing an inviting glance over her shoulder as she held it open. Kenny hesitated then followed her inside, his heart pounding so loud in his chest he was certain even she must hear it. He heard the door close with a soft click, heard the sound of the lock being turned followed by the slide of metal against metal. For a brief second, he wondered why she was throwing the security chain, thought to ask her even though he was sure he knew the answer. And then he stopped thinking altogether because Lauren was in his arms, her mouth hot and wet against his. Searching, seeking. Needy.
 
   He groaned and pulled her tighter against him, cupping her ass as he held her against the length of his erection. Need, hot and urgent, filled him, heating his blood and searing his veins. If they weren't standing in the entranceway of her condo, if they weren't fully clothed, he'd slide between her legs right now. Drive himself deeper, bury himself in her tight heat.
 
   And never leave.
 
   He gave himself a mental shake, pushing the absurd thought and emotion away. This was nothing more than desire, than passion. Untamed and out of control, yes, but still only passion.
 
   And he wanted—needed—her. Now. 
 
   He groaned and deepened the kiss, his hands drifting up her sides, up further to her arms. Too many clothes, too many barriers between them. He pushed off her coat, heard it hit the floor with a soft whoosh of nylon. He took a step forward, another and another until Lauren's back was against the wall. He reached for the buttons of her shirt, his fingers trembling as he fumbled with them, slowly popping them one by one. 
 
   Lauren groaned, the sound nothing more than a throaty whisper as he slid the shirt from her shoulders. She rolled her hips toward his, rubbing herself against his hard length with another small moan. Their hands tangled together as they each reached for the buttons and zippers of each other's jeans. Kenny pulled back, a grin on his face, his chest heaving with each breath. 
 
   "We should go to your room."
 
   "No. I don't want to wait." She pushed his jeans down to his thighs, his cock springing free between them. Her hand closed over him, stroking. Long, hard strokes, from the base of his cock to the tip. Over and over. Kenny closed his eyes and let his head drop back, sensation washing over him, robbing him of all thought. There was just Lauren, and the slow deliberate touch of her hand.
 
   She grabbed his shoulder with her free hand, turning him around so he was the one against the wall. And then she was on her knees in front of him, her mouth closing over him. Hot. Wet.
 
   He sagged against the wall, his hands tangling in her hair as she sucked him. Licked him. As her hand teased the sensitive flesh of his balls, rolling them in her palm. And holy shit, her mouth felt so good. Like sin and redemption and paradise all at once. 
 
   And if she didn't stop, right now, he was going to embarrass himself. He tugged on her hair, pulling her to her feet. She opened her mouth but he didn't give her the chance to speak, just claimed her lips in a deep kiss as her hand continued stroking his hard length.
 
   Kenny turned, trapping her between his body and the wall, his own hands fumbling with her jeans, pushing them down her legs. He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged, watching as she kicked off her shoes and shimmied out of the jeans. He pulled her in for another kiss, one hand reaching into his back pocket as he slid the other between her legs.
 
   "God, you are so wet. So fucking tight." Lauren whimpered, her hips thrusting toward him, her hand closing around his wrist as he slid his finger inside. 
 
   "Now Kenny. Please."
 
   That was all he needed. Hell, who was he kidding? That was more than he needed. 
 
   He held onto his wallet long enough to find a condom then tossed it to the side. He tore open the packet, his hands shaking with need as he rolled the condom down his cock. Then he grabbed Lauren around the waist, lifting her—
 
   And plunged deep inside her, burying himself with one long stroke. 
 
   Her head fell back, her neck pale and fragile in the weak light from the living room. He watched her, mesmerized, as she pulled her lower lip between her teeth, biting down. Each thrust ripped a harsh gasp from her. Faster, sharper. Her nails dug into his shoulders as he gripped her hips, holding her in place as he drove into her. Over and over. Hard. Deep. Losing himself in her heat.
 
   Her legs tightened around him, her inner muscles clenching, stroking. God, he didn't want this to end, didn't ever want to leave her warmth.
 
   He drove into her again. Once more. Felt her body tighten in his arms, tighten around his cock. She sucked in a deep breath and called his name in a whispered scream as she convulsed around him. She lifted her head, her lids fluttering open as she stared straight into his eyes with a look that branded his soul.
 
   "Fuck." The raw cry ripped from his chest. He pumped his hips, driving into her. Hard, deep. Once. Twice. Once more before his own explosion crashed over him, his eyes never leaving hers.
 
   Their harsh breathing echoed in the room around them, matching the frantic pounding of their hearts. Kenny tightened his hold around her and claimed her mouth in a long kiss before pulling away and resting his head against her shoulder. Seconds, maybe minutes, passed, neither of them saying a word.
 
   Neither of them needing to.
 
   Lauren shifted in his arms, took a deep breath. He lifted his head and looked down at her, unable to hide the smile on his face. "You okay?"
 
   "Perfect." She smiled, a soft smile that lit her glazed eyes from within. "I just don't want you to drop me."
 
   The laugh escaped him before he could stop it. He reached around and pinched her ass then pressed a quick kiss against her lips. "I'm not going to drop you.
 
   "You sure about that?"
 
   "Absolutely positive." He murmured the words against her mouth, kissed her again. She wrapped her arms behind his neck and leaned into him, her mouth soft and warm under his tender kiss. He groaned and pulled away. "If you keep that up, I may never let you go."
 
   If Lauren heard the seriousness under the words, she didn't show it. He took a deep breath and said a silent prayer of thanks. What was with him? He'd meant the words as a joke, nothing more than lighthearted banter. But his voice had been too husky, too deep, and the rightness of the words tightened his chest, letting him know that they were so much more than teasing banter.
 
   But Lauren didn't see any of that. She merely tilted her head, a small smile teasing the corners of her mouth. "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "I may hold you to that." She kissed him, hard and quick, then eased her legs from around his waist. He swallowed back another groan as her body slid along his, muttered in frustration as she stepped around him with a teasing smile. He followed her with his eyes, his gaze dropping to her firm ass as she bent over and picked up her shoes and jeans and coat.
 
   "You can use my bathroom to clean up. And then, if you think you're up to it, we could always take a shower." She smiled again, her eyes drifting down to his waist. A small blush colored her cheeks at the obvious evidence that he was definitely up for it.
 
   He followed her down the hallway, her soft laughter floating back to him as he stopped at the bathroom to clean up. Lauren was in her bedroom, her back to him as she searched through her dresser. Disappointment surged through him when he saw that she had put on a pair of sweatpants. He would have liked to watch her bare ass again, especially with the way she was bent over. Kenny leaned against the doorframe and hooked his thumbs into the belt loop of his jeans, just watching her.
 
   What had he been thinking earlier, to say what he did? That he'd never let her go. It had to be momentary insanity, a weak moment spurred by hot, fast, intense sex. He didn't mean it. No way could he have meant it. 
 
   Yes, he liked Lauren. A lot, if he was being honest. He liked talking to her, enjoyed spending time with her. Liked knowing that they had some of the same interests and that she was never afraid to speak her mind. They had fun together. Well, except for that uncomfortable half-hour earlier tonight. But that was an exception. 
 
   But to say he never wanted to let her go? That was nothing but pure insanity—not to mention a little creepy. They hadn't known each other that long, just over two months. And maybe they talked all the time, but tonight was only the second night they'd been together. For him to even start having insane notions of…of…whatever the hell it was he'd been thinking—no, that was just stupid talk. It had to be because he hadn't really been in a relationship for well over a year. And everything before that had been casual, not serious. He couldn't do serious, didn't have the time for it, not when he had to be focused on his game, on making it work. That was his priority right now, nothing else.
 
   "Wow. Maybe I should rethink that whole shower thing."
 
   "What?" Kenny looked up, surprised to see Lauren standing right in front of him. She pointed to his face.
 
   "That frown. I was only joking about the shower. Mostly. If it upsets you that much, I'm sure we can find something else to do."
 
   "I like the idea of a shower."
 
   "Really? Because your face is saying something completely different."
 
   Kenny gave her a quick smile then pulled her into his arms and nuzzled her ear. "Really. I was just thinking, that's all."
 
   "Uh oh. Words to warm every woman's heart." She wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned back, watching him with a frown. "Anything you want to talk about it?"
 
   "Nope. And don't read into it, it's nothing. Really." He leaned forward, ready to distract her with a kiss when a bang and crash sounded from the living room. Lauren jumped, her hands tightening against his shoulders.
 
   "What the hell?" Kenny stepped back, turning around to go check on the noise. Lauren grabbed his arm, a scowl on her face.
 
   "It's probably Lindsay, trying to get in. Let me go get the door—"
 
   "No, I'll go. You don't know if it's really her or not." Kenny headed out to the hall, absently buttoning his jeans as he went. There was another crash, followed by swearing and laughter. Kenny paused, holding his hand out to keep Lauren behind her.
 
   "Just kick the thing open."
 
   "I don't know, Lins. It's probably chained for a reason."
 
   "Who cares? It's just my bitch sister trying to keep me out. Now do it."
 
   "Lins—"
 
   "Just in and out, baby. Long enough to get her credit card and then we'll be gone."
 
   "You don't think she's going to notice?"
 
   "Oh please. She's so fucking naïve. Totally clueless." The voice lowered, filling with promise. "The sooner you get it open, the sooner you can have some of this. And you know how much you want this."
 
   Kenny had heard enough. So had Lauren, judging from the choked gasp he heard behind him. He stormed over to the door and slammed it shut, ignoring the surprised shrieks from the other side. He unhooked the security chain then pulled the door open again, situating his body between Lauren and the staggering couple in the hallway. They'd both been drinking. If the bloodshot eyes and disheveled clothes weren't good enough clues, the reek of stale beer and liquor certainly were. 
 
   "Oh. You." Lindsay adjusted her skirt, tugging it down as she rolled her eyes. The guy with her stepped back, his eyes widening in shock as Kenny stepped toward them.
 
   "You didn't say there was anyone else going to be here." He shook his head, a strand of greasy hair clinging to his cheek with the movement. He brushed it away and took another step back. "That wasn't part of the deal. I'm out of here."
 
   "Wait! You can't leave!" Lindsay took a step after him then apparently changed her mind. She turned back around and folded her arms across her chest, anger turning the blue of her eyes to icy fire. "Once again, big sister screws up my night. Whatever."
 
   She took a step forward, trying to push her way past Kenny. "Get out of my way and let me in."
 
   "No." The word was nothing more than a whisper but it split the air around them with the force of a shotgun blast. Kenny glanced over his shoulder, his gaze raking over Lauren. The color had drained from face, leaving her pale except for two angry blotches of red on her cheekbones. Her arms were folded in front of her, almost casual—except for the way her fingers dug into the flesh of each toned bicep. Her mouth trembled as she took a shaky breath, her lips tightening into a flat line for several long seconds. She moved to stand beside Kenny, shaking her head.
 
   "No," she repeated, her voice more forceful. Lindsay rolled her eyes and tried to step forward again.
 
   "Another lecture. Great, just what I need. Just let me in and we can talk about in the morning—"
 
   "I said no." Lauren moved forward, her hand darting out with quick precision and snagging the small purse hanging from her sister's shoulder. She reached inside, rummaging through the contents as her sister looked on in horror.
 
   "What are you doing? You can't do that!"
 
   "Watch me." Lauren pulled her hand from the small bag, a keyring with two keys clutched in her palm. She closed the purse and threw it back at her sister. It bounced off Lindsay's chest and hit the floor, some of the contents spilling out.
 
   Lindsay let out a sharp little cry and dropped to her knees, scrambling to gather everything and shove it back into the small bag. Kenny wasn't surprised to see two joints, crumpled and worn, or the small plastic bag with several white pills in it. Had Lauren seen them? He glanced at her, not surprised to see her staring out into the atrium, her eyes turned away from the spectacle of her sister crawling around the floor. He reached out and placed a gentle hand in the middle of her rigid back, offering silent comfort. He could feel the cold of her skin beneath her shirt, the light tremors that shook her body.
 
   Lindsay pushed to her feet, clutching the bag in front of her. Tears welled in her eyes and her lower lip trembled as she looked at Lauren. "What are you doing? Lauren—"
 
   "Get out, Lindsay. Now."
 
   "What? You can't mean it."
 
   "I do. I can't do this anymore, Lindsay. I told you that, over and over."
 
   "But you don't mean it. You can't." A fat tear fell over the edge of her lower lashes and tracked down her face. She tried to step around Kenny, tried to get past him, but he didn't move. Cold anger flashed in her eyes, ruining the effect of the single tear. She blinked and looked away, her eyes once again filling with unshed tears.
 
   "Lauren, you can't mean it. Just let me in and we can talk in the morning, when you're feeling better." Her words came faster, filled with desperation. "You're just upset, that's all. We can work this out."
 
   "You need to leave, Lindsay. Now."
 
   "Lauren, please. You can't!" Her voice rose, turning into a shriek filled with genuine desperation. "Just one more chance. That's all. I'll do better. I'll prove it to you. Please, just one more—"
 
   "I've already given you a chance. And another and another and another. I can't do this anymore, Lindsay. I can't."
 
   Lindsay's mouth snapped shut, anger replacing the desperation. Had it all been nothing more than show? Kenny didn't know. And he didn't care, not when he saw the hatred so clear in her cold eyes.
 
   "You bitch. You just wait. I can't wait until you get yours. I can't wait—"
 
   Kenny stepped forward, his own anger bubbling to the surface as he towered over her. Lindsay stepped back, suddenly looking uncertain. "Get out. Now."
 
   Her eyes narrowed to slits but she didn't say anything, just shot another cold look in Lauren's direction and stormed away. Lauren reached around Kenny and closed the door with a soft click, resting her head against the smooth metal surface. Her body was stiff, too still—except for her right hand, still curled around the door handle. She tightened her hand, her knuckles turning white as she clenched the handle. He understood her silent struggle, knew she was torn between letting her sister go and throwing the door open to call her back. He felt her pain, her anxiety, her worry. The emotions were real, rolling over her in raging waves that battered the heavy air between them. Kenny wanted to reach out, pull her into his arms, just hold her. He didn't move, not yet. This was something he knew she needed to do on her own, to figure out on her own.
 
   Long minutes went by before Lauren finally took a deep breath, the sound ragged and harsh. She pushed away from the door and turned to face him, sorrow and doubt filling her eyes.
 
   "Tell me I did the right thing."
 
   He didn't hesitate, just pulled her into a deep hug and held her, his hand cupping the back of her head as she clung to him. But he couldn't answer her, not yet. 
 
   Was it the right thing to do? Yes, he thought so. He'd seen the cold calculation in her sister's eyes, felt the blast of hatred through the phony tears. But he couldn't tell Lauren that because he didn't think she was ready to face it.
 
   All he could do was carry her back to the bedroom and hold her in his arms and admit to himself that he didn't want to let her go.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Kenny climbed over the boards and fell to the bench, his chest heaving as sweat dripped down his face. Someone tossed a towel over his shoulder and he grabbed it, wiping it across his face before folding it and swiping it across the visor of his helmet. He tossed the towel behind him then reached for a water bottle, tilting his head back and shooting a stream into his mouth, his eyes focused on the giant screen above center ice.
 
   There were three minutes left in the second period and the Banners were having their asses handed to them by Pittsburgh, trailing four-to-one. They were being out-shot, out-scored, and out-skated. On home ice.
 
   Kenny didn't dare look behind him at the coaches. He didn't have to, not when he could feel Coach LeBlanc's steely gaze boring into each player on the bench. Sonny was pissed. He had every right to be when their play had suddenly turned to shit.
 
   A hand clamped down on his shoulder, hard enough to be felt under the pads. Kenny looked behind him, into the coal-dark eyes of Coach Reyes. "Haskell, I want you out on the next shift with Petrovich. Shut these guys down."
 
   Kenny nodded, ignoring the jump of surprise that lurched beneath his breastbone. First line with Nikolai? What the hell was wrong with Michaels? Kenny glanced over at Randy, noticed him rubbing at his thigh with both hands. Fuck. The last thing they needed was another injury. 
 
   Kenny turned his eyes back to the ice, coming to his feet as the play moved toward the offensive zone. Jens Ulfsson and John Murdoch headed to the bench, their faces red and covered in sweat. Kenny jumped the boards and took off, moving into position as JP and Mat passed the puck back and forth. Harland skated behind the net, coming around to the front just as Mat shot the puck in his direction. It hit dead center on Harland's tape and Kenny held his breath, certain he was going to score.
 
   And fuck, that should have gone in. There was no reason Pittsburgh's rookie goalie should have stopped that one. But he did, and now the puck was in Pittsburgh's possession. 
 
   Kenny pushed back, picking up speed, watching and waiting as he stayed ahead of the other player. He saw Nikolai from the corner of his eye, moving in to knock the puck away as Kenny drifted to the net to protect Brad.
 
   And shit, where the hell did the other guy come from? From fucking shitty timing, that's where. Nikolai swung out with his stick but not fast enough to stop the pass. And here came the other player, racing toward the far side of the net.
 
   Away from Kenny. 
 
   Brad jerked to the side, trying to get into position, but his skate must have caught on something because instead of sliding to the other side of the net he fell to one knee, his left arm wind-milling out to the side. And shit, Kenny was too far away, there was no way in hell he could make it in time, not unless he suddenly grew wings.
 
   He didn't think, there wasn't time to think. He saw the player pull back, saw the blade hit the puck and send it flying high to the corner. Kenny took two quick steps and pushed off with his skates, his body stretched as he lunged through the air between Brad and the net. Something hit high on his left hip, just above his shorts. He had a brief second to wonder if that was what it felt like to get shot before he landed on the ice, rolling to the side just as the buzzer sounded. 
 
   Kenny pushed to his elbows, his eyes focused on the red light above the net, wondering why the hell it wasn't flashing. Loud screams and cheers filled the arena, the noise deafening. Kenny rolled to his side then pushed to his knees as hands grabbed him, patted him on the head and arms. 
 
   "Holy shit, Haskell. Beautiful."
 
