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        Winter Break

        Liam

      

      

      Tucked away in this crowded Vegas bar with an SUV-sized wreath strung overhead, I’ve found what I’ve been looking for.

      I don’t even know her name. But for some reason, this adorable little drunk with her sad eyes, crooked bun, and preoccupation with revenge is the perfect distraction.

      As a rule, I’m not big on introductions. My size sets me apart from the average joe, but without the helmet and stick, my face alone doesn’t give me away as a Chicago Slayers hockey player. But the name Liam Diesel? Even outside Illinois, it’s occasionally enough to make the connection.

      Still, there’s something about this girl that has me acting out of character, ready to throw caution to the wind and give up my name so I can get hers. Maybe find out what spurred this hard grudge against love she’s got going. If her story is worse than mine.

      Not likely.

      I start to introduce myself, but her index finger mushes against my lips.

      “Uh-uh-uhh. Whatever your name is, Sexy Stranger has a way better ring to it. Packs more punch when I tell my ex, ‘I didn’t even ask his name.’”

      It’s the kind of warning that at any other time would have me making up an excuse about a sick cat and finding another bar. Not today.

      “Agreed.” I don’t sleep with drunk girls, but for the purposes of this little revenge fantasy, I play along. “You don’t want to go home and be like, ‘His name was Francis.’”

      She sits straighter. “His name was Francis. And he was a stallion.” Her eyes cut to mine, narrowing a little. “Your name is Francis?”

      “Nah. It’s Sexy Stranger.”

      She smiles, and her face transforms from pretty into fucking gorgeous. “See, that’s why I like you.” She blinks. Wrinkles her nose. Slants an assessing look my way and lets out a gusty sigh so chock full of disappointment, I raise a brow.

      “Problem?”

      She nods. “I think I like you too much to use you for revenge. Feels like we’re friends. Can’t take advantage.”

      Damn, there’s something about this girl. “By having sex with me?”

      “Meaningless revenge sex.”

      Got it.

      “Okay, friend. So why are you after revenge? And on Christmas Eve, no less.”

      Her smile blinks out and those too blue eyes fix on the flute of champagne already losing its bubbles. “Tale as old as time.”

      Pretty sure she’s not talking about a Disney movie. “Cheating ex?”

      “Nailed it in one.”

      I blow out a heavy breath. “Fuck him.”

      “Everybody else has.” She pushes the champagne around. “So, I pawned my engagement ring when I got here. And I’m going to put my money on the game with the worst odds.”

      “You want to lose it on purpose?”

      “Nah. I’m in it to win.”

      She’s so confident. This I gotta hear. “Tell me.”

      “Well, what are the odds that my fiancé, the guy I’ve known since birth, have been dating since high school, and thought was my best friend would have his dick in our warehouse manager’s throat the night before our wedding… or that I’d walk in on him in the act? Slim, right?”

      Whoa. “Definitely play the odds.”

      She takes a sip of her champagne, the light in her eyes dimmed.

      “Even if I lose it all… that’ll pack a pretty good punch too.”

      “It would.”

      We’re quiet for a moment, and then she downs the rest of her glass, points to my bourbon, and I down it too.

      At her signal, the server brings two more.

      “So, what’s first… throw my ring money away on a bad bet or find another Sexy Stranger— who I will fall into bed with… and not just fast friendship?”

      I rub the back of my neck. “You’re not really going to find some rando to revenge fuck, are you?”

      It shouldn’t bother me. I don’t know why it does. I’m not taking her back to my room. I’ll never see her again. But watching her angle around in her seat, those sad blue eyes scanning the patrons of the bar with a scrutinizing stare, does something my gut can’t handle.

      This girl deserves better than some shitty lay and an STD to remember it by.

      “Yeah, I am.” She nods absently, eyes still on the crowd even though her lips are turned down at the corners. She’s no more impressed with the selection than I am. “Can’t take back all the meaningful things I gave him, but I can make them mean less.”

      Fuck.

      “Look, you’re beautiful. Funny. Sweet. You’re the kind of girl a decent guy would be lucky to have.” Maybe if I’d met her a month ago— No. “Why not wait for him? Give someone deserving what your fuckwit ex didn’t respect enough to hold on to.”

      Folding her arms over the table in front of her, she levels me with a look that begs, Really?

      “Do you seriously think… I’m ever… going to set myself up for this again?”

      I sure as hell won’t. So why would I want her to?

      I shake my head and sit back with a nod. “Good for you.”

      “That’s right, good for me. And what about you?”

      “Nope.” And more than that? “You know what I think?”

      She smiles, leaning in to hear. “What?”

      “I think you’re lucky. In fact, that fuckwit did you a favor.”

      Her head tips and one eye narrows. “Ehhh.”

      “You got out. Before it was too late. Most people aren’t so lucky.”

      I know five women who weren’t. Make that four. I can’t feel sorry for Jess.

      I raise a brow and lean forward, glass in hand. I’m not sure how many drinks we’ve had because they keep clearing the empties, but I’m feeling them. And they feel pretty good. Almost as good as sitting here with this pretty girl who won’t tell me her name, likes me too much to take advantage of me, and whose brush with love has been as shitty as mine.

      “You made it out. Congrats. Now, the trick is not to get sucked in again.”

      She sighs, looking at the ceiling. “It seems so obvious, right? But we’re going to go home and it’s all going to start again. Friends and family with their campaigns to keep us from dying alone.”

      “God save us from the well-intentioned.”

      “Right?”

      “Right.”

      She takes a slug of champagne and slumps back in her chair, blowing at a dark curl that keeps falling into her eyes. She’s cute. Such a sour little grump.

      I shouldn’t care, but damn it, I really don’t like the idea of her ending up with another broken heart.

      Leaning in, I brush the offending curl behind her ear. Get a little distracted by the softness of the strands and the slow rise of her eyes meeting mine. How they hold there. And this weird, almost painful ache in the center of my chest—

      She blinks. “I have an idea.”

      Her smile spreads, and a light fills her eyes that has me thinking whatever it is— streaking down the strip, jumping in the Bellagio fountain, or letting one of those guys staked out every five feet on the strip actually sell us tickets to a show —I’m in.

      “Let’s hear it.”

      Her hands come up in excited fists at her shoulders. “Yes!”

      I chuckle, all the bullshit from this morning evaporating beneath the warmth of her smile.

      Riffling through her purse, she comes up with a pen and then waves the cocktail napkin from her champagne at me.

      “You’re going to love this!”
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        Winter Break – a year later

        Stormy

      

      

      It’s. Never. Him.

      I think I see him everywhere. On the sidewalk. In the market. Across a crowded lobby. Around every corner and down each concourse.

      For a year, I’ve imagined our paths crossing, fate tossing us together once more.

      And for a year, it hasn’t been him.

      I’ve told myself to stop looking, to shut down that breath-held double take. To ignore the crazy mix of excitement, fear, and anticipation thrumming through my veins. To stop wondering what he’d say. If he’d stop, or if our eyes would meet, holding through one weighted beat before we continued on our separate ways, a secret smile curving our lips.

      I’ve gotten pretty good at stifling that impulse. At least outwardly.

      Maybe too good because this time, I shouldn’t have ignored the blurred figure in my periphery as I followed the exit ramp out of short-term parking at O’Hare. I shouldn’t have dismissed the tingle at the back of my neck as wishful conjuring.

