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Chapter One

Haley Addison was the kind of woman who inspired a wide range of emotions in a man. 

Impatience.

Lust.

Aggravation.

Lust.

Frustration.

And yeah—definitely lust.

Except Zach Mummert wasn't feeling any of those things right now. Right now, he was feeling nothing but rage. And rage was a living, breathing monster. White-hot, expanding, its claws sinking deep. Scoring flesh and muscle. Consuming thought and awareness. Searing every inch of his body, leaving him shaking and breathless.

Zach tightened his hands around the steering wheel. A piece of him—that miniscule piece that fought against the white-hot rage—cautioned him to relax his grip. Warned him to slow down. The unexpected March snow covered the streets, turning them slick, treacherous. 

If he didn't slow the fuck down, he'd run the risk of wrapping the truck around a pole. 

Fuck it. If it happened, it happened. 

He turned a corner, the tail end of the truck fishtailing behind him. He clenched his jaw, spun the steering wheel in the opposite direction, brought the truck out of the skid and kept going.

This wasn't the best neighborhood to be having an accident in. Any bystanders who might venture out into the cold night would be more likely to strip the truck—and him—than offer assistance.

So why the fuck was he even driving into this neighborhood?

He knew the answer to that question. What he didn't know was what the fuck Haley was doing here.

Or why the fuck he was chasing her down.

Rage bubbled to the surface again. Again? Who was he kidding? It had never left. It had been with him for the last thirty minutes, ever since Jenny Emory—his teammate's sister—had pulled him outside and dropped that fucking bombshell on him.

Someone was hurting Haley.

She had bruises on her wrists and arms—bruises she was trying to hide.

He tried to tell himself it didn't fucking matter. Haley was nothing to him, just a waitress at Mystic's, the bar and restaurant he and the rest of the hockey team hung out at. Hot-headed. Mouthy. 

Full of fiery attitude that matched that wild red hair of hers. 

Sarcastic as hell. 

A pain in his fucking ass.

And sexy. Sexy as fuck.

They'd been butting heads for the last few months. Circling each other like two fucking alpha dogs ready to fight for the top spot in the pack.

Haley would slice his fucking balls clean off if she knew he was comparing her to a dog.

A quick grin, icy and brutal, curled his mouth. Anyone who saw it would probably run in the other direction, mistaking it for a dangerous scowl.

At least, they would if they were smart. 

Is that what they had seen when he'd confronted them earlier? His teammate Jason and his girlfriend, Megan? He'd stormed back into Mystic's right after Jenny had dropped her bombshell, leaned over the table, and demanded to know what the fuck was going on.

Demanded to know where the hell Haley had disappeared to.

And Megan, who was supposed to be Haley's best friend, tried to shrug it off. Tried to act like she had no idea what the fuck he was talking about.

And Jason...Christ, that sorry piece of shit had actually started getting out of his chair. Like he was ready to take Zach on or something. He liked Jason but man, he had some fucking growing up to do still. Maybe Megan would help him with that.

Especially when Jason found out that his sister, Jenny, was dating Tyler Bowie, their team's goalie. How the fuck could Jason not see that? It was pretty fucking obvious to everyone else on the team, no matter how much they were trying to hide it.

Fuck it. That wasn't his problem. He was more worried about what Jenny had told him. More worried about finding out where Haley was. Fuck if he knew why.

Megan had made one final attempt at blowing him off, like she had no idea what he was talking about. And fuck, that pissed him off. She called Haley her best friend? Bullshit. Best friends didn't cover for each other, not like this.

Not when it came to someone being hurt.

Yeah, Megan was definitely the smarter of the two, because she saw what Jason didn't: Zach's slow-burning fury. So she'd told him Haley had gotten a message on her phone then cut out, leaving Mystic's to go to another bar, a pool hall somewhere in this shitty fucking neighborhood.

Zach slowed the truck and glanced at the built-in GPS system. He should be closer now, not even a block away. The bar was on this street somewhere.

There, up ahead on the corner to his right. The neon from the single sign in the window cut through the darkness of the night, like some kind of pathetic beacon.

Zach's gaze scanned the street, searching for a spot to park the truck. He found one, half a block up. Lucky? Maybe. Or maybe it was because most of the residents in the neighborhood didn't own cars.

And what the fuck was Haley even doing here?

He climbed out of the truck, hitting the automatic locks and engaging the alarm system. Yeah, like that would fucking help. Fuck it. The truck was insured. Let the bastards strip it for all he cared. 

He pulled the collar of the leather jacket up around his neck and started walking. A gust of wind hit him when he turned the corner, vicious and biting, tearing through the thin material of his shirt. 

Doing absolutely nothing to dampen the rage that fired his blood.

Why the fuck was he even here? What was he going to do? Confront Haley? Demand she tell him who was hurting her?

Throw her over his shoulder and take her back to his place?

Yeah, that would go over really well. She'd really cut his balls off then.

Fuck it. He was here now. Might as well go in. Have a beer. 

Wait for Haley to tear his head off.

He pulled on the door, felt a blast of heat hit him in the face. Light made him blink as he stood just inside the bar, letting his eyes adjust to the brightness as his gaze swept the interior.

A long bar ran down the length of the wall to his right. A jukebox and two poker machines stood against the wall to his left, silent sentinels, battered and alone and forgotten. Only three of the nearly dozen stools were occupied, their haggard patrons slouched over the bar. The bartender, a slim guy with cautious eyes and a stained sweatshirt hanging from his skeletal frame, paused in the act of pouring a shot. 

Zach stood there, his shoulders tight, tension zipping through him while four sets of eyes studied him. Sizing him up, taking his measure. Was he friend? Or foe? 

Let them look. They'd find out soon enough if they tried anything. He wasn't here for them, wasn't here to cause trouble. He was here for one reason and one reason only: to find Haley.

The clack of pool balls bouncing against each other drifted from the back. Zach's gaze slid past the bar, back to the darker room toward the rear of the narrow building. He saw the corner of a single pool table; caught a glimpse of a long, lean leg clad in faded denim.

The swing of long curly hair, it's fire bright and vibrant even in the shadows.

Zach stepped away from the door and walked toward the far end of the bar. His bootsteps were loud, echoing against the chipped and scarred tile floor in the odd silence.

That's what was wrong. The bar was quiet—too quiet. No music, no blaring television, no noisy conversation. Just the hollow sound of those pool balls smacking against each other.

He slid the stool out, propped his foot on the sticky bottom rail, and asked for two beers. He didn't care what kind, wasn't in the mood to be picky. Not here.

Zach tossed a bill on the bar and grabbed both bottles, raised one to his mouth and took a long swallow. The sound of the pool balls hitting against each other was louder. Harder. Angry somehow.

Or maybe he was just projecting. Anticipating what was to come.

He pushed away from the bar and headed toward the back room. Three small tables, covered by faded red-and-white plastic table cloths, lined the right wall. A handful of cheap wooden stools were tucked under a narrow shelf that ran across the left wall—probably designed to accommodate the drinks of a large crowd.

Yeah, right. Zach doubted that this place had ever seen a large crowd. At least, not recently.

He moved deeper into the room, pulled one of the stools out with the toe of his boot, and leaned against it. Haley's back was to him as she bent over the single pool table and lined up a shot. His eyes slid down to her ass, nice and firm, cupped by the faded denim that hugged her from the waist down. The sight of her hips swinging from side-to-side unleashed a flare of heat low in his gut, one that had nothing to do with anger. 

Was she so focused on making her shot that she hadn't noticed him yet? Or was she just ignoring him?

He doubted it. Her mouth would already be running, hurling one insult after another at him if she knew he was here. 

She pulled back with the stick, shot the cue ball across the green field, then slowly straightened, those slim hips still swaying. He caught a glimpse of the white cords dangling from her ears, trailing down to the cell phone shoved in her front pocket. She was listening to music, totally oblivious.

Unaware of him standing there.

Unaware of any potential danger that might be lurking behind her.

Anger surged through him once more, replacing the heat that had been building in his gut from watching those lean hips sway. Stupid ass woman. Hadn't she ever heard of situational awareness? Didn't she know how dangerous it was to be that oblivious of her surroundings? Anyone could come up behind her. Grab her. Haul that sweet ass off before she even had a chance to scream.

Zach's grip tightened around the bottles in each hand, hard enough he was surprised the glass didn't shatter. He pulled a deep breath in through his nose and forced himself to relax. He raised one of the bottles to his mouth and took a long swallow, his eyes never leaving those swaying hips.

Haley swung her head from side to side, sending that long mane of wild fiery hair swinging. Her head bopped in time to whatever music she was listening to. She brought the cue stick up in front of her, strummed it like it was some kind of fucking guitar, her hair flying as she moved her head back and forth.

Air guitar? Really?

What the fuck was she listening to?

Zach bit back a grin as she kept jamming out to music only she could hear. She moved her left arm, sliding it along the cue stick like she was laying down some heavy chords. The sleeve of her sweater slid up, revealing the pale skin of her slender arm.

Revealing the purple and yellow of old bruises that circled her wrist like some kind of morbid bracelet.

Zach's grin died. He pushed off the stool, the legs screeching against the old tile as he took two angry strides toward her. Had she heard it? Or did she finally realize that she wasn't alone in the room? Did she finally sense the danger?

She spun around, her hazel eyes wide as she changed her grip on the cue stick, holding it front of her like a club. For a split second, there was fear in her eyes. Then recognition.

Then anger, bright and hot.

She ripped the earbuds from her ears. The angry strains of an AC/DC song echoed around them, distant and tinny, as she stared at him. Her eyes narrowed, anger flashing in their depths. 

She backed away, came to a stop against the pool table. Her strong grip on the cue stick didn't relax and for a fleeting second, Zach wondered if she might actually hit him with it.

"What the hell are you doing here?"

Yeah, she was definitely pissed. But there was something else in her voice, just below the anger. Something that made the words waver, something that made her voice just a little breathless. 

Fear?

Relief?

A combination of the two?

Zach didn't say anything, just held the second bottle of beer out to her. She narrowed her eyes even more, her lips flattening into a tight line as she watched him. She released her grip on the cue stick and reached for the bottle, her gaze never leaving his.

Zach grabbed her arm, his grip firm yet gentle, and held it up to the light hanging above the pool table. The bruises were even more defined, their mottled color marring the perfection of her creamy skin.

"What's going on, Red?"

Her eyes flared, filling with irritation and surprise—but not before he saw something else in their depths.

Panic.

He clenched his jaw and released her arm when she pulled it away. She shook her head and stepped to the side, moving around him as she pulled the sleeves of her sweater down.

Covering the bruises.

Hiding them.

"Nothing. Leave me alone." 

"Doesn't look like nothing to me."

She shrugged and stepped around the table, placing it between them. A smile curled her mouth. Brittle. Bitter. "I said it was nothing. Just a little rough sex play."

A muscle twitched in his clenched jaw. He forced himself to relax, took another long swallow from the bottle, his eyes never leaving hers. "Is that so?"

"Yeah." Her gaze slid to his, quickly darted away. 

Zach laughed, the sound harsh and hollow. "Sweetheart, rough sex isn't supposed to leave bruises. Not like that."

"What the hell would you know about it?"

"Plenty. Want me to show you?"

Haley laughed, the sound shrill and sarcastic. "I already told you—you aren't man enough to handle me."

"Any time you want me to prove otherwise, just say so."

Her mouth opened, quickly snapped shut as she pinned him with that narrowed gaze once more. She shook her head and looked away. "What are you doing here?"

She was changing the subject, refusing to jump to the bait he had thrown out. Ignoring his question about the bruises. Did she really think he was going to let it slide?

Maybe he would. For now.

"I heard this was the best place around to come to shoot some pool."

"You heard wrong." She raised the bottle to her mouth, tilted her head back and drank. Zach watched the muscles of her slender throat work as she swallowed. Heat unfurled low in his gut. Intense. Urgent. He didn't move, didn't even blink. The heat was nothing new. It was a constant companion now, roaring to life whenever he was near Haley. 

He pushed it away, focused on the anger simmering just below the surface. She wanted to play games? Ignore his question? Pretend nobody was hurting her? Did she really think he could be so easily distracted?

Fine. Let her think that.

Zach leaned against the table, watching her. "Why'd you leave Mystic's? I thought you were going to hang out after the game."

She wiped her mouth with the back of one hand and shrugged. "Changed my mind."

"For no reason at all, huh?"

"Yup. Pretty much."

"You sure about that?"

Her gaze met his. Steady. Unflinching. Maybe even a little bit impatient. "Yeah. I'm sure. The company was giving me a headache."

Zach didn't stop the brief grin that crossed his face. "The company? Or just me?"

"Ding, ding, ding. Give the man a prize." She walked around the pool table, the cue stick in one hand, studying the balls spread out on the faded green surface.

Ignoring him.

"Who was that on the phone?"

"When?"

"Right before you left. You were reading something on your phone. What was it?"

A shadow crossed her face and she looked away. "Nobody. None of your business."

"Anything to do with that bracelet of bruises you're wearing?"

"I told you, they're from—"

"Rough sex. Yeah, I heard you. I'm not buying it."

"Ask me if I care."

Zach laughed and took a swig of beer. "Yeah, it's obvious you don't. Don't you think you should?"

"Don't you think you should mind your own fucking business?"

"I love it when you talk dirty to me, sweetheart."

Haley's head snapped up, her eyes narrowing into slits that did nothing to hide the glittering anger. She opened her mouth—no doubt to cuss him out—but the bartender poked his head around the corner, interrupting her before she could say anything.

"Haley. I'm closing up."

And wasn't that interesting, the fact that the bartender knew her name? Did she come here that often? Was she a regular?

And why the fuck was she hanging out in this shitty dump in the middle of this shitty ass neighborhood?

Haley absently waved a hand in the bartender's direction then placed the stick back in the rack, next to a dozen other sticks. Balls banged against one another as she pushed them toward the corner pocket. Clack. Thunk. Clack. Thunk. Haley's hand tightened around the eight ball before sending it flying—just a little too hard.

Probably wishing it was his head, Zach thought.

It hit the rail, bounced, rolled back. She pushed it again, sent it rolling to the side pocket, where it dropped in with a loud thunk.

Haley grabbed her beer, drained it, then waved it in his direction in a mock salute as she moved past him. "Thanks for the beer, Mummert. See you around."

What the fuck?

Zach drained his own beer, his gaze following the saucy swing of those slim hips as she moved toward the door. She stopped long enough to snag a jacket from the back of one of the stools then kept going.

Like she really thought he wouldn't follow her.

She didn't know him at all, did she?

Chapter Two

"Wait up. I'll walk you to your car."

Haley hunched her shoulders, jammed her hands deeper into the jacket pockets, and kept walking. Maybe he'd figure out she was ignoring him if she put enough distance between them. Maybe he'd stop following her and just leave.

And maybe she'd win the lottery and move to a tropical island somewhere.

What the hell was Zach even doing here? How had he known where to find her?

The answer to that was as obvious as the fact that he wasn't going to leave her alone, no matter how fast she tried to walk.

Megan.

Damn her and her meddling. Why had she told Zach where she was? What else had Megan told him? Surely she hadn't mentioned Jimmy. Surely she hadn't told Zach about—

No, Megan wouldn't do that. Haley had made her promise, had sworn her to secrecy. Told her it was nothing. Told her it didn't matter, that it was over and done with.

No, Megan wouldn't have told Zach anything about that. But what about Jason's sister, Jenny? She had noticed those stupid bruises earlier tonight, at the game. Had asked what had happened. Tried making a big deal out of them.  

They weren't a big deal. They were nothing. Absolutely nothing.

It was Haley's fault. All of it. She should have never gone to the game tonight. She shouldn't have gone back to Mystic's, shouldn't have tried to have a normal night out.

She should have never told Megan where she was going, should have never told her she was leaving. But she had—because she didn't want her friend worrying.

At least she hadn't told Megan why she was leaving, hadn't told her about the text messages her ex had sent while she was at Mystic's. He missed her. He needed to see her.

Needed her. 

He was heading to Mystic's to look for her.

To find her.

Haley swallowed back the panic and started walking faster. Two blocks, that was as far as she needed to go. Just two blocks. Then she could run upstairs to her apartment and slam the door shut behind her. Lock it. Crawl into bed and pull the covers over her head and pretend the last few months had never happened.

Pretend her life hadn't turned into a hellish nightmare.

"Red! Wait up."

Zach's voice was closer, too close, calling her by that stupid damn nickname. Haley sped up. If she could reach the corner before he caught up with her, she might be able to lose him. 

She lengthened her stride, hurrying now. The sole of her boot slipped on the slick pavement and her leg slid out from under her. She lost her balance, tried pulling her hands from the jacket pockets to catch herself before she fell. Haley held her breath, waiting for the impact.

A strong arm wrapped around her waist, catching her before she sprawled face-first onto the snow-covered sidewalk. Her heart slammed into her chest and she told herself it was because of the near-fall, that it had nothing to do with the hardness of Zach's broad chest pressed against her back.

Nothing to do with the heat coming from the large body behind her. Nothing to do with the clean spicy scent—intoxicating and sensual—wrapping around her.

"What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you running?"

Haley stiffened and pushed away from him. "I'm not running."

"Really? Then what the hell do you call it?"

"Trying to get away from you." She turned away from him and started walking, a little more slowly this time so she wouldn't fall again. 

"I said I'd walk you to your car. This isn't the greatest neighborhood, you know."

"I'm fine." And God, why wouldn't he just leave? Couldn't he take a hint? No, of course not. He was thick-headed. Stubborn. Terminally constipated.

He fell into step beside her. "Where'd you park?"

"I didn't."

"Then how did you get here?"

"I walked."

"Bullshit. I know you drove to Mystic's. And I know there's no way in hell you walked from there to here. Now where'd you park?"

"By my place. Now leave. Go."

"Are you always so fucking bullheaded?"

Haley came to an abrupt stop and turned around, her hands fisted on her hips. "Are you always so terminally constipated?"

A grin teased one corner of his mouth, lifting it in a crooked smile that sent her pulse rate soaring. "Constipated, huh? That's one word for it. And only around you, sweetheart."

"You're an ass." Haley started walking again, trying to ignore him, hoping he'd get the hint. 

"You going to tell me where we're going?"

"We aren't going anywhere. Now just leave me alone. Go away."

"I'm just trying to help."

And shit, his voice was too low. Too serious. Like he actually meant what he said, like he was talking about something entirely different than walking her to her car. Like he really wanted to help, for reasons she didn't understand.

Reasons she didn't want to understand.

She squelched the small flicker of heat that sparked to life inside her and waved one hand in his direction, blowing him off. "How? By annoying the shit out of me?"

Zach stepped around her, stopping in the middle of the sidewalk and turning to face her. His brown eyes were too dark, too intent. Too hard. She didn't need this, not now. Not with everything else going on in her life.

And definitely not from Zach. He was a thorn in her side, constantly rubbing her the wrong way. They had nothing in common except a desire to annoy each other, to get on each other's nerves. To verbally spar, parry, thrust.

A shiver went through her, one that had nothing to do with the cold, damp air, and everything to do with the image that suddenly popped into her head. 

Thrust. 

Wrong word. So very wrong.

But she wasn't surprised. Why should she be? It wasn't the first time she'd imagined Zach on his back, his naked body hard under hers as she rode him. It wasn't the first time she'd felt that spark of excitement—of desire—shoot through her. It probably wouldn't be the last, either. 

All the more reason to step around him, to put more distance between them. She had enough problems as it was, she sure as hell didn't need to add Zach Mummert to the list.

"Don't you have to get back to your harem or something?"

A quick grin teased his mouth. "Not tonight, sweetheart. Tonight, it's all about you."

"Spare me, please." Haley rolled her eyes and tried to step around him. But he was quicker and moved in front of her again, his large hands reaching for her.

She flinched. She didn't mean to, instinctively knew Zach wouldn't hurt her.

Yeah, because her instincts had been so dead-on lately.

Zach dropped his arms to his sides. His expression changed, becoming harder. Anger flashed in his eyes and a muscle jumped in his clenched jaw. Haley held her breath, waiting for the questions she knew she would never answer.

"Tell me what's going on, Haley."

And shit, he'd actually used her name. Not Red, but her real name. If that wasn't a sign to run away, she didn't know what was. She shook her head and tried to step around him again. "Nothing."

"Bullshit. Tell me."

"There's nothing to tell."

"I'm just trying to help—"

"I don't need your help! I don't need anyone's help." Haley pushed past him, prayed he would just let her go. He didn't. He caught up to her with one quick step, swearing under his breath. 

"You're a fucking pain in my ass."

"Trust me, the feeling is completely mutual."

"Where are you going?"

He wasn't going to stop. He was like a starving dog with a bone, refusing to give it up, refusing to back away. Did it matter? No. They were almost to her place, he'd figure it out soon enough.

"Home. Okay? I'm going home. Now leave me alone." She ignored the way his eyes widened in surprise, the way the surprise turned into a scowl as he looked at the rundown buildings, the trash littering the sidewalk, the dilapidated cars lining the street. Haley knew exactly what he was thinking. Why wouldn't she, when she thought the same damn thing every morning when she woke up and every night before she went to bed?

She pulled the keys from her pocket as they approached the building housing her apartment. The brick front had been painted years ago, probably in an attempt to hide the neglect. The white was nothing more than a distant memory, discolored by years of wear and even more neglect. It looked like every other sad building on the block: discolored, depressing, dilapidated. Used and forgotten.

Just like the people who lived there.

"This is where you live?"

"Not everyone can afford to live on easy street, Mummert." She stopped in front of a metal door, its industrial green paint cracked and peeling. It was supposed to be locked, but the lock had been broken for as long as she could remember.

"That's not what I meant." 

"Whatever. It doesn't matter." She pushed the door open, grimaced when she noticed the light at the top of the stairs was out again. She'd have to change it herself, nobody else would. 

Or maybe she'd just leave it. She wouldn't have to see the stains on the floor, the dirt on the stairs or the marks on the wall if the light stayed out. 

Except the landing outside her apartment would be too dark without it. 

It didn't matter. She could unlock her door in the dark if she had to. It wouldn't be the first time.

She stepped inside the entranceway then turned to face Zach. "I'm home. You can leave now. Good bye."

Only he didn't leave—he pushed the door open wider and followed her inside. The muscle on the side of his jaw jumped again as he looked around, disapproval on his face. His gaze scanned the small entranceway, moved to the two doors lining the narrow hall in front of them before darting toward the darkened staircase. The scowl deepened.

"Which one's yours?"

"2B. Upstairs." She pointed with the keys then tried to move around him. "You can leave—"

"I'll walk you up."

"Why? I'm a big girl, Mummert. I can make it on my own."

He turned to her, his dark eyes unreadable in the surrounding shadows. His mouth curled up in something that might have been a grin except it was too short, too cold, there and gone in a heartbeat. "I'm just trying to be a gentleman, sweetheart."

Haley laughed. "Yeah? Since when?" 

She didn't wait for a response, just turned and hurried up the stairs. She heard his laughter behind her, felt relief spread through her at the sound of his heavy steps as he followed her.

Relief? Ridiculous. She shouldn't be feeling relief. She shouldn't be feeling anything but annoyed—which was exactly how she'd been feeling ever since Zach showed up at the bar tonight. Cocky, arrogant. So full of himself and that bullshit concern he was playing at. Why? Why did he care? He shouldn't. He didn't. She wasn't his concern, never had been. Never would be.

But she couldn't deny that his presence behind her on the darkened staircase made her feel safer. A momentary lapse in reason, no doubt. Something she'd kick herself for later. 

After she made it safely inside her apartment. After the door was locked and the lights were turned on and she didn't have to worry about imagined dangers lurking in the shadows.

And now she was being melodramatic. Maybe even a bit paranoid. 

She swore to herself and jammed the key into the lock, shoved the door open and reached inside to turn on the light as she glanced at Zach over her shoulder. "I'm home. You did your good deed for the day. Now leave."

"You don't want me to check for monsters under your bed?"

"No, I don't. I didn't even want you following me here." But Haley was talking to air because Zach had already pushed his way into the small apartment. She followed him inside and slammed the door. "Dammit, Zach, I don't want you here."

He spun around so fast that she took a step back and collided with the door. Something flashed in his eyes, something dark and hot that aroused the glimmer of heat simmering deep inside her.

The glimmer of heat that always coiled there, waiting, whenever she was near him.

He placed his hands against the door on either side of her head and watched her with those dark eyes. She was caged by his body, by the heat and scent of him. Tension rolled off him in waves, thick, heavy. Threatening to drown her. 

Threatening to pull her under and sweep her away.

The breath caught in her throat. Not from fear. No, what she was feeling definitely wasn't fear. This was worse than fear.

More dangerous than fear.

It threatened to rip every ounce of self-preservation away from her. Threatened to destroy all thought, all reason.

And it proved, once again, that her instincts had stopped working long ago—if they had ever been working right in the first place. 

She needed her damn head examined.

It was that realization that gave her the strength to place her hands against his chest—warm, broad, hard—and push. She might as well have been pushing against a steel wall for all the good it did. He didn't budge.

He didn't even blink.

"Tell me what's going on, Red."

"Nothing. You're in my way. Move."

"Where did the bruises come from?"

"Nowhere."

"Tell me."

"I did." Her hands were still against his chest but she was no longer pushing against him. The heat of his skin warmed her palms. Ridiculous. It was just his shirt, that was it. She couldn't feel his skin, she was only imagining it. And if she wasn't careful, she might actually curl her hands into the soft material of his shirt and pull him closer.

She clenched her jaw and pushed against him again. Even she knew there was no effort behind it.

What kind of game was he playing? What kind of game was she playing? She didn't know, only knew that her heated blood thickened with excitement. The warmth that had been simmering inside her earlier grew and spread, creating a delicious ache between her legs. The points of her nipples rubbed against her sweater, growing harder each time her chest rose and fell.

He lowered his head, holding her in place with his dark gaze. His breath was warm against her skin when he spoke. "Tell me, Haley. The truth this time."

She tried to clear her throat, tried to force a flippant tone she didn't feel to her voice. "I told you. Rough sex."

"Bullshit." He moved his right hand, cupped her cheek in his large palm. Rough, hot. She fought the urge to close her eyes and let her head drop back. Fought the urge to lean into him. 

He traced her jaw with his knuckles, ran his hand down along her neck then spread his fingers along her throat. She felt the power in his touch, the strength, and knew that she'd be unable to fight him off if he wanted to hurt her. 

But there was no panic. No fear. Not even when his fingers tightened, ever so slightly. She gasped, shocked at the strength of need and desire that exploded deep inside her. Zach's eyes flared, his pupils dilating as he watched her.

Always watching.

Haley swiped her tongue across her bottom lip, experienced a surge of excitement and satisfaction when his hungry gaze dropped to her mouth. What would it feel like to have Zach's mouth on hers? To have that big hard body pressed against her as he kissed her? Would he be a sloppy kisser? Or would he be too forceful? Too demanding?

Yes, demanding. Of that she had no doubt. But not forceful. Not sloppy. She had a feeling that Zach's kisses were the kind that made a woman forget her name. Forget all reason.

Forget...everything.

And God, she wanted to forget. Needed to forget. Her shitty life. Her shitty ex and everything he'd put her through. Just for tonight. For an hour. No more than that. One hour to pretend...

She leaned forward, hardly daring to breathe, knowing she'd regret all of this in the morning. Zach was nothing more than a player with a harem of women who'd come running as soon as he crooked his finger. Did she really want to be nothing more than another notch on his hockey stick?

Yes. For tonight, anyway.

Zach's hand slid away from her throat. He stepped back with a muffled grunt, the sound more like a growl. She stared up at him, trying to understand the scowl on his face. Trying to understand what had just happened.

What wasn't happening.

He tugged on her hand and pulled, moving her away from the door as he opened it. His hand curled around the edge of the rough, rusty metal, his dark gaze never leaving hers. "When we finally get together, sweetheart, it won't be because you need a distraction."

Haley's laugh was short, brittle, nothing more than an attempt to hide her disappointment and confusion. "When we get together? What kind of fantasy world are you living in?"

A grin tilted the corners of his mouth and flashed in his eyes as his gaze raked her from head to toe and back again. "One that has those long, luscious legs wrapped around my waist while I drive into you so hard, you forget your name."

"Yeah, right. In your dreams, Mummert."

His grin widened. "For tonight, absolutely." 

"I'm never going to be a notch on your hockey stick."

"Why not? I've got a special spot waiting, just for you."

"You're an asshole."

"And you wouldn't have me any other way." The grin faded and his eyes turned serious. "Lock the door behind me, Haley."

He closed the door before she could say anything else. She waited, listening for the sound of his steps on the staircase. All she heard was silence. 

Haley clenched her jaw and reached for the knob, locking it. Then she turned the deadbolt and slid the chain into place. Only then did she hear the sound of Zach's steps on the stairs. A few seconds later, she heard the sound of the metal door closing downstairs.

And damn if she didn't hear him whistling on the street below. She ran to the window and pulled back the curtain, watched as he walked toward the corner and disappeared from sight.

And fought the urge to chase after him.

Chapter Three

"So where are all these women that usually swarm around you?"

Zach looked over, noticed Travis watching him with a goofy grin on his even goofier face. "What are you talking about?"

"Your harem. I figured they'd be swarming all over you by now."

Zach didn't bother to comment, just reached for the pitcher of beer and topped off his glass. They were sitting at a corner table instead of their usual long table in the back. It was just the four of them—Travis Bankard, Ben Leach, Aaron Malone, and him—so there was no need to sit in their usual spot. It didn't matter to Zach, not when he could watch Haley just as well from here.

Not that she was paying any attention to him.

Something kicked his foot under the table. Hard. Zach turned his head and leveled a scowl at Travis. "What?"

"Well?"

"Well, what?"

"Your harem? Where is it?"

"For fuck's sake, Banky, there is no harem. Never was." That wasn't necessarily true, not exactly. From the astonished expressions on the three faces watching him, they all knew it, too.

Maybe not all three. Zach and Ben were definitely surprised. Or maybe disappointed was a better word. But not Aaron. The older man was watching him just as intently as the other two, but there was something else on his weary face. Zach looked away before he could figure it out.

He didn't want to figure it out, was afraid of what he'd see if he actually gave it any thought.

Travis cradled a glass in his hands and leaned across the table, that goofy smile still in place. "But you're the king of social media. All you have to do is post something and the women show up."

"Yeah. So?"

"So, you know—post something."

"What's the matter, Banky? Can't you score on your own?"

Travis sat back, a blush coloring his face and spreading to the tips of his ears. "I can score just fine."

Zach's laughter echoed Ben's and Aaron's. The laughter wasn't cruel, not even close, but the blush on Travis' face grew deeper. Everyone knew that Travis was painfully shy around women, that the natural athleticism and talent he exhibited on the ice completely vanished when he was off it, making him clumsy and awkward. God help them all if Travis ever realized that women liked that kind of shit, that it made them want to cuddle and protect him.

Made them want to break that quiet shell around him.

Zach took a long swallow of beer, a grin on his face when he turned back to Travis. "Then why don't you post something?"

"No. I—I couldn't." Travis shook his head, his gaze suddenly dropping to the glass cradled between his hands. "I wouldn't know what to say."

"It's easy. You just log on and post." Zach set his glass to the side and reached across the table, his hand turned palm-up. "Give me your phone."

"Why?"

"Because I'm going to show you how it's done, that's why."

Travis watched him, doubt clear in his smoky gaze. And Christ, the poor kid looked like he was preparing to take a hit from the league's biggest goon. 

Not that Travis was a kid. Far from it. He just had that young, innocent look about him—one more thing the ladies would find irresistible if Travis ever gave them a chance.

Innocent.

Shit. There was a word Zach didn't have a chance to use much.

Travis hesitated another few seconds then finally reached into his back pocket and pulled out his phone. He dropped it into Zach's hand then quickly sat back, like he was expecting it to explode or something.

Zach looked down at it, frowned, then looked back at Travis. "You don't even have this thing locked."

"So?"

"So? Shit, you always keep your phone locked. Always."

"Why?"

"Why?" Zach laughed then looked at Aaron. "You want to clue him in, Pops?"

Aaron ignored the nickname then draped a fatherly arm around Travis' shoulders. "You lock it so assholes like Zach here can't get into it when you're not looking and post something you don't want posted."

"Like what?"

Aaron ran a hand down his face and sighed, the sound lost in Ben's bark of laughter.

"Like anything you don't want posted. Think about it. Do you really want Zach pretending he's you? Putting stuff online you can't take back? Because once it's out there, it's out there forever."

Zach swallowed another laugh when he saw the blank look on Travis' face. He still didn't understand. That wasn't Zach's problem, at least not today. They'd have to sit the kid down and give him a crash course another time.

Or maybe not, because there was absolutely nothing on Travis' phone except a few meaningless apps. Phone contacts. Calculator. Maps. Weather. Email. Books.

Books? Really? Why was he not surprised?

"Are you seriously not on social media? At all?"

The blush reappeared on Travis' face. He shook his head and looked down. "Not really, no."

"You have got to be kidding me." He tossed the phone back to Travis then reached into his pocket and pulled his own out. "Now watch and learn. And I'm only doing this for you, I hope you know that."

"Doing what?"

Zach didn't bother answering—Travis wouldn't have heard him anyway, not with the way Ben and Aaron were laughing. He swiped through the different apps on the screen, chose one at random, and opened it. 

Sitting @Mystics, looking for fun. Who's joining me?

He tossed the phone onto the table. It started vibrating within seconds, again and again and again. Zach grabbed his glass and raised it in a mock salute at Travis. "And that's how it's done."

"And that's my cue to leave." Aaron drained his beer then slid the glass across the table. 

"You cutting out already? Why?"

"You know us old farts—have to get home and rub ointment on my aching joints." Aaron smiled when he said it but the smile didn't quite hide the shadows that crossed the older man's eyes. Zach was ready to ask him what was going on but Ben nudged him in the side and quickly shook his head, telling him to let it go.