   "Nice job."
 
   "I could kiss you." Brad slid to a stop next to him and wrapped his arm around Kenny's neck then head-butted him. Kenny looked up at the giant screen but the score was still the same, four-to-one. He glanced over to center ice, saw the officials gathered in a tight knot, their heads together. Then he saw the signal he'd been waiting for, the ref's arms swinging out laterally across his body from shoulder level, his palms facing down. 
 
   No goal.
 
   The screaming and cheers grew, a loud roar that pierced his ears and settled at the base of his spine. He looked around, a stupid grin on his face. 
 
   "I didn't knock it in by mistake? It didn't cross the line?" That had been Kenny's biggest worry, that he'd been too far back in the net. Oh hell, who was he kidding? He hadn't been thinking that. He hadn't been thinking anything, just acting in desperation.
 
   "No. It was a beautiful move. Perfect." JP clapped him on the shoulder as they skated back to the bench. Kenny paused, glancing over to the side before disappearing down the tunnel with his teammates. He caught Lauren's eye, saw the huge smile on her face as she watched him, clapping and cheering with the other 18,000 fans in the stands. He smiled back, raising his stick in a small salute before disappearing down the tunnel.
 
   The excitement didn't last long, not when they finally reached the locker room. Kenny dropped to the bench, raising his jersey to get a look at the welt growing on the side of his hip, an explosion of black and purple with a small line of red in the raised center. Yeah, that was going to hurt in the morning. Morning, hell. It was starting to throb now.
 
   The trainer came over and poked and prodded, asked a few stupid questions, then handed him an ice pack before moving. The coaches filed in, their faces grim and serious. Sonny looked around the room, his eyes resting on each man before moving to the next. His icy gaze landed on Kenny for what seemed like minutes before he finally nodded. "Nice hustle, Haskell." He paused, looked around the room once more, his scar a flaming red line that slashed down across his face.
 
   And then the lecture started, Sonny's loud voice echoing around them. Not shouting, just loud. Disappointed. They were better than this, they needed to focus, get their heads in the game. There was no need for them to be trailing Pittsburgh, not when they were the better team. They needed to stick to the script, get back out there and play their A-game.
 
   Sonny turned on his heel and walked out as the other coaches stepped forward, moving toward the whiteboard to discuss the strategy going into the third. They had five minutes left once the coaches finished. Kenny readjusted the ice pack then leaned back and closed his eyes, using the few minutes left to clear his mind. Then it was time to head back to the ice, time for them to prove they were the better team.
 
   They almost pulled it off, tallying two goals in the third to bring the score to four-to-three. But it still wasn't good enough, ending in a loss. If they had held Pittsburgh off in the first period, if they had played their A-game for the full sixty minutes instead of thirty, things might have ended differently. The atmosphere in the locker room would have been filled with energy and excitement instead of quiet bitterness.
 
   Mat Herron poked his head into the room, a frown on his usually smiling face. "Haskell, your guests are waiting for you."
 
   "Yeah, okay." Kenny adjusted his tie then shrugged into the suit jacket, pulling on the sleeves before grabbing his small duffel.
 
   "Nicole has some great pictures of your flying leap, by the way. I'll have her send them to you."
 
   "Not like it did any good." Kenny fell into step with Mat, the sound of their footsteps soft against the tile floor. 
 
   "The hell it wasn't. I think things would have been totally different in the third if you hadn't blocked that shot."
 
   "We still lost. I should've played better, played harder. Things might have been different—"
 
   "You're too hard on yourself. You had a hell of a lot of ice time tonight. You think Coach would have had you out there like that if you weren't playing hard?"
 
   "Easy for you to say. You don't have to worry about being sent back down."
 
   Mat halted, his brows raised in shock as he faced Kenny. "What? Dude, where's that crazy talk coming from? You're not going anywhere."
 
   "You don't know that. They could send me back to York tomorrow for all I know."
 
   "You're seriously worried about that? Why?"
 
   "Because I've only been here since the middle of last season. Things change in a heartbeat, you know that. What if I haven't proved myself—"
 
   "Haskell!"
 
   Kenny froze at the sound of his name, the speaker's voice loud, determined. He turned around, his heart beating hard and loud in his chest as he faced Coach Reyes. The man's eyes were narrowed, his expression tight as he focused those coal-dark eyes on Kenny. And then his face relaxed, a grin tugging the corners of his mouth.
 
   "You're not going anywhere. Now knock the worrying shit off and get out of here."
 
   His breath left in a rush, easing the tightness in his chest, the tension that had been a constant companion for the last several months. He felt the grin spread on his face, knew he probably looked as giddy as a kid who just played in his first game and scored the winning goal. "Yes, Coach."
 
   Mat nudged him in the side and gave him a knowing look. "Told you so." He nudged him again, his eyebrows moving up and down in a comical wag. "So are things getting serious with you two?"
 
   "With who?"
 
   "Dude, you know exactly with who so don't play stupid. So are they? Getting serious, I mean."
 
   Kenny stopped and shook his head, lowering his voice so they wouldn't be overheard. "No. I don't know. Maybe. I'm just—one day at a time, you know?"
 
   What he didn't admit was that he was serious. At least, he was pretty sure he was. But he had no idea how Lauren felt and didn't even know how to ask. Or even if he should ask. She still had a lot on her mind, was still worried about kicking her sister out a week and a half ago. Kenny didn't want to add to her worry, didn't want to push anything while she was still working things through in her mind. They had been together every night since then, except for the two games he'd been on the road. And even then they had talked on the phone for over an hour each night. An unexpected friendship had blossomed between them. Okay, more than friendship, considering they were sleeping together. Definitely more than friendship for him. But he had no idea if Lauren viewed their relationship the same way, no idea what she thought or felt.
 
   Mat snorted and shook his head. "You're so full of shit it's not even funny."
 
   Kenny didn't bother answering. For one thing, it wouldn't have done any good. Mat was in love now and thought everyone else should be, too. Secondly, they were approaching the common room and there were too many other people around, too many people who could overhear things he'd prefer to keep private.
 
   That included Lauren and her brother. She turned as they walked in, the smile growing on her face as he walked over to her and claimed a quick kiss. He heard Mat cough behind him, heard him whisper "Liar" under his breath. Kenny shot him a warning look over his shoulder then turned back to Lauren.
 
   "Tough loss. But that was such a beautiful move in the second. I have no idea how you pulled it off."
 
   "Trust me, neither do I." He grinned when she wrapped one arm around his waist and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. The grin spread into a full smile when she left her arm in place.
 
   "The guys are heading to The Maypole for a quick bite. Did you want to go?" He directed the question at Dale, trying to include the man in their plans. But he shook his head.
 
   "No thanks. I'm on day work tomorrow, need to get up early."
 
   "It's not going to be a late night. I have to get to the airport early myself to pick up my sister and niece."
 
   "Thanks, but I'll pass anyway. I just came down with Lauren to make sure she got down here okay."
 
   "Dale, I'm fine. I told you that. You just wanted to come down and be nosy, admit it."
 
   Her brother grinned, not bothering to deny it. Kenny looked around then turned back to Dale. "Did you want a quick tour? I can show you around—"
 
   "Thanks but I'll take a rain check. I'm running on fumes now because of my new neighbor."
 
   Kenny nodded then headed for the door, his hand in the small of Lauren's back, guiding her. She looked over her shoulder, frowning at her brother. "You didn't say you had a new neighbor."
 
   "As of four days ago. No idea who it is, but they have an annoying tendency to play the worst kind of music late at night."
 
   "So go say something."
 
   "I will. Eventually. So far, banging on the wall has worked. You'd think they'd get the message by now."
 
   They reached the bottom of the stairs and Kenny pushed on the metal bar, opening the door into the parking garage. His car was in the aisle across from them, about five spaces to the right. He waited as Lauren said goodnight to her brother, saw her blush when Dale said something to her, his voice too low to overhear. Then he led her over to the car and held the door open for her.
 
   She pulled the seatbelt across her chest then turned, watching him with a worried frown. "Do you mind if we skip going out? I mean, it's okay if we do, it's not a big deal—"
 
   "That's fine, we don't have to go." He started the engine then leaned forward, adjusting the volume on the radio so it wasn't so loud. "Everything okay?"
 
   "Yeah. I'm just tired. I thought maybe we could just go home instead. I mean, back to my place." She looked away, a small flush spreading across her cheeks.
 
   Home. Kenny knew he shouldn't read too much into it. Hell, he shouldn't read anything into it. It didn't mean anything. That didn't stop the smile from spreading across his face as he put the car in gear and backed out.
 
   "Home it is."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Kenny pushed the door closed with his hip, juggling both suitcases, a duffel bag, and his keys. Kelly moved out of the way, stepping further into the living room as she held Sara in her arms. She blew a strand of curly hair from her eyes and looked around, taking everything in. "Not too bad. Not exactly what I was expecting, though."
 
   Kenny glanced over his shoulder, one brow raised in curiosity as he moved down the hall with the luggage. "What were you expecting? Or do I even want to know?"
 
   "Nothing bad. And I'm not sure. Maybe something a little bigger, a little flashier. I mean, you're a pro now." She smiled at him, letting him know that she was teasing. 
 
   Kenny grunted, leading the way into his room. He dropped the larger suitcase in front of the closet then moved to the bed, tossing the smaller suitcase and duffel bag on top of it. "You know that's not my style. And how much did you need to pack for a week? I do have a washing machine, you know."
 
   "It's not just clothes. You have no idea how much extra stuff you need when you travel with kids."
 
   "I'll take your word for it." Kenny leaned closer to Kelly, smiling as he watched his niece. A thick mop of dark curly hair topped her head, the curls falling across her forehead and cheek. Her lips were shaped like a perfect bow, slightly parted in sleep. "She's so precious, like a little angel."
 
   Kelly snorted, the sound definitely unladylike. "Just wait until she wakes up. Trust me, you won't think she's an angel then."
 
   "How can you even say that? She's your daughter!"
 
   "Which is exactly why I can say it. Trust me, you'll say the same thing when you have kids of your own."
 
   Kenny stumbled back, Kelly's words hitting him in the chest like a well-placed punch. Immediately following that was a clear image of Lauren, cradling a brown-haired, brown-eyed miniature version of herself. The breath froze in his chest and for a terrifying second he thought his lungs collapsed, that he'd never draw breath again. 
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   Kenny sucked in air, his lungs finally filling. He blinked, shook his head, stared at Kelly. "What? Yeah. Fine." He shook his head again and forced a smile. "I'm fine."
 
   "Hm. If you say so."
 
   "Will Sara be okay sleeping in here?"
 
   "Isn't this your room?"
 
   "Yeah but—"
 
   "Kenny, I'm not kicking you out of your bedroom. The spare room is fine."
 
   "But this is bigger. I figured you'd be more comfortable in here."
 
   Kelly rolled her eyes and walked out into the hallway, turning toward the spare room. She paused in the doorway then shot him a look over her shoulder. "You still haven't unpacked?"
 
   "I'm getting there. It's just a few boxes."
 
   "Hm-hm." She rolled her eyes again then moved into the room. Kenny followed her, figuring she knew exactly why he hadn't completely unpacked yet. 
 
   He leaned against the doorframe, suddenly feeling helpless as Kelly leaned over and placed Sara in the middle of the bed. She arranged the pillows around her then covered her with the small blanket Sara had been clutching in her hands as she slept. Kenny backed out of the room, stepping out of the way so Kelly could move by him. 
 
   "Is she going to be okay in there?"
 
   "She'll be fine. But I won't be unless I get some coffee. Please tell me you have coffee." 
 
   "Of course I do." Kenny moved into the kitchen and quickly filled the reservoir of the coffee machine. He grabbed a mug from the cabinet, popped a pod into the machine, then hit the brew button. "I still don't understand why you caught such an early flight."
 
   "Neither do I. It seemed like a good idea at the time. It would have been even better if Sara had fallen asleep." Kelly opened the refrigerator then just stood there, silent for a long minute. "Kenny, is there a reason your refrigerator is empty?"
 
   "It's not empty. It's just not full."
 
   Kelly shot a look of disbelief over her shoulder then reached in and grabbed the carton of creamer. She held it at arm's length, squinting at the date. Then she opened it and lifted it to her nose, taking a cautious sniff. "Well, at least the creamer is still good. Please tell me you have sugar."
 
   "Yeah. Right here." He slid the sugar bowl toward her.
 
   "Packets? Seriously? Well, at least it's the real stuff." She nudged him out of the way, reaching for the mug of coffee and quietly adding cream and two packets of sugar. She took a long sip then closed her eyes and sighed. "Much better. That airline coffee was awful."
 
   Kelly leaned against the counter and crossed her legs, holding the mug with both hands in front of her. She took another sip, watching him over the rim. "Now tell me why you don't have any food in your refrigerator. Is there something I need to worry about?"
 
   "No. I just haven't had time to go shopping. I was planning on doing that today after you got settled in since I have no idea what Sara needs."
 
   "And why haven't you had time to go shopping?"
 
   "I've been busy. We've had games and—"
 
   "Don't give me that. You haven't been on the road for a week." She took another sip, watching him with a laser-sharp focus. "So who is she?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Oh please. Don't even try to pull that with me. I'm your big sister. I know everything, remember?"
 
   Kenny chuckled. How many times had Kelly taunted him by saying that exact same phrase? And how many times had it ended with him getting into some kind of trouble—or doing something he would have never dreamed of doing on his own? Like the time she had convinced him he'd be able to fly if he ate bird seed for a week. Or the time she told him the best way to practice skating would be for him to let her pull him behind her bike—downhill. 
 
   Kenny laughed again and ran a hand over his face. "You know, it's a miracle I don't have trust issues because of you. When I think of some of the things you convinced me to do—"
 
   "That's what big sisters are for. And then you had to ruin it by getting bigger than me. I still haven't forgiven you for that." She smiled then yawned, a long loud one that popped her jaw and left her eyes watering. Kenny finally noticed the smudges under her eyes, the drooping eyelids. 
 
   "You should go back and get some sleep."
 
   "I'll be fine."
 
   "Kelly, you're swaying on your feet. How much sleep did you get last night?"
 
   She took another sip of coffee then looked up at the ceiling, her lips pursed in thought. "Maybe an hour or two. It took me longer to pack than I thought it would. And then I couldn't get Sara settled, she was so wound up. By the time she finally fell asleep, I was able to get in a quick nap and then it was time to head to the airport."
 
   "Then finish your coffee and go lay down with Sara." Kenny grabbed the pad of paper and the pen sitting on the counter by the phone. "I'll run to the store and grab some things. Tell me what you need."
 
   "Kenny, I don't expect you to—"
 
   "My house, my rules. What do you need?"
 
   "Milk. Cereal—not the sugary stuff, though. Oatmeal. Some vegetables. Cheese. The real stuff, not the junk that comes wrapped in plastic. Some apple juice." The list kept growing as Kelly thought of more and more things to add. Kenny finally just put the pen down and stared at her.
 
   "Your kid eats better than I do. Whatever happened to hot dogs and macaroni and cheese?"
 
   "Ugh, no. Do you have any idea what kind of crap goes into that stuff?"
 
   "We ate it with no problems."
 
   "Things have changed since we were kids."
 
   Kenny rolled his eyes but didn't say anything, not with Kelly watching him with that gleam in her eyes and small smile teasing her lips. He couldn't tell if she was joking or not and he knew better than to play into her hands. Maybe. Or hell, she really could be serious. 
 
   He tore the sheet from the pad and shoved it into his back pocket. "How about I just pick up the basics, and then I'll take you shopping later? That way, I can't get yelled at for getting the wrong things."
 
   "Wow. You're actually learning, aren't you?"
 
   "It's called self-preservation."
 
   "You're taking all the fun out of tormenting you, you know that, right?"
 
   "I'm sure you'll find something else to torment me with so I'm not worried."
 
   "Probably." Kelly drained the coffee and put the empty mug in the sink. "So. Who is she? And don't play stupid because you know exactly what I'm talking about."
 
   Kenny thought about evading the question again, or just giving her a non-answer or even flat out ignoring her. One look at the determined gleam in Kelly's eyes told him that wouldn't work so he just shrugged and smiled. "Her name is Lauren and you'll meet her tonight. We're all going out to dinner."
 
   "What? When? Kenny, I didn't bring anything dressy. And what about Sara? I'm not sure taking her to a fancy restaurant is a good idea—"
 
   "Who said anything about fancy or dressy? We're going out for pizza." He waved his hand in front of her, indicating her jeans and loose sweatshirt. "What you have on works."
 
   "I'm going to kill you. You can't just spring something like this on me! When were you going to tell me?"
 
   "Relax. You're worrying about nothing." He leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss against her cheek. "Go take a nap. I'll be back in a little bit."
 
   "Kenneth James—"
 
   He chuckled at the use of his full name, at the expression of subtle horror on her face. "Paybacks suck, don't they?"
 
   "You just wait. I'll make you pay for this one. When you least expect it."
 
   The thought made him shudder, but only a little. He had no doubt she would make him pay, but he was going to enjoy having the upper hand until then.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   The place was noisy. Almost too noisy for conversation, which suited Lauren just fine because she wasn't sure what to really say. It wasn't that Kenny's sister wasn't nice or made Lauren feel uncomfortable. No, it was something much more basic than that: she was nervous. Nervous about meeting Kelly, nervous that the woman wouldn't like her. And how ridiculous was that? Lauren didn't normally get nervous, normally didn't worry about making an impression or being liked. The fact that she was worried her—because it meant she was more emotionally invested in Kenny than she realized.
 
   Emotionally invested? Where the hell did that phrase come from? It made her sound like some kind of new-age relationship analyst, which so wasn't like her. She liked Kenny. A lot. That was it. Nothing more, nothing less. Nothing to be worried about, nothing to overthink, nothing to freak out about.
 
   And who was she kidding? She more than liked Kenny. She didn't want to name deeper emotions, not just yet—because the idea scared the living hell out of her. There was too much else going on in her life right now, like the guilt over kicking Lindsay out. The decision may have been the right one but that didn't make it any easier to live with. If it hadn't been for Kenny lending his silent support, the past ten days would have been even worse to get through.
 