      I should have stopped. Looked back.

      And then I should have hit the gas, gotten the hell out of there, and disappeared into Chicago’s holiday traffic.

      Because this time, it’s him.

      Diesel. Or whatever his real name is. The kindred spirit from Vegas last year who was looking for the same escape I was. The one who promised we’d never see each other again and then sealed it with a kiss.

      The man who just followed me home.

      Slinging my carry-on over my shoulder, I blink past the snowflakes clinging to my lashes.

      I can’t believe it’s him, but I recognize the thick fingers plowing through a fall of dark hair and the groove digging deep between eyes I’ve dreamed of too many nights.

      Long, powerful legs encased in dark jeans come into view as he rounds the car abandoned half on the curb, engine still running. Seemingly oblivious to the guy bellowing animatedly from the passenger seat, Diesel closes the distance between us.

      I gulp and, like a total chicken, dart toward my building.

      “Jane!”

      The name I gave him a year ago cracks like thunder through the gently falling flurries and sets loose a panic-laced giggle within me as I fumble my keys. There is nothing funny about this.

      It’s never supposed to be him.

      What’s he doing here?

      Why now?

      I manage the lock and get on the far side of the security door, but before I can push it shut behind me, he’s there, eyes hard as they meet mine through the glass. His hands are on the metal bar on the other side. He could push once and he’d be through, but instead he holds steady.

      “Jane, come on. You can’t hide in there forever. I’ll wait you out. But I’m not leaving until we talk.”

      I didn’t see my sister’s car when I pulled up, but she could show up anytime, and if Diesel— Yes, that Diesel, the one I won’t talk about —is here when she does, she’ll start pumping him for the answers I won’t give her.

      “It’s Christmas Eve,” I plead, but before the words are even out of my mouth, I know they were the wrong ones to say.

      One dark brow pushes up. “So, you know I’ve got nothing better to do than wait for you.”

      I do.

      I’ve spent more than a few moments thinking about him these past few weeks. Wondering how he’d spend the holiday. Where he’d be.

      If he’d be alone or find another—

      Enough.

      Frustrated with myself as much as I am him, I shove off the door with a growl.

      It’s invitation enough for him to follow me up the narrow stairwell to the second floor.

      I unlock the apartment and, after double-checking Misty isn’t home, give him an impatient wave inside.

      He steps past me, his giant body making me blink twice. I knew he was a big guy in Vegas. Tall with broad shoulders and a built frame. But everything is larger than life there, so it takes seeing him step into the space of my real life to register just how big he really is.

      “Diesel, what are you doing here?”

      This is so bad.

      He reaches for me then, and my belly dips as those long, thick fingers wrap around the strap of my bag to pull me closer.

      “Too much to want to say hello to my wife? Happy anniversary, baby.” He lifts the bag from over my shoulder. “Let’s talk divorce.”
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        Liam

      

      

      She grabs her bag out of my hand with a scowl and spins on her heel for the back of the apartment.

      Maybe that wasn’t the best way to handle it, but I’ll be the first to admit, I’m not myself. The look on her face when she saw me— fuck, that stung.

      And then the whole darting into her building like she was about to escape. It wasn’t like I was expecting her to rush into my arms and tell me I was her hero. That she’d thought about me. But damn.

      I run my hand over my mouth and blow out a controlled breath before following her back to what I’m guessing is her bedroom. She’s dumped the contents of her bag on the comforter.

      “We had an agreement. A deal,” she says, not looking at me even though I can’t take my eyes off her.

      Her hair is longer than it was, the dark, soft waves spilling over her camel overcoat. Her cheeks are a pale pink from the cold or maybe from seeing me.

      She’s wearing a suit skirt and silk blouse, and despite the panic in her eyes, she looks professional and polished. She’s beautiful… And like I’m the dead last person she wants to see standing in her doorway.

      I nod. “We did.”

      She pulls a fuzzy pair of socks that say “book nerd” from her drawer, and I want to smile, because yeah. That’s more like the girl I met last year. I think.

      She stuffs them into the bag she just emptied.

      “You’re leaving again?”

      She pauses. “I usually spend Christmas at my parents’. Last year was different.”

      Right. Because last year in Vegas wasn’t about severing ties with family she never wanted to see again. Not for her. She was a runaway bride. A woman scorned.

      Now?

      Truth is, this woman is an unknown quantity. Sure, it felt like there was a connection, a bond. Like there was something almost tangible between us that first night.

      But I wasn’t exactly thinking straight when we met.

      That whole trip was out of character for me. My choices risky, when I’m a deliberate guy who thrives on control. I don’t make rash decisions, but with her I was reckless.

      I wait for her to start packing again, but she’s practically vibrating with tension. Her jaw clenches, and her eyes snap to mine.

      “We promised,” she huffs, digging through her drawers.

      “We were drunk.” Spectacularly so.

      I look around. Every surface is adorned with some quirky knickknack or stack of something. Nothing from the city of our sins, though. Not that my place has any, either.

      She packs jeans, a sweater, and two shirts that were hung in her closet but are going to look like she dug them out from the bottom of the hamper when she unpacks.

      “Jane.”

      She stops, her hands resting on top of the bag, and lets out a slow breath before giving me her eyes. “Stormy.”

      “Sorry?” I look out the window at the bleak winter sky, but she shakes her head.

      “My real name. It’s Stormy Hendricks.”

      It shouldn’t shake me.

      I knew her name wasn’t Jane Jones. Hell, I was there when she picked it. Understood why she’d wanted to be someone else for a night.

      Obviously, our legal names are on the marriage certificate— signed to the sound of her laughter and the feel of her hand covering my eyes. But we didn’t keep the paperwork.

      So, for a year, she’s been Jane.

      Now that I know her real name, though, I can’t help but grin. “It suits you.”

      She lifts her brows in expectation. “Well? I’m Stormy. And you’re…”

      Probably in trouble. “Liam. Liam Diesel.”

      She stares at me for a second, her eyes widening before they narrow into accusing slits.

      Yep. Definitely in trouble.

      “That’s your real name.”

      Never have I felt shittier about not lying to a woman. “It is.”

      “We had a deal.” Her arms cross, and one finger starts tapping. “No real names, no real details. So—”

      “So, we wouldn’t know how to find each other. Yeah, about that…”

      She holds up a finger, looking around her room like she’s hoping to find a bit of calm somewhere. But no.

      “Well, you’re in Chicago, so I guess that wasn’t a lie either?”

      And then she’s rounding the bed, advancing on me until I can practically feel the heat of her temper blistering my skin. “And the pro-hockey player thing?”

      Guilty. “Yes.”

      Her hand goes to her heart, and she takes a step back, wounded eyes meeting mine. “Was anything you told me a lie? Or was all of it true?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She gasps, betrayal weighing her shoulders down.

      “Ja— Stormy, I wanted you to be able to find me if you needed to.” Without having to jump through whatever hoops I’d been prepared to jump through this weekend to find her.

      “I thought you picked being a pro-hockey player because my ex hated sports. I loved that.”

      Rationally, I’m aware that feeling guilty about this doesn’t make sense. But even if I don’t really know this woman, there’s a reason we got into this mess together. I liked her. A lot.

      So, admitting I wasn’t following our half-baked plans any more then than I am now sucks. But it’s time.