Zach did, until Aaron disappeared through the door. He spun around in the chair and pinned Ben with a curious look. "What's going on? What was all that about?"

"You didn't hear?"

"If I had heard, I wouldn't be asking, now would I?"

"His ex keeps dicking him around about custody. She was supposed to fly out next weekend with the kids and bring them to the games. He had everything arranged, paid for the flights and everything. She cancelled on him this morning before practice."

"Shit." Zach didn't say anything else. What was there to say? Everyone on the team knew how much Aaron missed his girls.

And everyone knew that he was fighting a losing battle. His ex-wife had moved out west somewhere, so it wasn't like Aaron could just go visit on weekends. And their schedule didn't help, either, not when they had practice or games damn near every day of the week. Hockey wasn't a nine-to-five job. It wasn't a job, period. It was a passion. A calling. And it demanded one hundred percent from each player, one hundred percent of the time.

Not many women could handle it. The separation, the closeness the players shared. The uncertainty of what might happen tomorrow, everything from the possibility of a career-ending injury to having to pick up and move at a moment's notice. That's why Zach respected the ones who could make it work. 

And that's why he had long ago given up on any serious relationship. He hadn't met a woman yet who was strong enough to handle the demands of what he did. And yeah, okay, maybe he hadn't really looked that hard, either. Settling down wasn't for him. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't picture himself in a committed relationship.

Not that he hadn't given it some thought. He had, probably more than he should—but that was all Harland Day's fault. The entire team had watched the drama unfold while he was in the process of getting back together with Courtney. They'd all been witness to the way Harland had pretty much come undone and bared his soul to Courtney—and everyone else who'd been watching that morning at the rink a few months ago. 

But hell, even that was different. Harland and Courtney had known each other since they were kids—literally. And they had a son together.

So yeah, maybe that didn't count.

It didn't matter. Zach still couldn't see himself settling down with anyone. He wasn't made for commitment, never had been.

He glanced down at his phone and frowned as it skipped across the table, still vibrating from all the responses to his post. Then he glanced to the side, his gaze resting on Haley as she stood with her back to him, ringing something up on the register.

No, he couldn't see himself being content with just one woman. Then again, he wasn't content with the string of women he seemed to be attracting lately, either. He wanted someone with fire and attitude, not someone who jumped at the chance to do whatever he wanted. Someone who wasn't content to put up with his shit. 

Someone like Haley.

Yeah, like that would ever happen. And where the fuck had that thought even come from? It didn't matter, because it would never happen. They'd fucking kill each other.

Thinking about Haley was just a momentary lapse in reason. He was just a little off, that was all. Not a big deal. It happened sometimes.

"Holy shit. It actually worked."

Zach stopped staring at Haley's back and turned back to Travis, noticed the way he was staring at the door, a wide grin on his goofy ass face. "What worked?"

"That thing you did. That post or whatever." 

Zach turned and saw a pair of girls walking toward them. Two blondes in their early twenties, wearing clothes that hugged every luscious curve. Their bright lips curled with inviting smiles as they sauntered toward their table.

"We heard there might be a party going on."

Travis smiled then tossed a panicked look at Zach. Christ, did he have to show the kid how to do everything?

He turned to the girls, his own smile spreading wide in invitation. Did it look as forced as it felt? Or was it only his imagination? Must be, because the girls didn't seem to be fazed by it at all.

"If it's a party you're looking for, you came to the right place." He nudged one of the empty chairs out with the toe of his boot. "Have a seat, ladies."

"But there's only one chair." 

Zach damn near rolled his eyes, stopped himself in time. "Hm. So there is. I'm pretty sure my buddy Travis over there won't mind if one of you used his lap."

One of the girls giggled, the sound scraping across his spine and sending his nerves jumping. Giggles hurried around the table and lowered herself into Travis' lap. Travis shot him another panicked look as his face turned bright red.

Zach shook his head, silently telling Travis he was on his own, then nearly jumped when the other girl tried to sit in his own lap. He pushed away from the table, the plastic smile still on his face, and deftly maneuvered her to the empty chair. Zach ignored the disappointment on the girl's face when he slid his chair back even more.

For a horrifying second that felt longer than it really was, complete silence fell over the table. Travis was watching him, his face a mask of total terror and panic. Ben wasn't helping either, not when he was sitting there with his mouth curled in distaste. 

And fuck. Zach had completely forgotten about Ben's aversion to puck bunnies.

Well shit. Now what was he supposed to do? He hadn't thought that far ahead, hadn't even considered he'd have to play fucking host and get the conversational ball rolling. He'd never had to before, not when he had Harland and Jason and Tyler with him. But none of them were in the picture anymore, not when they were all busy with their own relationships now. At least, Harland and Jason were. Tyler was, too—he just wasn't admitting it to anyone.

Then the girls started talking—chattering was probably a better word for it—and Zach didn't have to worry about playing fucking host. Damn good thing, too, because three more girls were walking toward their table, eager smiles on their faces. 

And shit, this was getting out of hand now. What the fuck had he been thinking?

He glanced around, trying to look for more chairs, wondering if they should move to another table. The breath left him in a loud whoosh when his gaze met Haley's. One of her classic frowns was etched on her face and damn if she didn't look pissed. 

And she had a full pitcher of beer in her hand. 

And she was heading right for him.

Fuck.

Zach tensed, his eyes never leaving her as she approached the table. He held his breath, waiting for her to pour the contents of the pitcher over his head. She didn't. She simply slammed the pitcher on the table with a loud bang, ignoring the beer that sloshed over the sides as she stared at him.

"Hey, Red."

She narrowed her eyes a little more. "Looks like you need some more chairs. Guess I'll go bring some over for you."

Zach jumped up, nearly knocking over one of the giggling girls. "I'll give you a hand."

"I don't need your help."

"Too damn bad. You're getting it anyway." He wasn't just talking about the chairs, either. Did Haley know that? Did she realize he was referring to their conversation from the other night?

Not that it had been much of a conversation, not on her side. He still didn't know what the hell was going on with her, didn't know who had left those marks on her. 

And he hadn't even come close to doing a decent job of finding out, especially not when he'd had her up against the door of her apartment.

Not when those fucking sparks ignited between them and had him thinking of a hundred other things—all of them involving Haley's slender body under his.

Yeah. Some fucking gentleman he was.

She turned away, ignoring him as usual. Zach followed her even though her stiff back and tense shoulders told him loud and clear she didn't want him to. Too damn bad.

She grabbed two chairs from an empty table then tried to push around him. Zach moved to the left, blocking her. 

"Why don't you join us?"

She raised one sculpted brow and gave him a look that any idiot could interpret. "Some of us have to work."

"How about when you get off?"

"Do I even remotely look like I'm interested in hanging out with your harem?"

"They're not my harem."

The other eyebrow shot up. "Do I really look that stupid to you?"

"They're not. Really. I'm just trying to hook my boy Travis up." And yeah, okay, it was a lame fucking answer. Not that she was buying it.

Her gaze slid past his shoulder then moved back to his. Those sculpted brows lowered over her flashing eyes. "Really? How? By giving him a crash course on orgies?"

Zach looked over his shoulder and winced. Travis now had two girls sitting on his lap, both of them running their fingers through his hair. A bright red flush colored his face, along with a panic-stricken expression of complete helplessness. Zach turned back to Haley with a sigh.

"So it kind of backfired."

"You think?" She readjusted her grip on the two chairs and tried to move past him but Zach stepped in front of her again. Her sigh this time was more like a growl. "Mummert, I am so not in the mood. Out of my way."

"We never finished our conversation the other night."

"There was no conversation."

"Yeah, there was. You were going to tell me who's been fucking with you."

"You. Happy now?"

"Nice try. Who?"

"Go away." She stepped toward him, hitting him in the leg with one of the chairs. He reached out and grabbed it before she could hit him with it again.

"Tell me."

"Get lost."

"Come on, Red, out with it."

"Are you deliberately trying to piss me off?"

"Is it working?"

A muscle jumped in her clenched jaw and for a second, Zach almost expected her to swing the other chair upside his head. He could tell she wanted to but she changed her mind at the last second. Instead of swinging it, she dropped it. 

Hard.

Right on his foot.

Zach winced and stepped back. Damn, that fucking hurt. But he still had to bite back his smile at her show of temper, especially when a sarcastic smile curled that gorgeous mouth of hers.

"Go back to your play things, Mummert, and leave us adults alone."

She spun around and stormed back toward the bar. Zach could almost hear the silent fuck you in each sway of those lean hips as she walked away, right along with that silent in your dreams.

Fuck you.

Step.

In your dreams.

Sway.

Fuck you.

Step.

In your dreams.

Man, she had no idea.

She pushed through the small swinging door and tried to slam it behind her. It didn't make any noise—of course it didn't, you couldn't slam a swinging door no matter how hard you tried. Zach winced anyway, knowing that she was probably wishing it was his head she was slamming instead.

Fuck you. In your dreams.

Yeah, she really had no idea at all.

Chapter Four

The lunch crowd was finally dwindling, both on the bar side and the restaurant side. Haley grabbed the last two tickets from the register and slid them into the check holders. She could feel Megan's eyes on her the entire time. Watching, studying.

Just like she'd been doing for the last few hours.

Haley tossed her a glance, one eyebrow raised in silent question. Megan looked away, busying herself with restocking the bar. They hadn't had a chance to talk yet, not that Haley would have been an active participant in any conversation Megan started. She wasn't in the mood to answer questions, no matter how well-meaning they might be.

She wasn't even in the mood to be here, hadn't been since Zach's harem had made their appearance a few days ago. She had no idea why that bothered her. Why he bothered her. But he did. They did. And she hated it. At least he'd had the decency not to show up since then.

Haley didn't know why that bothered her, too.

What she needed was a vacation. A vacation would be nice. In fact, a vacation would be perfect. Too bad she couldn't afford one. That didn't mean she couldn't dream about it. Visions of clear blue water and soft white sand filled her head as she delivered the checks to her last two tables. Someplace tropical, definitely. Was the water really as blue as the pictures showed? Probably not. That was probably nothing more than some creative photoshopping to draw people in, to entice them with false expectations that crashed and burned once harsh reality set in.

Haley knew all about harsh reality—she'd been born into it. Had been living it her entire life, all twenty-two years of it. That didn't mean she couldn't dream.

She went back to the first table and picked up the paid check, barely refraining from rolling her eyes when she noticed the tip. Five shitty dollars on a sixty-dollar bill. 

Yeah, dreaming was about all she could afford to do, and even that was pushing it. At least the tip on the second check was a little better. Not enough to make her rich, not by a long-shot—just enough to splurge on something besides ramen noodles this weekend.

Haley shoved both check holders into the pocket of her waist apron and cleaned off the tables, then carried the tray of dirty dishes back to the kitchen. She was lucky that she didn't have to rely solely on tips like her last waitressing job. Mystic's owners—Megan's parents—actually paid their staff a decent hourly rate, something above minimum wage. No, she wasn't going to get rich—not even close. But she wasn't going to starve, either, not if she was careful with her money.

Which meant no vacation.

Oh well. Not like she'd know what to do on a vacation anyway.

"Everything okay with you?"

Haley jumped, startled, then blew out a quick breath, hoping to cover her gasp of surprise. Had Megan noticed? She looked over her shoulder, noticed the way Megan's brows lowered over her eyes, the way her lips pursed into a thin line.

Yes, she noticed. 

Haley forced a smile. "I'm fine. Why?"

"Then why are you so jumpy?"

"I'm not jumpy. You just surprised me, that's all." She pushed past Megan, hoping to make it into the back room without being followed. No such luck.

"Are you mad at me about the other night?"

Haley shrugged into her jacket then reached behind her to pull her hair out. "What night?"

"You know. The other night. Last week. After the game."

"Oh." Haley grabbed a tattered book from her equally tattered tote bag then pasted a blank expression on her face. "You mean when you told Zach what was going on? When you told him where I was? That night? No. Why would I possibly be mad about that?"

"I never told Zach what was going on. I wouldn't do that. You know I wouldn't."

"Really? Because somebody must have told him something."

"I think that was Jason's sister. She pulled Zach outside to talk to him."

"And I guess she's the one who told him where I was, huh?"

Megan shifted. Everything about her screamed guilt, from the way her gaze slid to the rack of shelves behind Haley to the way her fingers twisted the hem of the flannel shirt she wore open over a tank shirt. Even in the way her right foot rocked from side-to-side, marring the bright yellow canvas of her Chuck's. She took a deep breath, her gaze meeting Haley's again.

"No, that was me."

"You shouldn't have told him. You had no business telling him—"

"You didn't see him, Haley. He was—I don't know how to explain it. Angry. Intense. Worried." She swallowed and looked away. "So was I. I still am."

"I told you, there's nothing to worry about. Jimmy and I broke up. It's over."

"Is it?"

Haley's grip tightened on the book and she narrowed her eyes. "Yes. I told you that already."

"Does Jimmy know that?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Nothing. It's just—I saw him the other night. At least, I think it was him. His car, I mean. When Jason and I left here."

A shiver danced across Haley's neck, filling her with a dread she didn't want to acknowledge. She was overreacting, just like Megan. "You probably imagined it."

Even though Jimmy had sent her that text. Even though he'd told her he was going to Mystic's to look for her.

No, it couldn't have been him. He knew where she lived. If he had really been looking for her the other night, he would have shown up at her apartment.

Another shiver passed through her, chilling her from the inside out. That's all she needed: to worry about Jimmy showing up at her apartment. 

Stop it.

She was overreacting, that was all.

"I'm pretty sure it was his car."

"I doubt it. And even if it was, so what? It doesn't mean anything."

"I don't trust him, Haley. I don't like him. I don't like the way he treated you."

"Yeah, I know. You keep telling me that. And I keep telling you that it's over. There's nothing to worry about."

"What if he—"

"Just stop, okay?" Haley pushed past Megan and headed toward the side door. "Nothing is going to happen, nothing I can't handle."

"Like you handled it before? Is that how you got those bruises?"

"I'm done talking. I'm taking my break and going outside to read for a little bit. I'll be back in fifteen minutes."

"Haley—"

"No. I'm done." She pushed through the door, her eyes squinting against the bright afternoon light. Chilled air washed around her but she shrugged it off. It wasn't too cold, she could handle it for fifteen minutes. And maybe the air would help clear her head.

She set the timer on her phone then took a seat on one of the overturned buckets and opened the book. Two minutes later, she slammed it closed. The story, an expertly woven tale of action and suspense and romance from her favorite author, failed to pull her in. It wasn't the story's fault—this one was one of her favorites, one that she'd read many times before, one that always sucked her in.

Just not today.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the cold concrete wall. The bright sun caused spots to dance on her lids, but there was no warmth in it—just the cold from the concrete seeping into her back and the chilled breeze that mocked the calendar's upcoming arrival of Spring.

Haley took a deep breath, trying to empty her mind, trying to take even a short break from reality. That's why she brought the book out with her—for that escape, no matter how brief.

But her mind wouldn't cooperate. Too many thoughts and images whirled in her head, too many worries.

The disastrous relationship with Jimmy. How she'd been sucked in by his charm. How she'd let herself be fooled by his big words and even bigger dreams. How she had kept making excuses for his behavior, telling herself he was just having a bad day. And another. And another. How those bad days were nothing more than his artist's temperament.

Yeah. Sure they were.

He was no more an artist than she was. And God, how had she been so stupid to fall for it? To fall for him? Two months. It had taken her two months to come to the realization that the relationship was toxic.

Relationship? No, it hadn't been a relationship. Not even close. There was something about Jimmy. Something...off. Something that still worried her, no matter how much she tried to convince herself she was overreacting.

And then there was Zach, the terminally constipated hockey player that was nothing more than a pain in her ass. Why the hell had he tracked her down the other night? She still didn't understand it, couldn't figure out why.

How had Megan described him? Angry. Intense. Worried.

But why? What the hell did he care? 

And why the hell couldn't she stop thinking about him? Even after his harem showed up the other day, surrounding him and his teammates with their annoying laughter and eager smiles.

Intense.

Yeah, Haley could definitely agree with that part. There had been something intense about him the other night, when he had her backed against the door of her apartment. In the way his knuckles had grazed her jaw, in the way he'd slid his large hand across her throat and just held it there. Not threatening, not even close.

It was almost...almost as if he'd been promising something.

Ridiculous.

And how about the way he watched her, those deep brown eyes dark with an emotion she didn't understand? Not passion. Not desire. Not from Zach.

Haley laughed, the sound short and breathless.

Yeah, that's why she hadn't been able to stop thinking about him the last few days. Thinking about that hard body pressed against hers.

Thinking about his kiss, wondering what it would feel like. Wondering how he would taste.

She really did need her head examined. There was definitely something wrong with her if she was thinking about Zach in those terms. Thinking about him in any terms.

So what if he was hot? So what if her fingers itched to trace the tattoos covering his arms? So what if she wanted to strip off his shirt and discover any other tattoos he might have?

With her fingers. Her tongue.

Another shiver danced across her skin, one that had nothing to do with the chilly air.

Yeah, she really did need her head examined.

The alarm on her phone went off, jarring her back to reality. Haley sighed and pushed off the bucket, ready to reach for the door. It opened before her hand closed around the knob. She took a quick step back, narrowly missing being hit as Megan stepped out.

"I'm on my way back in, don't worry."

"That's not why I came out." Megan propped the door open with her foot then wrapped her arms around her middle. "I wanted to ask what you were doing Friday night. After work, I mean."

"You couldn't wait until I was back inside to ask me that?"

"I didn't want to forget."

Haley frowned. Wondering what her friend was up to. "Yeah, sure. You never forget anything."

Megan shrugged but didn't say anything. Haley finally rolled her eyes and reached for the door, opening it all the way so she could go back inside. "I'm not doing anything except going home. Why?"

"Did you want to come over for movie night? We haven't done that in a while."

"Won't you be busy with Jason?"

"They're on the road all weekend."

Haley almost made a comment about being second fiddle. She swallowed the words at the last minute, knowing how they would sound.

Knowing how they'd make Megan feel.

She didn't need to be taking her bad mood—or whatever this was—out on her friend.

"Sure. Movie night. I can do that."

A broad smile lit Megan's face. "Perfect. It'll be fun."

Haley wasn't sure if she'd go so far as to say it would be fun, but it beat going back home and locking herself in her crappy little apartment.

Worrying about Jimmy.

And fantasizing about Zach.

Not that she'd admit any of that to Megan.

Chapter Five

"So what's the story behind that fucking hickey on your neck?" 

Zach peeled one eye open in time to see Dustin Rios lean over the seat and stick his finger in Travis' ear. Fuck, he had been this close to actually falling asleep—something that didn't happen very often on the bus. 

He settled closer against the window, trying to ignore the quiet laughter and bantering. An image of Haley, one hand on her hip and that saucy frown etched on her face, popped back into his head. What was it about her that got under his skin? He didn't know and didn't care, not when just thinking about her was enough to fire his blood. 

God help him if she ever found out she had a recurring part in his fantasies. She'd skin him alive.

Starting with his balls.

Who cared? It would be worth it.

He was just starting to drift off again when an elbow jammed into his side. His eyes flew open and he turned, ready to start cussing everyone out. Dammit. If he had wanted to put up with this shit, he would have sat closer to the back with the clowns, instead of up here with Travis and Aaron. They were supposed to be the quiet ones, he should have been fine.

Travis gave him an apologetic grin then elbowed him again when Dustin leaned over the seat and ran his hands through his hair. Travis turned around, hitting Zach a third time when he brushed Dustin hand away.

"Leave me alone. It's nothing." And Christ, the kid's face was turning beet red again, the blush visible even in the dim light.

Zach looked over his shoulder, his brows pulled dangerously low when he glared at Dustin. "Would you knock it the fuck off? Some of us are trying to sleep."

Dustin held his hands up in surrender then sat back down, disappearing from view. Travis hunched down in his own seat between him and Aaron, squirming to get comfortable.

Or maybe squirming from embarrassment—still.

"You brought it on yourself, you know."

"What?"

Zach pointed to the mark on Travis' neck. "That. A hickey? Really, Banky? Aren't you a little old for that shit?"

Travis tried to tug the collar of his shirt over the mark and shook his head. "It's not—I mean, I didn't think—" His voice trailed off as he slid even lower in the seat.

"Tell me it's not from one of those bunnies." The glowing blush on his face was all the answer Zach needed. He blew out a deep breath to stop himself from swearing. "You're in over your head, Travis. You don't need to be getting mixed up with any bunnies."

"I'm not."

"Yeah? Then where the hell did that come from? Was it one of the girls from the other night at Mystic's?"

"It's not what you think."

"Is that so?" Zach reached out and poked the bruise with his finger. "Sure as hell looks like it to me. Stay away from them, Travis. They'll eat you up for breakfast and shit you out for lunch."

Aaron leaned forward, his gaze catching Zach's. "Isn't that a case of the pot calling the kettle black?"

"I thought you were sleeping."

"I was." Aaron straightened then raised his arms over his head, stretching. He winced then grabbed his side with a small groan. He'd taken a hard hit tonight in their game against Providence, managing to put the Bombers on the power play. Not that it mattered because they still lost.

"You want another ice pack?"

"No, I'm good." Aaron settled back in the seat with a sigh, stretching his leg into the aisle. Zach watched the older man for a few quiet seconds, wondering how he did it.

Wondering how his body put up with it.

Not that Aaron was old—not really. He was thirty-four, technically still in his prime. At least, in the real world. But he'd been playing pro and semi-pro hockey for half his life, being traded from one team to another, moving up to the pros only to be sent back down to the minors and traded again. Not for the first time, Zach wondered how the hell the man managed. It couldn't be easy, uprooting your life, your family, never knowing what was coming next.

Which was probably why Aaron's wife took their kids and left him.

Man, talk about depressing.

Zach turned his attention away from Aaron and looked back at Travis. "So tell me again how you got that mark."

"It's n-nothing." 

"Hm." Zach hadn't expected an answer, not when the guys had been giving Travis a hard time ever since he showed up to leave for their road trip early this morning. Although technically that would have been yesterday morning, since it was after midnight now and they were on the bus headed to the next city for tomorrow night's game.

He shifted in the seat, still watching Travis. "Here's a little free advice for you: stay away from the bunnies."

"You don't."

"We're not talking about me. We're talking about you. Don't go getting in over your head."

"I'm not."

"That's what you think now. What are you going to do when one of them latches onto you and sinks her claws into you? What then?"

"That won't happen."

Christ, was Travis really that naïve? Zach hadn't thought so, not really. Yeah, he was shy around women. Quiet. A little awkward. But naïve?

Yeah, maybe he really was.

"I hope you know what the hell you're getting into, that's all I can say."

Travis squirmed, shifting around like he had ants in his pants. Or like he had to go the bathroom and was holding it in. He stopped moving and faced Zach, his eyes clear and direct—for all of two seconds before he looked away.

"Nothing happened."

"Like I believe that."

"It's the truth. I—she wanted to do. I—I mean, we, uh, played around a little bit. But that was all. I just—I didn't want to, you know?"

Zach stared at him, wondering if he was telling the truth. Yeah, he was. Well what the hell? Zach didn't know whether to laugh—or give him shit for turning down a sure thing. So what if that made him a hypocrite?

He tried to imagine what he would do if he ever got the chance to play around with Haley. Would he stop? Fuck no. Not even close. It would be full-speed-ahead if that ever happened.

And God help both of them if it ever did, because something told him they'd kill each other.

In the end, Zach just rolled his eyes and made a little sound of disbelief. "You're killing me, Banky. You really are."

Travis looked like he wanted to say something but he didn't. He just mumbled something about having to do something then pushed his way out of the seat. He almost tripped over Aaron's leg in his haste to leave.

"You shouldn't tease him so much."

"I wasn't teasing, just trying to give him some brotherly advice."

"He doesn't need that kind of advice."

"What the hell is that supposed to mean?"

Aaron shifted, his dark eyes fixed on Zach for what seemed like an eternity. "It means he's not like you. He'll never be comfortable with playing around. You shouldn't have set him up like that."

"I didn't set him up. Not even close. You were there—he's the one who was all fired up about getting some ladies to join us."

"Doesn't matter. Hooking up with the bunnies is more your style, not his."

Zach sat back and held his hands up in mock surrender. "Hey, don't go pointing the finger at me. I'm not the one who left Mystic's with a bunny in tow."

Aaron's brows raised in disbelief. "You telling me you left by yourself?"

"Yeah, I am. The shit gets old after a while. You know that."

Aaron's brows shot even higher, which kind of pissed him off. "I'll take your word for it."

"Oh, right. You're married. I mean, you were." And fuck, why the hell couldn't he keep his fucking mouth shut? Aaron didn't need to be reminded of his situation, especially not with all the problems he was having with his ex-wife and his kids. "Sorry."

Aaron shrugged, like it didn't matter. "No big deal."

Zach didn't miss the shadows that filled the other man's eyes, or the way his body tensed just a bit. "Maybe not. I still shouldn't have said anything."

Aaron brushed off the apology then turned in his seat, glancing toward the back. He turned back to Zach, his gaze oddly curious. "So you really didn't take any of the bunnies home?"

"Yeah, really. I was too busy butting heads with Red."

"You mean Haley?"

"Yeah, whatever. The woman's exhausting."

"So what's going on with you two?"

"Nothing. We're just—" He snapped his mouth closed. He had been ready to say 'friends' but that wasn't quite the truth. Yes, they knew each other. She worked at Mystic's. She was Jason's girlfriend's best friend. That didn't mean they were friends. 

So what the hell was she? Other than a royal pain-in-the-ass that haunted his fantasies?

He had no idea.

Aaron was still watching him, waiting for him to finish. Zach cleared his throat and shrugged. "She's just going through something with her ex-boyfriend, I think. I'm just trying to help her out, that's all."

"You don't sound too sure about that."

"Of course I'm sure. Why wouldn't I be?"

"Just sounds like you're hoping for more, that's all."

Zach snorted. "Yeah, right. The way we butt heads? Trust me, that'll never happen."

Aaron laughed, the sound low and filled with disbelief. "You keep telling yourself that."

Zach didn't know how to respond to that. It didn't matter, because Aaron leaned back in the seat, stretched his legs out into the aisle, and closed his eyes. Zach sat there for a minute, wondering what the hell the other man meant. Wondering what he saw that made him say something like that.

And fuck, why did he care? It didn't matter. Yeah, maybe he'd entertained some fantasies about Haley. So what? He'd had fantasies about plenty of other women. 

Except no other woman had ever frustrated him the way Haley did. Frustrated, annoyed—and brought out a protective side to him that he never knew existed.

He stretched out and closed his own eyes, ignoring the image of fiery red hair and burning hazel eyes. It was nothing more than temporary insanity, he was sure of it. 

Give it a few days. A few weeks at the most. This odd pull Haley had on him would disappear and then he could get back to doing what he did best: playing hockey and having fun.

Chapter Six

Haley dabbed one more stripe of color on her toenail then extended her leg, rolling her foot from side-to-side and studying her handiwork. "What do you think?"

"It's, uh, definitely bright." There was a definite lack of enthusiasm in Megan's voice, which only made Haley laugh.

"Of course it's bright. That's the whole point." She put the cap back on the bottle of nail polish then grabbed her glass of wine and took a sip. 

"But it's green."

"Not just any green. It's neon lime green."

"But on your toes?"

"Yeah. I always like funky colors on my toes."

"Why? It's not like anyone actually sees your feet."

"I don't do it for anyone else. I do it for me. And I like bright colors on my feet." 

Megan frowned, uncertainty clear on her face. "If you say so. I still don't get it."

Haley swallowed back the flare of impatience that threatened to bubble to the surface. "It doesn't matter if you get it or not. My feet, my choice."

"True." She glanced at her own feet, the nails polished a pale pink, then shrugged and reached for the bottles of polish sitting on the low table. 

They were in the club basement of Megan's house, dressed in pajamas and watching movies. At least, a movie was playing in the background. Neither one of them was paying much attention to it. They were too busy doing their nails and talking and laughing. 

Almost like they were having a slumber party.

No, nothing almost about it. They were having a slumber party. Haley almost rolled her eyes at the thought. She was twenty-two—just a little old to be having a slumber party. But whatever. Between Megan's relationship with Jason and Haley's problems with Jimmy, they hadn't had much chance to hang out recently. Megan was her closest friend—probably her only real friend—and she missed hanging out with her.

So what if watching movies and painting their nails in the basement of Megan's parents' house wasn't exactly what Haley considered a wild night out? She was still having fun.

Mostly.

Megan grabbed three bottles from the table and held them up. "Which color do you want for your fingernails?"

"Just clear."

"You don't want them to match?"

"God, no. That would be boring."

Megan snorted. "Like clear polish isn't?"

Haley laughed. Okay, so she had a point. But Haley never used anything but clear polish on her fingernails. She kept her nails trimmed short—not that she really had a choice about it. She was too rough on her hands and learned a long time ago that long nails weren't for her.

Haley held her hands up and wiggled her fingers. "Does it look like I could get away with color on these? No. Just clear."

Megan's smile disappeared. She grabbed one of Haley's hands and tugged as a frown creased her face. She wasn't looking at Haley, though—she was studying the ring of fading bruises circling Haley's wrist. 

Haley pulled her arm from Megan's grasp and pretended to study the different bottles lined up on the table. Her body tensed and she barely dared to breathe, wondering if Megan would say something again.

No, probably not. She never pushed the issue before, why would she now? Especially since Haley was no longer seeing Jimmy.

"I hate him."

The quiet anger in Megan's voice surprised her. Haley reached for her wine and drained it, then forced a bright smile to her face. "It doesn't matter. It's over."

"Are you sure about that?"

"Yes, I'm sure."

"You said that before. Right after the first time."

"I know. I mean it this time." And she did. Haley had never meant anything more but the look on Megan's face told her she wasn't convinced. It wasn't like Haley could tell her why; she couldn't tell her best friend what had happened a few weeks ago, the last time she had seen Jimmy.

She couldn't tell her what he'd done. How enraged he'd become when she broke it off. How he grabbed her. How he had tried forcing himself on her and how she had fought him off. How he swore she would pay. How the bruises on her wrists weren't the only the marks he'd left on her that day.

Marks that nobody else could see because she was able to hide them.

Fair enough. She wasn't the only one with marks. She'd been able to leave a few herself.

And she certainly couldn't tell Megan that Jimmy was still trying to call her. Still sending her messages. 

Apologizing for what he'd done.

Asking for her forgiveness.

Threatening her when she didn't respond.

Taunting her when she ignored him.

Promising her it wasn't over.

"I never liked him."

"I know."

"I should have done something. I should have—"

"Megan, stop. There was nothing you could do."

"Yeah, there is. I should have told Jason."

"Yeah, like Mr. Freaky-Eyes would have been able to do something."

Megan frowned but ignored the jab. "He would have. Him and Zach and—"

"It's none of their business, okay? It's nobody's business. I told you that."

Megan kept talking as if Haley hadn't spoken. "Or I could have told my dad. He used to be a cop, you know that. He could have—"

"No. Absolutely not." Haley shook her head, fear slicing through her at the image of Mr. Bradley going after Jimmy. "Megan, it's over, okay? I don't want anyone knowing about it. It's done. There's nothing to worry about anymore."

Megan's mouth snapped closed and her lips flattened into a thin line. Haley held her breath, waiting. Would Megan keep talking about it, or finally let it go like Haley asked?

She finally blew out a short breath, one filled with impatience and disbelief. "Fine. It's over. I won't tell anyone. But if I see him again, or if you even think of getting back with him—"

"I'm not. No way in hell."

Megan studied her for a few long seconds, no doubt gauging the truth of Haley's words. She must have seen exactly what Haley was thinking and feeling because she sighed again and pushed off the sofa.  

"Fine." Megan tossed her the bottle of clear polish then grabbed their empty glasses. "Do you want some more wine? There's cheese and crackers upstairs, too."

"Sure, why not? We're not going anywhere." Haley waited for her to leave then drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs.

God, she'd been such a fool. And stupid. How had she been so stupid? How had she let herself be drawn in by Jimmy's phony charm? She should have never given in after the first time he'd hit her, should have seen his apology for exactly what it was: more lies and bullshit.

Embarrassment filled her at the memory of what she'd allowed, at how much she had wanted to believe him. Why? That's what she still didn't understand. She knew better, had sworn to herself that she would never let a man hit her.

Had promised herself that she would never be like her mother, so desperate for love and attention that she'd make excuses each time she got smacked around. First by Haley's father, then by the long string of losers who came after him. 

Excuses, always making excuses. Always shouldering the blame herself. 

And Haley had grown up, swearing she would never put up with that. Promising herself she would never be that weak. She was stronger than her mother. Something like that would never happen to her.

And then it did.

And she'd made excuses for Jimmy, telling herself it was a fluke. Believing his apology. Believing him when he said it would never happen again.

Or a third time. Or a fourth or a—

Haley squeezed her eyes closed and sucked in a deep breath. She was making excuses, just like her mother.

Well, not anymore. She'd learned her lesson. And she'd be damned if she ever fell into that trap again.

"You're not sleeping, are you?"

Haley jerked upright and pasted a smile on her face. "Of course not. It's still early."

"Yeah, if you want to call midnight early." Megan placed a tray loaded down with a large plate of munchies and a fresh bottle of wine on the table then walked toward the entertainment center. "What movie do you want to watch next?"

Haley didn't want to watch anything but she didn't tell Megan that. "I don't care. Something light, I guess."

"How about Beauty and the Beast?"

"Animated or live action?"

"Both."

Haley refilled her wine glass then gave it some thought. "Live action."

"Perfect!" A wide grin spread across Megan's face. She popped the DVD in then hurried back to the sofa and took her seat next to Haley. "I love this movie."

Of course she did, Haley thought. Megan was living her own version of a fairy tale, head-over-heels in love with her very own Prince Charming. Not that Haley would ever consider Jason a prince. Or charming, for that matter. But in some weird way, they belonged together. They were meant for each other.