   So when had she started relying on him being there? When had their relationship moved from a new friendship to…whatever it was now? Lauren glanced over at him, felt her heart trip in her chest at the sight of him.
 
   He was sitting in the booth next to her, a grin on his face as he tickled his niece. She squealed and squirmed in his lap, her foot kicking the table as she tried to get away. Kenny grunted and quickly shifted Sara to the side as he bent over, reaching down to grab himself. Lauren smothered her laughter and looked away, her eyes locking on Kelly's.
 
   "Serves him right for getting her all wound up." Kelly smiled then turned to her brother. "I hope you realize you're going to be the one sitting up with her tonight when she doesn't go to sleep."
 
   "Nah, she'll be fine. Won't you, Rugrat?"
 
   "Kenny! You shouldn't call your niece a rug rat. That isn't nice."
 
   "Why not? That's what she is." Kenny winked at her then tickled Sara again, eliciting another squeal from the little girl. "Aren't you?"
 
   Sara nodded, her wild mop of curls bouncing around her chubby cheeks with the motion. She was a smaller version of her mother, with wide brown eyes and light brown curls and a contagious smile. Lauren's own smile grew a little wider as she watched the byplay between Kenny and his niece. 
 
   Kelly must have noticed her watching because she smiled at Lauren and nodded in her brother's direction. "He'll make a great father someday."
 
   Kenny froze, a look of horror on his face as he stared at his sister. A small blush colored his cheeks, visible under the shadow of stubble on his jaw. "Shit Kelly, really? Do you even know the meaning of the word subtle?" 
 
   "Unca Kenny said chit." Sara stood in Kenny's lap, balancing one foot on each of his legs as she clapped her small hands. "Chit, chit, chit."
 
   "Great. Now you did it." Kelly narrowed her eyes at Kenny then leaned across the table and pointed at Sara. "Don't repeat anything your thick-skulled uncle says, Sara, or I'll have to wash your mouth out with soap, too."
 
   Kenny bit down on his lower lip and stared at Sara. The little girl stared back at him, her eyes rounded in surprise. She leaned forward and placed her hands on his face, one on either side, and leaned closer to speak in a loud whisper that could be heard three tables over.
 
   "You made Mommy mad, Unca Kenny. You need a time-out."
 
   "Don't worry, he's used to that." The words fell from Lauren's mouth before she could stop them, before she even thought about what she was saying. Her eyes widened in surprise and she slapped a hand over her open mouth, her face heating as Kenny and Kelly both turned to look at her. "Oh my God, I am so sorry—"
 
   Kelly's laughter drowned out her apology as well as Kenny's huff of indignation. Lauren wanted to slide down in her seat and disappear from embarrassment as Kelly's laughter grew. She didn't dare look over at Kenny, almost afraid of what she'd see. But the urge was too strong and she snuck a glance at him from the corner of her eye. He had shifted in the seat so he could face her, one brow raised in her direction. A small smile teased the corners of his mouth and silent laughter glowed in the warm depths of his eyes as he watched her. Heat spiraled through her at the look, simmering deep in her veins. She cleared her throat and looked away, her face burning from something much more basic—and a hundred times stronger—than embarrassment.
 
   "This is completely unfair. I'm totally outnumbered here." Kenny's grin completely contradicted his complaint, which only made Kelly laugh louder. Lauren joined in, no longer able to hold it back. And God, it felt so good to laugh. So freeing, so liberating. It had been too long she was able to just let go and enjoy herself, to forget about worries and responsibilities and guilt. Kenny had given her that, whether he realized it or not. He turned to look at her, his eyes warm and inviting, a grin on his face as Sara bounced in his lap, laughing innocently just because everyone else was. Lauren's laughter faded as she looked into his eyes.
 
   And she fell. Not tripped, not stumbled, but fell. Headfirst and hard. No, she couldn't be. Could she? She gave herself a mental shake, her eyes still locked on Kenny's as the realization smacked her between the eyes. 
 
   It wasn't possible. It shouldn't be possible. But it was. Her racing heart, the blood pounding through her veins, hot and alive and electric. The sudden drop of her stomach, like she had just taken a header from a twenty-story building, spinning through the air in a dangerous free-fall.
 
   Somehow, in some unknown way, she had fallen in love with Kenny. It didn't make sense, none at all. But the truth was right there, too loud and clear to be ignored. 
 
   Lauren pulled her gaze away from Kenny's and reached for the glass of iced tea, surprised to see her hand trembling. Or maybe not. Maybe it should be trembling, maybe it was the most natural thing in the world for there to be some outside sign of shock at such a profound realization. 
 
   "Hey." Kenny nudged her leg with his until she looked over again. "You okay?"
 
   "Yeah. Fine. Why?"
 
   "I don't know. You just got this weird look on your face. Like you were confused or something."
 
   "No, I'm fine. It's nothing." She looked away again, her eyes accidentally locking with Kelly's across the table. The other woman smiled, a slow warm smile filled with knowing that startled Lauren.
 
   Could she tell? Impossible. No way. 
 
   Kelly slid out from the bench and snagged Sara from Kenny's lap. "Come on, squirt. Let's hit the bathroom and clean up before we leave."
 
   "No! Don't want to!"
 
   "Don't care, we're going."
 
   "No! No, no!" Sara screeched, her body stiffening and her back arching. Lauren's mouth opened in shock, surprised at the sudden change in the sweet, laughing girl. Kenny tugged Sara back in his lap and turned her so they were eye-to-eye.
 
   "Hey. Rugrat." His voice wasn't sharp, wasn't loud, wasn't even very authoritative, but Sara immediately softened, her small mouth twitching. "Listen to your mother."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I said so."
 
   "Why Unca Kenny?"
 
   Lauren bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing when Kenny dipped his head closer to Sara's, his brows lowered in what was probably meant to be a stern frown. "Because you won't watch me play hockey tomorrow if you don't, that's why."
 
   Instead of looking worried by the threat, Sara giggled then cupped his face and placed a wet sloppy kiss on his mouth. "Okay Unca Kenny." She hopped off his lap and placed her hand in Kelly's, acting like the brief tantrum had never happened. 
 
   Kenny leaned back on the bench and shook his head, a bewildered smile on his face. "Kelly and Mark are going to have their hands full when she gets older."
 
   "She's definitely something, no doubt about it." Lauren laughed then reached across the table for some napkins. She offered them to Kenny with a small smile. "You, uh, have pizza all over your mouth."
 
   "What?" Kenny rubbed his palm across his mouth then looked down. He rolled his eyes and took the napkins from her, wiping his mouth again. "Pizza and baby drool. What a combination."
 
   "Somehow I get the impression you don't really mind."
 
   A smile danced in his eyes in spite of his small shrug. "What can I say? She has me wrapped around her finger. Like someone else I know." Kenny draped his arm over her shoulder and tugged her closer, his mouth closing over hers in a deep kiss before she knew what was coming, before her mind had time to process the words. His tongue swept inside her mouth, teasing her, slow and sweet. He pulled away with a gruff sigh, ending the kiss entirely too soon.
 
   "You, uh—" Lauren cleared her throat and tried to look away, suddenly shy, but Kenny's powerful gaze held hers. "You probably shouldn't give me any ammunition to use like that."
 
   "Yeah?" Kenny kissed her again, hard and fast. "No need for you to use it because I surrender." He winked then slid out of the booth, taking the check up to the counter to pay it. Lauren watched him, stunned. Had he only been teasing her? She thought so. Maybe. The smile and the wink had definitely been teasing, but his eyes had seemed too…she wasn't sure what. Deep? No, that wasn't right. Serious? She didn't know, but they definitely hadn't been teasing. Had he been trying to tell her something? Or was she just reading too much into things, seeing things she wanted to see instead of what was really there?
 
   Lauren dropped her head into her hands and blew out a deep breath. She was going to drive herself crazy, overanalyzing everything. Easier said than done, because that seemed to be all she was capable of doing, even during the drive back to her place. Kelly kept the conversation going, making small-talk and asking occasional questions, but Lauren only gave half-hearted or distracted answers. She didn't miss Kelly's knowing smile, though, and Lauren wondered if she was being that obvious. She hoped not, because wouldn't that be embarrassing?
 
   Kenny insisted on walking her upstairs, even though Lauren told him he didn't have to. Even Kelly waved off her objections with a playful wink, telling her brother to have fun but not take all night. Lauren was pretty sure his sister's parting words made him blush, but there were too many shadows in the night for her to be certain.
 
   Kenny followed her inside, glancing around the condo as Lauren turned on the lights. Then he pulled her into his arms, his eyes searching hers. "Did you have fun tonight?"
 
   "I did." Lauren wrapped her arms around his neck, her fingers playing with the soft strands of hair that hung below his collar. "Your sister's nice, I like her."
 
   "Good. I'm pretty sure she likes you, too."
 
   "And Sara is a spitfire."
 
   Kenny chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "That's one word for it." He dipped his head, his mouth closing over hers. Warm, sweet, slow. So slow. She tightened her hands on his shoulders and pressed herself closer, knowing she'd never be able to get close enough. Not tonight, not the way she wanted.
 
   She broke the kiss, her breathing coming in short gasps that matched Kenny's. He didn't seem to be in any hurry to leave. She didn't want him to leave. But he had to, they both knew it, whether they wanted to admit it or not.
 
   "You should get going."
 
   "I know." He leaned forward and kissed her again, pulled away with a soft groan.
 
   "Your sister's waiting for you." 
 
   "I know." Kenny leaned forward one more time but Lauren ducked her head and stepped back. No, she didn't want him to go, but one of them had to keep their head on straight right now. From the heated look of desire blazing in Kenny's eyes, it had to be her. 
 
   "It's getting late. Sara's probably tired."
 
   Kenny groaned, leaned in for another kiss, stepped back. Shook his head then kissed her again, hard and quick. He dropped his arms and took another step away, out of kissing distance. "You know, you could always come back to my place with me."
 
   "No, I couldn't. Your sister came to see you, not me."
 
   "She wouldn't mind."
 
   "Maybe not, but I would." She nudged him toward the door. 
 
   "I really didn't think this one through very well, did I?"
 
   Lauren laughed, the sound soft in the quiet surrounding them. "I'm sure we'll survive."
 
   "For a week? Maybe you will, but not me. I've kind of gotten use to falling asleep with you curled against me." Kenny's voice softened, became a little huskier, a little hoarser. Lauren's stomach did a small roll, her heart leaping with excitement. She swallowed, told herself not to read too much into it. But her own voice was barely more than a whisper, full of need, when she spoke.
 
   "Yeah, me too." She cleared her throat and forced a small laugh, trying not to let whatever emotion she was feeling show on her face. "But we're adults, we can handle it."
 
   Kenny's gaze searched hers for a few seconds, quiet and unreadable. One corner of his mouth kicked up in a grin. "You have more faith in that than I do." He kissed her again, just a quick one, then opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. "Are you sure you don't need a ride in the morning?"
 
   "No, I'm good. Dale's picking me up early so we can get things set up."
 
   "If anything changes, let me know."
 
   "I will. Now go, before Kelly thinks you got lost."
 
   "Trust me, Kelly knows exactly where I am." He gave her a final kiss then walked down the hall toward the elevator, looking back at her twice before he turned the corner. Lauren offered him a small wave then closed and locked the door, turning off lights as she moved to her bedroom.
 
   A room that suddenly seemed too big, too empty with only her in it. Kenny was right: it was going to be a long week.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Lauren pushed the hair behind her ears then glanced around the rink, frowning. The game was supposed to start in an hour and the stands weren't even close to being full. She looked down at the clipboard sitting in front of her then over at the pile of tickets stacked to the side. More than half the people there had purchased their tickets in advance so all she had to do was mark their name off the list—which meant she'd sold maybe a dozen tickets. Maybe.
 
   The whole thing was a little disheartening.
 
   "Why so glum?" Dale moved to stand beside her, still dressed in jeans and a ragged fire department sweatshirt that had definitely seen better days. Stubble darkened his jaw, the shadow of whiskers a little thicker along his upper lip. Lauren leaned back in the metal folding chair and rolled her eyes.
 
   "You have a caterpillar on your lip."
 
   Dale frowned, his hand automatically moving to his mouth. "I'm trying to grow it out."
 
   "Well don't. It looks stupid."
 
   "And aren't you just a shining ray of sunshine this morning. Get up on the wrong side of the bed? Not have enough coffee? All of the above?"
 
   "No. I just don't think you look good with a moustache, that's all."
 
   "I thought women liked stubble, thought it looked sexy. I never heard you complain about lover boy's."
 
   "Stubble, yes. That thing living on your upper lip, no. And don't call him 'lover boy'. That's not even funny." Lauren folded her arms across her chest and glared at Dale. It didn't do any good because he just laughed and dropped into the seat beside her, straddling it backward and resting his arms along the top of it.
 
   "Uh-oh. Trouble in paradise. You guys have an argument or something? Is that why you're so grumpy?"
 
   "No, we didn't. And I'm not grumpy."
 
   Dale snorted, making his disbelief clear. "Yeah, okay. If you say so." He leaned closer, studying her with a frown. "Are you PMSing?"
 
   "What? No. God, I can't believe you even said that. You don't say something like that to a woman. Ever. That right there is why you will always remain single."
 
   "We're not talking about my love life—"
 
   "Because you don't have one—"
 
   "We're talking about yours." Dale spoke right over her, completely ignoring her comment. He studied her for a few seconds then sat back so fast she thought he was going to fall out of the chair. A look of horror crossed his face, followed by a flash of anger that burned in his eyes. "Holy shit. You're pregnant. I'll fucking kill him."
 
   "What!" The word came out as a choked screech, thick with surprise. Lauren looked around, making sure nobody had overheard him, then leaned so close that her face was only inches from Dale's. "I am not pregnant. Oh. My. God. I can't believe you. Why would you even think that? I just—go away. I don't even want to look at you right now."
 
   "So then what's your problem? You guys didn't have an argument. You're not PMSing. You're not pregnant. So what is it?"
 
   "Can't I just be grumpy? Do I need to have an excuse?"
 
   Dale leaned back, pretending to think about it. He finally shook his head, a grin teasing his mouth. "Normally I'd say yes, but since you're a woman, I guess not."
 
   Lauren grabbed the first thing she could find, which happened to be a harmless pen, and threw it at him, hitting him square in the chin as he dodged to his left. The pen hit the rubber floor and bounced under his chair. Dale laughed and leaned down to pick it up, putting it back on the table out of her reach. "Testy, testy. Come on, out with it. What's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing is wrong."
 
   "Yeah, uh huh. Which means something's wrong. Out with it."
 
   "Nothing. I just—I didn't get much sleep last night, that's all." Because she'd been too busy thinking. Too busy arguing with herself, with her emotions. Too busy trying to convince herself that she was not in love with Kenny Haskell. 
 
   Too busy trying to get comfortable in her empty bed when all she wanted was to fall asleep in Kenny's arms. 
 
   Yeah, she could argue with herself all she wanted. That didn't change the truth.
 
   "Do I need to have a talk with lover boy, tell him to keep his hands to himself and let you get some sleep?" Dale grinned when he said it but she could hear the underlying seriousness in his voice. He may like Kenny. He may even approve of them seeing each other—like he even had a say in the matter. But he was always going to be her big brother, no matter how old they got.
 
   Lauren slumped further in the chair and shook her head. "Stop calling him that. And Kenny wasn't even there. His sister and niece are in town, remember?"
 
   "Oh, I get it now. You're pouting because lover boy wasn't there. Now I understand."
 
   Lauren narrowed her eyes, wishing there was something else she could throw at him. The only other things on the table were the stack of tickets and the clipboard. Tickets wouldn't hurt him and she was saving the clipboard as a last measure. "You're an ass, you know that, right?"
 
   "You still love me." Dale grinned. A second went by then his grin abruptly disappeared, his eyes widening just a fraction as he stared at her. Then his eyes narrowed and the muscle in his jaw worked for a few seconds before his face finally relaxed and went completely blank. Lauren watched, amazed at how quickly the expressions went from one extreme to the other—until she realized what had just happened.
 
   She grabbed the clipboard and flipped through the papers, pretending to study them. Please don't let him say anything. Please don't let him say anything.
 
   "Lauren."
 
   "There's still a lot of people on the list who haven't shown up yet."
 
   "We have their money so I don't care. Lauren, look at me."
 
   "Can't, busy."
 
   "Lauren." Dale's hand closed over arm, the command clear in his voice. She sighed and turned to face him, not quite able to meet his steady gaze. "Is that what this is about?"
 
   "No idea what you're talking about."
 
   "That's what this is about, isn't it? You're in love with him."
 
   Lauren shot him a glare then looked away, refusing to say anything. Dale released her arm then sat back, silent for a few blessed minutes. Then he sighed and leaned forward, his voice low enough that nobody could overhear them. "So what's the problem?"
 
   "I didn't say there was a problem."
 
   "Really? I couldn't tell, not with you being so grumpy and shit."
 
   "No problem." Lauren shrugged, her gaze focused on the scarred and chipped laminate of the table. "It's just too soon, that's all."
 
   "Too soon?"
 
   "Yeah. I mean, it's only been a few months. It's too soon."
 
   "The heart wants what it wants."
 
   Lauren finally turned to look at Dale, her brows raised in surprise. He was grinning at her. "Where did that even come from? Isn't that a line from something? Because no way you came up with that on your own."
 
   "Probably. No idea where, though. And who cares? It's true. Stop beating yourself up over it."
 
   "But what if I'm just imagining it? What if he doesn't feel the same way?"
 
   "Just ask him."
 
   "What? Are you insane?"
 
   "No, I'm serious. Look, here he comes." Dale motioned behind her with a small nod and a big grin. Lauren turned in the chair, her heart slamming into her chest as her eyes automatically landed on Kenny. He was walking toward them, Sara's small hand held in his larger one, Kelly beside them. The smile on his face grew, shining in his eyes as their gazes met. 
 