      “Look, can we sit down and talk for a minute?”

      She gives me a weak nod toward the front of the apartment, before straightening with a start. Pulling her phone from her coat pocket, she blanches.

      “Expecting someone?” I ask evenly, looking around her room for evidence of a guy in her life.

      Technically, she’s my wife, but my claim doesn’t extend beyond the legalities that keep her from marrying someone else. But tell that to the crawling tension moving into my shoulders as I scan for a heart-shaped framed photo on her bedside table or a pair of nasty gym shoes in a size and color that don’t fit with the pastel palette of her closet.

      I’m a dick.

      “My sister.”

      So not an only child. And the trip to her parents… close to her family. But then I’d sort of guessed she was, despite her efforts to lie about who she was, to pretend for a single weekend she was someone else.

      “We share this apartment and… Misty is great, but she definitely has a little sister’s sense of entitlement when it comes to my business, and I’d really rather not have to explain you to her.”

      “Fair enough.” But now that she’s mentioned her sister and not wanting to explain, I’m reminded of the six-foot-one, two-hundred-ten pounds of pissed-off hockey player outside. “There a coffee shop or something around here?”

      She looks hesitant, so I clarify. “I can drop my buddy there while we find somewhere more private to talk.”

      “Right, there was a guy in your car.”

      His car actually, but that’s another story. “Yep.”

      After a beat, she shakes her head. “I can’t do this right now. No one knows what happened, and I need to keep it that way.”

      “I get it. I barged back into your life on Christmas Eve, no notice, no warning, demanding you work out my issues with the plan we agreed to a year ago.” Taking a breath, I step back. “This wasn’t fair. I saw you and just… couldn’t let the chance pass.”

      There’s understanding in those pale blue eyes. Concern too. But no sign of the sadness that wrecked me from that first night.

      “It’s a complicated situation,” she says. “I’m not exactly sure what the etiquette is.”

      “Probably involves some arcane ritual like the exchange of numbers. Me getting in touch after the holiday.”

      There’s relief in the hint of smile she gives me. “Do you mind? I swear I won’t run off again.”

      “Nah, no problem.” Except it sure as shit feels like a problem. I don’t want to let her out of my sight, but I need to chill the fuck out. “And even if you did run off, I know where you live, right?”

      She accepts the forced joke with a quick nod. I step back, but even hugging the hallway wall I take up too much space and our arms brush. I jolt, and for a beat, her eyes meet mine before she passes.

      Jesus, what is it about this girl?

      I turn to follow but come up short when she stops with a gasp.

      A redhead who can only be the sister is standing just inside the half-open front door, a guilty look on her face, and my teammate, Noel Nichols, grinning behind her.
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        Liam

      

      

      “Hey guys, we were just—” Stormy starts, but Nichols cuts in.

      “Trying to listen in. We didn’t hear anything good, though. Too busy falling in love ourselves.” He steps up to the sister and slings an arm around her with a wink that has my wife’s mouth dropping open, the redhead’s eyes rolling, and my molars grinding together. “Dude, I’m taking Stormy’s sister here—”

      “Misty,” the sister offers with an amused smile.

      “—Misty, to Vegas with me. We’re getting married, celebrating with a hot chocolate-mini-marshmallow fountain, and doing all the shit you said no to. You’re off the island.”

      This fucking guy.

      At least he’s not pissed anymore, but there’s no room for relief because Stormy looks like her worst nightmare is coming true with her sister and me in the same space and the threat of what happened in Vegas last year getting out.

      She turns to me with a panicked plea in her eyes, and the long-dormant protective beast inside me sits up for a stretch.

      I raise a brow, silently asking if she wants the out and getting my answer in the barest nod.

      Okay then.

      Reaching for her arm, I return to the role of pushy fucker. “All I’m asking is for you to talk to me.”

      She nods, quick to agree. “Fine. But not here.”

      Misty’s jaw drops. “You’re leaving?”

      Stormy gives her a tight smile. “I’ll explain when I get back.”

      Which is my cue. I turn to Nichols, leveling him with a warning glare. He’s a good guy. As close to a friend as I’ve got on the team, but he’s a world-class flirt, and I don’t want him getting any ideas about Stormy’s little sister.

      Shit, my little sister-in-law. And that is fucking weird.

      “An hour.”

      He agrees, but his focus is clearly on Misty. “Yeah, man. Whatever you need.”

      What I need is going to take more than an hour with my wife. It’s going to take a good lawyer.
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        Stormy

      

      

      My ears are ringing, and I’m pretty sure my heart stopped beating a solid five minutes ago, but somehow, I make it down to the car parked on the curb, now covered in a fine layer of snow.

      And to think, this morning I believed my biggest problem was going to be figuring out how to tell my parents I’m leaving our family business.

      But now, how am I going to tell them I’m married?

      That I’ve been married since—

      Diesel’s hand settles low on my back. He helps me in and closes the door then rounds the front to the driver’s side. Starting the car, he turns to me.

      “Hey.” His deep brown eyes hold with mine. “Breathe for me.”

      Right. Air.

      I suck a shuddering breath and nod because he’s nodding at me and it seems like a good idea.

      He reaches over the center console for my seatbelt and buckles me in.

      “Does he know? About us?” I ask, the words barely a whisper beneath the pounding of my heart.

      “Nichols?” Liam shakes his head. “No one knows.” Then, “Couple more breaths. Let me see you’re okay so I can pull out of here.”

      I do as he asks, leaning into the seat and closing my eyes.

      No one knows.

      Maybe it’s going to be okay.

      Maybe I won’t have to admit what I did. How far Ray’s betrayal pushed me.

      Maybe…

      There’s a bump as we back off the curb, his muttered apology somehow funny in the midst of my world on the brink of collapse.

      He pulls forward, and I shake my head. “Can’t believe I willingly got into your car after seeing that park job.”

      “It’s Nichols’s car,” he says with that same dry delivery I remember from a year ago. “Which is why we need to get out of here before he remembers I’ve got the keys.”

      I cut a look over to where his hands are gripping the wheel more tightly than necessary and follow the lines of his arms up to his shoulders and then to his face. He’s focused. Intense. And if I’d thought he occupied a lot of space in my apartment, it was nothing compared to the inside of this SUV.

      This is my husband. Lawfully wedded and all.

      For a year, it’s been this little secret with myself. The absolutely crazy thing I did for no one but myself… but it never totally seemed real.

      It does now.

      We merge onto the expressway, and I adjust my seat which was so far back I could have sat on the floor with the extra leg space. “So where are we going?”

      “Anywhere you like.”

      “How about Vegas?”

      The corner of his mouth twitches. “They don’t do quickie divorces the way they do weddings.”

      “Yeah, not actually what I was hoping for. I figured we’d go back, renew our vows. Get some video and one of those plastic bouquets… and when I come back, pretend it’s the first time.”

      “Because that would make a difference? Getting married now would be better than—”

      He breaks off and shoots me an apologetic glance.

      “Yeah, it would definitely be better than everyone finding out I married a stranger less than twenty-four hours after running out on my own wedding.”

      I’d never live it down.

      The speculation is bad enough as it is now. The voices that cut off when I enter a room and the whispers that pick up before I’m even out of earshot.

      Rumors about Ray. About me.

      About why he strayed in the first place and whether I’ll finally take him back.