And Haley was happy for her best friend, she really was.

That didn't mean she wasn't just a little bit envious.

Which was ridiculous. Haley knew better than to believe in fairy tales. There was no such thing as Prince Charming. No such thing as happily-ever-after.

They didn't exist in her world. 

They never would.

Chapter Seven

Weariness pulled at her, slowing her steps and dulling her senses. Haley was focused on one thing and one thing only: crawling into bed and crashing for the next twelve hours.

The exhaustion was totally her fault. Friday night's movie night had extended into the entire weekend, broken only by her shifts Saturday night and Sunday afternoon. The rest of the time had been spent hanging at Megan's, watching movies, laughing, talking long into the early hours instead of sleeping. Like they were teenagers on summer break with no other responsibilities to worry about.

It had been fun, and exactly what Haley needed to get her mind off everything else that was spinning through her head. Only she was paying for it now, especially after working a double at Mystic's today to cover for one of the girls that had called out. The extra money and tips would definitely come in handy, but even that wasn't enough to ease the ache in her back and feet. Tomorrow was her day off and she planned on doing nothing but sleeping and reading and sleeping some more.

No, maybe it wasn't very exciting—but it was exactly what she needed right now.

She hefted the duffel bag over her shoulder and thumbed through the key ring as she turned the corner and headed toward her building. The parking—or lack of it—was the only thing she hated about working late. One of these days she would actually move. Maybe find a place that had dedicated parking instead of the free-for-all that currently reigned in the neighborhood. 

Yeah, like she'd actually be able to afford something like that.

Haley pushed the depressing thought from her mind and climbed the cracked concrete steps leading to her building. She pushed the old metal door open with her shoulder then bit back a sigh. 

The light on the second-floor landing was out. Again.

She swore under her breath, frustrated with herself for not buying that cute little keyring flashlight she saw at the store the other day. She had convinced herself she didn't need it, not since she had replaced the single bulb the other week.

She should have known better.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. No excuses. 

She pulled the phone from her back pocket and hit the built-in flashlight feature before shoving the outside door closed. Then she started the climb up the stairs, her feet growing heavier with each step.

Maybe she should add elevator to her wish list of amenities for her new place. If she was dreaming, she might as well dream big, right?

She reached the top of the stairs, her nose wrinkling in distaste at the sour stench. Her mind was on autopilot, her hand already reaching out to insert the key into the lock, not really paying attention, just going through the motions like she'd done a thousand other times.

Something caused her to hesitate, something about the smell. Her fingers tightened around the keys. She frowned and took a cautious sniff.

Urine, strong and pungent.

No, she must be wrong. She tried to tell herself she was simply imagining things. Or maybe she wasn't. The apartment across the hall was vacant. Maybe some kids had gotten inside, used it for a party this weekend. It wouldn't be the first time something like that had happened.

Except she'd never noticed the smell of urine before. Alcohol, yes. Even a little weed. But never urine. And the hairs on the back of her neck had never tingled in warning before, not like they were now.

Haley stepped back, angling her body so she could see the door across from hers. Her fingers tightened around her phone as she held it up, trying to cut through the darkness blanketing the small landing. The door was closed, just like it always was.

Which didn't mean anything.

Haley tried to shake off the odd tingling along the back of her neck. She was overreacting, nothing more. She was tired and letting her imagination run away, in all the wrong directions.

So she smelled piss. So what? The building was a dump. The entire neighborhood was a dump. It shouldn't surprise her that someone had come in to use the hallway as a bathroom, not when the outside door was always unlocked.

She swept the phone in a slow arc around her, wishing the light was brighter. Wishing her fingers weren't shaking so much. She was overreacting, she'd be fine as soon as she got inside—

The weak light caught on something and she froze, her mind trying to deny what her eyes were clearly seeing. A stain marred the front of her door waist-high, the edges trailing down, like someone had thrown something wet on it. 

Something that would leave behind a residue once it dried.

Something that wasn't water.

She sucked in a deep breath and nearly gagged, both from the smell and from the fear that was clawing at her. Another large stain was on the floor by her feet, the center of it still damp. 

Haley didn't stop to think, just turned around and bolted down the stairs. Did she hear footsteps behind her? No, it was just her imagination, nothing more than fear making her hear things. She looked over her shoulder, nearly tripping on the bottom step, then lunged for the outside door.

She made it to the corner before she staggered to a stop and bent over at the waist, pulling in huge gulps of air. Panic clawed at her, making her heart race in her chest and causing a sheen of sweat to break out on her forehead. She closed her eyes, took several more deep breaths, forced herself to calm down.

Cursed herself for being stupid and overreacting. 

What the hell was wrong with her? She wasn't the type of person to overreact, and she certainly wasn't the kind of person who panicked. That wasn't her, not at all. So why the hell had she taken off like that?

Haley took one last deep breath then straightened. She should have never run off like that. She was lucky she didn't twist her ankle or worse when she tripped. That was the last thing she needed right now. If that happened, she wouldn't be able to work. And if she couldn't work, she didn't get paid.

It was her own fault for being so stupid. For imagining the worst. Someone had pissed on her door. Big deal. She should have stepped around it and gone inside, then worried about cleaning it up in the morning. A few buckets of water and that would be that.

She should turn right around and go back to her apartment. Ignore the mess and go to sleep. That was why she had panicked so much—she was exhausted. Lack of sleep made people do stupid things.

Yeah, right.

Haley knew there was no way she would be able to sleep now, not just yet. She'd go to the bar instead, have a drink or two. Maybe shoot the pool balls around the table a bit. That would help.

She jammed the keys into her pocket, finally succeeding on the second try because her hands were still shaking. Stupid. So stupid. A drink was definitely in order. 

The bar was nearly empty, as usual for a Monday night—or any other night, for that matter. Carl looked up when she walked in, his lined face briefly lighting before settling back into its perpetual frown. 

"Want your usual?"

Haley started to nod then changed her mind and shook her head. "Not tonight. How about some whiskey instead?"

"Any preference?"

"No. Just make it a double. Chilled." She ignored the man's look of surprise and reached into her pocket, pulling out a few crumpled bills and handing them over. "Do I have time to shoot some pool?"

Carl glanced at the clock on the wall behind him then turned back and shrugged. "A little, yeah." He slid her glass across the bar then snagged the money. "Haven't seen you all weekend."

"I was working and hanging out with a friend." Haley raised the glass to her lips and took a small sip. The whiskey slid down her throat with a slight burn before hitting her stomach and filling her with a soothing warmth. She took another sip, waiting for the whiskey to work its magic and steady her nerves. 

There. Better already. Now all she needed was to bang the pool balls around for a little bit. 

She raised the glass in silent salute to Carl then headed toward the back room. Fifteen minutes, that's all she needed. Just enough time to finish her drink and work out some of her frustrations and she'd be good to go.

She dropped her bag onto one of the tables then dug around her pocket for some change for the pool table. Just the act of racking the balls was having a calming effect on her. Or maybe it was the whiskey. Or a combination of both. Whatever worked, Haley didn't care.

She took another sip—longer this time—then placed the glass next to her bag and chose one of the sticks from the rack against the wall. Haley lined up the cue ball then leaned over the table, forcing her mind to empty as she took her first shot. She wasn't very good and would never be able to play in a league, but she didn't care. Shooting pool helped her to relax, helped her get her mind off things, at least for a little while.

Maybe it helped too much. Haley wasn't sure how much time had passed before she became aware of the odd tingling along her neck again. This was different somehow, not quite laced with so much fear and anxiety, not like when she had been standing outside her apartment door.

Her body stiffened, her hand tightening around the pool stick as she spun around, expecting to see Jimmy standing behind her.

But it wasn't Jimmy.

An odd sense of déjà vu swept over her. No, it wasn't just déjà vu. It was something different, something that made a shiver dance across her skin, something that made the breath catch in her throat. 

Zach was standing in the large doorway separating the bar from the back room. His thumbs were carelessly hooked into the front pockets of his jeans as he leaned against the doorframe, his dark eyes watching her. The pose was deceptively casual, at odds with the heavy tension she felt rolling off him in suffocating waves.

She straightened and held the stick in front of her like a weapon, tried to tell herself that her racing pulse was from nothing more than surprise at seeing Zach standing there. 

"What the hell are you doing here?"

His brows shot up over his eyes then quickly lowered into a frown of annoyance. "You really know how to make someone feel welcomed, Red."

Haley clenched her jaw and gave him a frown of her own. "What have I ever done to make you think you'd be welcomed?"

Zach laughed, the sound low and somehow dangerous. "Not a damn thing." He pushed away from the frame and moved toward the table where her bag and drink rested. He reached for the glass, held it up to his nose and took a quick whiff. His brows shot up again in surprise. "Whiskey, huh?"

"Sometimes."

His gaze held hers as he took a small sip. Impatience washed over her and she took a step toward him, the stick still held in front of her. "If you want a drink, you can get your own and leave mine alone."

"Yeah, I might just do that. I think I need one."

Haley frowned, wondering what the cryptic words meant. She didn't bother asking. "Why are you here, Mummert? Slumming for the night?"

"Actually, I came to see you."

"Me? Why?"

"Because I missed your witty charm and sparkling good manners."

Haley narrowed her eyes then closed the distance separating them. She grabbed the drink from his hand then stepped back. "You're an ass."

He didn't say anything, just kept watching her with that intense gaze. Haley took another step back, fighting the urge to down the whiskey in two long gulps. Why was he watching her like that? And why could she still feel the tension rolling off him? Like he was angry about something, only he was doing his best not to let it show.

Or maybe her nerves were still so frazzled from earlier that she was simply seeing things.

Haley pulled her gaze from his and moved back to the pool table, putting distance between them. It didn't help because she could still feel his eyes on her, could still feel the tension coming from him. "So why are you here, Mummert?"

"I stopped by Mystic's but you weren't there."

"Yeah, so? It's not like I live there, you know."

"So I figured I'd swing by and see if you were home."

"Why?"

He ignored the question and stepped toward her, his gaze still focused on her. Something flashed in his eyes, dark and dangerous. "I stopped by your apartment first."

Haley's heart jumped to her throat, threatening to strangle her. She raised the glass to her lips and took a long swallow, wondering if he'd seen what had been done to her door. Had he noticed? Had even gone upstairs? No, ridiculous. There were no lights on in her apartment, there would have been no reason for him to go upstairs.

Just like there was no reason for him to look for her. No reason for him to be here. But he was.

And Haley had no idea why.

She tossed back the rest of the drink then met his stare with one of her own. Could he see past the forced expression of impatience on her face? Did he know she was trying to hide her worry behind it?

"You better be careful, Mummert. I might start thinking you're turning into a stalker or something with the way you keep showing up like this."

"Stalker?" He stepped closer, close enough she could feel the heat of his body brushing against hers. "Funny choice of words there, Red."

Haley took a step back and bumped up against the edge of the table. "What the hell are you talking about?"  

"I'm talking about the little gift someone left for you outside your apartment."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"I think you do." He leaned even closer, his eyes glittering with a dangerous light. "And I think it's time we had a little chat."

Chapter Eight

Zach expected her to run off. To lengthen the stride of those long legs of hers and do her best to leave him behind.

She didn't.

Haley kept pace with him, staying right beside him as they left the bar and headed up the block. Maybe not right beside him—there was a good two feet separating them. But she didn't try to get ahead of him, didn't try to take off. And it wasn't just because he was carrying her duffel bag. If Haley had been that anxious to get away from him, there was no doubt in his mind that she would have ripped the bag from his hands and done just that.

He glanced at her from the corner of his eye, his jaw clenching in anger when he noticed how tense she was. Her hands were jammed into the pockets of her coat and her shoulders were hunched around her ears. 

Angry? Yeah, probably. But it was something more than that.

It was almost like she was afraid to go home. Afraid to get too far ahead of him. Afraid to be out on the street by herself.

His own anger flared to life again and he ruthlessly pushed it back. Zach had questions. A lot of questions.

Starting with who the hell had pissed all over her door. Who the fuck would even do something like that? And why?

He'd have a better chance of getting an answer from the tattered duffel bag slung over his shoulder. There was no doubt in his mind that Haley knew exactly who had done it—or, at least, had a pretty good idea of who. It was just as obvious that she had no intention of telling him.

She turned her head, her eyes clear beneath her frown. "Tell me again what you're doing here."

"Told you—I was in the mood for some pool."

"Bullshit." She stopped and turned toward him, impatience flashing in her eyes. "Why are you here, Mummert? This isn't exactly your neck of the woods."

"Yeah? And how would you know that?"

"Because nobody in their right mind would choose to live here if they didn't have to."

Did she know how much she had just given away with those few words? Not just the words, but the frustration and bitterness that laced them? No, she didn't. Haley didn't volunteer information about herself, period. That more than anything let him know just how upset she really was.

Zach adjusted his grip on the bag and looked around, taking in the rundown buildings, the trash lining the street, the feeling of desolation that permeated everything around them. He blew out a quick breath then looked back at Haley. 

"This isn't much different from where I grew up."

Her eyes flared in surprise. The emotion quickly disappeared, replaced by disbelief. "Yeah, right. You expect me to believe that? Try again."

Zach shrugged and started walking again. "Believe what you want. It doesn't matter to me."

"You, uh, you really grew up in a neighborhood like this?"

"Yeah, I really did. Does that surprise you?"

"I guess, yeah."

"Why?"

"I don't know. I just—I guess I thought all you hockey boys had it easy or something."

Zach laughed, the sound void of any real mirth. "Not even close. Hockey was my way out. There were a lot of nights when my mom didn't eat just so I could play."

"Oh." Haley looked away, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. "Sorry. I didn't know—"

"Well, now you do."

Haley frowned then started walking again, her steps slowing as they turned the corner. Zach noticed the way she kept looking around, her gaze darting across the street, behind them, ahead of them. 

"Looking for someone?"

"Don't be ridiculous. Of course not."

She was lying. Zach didn't push her though, not yet. There'd be plenty of time for questions once they were inside her apartment. 

They reached her building. Haley pulled a set of keys from her pocket then turned toward him. "Can I have my bag now?"

"Sure." Zach lowered the bag then held it out to her. Surprise crossed her face, replaced by a flash of anger when he swiped the keys from her hand. He motioned toward the door, a smile on his face. "After you."

"I'm a big girl, Mummert. I don't need you pretending to be a gentleman and walking me to my door."

He let the insult slide past. "Too damn bad."

Zach was expecting an argument, especially when he noticed the muscle jump along the side of her clenched jaw. But Haley didn't say anything, just tossed another cautious glance around, looking for something.

Or someone?

Yeah, she was definitely worried about something. 

He followed her up the stairs, the sound of their steps echoing around them. The dim light from her phone barely cut through the darkness, a poor attempt at keeping the encroaching shadows at bay. 

"You should say something to your landlord about getting this light fixed."

"Yeah, right. Good luck with that." She stopped in front of the door, her nose wrinkling in distaste as she stared at the mostly-dried puddle in front of her door. "I'll replace it in the morning, just like always."

"It goes out a lot?"

She laughed, the sound filled with sarcasm. "You could say that. I just replaced it the last time you were here."

An odd little tingle crept along his spine. He stepped past Haley and reached up, his hand closing around the naked bulb. He gave it a little jiggle then twisted it, blinking against the sudden light that flared to life around them. Haley ran a shaking hand through her hair, her face paling in spite of the brief smile.

"I guess it just came loose."

"Yeah. Or maybe someone deliberately loosened it."

Worry flashed across her face, just for a brief second. She jammed the phone into her back pocket and glanced around. Tension tightened her shoulders and formed a bracket around her mouth. "It looked better in the dark."

He couldn't argue with that. The vinyl flooring of the landing was warped and discolored, yellowed with age and neglect. The edges curled near the wall, dark with years of dirt. Chunks were missing here and there, revealing rotted wood and more stains. At one time, the walls had been painted white; the color had long since turned gray, broken by the darker color of smeared hand prints and long gouges and scratches.

Haley cleared her throat and held her hand out. "I'll take my keys now."

Zach ignored her and thumbed through the key ring, searching for the right one. It was easy enough to guess, since there were only three keys on the ring. "Go stand in the corner and wait for me. I'll clean this mess up first."

Surprise softened the expression on her face, but only for a minute. Or maybe Zach had simply imagined it because the surprise quickly morphed into frustration. Haley jammed a hand on her hip and tilted her head to the side. "Stand in the corner? Really? What are you going to do if I don't—toss me over your lap and spank me?"

Desire, swift and powerful, flared to life inside him. It took more self-control than he thought it would to tamp it down, to banish the image of Haley, naked and excited, sprawled face-down across his lap. He didn't bother to hide his crooked smile as he let his gaze roam over her from head to toe and back up again.

"Sweetheart, I would love nothing better."

"You're a pig."

"Just one of my many charms."

Haley opened her mouth then quickly snapped it shut, obviously thinking better of whatever comeback she had been about to throw his way. Zach laughed when she folded her arms across her chest and leaned back against the wall, watching him through narrowed eyes.

Did she have any idea how fucking sexy she looked when she was pissed? Probably not. And he wasn't about to clue her in, either.

He turned back to the door and unlocked it, then used the same key to unlock the deadbolt. He stepped around the drying puddle and pushed his way inside, his hand sliding along the wall as he searched for the switch. Dim light filled the small living room as the door closed behind him. He tossed the duffel bag onto the worn sofa then made his way to the kitchen on his left.

Like the rest of the apartment, it was small. A few wooden cabinets, worn with age, were mounted above a small counter along the right wall. An old refrigerator sat in the corner next to the small window and a narrow table flanked by two folding chairs was pushed against the left wall.

Like the rest of the building, everything was old. Unlike the building, it was clean.

Zach looked under the sink then pulled out a bucket and a bottle of liquid cleaner. The strong scent of lemon filled the small room as he uncapped the bottle and poured the yellow liquid into the bucket and filled it with water.

Haley was standing right where he left her, the phone clutched in her hand. She looked up with a frown then quickly jammed the phone back into her pocket. Zach didn't miss the worry that pinched her face, or the way her body stiffened.

"Everything okay?"

"Yeah. Fine."

She was lying again. Zach watched her for a few seconds, wondering if he should call her out on it. No, not yet.

He pulled the door closed and splashed some of the water on the front if it, then took the rag and wiped it down.

"I can do that myself, you know."

"Yeah, I know." He splashed more of the water on the floor in front of the door.

"Zach, you don't have to do that."

He looked over his shoulder with a grin. "Easy there, Red. You keep using my real name like that and I might make the mistake of thinking you like me."

"God, you are such an ass."

He laughed again then dumped the rest of the water on the floor, watching as it spread around and ran down the first few steps. He straightened then pushed the apartment door open. "After you, Red."

"I'll get a mop—"

"Just let it soak for a bit. I can mop it later."

She looked like she wanted to argue. Hell, he was expecting an argument. But she surprised him because she walked past him, stepped over the puddle, then turned around with a funny expression on her face.

"Thank you."

And shit, he hadn't expected that. Not even close.

Zach hesitated for a few long seconds—probably because he was still stunned—then followed her into the apartment. Haley was standing in front of the refrigerator, her back to him, when he entered the kitchen. Her body tensed and for a second, he wondered if it was because he was standing behind her. Hell, it wasn't like he could go anywhere else, the kitchen wasn't that big.

But it wasn't because of him. 

She reached for the phone in her back pocket and stared down at it, her profile etched from granite. Then she jammed her finger against the power button and threw the phone onto the table. It slid across the surface and hit the floor.

Zach rinsed the bucket and rag and sat them to the side. Haley was still standing in front of the refrigerator, staring at the mostly empty shelves. He leaned against the counter and folded his arms in front of him, watching her.

"Your phone fell."

"I know."

"Don't you want to pick it up?"

"Not really."

"Why not?"

She slammed the door shut then spun around to face him. "Because I don't."

"So who was it?"

"Who was who?"

Zach glanced down at the phone then looked back at Haley. "Whoever it is you're trying to ignore."

"Nobody." She stepped away from the refrigerator and tried to push past him. Zach reached out and caught her arm then spun her around, trapping her between his body and the counter. Her eyes widened in surprise then quickly narrowed. 

"Do you always have to be such an ass, Mummert?"  

"What's going on, Red?"

"Nothing."

"Bullshit. Who is it?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yeah, you do. Is someone bothering you?"

She turned her head to the side, refusing to look at him. "Only you."

"Yeah? I'm not the one who pissed all over your door."

"It was probably just kids—"

"Bullshit. You're lying. Who was it?"

"I don't know."

Zach reached for her arm and held it up between them. The bruises were faded now but still visible, the ugly discoloration marring the fragile skin of her wrist. The sight of them ignited another flare of anger and he quickly tamped it down. "Is it the same asshole who did this to you?"

She yanked her arm back and glared at him. "It's nothing."

"Really? Those bruises aren't nothing. Someone pissing all over your door isn't nothing. Whatever the hell was up with you throwing your phone isn't nothing." Zach stopped, pulled in a deep breath and let it out, forcing himself to calm down. "What the hell is going on, Red?"

"I told you, it's nothing. I can handle it."

"You're lying."

She made a sound low in her throat, a mix of frustration and something else. "Why do you even care?"

"Because I do. Because I'm worried about you."

Her eyes widened in surprise, their depths filling with disbelief. Zach couldn't blame her—the words had surprised him as much as they obviously surprised her. But they were nothing but the truth. He did care and he was worried. The thought of someone hurting Haley, the thought of someone trying to terrorize her, filled him with anger and dread and made him want to go all caveman on whoever was doing it.

Damn if he'd tell her that, though. Or maybe he didn't have to, maybe she could see it in his eyes and on his face. She reached between them, her hands flattening against his chest. He started to step away, figuring she was ready to push him back, ready to dart past him. Instead of pushing him away, her fingers curled in the material of his sweatshirt and pulled him closer. 

The air around them changed, grew heavier. Thicker. Time slowed, stopped. Awareness shot through him, filling him with a sharp ache as his mind registered the heat of Haley's body pressed against his. The length of her slim legs touching his, the feel of her lean hips wedged between him and the counter. The way her eyes darkened as she stared up at him. 

The sudden pull tugging at him as he moved even closer, his head dipping toward hers.

Insanity. Pure insanity. 

"This is a bad idea, Red."

"I know."

"We'll kill each other."

Her tongue darted out and swiped across her lower lip. "I know."

Zach hesitated, tried to ignore the heat simmering low in his gut. This was a bad idea. A really bad idea. He knew it. She knew it. Nothing good could come of it.

But he didn't care.

"Fuck it." He lowered his head, his mouth claiming hers in a hungry kiss that ignited something deep inside him. Her mouth opened under his, her tongue darting out and swirling with his own. She moaned, a tiny sound low in her throat, filled with a need that echoed his own.

A need that severed the last tenuous hold on his sanity.

Chapter Nine

Fire. Heat.

All-consuming. 

Maybe even debilitating.

Everything Zach thought it would be and more.

He plunged his hands into Haley's thick hair and deepened the kiss, his tongue swirling into the depths of her hot mouth. And fuck, those little sounds she was making were driving him insane.

He moved closer and rocked his hips, rubbing the hard length of his aching cock against her. Praying. Waiting—

Would she push him away and slap him? Or would she—

Zach swallowed her moan, answered with one of his own when her hands trailed down his chest to the hem of his shirt. Fuck, yes. Just that little touch was enough to send him soaring. 

She grabbed the hem of the shirt and slid it up, her fingers trailing across his bare skin. 

Need exploded deep inside him. Not desire. Not lust. Need. Hot and heady. Intense. More powerful than he'd ever felt before.

He tore his mouth from hers with a low moan and ripped the shirt over his head, tossing it somewhere behind him. He leaned forward, tried to capture Haley's mouth again, but she shook her head and pushed against him.

Fuck. Why had he stopped? He shouldn't have stopped, shouldn't have given her time to think or reconsider.

Only she wasn't pushing him away. Her hands roamed across his chest, her fingers tracing the edges of each tattoo. She tilted her head back, her glazed eyes meeting his with something that almost resembled shyness.

"I've been dying to see the rest of your tattoos."

"Sweetheart, you can see whatever you want. All you have to do is ask." He caught her mouth again, his tongue sweeping out and dancing with hers. He ran his hands along her arms, up to her shoulders to catch the edges of her jacket. He pushed it off then reached for her shirt, his fingers clumsy and awkward as he tried to undo each button.

Fuck. Who the fuck made buttons so damn small, anyway? His fingers were too big, he couldn't get them to work right.

Haley's hands closed over his, eased them away before she reached up and made quick work of those damn buttons. Zach broke the kiss, his breathing fast and harsh, then reached out and gently pushed the edges of her shirt apart.

She wasn't wearing a bra.

"Damn, Red." Zach reached out and skimmed one small, firm breast with the back of his hand. He heard her swift intake of breath, watched as the rosy nipple puckered and hardened under his touch. He met her cautious gaze then slowly smiled. "You like that?"

She murmured something, her gaze becoming almost defiant as she watched him. Like she was expecting him to say something negative, expecting him to criticize her.

He spread her shirt wider then cupped each small breast in his hands and flicked the hardened peaks with his thumbs. "They're fucking perfect, Red."

Her eyes widened then fluttered closed, her head falling back when he squeezed each nipple. A low sound, breathy and hoarse, worked its way from her throat, echoing around him. Zach swallowed back a groan then lowered his head, pulling one tight peak into his mouth and sucking. Haley's hands reached for his head, her fingers tangling in his hair as she held him in place. Her hips rocked against his, those little moans becoming sharper with each swirl of his tongue around her nipple.

Zach trailed one hand down along the pale skin of her flat abdomen, down lower between her legs, cupping her through the denim of her jeans. Heat filled his palm, setting fire to every inch of him. She rolled her hips against his hand, over and over as he pulled the nipple deeper into his mouth. He bit down, gently, then damn near lost it when her body tightened then convulsed.

He pulled away, watched her through glazed eyes as he pressed his hand harder against her. Her head dropped back, her thick curly hair cascading around her like a fiery waterfall of lava. Her lips parted, her high-pitched sighs streaming together into one long moan as she dug her fingers into his shoulders.

"Jesus fucking Christ, Haley." His voice was hoarse, thick with need as he watched her body shatter under his touch. No fucking way. Holy fucking shit. This wasn't a show put on for his benefit. This wasn't some kind of act or performance.

This was Haley, coming undone.

Because of his touch.

Because of him.

He grabbed her around the hips and lifted, biting back a groan of need when she wrapped those long, lean legs around him. His mouth captured hers, swallowing the last of her fading cries as he carried her out of the kitchen.

Bedroom. He needed the fucking bedroom.

Now. 

He broke the kiss long enough to move down the darkened hallway. He shouldered his way through the half-closed door at the end. There was just enough light from the living room for him to make out the shape of an unmade bed against the far wall.

Perfect. 

Zach carried Haley over to the bed and lowered her to the mattress, his mouth claiming hers once more as he stretched out between her legs. Hot. Hungry. Her hands roamed across his back, her short nails digging into his skin as she dipped her fingers into the waistband of his jeans and squeezed his ass.

A deep ache grew inside him, urgent and almost painful as his cock pushed against the zipper of his jeans. Christ, he was acting like a sixteen-year-old, awkward and fumbling in his hurry to get inside Haley. A small voice told him to slow down, to get a grip and finesse her.

Fuck that. He'd finesse later. Right now, he wanted inside her. 

Now.

Needed inside her.

He reached between them and undid the button and zipper of her jeans, tried to push them down past her hips. His hands tangled with Haley's as she reached for his own zipper, her actions nearly as frantic as his.

Zach growled and pulled away, pushed to his knees and straddled her legs. It was too dark to see Haley's eyes, but he could feel her watching him.

Feel her hunger, her need.

He grabbed the waistband of her jeans and yanked, finally working the material down to her thighs. He stopped, the breath leaving him in a rush as his eyes fixed on the neatly-trimmed thatch of curls between her legs. 

"Christ, Red. You've been going commando all this time?"

She squirmed beneath him then pushed up on her elbows. "No time to do laundry."

"I'm not complaining." He dipped his head and pressed his mouth against her hot flesh, licking her clit. Haley's head dropped back, her hips rocking against his mouth as he tasted her.

And fuck, he wanted to see her. Wanted to see the color of the hair between her legs. Was it the same vibrant red, like molten lava? Or was it darker, like the color of smoldering embers waiting to be brought back to life?

Later. He'd turn on the light and look later, drink in every inch of her, memorize every dip and curve and freckle.

Right now, he just wanted to taste her. 

His tongue darted out and swirled around her clit, licking and tasting. Teasing. Haley's hips thrust upward, her legs squirming beneath him. He leaned against her thighs, holding her still, losing himself in the sweet taste that was all Haley: fiery, spicy. Delectable.

Her hands reached for him, her fingers digging into his shoulders. Pushing. Pulling. Holding him in place as her body rocked against him. He pulled back, raised his head and caught her heated gaze.

Desire and need coiled inside him. He wanted Haley, now. Needed to plunge his cock deep inside her wet heat. 

Now.

He pushed away from her and scrambled off the bed, his hands dragging the denim down her legs. The material snagged on her boots, stopping him, and he muttered a vicious curse.

And damn if she didn't laugh.

She kicked her legs free from his hold and swung them over the side of the bed, a devilish smile on her face. "I'll get the boots. You worry about your own jeans."

Zach almost laughed. So maybe he wasn't the only one in a hurry. Maybe he wasn't the only one who felt like an awkward teenager, rushing toward his first experience.

Rushing. Yeah, that wasn't going to happen, not once he sunk his cock into Haley.

Zach kicked off his shoes and quickly stripped down, leaving jeans and briefs and socks somewhere on the floor. Fuck, wait. Not yet. He needed his jeans back, needed to get the condom out of his wallet.

He started to bend over, stopped when Haley kneeled on the bed, her back to him, and stretched across the mattress as she reached for the nightstand. Zach froze, a low groan of need escaping him as he stared at her perfect ass.

Haley stopped whatever she was doing and looked at him over her shoulder. Her gaze slid down his body and rested on the thick length of his erection. She tossed her hair over her shoulder then ran her tongue along her lips, staring at his cock for a few long seconds before meeting his gaze once more.

And damn if she didn't raise her ass higher then wiggle it, taunting him.

Zach dove for the bed, catching her around the waist and rolling so she was straddling him. Her eyes widened for a fraction of a second, a playful smile teasing the corners of her mouth before he dragged her head down to his and kissed her.

The playfulness vanished, turning into something hot and hungry. Raw. Powerful. He fisted his hand in her hair and deepened the kiss, sighed when Haley's body melted against his. Flesh to flesh, warm, intoxicating. 

He dragged one hand along the curve of her spine, down to the firm roundness of her ass. And fuck, it would be so easy to shift his body, to find her wet heat and plunge his cock deep inside her.

Not yet. 

Zach broke the kiss with a low groan, felt a surge of masculine ego shoot through him at the sight of her closed eyes and flushed face and parted lips. 

"Haley, I need to get a condom."

Her lids fluttered open, her gaze meeting his. A slow smile crossed her face as she pushed to her knees and showed him the foil packet held between her fingers. Zach held his breath, watching as she slid down his body and straddled his knees.

Fuck, she was driving him crazy and she hadn't even touched him yet.

Her gaze held his as she tore open the foil packet. Zach swallowed and clenched his jaw when she reached down and closed her hand over his cock. Her fingers squeezed and stroked, slow teasing motions that caused every muscle inside him to tighten. Desire and need collided, filling him with an urgency he didn't understand.

Sex. It was just sex. Yeah, it was with Haley. Spirited, fiery, mouthy, pain-in-his-fucking-ass Haley. Maybe he'd been thinking of nothing else for the last few months, maybe he wanted nothing more than to sink his cock deep inside her. So what? It was still sex. This urgent need shouldn’t be threatening to consume him. Shouldn't be threatening to lay waste to every thought swirling through his brain. 

But it was.

God help him if she figured out how much power she held over him right now.

And God help him if he didn't get inside her. Right now, in the next thirty seconds, before he imploded.

She rolled the condom down the length of his erection, her hands drifting down to cup his balls and squeeze. Zach growled then reached for her, his hands closing over her lean hips as he shifted her body over his—

And drove himself into her.

And fuck, it was heaven. Better than heaven. She was so wet, so tight, her muscles clenching around his cock as she started riding him. Slow, lifting up on her knees. Fast, her hips grinding against his each time she lowered herself.

He dragged one hand up to her breasts, teased the hardened peak of one nipple between his finger and thumb. A tiny moan escaped her and she reached for his hand, holding it in place.

"You like that, Red?" 

Haley moaned again, a little harsher this time. Her head fell back, exposing the slender column of her neck. She tightened her hand around his wrist and guided it to her other breast.

Zach pushed up with his free hand, leaned forward and caught one tight peak in his mouth and sucked. Hard. Haley's body jerked against him, the slow rhythm of her hips stopping then moving faster. Harder. Over and over, her muscles squeezing around his cock as he sucked and pinched each nipple.

Her body stiffened and she cried out, calling his name a second before her body jerked and convulsed around him. Zach fell back and grabbed her hips, holding her still as he drove into her. Deep. Hard. Over and over, until she collapsed on top of him, breathless.

"Oh no, sweetheart. You're not done yet."

She shook her head, the silky touch of her hair scalding his chest, and muttered something. Zach laughed, the sound more of a growl, then wrapped his arms around her waist and rolled. 

Her eyes flew open in surprise when he grabbed her legs and draped one over each of his shoulders. He looked down, watched the slow glide of his cock as it disappeared inside her. In. Out. Slow. Fast. Slow again.

Haley said something, the words lost in a low moan as her hips thrust up to meet his. She reached for him, her hands digging into the hard muscles of his thighs, holding him.

Pulling him closer. 

Urging him faster.

Zach pumped into her, felt his insides tighten and his gut clench. Close. So fucking close. 