   And oh, God, she wasn't imagining things. She really was in love with him. She glanced at Dale and wanted to kick him when she saw the knowing smile on his face. But then Kenny was standing next to her, leaning down to kiss her, his mouth warm and soft against hers.
 
   "We would have been here sooner but Rugrat here had a meltdown because she didn't want to wear a coat." 
 
   Lauren glanced down at Sara, dressed in a cute pair of embroidered jeans and a pink sweatshirt. Kenny held her small coat in his other hand. 
 
   "All it took was one morning for him to completely undermine my authority. Just wait, this will come back to haunt you. Trust me." Kelly didn't look too worried, though, not with the indulgent smile on her face. That was probably a good thing, since Kenny didn't look the least worried. Or sorry.
 
   "I'm her uncle, I'm allowed to spoil her. Right, Rugrat?" He tickled Sara then grabbed her and tossed her over his shoulder, holding her like a sack of feed as she giggled. He gave her bottom a playful swat then smiled at Lauren. "We're not late, are we?"
 
   "No." Dale stood, answering for her. "A couple of the guys are already suiting up though if you want to join them. I didn't know if you guys wanted to warm up or not."
 
   "Yeah, probably should." He lowered Sara to her feet then handed her jacket to Kelly. Then he faced Lauren again, smiling. "So you're really playing?"
 
   "I'm really playing, yeah."
 
   "Not if you don't get changed, you're not. Go, I'll handle things here until CC shows up to take over." Dale grabbed the gear bag from under the table and handed it to her. She tossed it over her shoulder, laughing when Kenny stepped back.
 
   "Gee, you're acting like I might hit it with you or something."
 
   "Can't imagine why." He moved into step with her as they headed toward the locker rooms, making sure he was on her right, away from the bag. His hand closed around hers, big and warm, sending a tingling warmth through her. "How'd you sleep last night?"
 
   "Hm? Um, okay I guess."
 
   "I didn't. In fact, I slept like shit." He paused in front of the women's locker room and gently backed her against the wall, his eyes staring into hers. His mouth closed over hers, the kiss deep and slow. Lauren leaned into him, fisting her hand in the soft material of his sweatshirt. He pulled away and she swallowed her little moan of disappointment. "Nice shirt, by the way."
 
   Lauren glanced down, smiling. She was wearing the long sleeve York Bombers t-shirt he had given her to wear that icy rainy morning all those weeks ago. "I guess I should probably give it back, huh?"
 
   "No way. I like seeing you in my shirt." He kissed her. "I like you in my bed even more." He kissed her again. "And there's no way I'm going to survive this week. We need to figure something out."
 
   Her heart sped up, tripping over itself as each beat pounded harder in her chest. "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah." He closed his mouth over hers once more, his tongue sweeping in and dancing with hers. He tasted like heat and spice, his touch melting her. And then he was gone, jerked back as someone pulled him away.
 
   "No fraternizing with the other team, Haskell. Traitor. Let's go." Harland Day kept hold of the back of his shirt, pulling him toward the other locker room. Kenny glanced over his shoulder, a grin on his face as his teammate pushed him through the door. Lauren laughed then made her own way into the locker room, busying herself with changing. She was tightening the laces of her skates when the door opened again and she looked up, thinking that maybe Kelly had come in to say hello or something. The smile died on her face and her heart slammed into her chest when she saw Lindsay standing just inside the door, looking hesitant and uncertain.
 
   "What are you doing here?" Lauren's voice was a little too harsh and she swallowed, wondering if she should apologize. Guilt swept over her when Lindsay jumped, her body jerking like she'd been slapped. Lauren pushed it away, tried to tell herself it was just another one of Lindsay's acts.
 
   But maybe it wasn't. She looked different, dressed down in loose jeans and a plain sweater, her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail. Her face was bare of all makeup except for a hint of lip gloss. She looked pale, like she'd recently been sick.
 
   Don't do it. Don't fall for it.
 
   Lauren pushed the thought from her mind, chiding herself for even thinking it. Even Lindsay wasn't a good enough actress to fake being pale.
 
   "I thought you might be here today so I wanted to—" Lindsay looked away, blinking. She sighed then looked back, her eyes not quite meeting Lauren's. "I wanted to say I was sorry."
 
   Lauren tied her skate then stood, reaching for her jersey and pulling it over her head. She didn't say anything. She had no idea what to say and didn't think she'd be able to force the words through her tight throat anyway. 
 
   Lindsay stepped closer, her hands tightly clasped in front of her. "I know you don't believe me. I wouldn't believe me, either. But I am sorry."
 
   "Okay." Lauren moved toward the door, only to stop when Lindsay stepped in front of her. There was no anger on her face, no hatred. No sign of manipulative calculation danced in her pale blue eyes. The only thing Lauren could see was sadness—and regret. 
 
   She took a deep breath and held it. She couldn't give in, couldn't allow herself to completely believe her sister. Not yet. It was too soon, not even two weeks had passed since Lauren had kicked her out. There was no way Lindsay could have changed that fast.
 
   "I, uh, I have a job again. Not much of one, but it's still a job."
 
   "That's—that's good news. I'm glad."
 
   "I even paid for a ticket for today. See?" She pulled something from the front pocket of her jeans and held it up. The bright green paper was crumpled already, no doubt from being shoved into her pocket, but it was definitely a ticket for the game. Lauren wondered what Dale had said when he saw their sister come through the door. 
 
   As soon as she had that thought, she realized Dale must not have been the old who sold it to her. There was no way he would have let Lindsay in, no matter how much she paid. She had no idea what to say, not with Lindsay standing there, looking she expected Lauren to say something. 
 
   She reached down and grabbed her helmet and gloves, holding the helmet under her arm as she picked up her stick. She cleared her throat and tried to smile as she stepped around Lindsay. "Well, it's for a good cause. You should have fun."
 
   Lindsay stepped in front of her, blocking the door. "I'm not going to ask to move back in. I know better." Lindsay's smile was too brief, sad. "But I want to start making it up to you. To prove I'm trying."
 
   "Lindsay, I need to get out there. You don't have to prove anything—"
 
   "But I do. For me, I mean." She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, not quite looking at Lauren. Then she reached into her back pocket and pulled out a crumpled bill. "Let me buy you one of those sports drinks. I know it's not much but—"
 
   "Lindsay, really, you don't have to."
 
   "But I want to."
 
   "I don't need—" Lauren snapped her mouth closed at the look of impatience and disappointment that crossed her sister's pale face. What was she doing? Why was she being so rude about it? Lindsay wanted to buy her a drink. Two dollars for a sports drink as some small way to apologize. Why couldn't Lauren just say yes and let it go at that? If Lindsay could try, she certainly could. 
 
   Lauren finally nodded, forcing a smile that felt too stiff on her face. "Okay, I'll let you buy me a sports drink. But I really need to get out there, Lindsay."
 
   Lindsay gave a small bounce, a bright smile spreading across her face as she held the door open for Lauren. "Perfect. I'll be right back with it."
 
   Lauren watched her sprint away, not understanding why Lindsay looked so happy about it. It was nothing more than a silly drink. At least to her. Maybe it was much more than that to Lindsay. Maybe she really was trying. 
 
   And maybe Lauren shouldn't get her hopes up too much.
 
   "What the hell is she doing here?" Dale came up beside her, his voice a low hiss as he stared after their sister. Lauren sighed and jammed the helmet on her head.
 
   "Let it go, Dale. She came to apologize."
 
   "And you believe her?"
 
   "No, not really. But she's not hurting anything so just let it go."
 
   "How in the hell did she even get here?"
 
   "I don't know but she actually bought a ticket, Dale. She didn't sneak in. She said she has a job now."
 
   "Yeah, I'll just bet she does."
 
   "Knock it off, okay? Don't you need to go take care of something or go do something before we get started?"
 
   Dale shot her an impatient look then walked away, muttering under his breath. Lauren snapped the chinstrap in place then jumped when a hand closed over her shoulder. She looked up, smiling when she realized it was Kenny.
 
   "Everything okay?"
 
   "Yeah, fine. Dale's just being an ass. Again."
 
   "Why? What happened?"
 
   "Nothing. He's just not happy about Lindsay being here."
 
   "Your sister's here?" Kenny frowned, his gaze moving around the growing crowd filling the stands. It still wasn't as crowded as Lauren had expected, but it wasn't as bad as she'd feared, either. She nudged Kenny in the side, calling his attention back to her.
 
   "It's not a big deal, okay? I'm not worried about it, nobody else should be, either."
 
   The frown on Kenny's face deepened and it looked like he wanted to say something. Whatever it was, he kept it to himself because Lindsay was heading toward them, a bottle in her hand. Her steps faltered, the smile falling from her face for a split-second when she noticed Kenny standing with Lauren. Was she embarrassed—or something else? Lauren didn't know, and it didn't matter because the bright smile was back on her face as she closed the distance between them. 
 
   Lindsay glanced at Kenny then turned back to Lauren, holding out the sports drink. "I took a sip, I hope you don't mind."
 
   "Uh, sure, no problem." Lauren tucked the bottle under her arm and pulled on her right glove as Dale called her name. She gave him a quick wave to let him know she heard then turned back to Lindsay. "Thanks. You should probably get a seat, we're getting ready to start."
 
   "I will. And Lauren—thank you."
 
   "Uh, okay." Lauren frowned, not understanding the words, then figuring it didn't matter. Kenny stepped behind her, opening the door, waiting for her. She turned back to Lindsay once more. "If you can stay for the whole thing, you should. It's going to be fun."
 
   "Oh, I have no doubt it will be. I'm looking forward to it." Lindsay's smile grew wider, her eyes shining with excitement. "I'm really looking forward to watching you."
 
   Lindsay turned and headed for the bleachers, leaving Lauren standing there like an idiot as she watched after her. Kenny called her name and she turned to step onto the ice, pushing Lindsay from her mind. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   "I think your girlfriend plays better than you."
 
   "Shut up. Seriously? Kiss my ass." Kenny whacked Mat on the leg with his stick, laughing as they skated over to the players' bench. The third period had just started and the ragtag team of firefighters and paramedics was only trailing them by one point. Not that it was a fair game to start with, not when they were playing a bunch of pros. But the other team wasn't that bad, even if they were losing. 
 
   Not that what they were doing could really be called a game. 
 
   Maybe one out of every four plays was actual real playing, with each team deliberately trying to score. Not entirely serious, but not completely filled with the antics that seemed to permeate all the other plays. And nobody was complaining. How could they, when everyone was laughing and having fun?
 
   That didn't take away from some of the talent he and his teammates were noticing. No, maybe the firefighters weren't seriously playing, but that didn't mean they weren't able to.
 
   That included Lauren, which surprised him. It shouldn't have but it did, and he wondered why, not quite able to admit to himself that maybe he'd been just a little sexist with his expectations. And he had a feeling Lauren could read his mind, because she didn't hesitate with some good-natured chirping whenever she skated past him.
 
   In fact, she just came damn close to scoring, which would have really been embarrassing because he was the one who was supposed to be covering her. She faked him out at the last minute, passing the puck between her legs as she slid left, laughing as she skated past him and shot. Corbin had stopped it, though. Barely. And thank God for small favors because Kenny didn't think he'd ever live it down if the puck had actually crossed the line.
 
   He leaned against the boards and took a long swallow from the water bottle, watching Lauren as she skated over, bent over with the stick braced against her legs. She shook her head, a quick sharp move, then came to a stop in front of the boards, almost stumbling before righting herself. Kenny frowned and skated over to her.
 
   "You okay?"
 
   "Yeah, I'm good." She leaned over the boards and grabbed a bottle, taking a long swallow as she caught her breath. Why was she out of breath? She shouldn't be, they weren't playing hard, not really.
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   She took a few more long swallows then gave him a smile, one that looked a little strained. "I'm fine. Just got a little dizzy, that's all."
 
   Worry creased his face and he slid closer, resting his hand on her shoulder. "Do you need to sit down? Maybe you should take a break—"
 
   "I'm fine, don't worry. And I'm not sitting down." She took another long swallow from the bottle then leaned her hip against the boards as the next play started. Kenny glanced over his shoulder, making sure they weren't in danger of being hit. It wouldn't be a concern if everyone was actually on the bench, but they had stopped sitting half-way through the first period, everyone just taking a spot near the players' bench instead. Not exactly regulation but Kenny realized early on that the regulations weren't exactly a big priority in this game.
 
   Kenny turned back to Lauren, watching her. Her face was pale instead of being flushed with exertion and she was blinking her eyes, squeezing them tight then reopening them, like she was having trouble focusing. 
 
   "Are you sure you're okay?"
 
   Lauren sighed, long and loud, then shot him a look of pure feminine impatience. "I'm fine. Stop worrying. I'm probably just coming down with something, though. I'll sweat it out and be good to go."
 
   "You don't look like you're sweating much to me. In fact, you look like you're cold, not hot."
 
   Lauren slid closer and placed her hand high on his chest, her eyes soft as she blinked and focused on him. "I'm fine, I promise. If I start feeling worse, I'll take a break."
 
   "Are you sure? You shouldn't overdo it—"
 
   "You just want me to stop playing so I don't score, don't you?" She smiled but it was a brief one, her lips trembling just the slightest bit. He leaned forward and tapped his helmet against hers, wishing he could kiss her instead. Not much luck of that happening, not right now anyway.
 
   "Haskell, we're up. Let's go." Randy's voice was filled with suppressed laughter as he tugged on Kenny's jersey, pulling him away from Lauren. What the hell was up with all of his teammates doing their best to keep them separated? First Harland, now Randy. He'd have to have a talk with them later. 
 
   He gave Lauren a quick wink then skated out to the neutral zone, getting into position across from Dale. He glanced back at Lauren, saw her leaning against the boards, then turned back to her brother. "I think something's wrong with Lauren."
 
   Dale straightened and automatically looked behind him, searching out his sister. He turned back to Kenny, frowning. "She looks fine to me."
 
   "She said she was dizzy earlier. And she keeps blinking, like she's trying to clear her head or something."
 
   "What'd she say?"
 
   "That she was fine, that she was probably just coming down with something."
 
   "She's not stupid. If something's wrong, she'd say something."
 
   Maybe. Then again, maybe not. Kenny glanced over at Lauren then frowned at Dale. "Aren't you the one who warned me about how stubborn she could be?"
 
   "Yeah but—"
 
   "Are you two done over there? Think we could maybe start playing?" The single official interrupted them, the puck cradled in his hand. Kenny had no idea who the guy was, whether he was a real ref or just someone from the fire department. Had to be someone from the fire department. He didn't seem too concerned with calling any penalties, and Kenny was pretty sure the guy had no clue what icing was.
 
   "We're good, don't let us stop you." Kenny heard some choked laughter at his reply but nobody said anything. The ref dropped the puck but neither him nor Dale were in any hurry to play. They skated down the ice, well behind everyone as they continued their conversation.
 
   "Can you just check on her when you get back there? Maybe she'll tell you if something's wrong."
 
   "If she wouldn't tell you, what makes you think she'd tell me?"
 
   "Because you're her brother."
 
   "Her brother, yeah. Not the one she's in love with."
 
   Kenny stopped so fast he nearly tripped. He opened his mouth then snapped it shut with an audible click. Dale didn't say anything, just stood there watching him, his eyes carefully blank.
 
   No, not blank. Judging. Waiting. Threatening.
 
   Kenny swallowed, his throat suddenly tight. He wished he could sit down, wished there was something close by he could grab for support. "What—" The words came out in a hoarse strangle and he swallowed again, tried to clear his throat. "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   "Just what you think it means."
 
   But Kenny was afraid to think, afraid to take Dale's words at face value. His stomach knotted and made a funny dip and his heart felt like it was ready to burst, to just explode right out of his chest. What was Dale trying to tell him? That Lauren loved him? No. No way. He couldn't be that lucky, he had to be imagining things.
 
   Had to be hoping too much.
 
   Kenny saw movement from the corner of his eye and looked over, noticed the puck flying toward him. He put the blade of his stick on the ice, caught the puck on the tape, and sent it back in the direction it had come from.
 
   "Kenny, dude! What the hell? You gave it back to them."
 
   "Not now, Mat." He turned back to Dale, suddenly angry, thinking this was nothing more than a joke. A cruel twisted joke. "Why would you say something like that? You think you're being funny or something?"
 
   "No, man. Really. That's what she told me. This morning."
 
   "What the hell?" Kenny raised his voice and stepped closer to Dale, his fingers curling into a fist inside his gloves. "Why would you tell me that! It's not your place to say anything. If she wanted me to know—"
 
   "Stubborn, remember? She's too afraid to tell you." Dale pushed Kenny away, grinning. But he saw the steel in the other man's eyes, saw the unspoken question, the unspoken threat.
 
   His sister loved him. Was he man enough to do anything about it? And if he wasn't, Dale was prepared to kick his ass, of that he had no doubt.
 
   Kenny took a deep breath and looked toward the players' bench, his gaze resting on Lauren. She loved him. It was too good to be true, it couldn't be true.
 
   She loved him.
 
   "Well? What about you?" Dale's voice was sharp, laced with warning and expectation. Kenny didn't bother looking at him, not when he was too busy smiling, too busy watching as all the missing pieces of his world finally clicked into place. Something hit him on the shoulder, throwing him momentarily off-balance.
 
   "Yeah, I thought so. But you're going to need to be the first one to say it because she won't. I know Lauren. She'll be too afraid to."
 
   "I can do that." Kenny nodded, not caring how stupid the words sounded. His smile widened and he took a step toward the bench, his eyes still focused on Lauren. She looked over at them, like she knew they were talking about her, and he could see her frown even from where they were. Then she grabbed her stomach and grimaced, a look of pain crossing her face. She looked back at him, tried to smile, then slowly crumpled to the ice.
 