      If they find out what I did, they’ll never stop talking, and—

      “Hey, it’s going to be fine.” He covers the fist of my hand where it rests over my thigh with his. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

      “As a married couple,” I whisper. A beat passes and we both give in to a quiet laugh.

      When we pass the exit for O’Hare, I sigh. “So that’s a no on Vegas, huh?”

      “Sorry, gorgeous. That’s a no.”
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        Liam

      

      

      I drive for a while, heading north and then west before bringing us back around so we’ll be close when our hour runs out.

      “Not this exit, the next one,” she says, when I hit the signal and start to move over.

      “I know.” There’s a Mobil station ahead, and I pull in, driving past the pumps to the far corner of the lot where I stop.

      Turning in my seat, I take her hand. “We don’t have to go back. At least not right now.”

      Worried blue eyes meet mine. “We said an hour. Your friend—”

      “Could grab an Uber and leave any time he likes. He’s fine. Though my money’s on him turning your sister into his new best friend if he hasn’t already.”

      Honestly, I know it was a dick move to dump him like I did. We’re supposed to be in the air right now, and I know it was important to him to go.

      Thing is, that vow I took to protect this woman I barely know is rooted inside me, taking precedence over anything else. Crazy as it seems, that’s how it’s been from the start.

      And right now, the need for some time to figure things out is written in every line of her pretty face.

      Damn, I’ve thought about that face.

      “Let me take you to my place for the afternoon. You can think. Talk if you want or not talk at all. I’ll bring you back out tonight, sooner if you feel like you’re ready.”

      “I feel horrible about bailing on Misty. But—” She shakes her head, eyes getting glossy. “I’m freaking out. I have no idea what I’m going to tell her. She knows your name. She knows when we met. She knows enough that there are going to be some serious questions about the guy I just took off with.”

      “Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself. Your secret estranged husband showing up is no trivial thing. Give yourself a break for needing a minute.”

      I can see the indecision in the way she worries her bottom lip between her teeth, but in the end, she agrees. “A few hours. And then I’ll be ready to face this head-on.”

      I drive us back into the city. With the holiday and snow, it takes longer than I’d like, but even in the stop-and-go afternoon traffic the tension radiating off Stormy since we left seems to have eased. And when we make it to my building, the tension in me eases too.

      Inside the apartment, I help her out of her coat and hang it in the closet across from the door while she unzips the heeled winter boots that hug her calves and somehow make walking in the snow safe while still looking sexy.

      “This is gorgeous,” she says, walking into the main living space. “Smokey hardwood. Spacious layout…” She slants a look at me. “I bet you have a hard time finding rooms that fit you.”

      I huff a short laugh, shaking my head. She teased me a year ago about the same thing. No normal-sized hotel room would be big enough for my shoulders, so I had to go to a Vegas casino hotel.

      Coming up behind her, I raise my hands to her shoulders, ready to pull her into my chest, but stop short.

      Christ, what am I thinking? I don’t know what the rules of physical contact are for a fake marriage that happens to be legal with a woman I’ve only kissed but has fallen asleep in my arms. Considering she literally ran from me this morning, I’m guessing they translate roughly into: Don’t touch, asshole.

      Walking past, I point to the living area. “That couch by the window is great for thinking.” I wave to the other two. “They’re good too, but not nearly as much as that one.”

      “That so?”

      “Try it out. See for yourself.”

      When she settles into the corner of my favorite spot, arms folded over the padded arm, legs tucked up at an angle beside her, I swallow hard. I’ve thought about her a hundred times from that spot. Wondered how she was, where she was. If she ever thought about me.

      Hell.

      I sit on the couch to her right and point to her phone. “May I?”

      She hands it over, and I add my contact information and text myself before handing it back.

      Wait for it… And there it is. That laugh.

      “Mr. Stormy Hendricks, huh?”

      “While the shoe fits.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Stormy

      

      

      I’ve wondered about this man for a year, imagining him into one far-flung setting after another. A houseboat in the south. Chopping wood outside a cabin in the mountains. Owning Wall Street. Herding cattle. Capable and commanding in any environment.

      As crazy as it seems, his existence alone was a comfort. No matter how out of reach he was.

      But all this time, he’s been in Chicago. Just like he said.

      I remember thinking how he’d have laughed knowing I actually lived by the city he chose as his pretend home. But this apartment is real, and it’s gorgeous.

      I turn in my seat, taking it in. The main space is open plan with a single exposed brick wall and high ceilings.

      The couches we’re sitting on are huge with creamy leather and matching oversized ottomans that frame in a living area surrounding an oblong glass-topped coffee table. There are a few shelves built into a wall of high-gloss cabinets and each contains a single small decorative piece of artwork.

      A marble-topped island divides the space with barstools on the living side and a collection of high-end stainless on the kitchen side. There’s a dining area with a hallway beyond I’m guessing leads to a more private part of the apartment, and in the far corner, a single club chair with an end table beside it and nothing on top.

      It’s minimalist and immaculate.

      “What’s that look about?” he asks, forearms resting on his widespread knees. His biceps straining his shirt.

      Don’t stare. “Just wondering if the neat freak who lives here broke out in hives in my apartment.” I’m better than Misty, but both of us love stuff.

      Liam looks around and shrugs. “I liked your place. It had a hell of a lot more character than this.”

      Character is one way to put it. “It has a Chia Pet. And I’d be willing to trade him for even one of these windows.” They’re floor to ceiling and with the heavily falling snow, the view is amazing. But that’s not why we’re here.

      Time to bite the bullet.

      “So, you want out, a divorce?” I ask, knowing the answer already. Of course, he does.

      “Don’t you?” he asks, and my focus lifts to his eyes. Deep and brown. Serious. Curious.

      Since all our lies seem to be behind us, I give him the truth.

      “No.”
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        Liam

      

      

      “No?” I cough out, though maybe the whole low-speed chase out of O’Hare should have clued me in.

      It doesn’t make sense. She’s beautiful, funny, sharp, and young. She’s fucking desirable. A year ago, yeah, we both had our reasons for doing what we did. But after all this time, I figured she’d be ready to move on.

      Why isn’t she ready to move on?

      “I’m sorry.” She winces. “Probably not what you were expecting to hear.”

      I give her a slow shake of my head. “You caught me by surprise, is all.”

      “I know what we did was crazy. And I hope it hasn’t caused you any problems or… umm, gotten in your way.”

      Her cheeks turn pink, and I realize what she’s getting at. Another woman. An obstacle or impediment to some happily ever after. But she’s so far off base it would be laughable if—

      No ifs. That’s exactly what it is.

      Straightening, I shake my head. “Stormy, this isn’t about a conflicting relationship. There’s no other girl.”

      “I mean, it would be fine if there was. Obviously.” She won’t look at me now.

      “Okay. But mostly, it’s not the sort of thing you need hanging over your head.”

      Hell, when I booked my ill-fated flight to Vegas for earlier today, it was as much about setting her free from our epic act of stupidity as it was about extracting myself from a potential shitstorm I was pretty sure the cocktail napkin with our prenup on it wouldn’t protect me from.

      She straightens, leaning in. “Hey, I know I said I didn’t want a divorce, but I didn’t mean I wouldn’t give you one. It’s just that ‘that thing’ hanging over my head feels a lot like an umbrella… and I guess I wouldn’t have minded hanging on to my secret marriage a little longer.”