Not yet.

He struggled for control, grabbed the last thread of it and held on tight.

Hard. Fast. Over and over.

Haley's body tightened, her back arching as a harsh cry fell from her lips. Her nails raked his thighs as her tight pussy convulsed around his cock. She called his name, the sound a desperate plea as she exploded around him.

Zach drove into her one final time, his orgasm ripping through him and stealing his breath, robbing him of all coherent thought. He fell on top of her, catching himself at the last minute and landing face-first on the mattress.

Time slowed, stopped. Everything around them disappeared until the only thing he was aware of was the sound of harsh breathing.

His. 

Haley's.

Jesus fucking Christ. He couldn't move. He could barely breathe. 

When was the last time he'd come like that? He didn't know. Too long ago.

Never.

Zach sucked in a deep breath and willed his body to move. He pushed up on his arms but his muscles had turned to jelly and refused to support him.

He needed a minute. Just a minute then he'd get up, get rid of the condom, come back to bed and collapse. 

Just a minute.

Something nudged him in the side. Hard. He grunted and tried to turn his head but he couldn't manage even that.

Another nudge in his ribs, this one a little sharper, like an elbow. He turned his head and peeled one eye open, saw Haley move her arm again, like she was ready to nudge him a third time.

"Off. Move." Her voice was just above a whisper, thick with spent desire but still impatient. He groaned and dropped his head back to the mattress.

"In a sec."

She took a deep breath, let it out slowly. "Now."

"Christ, Red, give me a sec. Haven't you ever heard of post-coital glow?"

"Haven't you ever heard of a leaking condom?"

He groaned again, wanting to argue but knowing he couldn't. He pushed up on his hands and eased out of her, swallowing back a sigh of loss as he rolled to the side. Christ, he didn't want to move. He just wanted to lay here and catch his breath, let himself tumble head-first into the beckoning darkness.

But he couldn't, not yet.

Zach groaned again then climbed out of bed and stumbled toward the hallway. The bathroom was easy enough to find. He closed the door, disposed of the condom, then washed his hands and splashed cold water on his face. 

And damn near jumped back at his reflection. Yeah, it was obvious what he'd been doing, from the flush on his cheeks, to the glimmer in his eyes, to the shit-eating grin on his face.

Haley would have his head on a fucking platter if he walked back in to her room wearing that stupid grin. But damn, he couldn't help it. Not in his wildest fantasies had he ever imagined that sex with Red would be so fucking hot. And he'd had plenty of fantasies lately, had spent plenty of time thinking about it. Imagining it.

And fuck, he was getting hard again.

He splashed more water on his face, his breath hissing around him when cold water ran down his chest. He grabbed a towel, dried himself off, then headed back to the bedroom.

Haley was turned on her side, facing away from him, the dim light from the other room illuminating the gentle curve of her back and the fall of hair spread across her pillow. Zach paused, just watching her for a minute, drinking in the sight of all that smooth creamy skin. Then he moved forward and climbed into the bed, stretching out beside her.

She rolled over, a frown on her face. "What are you doing?"

"Going to sleep. What's it look like I'm doing?"

"Here?"

"Yes, here. Where the hell else did you expect me to sleep? Scoot over." He nudged her with his hip then reached for the covers and pulled them up.

"I never said you could spend the night."

"Too bad, I am."

"Let me rephrase that. I don't want you to spend the night."

"Let me repeat myself: too bad, I am."

"And I said—"

"Christ, Red. Just relax, will you?" He draped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer. She stiffened then finally relaxed against him, her ass wiggling against him as she got comfortable.

"Just keep that thing away from me."

"What the hell do you expect when you start wiggling against me like that? I'm a guy. That's what we do. And I didn't hear you complaining earlier."

"You're an ass."

"And you love it. Now go to sleep." He leaned over and pressed a kiss against her temple, half-expecting her to elbow him in the side or something. She didn't. And she didn't make any sarcastic or biting comment like he'd been expecting, either. Instead, she released a sleepy sigh and snuggled even closer, her body finally relaxing.

Zach tightened his arm around her and let his eyes drift close, a small smile on his face.

Yeah, he'd fantasized quite a bit about Haley, but never in his wildest dreams had he ever imagined falling asleep with her snuggled against him.

It made him wonder what else his fantasies had been neglecting.

And what else he could look forward to from now on.

Chapter Ten

It was a dream. 

It had to have been a dream. There was no way she had actually slept with Zach Mummert. It wasn't possible.

Haley rolled over and forced her eyes open. She was on the wrong side of the bed. The covers on the other side were twisted and rumpled. She wasn't wearing any clothes.

And she could smell coffee brewing in the kitchen.

Her worst nightmare had just come true.

And she hadn't even been drinking last night. The whiskey she'd had at the bar hardly counted so it wasn't like she could blame it on that.

No, this was all on her.

She'd slept with Zach Mummert.

She had sex with Zach Mummert.

This couldn't be happening.

But it had. 

It was.

Haley groaned and crawled out of bed, nearly tripping when her foot got tangled in the sheets. She muttered then ran a hand through her hair, pushing it out of her face as she scanned the floor for her clothes. 

No, never mind. She didn't want to wear the same things she had on last night. She changed direction and headed to the dresser, absently pulling out a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt. The other clothes would have to be burned, no doubt about it. There was no way she could keep them, not without thinking about Mummert every time she wore them.

That wasn't going to happen. 

Even if the sex had been beyond fantastic.

"I hope you like your coffee black. I couldn't find any cream or sugar or anything like that."

Haley jerked the shirt over her head then whirled around, frowning. Zach was leaning against the doorframe, two cups of steaming coffee in his hands.

And damn him. Did he have to look so delicious, standing there with no shirt on? Her gaze roamed across his chest, eyeing the tattoos, imagining the feel of hard flesh under her fingers as she traced each one in her mind. Her gaze moved even lower, heat filling her face when she realized the button and zipper of his jeans were undone. The denim hung low on his hips—dangerously low.

She turned around, praying he hadn't noticed her staring, and rummaged through the dresser drawer in search of socks. "Go put on some clothes, Mummert. I don't need to see your half-naked body first thing in the morning."

He chuckled, the sound low and dangerously warm. "Good morning to you, too, Red."

"Would you please stop calling me that?"

He laughed again, the sound even closer. She whirled around then stumbled back, her ass colliding with the open drawer. Haley narrowed her eyes, her mind searching for something to say—something witty or sarcastic or flippant. But her mind was embarrassingly blank.

Probably because the scent of coffee short-circuited her brain. That had to be it. No way did it have anything to do with the way Zach was watching her, his brown eyes deep and warm.

She reached for the mug and cradled it in both hands, bringing it to her mouth and taking a cautious sip. The coffee was hot, strong, just a little too bitter without cream and sugar. That was one more thing she needed to add to her to-do list today: go to the store. Right after she did laundry.

Her day off was getting busier and busier.

She took another sip, this one larger, then winced.

"What's the face for?"

"What face?"

"That face. Your nose scrunched all up and your eyes got all squinty."

"They did not—"

"Yeah they did. It was cute."

Haley rolled her eyes then stepped around him, making a beeline for the other room. Being in the bedroom with Zach was a bad idea.

Being in the same building with Zach was a bad idea.

"Well, thanks for the coffee. I'm sure you have things to do so don't let me keep you."

"Trying to get rid of me already?"

"Actually, yeah." She glanced at him over her shoulder, frowned when she noticed the crooked smile on his face. "I didn't want you here to start with."

"You weren't complaining last night."

She didn't even bother replying to that. How could she, when her mind wasn't quite awake yet?

Zach chuckled again then made his way over to the sofa. Haley watched, stunned, when he sat down then stretched his legs out and propped his bare feet on the cluttered coffee table.

"What are you doing?"

He took a sip of the coffee, his eyes holding hers. Then he patted the sofa next to him. "Come here. We need to talk."

"No, we don't."

"Come here."

"There's nothing to talk about."

He leaned forward and put the mug on the table, his gaze never leaving hers. "Haley. Come here." He paused, his eyes as serious as his voice. "Please."

A flash of fear paralyzed her. Zach didn't want to talk about last night, she knew that as sure as she knew she hated black coffee. She didn't want to talk to Zach. Not about last night, not about anything.

But she was helpless against the force of his gaze. Or maybe it was the way he was looking at her. Like he was worried about her.

Like he might actually care.

Which was ridiculous. Lack of caffeine and the early hour were combining together to make her see things that weren't there. To make her read things that didn't exist. It was just her imagination, that was all.

Because God help her if it wasn't.

She moved toward the sofa and took a seat—on the edge, as far away from Zach as she could get. His dark brows shot up and the barest hint of a smile teased the corners of his mouth but he didn't say anything. 

Good, because she might be tempted to toss her coffee on him if he did.

She took a sip of the coffee then cradled the mug between both hands, letting the warmth seep into her. "You wanted to talk. Talk." 

"Who's been fucking with you?"

She stiffened and looked away. Not because of his language, but because he had wasted no time in getting right to it. There wasn't enough coffee in the world to help her deal with this right now.

"Nobody is fucking with me, Mummert."

"Bullshit." He dropped his feet to the floor then slid closer, his dark gaze intense and angry. "The bruises on your wrist. That little welcome present all over your door last night. What's going on?"

"Nothing. Okay? Nothing is going on. How many damn times do I have to tell you—"

"I saw them." 

Haley wanted to look away but she couldn't, not when he was watching her like that, studying her. It was like he could see deep inside her, past the barriers she had carefully constructed over the years. Like he wanted to break them down to get inside, to see the real her.

No. She wouldn't let that happen. Nobody was allowed to get that close. Getting close gave people power, and that wasn't something she was willing to concede.

Not for anyone.

She forced her gaze away and raised the mug to her lips, acting like she had no idea what he was talking about. Pretending that her heart wasn't racing in her chest and that sweat wasn't breaking out on the palms of her hands. "What is it you think you saw?"

"The bruises, Haley. On your ribs."

"Those?" She shrugged and forced a smile to her face. "They're nothing. I tripped at work and—"

"Why are you lying?"

"I'm not lying."

"Haley, I saw them. You don't get a bruise like that from tripping and falling. That's the kind of bruise you get when someone punches you in the ribs. When someone deliberately tries to hurt you."

"Yeah? What would you know about it?"

"Plenty. My old man used to think it was funny to knock my mom around. And then, just to change things up, he'd knock me around some. So yeah, I know plenty." 

Zach's voice was so normal, the words were so matter-of-fact, that what he was saying didn't sink in right away. When it finally did, Haley had to stop herself from throwing her arms around him and trying to comfort him. Comfort was the last thing he wanted or needed—she could see that from the way he was sitting there, just watching her. Relaxed and at ease, with no hint of sorrow or even anger or resentment. Whatever had happened when he was growing up was behind him. Part of his past, not his present or his future.

But she couldn't get the image of a younger Zach, frightened and bruised, from her mind. Sympathy welled inside her, pushing against the wall she had so carefully built. Or maybe it wasn't sympathy—maybe it was empathy, because she'd been there herself. No, none of her mother's friends had ever touched her, but she still remembered the feeling of helplessness. Of fear. Still remembered all the nights she'd held a flat, worn pillow over her head to muffle the sounds of yelling and crying, telling herself it was only a dream.

And she remembered the anger and the resentment she always felt the following morning, when her mother would make excuses and pretend everything was fine. That everything was normal. Remembered swearing to herself that she would never put up with that.

Haley glanced down at her wrists, at the circle of faded bruises, and swallowed back a grunt of disgust. Never? Yeah, right.

She looked over at Zach, realized he was still watching her, studying her. Still seeing too much. 

But he wasn't judging. Or rather, if he was, he was doing a damn good job of hiding it.

"Who is it, Haley?"

"It's not important."

"Who is it?"

Haley hesitated. Was she actually considering telling him? But why? And why did he want to know? Zach was nothing to her, just one of the hockey players that came into the bar where she worked. He wasn't a friend, not really. He wasn't a lover, even if they had slept together last night. She didn't owe him anything.

She took a long swallow of the coffee then placed the mug on the table. She wedged herself deeper into the corner of the sofa and drew her knees into her chest, staring down at her feet. Thinking. Weighing her words. Wondering why she was even remotely considering telling him anything.

She remembered his concern the other week, when he'd shown up at her neighborhood bar. And last night, the anger on her behalf when he saw what someone had done to her door. How he'd walked her back to her shitty apartment and taken care of cleaning up the mess.

He already knew what happened, even without her telling him. What would it hurt to give him the rest of the story? Certainly not her pride, not when he had already figured it out.

She took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. "His name is Jimmy. He, uh, he's an artist. You know, painting and that kind of thing. Very free-spirited and artsy and passionate."

And God, she sounded pathetic to her own ears. Free-spirited? Passionate? More like temperamental and immature. But she couldn't tell Zach that, not without sounding like she was making excuses for him.

"He sounds like an ass." Zach shifted on the sofa, his brows lowering into a frown as he watched her. "Are you still seeing him?"

There was something in his voice, just below the surface. It was more than a casual question, more than just curiosity. A flash of anger shot through her again and she twisted her hands together so hard her knuckles cracked. 

"I'm not like you, Mummert. I don't sleep with more than one person at a time."

His eyes narrowed and the muscle in his jaw jumped. "Is that what you think I do?"

"I'm not stupid, you know. You're forgetting I've seen the way you operate. How the girls flock around you at the bar. Don't even think of denying it."

"I'm glad you think so highly of me. If that's how you feel, why'd you sleep me with me last night?"

"Temporary insanity. A moment of weakness." She looked away, unable to bear the expression in his eyes. Anger, yes. But she thought she saw hurt there as well. No, she must have imagined that. Zach Mummert, hurt? Not hardly.

She flipped the hair off her shoulder and smiled, going for her most flippant, carefree look. "It was just sex, Mummert. Now you can go home and put another notch on your hockey stick and move on."

There it was, that flash of hurt again. And why the hell was she pushing him? Why was she deliberately being a bitch about it? Because it was easier than admitting the truth, easier than admitting last night hadn't been just about sex. She had wanted Zach, had wondered what sleeping with him would be like.

And now that she knew, she wanted more. It was just like she had told him: momentary weakness. Only she was afraid this weakness wasn't so momentary. And if she expected him to get angry at her words, to storm off after arguing with her, she was going to be disappointed. Zach didn't look like he was going to do either of those things. In fact, he settled back against the cushions, his dark eyes still studying her, acting like he had nothing better to do than sit there and talk.

"So you aren't seeing him anymore?"

Haley clenched her jaw, wondering why he cared, wondering why he was still sitting there. "No. I told you that."

"You broke up with him?"

"Yeah. That's what not seeing each other means, you know."

"Does he know that?"

"Know what?"

"That you broke up. That you're not seeing him?"

"For God's sake, Mummert. Yes. He knows. Okay? Leave it alone."

"You sure about that? Because pissing on your door—"

"I doubt that was him. It was probably just some stupid kids or something." She cursed the lack of conviction in her voice. How could she convince Zach that it was nothing to worry about when she was certain it had been Jimmy? Especially after the texts he'd sent her last night.

I know you're not alone.

Who is he?

That's why she'd turned her phone off last night and threw it across the kitchen. The texts had spooked her.

Which was stupid. They were just texts. Not a big deal. It was Jimmy being Jimmy, trying to act all big and important. It wasn't like he'd actually try anything. He was too weak, too cowardly, to do anything like that. Scaring her by acting all big was more his style.

Too bad it had worked last night. 

But now, in the light of the morning, she could tell herself she overreacted. She could tell herself it was no big deal.

"I don't believe that any more than you do."

"Believe what?"

"That it wasn't your ex."

"It wasn't."

Zach watched her for a few long seconds, the doubt clear in the depth of his dark eyes. He leaned forward with a sigh, reached for his coffee, and drained it in one long swallow. Then he stood and walked into the kitchen, the light coming through the partially opened blinds playing on the broad muscles of his back.

Haley pulled her gaze away, cursing herself for reacting to the sight of his bare back, for noticing the way the low-slung jeans clung to his narrow hips and muscled thighs. Didn't she have enough problems to deal with as it was? She didn't need to be drooling over Zach Mummert. Or his muscles. Or his tattoos. Or his ass or—yeah, she just needed to stop.

He came back into the living room, wearing his shirt and holding her phone in his hand. She watched, not quite understanding why he was turning it on. "What's your password?"

"Password for what?"

"To unlock your phone."

"I don't have one. What are—"

"Christ. You're as bad as Travis. You should always keep your phone locked. Don't you know that?"

The phone came to life in his hand, beeping with a series of alerts. One, two, three...she lost count after six. Haley jumped off the sofa and lunged toward Zach, snatching the phone from his hand before he could see the text messages. His eyes narrowed but he didn't say anything, didn't question who had been trying to reach her.

"What do you want with my phone?"

"Dial this number."

"I'm not—"

"Christ, Red. Stop giving me a hard time and just dial it." He recited a number then repeated it as she entered it into her phone and hit send. A few seconds later, his own phone rang. 

She ended the call then frowned, doing her best to ignore his boyish grin. "Really, Mummert? You couldn't have just asked? I don't need your number—"

"Sure you do." He disappeared down the hallway then came back a few minutes later carrying his shoes. He stepped into them then moved toward the sofa, leaning over her and pinning her in place before she could move. His mouth closed over hers with a slow, deep kiss hot enough to curl her toes and leave her wanting more. But he pulled away too soon, the heat simmering in his eyes at odds with the crooked grin on his mouth.

"I have to get ready for practice. Call me if you need anything."

"I don't—"

"Just call me." He moved toward the door, watching her over his shoulder. "I mean it, Red. Just call. And lock the door behind me."

She watched him leave, too stunned to move, too stunned to question what had just happened.

Call if she needed anything? Really? What did he even mean by that?

Haley pushed off the sofa and moved to the door, locking it behind him. She heard his footsteps on the stairs, heard the downstairs door creak as he opened it then closed it.

She stayed there for several long minutes, long after the sound of his steps faded, wondering again what he had meant.

Telling herself she was a fool if she read anything into it.

Chapter Eleven

The puck careened toward him, flying fast, the black nothing more than a blur against the marred surface of the rough ice. Zach clenched his jaw, his teeth biting into the mouth guard, and raced to get into position. 

The puck hit the blade of his stick, a gentle meeting of rubber and graphite, like two lovers drawn together. He spun around and took off for the net, cradling the puck carefully, finessing it as he moved down the ice. 

Two lovers drawn together.

Zach pulled back with the stick and sent the puck flying, laughing so hard the mouth guard damn near flew out of his mouth. The puck hit the back of the net with a satisfying whoosh, earning him a glare from Tyler.

The goalie straightened and shoved his helmet back on his head, frowning. "What's so fucking funny?"

"Not a damn thing." But damn if he could stop laughing.

Two lovers drawn together.

Fuck. Yeah, he was a real fucking poet, alright. A regular lover boy. Zach doubted if Tyler would understand it, let alone appreciate it. Zach's humor was twisted at the best of times and generally always misunderstood.

Well, usually.

Not that today was the best of anything. Coach Torresi was riding their asses. Hard. Not that they didn't deserve it, not with the way they'd lost the last several games. He didn't want a repeat this weekend. Hell, none of them did. Nobody wanted to lose. 

He still couldn't wipe the smile from his face, though.

Zach skated over toward the boards, coming to a stop next to Jason with a spray of snow. Jason looked down at his skates then back up at Zach, frowning.

"Why the hell are you in such a good mood?"

"Just am. Do I need a reason?"

Jason grunted then reached behind him for a water bottle. He took a swig then tossed it to Zach. "You're acting like you're enjoying this shit."

"Yeah, sure. Because being driven into the ice is one of my all-time favorite things." Zach shot a stream of water into his mouth, swished it around, then leaned to the side and spit it out. He shot another stream into his mouth and swallowed, then wiped his mouth off with the back of his hand and tossed the bottle back to Jason.

"Just knock the smile off already. Coach is going to give you shit if he thinks you're not taking this seriously."

"Yeah, whatever. I just happen to be a in a good mood. What can I say?"

"Not a damn thing." Jason tossed the water bottle behind him then leaned on his stick. "So why are you in such a good mood?"

"No reason. Just am, like I said." No way in hell could he tell Jason he'd spent the night with Haley. Despite what she thought—hell, despite what most of the guys on the team thought—he didn't kiss and tell. He never had. Sure, they all thought he was such a big player. And okay, maybe some of the reputation was deserved. But he wasn't as bad as they liked to think.

And what he did when he wasn't around the guys was his own business.

So no, he had no intention of telling Jason why he was in such a good mood. Let him think what he wanted. 

"Well maybe you can spread some of that sunshine around. My sister could use some."

"Jenny? Why? I thought she was all happy and shit with her new job."

"Yeah. I guess. I mean, she is. I suppose."

"You sound so definitive there, Jason. Christ."

Jason shrugged then rolled his shoulders, frowning at nothing in particular. "No, she is. But there's something else going on. She's been acting funny."

"Funny how?"

Jason started to answer then snapped his mouth closed when Aaron skated over. Sweat poured from the older man's face as he leaned over the boards and grabbed a towel. He pushed the helmet up then ran the towel across his face before wadding it into a ball and tossing it. His dark gaze moved from Jason to Zach and back again.

"Interrupting something?"

Jason's lips pursed like he'd gotten a taste of something foul then he shook his head. "No, just talking about Jenny."

"How's she doing?"

"I don't know. I think she's up to something."

It took more willpower than Zach realized he possessed not to look over at Tyler in the net. Aaron was obviously trying to do the same thing. Poor Jason. Was he the only one who didn't realize his sister was involved with the goalie?

Zach cleared his throat and tried to act nonchalant. "So why do you think she's up to something?"

"Because of the way she's acting. Like she's hiding something. And because she doesn't get along with Megan."

"Yeah? So?"

"It's Megan. How can anyone not get along with her?"

"Are you sure you're not reading into things? I mean, Jenny's your sister. Maybe she's just being protective or something."

"No, it's not that." The tone in Jason's voice made it clear that he never even considered the fact that his sister might possibly be protective of him. "She got all pissed a few weeks ago because of something Megan said. Or maybe it was Haley. I don't remember. But Jenny definitely doesn't like her."

"What about Haley?"

Jason pushed away from the boards and rolled his shoulders. "You know. It was that night when you went off, demanding Megan tell you where Haley was. When Jenny made a big deal over nothing."

Zach's good mood evaporated, replaced with a seething anger. It wasn't just anger. It was impatience. Disbelief. Irritation. 

And yeah, okay, anger.

"You mean those bruises on Haley's wrist?"

"Yeah. Jenny went completely overboard, poking her nose into shit that doesn't concern her, all because Haley likes her sex rough."

Zach slid a little closer, the anger simmering beneath his breast bone, "You're so sure about that?"

"Yeah, of course." He frowned then moved away from Zach, damn near colliding with Aaron. 

"Really? And how would you know?"

"Because that's what Megan said."

"And you believe her?"

"Why wouldn't I? It's Megan. She wouldn't lie."

"Man, you really are an oblivious ass."

"What the hell is that supposed to mean?"

"Just what I said. It didn't occur to you that maybe Megan was covering for Haley? That she was making up some stupid fucking story?" Zach slid a little closer, ignoring the surprise on Jason's face. "Newsflash, asshole. Haley's ex knocked her around. That's what the bruises were from. So maybe you shouldn't be so quick to assume your sister is guilty of lying."

Jason moved away again, wariness eclipsing the look of surprise on his face. "Okay. Okay. Sorry. Shit. I didn't mean anything by it. Christ." 

His gaze bounced between Zach and Aaron a few times, his expression like that of a little boy being reprimanded for something he didn't quite understand. He finally forced a laugh as an awkward smile spread across his heated face. "Okay, so I was wrong about that. But I'm not wrong about everything else. Jenny's up to something. Or hiding something. Or something. I just don't know what—"

"Emory, get your fucking ass out there." Coach Torresi's voice echoed across the ice, making all three of them jump. Jason muttered something under his breath, pulled his helmet down, then started across the ice, nearly tripping in his haste to obey.

"He's in for a rude awakening when he finds out."

Zach looked over at Aaron and frowned. Maybe the older man knew, maybe he didn't. Zach wasn't going to give anything away without knowing for certain. "When he finds out what?"

Aaron's dark gaze pierced his, a glimmer of amusement flashing in their depths. "You know exactly what. When he finds out Tyler and Jenny are seeing each other."

"How do you know that?"

"Really, Mummy? I'm old, not blind."

"I don't think you're either one, but that still doesn't explain how you know. They're not exactly being obvious about it."

"No, they're not. And I doubt if anyone else knows besides the two of us. How'd you find out?"

Zach shrugged then glanced over his shoulder. Tyler was leaning against the net, his head tilted to the side as he listened to whatever Alec Kolchak was telling him. Tyler had a lot going for him, even if he was in a mind-fuck right now because the Banners had opted to keep Corbin Gauthier as their back-up after Kolchak announced his retirement. As far as Zach was concerned, it was nothing more than a temporary setback for Tyler. He'd make it all the way. Zach would bet money on it.

He turned back and faced Aaron. "I know Tyler. And I know Jenny. And I know how to read the subtle signals they don't think anyone else can see the few times they've been in the same room together around everyone else. Hell, I was pretty sure something was going to happen between them the first day Jason brought her to Mystic's. How the hell did you figure it out?"

"You're not the only one who knows how to watch. Hell, it's not like I have a life, you know. Nothing better to do with my time." 

"How can you say you don't have a life? You have a wife and two kids."

Pain flashed across the other man's face, there and gone in a split second. "Ex-wife. And my kids are out in Utah with her and her parents so it's not like I get to see them very often."

Zach swore to himself. Why the fuck had he even brought that up? But now that he had, he figured he may as well jump in with both feet. "Any chance of you guys getting back together?"

"Fuck, no." The answer was swift, definitive. Bitter and filled with regret. "We should have never gotten married in the first place. The only reason we did was because she was pregnant with our oldest."

"So what happened?"

Aaron shrugged, his gaze focused on the drills taking place at the other end of the ice. "Neither one of us was willing to work for it. She hated the time I spent on the road. The moves from one city to the next. Never knowing when we'd have to pack up and move again. Never knowing what each contract would bring. I, uh, I haven't exactly had the most stable career. I'm not sure it would have worked even if I had."

"How come?"

A haunted look came into Aaron's eyes and Zach wondered again why he was asking. It wasn't his business, never had been. And he'd never cared before, so why now? He wasn't sure. And he wasn't expecting Aaron to answer him. Why should he? Zach knew he was crossing lines into something that didn't concern him.

But Aaron answered anyway.

"Like I said, we should have never gotten married to begin with. This life, the one we lead, was never for her. So she found somebody else. And somebody else after that. And—well, you get the picture."

Yeah, he did. Loud and clear. Anger went through him on Aaron's behalf. "Sorry. I shouldn't have asked."

The other man shrugged, like it wasn't a big deal. "Shit happens. Like I said, it wasn't meant to be. So now my kids live on the other side of the country and if I'm lucky, I get to see them a few weekends here and there during the season, and two weeks during the summer. It's probably better that way anyway."

"Better? How can you say that? They're your kids."

"Yeah. And I know nothing about how to be a father. Especially not a father to two girls approaching their teens." He pulled the helmet down then slapped Zach on the leg with the blade of his stick. "The moral of the story is—when you finally settle down, pick someone who has more than just a pretty face. Pick someone who's strong. Who's willing to stand by you. Someone who's not afraid of the ups and downs of this insane life we have."

Zach snorted. "Yeah, I'll keep that in mind—if I ever have the urge to start looking. Right now, I don't."

"Really?" Aaron's smile transformed his normally serious face. "Because I figure that waitress you keep butting heads with would be perfect for you."

Zach's heart slammed into his chest. If he had been drinking, he would have spit out whatever was in his mouth. Or choked on it. Hell, he was close to choking now. "Who? Haley? You're out of your fucking mind."

"Am I?"

"Yeah, you are. There's nothing going on."

"Really? Could have fooled me."

"Yeah, really. How the hell do you even know about her?"

"Just a hunch. Like I said, I watch. And I see things." 

Aaron tapped him on the leg again then skated away, leaving him standing there, open-mouthed.

What the ever-loving fuck? Aaron must have taken one too many hits to the head. That was the only explanation for it. Yeah, he'd finally had sex with Haley last night. Yeah, he wanted more.

More sex. That was it. And if she was agreeable to that, great. If not—well, he'd move on. Just like he always he did.

"Mummert! What the fuck are you doing over there?" 

Zach jumped, his eyes automatically searching out and finding Coach Torresi's menacing gaze. He opened his mouth to answer then snapped it shut when Coach started yelling again. "Get your fucking ass out here. This isn't break time. Your game isn't that fucking good. Not even close. Laps. Now."

"Yes, Coach."

Zach pushed away from the boards and started skating, ignoring the looks everyone was giving him. Three laps in, drenched with sweat, his legs burning, he realized he was still thinking about Aaron's words.

Still thinking about Haley.

And wondering if maybe he was the one who had taken too many hits to the head because he was actually smiling.

Chapter Twelve

Haley ran the back of her hand across her forehead, pushed a hank of hair out of her face, then placed the pitcher of beer on the tray next to the other drinks and empty glasses.

Megan offered her an absent smile as they slid past each other, each of them too busy to do more than that. They were short-handed again because Debbie was still out with the flu. It wouldn't have normally been a problem, not on a Thursday night, but one of the local softball teams decided to have their preseason meeting here. Haley wasn't sure what the hell was involved in a softball meeting because it didn't look like they were doing much more than drinking and eating and drinking some more. She didn't care, as long as they tipped her well.

She delivered the drinks then moved to another table with two couples, taking their order with an apologetic smile. She had to fight to keep the smile in place when one of the women started asking a million questions about the menu.

Was it low fat?

How many carbs did each dish have?

Was it gluten free?

What vegan choices did they have?

Haley wanted to scream at her and tell her it was a bar, for crying out loud. Just a bar, serving deliciously fried and wonderfully fat foods, complete with carbs, gluten, and animal products. She bit down on the inside of her cheek and kept the smile in place as she patiently explained what they had that might meet her requirements.

Salad. And more salad.

God help her.

She jotted down the order for salad—no cheese, with their lightest dressing served on the side, please—then took the four menus and hurried back to the bar to place their orders. Then she rushed through the back room and over to the restaurant to check on her last table over there. 

Unlike the salad lady, they were moving on to the desserts—cake and pie and ice cream with lots of chocolate. Definitely more Haley's style, even if they looked like they weren't big tippers.

Then it was through the back room and out to the bar again to pick up the salad quartet's drinks. At least she was keeping busy. They all were. And staying busy meant the night would go by faster. 

In theory, anyway. It wasn't exactly working that way in real life, not if the time had been right the last time she checked her watch. Not that it mattered, because she didn't have anywhere else to go except home once her shift was over.

Yeah, home. Where she could hide behind her locked door, ignore the text messages Jimmy kept sending her, and do her best not to think about Zach.

When the hell had her life become such a shit show? Maybe the better question was: when hadn't it been a shit show?

She grabbed the tray of drinks and headed toward the table, nearly bumping into a guest heading toward the bathrooms. Wouldn't that have been perfect? Just what she didn't need, not right now.

She stepped to the side, focusing on keeping the tray steady, and muttered an apology to the guest. A few seconds passed by before she realized the guy wasn't moving, that he was still standing there. Great. Now she had to give someone directions to the restroom, when all they had to do was look for the stupid sign hanging right behind her.

She plastered her working smile on her face and looked up, ready to point out the obvious, then froze in horror. Jimmy stood in front of her, his sculpted face wreathed in phony sorrow as he watched her through wide blue eyes framed in ridiculously long lashes.

She grabbed the tray with her other hand and stepped back, tried to tell herself she was seeing things. Jimmy was not standing right in front of her. He couldn't be.

He reached out and ran his hand along her arm, the touch just a little too hard. She took another step back and looked around, wondering if anyone else noticed them. Nobody was paying them any attention, they were too busy doing other things.

She took a deep breath and straightened her spine, not bothering to hide her frown. "What are you doing here?"

"I missed you. I wanted to see you."

"You wasted a trip. I don't want to see you. Now move." She tried to step around him but he blocked her, impatience flashing in his eyes. He blinked and the impatience was gone, replaced with a sincere expression of sadness.

Yeah, right. She knew better. "Jimmy, I'm busy. You need to leave."

"You can't take five minutes to talk to me?"

"No, I can't. I'm working."

"It can wait."

"What part of working don't you understand?"

"This is more important. We're more important."

"There is no we, Jimmy. I told you that already. Repeatedly. Go away." She tried to step around him again but he grabbed her arm to stop her. Fingers bit into the flesh of her upper arm and she tried to jerk away, wincing when he tightened his grip. "Get off me."

"Not until we talk." He leaned closer, anger flashing in the eyes she had once thought so striking and sexy and romantic. "We're not over, Haley. Not by a long shot."

Fear raked over. She wanted to step away, wanted to hit and rail and scream, but his grip was too tight, the expression in his eyes freezing her in place.

"Jimmy, please. You're hurting me." And oh God, was that pathetic little whine her voice? Why wasn't she moving? Why was she putting up with this, when she swore she wouldn't?

"This isn't hurting. You don't know anything about what it means to be hurt. Like I was hurt the other night, when I saw that guy go into your apartment. Who is he, Haley? Tell me."

And oh God, he had been to her apartment. He'd actually been watching her. She hadn't believed his text messages, had convinced herself he was only toying with her, trying to frighten her. 

And she was frightened, more than she wanted to admit. She looked around, her frantic gaze searching for a helpful face, trying to catch someone's attention. But they were behind the bar, near the small hallway that led to the restrooms, out of obvious sight.

"Tell me, Haley. Who is he?" His voice was a low hiss, filled with anger and disgust. She swallowed, shook her head, searched for words that would calm him down. But no words came, which only angered him more. His fingers dug deeper into her arm and he shook her, the way a wild animal would shake a rag doll. Haley lost her grip on the tray and it fell, sending the drinks crashing to the floor. Glass shattered, the noise echoing around them.