   "Lauren!" Kenny raced across the ice, knocking into Harland and sending him flying in his hurry to reach her. He heard the impatient questions, heard someone shout, heard the shouts and questions fade away as others started to realize something was wrong. He threw his stick and gloves to the side, already on his knees as he slid next to Lauren. She was curled on her side, her breathing too shallow, her skin too pale as pain creased her face.
 
   "Lauren, what is it? What's wrong?"
 
   "I'm…fine."
 
   "You're not fine. What's wrong?" Dale was kneeling beside her now as well, his face a calm mask that hid the worry in his eyes. He reached out for her, carefully removing her gloves and helmet, his voice low and steady as he kept talking. Calm, reassuring. Asking her where it hurt, asking her what was wrong.
 
   "I'm just…woozy. Sick to my stomach. Cold." She pushed up on her elbow and Kenny grabbed her, helped her sit up, letting her lean against him as he closed his arms around her.
 
   "Let's get her up, get her off the ice." Kenny sensed the urgency in Dale's clipped words, felt his heart race in panic. Kenny took a deep breath, tamping down his own urgency as he got to his feet. People were gathered around them now, everyone asking questions. Hands grabbed him, steadying and supporting as he lifted Lauren to her feet then leaned down and scooped her into his arms. He didn't bother to move—he didn't have to because Mat and Harland were next to him, pulling him across the ice, slow and steady. Dale was right in front of him, skating backward, his eyes completely focused on Lauren and nothing else.
 
   "I know I was teasing this morning but are you sure you aren't pregnant?" 
 
   Kenny almost stumbled, heard the sharp intake of breath in stereo from Mat and Harland. But then he heard the small snort from Lauren, just a whisper of sound. He looked down, felt the tightness in his chest ease just a little when she glared at her brother.
 
   "You're…an…ass." She shook her head, gasping for breath between each word. Kenny's chest tightened again as anxiety threatened to overtake him. They had almost reached the other side when Lauren stiffened in his arms, one hand clutching at her stomach as a sharp hiss of pain escaped from between her pale lips. Someone opened the door and Kenny carried her through, Mat and Harland clearing space around them as he walked over to a bench and sat down.
 
   People were starting to gather around, no longer content to watch from the bleachers as they asked questions. The firefighters pushed them back, holding their arms out to the sides, blocking them. No, not just the firefighters. His teammates, too. All of them.
 
   A man pushed through, tall and muscular, his dark hair cut military short, a large blue bag over his shoulder. A curvy petite blonde followed him, all business as she carried another large bag in her hand.
 
   Kenny's eyes scanned the crowd, not really seeing faces, seeing only concern. His gaze passed over someone with blonde hair, stopped, went back. Lauren's sister, Lindsay. She stood at the edge of the crowd, a big smile on her face as she watched.
 
   "What's wrong?" The taller man knelt in front of them, his hands moving along Lauren's neck and arms. He grabbed her wrist and held it for a few minutes, frowning, then leaned forward and peered into Lauren's eyes.
 
   "She, uh, said she was dizzy earlier. And she kept blinking, like she couldn't see." Kenny forced the words out, hoping they didn't sound as panicked as he felt.
 
   "I'm…fine."
 
   "Lauren, shut-up, let Dave work." Dale moved closer, no longer hiding his concern, which only made Kenny's anxiety jump through the roof. He tightened his arms around Lauren, like holding her would be enough to make her feel better.
 
   "And she was gasping for breath, like she couldn't breathe."
 
   "Was…not." Kenny heard the stubbornness in her weak voice and wanted to take comfort from it but he was afraid to, not when she looked so pale, so fragile, not when she grabbed her stomach again and winced.
 
   The bigger man, Dave, noticed the reaction and gently moved her hand away, pushing up her jersey and pushing in on her stomach with small little circles. He frowned and reached for a BP cuff, quickly wrapping it around her arm.
 
   "Lauren, did you have anything to eat yet?"
 
   "No. Just…coffee."
 
   "And water. During the game."
 
   "Oh please. Everyone is overreacting. As usual. I bet she has diarrhea. Not a big deal. Once she explodes, she'll be fine." Lindsay's voice cut through the low murmur of the crowd that surrounded them. Kenny looked over, frowning, not understanding how she could be laughing right now. Didn't she realize that something was wrong? Something a lot worse than a case of diarrhea?
 
   Kenny stiffened, his breath leaving him in a rush. Lauren groaned and he realized he had pulled her against him, his hold too tight. He tried to relax, tried to loosen his hold, but he couldn't.
 
   Lindsay had given Lauren something today. Earlier. What the hell was it? He closed his eyes, trying to remember. A sports drink. But the bottle had been brand new, not even opened.
 
   No, that was wrong. Hadn't her sister told her she had taken a sip?
 
   Kenny opened his eyes and looked at Dale. "Your sister. She gave Lauren something. Earlier."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Right before the game. It was a sports drink. It had already been opened." And Kenny must be losing his mind. What was he saying? Was he really accusing Lauren's sister of giving her something to make her sick? He shook his head, trying to push the thought away, but it stayed with him. Sickening him. 
 
   Dale frowned, his eyes locked on Kenny. He could see the other man didn't want to believe it, any more than Kenny wanted to believe it.
 
   Dale pushed to his feet, his gaze landing on his youngest sister, anger etched in each harsh line of his face. "What did you do, Lindsay?"
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "Lindsay, now. What did you do?"
 
   "It was just a little joke. She'll be fine." She backed away, the first flicker of fear crossing her face as Dale moved toward her. "She'll get diarrhea and that's it. No big deal."
 
   "Dammit, Lindsay, I'm not going to ask you again. What the hell did you give her?"
 
   "It was just some eye drops. That's all. It's just a joke. Why are you getting so upset?"
 
   Dave and the petite blonde stiffened as soon as they heard. The woman grabbed something from one of the bags, a needle and a clear bag of some kind of fluid. Her motions were short and concise, confident, as she pulled out more supplies and spread them out around her. Gauze, disinfectant wipes, a thick rubber strip.
 
   Dave reached behind him, pulling a green tank from the smaller bag. An oxygen tank. He ripped open a bag with a mask and placed it over Lauren's face, hooking the tubing to the tan then looking around. His eyes stopped on one of the firefighters. "Adam, call for a medic." He stood, his gaze pinning Lindsay and holding her in place. "How much did you give her?"
 
   "Why should I tell you—"
 
   "I need to know how much. Now." He didn't raise his voice, didn't shout, but there was no mistaking the brutal authority in his voice. Lindsay took a hasty step back and shrugged, that expression of defiance still on her face.
 
   "The whole bottle. I wanted to embarrass her the way she embarrassed me."
 
   "Shit." Dave turned back to Lauren, kneeling in front of her again as he took the needle the other woman held out for him. They worked as team, each movement quick and concise, silent, as they prepared to hook the IV to Lauren.
 
   Kenny looked between them, noticing the serious expressions on their faces, the determination surrounding each one. And he knew, just by watching them, that something wasn't right. "What is it? What's wrong?"
 
   "Eye drops contain tetrahydrozoline. It's a poison. And it does a lot worse than giving someone diarrhea."
 
   "What? Like what? No. She's going to be okay, right? She'll be fine." Kenny whispered the words, fighting to get each one through the thickness clogging his throat. He could have shouted them for all anyone heard him, though, not with the sudden commotion exploding around him.
 
   Dale lunged for Lindsay but she was too fast, a shriek of surprise escaping her as she ran away. Dave paused, said something that sounded like "CC" before he calmly stuck a needle in Lauren's arm.
 
   "Got it, Big Guy."
 
   The petite blonde pushed to her feet, took two steps, then dove through the air. Her arms wrapped around Lindsay's waist as she brought the girl to the ground. She straddled Lindsay's back, twisting the girl's arms behind her and pulling a pair of metal cuffs from her back pocket.
 
   Kenny saw it happen but couldn't make sense of it. Nothing made sense. Poison? Lauren was poisoned? No, that couldn't be right.
 
   He tightened his arms around Lauren and looked down, his eyes locking with hers. She tried to smile but he could see the fear in her eyes, fear that matched his own. He pressed a kiss to her forehead and blinked against the sudden burning in his eyes. "You're going to be fine. You got that? I'm not letting anything happen to you."
 
   Kenny looked up and met the other man's gaze, anger and determination and fear pulsing through his veins. He clenched his jaw, swallowed. "You don't let anything happen to her. Understood? Nothing happens to her."
 
   The man nodded, his face calm and reassuring in the chaos around them. "That's what I do."
 
   Kenny nodded, all his hopes pinned on that simple, confident phrase. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Lauren kept her eyes closed, tried to push the voices from her head. If she couldn't see them, she shouldn't be able to hear them. But the voices weren't listening, weren't paying any attention.
 
   Ignoring her. Like they had for the past…day? Two days? A week? She didn't know. Her mind refused to let the details through, refused to let the images sharpen and take form, no matter how hard she struggled to reach beyond the edge and grab them. They only disappeared, fading away like wisps of smoke.
 
   She was tired of letting her mind keep the upper hand. Tired of seeing nothing but a gray haze behind her closed lids, hiding what she wanted—needed—to see behind the wavering mist of memory. She was tired, period. If she could just open her eyes, if only for a minute—
 
   The voices were back, closer now. Not whispers. Loud. Not quite angry. The noise throbbed at the base of her skull, a steady beat that pulsed throughout her body. 
 
   Frustrating. Annoying.
 
   "Shut. Up."
 
   Her pathetic whisper barely reached her own ears, nothing more than a desperate sigh. The voices continued.
 
   "Shut. Up." 
 
   Had the voices heard her? There was a pause, then they started up again, like she hadn't said a word. Frustration turned to anger and impatience, slowly burning away the haze surrounding her.
 
   "Shut. Up."
 
   Lauren opened her eyes, struggled to keep them open even though they were fluttering closed. She clenched her fists and took a deep breath that sent her pulse racing. No. She wasn't disappearing back into that mist. Not this time.
 
   She forced her eyes open once more and kept them open. Dale and Kenny stood at the foot of her bed, watching her with twin expressions of worry, concern, and surprise. They glanced at each other then back at her and both of them started talking at once.
 
   "Shut up! Now." Lauren pushed up on her elbows and blinked, looking around before collapsing back to the bed. Her bed. Her room. That was something, at least.
 
   Kenny was suddenly beside her, the bed tilting under his weight. Dale's brows snapped together in an angry frown and he opened his mouth to say something. He never got the chance because another voice spoke over him, firm and full of authority in spite of being quiet and soft.
 
   "Both of you, out. Now. You're not helping." Kelly moved into the room, a dishtowel in her hands. Lauren waited, expecting her to start swinging it at them like they were nothing more than annoying flies. If she had the energy, she would have laughed.
 
   "I'm not leaving." Kenny and Dale spoke at the same time, their determined voices echoing in her ears. Lauren sighed and closed her eyes, wishing she could get up and toss them both out.
 
   "Guys, I don't think Lauren wants you in here right now." 
 
   Lauren opened her eyes and flashed Kelly a look of gratitude. The woman smiled then looked at the two stubborn men. Neither of them moved. 
 
   "She's fine, she doesn't want us to leave." Dale's voice was firm but she didn't miss the slight uncertainty beneath the words. Kelly's eyes met hers, her brows raised in question.
 
   "Lauren, do you want them in here?"
 
   "Hit the road." Her voice was just above a whisper, a little tired. But she still managed to make it sound determined.
 
   "You heard her. Both of you, out." Kelly herded both men out of the room, ignoring their heated protests and closing the door behind them. She turned to watch Lauren, her brown eyes soft and concerned. "How are you feeling?"
 
   "Drained." Lauren paused, thinking. "And I need to pee."
 
   Kelly laughed then moved closer to the bed. "Thought you might. Did you need a hand?"
 
   "Maybe." She pushed up on her elbows, waiting a few seconds. She didn't collapse, which she took as a good sign. It took longer than she thought it would but she finally made it to the edge of the bed and swung her legs over the side. She didn't stand up right away, though. She knew her limits and didn't want to do a face plant in the middle of the floor.
 
   "Let me know when you're ready and you can use my arm if you need to."
 
   If she could have moved that far, Lauren would have hugged the woman. She waited another minute then reached for Kelly's arm, using it for leverage to stand. The room tilted and whirled for a few seconds then finally righted itself. She nodded then took slow steps to the bathroom, her legs weak and shaky. 
 
   "How long have I been out?"
 
   "Since you got home. Yesterday morning, when they discharged you."
 
   Fragments of memory came back, just little glimpses. Worried faces as she was carried, lifted. Disembodied voices and the faint echo of a siren. The hospital. Having something forced down her throat, someone holding her head as she vomited. Needles and poking and prodding. 
 
   Blackness, so still and quiet and welcoming. 
 
   More voices, being wheeled out to a car. Someone lifting her. Someone carrying her to her bed. Then the misty gray haze that swallowed her.
 
   Lauren looked down, noticed she had on a pair of lightweight sweatpants and a loose shirt. At least she was dressed. In her own clothes. For some reason, that was important.
 
   Almost as important as the growing pressure in her bladder.
 
   Kelly helped her into the bathroom then closed the door, standing just outside in case she need help. Lauren could see the silhouette of her body through the crack in the door but she didn't care about having an audience.
 
   She finished and cleaned up, then let Kelly help her back to the bed. Lauren kept her hand on the woman's steadying arm but didn't need to hold on as tightly as before. That had to be a good sign, right?
 
   "How long was I in the hospital?"
 
   "Just the one night. You were lucky."
 
   Lauren nodded and sat on the edge of the bed. She had no idea what to make of that comment because she sure didn't feel lucky. "What time is it now?" Her alarm clock was on the nightstand, on the other side of the bed. She didn't feel like turning around to look at it.
 
   "A little after seven."
 
   "Morning or night?"
 
   "Night." Lauren's surprise must have shown on her face because Kelly gave her a reassuring smile. "Yeah, you've been out for a while. The doctor said that was to be expected, but you couldn't tell those two out there that. They've been in here, hovering over you most of the day."
 
   Kelly tilted her head to the side, studying Lauren. She had no idea what the woman was looking for, no idea what she saw. Whatever it was must have satisfied her, though, because she gave Lauren a quick smile. "You hungry?"
 
   Lauren didn't even have to think about it, just nodded. She wasn't sure how much she'd be able to eat but food definitely sounded good. "Yeah. Maybe something light, though."
 
   "Good, because you're getting broth." Kelly moved to the door then stopped, looking at Lauren over her shoulder. "They're both going to want to come back and talk to you. Who do you want to see first?"
 
   Neither one of them. Not Dale, because she was sure he would want to talk about what happened. Ask questions. Go off about Lindsay. Lauren didn't even want to think about that right now, let alone talk about it.
 
   And not Kenny. If she saw Kenny, she was afraid she might actually break down and cry and beg for him to hold her. And then she'd probably do something stupid, like tell him how she felt. She wasn't ready for that, either.
 
   She sighed and stretched her legs out on the bed, moving back so she could prop herself against the headboard. She didn't have a choice and she knew it. One look at Kelly was enough to convince her of that. "I guess Dale."
 
   Kelly nodded and walked out, pulling the door partly closed behind her. Lauren closed her eyes and rested her head against the fluffy pillows, doing her best to clear her mind. Not much luck with that, not with all the thoughts and worries and questions whirling in her head right now. And front and center, eclipsing all the others, was one single question. The only question that really mattered. Why? Why had Lindsay done it? Why would her own sister do what she did? Did Lindsay really hate her that much?
 
   Lauren rubbed a hand over her eyes as the door opened. She took a deep breath and tried to smile as Dale moved over to the bed, taking a seat beside her without even asking. His mouth was pulled in a tight line, his dark brows lowered over shadowed eyes. He still hadn't shaved, the stubble thicker along his jaw, thicker over his lip.
 
   "I thought you were going to get rid of that caterpillar on your lip? It's turning into a wooly worm."
 
   "Lauren—"
 
   "And I hate to tell you this, big brother, but you're going gray. On your face, anyway."
 
   Dale frowned, his hand automatically moving to his jaw. He realized what he was doing and dropped his hand, the fingers curling into a loose fist against his thigh. "How are you feeling?"
 
   "Fine. Tired. But I'll be fine."
 
   He grunted, his eyes narrowing as he studied her. To see if she was lying? Probably. But she wasn't. She was tired, and she would be fine. 
 
   Eventually.
 
   "Mom and Dad are on their way back home. They should be here tomorrow."
 
   "Call them and tell them not to."
 
   "Lauren—"
 
   "I'm fine, Dale. There's no need for them to change their plans and drive all the way back here." 
 
   "Yeah. You try telling them that."
 
   "I will. Hand me the phone—"
 
   "Don't be stupid, Lauren. Nothing you can say or do will stop them from coming home." He paused, his throat working. "You were poisoned. You could have died."
 
   "That's a bit of a stretch, don't you think?"
 
   "Dammit, Lauren, this isn't a joke. Do you want me to have Dave come by and tell you how serious this was? How lucky you were? What could have happened?"
 
   "But it didn't, did it? I'm home, I'm fine. Nothing happened." She looked away, swallowing against the thickness in her throat, blinking against the tears that kept forming in her eyes. Stupid, so stupid. She must still be tired if she was becoming so emotional over something that didn't even happen. 
 
   She had to keep telling herself that because if she didn't, if she actually gave it any thought, she'd collapse into a quivering ball of tears.
 
   Dale leaned closer, forcing her to look at him. Anger flashed in his eyes, reflected in each tight line on his face. "You don't get it, do you? Your fucking sister tried to kill you." 
 
   "It was an accident. She thought it was a joke—" Lauren's voice broke. She jerked her gaze from Dale's and tried to focus on the sliding glass doors leading out to the balcony, on the pale light shining through the part in the curtains from the street lights and neon outside.
 
   "Stop defending her. Stop making excuses for her. It's too late for that, Lauren. It was too late for that years ago."
 
   "She didn't mean to—"
 
   "Yes, she did. Why can't you see that? Why are you constantly defending her?"
 
   "Because she's my sister. Our sister. And I refuse to give up on her. I refuse to turn my back on her like you have."
 