      Ahh. “And by longer?”

      That soft laugh and sheepish shrug tell me everything I need to know.

      “I mean forever.”

      This time I laugh with her. “Figured. But in lieu of that, how about I order us some food while we wait out the weather.”

      She covers her stomach and gives me an enthusiastic nod. We settle on the Thai place across the street. It’s one of those dives that has your food in ten minutes if you pick it up, but somehow takes an hour if you get it delivered, so I opt to run down and grab it.

      Downstairs, Derrick, the lobby security guard, is parked on one of the couches flipping through a People magazine in front of the fireplace. He takes one look at me and clucks like a mother hen.

      The guy’s got to be seventy if he’s a day. Wrinkles like he spent his life at sea and a habit of checking on me like I’m his eight-year-old grandkid.

      “Hey, Derrick. You don’t have to get up.”

      He starts my way, and I slow because, while I might not be the friendliest guy on the team, I’m not a total dick. And this guy is sweet.

      “No coat?” he asks, following me to the revolving door.

      I rub a hand over my mouth, sort of wishing I’d brought Stormy in through the lobby instead of the private parking entrance. Something tells me she’d get a kick out of him. And I know he’d get a kick out of her.

      “Just running across the street for some food. You eat yet?”

      He waves me off, but I know he likes the spring rolls as much as he likes a bit of gossip here and there.

      “Walk. The roads are worse than that ice you skate on. Nonstop sirens, and you hear about the pile-up on the Eisenhower?”

      My stomach drops. “Bad?”

      “Bad enough they shut it down. And this snow?” He squints at the darkness above. “It’s not letting up anytime soon.
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        Stormy

      

      

      The sounds of rustling plastic and stomping feet alert me to Liam’s return.

      “Sorry, that took longer than I meant,” he says, coming into view, too many bags for takeout in his hands, keys dangling from his pinky finger, and a heavy dusting of snow melting over his head and shoulders.

      Eyes wide, I rush over to help. “What, did they make you wait outside while they cooked it?”

      “Yeah… It’s really coming down. Even worse out west by you guys.” He shifts uncomfortably, apology-filled eyes meeting mine. “They shut down the expressway.”

      My heart does a little stutter. “We can’t drive back tonight?”

      He looks out the window and grimaces. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought you all the way out here.”

      “Let me rephrase. What you’re saying is… I have a totally justifiable excuse for not going home and facing my little sister’s wrath? A legit ‘act of God’ intervention?”

      “You don’t seem too broken up about this.”

      I take a breath and pull another bag from his arms. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m kind of a ‘run from my problems’ kind of girl.”

      Walk in on my fiancé with his dick in another woman’s mouth the night before our wedding… run to Las Vegas.

      Chance encounter with the stranger I married the year before… run for my apartment.

      Possibility of having to own up to all of the above when I see my sister… run anywhere.

      He looks at me the same way he did that first night in Vegas. Like he can see everything. And he got it. “Sometimes we all need to take a beat.”

      I swallow past the rise of emotion that simple acknowledgment stirs and reach up to brush the remaining snow from his hair. It’s only when my fingers sift into the damp strands that I realize how I’ve stepped into his space like it’s my own.

      Our eyes meet, and I get a little lost in them. In the stitch deepening between his brows, temping me to touch. To ask what it is he’s thinking that put it there.

      A blink breaks the connection. Stepping back with matching awkward laughs, we load his haul onto the island.

      I peek at the bounty. “So, what’s all this?”

      Definitely more than takeout.

      “I have exactly three eggs in my fridge. When I realized I couldn’t take you home, I hit the little market on the corner while they finished our order.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.” And I mean it until he pulls the bottle of champagne out and a not-so-indifferent squeak slips free.

      He chuffs a laugh. “It is our anniversary. What kind of fake husband do you take me for?”

      The kind who surprises and saves me.

      I’m grinning like a fool. “The best.”
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      We update Misty and Noel, who are surprisingly still together and significantly less hostile than I think either of us were bracing for. Liam pulls down a couple flutes while I open one takeout container after another, wondering just how much an NHL player actually eats because this looks like half the menu.

      The Thai food is fantastic. I eat at the bar, and Liam stands with his back to the counter on the other side. We sip champagne and Google uncontested divorces in Illinois. I check Nevada too, but he’s right. There’s no such thing as a same-day divorce in the US.

      It makes the whole situation feel all too real, and my thoughts start circling the consequences drain until Liam snaps his fingers.

      “I’ve got an idea,” he says, stacking the empty containers before sorting them into the recycling under his sink. “Since we can’t do anything more about dissolving our marriage tonight, let’s play a game.”

      “What kind?”

      “The getting-to-know-your-spouse kind.”

      Interesting.

      “Okay.” I raise a brow and fold my arms over the counter. “Why didn’t you play along in Vegas? After we agreed to lies only, why did you have to go and give me all your truths?”

      “Someone’s a grudge-holder,” he teases, the sing-song quality of it almost as good as his smile.

      “See, we’re learning more about each other already.”

      A beat passes. Then, “I was serious about wanting you to be able to find me. But also… my dad is kind of a chronic liar. He’s a lot of things. I’ve watched it my entire life. Lived through the fallout of four wives. Call it rebellion, but I don’t lie to women… even if they ask me to.”

      I want to apologize for asking him to lie and for the fact that someone in his life has made a habit of it when I know how bad that feels. Instead, I guess at another truth.

      “So, not much in common with your dad, then.”

      Liam’s head drops into a slow shake as he lets out a humorless laugh.

      “We’re more alike than not. In too many ways.”

      “Like how?”

      “We look alike. Same interests. Same— hell, a lot of things.” He clears his throat. “Both athletes. It’s why we started butting heads, and maybe what pushed me to perform at the level I do. He was actually my manager early on, but I had to let him go when I realized he’d been cheating on more than just his wives. We’ve been mostly estranged since then.”

      All I can do is stare. My heart hurts thinking of what that betrayal must be like.

      No matter how bad my situation with Ray was, my family was always there for me. I never had to question their love.

      Bracing a hand on the island between us, Liam reaches across and hooks his finger beneath my chin. “Close your mouth. You’ll let the flies in.”

      This time I say it. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s not even the worst thing he’s done. But it doesn’t matter. I’m done with him. And like I said, I do what I can not to be like him.”

      “Is he… part of the reason you said you’d never marry for real?” I thought there must have been a woman behind it. But I was too caught up in how Ray burned me to push Liam for an explanation he didn’t want to give.

      “He is. Part.”

      I nod. “Suddenly, your going along with my crazy plan makes more sense. The whole preventative-action wedding didn’t totally seem like your speed.”

      He huffs a laugh. “No?”

      “You just come across as kind of… controlled. Deliberate.”

      “Yeah, it was out of character for me.”

      “God, I can only imagine what you thought when you woke up with my ring on your finger.”

      He taps the counter and knocks back his glass. “Spoiler alert, it was pretty simple. I thought, ‘Where the hell is my wife?’”
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      There’s no censure in his voice. No heat or accusation. But that hint of a smile feels like no smile at all.

      And it shouldn’t. I pinch my lips together and stare at my hands, remembering the way I’d stared down at the tangle of sheets and half-naked man within them. The dawning realization that I’d made a mistake.