"See what you've done?" Jimmy shook her again, his face darkening to a dangerous red. "See what you made me do? Why do you do that, Haley? Why do you make me—"

"Haley! Are you okay?" Megan pushed through the small serving door, her eyes never leaving Jimmy's as she hurried to Haley's side. Jimmy looked over at her, sneering, then turned back to Haley. He released her arm with a strong push, anger and disgust on his face.

"She's fine. We were just talking. Isn't that right, Haley?"

She opened her mouth, realized she was going to say yes, that she was going to agree with him. Anger washed over her. Anger at Jimmy. Anger at herself for letting him do what he'd done, for letting him get away with it. Again.

For letting him have so much control over her, for instilling so much fear in her that she was afraid to speak up.

"No. We weren't." Her voice was shaky, the words almost too soft to hear. She cleared her throat. "We weren't talking. I have nothing to say to you. It's over, Jimmy. It's been over. I never want to see you again."

Surprise flashed in his eyes, quickly replaced by a burning fury that made her take a step back. "It's not over. Not until I say it is."

He shot a withering look in Megan's direction then spun on his heel and walked away, never once looking back. Haley held her breath, watching as he disappeared around the bar, then sagged against the wall. She took a deep breath then offered Megan a forced smile.

"Sorry. I—I'll get this cleaned up. Can you grab some more drinks and—"

"What happened? What did he want?"

"Nothing. He, uh, he just wanted to say hi." She crouched down and started reaching for the broken pieces of glass, placing them on the serving tray. Her fingers shook so much that she had to reach for one large piece a second time and nearly cut her finger.

"Don't lie, Haley." Megan crouched next to her and helped with the glass. "What was he doing here?"

"I don't know."

"This isn't good, Haley. You need to talk to someone. Maybe my dad—"

"No. It's all good. Your dad doesn't need to know, okay? I can handle it."

"You didn't look like you were handling it to me." Megan took the tray from her then stood up, her gaze filled with worry. "He's dangerous, Haley. I don't trust him."

"It's fine. I'm fine. Okay? I told you, I can handle it. Just, please, don't tell your dad. Or Jason."

She expected Megan to drop it, to just agree with whatever she was saying and let it go. But she didn't, not this time. Her eyes narrowed just the slightest bit, her jaw clenching for a brief moment. Then she shook her head.

"Something needs to be done, Haley. You can't keep letting him get away with this. It's not right." She drew in a deep breath and let it out in a rush. "You aren't seeing him, right? You really did break up?"

The question hurt more than Haley wanted to admit. Megan doubted her? Of course she did. And why shouldn't she, when Haley had broken it off with Jimmy before, only to get back together again? Haley had no right to be upset, not when she'd brought it on herself. 

That didn't lessen the hurt at all.

"No, I'm not seeing him. I broke it off the last time he—" Haley hesitated and glanced down at her arms. Would she have yet another bruise from Jimmy, from where he'd grabbed her and shook her? Probably. 

She brushed it off and looked back at Megan. "I broke it off with him. I told you that."

"Then why was he here?"

"I don't know why. Just like I don't know why he's been texting me. He just showed up. Jimmy does what he wants to do."

"He's been texting you, too? When? Why?"

"I don't know why. It's not a big deal. I just ignore him and—"

"And then he shows up here?" Megan glanced around then stepped closer, lowering her voice. "You need to let me talk to my dad, maybe get a restraining order. He'll know—"

"No. Absolutely not. It's not like that. He's just—he does what he wants, you know? He doesn't mean anything by it."

"Why are you making excuses for him?"

"I'm not—"

"You are! Listen to yourself, Haley. It's just one excuse after the other. You need to stop. This isn't right. And you need to tell someone what's going on—someone who can help."

"No, absolutely not. Forget it. Just let me handle it."

"Haley—"

"I said, let me handle it." She grabbed the tray from Megan's hand and pushed through the service door. "I have to get back to work. And so do you."

Megan said something but it was too low for Haley to hear. That was for the best, because Haley was one hundred percent positive that she didn't want to hear it. Just like she didn't want Megan—or anyone else—meddling in her life. 

She was a big girl. She could handle it. 

She always did.

Chapter Thirteen

The night air held a damp chill, the kind that cut straight through to the bone. Zach pulled the collar of his leather jacket up around his neck and glanced up. The dark sky was mostly clear, with just a few ghostly clouds blocking out the light from the moon and stars. He didn't think they were calling for snow.

Christ, he hoped not. It was too late in the season for snow. He just wanted winter over and done with already. Even as the thought crossed his mind, he winced, knowing that they'd probably skip over the mild spring weather and move straight to the humid stickiness of summer.

The only good thing about summer was that he'd be able to break out his bike and head north to the lake. A tent, a sleeping bag, and some fishing gear was all he needed, just to get away from it all. Peace, quiet, and a little bit of wooded nature—his personal idea of relaxation and meditation.

Unlike the bickering that was floating across the parking lot.

Zach rolled his eyes then stepped onto the sidewalk to wait for everyone else: Jason, Travis, Ben. Tyler had bugged out, making up some damn excuse about wanting to go home and do yoga or some shit to get ready for the upcoming home stretch starting tomorrow night. Yeah, right. Zach had no doubt that whatever yoga Tyler had in mind, it included Jenny.

And Jason still had no clue.

Unbelievable.

The bickering trio finally reached the sidewalk. Ben was giving Travis shit about something and Jason was arguing with whatever Ben was saying. Something about finding the right woman or some shit. Zach rolled his eyes and tuned them out, reaching for the door of Mystic's.

It flew open, nearly hitting him in the shoulder. He stepped back as some asshole hurried past, brushing against him.

"Out of my way." The words came out as a growl, low and threatening. At least, it would have been threatening if the guy had anything to back it up with. He didn't.

He was a good head shorter than Zach, with a lanky build and an awkward gait, like a kid trying to imitate some gunslinger in an old western. Or maybe he was walking funny because of those stupid fucking skinny jeans that hung down past his bony fucking ass.

Zach had no idea what the fucking style was called, but the guy had it nailed: worn and dirty skinny jeans, beat up loafers, a dark baggy sweater that was stretched out and loose enough to show the collar of the white t-shirt under it. A grungy gray knit beanie was pulled low over his head, with hanks of dark blonde hair sticking out from the sides and back.

Zach immediately pegged him as a loser, the kind that went through life expecting a hand-out because he was convinced the world owed him everything while he went off to find himself.

Zach almost said something then changed his mind as the guy stepped off the sidewalk and hurried across the parking lot. It wasn't worth wasting his time on. Yeah, the guy was an asshole. So what? Wouldn't be the first time Zach had encountered assholes and it sure as hell wouldn't be the last.

He grabbed the door and pulled it open, holding it for the other three. Ben and Travis walked through, still bickering about who the fuck knew what, but Jason was just standing there, staring at the parking lot. Or maybe he was just staring off into space. With Jason, it was hard to tell.

"Emory! Come on, man, I'm not waiting here all night for you."

"What?" Jason spun around, his brow lowered in confusion. "Oh, yeah. Hey, did that guy look familiar to you?"

"No. Should he?"

"I don't know. He just looked familiar or something, you know?"

"Yeah, whatever. Come on, get your ass inside. I want a drink."

Jason pushed past him, muttering something under his breath. Zach ignored him then followed him through the second door and damn near plowed into him when Jason came to a sudden stop.

"What the hell?" It didn't take a genius to figure out why Jason had stopped. The place was crowded. Not weekend-crowded, but not nearly as empty on a Thursday night as it usually was. 

So much for his idea of maybe spending some time with Haley. She'd be too fucking busy. 

"Someone's sitting at our table." There was just enough pout in Travis' voice that Zach laughed. 

"So we find another one. Not a big deal." Zach stepped around them then led the way toward a small table in the middle of the floor. Not his idea of a great spot, but they didn't have much choice, not unless they felt like crowding around one of the empty high-tops.

Megan came over a few minutes later, looking harried and distracted as she wiped the table down before leaning over to give Jason a quick kiss. "I didn't know you guys were going to be here tonight."

Jason tucked his fingers into the waistband of her baggy jeans and pulled her closer for another kiss, this one a little longer. "We came to see you, babe."

"I wish you would have been here ten minutes ago."

"You miss me that much?"

A smile crossed Megan's face, completely transforming her. Zach could see the warm emotion in her eyes, could actually feel it from where he was sitting. He wondered if Jason knew how lucky he was.

Yeah, he did, if the dreamy look on his face meant anything. Good for him. Megan was the best thing to happen to him. If he was lucky, he wouldn't screw it up.

"Of course I do." Megan's smile disappeared and she shook her head, sending her ponytail swaying. "But that's not what I meant."

Jason sat up straighter, worry flashing across his face. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing. It's just—never mind. I said I wouldn't say anything." 

Jason laced his fingers through hers and pulled her closer. "Uh-uh. Out with it, babe. Something's wrong. Tell me what happened."

Megan glanced over her shoulder then leaned closer, her voice just above a whisper. "Jimmy was just here, that's all."

Zach stiffened, all pretense of not listening evaporating. Maybe he moved too fast, or maybe he was just too obvious, because Megan's head snapped around and she stared at him, her eyes narrowing for a split-second. Jason, as usual, was oblivious and kept on talking.

"I thought that guy looked familiar. What about it?"

"Wait. Hold on." Zach edged closer, his gaze focused on Jason. "That fucking asshole that pushed by us as we were coming in was Jimmy?"

"Yeah. I think. Why? Do you know him?"

"No, I don't fucking know him." Zach pushed away from the table and stood up. "Where's Haley?"

"She's in the bathroom. She—" Megan stopped, glanced over her shoulder and frowned then looked back at him. "I told her to take a break."

"What happened? Is she okay?"

"She—"

"Christ, Mummy. What the fuck is your problem? Since when do you care about Haley? Her boyfriend was here. So what? Not a big deal."

Zach turned on Jason so fast that he actually jumped, causing his chair to tilt back on the rear legs. "He's her ex. And yeah, it's a big deal."

"But—"

Zach ignored him, ignored the surprised expressions coming from Ben and Travis, ignored the brief flash of horror on Megan's face. Let them stare. Let them wonder what was going on and why he was so pissed. This didn't concern them. They didn't need to know why he was so worried.

Worried? No, he was more than worried. He was furious. Angry. Pissed off. If he had known who that loser was, he would have slammed his fist into his face just on principle, then made sure he knew to stay away from Haley.

Zach reached the bathrooms, raised his fist to bang on the door of the ladies' room then pushed it open. Haley was standing in front of the sink, her face pale, her right arm pulled out of the sleeve of her sweater. Anger swept through him, hot and potent, when he saw the fresh bruise on her arm reflected in the mirror.

Haley spun around, her mouth open, outrage flashing in her eyes. "Mummert! What the hell are you doing? You can't be in here."

She struggled to get her arm back in the sleeve but she wasn't fast enough. Zach grabbed the loose arm of the sweater and held it out to the side, his gaze focused on the dark purple marring the pale skin of her upper arm.

"What the hell happened?"

"Nothing." She tried to step back, wouldn't look at him.

"Bullshit. Your ex was just here?"

"It's nothing—"

"He did this?" Zach didn't need her to answer, not when he already knew.

"I said it's nothing." Haley tried to step back, almost stumbled when her steps faltered. Zach caught her around the waist, steadying her, then reached out and tilted her chin up, forcing her to look at him. He didn't miss the way her chin trembled against his fingers, or the way her eyes blinked against the film of moisture in her eyes.

He wanted to scream. To rage. To chase after the asshole and make sure he never bothered Haley again. But he couldn't, not without scaring her. He swallowed against the thick emotion in his throat, fought against the sense of helplessness that threatened to overwhelm him. 

"Dammit, Red." He pulled her against him, holding her close, hating the fact that she stiffened in his arms. 

But only for a second. He felt the warmth of her breath against the skin of his neck, closed his eyes with something like relief when she finally relaxed. Her arms went around his waist, tentative at first, then a little stronger.

Holding him. 

Zach pressed his lips against the top of her head, ran his fingers through the thick waves of her hair. Comforting. Soothing. Calming her.

Trying to calm himself.

"What happened?"

Zach expected her to shake her head, to tell him it was nothing. To say it wasn't a big deal and that she could handle it. Instead, her arms tightened around his waist and her fingers clutched the back of his shirt, like she was searching for strength, reaching for something to hold on to.

"He—he just came in. Grabbed me. Said we needed to talk. That—that it wasn't over."

"Son of a—"

"He asked about you. Wanted to know who you were."

"Me?" Shock and anger formed a tight ball in his gut. He leaned back, tried to catch Haley's gaze but her face was still buried in his neck. "What about me?"

"He—I think he saw you go into my place the other night."

"He what?" Zach stepped back, caught her chin in his hand and tilted her head up. "He's been watching you?"

"I think." She kept her gaze lowered, focused on a spot somewhere behind him. It didn't matter—Zach could still see the worry in her face. In the way her complexion paled, in the way her teeth bit into her lower lip. "He sent me some messages but I just ignored them."

"Fuck." He sucked in a deep breath, forcing the rage away. For now. "Haley, why didn't you tell me?"

"Because it's not your problem."

"Bullshit."

"It doesn't concern you."

"The hell it doesn't. He asks you who I am and you think it doesn't concern me?"

She stiffened and pulled away, her expression hardening. "It doesn't. He doesn't know who you are, so it's not like he can cause trouble for you, okay? It's not like he's going to embarrass you by telling all your buddies you slept with me."

"Whoa. Hold on. You think I give a fuck if anyone knows? You think I'd be embarrassed? What the fuck, Red? Why would you even think that?"

"Because it's the truth." She turned away from him and started shoving her arm back into the sleeve. Each movement was short, jerky, screaming her anger loud and clear. "It's not exactly a secret that we don't get along. All your teammates know that."

"Newsflash, Red. I don't give a fuck what anyone thinks. And I sure as hell wouldn't be embarrassed if they knew. What I care about is that this son-of-a-bitch is stalking you—"

"He's not stalking."

"What the fuck do you call it? He's watching you, Haley. He's sending you messages, showing up here. Fuck. He fucking hurt you. Right here. In a bar filled with dozens of people. And don't even stand there and fucking tell me it's not a big deal because it is."

"I can take care of myself."

"Like you did tonight?" He stepped closer, wishing like hell she would look at him. But Haley kept her face turned to the side, deliberately averting her gaze. "Why do you have to be so fucking bull-headed?"

She spun around, a spark of fire flashing in her eyes. "Why do you even care?"

"Because I do. Because I'm trying to help."

"I don't need your help, okay? I don't need anyone's help. I've made it this far in life on my own, I sure as hell don't need to change that now."

"What in the hell is so wrong with having friends help out?"

"Friends? Really?" She laughed, the sound short and bitter. "Is that what you think we are? We had sex, Zach. For one night. That doesn't make us friends."

Pain shot through him, sharp and biting, like he'd taken a puck straight to the throat. Zach pushed it away, told himself not to react. Haley was upset—more upset than she wanted to admit. She needed to lash out and he was the closest target. He understood it. Hell, he'd been there himself, when he was a kid growing up on the wrong side of town. He knew what it was like.

It still hurt like a mother fucker.

"You can keep telling yourself that all you want—it doesn't change the facts. And you need to get something through that thick skull of yours, Red. No matter what you think, you're more than a fucking notch on my hockey stick."

She opened her mouth, snapped it shut again, shook her head. He could see the surprise in her face, knew that her mind was spinning a hundred miles a minute, searching for a comeback, struggling to find something to say. She crossed her arms in front of her and leaned against the counter, staring down at her feet.

Silence settled around them, thick and heavy. Oppressive. Minutes ticked by, the silence stretching, changing. No longer oppressive, no longer stifling. Instead, it turned into something different, filling with something that felt like expectation. 

Zach moved closer, close enough that he could feel the heat from Haley's body wash over him. Close enough he could feel her hesitation, knew she was struggling with something only she could fight.

He reached out and trailed his fingers along her arms then curled his hands around hers. "You don't have to be alone, Red."

"It's easier that way." The words came out in a choked whisper and Zach wondered if she had meant to say them out loud.

"Why is it easier?"

"Because it is."

"Why?"

"It just is."

"That's a cop-out, Red. Tell me why."

She straightened, her body stiff, her chin lifting at a stubborn angle as she finally met his gaze. "Because then it doesn't matter when people leave."

The words were like a blow to his chest, forcing the breath from his lungs. A dozen different emotions shot through him: anger, frustration, sorrow. Pain. Sympathy.

Empathy.

He'd been exactly where she was, when he was a teenager struggling to come to terms with his own miserable family life. It had been his coach who helped him through it, who taught him that not everyone left.

Who taught him that pushing people away would only hurt more in the end. Who taught him that everyone needed someone, no matter how hard they tried to convince themselves otherwise.

Was that why he was so drawn to Haley? Because he saw in her the same doubt and fear that still lurked deep inside himself? Because he felt some kind of weird connection to her, like they were two kindred souls?

He almost laughed. Christ, what the fuck was wrong with him? All these stupid sappy thoughts playing through his mind. If his old coach could see him now, the man would be laughing and saying I told you so. 

"Not everyone leaves, Red. You don't have to do everything on your own."

"Yeah, okay."

"You don't believe me?"

"No, I don't."

"Then I guess I'll just have to prove it to you."

"I don't need—"

"Yeah, I know. You don't need anyone. You can handle it. Too damn bad."

"Why are you being so damn stubborn?"

"Me?" Zach chuckled, the sound surprising him. And surprising Haley, too. "You need to take a long look in the mirror before you go calling anyone else stubborn."

"I'm not—"

"Hey, Red?"

"What?"

"Just be quiet for a second." Her eyes widened and damn if she didn't look like she was ready to argue again. Zach dipped his head and closed his mouth over hers, swallowing whatever words she had been about to say. She held herself stiff for a fleeting second then her arms wrapped around his waist, her mouth opening under his.

He deepened the kiss, savoring the taste of fiery sweetness that was pure Haley. She sighed and leaned closer, their bodies melding together. He could kiss her all night, get lost in her taste, her touch. Get lost in her.

"Haley, are you—oh. Sorry."

Haley jumped and pulled her mouth from his. Zach swallowed his groan then looked over his shoulder, not surprised to see Megan standing in the doorway. She stared at them, a faint blush staining her cheeks.

"Um, is everything okay in here?"

Zach nodded then looked at Haley, holding his breath as he waited for her answer. Her gaze met his for a brief second then darted away.

"Yeah. Everything's fine. I'll be out in a minute."

Megan hesitated, shot him a look of silent warning, then backed out of the room. Zach released Haley and stepped back, already missing the warmth of her body pressed against his.

"I need to get back to work. We're already short-handed and—"

"What time do you get off?"

"I work until closing."

"I'll wait for you."

"Why?"

"Because I want to. Because I'm taking you home tonight."

"Zach, you don't have to do that. I'll be fine."

"I'm sure you will. But it'll make me feel better if I do."

"You don't—" Her mouth snapped closed, a frown creasing her forehead. She pulled in a deep breath then finally nodded. "Okay, fine. You can take me home."

"Thank you." He pressed a kiss against her mouth, hard and quick, then followed her out of the bathroom. 

And tried not to read too much into the fact that she had agreed without putting up much of an argument.

Chapter Fourteen

"When you said you wanted to take me home, I thought you meant to my place."

Zach grinned at her then pushed the door open and motioned her through. "I changed my mind."

Haley frowned but didn't say anything as she entered the dark apartment. A light came on, making her squint in the sudden brightness. Then she looked around, disappointment welling inside her. No wonder he wanted to bring her here—this place was a thousand times better than her shitty little place.

A gleaming black-lacquered ceiling fan hung from the cathedral ceiling, its blades slowly spinning, circulating the warm air around the large room. The apartment—actually, it was a condo, which was a big difference—boasted an open floor plan, with the living room melding into the dining room, which opened into a spacious kitchen filled with gleaming stainless-steel appliances and black granite countertops. The monochromatic color scheme carried over into everything she could see: pale hardwood floors, bleached nearly white; a thick white area rug, starkly bright against the black leather sofa and recliner. Another area rug—this one sporting a black and white abstract design—was placed under the black lacquered dining room table. Four matching chairs surrounded it, the stark black broken only by the plush white seat cushions.

Even the artwork was black and white, a collection of ink drawings artistically arranged on each wall.

Haley's first thought was that the décor surprisingly fit Zach: clean, sharp, defined. Straightforward with no frills or extras. Her second thought was how in the hell did he keep it so clean?

He stepped past her and moved to the kitchen, pausing to drop a small duffel bag on the dining room table. "You want anything to drink?"

"No."

"You sure? The fridge is pretty well-stocked."

"I'm sure. Thanks anyway."

He shrugged and pulled a beer out, uncapped it and took a long swallow. His gaze never left hers. "You can have a seat if you want. Make yourself comfortable."

"I think I'm afraid to touch anything."

"Why?"

"Because it's—" She hesitated, searching for the right word. "It's white. And clean."

Zach laughed, the sound rich and warm and doing things to her insides she didn't expect. "What? You thought I was a pig or something?"

"No, not that. I just—I was expecting something different, I guess."

"Modern isn't exactly your thing, huh?"

"More like it isn't in my price range."

He laughed again. It took a second for Haley to realize what suddenly seemed so different about him—he was relaxed. At ease. She had never really noticed the slight air of tension that surrounded him before, wouldn't have noticed it now if not for the simple fact that it wasn't there. Almost like he was a different person.

No, that wasn't right. He was still the same person—annoying, frustrating, terminally constipated. He was just more at ease now. Well, yeah—this was his home, after all. Why wouldn't he be relaxed and at ease?

"You look like you're deep in thought."

"No, not really."

"Hm. If you say so." He took another long swallow of beer, the muscles in his strong throat working. Haley looked away before he caught her staring and wondered if her face was as red as it felt. Really? She was actually getting turned on by his throat?

She needed help. Either that, or she was more tired than she realized. That must be it. It had been a long day. A busy day. Plus that whole incident with Jimmy. It was a miracle that she wasn't swaying on her feet from exhaustion.

"You want the grand tour?"

"You mean there's more?"

"Not much but yeah." He placed the bottle on the counter then walked toward her, his hand outstretched. Haley hesitated for a quick second then took it, surprised at the way her heart sped up when his fingers closed around hers.

"Like I said, it's not much. Just two bedrooms and two bathrooms."

"Two bedrooms?" Haley tried to keep the surprise from her voice. "Let me guess—one of them is a weight room."

"No, the weight room is downstairs. It's actually a bedroom." He led her down the hall and through an open door, palming the switch against the wall. Soft light flooded a room that was bigger than her bedroom and bathroom combined and she gasped. It wasn't just the size that surprised her—she knew her apartment was small by anyone's standards. It was the way it was decorated, in pale peaches and minty greens and soft, feminine touches.

Haley stiffened, a hundred different thoughts spinning in her head. It was definitely a room designed for a woman, from the gentle flowing design on the comforter to the arrangements of dried flowers sitting on the nightstands and dresser. Why the hell would Zach have a spare room for a woman? Did he have that many female guests over?

That didn't make sense. Wouldn't his special guests stay in his room? Of course they would. Maybe. 

And maybe she was jumping to a thousand different conclusions she had no business jumping to. It wasn't her business, Zach could do whatever he wanted and—

"This is where my mom stays when she comes to visit. The decorating in here was all her doing."

"Oh. Your mom."

"Yeah, my mom." Zach looked at her, a small grin teasing his mouth. "Who'd you think it was for, Red?

"I don't know. Your harem? Not that it's any of my business, I mean."

"My harem." Zach rolled his eyes and reached out to turn off the light. "You're killing me, Red. First, I don't have a harem, although your opinion of my prowess is just as flattering as it is insulting. And second, if I did have a harem, I certainly wouldn't be bringing them here. Not a single bunny has ever stepped through that front door."

"Hm." Haley didn't know what to say. He sounded like he was teasing her, but she thought she caught a hint of annoyance and maybe even hurt in his voice. No, that had to be her imagination. Just one more thing she could blame on being so tired.

He led her across the hall and into another bedroom, turning on the light without a word. Haley blinked, looked around then blinked again, certain she was seeing things. 

Her mind struggled for the right word, finally settled on opulent. Only that wasn't exactly right, either. Words failed her. How could she even begin to describe the room, with its massive bed and small sitting area, all decorated in a dozen shades of gray and navy? And holy crap, was she seeing things? She turned back to Zach, knowing her mouth was hanging open in shock and unable to do anything about it.

"You have a fireplace in your bedroom?"

"Pretty cool, huh?" He led her deeper into the room then dropped her hand and moved over to the fireplace. He flipped a switch and flames jumped to life, casting a warm glow around the room. "It's only a gas fireplace, not a real wood one. But it's pretty nice."

"Nice? Uh, yeah. That's one word for it." She looked around, still not believing her eyes. If she had a place like this, she'd never leave home. Of course, if she didn't leave home, she wouldn't be able to afford a place like this.

Who was she kidding? No matter how many hours she worked, she'd never in a million years come close to affording something like this. She probably couldn't even afford the utilities.

"So you, uh, you actually own this? I mean, it's not an apartment you can rent, right?"

"Why? Thinking of moving?"

"Yeah, right. Not even."

"To answer your question, yes, I bought it a few years ago, right after I was certain this whole hockey thing was going to work out. And no, it wasn't as much as you're thinking it was. I got a deal on it because it was all new construction. I'm not sure I'd buy now because the price has jumped up."

"What did you mean about the whole hockey thing working out?"

"Just what I said. For every player in my position, there are dozens more who never make it to this spot. And then there are even more who won't make it past this spot—including me."

"I don't understand." 

Zach watched her for a few minutes then closed the space between them and captured her hand. He led her over to the bed and sat down on the edge of the mattress, holding her in place between his legs. Haley stiffened, almost pulled away, but the expression in his eyes held her in place. Was it sadness maybe? No, she must be seeing things. Maybe it was more resignation than anything else.

"Every single player who's where I am now wants to move up and go pro. Not everyone makes it."

"But I thought you were a pro."

"No, not me. I'm semi-pro. And that's probably where I'll stay. I'm good, but not that good. Will I get called up here and there? Yeah, maybe. But I'll never make it all the way."

"That's—" She hesitated, searching for the right word. "That's depressing as hell."

Zach chuckled, the sound soft and warm. His hands trailed along her back, cupped her ass and pulled her closer. "Does it make you feel sorry for me?"

"Maybe. Yeah. A little."

"Enough to sleep with me tonight?"

"Oh God, you are such a jerk!" She pushed away, trying to swallow her own laughter, but Zach caught her hand and tumbled back onto the bed, pulling her with him. She sprawled on top of him, his strong arms locking around her waist and holding her in place. His body was hard under hers, all strength and muscle and raw, quiet power. But she wasn't afraid, knew that he'd let her go if she asked, if she just pushed against him the slightest bit.

Haley didn't push away.

His eyes softened, turning into dark pools of liquid warmth that silently beckoned. Zach shifted, raised one hand and ran his fingers through her hair. Large hands. Strong hands. 

And gentle. So gentle.

"Are you tired?" His voice was low, the words holding just a hint of hope.

"A little."

"Did you want to go to sleep now?"

Haley shook her head, unable to look away. Could he feel the way her heart pounded in her chest? A steady thump thump thump that raced even faster each second he watched her. Could he feel the way her body heated against his? Growing warm, melting against him. Seeking. Searching. Trembling.

She shook her head again. Her tongue darted out, moistening her lips before she finally answered. "No. No, I don't want to go to sleep."

A small smile teased his mouth. He cradled the back of her head with the palm of his hand and drew her down, his mouth capturing hers in a deep kiss. Slow. So slow and warm, like he had all the time in the world. Like the most important thing he had to do was kiss her, that nothing else mattered except her.

She moaned, the sound nothing more than a breathy sigh when his tongue swept into her mouth and danced with hers. This was different from the other night, less frantic, less playful. 

But no less intense. No—it was even more intense. Heat flared inside her, the slow burn erupting into a raging inferno that threatened to burn her alive. She shifted, straddling him, and pressed her hips against his. Another moan escaped her at the feel of his hard length between her legs, at the sudden need that exploded to life inside her. Desperate, intense, powerful.

Zach's hands slid along her back, dragging her sweater higher. His fingers caught the strap of her bra, swiftly unhooked it and pushed it out of his way.

Haley tore her mouth from his, heard him groan when she pushed to her knees. His hands closed over her hips, holding her in place as he pressed against her. She sighed then pulled the sweater over her head, tossed it and her flimsy bra on the floor behind her.

Zach's gaze dropped to her chest, his eyes so focused, so intent, that she started to cross her arms in front of her. He grabbed her hands and pinned them to her sides, his eyes boring into hers.

"Don't even think about it, sweetheart."

"They're not—" She hesitated, swallowed, looked away as embarrassment heated her face. "I'm not very big."

"You're perfect." He released one hand, dragged the tips of his fingers along her side then cupped one small breast in his hand. A gasp escaped her, heat shooting through her at his touch. Spreading, coiling. Liquid fire pooled between her legs and she pressed herself closer against him, her body seeking the relief only he could give her.

He rolled the tight peak of her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, grazed the tip with his nail. Another gasp escaped her, this one even sharper as her body tightened in response. 

Did he know what he was doing to her? Did he know how sensitive her breasts were? How close she was to exploding, just from the way he was touching them? Most guys didn't, had never bothered to waste their time because she was so small.

But Zach wasn't most guys. Not even close.

Or maybe he was, because he lowered his hand, leaving her feeling empty. She swallowed her disappointment, forced her eyes open and looked down at him. The naked heat in his eyes seared her, holding her gaze when she wanted to do nothing more than look away.

He shifted so fast, she didn't realize what he was doing until she was on her back, under him. No, not under him, not really. He was kneeling beside her, his hands undoing the button and zipper of her jeans. He climbed out of bed, standing by her feet to pull off her boots and socks, then yanked her jeans down. 

She pushed up on her elbows, her hungry gaze raking each inch of his body as he shed his own clothes. Broad shoulders, broad chest, the sculpted lines accented by the bold strokes of his tattoos. An eagle, its proud wings stretched across his chest. A griffin, its forepaws extended, spread across his lower ribs. A wolf's head, strikingly rendered in black ink, guarded his right hip. 

Her gaze moved lower, to the thin line of dark hair that ran from his abdomen, down to the hard length of his thick erection, standing proud, begging for attention. Haley shifted, pushed to her knees, reached out and closed her hand around his hard length. Zach's body stilled, his breath leaving him in a rush as she stroked him, long and hard. She pressed light kisses along his chest, tracing the lines of his tattoos with her tongue. Lower, lower still.

Zach's hands tangled in her hair, pulling her away before her mouth closed over him. His mouth descended on hers, hot and hard and demanding. "Not yet, Haley. Not yet."

She frowned, not understanding when he pulled away. Not understanding when he guided her to her back. He turned away, dug through the nightstand, then tossed something on the bed next to her. Haley looked closer, frowned, then started laughing when she realized it was a pile of condoms. 

An extremely generous pile. 

"Pretty sure of yourself there, aren't you?"

"You know me, Red—always an optimist." The mattress dipped as he climbed onto the bed and stretched out beside her. She raised her head, expecting his mouth to crash over hers, then swallowed back her disappointment when he shook his head. A small smile teased his mouth.

"Not yet."

"I don't—"

"Trust me."

Haley stiffened. Trust? What was he talking about? What did he expect her to do? He must have seen the worry cross her face, must have sensed her tension, because he leaned down and pressed a quick kiss against the corner of her mouth.

"Just relax, Red. Close your eyes and enjoy."

"I don't—"

"Relax. And any time you want me to stop, all you have to do is say stop."

She watched him for a long minute, uncertainty warring with caution. What was he going to do? Did she trust him enough to do as he said?

Yes, she did. She didn't know why, knew it made no sense, but she did trust him. Haley finally nodded, took a deep breath, then let her head fall back against the downy pillow and closed her eyes.

And waited.

Something light brushed against her inner thigh, the touch gentle, almost hesitant. Zach's finger, the tip barely grazing the sensitive flesh of her thigh, trailing up from her knee. Closer, so close. Haley sighed, her legs spreading, her hips rolling, searching for his touch.

Another touch, one that caused her back to arch on a short gasp of surprise. Zach's mouth, hot and wet and wicked, closing over one breast. His tongue swirled around the hard peak of her nipple as he sucked. Licking, pulling. 

Haley gasped again, her hands digging into the comforter, clutching the smooth material in her tight fists. Muscles pulled tight, liquid pooling between her legs, her hips rocking. 

Another touch against her other breast. Warm and callused, the fingers of Zach's free hand teasing. Touching. Pinching. And oh God, it was too much. Too much, not enough. She was close, so close—and he hadn't even touched her yet, his other fingers were still trailing along her inner thigh, almost an afterthought to what he was doing with each breast.

"Zach. Zach, please..." She gasped again, dug her heels into the mattress and lifted her hips. Searching, seeking, blind with need.

He pulled his mouth from her breast, gently blew on it. Hot, cold, the sensations swirling through her, pushing her closer. His voice, so close to her ear, low and throaty.

"You are so fucking hot, Haley. I want to watch you come. I want to watch you shatter, just from my touch against you."

God yes. He knew her secret, had learned—in the course of one night—what drove her crazy. He palmed her breast again, squeezing, his thumb grazing the hard tip over and over. Flicking, pulling, teasing—

Muscles pulled tight. Tighter, drawing together deep inside. Slow. Slower, holding her suspended on the brink, teasing her. Taunting her. Then faster, crashing together, exploding as her climax washed over her in strong waves, threatening to tear her apart, leaving her screaming and gasping for air.

The mattress dipped and swayed under her. Whispered words, hoarse and guttural, reached her ears, the sound meaningless in the onslaught slamming against her. 