   "Don't you dare turn this around on me. Lindsay gave up on herself, forced everyone else to give up on her. The sooner you realize that, the sooner you accept it, the better off you'll be."
 
   Anger shot through Lauren, shaking her, draining her. She raised her hand, jabbing Dale in the chest with one finger. "It was an accident, okay? A prank. She didn't know—"
 
   "She's still guilty, Lauren. She poisoned you!"
 
   "She didn't mean to. Where is she? Get her here and we can have this out, once and for all. I want to hear it from her."
 
   Dale leaned back, shock replacing the anger burning in his eyes for just a second. He shook his head, his gaze holding hers in an iron grip. "She's in jail, Lauren."
 
   Lauren collapsed against the pillows, suddenly exhausted. Shocked. She shook her head. "What? No. Why?"
 
   "Why? Because of what she did, Lauren. Whether she meant it as a prank or not, she tried to poison you."
 
   "No." Lauren shook her head again, tried to swing her legs off the side of the bed but Dale was in the way. She tried pushing him, tried to get him to move, but he wouldn't budge. "No, this is a mistake. She can't be in jail. I'm not pressing charges, I won't."
 
   "It's not up to you! Christ, Lauren, she admitted it. She was fucking laughing about it, in front of everyone who was there. In front of a cop."
 
   "What cop? I didn't see any police—"
 
   "Dave's girlfriend is a cop. She's the one who tackled Lindsay when she tried running away."
 
   "No. That's not right. It can't be. Move. I need to go see her—"
 
   "Dammit Lauren, listen to me." Dale grabbed her shoulders, holding her in place. Not hard, just enough to keep her from moving, to keep her from lashing out. "Lindsay was laughing. Even when she realized what was happening, she was fucking laughing. It's over. There's nothing you can do to help her anymore." 
 
   His eyes gentled, his face softening as he watched her. And for a second, just a quick second, she saw his own grief, his own regret, in the shadows that filled his eyes. Then he blinked and the emotions were gone, obliterated by the hardness that seemed to grow inside him a little more each time she saw him. He released her shoulders and sat back, ran a hand over his over face with a long sigh.
 
   Lauren didn't know what to say, how to react. She couldn't find the right words to express her anger, her sorrow, her own guilt. Didn't even know if the right words existed. She didn't want to see the truth on Dales' face, didn't want to hear the truth in his words. But it was too late because he'd already spoken them and she couldn't get them out of her head. She couldn't pretend that she hadn't heard them, couldn't pretend that this was nothing more than a nightmare.
 
   She dropped her head into her hands and pressed the heels of her palms into her eyes. If she pushed hard enough, if she refused to think about it, maybe that would make everything go away.
 
   There was a soft knock at the door, immediately followed by the sound of hesitant footsteps and the clatter of silverware against china. Lauren didn't have to open her eyes to know it was Kenny, not when she could sense him—and his hesitation.
 
   "Were you still up to eating?"
 
   Lauren opened her eyes, glanced over at Kenny then looked back at Dale. Had they been shouting? Talking too loud? No, she didn't think so. But maybe Kenny could sense her mood, just like she could sense his presence. One more thing she didn't want to think about, not right now, not when she didn't want to think period. 
 
   "We'll talk more later." Dale stood up and headed for the door, pausing to look at Kenny. "Maybe you can talk some sense into her."
 
   "I'm not getting in the middle of it." The two of them stared at each other for a few long seconds, like they were sizing each other up, trying to see who would flinch first. Dale finally stormed out of the room, swearing under his breath, loud enough that Lauren could hear him, but no so loud she could make out the words. Kenny frowned after him then stepped into the room, pushing the door closed with his foot. He hesitated, the tray held between his two large hands, then moved over to the bed. Lauren sat up straighter, helped him move the tray onto her lap. A bowl of clear chicken broth and a glass of water sat side-by-side, next to a napkin and spoon. She looked down at it, frowning as her stomach rumbled. 
 
   "This is it, huh?"
 
   "For now, yeah."
 
   "Hm." She picked up the spoon, her hand shaking as she scooped up some of the broth and sipped it. Warm, just a little salty…and nowhere near filling enough. She sipped a few more spoonsful then looked over at Kenny. He looked just as tired as Dale, with a darker scruff covering his jaw. Her heart sped up and she quickly looked away, wondering how she could experience so many different emotions in such a short time.
 
   "You can sit down, you know." She patted the space next to her. Kenny hesitated then lowered himself to the bed, turning so he was sitting sideways, watching her. He drew his leg up, his knee brushing against her thigh. He sat that way for a few minutes then leaned back, resting his weight on one elbow as she finished the broth.
 
   "Going down okay?"
 
   "Yeah." She wiped her mouth then balled the napkin and tossed it on the tray. Her stomach wasn't rumbling anymore, but she wasn't exactly full, either. "So when can I get some real food?"
 
   Kenny laughed, the sound soft in the quiet room. "I think tomorrow, as long as you don't overdo it."
 
   "Oh boy, can't wait."
 
   "Just don't expect a four-course meal."
 
   "You mean I shouldn't plan on pizza for breakfast?"
 
   Kenny chuckled and shook his head. "Not for a few days, I don't think."
 
   "Bummer." Lauren tried to smile but felt it fade from her face before it even had a chance to form. Kenny reached out and placed his hand on her leg. Warmth filled her at the touch, comforting, steady. Emotion clogged her throat and burned her eyes and she looked away, not wanting him to see it. She wasn't foolish enough to think he didn't notice, though.
 
   He pushed off the bed and took the tray from her lap, moving to sit on the top of her dresser. He came back to the bed and sat down next to her, stretching his long legs along hers and draping his arm around her shoulder. She didn't hesitate, just rested her head against his shoulder and placed her hand on his chest. The beat of his heart under her palm was steady, strong and reassuring. As reassuring as the gentle touch of his hand caressing her arm. Calm wrapped around her, settling over her like a warm cloak. Soothing. Protecting.
 
   "Close your eyes, get some sleep."
 
   "That's all I've been doing."
 
   "Because your body needs to heal." His voice was thick, a little husky. Lauren moved her head to look up at him but he tightened his arm around her, holding her in place as he pressed a kiss on the top of her head. 
 
   She took a shaky breath and snuggled closer. "I'll be fine."
 
   "Yeah, you will." Kenny gave a short laugh, the sound a little forced. "Stubborn."
 
   "Maybe." Silence stretched around them, comfortable, unhurried. Lauren's eyes grew heavier and she forced them open, not ready to surrender to the darkness again. "Thank you."
 
   "For what?"
 
   "For being there. For being here. For…everything." 
 
   "Always, Lauren. Always."
 
   Always. She thought about lifting her head, thought about telling him how she felt. Looking into his eyes, losing herself in their depths. Not yet. She wasn't ready for that yet, not after everything else that had just happened. So she snuggled closer, feeling the heat of his body wrap around her as she drifted off, wondering if he somehow already knew.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Lauren tossed the book to the side, not bothering to catch it when it bounced off the bed and hit the floor with a soft thud. That more than anything else told her she was in a deep funk. Since when did she toss books and not care about it? Never. At least, never until this past week.
 
   Her life should be back to normal by now. A week had gone by, she was feeling better. Things should definitely be back to normal. You wouldn't know it from the way everyone was acting, though.
 
   Dale was still pissed, walking around with a permanent chip on his shoulder and a look that made everyone wonder when he was just going to lose control and beat something. That wouldn't have been so bad, except for the fact that he stopped by every night unless he was working, filled with doom and gloom and wearing a permanent scowl. Lauren had no idea why he was so pissed. Well, no actually, she did. Mostly. But his anger was too extreme and she wondered if he was dealing with his own sense of guilt, if he blamed himself and wondered if maybe there was something he could have done to help Lindsay before it reached this point.
 
   Not that she could say anything to him. He completely shut down whenever she brought the subject up and refused to talk about it. And he had the nerve to call her stubborn? Yeah, right.
 
   Rick flat out refused to let her come to work—under threat of bodily harm. He had actually told her he would toss her over his shoulder and carry her home, then promptly tie her to the bed to make sure she stayed there if she even so much as thought of coming to work. Apparently that included doing any work from home, because he'd gone so far as to change the network password so she couldn't access anything remotely. As far as she was concerned, he could go sulk in a dark corner somewhere with Dale. They were both overreacting because she was feeling fine. In fact, she was in greater danger of wasting away from boredom than anything else. Didn't they know she needed to be doing something? Anything, except sitting here at home.
 
   Sitting home gave her too much time to think and that was the last thing she needed to be doing.
 
   And she didn't need to be coddled like a helpless child, either, with everyone tiptoeing around her, like she was so fragile she might break. That wasn't her. That had never been her. And it was driving her insane that those closest to her were suddenly treating her like she was made of delicate china. In fact, the only person who hadn't treated her like that had been Kelly, and she and Sara had gone back home four days ago.
 
   Even Kenny was treating her differently. Yes, he was attentive. Concerned. He was with her almost every day if he wasn't practicing or playing. They snuggled and kissed—God, the man could kiss—but that was it. 
 
   And okay, maybe the fact that they did nothing more than kiss might have something to do with her parents staying here. She understood that. Though why here parents were staying here, camped out in her spare bedroom instead of their own house, she had no idea. Her dad had grumbled when she asked him that exact thing, mumbling something about it being too much of a pain to shuffle everything back and forth from the RV, especially since they weren't going to be here that long, anyway. He'd been glaring at Kenny when he said it so she wasn't exactly buying it. Not that it mattered now, anyway, since the Banners were on the road for the next three nights.
 
   All of that was more than enough to irritate her—to more than irritate her, if she was going to be honest with herself. But what pissed her off more than anything else was the fact that nobody—not one single person—would talk about what happened. Sure, they'd talk about her being sick, talk about how she needed to recover from the 'incident'. Lauren laughed, the sound short. Incident. Yeah, okay. 
 
   But not one of them would talk about Lindsay. They wouldn't even say her name, like somehow she had suddenly ceased to exist. Well, she did exist. She was sitting in a cell somewhere, with God only knew what kind of thugs and criminals, awaiting trial because the judge had denied her bail. And nobody, not one single person, had gone to see her. To see how she was doing.
 
   Dale had gone to the hearing, she knew that much—but only because she had threatened him with severe bodily harm if he didn't tell her what had happened. Even then he almost refused, giving in only when Kenny heatedly suggested that maybe it would help Lauren's peace of mind if she knew.
 
   She should have hit both of them right then and there. Her peace of mind? Like she was in danger of falling apart or something. Yes, she'd been upset. She still was. Upset. Hurt. Angry. Confused. Lauren wasn't sure what emotions were included in the seven stages of grief but she was pretty sure she'd run through all of them in the last week. Twice.
 
   What she really wanted to know was why. What had possessed Lindsay to do something so insanely stupid? She wasn't like everyone else, she didn't think Lindsay had actually wanted to kill her. She'd done some research online—when nobody was looking—and learned that putting eye drops in someone's drink was often thought of as nothing more than a trick. A prank. Something that would result in an explosive case of diarrhea for the victim but that was it. Too bad that wasn't the case. Reading what could have happened almost made Lauren sick to her stomach. People had actually died from being poisoned. So yeah, Lauren was very much aware that she was lucky.
 
   And she was very much aware that Lindsay no doubt thought it was nothing more than a prank. She still wanted to know why. Was it nothing more than an infantile stunt meant as payback? Knowing Lindsay, probably.
 
   And despite what everyone thought, Lauren wasn't excusing her sister. Yes, she'd been upset and in denial when she first learned what happened. Had been horrified when Dale told her their sister had been arrested. That didn't mean she wanted her sister to get a free pass. Maybe this was what Lindsay needed to wake her up, to show her that choices had consequences and that she was responsible for those consequences. 
 
   That didn't mean she wanted Lindsay's life to be ruined, though. Not that Lauren could do anything about it, one way or the other. But she'd feel better if she could just see Lindsay. Talk to her. Ask her why.
 
   "I know that look."
 
   Lauren glanced up, surprised to see her mom standing just inside the door, holding a tray of food. She hadn't even heard her come in. "Just thinking."
 
   "More than thinking. I'm your mother, remember?" She moved closer to the bed, ignoring Lauren's frown when she saw the bland food on the tray. "Don't roll your eyes, just eat."
 
   So maybe she had seen Lauren's frown. "Mom. I can make my own food. I'm not helpless."
 
   Her mom smiled, the action accenting the laugh lines that were starting to show around her eyes. She was in her late fifties but didn't look it, not even close. Her hair was cut in a layered bob that framed her high cheekbones—the same cheekbones that Lauren saw whenever she looked in the mirror. Her hair was a dark auburn, shot through with blonde highlights. To hide the gray, her mom had said when she first had it done. The style and color looked good on her, bringing out the color of her eyes. Lauren may have inherited her mother's build and facial structure, but Lindsay was the one who had inherited her eyes: bright blue, expressive. Not like the chocolate brown of their dad's eyes. 
 
   "I know, but maybe I still need to baby you some."
 
   Lauren laughed then snagged a piece of toast from the tray. "Since when have you ever babied us?"
 
   "Not since you were two. You and your brother both. Independent, stubborn, hardheaded. Just like your father." Her mom smiled then sat on the edge of the bed, her smile fading as a look of sadness crossed her face. "Your sister was the one who wanted to be babied. Maybe…maybe if I hadn't babied her so much, if I had let go—"
 
   "Mom, don't." Lauren reached over and closed her hand around her mom's shoulder, surprised at how fragile she suddenly seemed. She swallowed around the thickness in her throat and sat back. "This isn't your fault. Or Dad's. Or mine. It's nobody fault but Lindsay's."
 
   "That doesn't mean I don't wonder, don't worry—"
 
   "I know. I wonder the same thing. I mean…God, mom. She was living here for seven months. What if I hadn't kicked her out? Would things be different? Would she have done something so stupid if I had just let her stay here? I don't know. None of us do. But that doesn't make it my fault, anymore that it makes it yours." A burst of anger filled her, quickly followed by guilt and sadness. Lauren acknowledged it then quickly pushed it away. She'd already rehashed everything in her mind, at least a hundred times. She wasn't going to fall back into that trap again.
 
   "I just don't understand why she did it. I keep asking myself—"
 
   "I know, so do I. And I'm going to ask her."
 
   "I'm not sure that's a good idea."
 
   "Mom, I need to. I know everyone would much rather just ignore it and not even mention her name or talk about what happened, but I can't do that. I need to know why."
 
   "I don't think you should make any hasty decisions."
 
   "It's not hasty, Mom. It's all I've been doing, sitting here thinking because everyone's convinced I'm on my last legs or something. I'm not. And I'm tired of sitting here, doing nothing." Lauren picked the toast back up and took a small bite, grimacing at the dryness. She looked down at it then back at her mom. "And I'm tired of eating plain toast and drinking tea. I want pizza. And a beer."
 
   "Young lady, do you have any idea how sick you were?"
 
   "Yeah Mom, I do." Lauren crawled to the end of the bed then jumped out, stepping around her mom to reach her dresser.
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "I'm taking a shower and getting dressed in something besides sweatpants. And then I'm going out for lunch. And then I think I'll get a pedicure." She grabbed some clothes from the drawer and held them in front of her, glancing over her shoulder at her mom. "Want to join me?"
 
   "Your father is going to be furious."
 
   "He'll get over it. He always does."
 
   Her mom sat there, indecision on her face as they watched each other. Then her face smoothed out and her eyes brightened as she smiled. "It has been awhile since I've had a pedicure."
 
   "Good. It's a plan then."
 
   "What did you want me to do with this stuff?" Her mom pointed to the tray of food.
 
   "Well, you can have it if you want."
 
   A grimace crossed her face and she shuddered, shaking her head. "No thank you."
 
   "Yeah, didn't think so." Lauren laughed and headed to the bathroom, almost giddy. "Give me fifteen minutes and I'll be ready to go."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Kenny sat on the edge of the bed, the phone tucked between his ear and shoulder as he leaned forward to pull on his socks. The phone slipped and hit the floor, bouncing just out of reach.
 
   "Dammit!" He tossed the socks on the bed then reached for the phone, grunting as he bent over. "You still there?"
 
   Laughter came through the line, a little muffled. Kenny frowned and lowered the phone, then hit the volume button with his thumb. "—bad time."
 
   "What was that? The volume was turned down, I didn't hear."
 
   More laughter. "I said it sounded like you're having a bad time."
 
   "No, just trying to get ready for the game." He reached for the socks and managed to get one on.
 
   "Then why did you call me if you're trying to get ready? You could have waited."
 
   "I didn't want to wait. Besides, it might be too late after the game."
 
   "It's not going to be too late. I'll be up."
 
   She probably would, too. He liked knowing that Lauren watched the games, that she liked discussing them and knew what she was talking about. He was even used to her giving him her honest opinion, whether he agreed with it or not. He grinned, because it was usually a good bet that he didn't.
 
   He yanked on the other sock, then muttered when he realized it was inside out. He pulled it off, fixed it, put it back on.
 
   "You shouldn't be up. You need to rest."
 
   The snort was loud and clear, telling him exactly what she thought of that. "I don't need rest. I've had enough rest to last the next twenty years. What I need is sex. And lots of it."
 
   Kenny dropped the phone again, fumbling to catch it before it hit the floor. The door banged open behind him and he turned, frowning as Justin barged into the room. He rolled his eyes and put the phone back to his ear.
 
   "Holy shit, Lauren. You can't just say stuff like that."
 
   She laughed again, the low and throaty sound shooting straight to his crotch. He swallowed back his groan, trying not visualize her lounging in bed, dressed in nothing but a sheet. Then another thought came to him, one that completely obliterated whatever excitement he may have felt. "Uh, your dad isn't there, is he?"
 
   "Yeah, he's sitting right next to me. Why? Did you want to talk to him?"
 
   "No! God, no. Please tell me you're joking. You did not just say that in front of your father." Kenny paused, swallowing. "Did you?"
 