      Not the marriage plan— that part was genius.

      But the other?

      “I’m sorry about leaving the way I did.”

      Our eyes meet.

      “It’s what we agreed to. More or less. But. Why did you?”

      I was supposed to marry Ray that night. There shouldn’t have been anything but loss and hurt and anger in my heart, but somehow this man with his wounded eyes had tempted me to let him in. I didn’t want to give the guy who seemed perfect the chance to show me he wasn’t.

      “I liked you.” Too much. “And that wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “That makes sense. But was that it?”

      I know what he’s asking.

      Embarrassment has me looking away as I think back to our breathless laughter. The heat of his kiss when we took our vows. My brazen proposition that we take the wedding night that was our due.

      His agonizing rejection. And then his promise that if I was willing to wait, he’d give me our wedding night the next morning… and he’d make it so good I might want to marry him for real.

      That was a risk I couldn’t take.

      “I should have said goodbye.”

      “Probably better you didn’t.” Pushing back from the counter, he winks. “Might not have let you go.”
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        Liam

      

      

      It should be awkward between us, especially after that bullshit I dropped on her about the way she left in Vegas. Uncomfortable, at the least. But somehow it isn’t. And same as a year ago, falling into conversation with this woman is all too easy. There are things I love to learn… She’s a toy maker. In middle school, her sister accused their parents of giving them porn star names. Her favorite ice cream is cherry dark chocolate. And she doesn’t know jack about hockey.

      But this? This I can’t believe.

      “You still have to work with the fuckwit?” I choke out, after turning on the fireplace and refilling our glasses.

      She’s tucked in the corner of the couch again, but this time I sit beside her without even thinking about it.

      “Right? Our parents own our company together. It’s a joint family business. He’s in legal, and I’m in operations.”

      “But how did your dad not kick his ass when he found out what went down? I’m seeing HR buried in paperwork for years.”

      Her head tips back, resting against the leather cushions behind her before rolling so she’s facing me. She sighs. “My dad doesn’t know what happened. No one does, actually. Except you.”

      The hell? “Why do they think you took off?”

      I might not be close to my family, but I can’t imagine a scenario where being a runaway bride doesn’t merit a few questions.

      “Ray—”

      “Fuckwit,” I correct.

      She smiles. “Since I wasn’t there, he told everyone that he hadn’t wanted our life together to start with a lie between us. So, he confessed to a one-night stand the year he was in college while I was still in high school. A single drunken indiscretion that he was hoping I’d find it in my heart to forgive.”

      She stops to look me over and laughs. Her slight hand covers the fist I hadn’t realized I’d made, and she gives it a shake. “Sweet. But settle. It was a year ago.”

      “He lied to your family?” She must have been wrecked to come back to that. “What kind of motherfucker—”

      “The kind who thought we’d get back together and figured if he toned down the betrayal, it would be easier to come back from when I forgave him.”

      “And you let him get away with that?”

      “Yeah, I guess I did. But I’m not sure I did it for him so much as I did it for his family. For mine.” She gives a little shrug. “From before Ray and I even thought about a romance, I’ve loved his mother almost as much as I love my own. I can’t remember a time I went shopping for school clothes or a friend’s birthday present that Michelle Hale didn’t tag along. I just didn’t want to put them through that kind of hurt and humiliation.”

      Because those fucking actions had humiliated her. So much that she flew across the country and married a complete stranger to ensure she never put herself in a position for it to happen again.

      “I fucking hate that guy.”

      “It’s easy for me to go there too. But mostly, I’ve tried to put it behind me. Neither of us were going anywhere. No matter what people knew or didn’t know, Hendricks & Hale Toy Company is a family business. It’s a job but so much more, you know? And at the time, the truth wasn’t worth the potential fallout.”

      Jesus. “So, how’s that working out?”

      She wags her head from one side to the other. “Well, you know how I was at the airport this morning?”

      Feels more like a month ago. “Yeah?”

      “I was on my way back from an interview with a company in Seattle.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      “It’s not official yet, but it’s looking that way.” She doesn’t sound excited about it, and I want to find that fuckwit and—

      Her hand is on mine again, peeling one finger free and then the next, until she slides her smooth palm against my rough one. “It’s okay.”

      “It isn’t.”

      She shrugs. “Okay, so maybe it isn’t. But I’m going to be fine. And I don’t want to talk about Ray anymore. Tell me about you. I want to know about the NHL life.”
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      This isn’t going anywhere.

      It’s what I’ve been reminding myself since last night when Stormy tipped her head back and laughed, the throaty sound soft and relaxed.

      I don’t know if it was hearing that particular laugh again after so long. But suddenly I was looking at the pale length of her neck, wondering what her laughter would feel like with my lips pressed against that delicate skin.

      Except, this isn’t going anywhere.

      It’s what I told myself in no uncertain terms when I walked her to the guest room instead of backing her down the hall to mine. And what I reminded myself this morning after she stumbled out of that same room with sleepy eyes and messy hair— legs long and smooth beneath the T-shirt I loaned her to sleep in —and wished me a merry Christmas.

      And it’s what I’ve been telling myself in a continuous loop as I drive her out to the western burbs so we can stop at her apartment and grab her stuff before she goes to her parents’ to celebrate the holiday.

      The snow didn’t stop until midnight, but even with the plows running the whole night, they hadn’t cleared all the way out here until a few hours ago. And now the morning sun is glinting off the heavy mounds of pure white atop every car, mailbox, and parking meter lining her street.

      “Really, I can drive myself out to my parents’,” she assures me, pointing to the completely plowed-in sedan I’d barely trust her safety to on dry asphalt. But one look at my face and she rolls her eyes. “Okay, okay. I’ll be about ten minutes. Want to come up?”

      Images of a body I’ve only seen once but have thought about for a year straight bombard my mind. Probably better not to go up while she’s changing.

      “Nah, you go ahead. I’ll be down here.” Digging her car out while I brainstorm the best new vehicle to include in her divorce settlement.

      When Stormy comes back down, she’s wearing jeans and a white sweater under the same caramel coat. Dropping her bag on the sidewalk where I cleared a path to her door, she throws her arms around me. There’s a shovel handle between us, so I can’t savor it the way I’d like, but it still feels fucking fantastic.

      “I can’t believe you did this. Thank you.” She beams, turning around in a circle.

      I pick up her bag and stow it and the shovel in the trunk. “Full-service fake husband here.”

      She slides back into her seat. “A five-star full-service fake husband.”

      She navigates as I drive, but with each mile, the tension emanating off her hits a new high. Reaching over the center console, I take her balled-up hand and give it a shake like the one she gave me last night.

      “Want me to come in with you?” Christ. That’s not part of the plan. We’re saying goodbye. “Or if you’re not ready, we can drive around some.” Go back to my place.

      “No. I can’t put Misty off forever. We live together. And… she can be intense.”

      “Figure out what you’re going to say?”

      She nods, looking out the window. “As little as possible. I just… I can’t tell my family about this. Us. Misty knows something happened with you in Vegas last year. So no getting around that. She knows we kissed.”

      “Just not the part about the kiss starting at the chapel, nearly getting us arrested on the way back to the hotel, and then practically burning the room down around us?” Christ, I can practically feel the rise and fall of her chest against mine as I pressed her to the hallway wall. The tug of her fingers in my hair as I carried her over the threshold to my room. The agony of stopping… because she was drunk, and I didn’t want to risk doing something she’d regret in the morning. Something else she’d regret.