And then Zach was there, his arms anchoring her, saving her. He drove into her, filling her, sending her soaring once more. Crashing, falling.

No, not falling.

Flying.

She clung to him, pressed her mouth against the damp flesh of his neck, and let him guide her to a dizzying height that had only existed in her dreams.

Chapter Fifteen

"So. You and Zach, huh?"

Haley looked over, not surprised to find Megan studying her. What did surprise her was the small frown on her friend's face, like she wasn't quite sure what to make of the news. Not that it was news. It wasn't much of anything. 

Not really.

Haley tripped over the mat behind the bar then caught herself at the last minute. She tried to tell herself it was because Megan had distracted her with the question. Yeah, sure. It had absolutely nothing to do with thoughts of Zach.

With memories from last night.

Shit. If she wasn't careful, she'd end up way over her head. Zach wasn't like any other guy she'd ever dated—which should be a good thing. 

No, it was a good thing.

And that was the problem.

And they weren't dating. Nope, not her. She just skipped the whole dating thing and jumped straight into bed with him. Because yeah, she was smart that way.

She grabbed a few glasses from the drain and hung them on the rack, doing her best to ignore Megan's stare. "No, not me and Zach."

"Really? Haley, I saw you making out in the bathroom. In the women's bathroom."

"We weren't making out."

"He had his tongue down your throat. What do you call that?"

"It's not what you think."

"You sure about that? Because, again—hello—he had his tongue down your throat. I'm not sure what else I could think."

"It was nothing, okay? He just—he was checking up on me, that's all."

"Oh? Is that what they call it now? That's one hell of a check-up, if you ask me."

"I didn't, so just drop it." She grabbed another two glasses, nearly dropped one and caught it at the last minute. 

"So what's going on with you two?"

"I told you: nothing."

"Yeah, you keep saying that." Megan leaned against the counter and folded her arms in front of her. The collar of her flannel shirt pulled to the side, exposing the round disk hanging from a leather thong around her neck. 

Love Fierce.

Haley had given it to her friend a year or so ago, right after a particularly bad break-up that had left Megan moping around. It was supposed to be a reminder not to give your heart to anyone who didn't deserve it, a reminder that they both deserved better. It had originally been a bracelet, but the clasp had broken and Megan had lost it.

Only to find out that Jason had it, and had it made into necklace, one he had worn for a while until the two of them actually got together. Now he wore one exactly like Megan's.

As a reminder of how they belonged together. 

Haley wanted to roll her eyes every time she thought about it, and probably would have if it hadn't been so damn cute.

In a roll-your-eyes kind of way.

"Well?"

Haley's gaze flew to Megan's. "Well, what?"

"OhmyGod, you are so out of it today. What is with you?"

"Nothing."

"Fine, nothing. I don't believe you but whatever. Now what's going on with you and Zach?"

"I told you—"

"He waited for you last night. And I know he drove you home because your car was still in the parking lot this morning when I got here."

"Yeah? So?"

"So—" She drew the word out, filling it with expectation. "Have you two, you know, gotten together?"

"You mean, have we slept with each other?"

"Well, yeah."

"He's not my type."

"Since when do you have a type?"

Since for as long as she could remember: creepy, broke, and irresponsible. She should probably add loser to the list as well, except that was probably being redundant. So yeah, Zach definitely wasn't her type.

And why in the hell couldn't she stop thinking about him? It would be so easy to blame on Megan, since she kept bringing him up, but that wasn't it. Haley had been thinking about Zach from the time he dropped her off an hour ago before heading to his game day skate.

She didn't want to use the word obsessing, but it was pretty damn close.

"Well? Did you?"

"Oh God, you are so annoying." Haley crossed her arms in front of her and leveled a frown at Megan. It did no good, but she had to try. She finally exhaled, the sound long and loud and clearly advertising her frustration. "Yes. We slept together. There? You happy?"

"I knew it!" Megan jumped up and down, a silly grin on her face. "I knew it, I knew it, I knew it."

"You're making a big deal out of nothing. It was just—"

"Oh please. The way you two have been butting heads? It was just a matter of time. This is so cool. Maybe we can all go out together one night, just the four of us, and—"

"Whoa. Back up. Stop. Just—stop." Haley backed away from Megan, her hands held up like she was warding off an attack. "I said we slept together. I didn't say we were seeing each other."

"But—if you're sleeping with him—"

"It was just sex, Megan. Not everyone falls head-over-heels in love after sleeping with someone, okay? And just because you're madly in love with Jason doesn't mean the same thing is going to happen with me and Zach. It was just sex. Got it?"

Megan's smile faltered then disappeared. Disappointment filled her eyes. Or maybe that was just a reflection of what Haley felt. 

Ridiculous. Disappointed? What on earth did she have to be disappointed about? Nothing. Not a damn thing. It was just like she told Megan: they'd had sex. Nothing more, nothing less. She had to keep reminding herself of that. Just because Zach was an odd mix of strength and gentleness, that just because he touched her as if she were a rare treasure to be cherished, that just because he knew exactly where and how to touch her didn't mean anything. He was just observant. And considerate. 

That was all.

Yeah, sure. As long as she kept reminding herself, she'd be fine.

"Are you sure that's all there is to it? Because you two would make a really great couple. I think he'd be good for you."

"Megan, I don't have good luck with relationships. You know that. The last thing I need is to even think about another relationship. I mean, hell, look at the mess that happened with Jimmy. Thanks, but no thanks." Haley grabbed a pile of clean rags and placed them around the bar, then tucked one into her waist apron. They were officially open, but the place was virtually empty. In another hour it would be bustling, especially since it was a Friday.

Haley almost wished the crowds would start coming in now, just so Megan would stop bothering her.

"I really, really can't stand him."

"What? Zach? But I thought—"

"Not Zach. Jimmy. The bastard."

Haley snorted. "I'm not real fond of him either."

"I still don't understand what you ever saw in him."

"Neither do I. Now can we please not have this conversation? I really don't feel like talking about that asshole. It's done and over with. Time to move on."

"Is it? I mean, he showed up here last night, Haley. What if he shows up again?"

"He won't."

"But what if he does?"

Haley blew out an exasperated sigh, her mind searching for words that would ease Megan's worry. "If he shows up again, you can say something to your father, okay? Will that make you feel better?"

"Yeah. I wish you would have let me say something last night—"

"It wouldn't have mattered. Your dad wasn't even here last night."

"Maybe not, but he could have still done something. Called some of his buddies and had them find Jimmy, maybe knock some sense into him and warn him off or something."

"Yeah, because having the cops track him down would have helped." Knowing Jimmy, it would have had the opposite effect and only made him angrier. A finger of cold fear trailed along her spine, causing her skin to pebble. Haley shook the sensation off, told herself it was nothing more than her imagination.

"I still think—"

"Megan, it's over. Can we just drop it and move on to something else? Please?"

"Okay, fine." She hesitated, a sly smile curling her lips. "Then tell me about Zach."

"No. We're not talking about Zach, either. There's nothing there to talk about."

"But you guys would be so good together!"

"No."

"Oh, come on. It's been brewing for a while. I had a feeling you two might get together months ago."

"We are not together."

"But you could be—"

"Megan, stop!" Haley had to swallow her laugh, afraid it might come out as a cackle of frustration instead. It was hard enough to keep herself from fantasizing and playing what-if when it came to Zach—she sure as hell didn't need Megan feeding into it. "Find something else to talk about."

"Fine." A pout formed on Megan's lips and caused her nose to scrunch up. Haley almost laughed again, wondering how long before Megan burst and started asking more question.

She finally sighed and moved over to the large cooler, pulling back the lid and staring into the chilly depths. It didn't need filling, Megan should know that—she had already checked it thirty minutes ago.

She sighed again and slammed the lid, then looked over her shoulder at Haley. "I wish you were going tonight."

"Going where?"

"The game. It's going to be weird because I'm sitting with Courtney and I don't really know her."

"Who's that?"

"Harland's wife. They have the cutest little boy. Noah. He is so adorable."

"I'm sure you'll be fine."

"I guess. Maybe." Megan hesitated, uncertainty flashing in her eyes. "Jenny's going to be there, too."

"Jenny? Oh, Jason's sister. Yeah, so? What about it?"

"I don't know. I—I don't think she likes me too much."

"Why do you say that?"

Megan shrugged, her hands twisting the tail of her shirt. "Just a feeling."

"You're probably reading too much into it. She seemed nice enough to me the one time I met her." A little nosey, maybe, but Haley wasn't going to say that to Megan—especially since she was almost a hundred percent positive that Jenny was going to become Megan's sister-in-law sometime in the near future.

"Yeah, I guess." Megan glanced around, like she was expecting a crowd to suddenly appear in the empty bar. She stepped closer and lowered her voice. "I think her and Tyler have something going on."

Haley grinned and leaned forward, lowering her own voice. "Why are you whispering?"

"I don't know. Because I am. I don't want anyone to overhear."

"Why would anyone care?"

"Are you kidding? Jason would have a fit. It's like a rule or something."

"You lost me. What's a rule?"

"That you aren't supposed to date a teammate's sister."

"That's stupid."

"Hey, I'm not the one who made it." 

The door opened behind Haley, letting in the sounds of low voices and laughter. She glanced over her shoulder, watched as the first two customers of their day made their way to one of the tables, then grabbed two menus from the neat stack on the shelf.

"I still wish you were going tonight."

"You know I'm working. I agreed to take Sammie's shift."

"That makes for another long day for you, doesn't it?"

"Not too bad. It's a short shift so I get off at ten."

"Maybe you'll feel like hanging out after? I think the guys are coming here after the game."

"Sure. Maybe." Or maybe not, because Zach had said something about stopping by her place after the game. She wasn't about to tell Megan that.

"You should. It'll be fun."

"I'll play it by ear."

Megan nodded then busied herself with a final sweep of the bar to make sure everything was ready. Haley stepped past her and headed out to the floor, ready to start another day. She felt bad for not telling Megan the truth, but she did it in self-defense. It was hard enough to keep herself from fantasizing and playing what-if when it came to Zach—she sure as hell didn't Megan feeding into it.

There was nothing between her and Zach, nothing but sex. She had to keep telling herself that.

But it was the thought of meeting up with him later tonight that made the busy hours go by so fast.

Chapter Sixteen

Torresi was in danger of stroking out. Green eyes, as cold as glaciers, bulged from a face that was turning redder with each shout that echoed around the locker room. The screams bounced off the concrete walls, the rubber mat on the floor doing little to absorb the sound. 

The man was seriously pissed, no doubt about it. But fuck, didn't he know the rest of them were just as pissed? They'd lost their last seven games. They fucking knew that. Hell, they'd been there, just like Coach had been there. He wasn't telling them anything new. 

Maybe he'd just had enough. Had reached his limit and finally exploded. Zach could appreciate that. Hell, he had a feeling the entire team was ready to explode. He could fucking feel it—the tension, the wariness, the weariness. A heavy blanket of expectation hung over everyone, like the calm before the storm. All it would take was the strike of a single match before shit went boom.

Zach wrapped his hands around his stick, afraid to so much as move. Hell, just glancing around the locker room was risking the full brunt of Coach's ire. He wasn't the only one who felt it, either. Not a single man was moving. 

Better to let Coach get it out of his system. 

"I expect better from every single fucking player on this team. Do you hear me? We should be ahead on the board, not fucking falling to Bridgeport. Defense, get your fucking asses in there and protect Bowie. You think he's fucking Superman? He's not. Do your fucking job." Torresi loosened the tie around his neck then started pacing. His fingers tightened around the roll of papers in his hand, the crinkling loud in the silence as he tapped the roll against his leg with each step.

Step. Tap. Step. Tap.

Torresi reached the wall, stopped, spun back around. "Offense, get in their shoot. Fucking shoot the fucking puck. How the fuck do you expect to score if you don't even take the fucking shot? The lines are breaking down. You're letting them get into your fucking heads. It needs to fucking stop. Now. You hear me?"

There was a murmur of agreement, the voices subdued, cautious. Torresi looked around, his jaw clenched so hard Zach expected to hear the sound of teeth cracking.

Coach finally sucked in a deep breath, let it out with a sharp hiss, then looked around and shook his head. "Jesus fucking Christ."

He spun on his heel and stormed out of the room, Coach Richards and Coach Kroncke following him. Several long seconds went by, the silence finally broken by a loud collective sigh. One by one, everyone came to life—subdued and cautious maybe, but they were finally breathing.

Zach relaxed his grip on the stick then grabbed a roll of tape, just for something to do. Nervous energy—he'd been plagued with it since he left his condo for the game a few hours ago. Unsettled. Anxious. Edgy.

He shrugged it off, chalked it up to the tension that had been hanging over everyone the last few days. No, more like the last few weeks. It had nearly come to a head during warm-ups, at least between Jason and Tyler. Something had happened between those two, something that would have come to blows if Harland and Aaron hadn't stepped between them. Zach didn't know exactly what was said but he wouldn't be surprised if it had something to do with Jenny.

Whatever. Not his problem. He didn't need the extra tension. None of them did.

At least he'd been able to separate himself from it for the most part because he'd been occupied with Haley. There wasn't a damn thing wrong with that, as far as he was concerned. 

But he still couldn't shake off the unsettling edginess, like something was going to happen. He didn't like it, didn't like the way it crawled up his spine and made his neck tingle. Didn't like the way it made him want to look over his shoulder, like something was creeping up behind him.

He closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath, held it deep in his lungs and forced himself to relax. Tyler was real big on shit like this, swore it helped. Zach wondered if he was doing all that meditation shit now, or if he was still busy having his ass handed to him by Kolchak.

"What do you think is going to happen?" The quiet voice was just as subdued as the atmosphere hanging over the locker room. Zach opened his eyes and looked up. Travis was standing in front of him, bouncing from skate to skate as he twirled his stick in one hand.

"Happen with what?"

"I don't know. Everything, I guess. Something is off. I can feel it."

"Yeah—our fucking game." Zach double-checked his laces then stood and rolled his shoulders. It was time to head back out to the ice, to see if they could turn things around in the second period.

"Nah. It's more than that." Travis followed Zach out to the tunnel. 

"Just focus on the game, Grasshopper. That's all that matters."

"Yeah. I guess. You going out after? To Mystic's?"

Zach nodded. He didn't want to—he'd rather go straight to Haley's. But Aaron had insisted everyone meet after the game, for some serious bonding and relaxing. A team night, he called it. Yeah, because they didn't already see enough of each other as it was.

But Zach had agreed. And maybe Aaron had a point. Maybe they just needed to blow off some collective steam. They only had two weeks left in the season. They sure as hell couldn't keep playing under this stifling tension.

And the tension only grew worse during the second period. They'd finally managed to get one on the board but it still wasn't enough. Tyler was off his game, his reactions slow, like his mind was on something completely different. And Jason—

Who the fuck knew what was going on with Jason. Krasnoff, the fucking Russian goon from Bridgeport, had been chirping him all night. The chirping had gotten worse during the second period. Whatever Krasnoff was saying was really getting into Jason's fucking head.

Zach leaned forward, his hands gripping the stick, his legs bouncing with pent-up energy as he watched the play unfold on the ice. The second line had been out there too long, unable to clear the puck long enough for a line change. They were beyond tired, Zach could see it in the red sweaty faces, in the forced strides as they kept chasing the fucking puck.

And fuck, Bridgeport had the puck, they were taking the shot and—

Tyler snagged the puck from mid-air, pulling it into his chest and holding it until the whistle blew. Finally. Maybe this was the break they needed. 

Or maybe facing off right in front of their own fucking net was the worst thing that could happen.

Zach held his breath, watching Jason go head-to-head against Krasnoff as they waited for the puck to drop. Krasnoff said something, his sneer clear even from the bench. Whatever it was couldn't be good because Jason threw his stick to the ice and went after the Russian.

And holy shit, all hell broke loose. Tyler flew out of the net, lunging for Krasnoff while the other man had Jason pinned to the ice. Zach didn't think, didn't pay attention to Torresi's warning to not fucking move. Nobody paid attention. 

Zach vaulted over the bench, hauling ass as he raced toward the brawl. Equipment went flying, almost as fast as the fists pounding against flesh. A blur of orange and blue came out of nowhere, catching him in the side. Zach stumbled, nearly fell, caught a handful of jersey and steadied himself. A fist clipped his eye, just enough to sting.

Fuck that shit.

Zach spun around, one punch landing squarely in the other player's gut, another one catching him on the mouth. Hands grabbed him, pushing and pulling, breaking them apart. Zach spun around again, ready to start swinging, caught himself at the last minute when he noticed it was Aaron. There was a cut on his forehead, blood dripping into his eye. Aaron wiped it away then nodded toward center ice.

"Stop Tyler."

Zach turned, saw Tyler propping up a nearly-limp Krasnoff by his bloodied jersey. He swung, hit the Russian in the nose. Swung again and caught him the jaw. Swung one more time, and again, and again.

Holy fucking shit.

Zach pushed off with his back leg, blades cutting deep into the rough ice as he hurried toward Tyler. He caught the goalie around the shoulders, yanked him away from Krasnoff and threw him to the ice, holding him down with his own body. Tyler was in a frenzy, bucking and cussing, trying to throw Zach off.

"Stop it. Just fucking stop it. Now." Zach's voice was low and furious, filled with urgent warning. They must have finally gotten through whatever frenzied haze was gripping Tyler because he stopped fighting, his body going limp against the ice. He nodded, once, to show his understanding.

Zach waited, just to be sure, then jumped to his feet and hauled Tyler up. The goalie grabbed the hem of his jersey and wiped it across his face, the material coming away stained with blood. 

Tyler didn't say anything, just nodded and looked around, a smile of satisfaction spreading across his cut mouth. 

The fight was winding down now, the officials slowly gaining control. Zach looked around, a smile on his face when he realized the tension that had been clawing at him had finally eased. Not disappeared—there was still a slight edginess there, just under the surface. But for the most part, the tension was gone.

He moved around the ice, helping to collect equipment, a goofy ass grin on his face. Yeah, nothing like a good fight to release all that built-up tension. The only thing better would be sex.

And if he was lucky, that would come later.

His grin faltered for a second. Yeah, probably much later. The game was going to be delayed as the officials tried to sort out this fucking mess. And Torresi was probably going to go ballistic and keep them after the game just to read them the riot act.

And then he had to put in an appearance at Mystic's. Maybe Haley would wait for him there.

Or maybe he'd stay just long enough for one drink and meet her back at her place—and work on getting rid of the last bit of edginess.

It didn't matter. As long as he was able to see Haley tonight, he could handle the delays. 

Because she was definitely worth the wait.

Chapter Seventeen

Haley drove around the block a second time, her eyes searching left and right for an open space. Any open space would do, she wasn't picky. 

And she was out of luck. Nothing had opened since the last time she drove around, which meant she'd end up parking a couple blocks away. Again.

It was a Friday night, for crying out loud. Why were there so many cars? Didn't these people have a life?

No, they didn't. And she wasn't much better. 

She pushed the depressing thought away and drove two blocks down and made a right, widening her search. Something had to be open. Somewhere.

A yawn broke free, loud and long, big enough that she actually felt her jaw pop. She shouldn't be this tired. Yes, it had been a long, busy day. Yes, her feet were tired and her back hurt. But the wad of tips in her back pocket more than made up for it.

That, and the excitement of seeing Zach in a little bit.

And God, she needed to stop already. So Zach was coming over. Big deal. She needed to get a grip and stop overreacting. 

Sex, Haley. It's just sex.

Yet no matter how many times she told herself that, she couldn't stop the tiny glimmer of—hope? Excitement? Anticipation? She didn't know what it was, only knew that she had to tamp it down. That she couldn't let it go to her head. There was nothing going on between her and Zach. Nothing except sex, that was. They weren't compatible. They were both stubborn. Straightforward. Hard-headed. Obstinate. Blunt.

So okay, maybe they did have some things in common. And okay, yeah—Zach happened to be super sexy. Playful. Considerate. Hard on the outside and mushy on the inside, like a roasted marshmallow.

Haley choked on her bark of laughter. A marshmallow? Zach? He'd have a shit fit if she ever said that out loud. No way would she even think about telling him that.

She eased her car into a narrow spot, having to do a gazillion-point-turn to finally wedge it in and even then, she damn near popped the curb. Christ, she hated parallel parking.

She threw the car into Park, cut the engine, then shoved her shoulder against the door. It opened with a creak and she pushed one more time, clearing enough space to squeeze through. She leaned across the cracked console and grabbed the bag from the passenger side floor, then turned and twisted and finally climbed out. She kicked the door closed, gave the car one last scowl, then moved to the sidewalk. Sure enough, the rear passenger tire was kind of propped against the curb, not quite on it, but not exactly off it, either. 

Screw it. It was only going to be like that until she left for work tomorrow. One night sure as hell wasn't going to hurt the hunk of junk.

She shifted the bag to her left arm and held her keys in her right hand then started walking. Glass clinked against glass with each step, making her question the impulse to stop at the liquor store on the way home. She had beer in her refrigerator, she didn't need more.

Except Zach drank a different brand than the cheap domestic crap she usually bought. It was some fancy import from Germany with a long name she couldn't pronounce, even if she did know it was a wheat beer.

And about three times as much as what she usually paid. 

That more than anything told her she was in danger of getting in over her head. Whatever. It was one six-pack, not a freaking commitment.

She finally reached her building and pushed through the heavy metal door. Surprise, surprise. The upstairs light was out. Again.

Haley muttered under her breath, dropping a few of her more colorful vocabulary words, then fumbled for the small flashlight on her keyring. A beam of light pierced the darkness as she climbed the stairs, her steps drowned out from the music blaring from one of the downstairs apartments. The heavy bass echoed around her, bounced inside her skull and scraped the base of her neck. 

She thought about going back down and knocking on their door, asking them to turn the music down. No sooner had the thought come into her mind that she pushed it away, immediately dismissing it. She had no idea who the new tenants were, had never even seen them. Getting into a confrontation was the last thing she wanted—or needed—right now.

Haley reached the landing, shone her light around to make sure there were no disgusting prizes waiting for her, then unlocked her apartment and kicked the door closed behind her.

How much longer before Zach got here? She wasn't sure, hadn't paid attention to the time when he'd sent her the texts. She shoved the last bottle into the refrigerator then pulled her phone and the wad of cash from her back pocket. She lifted the lid of the cookie jar, tossed the cash inside, then replaced the lid and gave it a quick pat.

"Keep it safe, Kermy."

The green frog face stared back at her, its mouth spread in a silly smile. Not exactly the smartest place to keep her tip money but it kept her from spending it all at once. She didn't bother with a bank, not for her nightly tips. It was easier and more convenient to make a deposit run once a month if she needed to. That way, she had cash on hand if she needed it. A little mad money.

Yeah. Mad because there never seemed to be enough.

Haley headed back to the bedroom, her gaze sweeping the small room to make sure it looked halfway decent. The bed was made and the floor was absent of any clothes. Good enough.

She kicked off her boots, tossed them into the small closet, then sat on the edge of the bed and scrolled through the text conversation she'd had with Zach.

You staying at Mystic's?

Maybe, not sure.

Might be late. Big fight. Coach pissed.

Those had been earlier, before the game had even ended. She had no idea what fight Zach had been talking about, wasn't sure if that was good or bad. Well, probably bad if his coach was upset. 

Haley slid her thumb across the screen, reading the other messages that had come just before she got off work.

Definitely going to be late. Coach is keeping us.

Sorry.

No biggie. We won.

Cool.

You hanging out?

No, going to head home.

Still on for later?

If you want.

Duh. Of course.

Haley smiled when she read it. Duh? That didn't even sound like Zach—except it kind of did.

She looked at his last message, her smile growing a little wider when she read it.

See you in a little bit, sweetheart. He'd even ended it with a smiley kiss.

Okay, yeah, it was official. She was probably maybe just a teensy bit in over her head. So what? She could deal. She had to. As long as she kept telling herself they were only having fun, she could deal.

She tossed the phone on the bed then moved to the dresser, opening and closing drawers as she figured out what to wear. She needed to take a shower, wash the bar funk off her so she didn't smell like beer and sweat. And shave, she needed to shave, too, because nobody liked stubble. Did she have time? It didn't matter if she did or not, showering and shaving wasn't optional.

But what the hell should she put on when she got out of the shower?

She dug through her underwear drawer, already knowing the search was hopeless. She didn't own sexy lingerie. She didn't own sexy anything. Not only was it not her, it wasn't in her budget.

Okay, so sexy lingerie was out of the question. Zach didn't seem to mind anyway, hadn't paid much attention to her underwear—except that first time when she hadn't been wearing any.

What was that saying? Less is more? Okay, she'd go for less. It was easier that way.

She yanked a white tank top from the middle drawer, then grabbed a pair of cut-off sweat shorts from the bottom one. The tank shirt was thin and light, practically see-through. Maybe, if she timed it right, she'd still be damp from the shower and the shirt would be a little wet and—

Yeah, she had it bad. Plotting to wear a wet white shirt in the hopes of exciting Zach? That was a new one, even for her.

Didn't mean she wasn't going to do it.

She peeled off her jeans and sweater and socks and tossed them into the laundry basket then headed to the bathroom. Shampoo, soap, wash, shave. Impulse struck her at the last minute. She grabbed the bottle of smelly shower gel Megan had given her for Christmas and squirted some into her hands. The faint scent of cinnamon, light and subtle, filled the steamy shower. Haley hesitated. Should she use it or not? What the hell. Zach had called her hot. Maybe he'd appreciate her smelling like a fireball.

She lathered the gel and spread it over her skin then stepped back and rinsed off just as the water turned cooler. Crap. She'd been in the shower longer than she realized. Was Zach on his way over? Her phone was still in the bedroom so she had no way of knowing if he'd called or sent a text.

She grabbed a towel and dried off, then bent over and wrapped it turban-style around her hair. No way did she have time to dry it now, it was too thick and wavy. So what? She'd throw a little styling product in it and hope for the best. It wasn't like she really did anything to her hair anyway, not when it had a mind of its own.

She heard the knock on the door just as she finished rinsing the toothpaste from her mouth. Crap. She really had been in the shower longer than she thought.

She pulled the towel off her head, pumped some oil into her palms, then bent over at the waist and ran her hands through her hair. One last look in the mirror was all she had time for because the knock sounded again.

Haley took a deep breath and pressed her hand against her stomach, trying to calm the sudden butterflies flying around. It was just Zach. Nothing to get all worked up about.

She headed toward the door, took another deep breath, and fixed what she hoped was a sexy smile on her face. 

The smile died as soon as she opened the door. A blast of arctic air ripped through her, freezing her from the inside out.

"Jimmy."

Chapter Eighteen

The tension was back, clawing at Zach, tightening his chest and filling him with a nervous energy that made his leg bounce under the table. He wrapped his hand around the mug of beer, wincing at the pull of the cut on his knuckles. How the fuck had his hand gotten messed up? He didn't know, hadn't even realized it was there until after the game. Every cut and bruise had made themselves known when he was in the shower, washing up after Torresi finally finished screaming at them.

He wasn't the only one sporting souvenirs from the brawl—they all were, every single one of them. Was that why he felt the nervous energy, the build-up of tension? Maybe. It didn't make sense, he'd never felt it before, but what the fuck. Maybe this was something new.

Ben said something to him. Zach shook his head, letting him know he hadn't heard because of all the noise, then leaned over the table. Ben grinned then raised his mug in a small salute. 

"I was just admiring your shiner. Very attractive."

"Yeah? Not as bad as yours." 

Ben laughed then turned to say something to Travis. Zach sat back, took another swallow of beer, then glanced around. Maybe he was just imagining the tension, the edginess. Nobody else seemed to feel it, not with the way they were all laughing and carrying on. Yeah, they'd won. Yeah, it felt good. It didn't matter, they all knew that. Their season was still ending in two weeks, no matter what they did.

He looked up as Jenny approached the table, her face pale and drawn. Jason said something to Travis, tried to get him to move, but Jenny shook her head and sat in the empty chair next to Tyler. 

Well damn. Maybe that was why he felt so tense. Were they finally going to come clean tonight and tell Jason they were together? Fuck, he hoped not. Not after the accusations Krasnoff had been hurling about. Did the big Russian really have compromising pictures of Jenny? Maybe. Maybe not. It would sure as hell explain why Jason and then Tyler went after him the way they did.

And it didn't matter if Krasnoff did or if he didn't. Jason might be laughing and smiling now, but Zach had no doubt that would change in the blink of an eye if he found out Tyler was seeing Jenny.

Zach leaned forward, trying to get the goalie's attention, trying to send a silent signal, a warning. But Tyler was too engrossed in whatever deep conversation the four of them were having.

Jason frowned and leaned to the side, pulling the phone from his pocket. He said something to Megan then looked down. Revulsion spread across his pale face, followed by anger. He pushed away from the table, his gaze moving from Jenny to the phone and back.

"What the fuck? What the ever-loving fuck?" Jason's bellow was choked with horror, abruptly silencing all conversation. Everyone spun around, varying degrees of surprise on their faces. All color had fled Jason's face, his mouth twisted in a grimace of disgust as he stared down at his phone.

Tyler opened his mouth, ready to say something. Zach had no idea what the goalie was getting ready to say because he stopped and yanked his own phone from his pocket. He swiped the screen, a look of pure rage crossing his face as he stared down at it.

Then Aaron's phone rang. And Zach's. Travis, Ben, Ryan, Kyle—everyone's phones were going off, a chorus of clashing rings and vibrations echoing around the table. Megan glanced around, looked back at Jason, concern blazing in her eyes. 

But Jason wasn't looking at Megan. His gaze, cold and furious, was leveled on Jenny. She was staring at him, her mouth trembling, her face pale and sweaty.

And fuck, this wasn't going to be good. Zach knew it.

"How the fuck could you do this?"

"What? I—I don't know—"

"Fuck. Goddamn fucking shit—" Jason kept swearing, his gaze moving between Jenny and his phone. He shot from his chair, his scorching gaze raking everyone around them. "Nobody open their phones. Nobody even fucking look at them. The first person who tries, I swear to fuck, I will rip your fucking arms out. Hand them over, now."

Shit. A sinking feeling crashed over Zach. He didn't have to look at his phone to know. He didn't even have to guess. 

Somehow, some way, Krasnoff must have gotten their numbers. And there was no doubt he'd just sent them whatever pictures he had claimed to have of Jenny.

One by one, Jason collected the phones, a deep, whimpering growl growing in his throat as he opened each one and started deleting pictures. Jenny looked on in horror, her body shaking, tears filling her eyes.

Oh fuck. 

Zach shifted, ready to go over and comfort her, to tell her it was going to be okay—something Jason obviously had no intention of doing. And fuck. She was his sister. He needed to be reassuring her right now, not acting like a fucking ass.

Tyler was the one who finally leaned closer to her, who offered her the reassurance. He draped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her stiff body closer. He shook his head, said something Zach couldn't hear as Jenny tried to pull the phone from his hand. Tyler shook his head again and shoved the phone into his pocket, still talking to her.

Jason spun around, his eyes narrowing when he saw Tyler holding Jenny.

"Dammit! Motherfucker." Jason leaned across the table, his fists planted between the pitcher of beer and several cups. The muscle flexed in his jaw, a steady thump thump thump that matched the heavy pulse throbbing in the extended veins in his neck. "Everything the fucker said, it was true. Wasn't it? Every fucking thing. How could you do that to me?"

Zach pushed his chair back, ready to grab Jason, to pull him away and try to calm him down. He wasn't fast enough. Tyler's arm swung out, knocking Jason back. 

"Get the fuck away from her."

Something flashed in Jason's eyes. Awareness. Recognition. Yeah, he'd finally figured it out. Not good—not for Jenny, not for Tyler.

Jason jerked back, anger filling his face. "You too? What the fuck, Jenny? Is there anyone you haven't—"

He never finished the words. Tyler lunged across the table, overturning it as he grabbed Jason by the throat. Cups crashed to floor. Beer flew around them, soaking pants and arms and shirts. Megan screamed as Tyler shoved Jason against the wall, actually lifting him off the floor.

"You don't talk to her like that. You got it? You don't fucking talk to her—"

Zach launched to his feet and grabbed one of Tyler's arms, trying to pull him away from Jason. He wouldn't let go, his body pinning Jason's to the wall, his forearm shoved against the other man's throat, choking him. Zach pulled again, harder, as Aaron wedged himself between the two men. His voice boomed in the odd silence around them.

"Knock it the fuck off. Now."

Tyler looked like he wasn't going to listen, looked like he was ready to throw Zach and Aaron both to the side and kill Jason. Zach moved even closer, ready to grab him again just in case. Aaron leveled a cold stare at Tyler, silently daring him to move, warning him it would be the last thing he did in a long while.

"You. Go after your girlfriend. Now."

Tyler jerked his arm from Zach's grip and spun around, panic crossing his face. Jenny was nowhere in sight. Megan motioned toward the door then hurried over to Jason as Tyler raced past her.

Jason sagged against the wall and grabbed his throat, rubbing at the red mark already forming. He draped one arm around Megan's shoulders, partially leaning against her as he sucked in gulps of air.

"What the fuck. Did you see what he did? I'll fucking kill him."

"Jason, stop it." Megan's voice was quiet, a little shaky, but no less forceful. Jason's shoulders dropped as he stared down at her.

"But he's with Jenny! You saw him! He fucking lied. Right to my face."

Zach kicked the chair next to him, sent it flying against the overturned table then rounded on Jason. "Would you knock it the fuck off?"

"What the hell—"

"Aaron's right. This isn't about you. It's about Jenny. And what that fucking asshole did to her. That's what you should be upset about."

"Upset? Yeah, I am. What the fuck was she thinking? What the hell did she think was going to happen after doing something so fucking stupid—"

Zach started to lunge toward him, ready to take up where Tyler had let off. Aaron grabbed him and held him back. Megan was already up in Jason's face, her ponytail swinging as she shoved her finger into his chest and laid into him.