   "Here, ask him. Hey Dad—"
 
   Kenny shot off the bed, ready to make a run for it. Not like that would help, considering he was six hundred miles away. Somehow he didn't think the distance mattered. "No! Holy shit, please don't—"
 
   More laughter, this time a little louder. "If you could hear the panic in your voice right now."
 
   "Okay, that's not even funny." Kenny hurried over to the closet and pulled out his suit jacket, catching the tie before it slid to the floor. "He's, uh, he's not really there, is he?"
 
   "No, silly. He's in the other room. God, you're so easy."
 
   "Haskell, come on, we need to go."
 
   Kenny glanced over at Justin, nodding to let him know he heard. "I'm not easy."
 
   Justin stopped in the doorway, looking back at him with an expression of mixed surprise and disbelief. Kenny lowered the phone and glared at him. "Don't say a word, Tome. Not one word."
 
   "Kenny, just call me after the game. Really, it's not—"
 
   "No, I'm good. Hang on a sec." He shoved one arm into the jacket, his eyes scanning the floor. Where the hell were his shoes?
 
   "Kenny, come on. Now."
 
   "Hang on." He lifted the phone back to his mouth. "I need to find my shoes. Here, talk to Justin."
 
   "What the—"
 
   Kenny pushed the phone toward him. "Just talk to her for a second. And if you say the wrong thing, I'll tell Val that you called her hormonal." He hadn't, but that didn't matter. Color drained from Justin's face and Kenny choked back his laugh when he took the phone, staring at it like it might bite him. He glared at Kenny before speaking, his voice hesitant.
 
   "Uh, hello?"
 
   Kenny shook his head then rushed around the room, looking under the bed, in the closet. "Where the fuck are my shoes?"
 
   "Check your bag." 
 
   "What are you two clowns doing? We need to go, now. The bus is waiting." Randy shouted from the hall, his voice getting closer as he stepped into the room. 
 
   "I can't find my fucking shoes."
 
   Randy stepped further into the room, his eyes quickly scanning. "There, under the curtains." He turned back to Justin. "Is that Val? Let me talk to her."
 
   "No, it's Kenny's girl." But Justin handed Randy the phone anyway. 
 
   "What the hell?" Kenny shoved his feet into the dress shoes, straightened his jacket, then stormed over to Randy. "Michaels, give me that phone."
 
   "Hang on sweetie." Randy grinned and motioned to the bed with a quick nod. "You forgot your bag."
 
   "What? Shit." Kenny turned back and grabbed the bag from his bed, running into Justin on his way to the door. "Come on, give me the phone."
 
   "Fix your tie."
 
   Kenny clenched his jaw then slung the bag over his shoulder, his hands moving to the tie as he tried to fix it blind. Doors started slamming around them as the remaining stragglers hurried into the hall: Harland, Dillon, Mat, Ethan. At least Kenny wouldn't be the last one down to the lobby.
 
   He struggled with the tie, muttering under his breath as he undid it and started over. Randy rolled his eyes and stopped walking, handing the phone off to Mat. "Why are you having so much trouble with that?"
 
   "Did you really just give my phone to Mat? What the hell?"
 
   "Shut up and hold still." Randy frowned, his hands making quick work of the silk tie. Kenny pushed past him, hurrying to catch up with everyone else as they waited for the elevator. He reached over Mat's shoulder and pulled the phone from his hand, not bothering to wait until he finished talking. Laughter erupted around him and he shot his teammates a dirty look.
 
   "I'm here. Uh, sorry about that."
 
   "Kenny, honestly, you can just call me later. It sounds like things are a little crazy." He heard the laughter in her voice, pictured her sitting somewhere, a bright smile on her face, light dancing in her warm eyes. A grin spread across his own face at the visual.
 
   "Not yet, I have a few more minutes." And damn, now the guys were staring at him, listening to every word. Kenny turned his back on them and stepped away, searching for privacy where none existed. "Did you have anything planned for tomorrow?"
 
   There was a pause and Kenny wondered if maybe he pushed too hard, if maybe he sounded like he was expecting too much. Lauren cleared her throat, the sound almost drowned out by the ding of the elevator arriving. "I'm actually going to see Lindsay in the morning."
 
   His hand tightened around the phone, anxiety pulsing through him at her words. "Are you sure—"
 
   "Haskell, let's go." Someone grabbed the back of his suit coat and pulled him, forcing him to stumble back into the elevator. Kenny jerked away from the hold and glared at Randy over his shoulder. He didn't turn around, though, just adjusted the bag on his shoulder and kept staring at the brushed chrome control panel in front of him. The doors slid closed with a hiss, trapping him in the elevator with six of his teammates. He lowered his voice and tried to pretend they weren't there.
 
   "Are you sure that's a good idea?"
 
   "I need to, Kenny."
 
   He opened his mouth then immediately closed it, his mind racing for the right way to frame the words. He cleared his throat and lowered his voice even more. "Did you want me to go with you?" 
 
   Another pause. Shit, she was going to say no. She was going to tell him she didn't need him there. And she probably didn't. That didn't stop the irrational feeling he had that he needed to be there. 
 
   She sighed, the sound almost too soft to hear. "If you want to go, okay. But it's not up for discussion, Kenny. I've already discussed it enough with Dale."
 
   From the way she emphasized the word, he got the impression that any discussion with her brother probably involved a lot of shouting. Kenny was smart enough not to say anything, not when he figured he was probably in complete agreement with whatever Dale had said. "What time?"
 
   "I'd like to get there no later than ten."
 
   "I can do that. Did you want to grab breakfast? I can pick you up earlier—"
 
   "How about lunch after?"
 
   "Yeah, sure. We can do that."
 
   The doors slid open and he nearly fell out of the elevator as everyone pushed him along. The rest of the team, coaching staff, and trainers milled in the lobby, the noise bouncing off the marble floor and walls. Kenny stepped to the side, out of everyone's way.
 
   "I need to get going. See you in the morning?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   He paused, his eyes darting around before he ducked his head and turned away from everyone. "Lauren, I—" He snapped his mouth closed as horror filled him. Holy shit, what the hell was his problem? He'd almost said it, almost blurted it right out. 
 
   "What?"
 
   "Uh, nothing. It was nothing."
 
   "Christ Haskell, just tell her you love her and hang up the damn phone. We need to leave." Harland practically shouted the words right in his ear, his voice cutting through the noise with precision. Conversation stopped around him as several of the players turned to look, some of them laughing and shaking their heads. 
 
   Kenny wasn't laughing. He wasn't even smiling. His entire body froze in place, disbelief quickly replaced by the terror that tore through him. He heard someone call his name. Seconds dragged by before he realized it was Lauren. Shit. Had she heard? She must have. Everyone else had, there was no reason she wouldn't have, not when Harland had damn near screamed it.
 
   Kenny tightened his hand around the phone and closed his eyes, like maybe that would block everything out, would make everything go away. 
 
   "Kenny? You there?"
 
   "Uh, yeah. Yeah, I'm here."
 
   "What was that all about?" Was it his imagination, or did she suddenly sound wary, unsure?
 
   "Uh, nothing. Listen, I have to run. I'll, uh, I'll see you in the morning." He didn't give her a chance to speak, just disconnected the call and dropped the phone into his jacket pocket. Then he dropped his bag and lunged at Harland, grabbing him by the lapels of his jacket and shaking him.
 
   "What the fuck were you thinking? Huh? Why the fuck do you always have to run your mouth—"
 
   Hands reached between them, voices shouting as someone pulled Kenny away. He stumbled, tried to brush the hands off him, felt other hands replace them as they kept dragging him back. Anger and bewilderment colored Harland's face as he stared at Kenny.
 
   "What the hell's your problem?"
 
   "You are! You and your big fucking mouth, shooting off all the time."
 
   "Christ, I was only joking."
 
   "That's your fucking problem. Joking around, never stopping to fucking think—"
 
   "Dude, knock it off. Come on, calm down." Mat patted him on the chest, pushing him back, away from Harland. Kenny shook his head, wanting to lunge at Harland again, but something flashed in Mat's green eyes, stopping him. "Let it go."
 
   "He shouldn't have—"
 
   "I know. But not here. Not now." Mat lowered his voice and nodded at something over Kenny's shoulder. He glanced behind him, his stomach knotting when he noticed the coaches huddled together, watching them. The slash of Sonny's scar burned bright red as a muscle ticked in his square jaw.
 
   "Not now," Mat repeated. Kenny nodded, forcing his body to relax. He glared at Harland, his eyes holding the other man in place. Randy stepped between them, breaking the eye contact, then bent down and picked up Kenny's bag before coming to stand next to him. 
 
   "Let it go, Haskell."
 
   "But his big fucking mouth—"
 
   "I know." Randy grabbed one arm and, together with Mat, turned him around and led him toward the door. "There's nothing you can do right now."
 
   "Did you fucking hear what he said?"
 
   "Yeah, we all did."
 
   "Which meant Lauren did, too. Fuck him." Kenny skidded to a stop and looked over his shoulder. "Fuck you, Day. You need to grow the fuck up—"
 
   "Not. Now." Mat pushed him as Randy pulled, dragging him outside to the bus. They kept a firm grip on his arms, not letting go until Randy practically pushed him into a seat near the back and dropped down next to him. Mat sat in the row directly in front then immediately turned around, leaning over the seat back to watch him.
 
   "I can't fucking believe—"
 
   "There's nothing you can do about it now." Randy's voice was low, steady. It did nothing to calm him down.
 
   "But Lauren heard—"
 
   "So then take care of it tomorrow when you see her."
 
   Kenny glared at Mat. "Yeah? How the fuck am I supposed to do that?"
 
   "Easy. Just tell her."
 
   "Tell her what?"
 
   "The truth." Randy shifted on the seat, turning to face Kenny with a small grin. "That Harland is an immature asshole."
 
   Mat grunted and shook his head, his green eyes flashing in amusement. "And after that, you can just finally tell her that you love her."
 
   "But—"
 
   "But nothing. You know it, we know it. Hell, everyone knows it. Don't you think it's time she knows it, too?"
 
   "You don't know what the hell you're talking about."
 
   Mat snorted again then turned around and dropped back into the seat. Randy chuckled, earning another glare from Kenny. He held his hands up, palms out, and shrugged. "Don't look at me. You know how Mat is when it comes to relationship advice. The ball's in your court, now. Do it or don't, up to you."
 
   He turned back in the seat and closed his eyes, effectively ignoring Kenny.
 
   Well shit. What the hell was he supposed to do now? He wanted to wait for the right time, the perfect moment. Now he didn't know what to do. 
 
   Damn Harland. He was going to kill him. He wasn't sure when, but he was going to kill him. 
 
   As soon as he figured how to fix the mess Harland's big mouth had just created.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
   Lauren stared up at the building, a chill going through her that had nothing to do with the leaden sky and falling flakes of snow. The old stone block was dark with age, looming several stories high and casting a shadow over the street that seemed to stretch for blocks. Razor wire topped the sturdy fence surrounding the building, as intimidating as the bars covering all the windows. Except they weren't real windows, not the kind you could look out of, not the kind you could open wide to invite in light and fresh air. 
 
   A warm hand closed around hers, squeezing gently. Lauren's hand tightened, accepting the reassurance. She looked over at Kenny and tried to smile but it fell flat. She almost expected him to say something, to ask if she really wanted to do this, to say she didn't need to be here. But he was silent, not saying anything, and for that she was grateful.
 
   Lauren took a deep breath, readying herself, then led the way inside. She wasn't sure what she was expecting, not really, but the reality was worse. Loud, dirty, dingy. Guards, completely expressionless, their voices flat and barely civil. The noise, bouncing off bare concrete, too loud, too harsh. And the stench, like humanity had withered and died and lay there, rotting. 
 
   They signed in and, after being made to wait, were escorted through a security gate and taken upstairs. There was yet another area to check-in, yet another security gate. A guard waved a wand over Lauren's body, up and down, front and back, then did the same to Kenny. They were escorted through one more gate and down a short hall that opened into what she supposed was a waiting room of sorts. Several other people were there, sitting or standing, their faces drawn and carefully blank. A guard approached them, the woman's cold eyes quickly assessing and dismissing.
 
   "Ms. Gannon. This way."
 
   Kenny's hand closed around hers once more, gently squeezing. "I'll wait for you here."
 
   Lauren nodded, not able to speak over the nerves and anxiety gripping her. She followed the guard into yet another room, this one a little bigger, filled with several round tables surrounded by hard plastic chairs. The guard led her to one and motioned for her to take a seat, then disappeared behind another door. Lauren lowered herself to the chair, her hands carefully folded in her lap, not touching anything. She looked around, her eyes resting on the guard standing so still and watchful by the door, thick arms crossed in front of her broad chest. Lauren looked away and took another breath—carefully, though her mouth—then waited.
 
   Several long minutes passed before the door opened again and the guard reappeared, one hand wrapped around Lindsay's upper arm. She led Lindsay to the table and pulled the chair out, giving her sister a little push. Lindsay shot her an angry look then shifted in the chair and rested her arms on the table as she turned to Lauren.
 
   Her hair was limp and dull, her eyes too big in her pale face. There was a smudge on her jaw, up high near her left ear. Lauren looked closer then sat back in surprise. Not a smudge. A bruise, faded to a pale purple. 
 
   "I didn't expect to see you here."
 
   "I wanted to see you."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Why?" Lauren repeated, surprised at the wariness rolling off Lindsay, surprised at the coolness of her expression. "Because you're my sister, that's why. Because I'm worried about you."
 
   "Yeah, okay." Lindsay folded her arms across her chest. "That's why you kicked me out, right? Because you were so worried."
 
   "No, Lindsay, I kicked you out because you stole from me. Because you lied. Because you need to learn to start accepting responsibility."
 
   "Spare me."
 
   Lauren took another deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. She clenched her hands tighter together, so tight she could feel her fingers turning cold. She looked around, her gaze sweeping across the barren room without really seeing anything, then turned back to her sister. "How are you doing?"
 
   "How am I doing? Really?" Lindsay laughed, the sound brittle. "How do you think I'm doing, Lauren? I'm in jail, not on vacation."
 
   "I know that." 
 
   Lindsay stared at her for a long minute, her eyes carefully hooded. Then she leaned across the table, one arm extending out, her hand facing up. Like she was reaching for Lauren, like she wanted to take Lauren's hand. Lauren clamped her hands together and left them in her lap. "Lauren, please. You have to get me out of here. It's awful. You have no idea how bad it is. I can't take much more of it. Please, just get me out of here. You know I didn't mean it."
 
   Lauren deliberately pushed all emotion away, her mind carefully choosing each word as she watched her sister's face. "I know you didn't realize you could have killed me."
 
   There it was, the small flash of impatience that flared in Lindsay's blue eyes before she could hide it. Lauren's hands curled into tight fists, her nails biting into the flesh of her palms. But she felt no hurt, no pain—just a deep sense of sadness that was quickly replaced by futile acceptance. Lindsay still hadn't learned. Would she ever? Lauren hoped, but couldn't quite bring herself to fully believe.
 
   Lindsay didn't do anything except lean back in the plastic chair, one shoulder lifting in a careless shrug. "Everyone overreacted. Nothing would have happened to you." She watched Lauren from beneath half-closed lids. What was she hoping for? Sympathy? Some kind of twisted remorse from Lauren? Lindsay must have sensed that Lauren wasn't buying it, that she wasn't giving in like she usually did. Panic sparked in her eyes, quickly blinked away as she leaned across the table, not quite reaching for Lauren again.
 
   "Please, Lauren. Just drop the charges. I've learned my lesson. I know it was stupid. I'll…I'll…it won't happen again. I promise. Just drop the charges and get me out of here."
 
   "I didn't press charges, Lindsay. This isn't up to me."
 
   "Don't lie to me! You can get me out of here. You can talk to them, talk to somebody—"
 
   "I'm sorry, Lindsay, but I can't."
 
   "Don't tell me that!" Lindsay shouted the words, coming halfway out of the chair. The guard by the door moved, taking a threatening step toward them. Lindsay frowned and dropped back into the chair, lowering her voice. "You can make them drop the charges. You can talk to them—"
 
   "It's out of my hands, Lindsay. I told you that. You need to take responsibility for what you did, need to—"
 
   "Oh, so that's what this is about then. It's not that you can't help me, it's that you won't. This is some kind of payback, isn't? Some way to get me out of your way because you're jealous. You've always been jealous."
 
   Lauren waited for the pain and anger, waited for the emotions that usually sliced through her at Lindsay's assorted accusations. At her excuses. But nothing came. For the first time, she felt completely empty as reality gripped her. Lindsay wasn't going to change, not yet. Maybe not ever. Nothing Lauren did—nothing anyone of them did—would change that.
 
   Only Lindsay had the power to change things.
 
   Acceptance flowed through her, slowly filling her. There was sorrow as well, at the loss of the laughing sister she remembered from their childhood. But the woman sitting across from her, with anger and resentment flashing in her eyes, wasn't the same person as the little girl she remembered. She hadn't been, for a long time. 
 
   Lauren blinked her tears away as she acknowledged the sorrow, acknowledged the fact that maybe she'd never have her sister back, not the sister she remembered. If life was a book, the details neatly planned and the ending carefully written, then Lauren would blink and everything would be taken care of, everything would work out for that happy-ever-after she wanted for her sister.
 
   But this was real life, not a novel, and things wouldn't be wrapped up so neatly. Maybe they'd never be wrapped up as far as Lindsay was concerned. But Lauren couldn't put her own life on hold while she waited for her sister. She couldn't keep making excuses for Lindsay, couldn't keep pulling her out of trouble and hoping that this would be the time that Lindsay learned her lesson. 
 
   Only Lindsay could do that. And only when she was truly ready.
 
   Lauren gave her sister a sad smile and shook her head as she slowly stood. "You're my sister, Lindsay, and I'll always love you, but I can't help you. Not this time."
 
   "Wait. Where are you going?" Lindsay pushed back from the table, nearly knocking the chair over as real panic twisted her face. "You're leaving? Just like that? You can't leave! You need to get me out of here!"
 