      She gives my hand a squeeze, and I realize our fingers are threaded together.

      “Yeah. Not that part.”

      Another mile passes, taking us farther out of town. “Do you have to tell them at all? I mean, it’s not really anyone’s business but ours. So, we kissed. Big deal. Say we hung out, bonded. I wanted more, but you— You’d just had your life turned upside down and weren’t ready to start something new.”

      She turns in her seat, watching me. “It’s almost the truth.”

      “When I saw you yesterday… I lost it a little.”

      “Hmm. A little less of the truth.”

      I grunt. “Not really.”

      We drive in silence a few more miles.

      I ought to leave it, but— “Look it’s none of my business. I just— The way you talk about your company. Your family. I fucking hate that Ray gets to keep something you love like that. Something that’s every bit yours as much as his.” Because he’s too much of a pussy to do the right thing. “Is Seattle really what you want?”

      “Want?” She shrugs. “It’s a fresh start, and I think that’s what I need.”

      I get it. If I could wipe the past clean by moving, know Jess and everything that happened wasn’t there, hanging over my head? I’d go in a heartbeat. Pushing those thoughts away, I take the next turn.

      We’re almost there.

      I’m going to drop her off. Say goodbye. Text once we’ve got our lawyers lined up, and then let them handle the rest.

      Because this isn’t going anywhere.

      There’s too much history between us to make a friendship work. Too many strings to make something casual even an option.

      No, I’m going to do what I intended when I planned that return to Vegas. I’m going to let her go and set her free.

      Stormy might not think she’s ready, but this woman deserves the happily ever after the fuckwit stole from her. Just with someone else.

      I cut a look her way.

      She’s going to be fine.

      Her family’s house is situated at the end of a long driveway about a mile down a secluded lane, and when we pull to a stop, we both take a breath and turn to each other.

      “So, this is it,” she says, her smile bittersweet.

      “This is it.” Fuck, this is it.

      I brush a dark wave from her face, tucking it behind her ear, and let my hand slide to the back of her neck. “You’ll let me know when you get a lawyer. I’ll do the same.”

      She nods, those blue eyes soft as they hold with mine. “They’ll handle the rest.”

      This is where I let her go. And I will. But instead of pulling away, I lean in, drawing her with me. There’s no resistance. No hesitation. Just the warm wash of her breath against my mouth an instant before we meet.

      It’s not a passionate kiss, not like the one in Vegas that lit the world on fire. It’s goodbye and good luck and be well, and, fuck, it’s more than that too. It’s a kiss that says if things were different, if I was different—

      “Liam Diesel, dude, I fucking love you!”

      The bellowed words have us breaking apart, the connection between us severed as we look up to the house where Nichols is tromping through the snow, his hair a wild mess, grin too wide for a guy whose car I essentially stole yesterday after fucking his vacation plans.

      Maybe it’s a ruse. He wants me to lower my guard so it’s easier to get the jump on me.

      “He stayed?” Stormy whispers, eyes wide as her sister emerges from the front door looking— Hell, looking like she just spent the night with my teammate.

      “I’ll talk to him. We’ll be out of here in five minutes.”

      Hopefully, without too much bloodshed over all this snow. But damn, there’s something in this guy’s eyes I haven’t seen before.

      I climb out of the car to meet him, but he’s not even bothering with me. He jogs around to Stormy’s side, where she’s already let herself out, and grabs her up in a bear hug that has her feet swinging above the ground.

      “Put her down, Nichols.” Maybe I’ll need to stay a while to make sure she’s okay.

      “Oh my God, Noel,” Misty laughs, trudging through the snow behind him. “You are so extra!”

      He grins, setting Stormy down and slinging an arm around Misty to pepper her cheek with kisses.

      What the hell?

      Nichols grins at us. “We are totally in love!”

      Oh shit.
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      He kissed me goodbye. Like goodbye, forever.

      So, sitting here in Noel’s seats in Wagner arena, decked out in Slayers Hockey apparel, watching my soon-to-be ex secret husband battling it out against the boards feels weird.

      I could have gotten out of coming. All it would have taken was the truth. But that’s still more than I’m ready to give. Even to Misty.

      Besides, after abandoning her on Christmas Eve, refusing to go to her new boyfriend’s game would be low.

      Liam gets control of the puck and breaks free, firing it to a waiting teammate who sends it back just as a couple of guys from Carolina converge on him. Liam flies up the ice, and with a flick of his wrist, passes it to a teammate who slaps it… and the crowd goes wild around us.

      “Did that go in?” I shout, grabbing Misty’s hand.

      She’s out of her seat, tugging me up with her as the giant screens suspended above the ice start flashing graphics of a flaming puck sailing into a net and then the word “Rux” starts scrolling.

      “Yes! Diesel got the assist and Ruxton Meyers put it in!”

      I watch as two of the guys on the ice collide in a back-clapping hug and then Meyers skates over to Liam, and in a show of significantly less emotion, the two bump gloves and pass each other with a clap on the shoulder.

      Liam skates toward the bench, but for a split second, he looks directly at me… and winks.

      Whoa. That’s my husband.

      Sort of.

      For now.

      The flutter in my belly says, but still.

      Another point and a win later, and Misty’s pulling me down through the curved concrete corridor, the passes hanging around our necks getting us waved through checkpoints until we’re waiting with a crowd outside the locker room.

      “Noel asked me to meet him here before we go home.” Misty’s practically vibrating she’s so wound up.

      For me, it’s not quite the same. Sure, I’d like to see Liam. Tell him I thought he was amazing out there. But I don’t want him to think I’m not sticking to our agreement or that I’m trying to find a way to worm my way into his life.

      But I am curious about Noel.

      Yes, he seems like a nice guy. He stayed Christmas day to meet our parents, whom he had the good sense not to tell he was already in love with Misty. They adored him. And when he left that night, Misty dragged me into her old bedroom and, falling back across the floral bedspread, told me he was the one.

      Like, for real. She’d fallen in love with this stranger in a single day.

      And when I opened my mouth to issue all the warnings only someone who’d been burned and betrayed the way I had could— things like she should be careful. Like it was too soon. Like Liam told me Noel is a flirt, that he’s not the serious type. Like maybe she should take it slow —she pressed her fingers to my mouth and shook her head.

      “Let me have this.”

      All I could do was nod.

      I’ll let her have it. For as long as it lasts, I’ll be by her side. And if this impulsive, over-the-top guy turns out to be not as steadfast as she thinks and their insta-love burns out as fast as it began… I’ll be there then too.

      A short time later, Noel emerges from the locker room, and, yeah, that smile breaking across his face when he sees Misty is pretty compelling. Like maybe he even believes everything he’s saying. For now.

      “There she is,” he booms, cutting through the crowd in shorts, sandals, and the shirt he wore under his pads. He’s dripping sweat, his smile wide.

      Misty’s not even trying to play it cool, but then neither is he. And I have to admit, they’re kind of cute. After congratulating him on the game, I take a couple steps back to give them a minute.

      There are a handful of players talking to reporters. Liam’s not one of them, but when I peek through the open locker-room door, I catch a glimpse of his retreating back.