Good for her. Zach's respect for Megan jumped a hundred notches.

He turned away and started helping the guys clean up the mess they'd made. Damn good thing Haley wasn't here. Not only would she have helped rip Jason a new one, she would have laid into all of them for tearing the place apart.

Not that one overturned table and a few broken glasses and some spilled beer was quite the same as tearing something apart.

And why the fuck was he still here, when he could be at Haley's right now? The edginess bit into him again, sharper this time, followed by a sense of urgency he didn't understand. He should have never come here tonight, he should have gone straight to Haley's.

He moved toward Aaron, reaching for his wallet and pulling out a couple of large bills. "Here. Put this toward the damages. I have to run."

"Where are you off to?"

"Somebody I have to see."

Aaron took the money, his brows pulled low over his eyes in a deep frown. "Everything okay?"

"No. Yeah. I mean, I think. I just need to go." He didn't wait for Aaron's response, just spun around and took off, that strange sense of urgency gripping him tighter.

Ridiculous. He was just allowing himself to get caught up in all of the night's drama. In twenty minutes, he'd be sitting on Haley's sofa and they'd be laughing about it.

He fired off a text, telling her he was on his way, and peeled out of the parking lot. Twenty minutes from now, he'd be at Haley's. That wasn't long at all.

That didn't stop him from ignoring the speed limit as he raced toward her place. And it didn't ease the urgency that grabbed him by the throat and squeezed, making it hard to breathe. He glanced down at his phone, wondering why she hadn't sent him a text back. There could be lots of reasons. The phone could be in another room. Maybe it was still on vibrate and she didn't hear it. Maybe she was in the shower. Hell, maybe she had fallen asleep on the sofa waiting for him. There were lots of reasons.

And not a single one that explained the sharp panic threatening to seize him.

He turned onto her block, swore when he didn't see any parking, then gunned the engine and made a quick right. There was one space at the corner, just big enough for his truck. Who gave a fuck if it was in front of a hydrant? At best, he'd get a ticket. At worst, his truck would get towed and he'd have to pay to get it back. 

He cut the engine and jumped down, slamming the door behind him. The soles of his dress shoes slapped against the cracked pavement, the sound loud to his ears, off somehow. He was running. Why the fuck was he running? He didn't need to show up at Haley's door all sweaty and breathless. Unless he could convince her to jump in the shower with him. Now there was an idea worth looking into.

Zach pushed through the downstairs door, that edginess morphing into panic and wrapping over him, made worse by the loud music echoing through the darkened stairwell. The fucking light upstairs was out again. He swore to himself and started up the steps, frowning when he noticed the thin sliver of pale light cutting through the darkness. 

What the fuck? Why was her apartment door open? No way in hell would Haley leave her door open, even if she knew he was on his way up. 

Zach gripped the railing and took the stairs two at a time, no longer trying to calm the irrational panic that drenched him in a cold sweat. Let Haley make fun of him, he didn't give a fuck. Laughing at him meant she was fine.

"Haley? Everything okay?" He pushed through the door and stepped inside her apartment. His skin crawled, his neck tingling at the odd silence surrounding him, out of place and just wrong, even with the music blaring downstairs. 

He closed the door behind him, tilted his head and listened. Nothing. No sound of water running, no sound of anyone moving around. Just...silence.

Stark. Absolute. 

What the fuck? Did she have to run out for something? But why the fuck would she leave her door open? It didn't make sense.

Zach moved deeper into the apartment, wary now, his gaze moving from left to right and back again. He turned into the kitchen and felt his heart rip from his chest.

Pieces of green ceramic littered the counter and sink. The small table was overturned, the leg of one chair shattered.

Haley was sprawled on the floor, her head wedged against the refrigerator. One pale and bloodied arm was crossed over her chest, her hand twisted at an odd angle. The other arm was splayed by her head, her elbow bent at a ninety-degree angle, her hand outstretched, like she was reaching for something. The overhead light glinted on the bloodied blade of the small knife in the corner, just out of her reach.

Blood oozed from a gash on her head, staining her temple and cheek, puddling on the floor under her. Her bottom lip was split wide open, the flesh around her mouth swollen and mottled. Her shirt was torn, splattered in blood, the same blood that streamed from the long gash running from her collarbone to the swell of one small breast.

"Fuck. Christ. Haley, no." Zach dropped to his knees, heedless of the blood soaking through his dress pants, needing only to touch Haley. To hold her. "Oh God. Sweetheart. Haley. No. No no no no."

He tried to breathe against the panic, couldn't understand why black dots flashed across his eyes. He blinked, reached for her, felt warm skin against his palm. Fuck, he couldn't see. Why the fuck couldn't he see? He needed to see, Haley needed him right now.

He kept one hand wrapped around her arm, unwilling to break the physical connection. "Haley, sweetheart. I'm here. Okay? I'm here." He reached for the counter behind him, blindly searching for something, anything. His hands closed over a towel and he stared at it for a blind second, not remembering why he needed it.

Blood. He needed to stop—

No. Stop. He needed to stop. To think. To focus. Haley needed help. Now. More help than he could give her. An ambulance. Yes, that's what she needed. 

He held the towel against the gash on her chest then dragged his phone from his pocket, tried to unlock it with shaking fingers. Something smeared across the screen, making it hard to see. Blood. Oh God, blood. 

Haley's blood. 

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. He was losing it, on the verge of totally fucking losing it. He couldn't lose it. Not now. Haley needed him.

He ignored the cries surrounding him, low and guttural, like an injured animal. He had no idea where the fuck they were coming from. It didn't matter, he'd figure it out later. Haley. He needed to help Haley.

He jammed his finger against the screen, finally managing to hit 9-1-1. His voice was panicked, the words flying out too fast as he begged for help, as he stammered out the address and pleaded for them to hurry.

Zach tossed the phone to the floor, heedless of the faint voice still asking questions. He leaned closer to Haley, pressed the towel tighter against her chest, reached for her with his other hand. Touching her. Her hand. Her arm. Her shoulder. He needed to hold her, to pull her into his arms, to tell her everything was going to be okay.

But he couldn't. He couldn't hold her. Couldn't move her. She was hurt, he didn't know how bad because oh my God, fuck, there was so much fucking blood. If he moved her, he might hurt her even more.

So he just stayed where he was, kneeling by her side, those strange animal sounds still echoing around him as he waited for help to arrive.

Chapter Nineteen

"You need to go home. Wash up."

Zach slammed the door closed behind him and leveled a threatening glare at Aaron. "No. I need to get to the hospital."

"Like that?" Aaron turned the key in the ignition. The car's engine hummed to life. He shook his head then backed out of the parking lot. "You need—"

"I need to get the hospital. I should have gone with her. I should have never left her."

"You didn't have a choice."

It was nothing more than the truth but that didn't stop the guilt, the regret, the anger. He should have fought the police harder, should have insisted they let him go. And then what? Sit in jail even longer? 

The last few hours were nothing but a nightmarish blur, filled with fragments of images. Sounds. Accusations. 

Memories of blood.

Zach raised his hand, ready to draw it down over his face, then stopped. Stared at it. At the dried blood around his nails. At the blood caked in the crease of his knuckles. Bile soured his stomach. Twisting, turning. Aaron stopped the car at his urgent demand, just in time for Zach to throw open the door and empty the contents of his stomach on the side of the road. Dry heaves wracked his body and cold sweat drenched his skin. 

Fuck. The blood. So much fucking blood.

"You okay?"

Zach wiped a hand across his face and nodded, leaning his head against the back of the seat. Something cold and wet was pushed into his hand. A bottle of water. He uncapped it, took a long swallow and swished it around his mouth then spit out. Another long swallow, the cool liquid coating his raw throat and hitting his empty stomach. He squeezed his eyes closed and took a deep breath, willing the water to stay down.

"I need to get to the hospital."

"Yeah, I know. But you need to clean up first." Aaron pulled the car back into the lane of traffic—not that there was any, not at this late hour. Or maybe he should say early hour. The horizon was turning lighter, the dawn of new day minutes away from starting.

But the nightmare would continue.

"I need to see Haley."

"Megan's with her."

"I still need to fucking see her."

"I know. Soon."

Soon. It wasn't soon enough. He should be with her now, should have never left her.

But he hadn't had any choice.

An ambulance had arrived, sirens wailing. Heavy steps on the stairs, hurried, loud in the unnatural silence that had fallen over him as he kneeled there next to Haley. Hands had grabbed him, pulled him away, held him back as the paramedics started working on Haley. 

Words like unconscious and fracture and possible concussion and loss of blood spun around the room. Questions were thrown at him, questions he couldn't answer because he could barely remember his own fucking name. 

And then the police were there, asking more questions. Accusing him. Wanting to know how Haley had been hurt. Asking about the cuts on his knuckles and the bruise around his eye and why he smelled of beer. And fuck, they had looked at him with cold eyes, judging him, finding him guilty.

They fucking thought he'd been the one to hurt Haley. To do that to her. 

He tried to tell them no. Tried to explain, tried to tell them about her ex, how he'd been harassing her. But they weren't listening, didn't care. Didn't believe him.

Because they fucking thought he'd been the one to hurt Haley.

He must have called Jason at some point, although he didn't remember doing it. Zach just remembered Jason's car skidding to a stop in front of Haley's apartment as they were leading him out in handcuffs.

Because they fucking thought he'd been the one to hurt Haley. 

Megan had been frantic, nearly as out of control as Zach had been. He'd told her to get to the hospital, to be with Haley, that someone needed to be with Haley.

And then they had shoved him into the back of the car and driven to the police station. He'd been escorted to a small room, his pleas and threats ignored. They left him there, alone, for what seemed like hours, the handcuffs still in place, the metal biting into his flesh.

More faces. More accusations. Torresi had shown up—who the fuck knew how he'd found out about it—followed by Aaron. Then another police officer had come in, accompanied by an older man who introduced himself as Megan's father. They apologized for the mix-up, explained why it happened.

Then they asked about Haley's ex. Asked for every single detail Zach might know, no matter how small.

Not one single person would tell him how Haley was. It wasn't until he threatened Aaron that he got his answer and then only barely. Haley was stable.

Stable.

What the fuck did that even mean?

Aaron pulled the car into a parking lot and cut the engine. Zach looked at the familiar surroundings, his mind struggling to make sense of where they were.

His place. Not the hospital.

"I said—"

"I know what you said. You're in no shape to see her right now, not like that. Ten minutes. Just wash up and change, that's all you need to do."

Zach nodded and climbed out of the car, his mind on autopilot as he followed Aaron inside and upstairs to his place. He must have given his keys to Aaron at some point because the other man unlocked the door, ushered him inside and steered him in the direction of the bathroom.

Hot water poured over him, seeping into fatigued muscles, washing the numbing haze from his mind. He closed his eyes and choked back a strangled cry, the same cry that he'd heard at Haley's as he knelt next to her, helpless and torn. The cry of a dying animal, filled with anguish and torment.

Fuck. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Why the fuck would someone do that to Haley? Witty, sarcastic, fiery, vivacious. Full of life, never afraid to back down. Why? Why the fuck would anyone want to hurt her like that?

Zach should have been there. If he had been there, none of this would have happened. She wouldn't be fucking hurt in the fucking hospital. She wouldn't be stable—she'd be in his fucking arms.

He should have been there—but he hadn't been. He'd been at the bar, hanging out with his buddies after the game, celebrating and fighting over shit that didn't matter. None of it mattered, none of it was important.

Not when Haley was in the hospital.

He dried off, put on clothes he didn't remember bringing in with him, jammed his feet into shoes he didn't remember sitting by the sink. Aaron met him by the door, a travel mug in one hand. He held it out to Zach, waited for him to take it.

"What's that?"

"Coffee. You need it."

"I don't—"

"Just fucking take it." He shoved the mug into Zach's hand, along with a toasted bagel wrapped in a paper towel. Zach shook his head, tried to give them back, but Aaron wasn't paying attention, just told him again in that no-nonsense voice that he needed it.

Then they were in Aaron's car again, heading toward the hospital. Zach forced himself to eat half the bagel then washed it down with the strong, sweet coffee, surprised it didn't come right back up again. 

Surprised he felt some strength seeping back into his battered, weary body.

They reached the hospital, Aaron taking charge as they went inside. Down one hallway, up an elevator, along another hallway and then another and another, finally pushing their way through a heavy double door.

And then they were in Haley's room, only it couldn't be Haley. It didn't look like her, with plastic tubes sticking out of her, with noisy machines surrounding her bed. But it must be Haley because Megan was there, her hand clasped around long, still fingers that were pale against the stark white of the hospital sheets. Jason was standing behind Megan, his hand on her shoulder. He looked over when they walked in, said something that Zach didn't hear, that he couldn't make sense of. He didn't care, he just needed to see Haley.

He took a hesitant step toward the bed, then another and another, not stopping until he was by her side. And oh God, she looked so fragile. So pale and vulnerable. 

A thick bandage was wrapped around her head, covering the gash that had been bleeding so much. The long curls of her once-vibrant hair were stiff and matted with blood. One eye was swollen, the flesh mottled an ugly purple. Her lower lip had been stitched, a neat line of tiny black thread dark against the pale pink of her swollen mouth. Another bruise, this one a little darker, discolored the side of her jaw, between her mouth and ear. 

Why? Why would anyone do something like this to her? To anyone?

A cast covered her left wrist, the one that had been resting at such an odd angle against her chest when he found her. He could see another bandage peeking out from the edge of the hospital gown, just below her collarbone. Dried blood still marred her pale skin, flecks here and there as if they couldn't be bothered to clean her up.

Rage went through him, boiling his blood and making his body shake. He wanted to go after the son-of-a-bitch, make him pay for what he'd done. 

Make him pay for hurting Haley this way.

He must have made a sound because Megan was suddenly standing next to him, her arm around his waist, muttering words he couldn't hear. He shook his head but Megan kept talking, over and over until the words slowly penetrated the haze of fury that gripped him.

"...don't..."

"...needs you..."

"...stupid..."

He blinked, the words finally coming together, forming sentences that he struggled to make sense of.

"Don't do it, Zach. Haley needs you. Don't be stupid. Let the police handle it."

"Handle it? They thought—" His voice cracked and he nearly choked, had to clear his throat and start over. "They thought I did this. They thought I hurt Haley. I tried to tell them but they wouldn't listen. They wouldn't—"

"I know. I know. It wasn't their fault, Zach. They saw your knuckles, saw you'd been in a fight. They couldn't take the chance. I called my dad, that's why he was there. He knows."

"Why didn't they go after him? Why?"

"They are. Trust me, Zach. They'll find him. He'll pay for this."

"I want to fucking kill him."

"Yeah, I know. I do, too." 

Zach looked down, surprised at the viciousness flashing in the depths of her eyes. She was serious, just as serious as he was. And why shouldn't she be? Haley was her best friend. She loved her. Isn't that what you did when you loved someone? Looked out for them? Took care of them? Defended them?

Zach pulled his gaze from hers, afraid Megan would see the guilt embedded so deeply inside him. He should have been there to protect Haley. If he had been there, none of this would have happened.

He ran a hand over his eyes then drew in a deep breath. "What—what happened to her? What did he do to her?"

"Hit her. Repeatedly. She has a concussion. A fractured wrist. They were worried about kidney damage so they're keeping an eye on that. He, uh—" Megan's voice broke and she shook her head, unable to finish. Jason hurried to her side, wrapped his arms around her and held her. His eyes met Zach's, flat and hollow, like he was still struggling to fight his way through a nightmare.

"He kicked her. And he, uh, he stabbed her. In the chest." Jason's mouth snapped closed, a muscle working in his jaw. Long seconds, thick and heavy, passed by before he spoke again. "She put up a fight."

"Did he—" The words clogged his throat, making it hard to breathe. He forced them out anyway. "Did he do anything else? Hurt her any other way?"

Jason stared at him, his face blank. He blinked a few times before understanding flashed in the depths of his pale blue eyes. "No. No, he just—just what you see."

Zach nodded, not knowing what to say. There was nothing he could say, nothing he could do. He stepped closer to the bed and lowered himself into the chair Megan had been sitting in. He reached out, let his hand drop to the mattress, afraid to touch Haley, afraid he'd hurt her if he did. She looked so frail, so still.

Megan's hand closed over his shoulder and squeezed. "It's okay to hold her hand. They gave her some pain medication so she's sleeping, but you can still talk to her if you want."

Zach leaned forward, praying Megan was right. He wrapped both hands around Haley's, taking comfort in the warm flesh beneath his palm, in the feel of her fingers between his. Then he bent his head and stayed that way for a long time, just listening to the sounds around him.

The quiet beeps of the machines next to her bed. 

Someone paging a doctor over the intercom.

Three sets of steps, quietly leaving the room.

The reassuring sound of Haley's breathing, so soft and slow.

He tightened his grip around her hand and wiped the tears from his eyes. "I'm sorry, Red. So fucking sorry. I should have been there. I should have stopped him. I'm so fucking sorry."

He kept repeating the words, over and over, until his throat burned. Until his voice grew hoarse. Until he was certain they were nothing more than inaudible whispers that meant nothing.

And then he felt it, just the faintest stirring. So faint, he thought he was imagining things at first.

He looked down, studying Haley's hand through blurry eyes, watching as her fingers twitched against his. Once, twice, the movement slow and weak. Again, until her fingers weakly wrapped his own and squeezed, just the tiniest bit.

Zach squeezed her hand then bent his head and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. 

He stayed that way for a long time.

Chapter Twenty

"What the fuck do you mean he's out on fucking bail?"

"Keep your voice down!"

A string of profanities, fainter now but still audible. "That's fucking bullshit. How the fuck did he make bail?"

"They lowered it for some reason. No priors. Clean record. Fuck if I know. Maybe the judge just got laid and was in a good mood."

"No record? He almost fucking killed her! He fucking stabbed her! He beat the shit out of her."

"You think I don't know that? I'm just the fucking messenger, don't take it out on me."

More profanities, even quieter. Haley strained her ears but she couldn't make out the other words, not with the bedroom door closed. The only way she'd be able to listen was to get out of bed and walk over and open the door. If she did that, they'd stop talking.

It didn't matter anyway, because the second voice belonged to Jason. And if Jason was here, that meant Megan was here. Which meant her friend would be coming through that door in three, two, one—

"Hey. You awake?" Megan pushed the door open and peeked inside, her voice quiet enough that she wouldn't disturb Haley if she was sleeping.

Which she wasn't.

"Yeah. Come on in." Haley pushed herself to a sitting position, wincing when she accidentally put weight on her left hand. God, she was so sick of the cast. So sick of being sore every single time she moved the wrong way. Sick of being treated like an invalid. Sick of being stuck in the bed or followed around every time she left the room.

Three weeks had passed. The stitches had been removed and the bruises were fading. Yes, the cast was still on her wrist. Yes, she still woke in the middle of the night, screaming or crying. Zach would reach for her, hold her close and whisper reassuring words in her ear until she fell back asleep, safely tucked in his arms.

But she was tired of it. So tired.

Megan walked over to the bed and gently sat on the edge, like she was afraid of jostling the mattress too much. Haley choked back a laugh. Yeah, that would be the only jostling this mattress had seen in the last three weeks.

And oh God, was she really going to complain about that? After everything Zach had done for her? Staying with her in the hospital? Bringing her home? Taking care of her every single minute when he was here, or making sure Megan was with her if he had a game or practice? 

Not that he had any more games. The season was over, had ended a week ago. Which meant Zach was with her all the time now.

Haley wasn't sure how she felt about that.

"How are you feeling?"

"Fine."

"You look better."

"Compared to what? Frankenstein's monster?"

Megan choked back a laugh. "You shouldn't say things like that."

"Why? It's the truth. At least the stitches are out and I can eat now."

"You never looked like Frankenstein—you didn't have those disgusting bolts sticking out of your neck."

Haley laughed then winced again. Okay, so maybe there were some lingering aches and pains still. They weren't anything she couldn't handle.

"I brought you something." Megan reached into her tote bag and brought her hand out with a flourish. A chocolate bar rested in the middle of her palm—dark chocolate, with almonds. And not one of the regular size bars, either. This one was king sized, big and thick.

Haley snatched it out of her hand and tore it open. She snapped off a piece and popped it into her mouth, then broke off another piece and gave it to Megan. Rich, creamy. Absolute perfection.

She finished chewing then glanced at the open door. "How'd you sneak it past the warden?"

"Who?"

"You know—Zach. The warden."

"Why are you calling him that?"

"Why? Because he won't let me out of his sight. He's worried something will happen. Worried I might fall or bang into something or who knows what."

"He's just worried about you."

"I know." Haley swallowed, wondering if her face was heating from embarrassment. Had she sounded ungrateful? Probably. "I'm just getting antsy. I'm not used to being cooped up. I'm not used to being waited on."

"It's only been three weeks, Haley. You need to give yourself time to heal."  

"What I need is to get back to work."

"You're kidding me, right? You're not ready for work. Not even close. Your wrist is—"

"I can carry a tray one-handed, as long as it's not overloaded. You know that. You've seen me do it before."

"It's not the same. I think you need to wait—"

"I need to get out of here. I'm going crazy. I'm not used to just sitting still."

"Maybe this will help." Megan reached back into the bag and pulled out two paperbacks. "I know you've read them already but they're still good."

Haley tried to smile but the effort failed. She released a heavy sigh, leaned to the side, and grabbed the e-reader next to her pillow. "Thanks, but I already have them. And probably at least another hundred books on here."

"When did you get that?"

"Last week. Zach gave it to me, then went online and started buying a ton of books."

"That was sweet of him."

"Yeah. I guess. Also expensive. I don't know if I can pay him back."

"I don't think he expects you to pay him back, Haley."

"Doesn't matter. That's another reason I need to get back to work. I need money."

"I don't think that's a good idea."

"Why not? Because you think I'm helpless?"

"No. Of course not." Megan hesitated, a small frown creasing her forehead. She glanced over her shoulder then leaned closer, lowering her voice. "It's Jimmy. He's—"

"Out on bail. Yeah. I heard."

"Oh." Megan frowned again. "That doesn't worry you?"

Worry her? No, it terrified her. It made her want to lock herself in this room and never go out again because if she did, she'd always be looking over her shoulder. Always wondering where he was. Always waiting for him to come after her again.

But she couldn't admit that to Megan. She had a hard enough time admitting it to herself. She didn't want to live that way.

She wouldn't live that way.

"I have a restraining order against him—"

"Which isn't worth the paper it's printed on. That won't stop him." Zach's voice was hard, unforgiving. He leaned against the doorway, watching her, a muscle jumping in his clenched jaw. Haley tried to look away but the strength of his gaze held her immobile. He was angry, yes, but not at her. And under the anger, she saw worry. And fear. And something else she'd been noticing more frequently: guilt. 

She didn't want to admit it, wanted to pretend she wasn't seeing it, that she was confusing it for something else. But she couldn't deny it, not any longer. Guilt was tearing him apart, bit by bit, a little more each day.

But why? That's what she didn't understand. He had no reason to feel guilty. She didn't bother to ask, not when she instinctively knew he wouldn't answer her, not when she was certain he'd deny it.

"I can't stay locked up in here, Zach. I'm going crazy. I need to get back to work. I need to get outside. To go home."

Pain flashed in his eyes again, slicing through her. Haley pulled her gaze from his and looked at Megan, silently seeking her support. But Megan was staring down at her foot, her fingers toying with the laces of her green-checked Chucks.

"It's not a good idea, Haley. Not until he's locked up."

"I can't stay here—"

Jason stepped into the room, talking right over her. "You still have that property up by the lake, right?"

"Yeah."

"So then why don't you go there? Just for a few weeks. Take a break. That way, Haley won't feel cooped up here, and there's no danger from that asshole."

"That's an idea. We could take my bike up, take in the sights—"

"No." Haley raised her voice. "No. I'm not going anywhere."

All three of them turned toward her with varying expressions of surprise on their faces. Like they just realized she was there, like they forgot she existed.

Like she was incapable of making her own decisions or living her own life.

She blinked back the sudden tears burning her eyes and focused on Zach. "This isn't your decision. You can't just tell me what I need to do. You can't decide where I go or when I leave. Don't you understand that?"

Zach moved closer to the bed, concern etched on his face. "I'm just worried about you. I don't want anything to happen to you again."

"I know that, Zach. I do. But you can't control everything I do. That's what Jimmy—" Her mouth snapped shut, cutting off the careless words, but it was too late. Pain flashed in Zach's eyes and he stepped back, like she had physically hit him. And oh God, what had she done? She didn't mean it like that, not even close. But she couldn't take the words back, couldn't think of anything to say to explain them.

Megan slid off the bed, not saying a word as she headed toward the door, grabbing Jason and pulling him behind her. Seconds later, Haley heard the front door open and close, felt the heavy silence of the empty condo settle over her and Zach.

He was still watching her, his face carefully blank, doing his best to hide the pain and the shock glittering in his dark eyes.

"I didn't mean it that way, Zach."

"Yeah? Then how did you mean it?"

"I just—" Her voice trailed off, her mind still struggling for the right words.

"You think I'm trying to control you?"

"No." She took a deep breath, looked down at the comforter covering her legs. Zach's comforter. Zach's bed. Zach's condo. The e-reader on the mattress next to her, purchased by Zach. Loaded with books purchased by Zach. Even the clothes she had on, a cute little pajama set covered with playful frogs, were courtesy of Zach.

"Then what? Tell me. Because you have no idea how I'm dying over here, wondering how you could even think of comparing me to him." His voice was hoarse, choked with emotion that squeezed her heart and brought tears to her eyes. This wasn't the Zach she knew. This wasn't the terminally constipated hockey player she butted heads with.

She didn't know who he was. All she knew was that she missed the other Zach.  

"I'm not comparing you to him. God, I'm not. You're nothing like him, Zach. Never. I know that."

"Then what? What did you mean?"

"I meant—" What did she mean? She didn't know. Or rather, she did—she just couldn't find the right words.

"Haley, please. Tell me."

"Why don't you call me Red anymore?" 

Zach's head snapped up. The confusion in his eyes matched her own at the question. "What?"

"You never used to call me Haley, not until—not since Jimmy attacked me." And oh God, why was it so hard to say those words out loud? Why was just saying them enough to coat her skin in a cold sweat and send a shiver of panic racing along her spine?

She took a deep breath and forced the words from her mouth. "You haven't called me Red since Jimmy attacked me. You're afraid to let me out of your sight. You're rushing out to get me things I don't even need, buying things I would never buy for myself."

"Haley—"

"Stop! Stop calling me that." She kicked the covers from her legs and climbed out of bed, anger and frustration welling deep inside her, pushing their way out even though she wasn't sure why she was angry.

"I don't know what's going on, Zach. Everything's changed between us. Six months ago, we were butting heads. Six weeks ago, we were sleeping together. And now—now it's like you're afraid I'm going to crumble at the least little thing. I don't understand. I don't know what's changed."

Zach ignored her outburst and hurried to her side, his hands reaching for. Like she wasn't capable of standing. Like she wasn't capable of taking care of herself.

She brushed his hands away and stepped back. "Don't touch me. I don't need your help. I can get out of my bed on my own."

"I don't want you to get hurt again."

"So what if I do? So what if I fall down? Or bump into something? Or stub my toe or hit my wrist? So what? It won't be the end of the world, Mummy. I'll survive."

"I know you will. That doesn't mean I want to see you hurt again. I couldn't handle that, not if I knew there was something I could do to prevent it." There it was again, that flash of guilt in his eyes. Sharp and painful. For him. For her.

"Is that what this is about?"

"What?"

"This. All of it." She waved her arm around the room, taking in everything and nothing. "Buying me things. Not wanting me to be left alone. Is it because you think you'd be responsible if something happened?"

"I would be—"

"No, Zach, you wouldn't be." She swallowed around the lump in her throat. "No more than you're responsible for what Jimmy did to me. I don't want your guilt. I don't need your guilt. So if that's what all this is about, just let me go home now."

Zach was silent for a long time. So long, Haley was certain he wasn't going to answer. She nodded, took a step back and ran a shaking hand through her hair. She started to say something, not exactly sure what stupid words would fall from her mouth this time, when Zach finally spoke.

"Guilt? Guilt?" His voice climbed, growing louder as he started pacing in a tight circle. "Yeah, Haley, I feel guilty. You have no idea how fucking guilty. You wouldn't have been hurt if not for me. None of this would have happened if not for me."

She stared at him, her mouth hanging open, disbelief freezing her in place. Zach kept moving, back and forth, back and forth. He paused, ran his hands over his head, started pacing again.

"Jesus fucking Christ. Don't you get it? This happened because of me." His voice cracked and he choked, turning away from her.

"What are you talking about?" She could barely get the words through her clogged throat. Maybe they weren't loud enough because he didn't move, gave no indication of hearing her. She stepped closer, placed her hand on his arm. His body stiffened, the muscle bulging under her fingers. Tight, tense, his whole body vibrating with it.

"Your fault? Zach, none of it is your fault. If there's anyone to blame besides Jimmy, it's me. I should have never listened to him after he hit me the first time. Or the second or the third. I should have called the police. I should have filed a report or asked for a restraining order." She swallowed and wiped a hand across her eyes, surprised when her fingers came away wet. 

"I should have never opened the door. I should have looked first. I should have slammed it in his face. Or pushed him down the stairs. Or screamed. Or—or fought harder or..." The words died in her throat, unable to get past the growing lump. It didn't matter. The list was endless. There were so many things she could have done and didn't.

"It's my fault, Zach. Not yours."

He spun around, caught her arm and pulled her against him, trying to hold her. But she stepped back. "Haley—"

"No. I don't want your guilt. It wasn't your fault. I don't want it, okay? There is nothing for you to feel guilty about—"

"If I had been there, if I hadn't stopped at the bar first—"

"What? You think you would have stopped him? You wouldn't have, Zach—because he would have never showed up. He would have waited until another time when I was alone. You know that."

"No, I don't. I don't know that at all. The police don't know that, they're just speculating—"

"Bullshit, Zach. It's not your fault. My God, if it hadn't been for you showing up when you did, who knows what might have happened? Who knows if anyone would have found me? I could have died. It could have been a lot worse. But it wasn't, because you were there. So don't tell me it was your fault."

Haley didn't push against him when he pulled her into his arms this time. She just leaned against him, her tears leaving a damp stain on his shirt, and held onto him as he rocked her. She felt herself being lifted, tightened her hands around his shoulders as he carried her to the bed and sat down with her. Cradling her. Comforting her until her tears slowly dried. 

"I was scared." The words were quiet, nothing more than the barest whisper of breath against her temple. She tried to look up, felt Zach shake his head as his arms tightened around her.

"More than scared. When I walked in and saw you lying there—" He took a deep breath, swallowed. "I was so afraid you were dead. And part of me died, Haley. Right there next to you. I didn't know what to do. I freaked out. I lost it. And when I saw you breathing, saw all the blood—"

He hesitated, his voice shaking. And quiet, so quiet. His arms tightened around her again, almost painfully tight, but Haley didn't say anything. She was afraid to move, afraid to breathe.

Afraid of what he might say next.

"I swore, right then and there, that I would do anything to protect you. To keep you safe. To make sure nothing would ever happen to you again."

"Oh God, Zach." She shifted in his arms, finally sat up enough so that she could at look at him. The breath froze in her chest when she saw the tears in his dark eyes, when she noticed the way he tried to blink them back. The way the muscle jumped in his cheek because he was clenching his jaw so tight.

She cupped his cheek with her good hand, felt the warm skin under her palm. The flesh and muscle and bone of his cheek. The faint roughness of the stubble on his jaw. Real. Alive. 

Her heart expanded in her chest, a true physical ache that made it hard to breathe, hard to think. Did she love him? She was afraid of the answer, afraid of what it would mean if she said yes. Afraid that maybe she was twisting things and calling it love when it was really something different. What did she know about love?

Nothing. Not a damn thing.

But what she did know was that imagining life without Zach left an ache deep inside her unlike any she had ever before experienced.

Was it enough?

She didn't know.

"Zach, I don't want your protection. I don't want you to keep me safe. And I don't want your guilt."

"But—"

"What I want is the obnoxious, terminally constipated, pain-in-the-ass who used to annoy me. What I want is for you to call me Red in that sexy voice you always use. What I want is the way things were. I—I think what he did might stay with me longer than I want it to. I need a constant to fight that off. I need something to rely on, something that won't change."

He watched her for a long minute, his gaze clear and intense and filled with emotion. Was she really seeing it, or was it just wishful thinking? She didn't know. And right now, it didn't matter.

A slow smile teased the corners of his mouth, wicked and sensual and oddly boyish. "Sexy voice?"

Haley laughed, the sound a little rusty, but still a laugh. "Maybe."

"I thought you hated it when I called you Red."

"Not really."

"Terminally constipated?"

"Pretty much."

Zach chuckled. The sound wrapped around her, blanketing her with warmth, chasing away the chill that had been with her for the last three weeks. He leaned forward, pressed a gentle kiss against her lips, pulled away too soon.

"Haley, I lo—"

She placed her fingers against his mouth, stopping him. "Don't. Not yet. It's too soon."

"But—"

"No buts. Show me instead." She wrapped her free hand around his neck and pulled his head down to hers.

"I don't want to hurt you."

"You won't. You'd never hurt me."

Zach hesitated, but only for a second. Then his mouth was on hers. Soft, tender. Growing warmer, sending wave after wave of sensation crashing over her. He deepened the kiss, swept his tongue inside hers. Slow, deep, hot.

He fell back, cradling her, his rough hands warm and gentle.

Showing her, just like she had asked.

Chapter Twenty-One

Haley was driving him insane. Driving him to the edge and threatening to push him over.

It was a fall he welcomed with open arms.

Zach lifted his head, reached down and threaded his fingers through that thick wild mane of hair. Soft strands of silky curls brushed against his thighs, the red so vibrant against the darker hair of his legs. Teasing. Tempting. Setting him on fire. But that was nothing more than a slow burn compared to what Haley's mouth was doing to him.