   "I'm sorry, Lindsay."
 
   "Lauren, wait. Please."
 
   "I'll be here when you're ready, but I can't help you. Only you can do that." Lauren swallowed, not surprised to see the flash of hatred and denial in her sister's eyes. But she didn't wait for the screaming, didn't wait for the profanity-laced taunts that would soon be hurled her way. 
 
   Lauren turned and headed to the door, stepping through as the guard outside opened it for her. Lindsay's screech split the air, quickly cut off when the door closed with a solid thud of thick steel. She stood there, her eyes closed, her heart pounding in her chest. Then she took a deep breath and opened her eyes, her gaze immediately falling on Kenny. He stood several feet away, concern etched on his face, emotion burning in his eyes.
 
   Life really wasn't a novel, with everything falling so neatly in place. That didn't mean she couldn't try to write her own happy-ever-after. Or even her own happy-for-now. She just needed to find the courage to go for it.
 
   But not here. Not yet. 
 
   She walked over to Kenny and reached for his hand, threading her fingers with his. His touch was warm, steady. Reassuring, in more ways than he probably even realized. She offered him another smile then turned and headed back down the hallway, content to just be in the silent reassurance of his presence.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
   Lauren was quiet. Almost too quiet. And he couldn't gauge her mood at all. He sensed a little sadness but not as much as he expected. And she didn't seem to be upset. He'd heard Lindsay shouting, her voice shrill as she screamed profanities at Lauren. There was no doubt Lauren heard them—everyone had as soon as the guard had opened the door. Before then, even. But Lauren didn't seem to be bothered by it at all. Not when she first walked out and not now, sitting next to him as he maneuvered the car from the parking garage.
 
   In fact, Lauren was a lot calmer than he was. His hands had clenched as soon as he heard the yelling, anger shooting through him, protectiveness welling deep inside him. He had wanted to run in and wrap his arms around her, to shield her as he carried her out. And then Lauren had stepped out of the room and offered him that small smile.
 
   And his entire world had come to a screeching halt, tilting in a crazy spiral before abruptly straightening. Not back to the way it had been, but something different. Something…right.
 
   Which only convinced him that he really was in love with her. But he had no idea how to tell her. It wasn't like he could just blurt it right out. Especially not now, not after what she'd just gone through. Lauren was strong, stronger than he probably realized. And stubborn. The last two weeks couldn't have been easy for her, no matter how well she seemed to be handling it. And then to meet with her sister, to have their meeting end in such an ugly matter…that had to be upsetting.
 
   But damn if she looked upset. In fact, she almost looked…serene. At peace. Almost. He glanced down at her hands, clasped neatly in her lap. She twiddled with her fingers, picking at the cuticle on one for a brief second before her hands relaxed again.
 
   "The light's green."
 
   "Hm? Oh, right." He looked away and drove forward, not missing the small smile that teased her full mouth. "Were you ready to grab lunch yet?"
 
   "No, not yet."
 
   Kenny swallowed back his disappointment, even though he wasn't surprised. Of course she didn't feel like eating. She probably was upset, no matter how he thought she looked. Serene. Yeah, he obviously had no idea what that even meant. She was probably just preoccupied.
 
   He pulled to the end of the block then made a right, glancing around at the late-morning traffic. It wasn't snowing enough to cover the road yet and probably wouldn't be for some time, if at all. That wouldn't stop people from driving like idiots in the wintry weather.
 
   "Did you just want to go back to your place then?"
 
   "God, no. Mom and Dad are still there. I love them to death but I need a break from them."
 
   He breathed a little sigh of relief. It wasn't that he didn't like her parents, because he did. But he always felt guilty, like they knew everything they'd done together, like they knew exactly what was on his mind whenever he watched Lauren. Her father, especially, seemed to be able to read his mind and he couldn't quite stop the guilt that made him want to squirm. He just hoped his excitement didn't show in his voice. "Was there somewhere else you wanted to go?"
 
   Lauren twisted in her seat and smiled, that same soft smile she had on her face earlier. "How about back to your place?"
 
   "Sure. We can do that, no problem." He quickly changed lanes, moving over so he could make a left at the next light. A horn blared behind him and he winced, offering the driver an apologetic wave. So much for paying attention to traffic. How could he when excitement suddenly blazed through his body?
 
   He needed to control it, to get a grip on himself. For all he knew, Lauren just wanted a break from her parents, just like she said. Just because she mentioned going back to his place didn't mean she wanted to get naked.
 
   And shit, he did not need that visual. Not right now. But now it was there and he couldn't get rid of it. It had been more than two weeks—a lifetime—and he wanted nothing more than to feel Lauren in his arms, to feel her warm body welcoming him—
 
   "We need to talk."
 
   Shit. Shit, shit, shit. 
 
   We need to talk. Words that absolutely nobody in any kind of relationship wanted to hear. Ever. He gripped the steering wheel and kept his eyes straight ahead, unable to look over at her. 
 
   "Sure. Uh, no problem." He drove another block, his heart pounding in his chest, anxiety eating away at him. He took a deep breath and glanced at Lauren, then quickly looked away again. "What about?"
 
   "It can wait until we get there."
 
   Kenny looked over at her one more time. She wasn't looking at him, her eyes straight ahead. But she didn't look upset. Or mad. Or angry. She didn't look like any of those things that he imagined someone would look right before telling someone else to get loss.
 
   So maybe she wasn't going to do that. Maybe he was just overreacting, reading into things. If that's what she wanted to do, would she even want to go back to his place? No, she wouldn't. That wouldn't make sense. So of course he was reading too much into it.
 
   He hoped.
 
   The minutes stretched around them, filled with silence as he made it back to his place and pulled the car into the parking garage and drove down to the lower level. He turned the engine off then ran around to open the door for Lauren, surprised when she smiled up at him and took his hand.
 
   She wouldn't be holding his hand if she was going to tell him to take a hike, right? Of course not. But she was still too quiet, not saying anything, and his nerves stretched tight under the silence. Even when they made it upstairs and he opened the door to the apartment for her, she didn't say anything, just dropped his hand and walked in. He bit back a sigh and closed the door, the click of the lock as loud as a shot in the surrounding quiet. He turned, ready to beg for mercy, to ask her what was wrong, when she came into his arms and pressed her body against his, her mouth hot and needy as she kissed him.
 
   Kenny stood still for a split-second, his mind having trouble catching up to what his body was feeling. Then he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her even closer, fitting her more solidly against him as his tongue swept into her mouth. Tasting, claiming. But then Lauren pulled away, ending the kiss entirely too soon.
 
   "So when were you going to tell me?"
 
   Kenny opened his mouth then quickly closed it. He looked into her eyes, saw the flash of amusement before she hid it. "Uh, tell you what?"
 
   She raised her eyebrows in question, one corner of her mouth tilting in a crooked smile. "Hmm."
 
   Then she stepped back and turned away, walking down the hallway. Kenny stood there, at a complete loss. Tell her what? He was more confused than ever, especially when she stopped just outside the bathroom and turned back to look at him.
 
   "Well?"
 
   "I'm not—" He cleared his throat then shook his head, still at a loss. "I thought you said we needed to talk."
 
   "We do."
 
   "Then I guess I'm just a little confused because I…don't…" His voice trailed off, his mind shutting down just a little when Lauren reached down and grabbed the hem of her sweater then slowly lifted it over her head. She tossed it to the floor, standing there in a silky green bra and a smile.
 
   "You coming?" She tilted her head to the side, watching him for the space of heartbeat, then turned into his bedroom.
 
   Kenny flew across the apartment, his feet barely touching the floor in his hurry to get to his room. Lauren was stretched out on his bed, still dressed in her bra and jeans. Her back was against the headboard and she just sat there, watching him with a look of expectation on her face.
 
   It was the look that stopped him from leaping across the room and throwing himself on top of her. He had thought she looked serene before? Maybe, but she certainly didn't look that way now. A devilish glint shone in her warm brown eyes, in the small tilt of her mouth. She looked the way he imagined a large cat who had just discovered an aquarium full of fish might look: hungry, playful, and up to absolutely no good. 
 
   Kenny raised one brow in silent question, and maybe even in amusement. He moved toward the bed, each step slow and deliberate. Her eyes widened just a little in excitement but she didn't move, didn't look away. Not even when he grabbed her ankle and tugged, pulling until she slid down the bed. He leaned over her, one arm on either side of her.
 
   "I thought you said we needed to talk."
 
   "We do." She licked her lips, her eyes darting to his mouth before meeting his again. "So when were you going to tell me?"
 
   "When were you going to tell me?" He threw the words back at her, biting the inside of his cheek to stop from laughing at the ire that flashed in her eyes. She pushed up on her elbows but he slid his arms in closer, keeping her in place. 
 
   "I'm going to kill Dale! He told you, didn't he?"
 
   "I have no idea what you're talking about."
 
   Lauren frowned. Kenny could see that she wasn't sure if he was teasing, or if he was serious. He dipped his head and captured her mouth with his, her lips softening under his touch. She sighed, a breathy moan, then pulled away, dropping her head to the mattress. She reached up and cupped the side of his face with her hand, her thumb stroking the line of his jaw before swiping across his bottom lip.
 
   "I wasn't sure…I thought it was too soon. And then everything else happened and I didn't know if you'd want to be sucked into all the drama."
 
   "The only thing I care about is you, Lauren. Not the drama, not your family. You."
 
   "That's what I was hoping. And then last night on the phone…"
 
   "Yeah. Harland Day is a complete ass and it'll be a long time before I ever speak to him again." The words came out harsher than he intended and he realized they were true. He may eventually forgive his teammate, but not anytime soon. Not until the man grew up some.
 
   "Why didn't you say anything?"
 
   Kenny rolled to the side, propping his head on his hand then reaching out to pull Lauren closer. He ran his hand along her arm, the touch soft, gentle. "I thought it was too soon. And then everything else happened and I wasn't sure if you wanted to deal with it with all the other drama."
 
   Lauren laughed then playfully smacked his hand. "That's cheating. You could at least come up with your own lame excuse instead of copying mine."
 
   "So you admit it's lame."
 
   "Maybe." Her eyes turned serious, holding his for a long minute. He could see the pulse beat heavily in her neck, the skin still too pale, too fragile. His mind flashed back to that morning, to the fear that gripped him when he realized what had happened. That same fear still gripped him, paralyzing him. He pushed it away and leaned forward, pressing his mouth to hers.
 
   Warm. Alive. Here.
 
   His.
 
   Maybe it was too soon, maybe it didn't make sense. But it was right for him. And, he hoped, for her.
 
   "I love you, Lauren." He held his breath, watching her. The way the small flush colored her skin, spreading from her neck up to her face. The way her eyes widened, the pupils dilating as the pulse beat faster against the skin of her throat. The way her chest rose and fell, her breath hitching just the tiniest bit. Her tongue darted out and swept across her lips, her eyes searching his for a long minute. Then she pushed up on her arm and leaned forward, resting her hand against his chest, directly over his heart, as she pressed her lips against his.
 
   "I love you, too. With everything I am."
 
   Kenny kissed her, slow and deep, their bodies melting into each other. He pulled away, smiling at her. "Does this mean you won't kick me out of any more games?"
 
   Lauren laughed then shifted over him, straddling him. She leaned down, kissed him, then pulled away with a smile.
 
   "Not on your life."
 
   *****
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   INTO THE FLAMES
 
   Firehouse Fourteen Book 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Dale Gannon has sworn off women. He's seen more than his share of crazy and not all of it has been during his job as a firefighter. His youngest sister, Lindsay, is currently in jail awaiting trial for the attempted poisoning of his other sister, Lauren. Guilt still eats at him, making him wonder if there was something he could have done to prevent Lindsay's fall. Could he have been more supportive? More encouraging? What if…no, he was done with what-ifs. Done with women. Done with people, period. What he needs is peace, quiet…and time to come to grips with everything that's happened in the last six months.
 
   And then he meets the neighbor from hell: a sassy free-spirited woman who quickly turns his life upside down.
 
   Melanie Reeves has always seen things differently, viewing life as an array of color. Bright and vibrant, dark and moody. She captures them, breathes them, gives life to them on canvas. But her obnoxious neighbor is a mystery, one she can't solve, one she can't even read clearly—and one she tries her best to ignore.
 
   Until she discovers the deep guilt that plagues him—guilt he won't admit to or even acknowledge. Can she help him find his way to the surface before the darkness completely engulfs the inner vibrancy she senses in him? Or will he drag her with him into the flames, where they both run the risk of losing who they really are?
 
    
 
    
 
   Turn the page for an exciting sneak peek at INTO THE FLAMES, now available for pre-order.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Music blared next to his head, the underlying bass rhythm shaking the drywall, reverberating through the headboard and mattress then through his body.
 
   Dale Gannon rolled to his side and threw the covers off with an angry, impatient jerk. He ran a hand over his face, the short stubble on his jaw scratching his palm, and stared at the bright red numbers glowing on the alarm clock.
 
   8:47
 
   He'd managed to get in forty minutes of sleep before the blaring music jolted him awake. It hadn't even been a restful sleep and he felt worse now than he had when he got home. Tired, groggy, his head filled with hazy cobwebs that dulled his thinking and his reaction time. They'd been up all night, running one call after another after another. Shit calls: fire alarms, medic assists, wires down. One auto fire that broke the monotony of the other crap they kept getting hit with.
 
   All he wanted to do was sleep. To get in a few hours of shut-eye before he went back in this afternoon for more of the same. That shouldn't have been a problem. Up until three months ago, it wouldn't have been a problem. 
 
   Until the neighbor from hell had moved in.
 
   Dale had yet to meet the guy, whoever he was. All he knew was that the jerk must not have a job, because he was home at all hours of the day and night.
 
   And he had awful taste in music. 
 
   Dale rose from the bed, swearing under his breath as he reached for a pair of sweatpants and jerked them on. He curled his hand into a fist and pounded on the wall, hard. Three times. A short pause. Three more.
 
   He held his breath, waiting to see if that would do the trick. A minute went by before the music, whatever the hell it was, finally stopped. 
 
   "Thank God." Dale stumbled out of the bedroom and made his way down the short hall to the kitchen. He needed coffee, lots of it. 
 
   He'd settle for one cup then go back to his room to collapse and try to get back to sleep. Just a few hours, that was all he needed.
 
   He'd taken two long swallows of the strong black brew before the music blared to life again. His back teeth throbbed in time to the bass line. The music built to a loud crescendo that seemed to end in an abrupt scream that caused him to jump. His hand jerked, sloshing coffee over the edge of the mug and onto the floor.
 
   "You have got to be shitting me." Dale clenched his teeth and slammed the mug onto the counter. He curled his hand into another fist and banged it against the kitchen wall, hard enough that the pepper shake fell over. Hard enough that pain shot along the outside of his curled hand. Dale winced then brought his hand to his mouth, sucking on the knuckle of his small finger with a grunt.
 
   The music stopped mid-squeal, like someone had hit a button and killed all the power. He grunted again then tore off a few paper towels to wipe up the spilled coffee. A little soreness in his hand was a small price to pay for peace and quiet. Finally. Now he could finish the coffee and drag his ass back to bed for a few hours of much-needed sleep.
 
   Sleep. Work. Back home to sleep some more. Yeah, what an exciting way to start his four days off, especially since those four days would probably be spent doing nothing. Unless he called his friend Rick Foster to see if he needed any help on any of his home improvement jobs. Maybe something that involved demolition. Tearing down a wall would certainly help get some of his aggressions out, especially since he wasn't doing much of anything like that at work, not in his position as an engine driver.
 
   He reached for the coffee, not sure if he wanted to finish it or toss it down the drain, when someone started knocking on his door. Only knocking was too subtle a description. It was like someone was pounding at it, or maybe even kicking it, hard enough that Dale was only slightly surprised it didn't fall off its hinges.
 
   A small grin lifted the corners of his mouth, a grin that probably looked as cold and flat as it felt. There was no doubt in his mind who was trying to beat his door down, not so soon after he banged on the wall. 
 
   The mystery neighbor from hell. It had to be. 
 
   Adrenaline surged through him, better than any jolt of caffeine. This was exactly what he needed to get his mind off things, to knock out the worry and guilt that had been eating at him for the last few months—ever since his youngest sister Lindsay had pulled that careless stunt and damn near killed his other sister, Lauren.
 
   Dale sat the mug on the counter and did a quick neck roll, preparing for the confrontation he was certain was going to happen as soon as he opened the door. Good. Let it. He couldn't wait to finally meet the neighbor from hell and give him a piece of his mind. To tell him exactly what he could do with the loud obnoxious music that shook the walls at odd hours of the day and night. And if the guy was burly or belligerent—or both—than that was even better.
 
   He stormed over to the door, his steps heavy on the hardwood flooring. He didn't pause, didn't stop to take a deep breath, did none of those things. Why should he, when he was more than ready for this confrontation? He yanked open the door, his mouth already moving before he completely opened it.
 
   "Who the hell do you think—" The words died on his mouth as the breath left him in a rush, his stomach clenching as if someone had just punched him. And he had been punched, no doubt about it. Except it wasn't a physical blow—it was complete and utter shock. 
 
   Dale blinked, thinking he must be seeing things. This couldn't be the neighbor from the hell. No way in hell. He'd been expecting a burly, belligerent, unkempt man. Someone he would have no problem confronting. 
 
   But instead of the man he'd been expecting, Dale found himself staring into the wide ocean blue eyes of an elf.
 
   He blinked again, expecting the image to morph or fade. He was tired, his mind must be playing tricks on him. That had to be it.
 
   The woman in front of him was wiry and petite. Fiery red hair flowed around her face in a halo of loose curls that tumbled around her shoulders and down her back. Her mouth, full and as deep as ripened strawberries, pursed in irritation. A flush spread across her high cheekbones, the color a dark pink against her pale creamy skin. Another splash of color, an electric blue that shone in the light from the hall, was smeared across her chin and jaw. 
 
   Not an elf. A Smurf.
 
   The neighbor from hell was a freaking Smurf. 
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