Soft lips closed around his cock. Hot. Wet. Sucking him as her tongue swirled around the tip. Hungry. Feasting. He rolled his hips, driving his cock deeper into her mouth, groaning at the little noises she made. Hungry whimpers and throaty sighs, letting him know she was enjoying this as much as he was.

She reached down and cupped his balls in one hand, the short nail of her thumb a gentle scrape against sensitive skin. He groaned again, louder, his hips rocking faster to match the rhythm of that hot delicious mouth sucking him.

He tightened his hands in her hair, felt the wild curls wrap around his fingers. Alive, feeding the fire that threatened to consume him.

"Jesus, Red. What are you doing to me?"

He felt her smile against him, groaned when she pulled his cock deeper into her mouth. And fuck, it was too much, he was so fucking close.

But not like this. Not this time.

"Come here." He gently tugged, groaned when her hot mouth left him as she crawled up his body. Her long, lean legs straddled his thighs as she reached between them and held his cock in one hand, stroking him. A playful smile curled her lips, those beautiful gold-green eyes sparkling with mischief as she watched him.

"Tell me what you want."

"You."

She shook her head. Thick curls fell over her shoulder, brushed against the hard peak of one tight nipple. And fuck, just that was nearly enough to send him over the edge.

He reached up, his hand closing over her small breast, and rolled the nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Haley's head dropped back, a low moan escaping her parted lips as her hips rocked against his. 

She took a deep breath, like she was searching for the last fragment of willpower, then brushed his hand away and looked down at him.

"You're cheating."

"No, I'm not."

"You are."

"Do you like it?"

"You know I do."

"Then how is that cheating?"

"I don't want to come yet. Not until you're inside me."

Zach reached up once more, knocking her hand out of the way to flick the tight rosy peak of her nipple. Haley's hips rocked against him again, harder, as another low moan escaped her. "I can make you do both, you know."

One eye peeled open, pinning him in place with such a look of exasperation that he nearly laughed. "Nobody likes a braggart, you know."

"It's not bragging if it's true. Face it, sweetheart, I know your secret."

The cutest blush fanned her cheeks, staining her skin a deep pink. Yes, he knew her secret, had learned it their very first time together: all he had to do to make her scream and writhe and come alive in his arms was play with those perky little breasts.

And he did, whenever he got the chance. 

He cupped the back of her head and drew her down, his mouth closing over hers. She melted against him, her lean body so warm and alive. He slid his tongue between her parted lips and deepened the kiss. Fuck, he could kiss her all day. Just kiss her.

Haley broke the kiss then stretched across him, reaching for the condom somewhere on the bed next to him. One perky breast brushed against his cheek and he turned his head, closed his mouth over it and sucked. 

Haley jerked against him with a sharp cry then quickly moved away. "No cheating."

"Fuck, Red. It was right there. What the hell did you expect me to do?"

"No cheating." She shook her head, flipping that long mane of wild hair behind her. His eyes dropped to the bright red scar running from her collarbone down to the gentle swell of her left breast. Something went through him—rage, sorrow, guilt, all mixing together with a bitter sharpness that sliced him apart inside. 

Much like the knife that had sliced her, marring the perfection of her pale skin.

He reached out, traced the healing flesh with the tip of his finger. Haley's hand closed over his, her touch gentle but firm as she drew it away from her chest. 

"Zach, no. Don't think about it."

"I want to kill him."

"I know. But it's over." She sounded so brave, so accepting. But she wasn't fooling either one of them. It wasn't over, far from it.

He was still out on bail, the court date months away. Haley was still healing, the bruises nothing more than faint shadows on her pale skin. But she still had nightmares, still woke in the middle of the night. Crying. Fighting against something only she could see. Leaning into him as he held her, whispering words of reassurance in her ear until she fell back asleep.

No, it wasn't over. It wouldn't be for a long time. 

But he promised her he wouldn't bring it up—or at least try not to.

Did Haley know what he was thinking? Probably. She closed her mouth over his, the kiss soft and gentle. "I need you, Zach. Now."

She slid down his body and sheathed his cock with the condom. He grabbed her hips, watched as she slowly lowered herself onto his hard length, her head tilting back, her mouth parting on a sharp sigh.

And fuck, she was so tight. So wet. It took all of his willpower not to drive into her. To hold her hips in place and just lose himself in her wet heat. He clenched his jaw, loosened his hold on her, and let her set the pace. Conceding control, letting her take charge.

Slow. Agonizing. Driving him to the edge then pulling him back, over and over in the most exquisite torture he could ever imagine. 

Sweat beaded on his brow. The breath rushed from his lungs, sharp and almost painful as he held himself back. Waiting. Waiting—

Her hips moved faster, her short nails biting into the flesh of his thighs as she rode him. Deeper. Harder. Her body stilled, her muscles tightening around his cock. Holding, pulling. Time slowed, stilled, rushed back to life around them as she climaxed, her breath leaving her in a rush as she cried his name.

Zach reached for her, his mouth claiming hers in a kiss of power, of possession. He rolled, tucking her beneath him, then kneeled between her legs.

She called his name again, over and over as he drove into her. Hard. Fast. Deep. His hips pumping. Thrusting. Deeper. Once. Twice. Once more until his own climax washed over him in a cascading explosion of heat and need.

Zach collapsed on top of her, shifting to the side at the last minute so he wouldn't crush her. Christ, he couldn't move. He could barely breathe, barely remember his own name.

Minutes went by, wrapping around them with a slow intimacy he didn't understand. No, that wasn't true. He did understand, and he embraced the certain knowledge even harder.

He tried to push up on his elbows, fell back to the mattress. Haley laughed, the sound soft and breathless, and he groaned, letting her know that he didn't find it funny.

"Such a big bad hockey player. So strong."

"You're killing me, Red. Totally killing me." The words were muffled against the pillow. He groaned again and pushed up once more, the effort taking more out of him than he wanted to admit.

Haley ran her hand over his head, trailed one finger along his jaw, her eyes sparkling in the dim light of the room. He leaned down and claimed her mouth in a quick kiss.

"I lo—"

She placed her hand over his mouth, stopping him before he could finish. "Not yet. It's too soon."

It was what she said every single time. Zach wanted to argue with her, tell her it wasn't too soon. Fuck. He knew how he felt. He knew what they had together. And he knew she felt the same way—he saw it in her eyes every time she looked at him, felt it every time she touched him. Who gave a shit if they hadn't been together for ages? That didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was them.

But he wouldn't argue, no matter how much he wanted to. She needed time to come to grips with it, time to get used to it. He would give her all the time she needed.

Because he loved her.

He caught the tips of her fingers between his teeth and nibbled, making her body jerk against his. Zach laughed then rolled off her, his moan echoing her own softer one. He glanced at the clock next to the bed and groaned again, for a different reason this time.

"Fuck. We're going to be late."

"What time is it?"

"Time to get going. The party starts in a half hour."

Haley swore and bolted from the bed, scrambling for the pile of clothes she had never managed to put on earlier. She hugged them to her chest and headed toward the bathroom.

"We can probably save time if we take a shower together."

Haley skidded to a stop and shot him such a look of skepticism that he started laughing. "In case you don't remember, we already tried that. That's why we're going to be late."

She turned on her heel and slammed the bathroom door closed behind her. He held his breath, waiting.

And yeah, there it was—the sharp click of the door being locked.

Zach fell back on the mattress, his sides aching from laughing so hard.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Noise echoed around the practice rink, bouncing from the metal rafters and sliding across the smooth surface of the virgin ice. A chill hung in the air, holding the faintest bite to it, but not the kind that clawed its way into your bones. This was the kind of bite that invigorated, that made you happy you were alive.

Zach breathed in the cold air, felt the familiar feel of energy zing through his blood. His feet itched to get moving, his legs hummed with the anticipation of the burn as muscles stretched and pulled.

But not yet.

They weren't here to practice. Or to play.

At least, not that kind of play. The season was truly over for them, had been for just over a month. There would be no hockey today.

Or maybe there would be, just not the kind any of them were used to. 

Today was a day for celebrations. Harland had rented the practice rink for Noah's third birthday party. Instead of the familiar sounds of grunts and Torresi's yelling, there was laughter and the low roar of conversation. Instead of the smells of sweat and pungent water, there was the scent of pizza and cake and fruity snacks.

But especially pizza.

Zach grabbed two more slices from the box and tossed them on his plate, trying to ignore the fact that cheese and grease were now covering the smiling face of a huge red dog. There was just something seriously wrong about staring down at a cartoon face when you were trying to eat.

Tyler walked toward him and nudged him in the side. "You act like you haven't eaten in days."

Zach paused with a slice of pizza halfway to his mouth. He frowned, took a quick bite, then swallowed. All he needed now was to wash it down with a swig of beer. He settled for the fruit juice instead.

"I worked up an appetite earlier."

Tyler laughed then glanced over his shoulder to where the women were talking: Courtney, Haley, Jenny, Megan. All four heads together, oohing and ahhing over Noah as he hammed it up for them.

"How's she doing?"

"Good. For the most part."

Tyler turned back to him, his dark eyes serious. "Is she?"

"Yeah."

"How about you?"

"Me?" Zach finished off the slice then wiped his hands on a napkin. "I'm fine. I'm not the one who was attacked."

"Doesn't mean you can't be fine."

"Maybe. And maybe I'll be better when the son-of-a-bitch is rotting in a prison cell for what he did to her." Anger dripped from his voice, a mild reflection of the rage that still lived inside him—a rage he doubted would go away anytime soon. He did his best to hide it from Haley, didn't want her to see it, didn't want to worry her. But Haley was across the room and he was talking to Tyler. He didn't care if Tyler saw it.

Except that Tyler always saw too much.

"You still think it was your fault?"

Zach leveled a glare at him that should have sent the other man running. Tyler just stood there, meeting the stare with one of his own. Zach finally looked away and shook his head.

"Don't give me that fucking goalie Zen stare or whatever the fuck you call it. It won't work."

"I'm not."

"Yeah. Okay."

"Just want to make sure you don't do anything stupid. Like go after him."

"I'm not. As much as I want to, I'm not."

"You sure about that? Because it's not like you just take five for fighting and go sit in the bin."

"Yeah, I know. Aaron already told me that." More than once, not that Tyler needed to know that.

Tyler studied him for another minute then nodded, satisfied at whatever the fuck he saw in Zach's eyes. He reached to the side and grabbed a slice of pizza, bit off a large bite, then looked behind him again.

"I'm sorry I wasn't there that night. When it happened."

Zach still didn't understand why Tyler was so hellbent on apologizing every time they saw each other. There was nothing Tyler could have done—nothing any of them could have done. But they were still family, still brothers. Not related by blood but drawn together by a bond that was even stronger.

"Yeah, I know. But you had your own shit to deal with it." Zach looked around, his gaze resting on the small group in the corner. Ben. Travis. Dustin.

Jason.

"Speaking of shit, you guys still not talking?"

Tyler's face went completely blank, his dark eyes turning hard and cold. "Who?"

"You know exactly who."

"No. I don't."

"Come on, man. He's her brother. You can't keep acting like this."

"After what he did to her? What he said to her? The hell I can't. I want nothing to do with him."

"And Jenny's okay with that?"

"She hasn't talked to him, either."

"You sure about that? Because she's still pretty friendly with Megan. Not sure how that works, considering Megan is Jason's other half."

"His better half. I have no problem with Megan."

"Tyler. Man. You need to get over it. Let it go. What the hell are you going to do when the season starts?"

"The same thing I did right before it ended: ignore him."

"You can't—"

"After the things he said to her? You were there that night. You heard him."

"What happened that night is a little fuzzy." At least, what happened in the bar was fuzzy, eclipsed by what followed. An icy shiver skittered across his spine as flashes of memory came back. He pushed them away, not wanting to remember, wishing he could forget.

Tyler nudged him and shot him a look of warning. "Stop thinking about it."

"Yeah. I know. I think Jason had a good idea—"

Tyler swore as soon as he said the name but Zach kept on talking, ignoring him.

"—when he said I should take her away for a little bit. Head up to the lake, just get away from it all for a little bit." Zach finished off the juice box and tossed it onto his empty plate. "You guys feel like coming up? Maybe for a week or something?"

"We're taking a trip ourselves or we would."

"Where are you guys off to?"

A sly smile crossed Tyler's face. He glanced over at Jenny, the smile growing wider. "Nowhere you need to worry about."

"Well, nothing is set in stone. I haven't even mentioned it to Haley yet. When are you guys leaving? Maybe we can work something out."

"In a few hours."

"What? Tonight?"

"Yup. And the best part is, Jenny doesn't even know."

"How in the hell did you manage that? Doesn't she have to work?"

"She already took off. She thinks we're just hanging out at home."

Zach didn't want to admit it but he was impressed. And disappointed. Hearing what Tyler planned made his own surprise pale in comparison. 

No, it didn't. Maybe it wasn't as flashy as whisking Haley away on a surprise vacation, but she'd still get a kick out of it.

He hoped.

Harland walked over, Noah tossed over his shoulder like a gear bag. Loose curls danced over the toddler's forehead as he laughed his silent laugh and bounced on Harland's shoulder. Harland gave him a playful smack then turned him upright, holding the kid like you were supposed to.

"You clowns done jabbering over here? Courtney says it's time to cut the cake."

"Yeah." Zach looked around, counting heads. "Where's Aaron? I thought he was coming."

The smile on Harland's face died. "You didn't hear?"

"Hear what?"

"He's on a plane heading out to Utah. His ex-wife was in an accident."

"Oh, shit. How bad?"

"No idea. He didn't say. He's going to call when he gets out there."

"What about his girls? Were they with her? Are they okay?"

"Don't know. It, uh, it didn't sound good."

"Fuck. He doesn't need that shit right now."

"No shit." Harland shifted Noah in his arms, frowning as his son's fingers moved back and forth. Harland's fingers moved in response. "Yes, I know. Uncle Zach said a bad word. Don't tell Mommy."

"What the hell? How did he know—"

"Your lips. I think he's picking it up—at least that particular word—because Courtney yells at me every time I say it." Harland bounced Noah in his arms then lowered him to the ground. He took off running, heading straight to Courtney. She bent down, watched his fingers move, then frowned at Zach, a smile wobbling on her face.

Harland didn't bother to hide his laughter when he elbowed him in the side. "You are so busted."

"I'm innocent, Courtney. I swear."

Everyone laughed, including Haley. And it was her laughter that warmed him, that sent his heart soaring and caused the smile to spread across his face. He moved behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her against him. Just holding her, never wanting to let go, not even when they sang Happy Birthday. Not when they passed the cake around. Not when they broke off in small groups, the noise of a dozen different conversations echoing around them. 

He never wanted to let her go.

Zach bent his head and pressed his mouth against her ear. "Hey, I've got something for you."

"Me? What? Why? You don't need—"

"I know. It's just something small. Not a big deal." He folded his hand around hers and led her across the rink, toward the metal bleachers. Her steps faltered and she tugged on his hand.

"We are not having sex under the bleachers. Not with everyone around."

He stumbled to a stop and spun around, staring at her in open-mouthed astonishment. "Holy shit, Red. That thought hadn't even crossed my mind. But now that you mention it—"

"No! Forget I said anything."

He leaned forward and pressed his mouth to hers, the kiss over too soon. Would he ever get enough of her? No. Not in this lifetime.

Or the next.

"Maybe later." He released her hand then placed his hands on her shoulders and turned her around, so her back was to him. "Close your eyes and no peeking."

"What—"

"Just close your eyes." He released his hands and stepped back. "Are your eyes closed?"

Her shoulders shook with silent laughter. "Yes. They're closed."

"Good. Now don't open them. And no turning around, either." He watched her for a few seconds to make sure she wasn't going to cheat then reached behind the bleachers and pulled out the surprise he had for her. 

"Okay. You can look now."

Haley turned around, a ghost of a smile hovering on her lips as she opened her eyes and looked down. 

And kept looking.

She frowned, blinked, then looked up at him. "It's a hockey stick."

"Not just any stick. It's mine. My lucky stick."

"Okay."

She stood there, just watching him, confusion clear on her face. And fuck, this was so fucking stupid. What the hell had he been thinking? He almost tossed the damn stick back behind the bleachers. No, he'd come this far, might as well make a complete ass out of himself.

"Here. Take it." He held it out to her, holding his breath as her hands closed around it.

"I don't—"

"Just look at it. At the shaft."

One sculpted brow lifted. "The shaft?"

"Get your mind out of the gutter, Red. Not my shaft. Although you can look at that all you want later. You can even play with it—"

"Zach!"

"Okay, okay." He closed his hands over hers and turned the stick so she could see. Haley looked down, stiffened, then looked back at him. The frown faded from her face, replaced with a soft expression of surprise.

"It's my name."

"Yup. Haley. And here—" He turned the stick over to show her. "Red."

"You had my name engraved on your stick?"

"Yeah."

"I don't understand."

Zach caught her chin in his hand and tilted her head up. He swept his thumb across her lower lip, felt her tremble under his touch. "Remember when you said you didn't want to be another notch on my hockey stick?"

"Yeah. But I—"

"You're the only notch on my hockey stick, Haley. The only one who's ever mattered."

"Oh Zach. That is so...so—"

"Stupid? Corny? Idiotic?"

"No. Sweet. It's the sweetest thing anyone's ever done for me." She held the stick close to her chest then leaned forward and brushed her mouth against his. Soft, warm, promising. He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer, the stick wedged between them, and deepened the kiss until she pulled away, breathless. Her lids fluttered open, her gaze meeting his with another silent promise. Then she took a deep breath and nodded.

"Okay."

"Okay?"

She nodded again. "Okay. Now."

"Now?" He blinked, his mind slow and foggy. Realization and understanding barreled into him all at once, nearly knocking him off his feet. He cupped his hands around her face, felt himself drowning in the heat of her gaze. "I love you, Haley. You have no idea how much."

She was quiet for so long that Zach started to wonder if maybe he should have kept his mouth shut. Maybe he'd been reading things all wrong. Maybe what he thought he'd seen had been nothing more than wishful thinking. 

He was ready to step back, ready to make up some excuse or say something equally stupid. Haley dropped the stick and jumped, her long legs wrapping around his waist. "I love you, too."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

"Good. Awesome. Thank God. I was starting to worry."

"Just wanted to keep you on your toes, Mummert."

"Sweetheart, I have no doubt that you'll be doing that for the rest of my life."

"Complaining?"

"Hell no, Red. I'm looking forward to it." His mouth crashed over hers. Hot, sweet, warm, frantic. Possessing and claiming—and surrendering—at the same time. 

Zach tightened his hold around her and backed up, heading behind the bleachers until he heard someone call his name, heard the laughter and catcalls. He broke the kiss, frustration filling him when he saw that everyone was watching them.

When he realized everyone knew exactly what he'd been hoping to do.

He looked down at Haley, his heart slamming against his chest at the smile on her face, at the love in her eyes. Open, honest.

Trusting.

He kissed her again and released her, reveling in the warmth of her body as it slid against his. "Later. Definitely later, Red."

"Is that a promise?"

He wrapped his hand around hers and led her away from the temptation of the bleachers. "Just the first of many."

And he meant it.

More than he'd ever meant anything before.

Epilogue

Fifteen Months Later

The small bell rang overhead, a tiny metallic jingling that signaled their arrival. Cold air from an overworked air conditioner washed over him, drying the sweat that had formed on his skin during the small walk from the truck to the building.

Zach closed the door behind Haley and watched as she looked around, taking everything in. The overstuffed chairs in the small lobby. The battered portfolios resting on the small table in the middle of the room. The art work hanging from the walls, showcased behind simple glass frames. 

Haley spun in a slow circle, taking it all in, then looked up at him, her eyes wide in her pale face. 

"You sure about this, Red?"

She nodded, the motion short, definite. Determined. "I'm sure."

"Then why do you look like you're ready to pass out?"

"I'm not!"

"Really? Because you sure as hell look it." 

She playfully swatted him on the arm, a smile flashing across her face. "I'm not going to pass out. I'm just—is it going to hurt?"

"A little, yeah. They're using needles, you know. But where you're getting it shouldn't be too bad."

She swallowed, the sound a little too loud. Then she clenched her jaw and nodded, her spine lengthening as she straightened. Ready to face the unknown, ready to fight for what she wanted.

Not that there was going to be any fighting involved.

The curtains leading to the back room opened as Warren Small, the owner of the tattoo parlor, came out to greet them. Contrary to his name, he was a big bear of a man, taller than Zach by a good four inches, and a hell of a lot wider. A thick gray beard grew from his square jaw, long enough to hang in front of his neck and take attention away from his gleaming bald head. Light glinted off the diamond stud in his left ear and the various buttons pinned to the black leather motorcycle vest he wore. 

A broad smile creased his wide face as shockingly blue eyes met Zach's. "Hey, Mummy. I was worried you might have changed your mind."

"No, not yet. Just hit some traffic coming through town." He stepped closer to Haley and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. "You remember Haley."

"Of course. You never forget your first ones, right?" Warren's mammoth hand closed over Haley's for a brief yet gentle shake. "Come on back. I think you're going to like the final art work."

They pushed through the curtains and moved to the back room, where two stations were set up and ready to go. Warren's business partner, Seth, was sprawled in one of the chairs, his long legs stretched out in front of him. He jumped up and smiled, introducing himself.

Haley nodded, her gaze moving to the padded table set up to the side. She glanced over her shoulder, her brows pulled down in an uncertain frown. Zach reached for her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

"You don't have to go through with it, you know."

"I know. But I want to."

Zach was ready to ask her again if she was sure, but Warren was beside them, showing them the finished art work he had designed. Haley gasped in surprise, her hand reaching out to trace the intricate lines.

"They're beautiful."

"That's what I like to hear." Warren placed the sketches to the side then lowered himself to one of the stools. "Since this is your first one, do you have any questions?"

"How long will it take?"

"Yours will be about two to three hours, depending on how many breaks you need. Zach's shouldn't be quite as long since he's not getting any color."

Haley nodded, some of the uncertainty leaving her. "Is it going to hurt?"

"I'd be lying if I said you weren't going to feel anything. And everyone's pain tolerance is different. Generally speaking, though, where you're having it done, it shouldn't be too bad. Can I see the scar again?" 

Haley unbuttoned the blouse and shrugged it over her shoulders, revealing the tube top she had worn underneath just for today. Warren snapped on a black glove then slid a little closer to her. He tossed a look at Zach, like he was asking permission. 

Or maybe gauging Zach's reaction to make sure he wasn't going to do something stupid like get all jealous and possessive.

He nodded, letting Warren know he was fine. This was about Haley's tattoo, there was nothing sexual about it—even if it was near her breast.

Warren reached out and traced the scar with the tip of his finger, pushing in and around the edges. "Any pain? Nerve damage?"

"Not anymore, no."

"Sensitivity?"

Haley shot a glance at Zach, her face flushing a delicate pink. "Um...sometimes."

Warren chuckled and smiled at Zach. "Lucky man. But I don't think you have to worry about that today after we get started. So—you all set?"

"I think so, yeah."

"Haley, you don't have to—"

She stepped toward him, her fingers pressing against his mouth to silence him. "I want to. I'm tired of seeing it, Zach. And I don't want you to remember what happened every time you see it, every time you look at it."

"Haley, I don't—"

"You do. And you try so hard to hide it, I know you do. But it hurts to see you hurting. I want this. For you. For me. It's a new memory for us, something we can share together." She glanced at the art work resting on Warren's table, then gave him a smile so sweet, his heart swelled. "A new beginning."

Zach nodded then pulled her closer, holding her tight, unable to talk around the lump in his throat. Would she ever stop surprising him? 

No, not Haley.

The matching tattoos were her idea—a wedding gift. 

A single phoenix for each of them, rising from the ashes of the past, soaring ahead into the future. Black ink for him, bold and strong. Graceful lines and bright colors for Haley, vibrant and carefree.

A final symbol of their new life together.

Zach pressed a kiss against the top of her head then helped her onto the table before taking his own seat. He reached for her hand, his thumb grazing the smooth gold band on her finger, a reminder of the start of yet another new journey.

Together.
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"Oh my God, what have I done?" AJ muttered the phrase under her breath for the hundredth time. She wanted to rub her chest but she couldn't reach it under the thick pads now covering her. She wanted to go home and curl up in a dark corner and forget about the whole thing.

Me and my bright ideas.

"Are you going to be okay?"

AJ snapped her head up and looked at Ian. The poor guy had been given the job of helping her get dressed in the pads, and she almost felt sorry for him. Almost. Between her nervousness and the threat of an impending migraine, she was too preoccupied to muster much sympathy for anyone else right now.

"Yeah, I'm fine." She took a deep breath and stood, wobbling for only a second on the skates. This was not how she had imagined the bet going. When she cooked up the stupid idea, she had figured on having a few days to at least practice. 

Well, not really. If she was honest with herself, she never even imagined that Alec would agree to it. But if he had, then she would have had a few days to practice. 

So much for her imagination.

She took another deep breath then followed Ian from the locker room. It didn't take too long for her gait to even out and she muttered a thankful prayer. She only hoped that she didn't sprawl face-first as soon as she stepped on the ice.

Her right hand clenched around the stick, getting used to the feel of it, getting used to the fit of the bulky glove—which was too big to begin with. This would have been so much easier if all she had to do was put on a pair of skates. She had never considered the possibility of having to put all the gear on, right down to the helmet that was a heavy weight bearing down on her head.

She really needed to do something with her imagination and its lack of thinking things all the way through.

AJ took another deep breath when they finally reached the ice. She reached out to open the door but was stopped by Ian.

"Listen, AJ, I'm not even going to pretend I know what's going on or why you think you can do this, but I'll give you some advice. Shoot fast and low, and aim for the five and two holes—those are Alec's weak spots. The five hole is—"

"Between the legs, I know." AJ winced at the sharpness of her voice. Ian was only trying to help her. He had no reason to realize she knew anything about ice hockey, and not just because she liked to write about it. She offered him a smile to take the bite from her words then slammed the butt of the stick down against the door latch so it would swing open. Two steps later and she was standing on a solid sheet of thick ice. 

AJ breathed deeply several times then slowly made her way to the other side of the rink, where Alec was nonchalantly leaning against the top post of the net talking to Nathan. They both watched as she skated up to them and came to a smooth stop. Alec's face was expressionless as he studied her, and she wondered what thoughts were going through his mind. Probably nothing she really wanted to know.

Nathan nodded at her, offering a small smile. She had to give the guy some credit for not laughing in her face when she asked his opinion on her idea. "Well, at least it looks like you've been on skates before. That's a plus."

AJ didn't say anything, just absently nodded in his direction. The carefree attitude she had been aiming for was destroyed by the helmet sliding down over her forehead. She pushed it back on her head then glanced at the five pucks lined neatly on the goal line. All she had to do was get one of them across. Just one.

She didn't have a chance.

She pushed the pessimistic thought to the back of her mind. "So, do I get a chance to warm up or take a practice shot?"

Alec sized her up then briskly shook his head. "No."

AJ swallowed and glanced at the pucks, then back at Alec. "Alrighty then. A man of few words. That's what I like about you, Kolchak." AJ though he might have cracked a smile behind his mask but she couldn't be sure. She sighed and leaned on her stick, trying to look casual and hoping it didn't slip out from under her and send her sprawling. "So, what are the rules?"

"Simple. You get five chances to shoot. If you score, you win. If you don't, I win." Alec swept the pucks to the side with the blade of his stick so Nathan could pick them up. She followed the moves with her eyes and tried to ignore the pounding in her chest. 

She had so much riding on this. Something told her that Alec was dead serious about being left alone if she lost. It had been a stupid idea, and she wondered if she would have had better luck at trying to wear him down the old-fashioned way.

She studied his posture and decided probably not. He had been mostly patient with her up to this point, but even she knew he would have reached his limit soon.

"All or nothing, then. Fair enough. So, are you ready?"

AJ didn't hear his response but thought it was probably something sarcastic. She sighed then turned to follow Nathan to the center line, her heart beating too fast as her feet glided across the ice. She shrugged her shoulders, trying to readjust the bulk of the pads, and watched as Nathan lined the pucks up. 

He finished then straightened and faced her, an unreadable expression on his face. He finally grinned and shook his head.

"I have no idea if you know what you're doing or not, but good luck. You're going to need it."

"Gee, thanks."

Nathan walked across the ice to the bench and leaned against the outer boards, joining a few of the other players gathered there. AJ wished they were gone, that they had something better to do than stand around and watch her make a fool of herself.

Well, she had brought it on herself.

She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, pushing everything from her mind except what she was about to do. When she opened her eyes again, her gaze was on the first puck. Heavy, solid...nothing more than a slab of black rubber... 

Okay, so she wasn't going to have any luck becoming one with the puck. Stupid idea. AJ had never understood that whole Zen thing anyway.

She swallowed and began skating in small circles, testing her ankles as she turned first one way then another, testing the stick as she swept it back and forth across the ice in front of her. Not too bad. Maybe she hadn't forgotten—

"Sometime today would be nice!"

AJ winced at the sarcasm in Alec's voice and wished she had some kind of comeback for him. Instead she mumbled to herself and got into position behind the first puck. She didn't even look up to see if he was ready. Didn't ask if it was okay to start, she just pushed off hard and skated, the stick out in front of her.

This was her one shot, she couldn't blow it.
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"Oh shit," Mike repeated under her breath, too horrified to do anything more than force herself to breathe. Not an easy task, considering she was literally frozen to the spot. The air was thick with heated tension and the buzzing in her ears made it impossible for her to hear anything. She willed herself to move, to do something. 

Shit, it's Nicky. Shit, it's Nicky. The phrase kept spinning through her mind until she thought she'd be sick with the dizziness of it. Her chest heaved with the effort to breathe and her pulse beat in a tap dancer's rhythm. 

Did anyone else notice the sudden change in the room? Mike forced herself to look away from that face from her past and quickly glanced around. Four sets of eyes fixed on her with varying degrees of bewilderment. She could still feel his eyes on her, too, filled with stunned disbelief. 

Feeling like she was trapped in a nightmare where everything moved with the speed of molasses, Mike pushed away from the counter and walked across the room, straight past the frozen figure of Nicky Lansing and through the swinging door. She turned a corner and rushed through a second door that opened into the engine room, not stopping until she reached the engine on the far side, where she promptly collapsed on the back step. 

Heedless of the dirt and grime, she let her head drop against the back compartment door, ignoring the length of hose line in her way. Her breathing came in shallow gasps that did nothing to help the lightheadedness that caused black dots to dance across her closed lids.

Hyperventilating. She was hyperventilating. The calm, rational part of her—she was surprised she still had one—told her to lean forward, to get a grip on herself and her breathing. Now bent over, sitting with her head between her knees, Mike grabbed the running board with both hands and concentrated on the feel of the diamond plate cutting into her palms. 

The spots faded away and her breathing slowed to something closer to normal. One last deep breath and she straightened, only to choke on a scream when she came face-to-face with Jay, his brows lowered in a frown as he studied her with concern. 

"Jesus! Don't scare me like that!" She pushed him away then stood, only to sit back down when she realized how bad her knees were shaking.

"Scare you? What is wrong with you? Are you okay?"

"I'm fine. I couldn't be better! Don't I look fine?" 

"You look like you're ready to pass out. What the hell is going on? Do you know that guy? He looks like he's seen a ghost!"

"He probably thinks he has." Mike moved over and motioned for Jay to sit down, ignoring his scrutiny as he twisted sideways and continued staring at her.

"Are you going to explain that?"

"No." She ran her hands through her hair, muttering when she pulled a thick hank of it loose from the pony tail. Sighing, she reached back and pulled the elastic band loose, then quickly rearranged her hair into a more secure hold. Jay watched her intently then nudged her leg with his when she continued to ignore him.

"Well?"

"Well nothing. He's just somebody I used to know, that's all."

Jay snorted. "Bull."

"Okay, fine," she conceded grudgingly. "He's also somebody I never wanted to see again." Mike reached down and gingerly touched her right side, trying not to remember but unable to forget. If Jay noticed the motion, he didn't say anything.

They sat in silence, the familiar background noises of the station virtually unnoticed. A few minutes went by before Jay spoke again. "You sure you don't want to talk about it?"

Mike shook her head, ready to make a sarcastic reply when the sound of footsteps echoed through the engine room. The steps paused, then changed directions and hesitantly walked around the side of the engine. Mike knew without looking who it was: the steps were those of a stranger, someone who didn't know his way around.

Nicky stopped at the back of the engine, not saying anything as Jay slowly stood and positioned himself slightly in front of Mike, shielding her. She touched his arm briefly, in a gesture both of thanks and of reassurance that she was alright. Jay looked back at her, one brow cocked in question, then reluctantly walked away at her nod. Mike didn't see where he went but knew that he would be close by in case he was needed.

She stood slightly, leaning against the running board, then crossed her arms in front of her, covering the jagged scar that ran along her left forearm. The stance was as close to aloof and detached as she could manage considering her insides were making a milkshake of her early dinner. Too late, she remembered the sunglasses hanging around her neck and wished she would have thought to put them on to hide any emotion in her eyes. 

With an effort that took more strength than she wanted to admit, she let her eyes slowly, coolly rake the man in front of her from top to bottom. 

Dammit. The Nicky Lansing from her past had been ruggedly handsome with dark looks and boyish charm; this Nick Lansing was dangerously gorgeous. A little taller than she remembered, he stood just over six feet, and was definitely broader through the shoulders and chest. The boy she remembered had finally filled out, to all the best advantages.

The long hair of his past was gone, cut to a length that brushed just past the collar of the light blue shirt he wore. Still too long to be squeaky clean, but short enough by today's standards to be rated as acceptable. His eyes were the same, though. A dark chocolate brown framed in long lashes, they invited a person to swim in their depths and lose their soul without a second thought. 

She would know, since she had done just that.
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