      He’s not coming out. Not that I was hoping he would. I wasn’t wondering what he’d look like up close with all his pads and gear on. If he’d have a smile for me. I wasn’t. Nope.

      My sister dating his teammate doesn’t mean we’re suddenly going to be hanging out.

      We won’t.

      It’s better that way.

      That’s what I tell myself even as that inexplicable hollow yawns open in the pit of my stomach.

      After a parting that looks like it’s going to kill her, Misty bounces over to me and loops her arm through mine. “Ready?”

      “What’s the plan? Are we heading home, or do you want me to wait until he’s ready and you’ll go home with him?”

      “Neither.” She grins, batting her eyes at me the way she does when she really wants something. “We’re going to the Five Hole for drinks.”
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        Liam

      

      

      She’s here.

      The one place I was positive I’d never actually see her.

      It took everything I had to keep my head in the game and not on the woman in seats that weren’t mine. But now? I just caught sight of her through the doorway to the main corridor and nearly tripped over O’Brien when I realized that’s not my fucking number on her jersey.

      Fortunately, the press doesn’t give a shit about me— not personable enough, according to my agent, who’s constantly trying to change that —and I’m able to cut through the crowd and get back to the showers without getting caught.

      By the time I’m suiting up, I think I’ve got my shit together. But then Nichols strolls in, and the words are out of my mouth before I even realize they’re coming.

      “The fuck, man,” I grit out, my body tensed for a fight.

      He chuckles, grinning like his life isn’t in danger. “You said she’s not your girl. But she might be my future sister-in-law. So, she wears my number.”

      “I said we had history.” Jesus, I’m a hairbreadth from laying this guy out and making it clear that she’s my wife and Misty’s already my sister-in-law even if she doesn’t know it. And if that gives anyone the right to put his number on them… it’s fucking me.

      Nichols’s hand comes up from where he’s buttoning his shirt, his finger wagging between us.

      “And you said you ‘worked it out’ this weekend and weren’t seeing her again… Which roughly translates to: Not. Your. Girl.”

      I’m a reasonable guy. Always.

      Controlled. To a fault.

      So why are my fists balling at my sides?

      I don’t even know how to back the hell out of this confrontation with the one guy I get on with okay from the team.

      Nichols flicks a look at my fists and clucks his tongue. “Seems like if you want her wearing your number, you ought to invite her to a game.”

      Yeah, right after I tell her I got a lawyer this morning.

      I pull my suit jacket from my locker and turn back to Nichols. Who’s a good guy, even if he gave Stormy a jersey with his name on it.

      “She seem okay after I left Saturday?”

      His brows pull up. “Stormy? Yeah, she seemed good, I guess. Smiled and hugged everyone when the Ps arrived. She’s quieter than my girl, but— Hell, man, you want to check up on her, she’s at the Five Hole right now.”

      The Five Hole? The fans are nuts after a win. I swallow.

      “They go with some of the WAGs?” A bunch of the players have wives and girlfriends that meet them over there after games sometimes. I didn’t notice if any of those girls were here, and I’ve been tuning out locker-room chatter so long, the team could be planning a bank heist and I wouldn’t know.

      “Nah, didn’t get a chance to introduce them yet. But Boomer and Bowie headed over already. Static too. Asked ’em to look out for Misty and her sis while I wrapped up with Coach.” He does a sort of double take. “Diesel, man, is your eye twitching?”
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      Ten minutes later, I’m shouldering my way through a sea of handsy dudes in Slayers jerseys, grunting out thanks on repeat to a litany of congrats as strangers invade my space like it’s their own.

      I find them seated in the back room. Stormy’s laughing at something Boomer said. He’s got one arm thrown over the back of her chair, leaning in so close that his chest is meeting her shoulder.

      Bowie and Static see me and offer a jut of their chins in greeting, clearly expecting me to keep walking by the way they instantly return to their conversation. But when I step up to the table and take the open seat across from Boomer and Stormy, all conversation comes to a stop.

      “Oh, shit— uuuh, yeah, man. Sit down.” Bowie runs a hand over his neat beard, then leans over and claps my shoulder like the rest of the strangers in the bar. “Don’t see you out here too often.”

      Boomer exchanges a look with his buddy and then turns to me and points his longneck toward the bar. “Yeah, grab a beer.”

      Not here for the beer. “How’d you like the game, girls?”

      Boomer’s eyes narrow as they shift between me and Stormy, who’s watching me with a strained smile.

      Because she’d rather I hadn’t interrupted? Because I keep telling her goodbye, that we’re done, but then crash back into her life anyway?

      She opens her mouth, but Boomer cuts her off.

      “Oh, sorry, man. Yeah, Diesel, this is Stormy and that’s her sister, Misty. Misty’s Nichols’s girl. Babe”— he pulls my wife’s chair an inch closer to his, like he thinks he’s staking a fucking claim or something —“this is Diesel.”

      I’m envisioning his teeth spiraling through the air, a bit of blood following. Then I think about Stormy seeing it and take a breath. Remind myself of the few hundred fans filling the bar, phones out, just waiting for something to post on social. My code of conduct clause.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Stormy inches her chair back where it was. Then a bit farther.

      “Liam, that was so much fun. You know I’m not much of a sports fan—”

      “Hockey in particular,” I add, feeling smug as Boomer’s head cranks around in slow motion. Bowie snorts into his hand.

      Yeah, asshole. We’ve met.

      “But seeing you guys up close like that? I’m thinking you might have made a convert out of me.”

      From the side, I hear Bowie ask, “Jesus, is he smiling?”

      Misty jumps out of her seat. “Noel’s here. I’ll be back.”

      Boomer shoves away from the table with a pout. “Fine. Yeah, I’m going to grab another beer.”

      My teammates follow like middle school girls going to the bathroom together. And then it’s just me and Stormy, watching each other from across the table.

      I nod toward the bar. “Boomer’s a player.”

      She nods, a little smile on her lips. “Good thing you ran him off, hmm?”

      “Least I can do.” Though between the two of us, I’m not so sure I’m the one who did it. Which makes it all the sweeter.

      “So.” I move to the open seat beside her, fold my arms over the table, and take a quick look around before asking, “How was your day, Mrs. Diesel?”

      She laughs, her head dropping to the side. “Not bad. And yours?”

      Better now. “Not bad.”

      We talk. I tell myself I’m only here to make sure she’s okay, but even if it were true, I don’t get the chance to ask.

      She peers up at me. “I have something I’ve been wondering. For a long time, actually.”

      I nod for her to go on.

      She leans closer, searching my eyes. “Why did you do it? In Vegas, why go along with my plan?”

      “You remember in Vegas when you asked me why I was there alone on Christmas Eve, and I told you I’d had a falling out with my father?”

      “You told me you’d rather be surrounded by strangers than stuck with your family. That you had some issues with your dad’s new wife. And you knew they were cheating already. But it doesn’t really seem like enough to make a guy take himself off the market forever.”

      I glance around, taking a deep breath before meeting her eyes again. “What I didn’t mention was that his new wife was my ex-girlfriend.”

      “What?”

      She makes this sort of curly-tongued gagging face that has me cracking a smile into my drink. When I set it down, I shake my head.

      “Yeah. The worst part is that I’m not even as surprised as I should be about my dad. The guy is… competitive with me. He’s got issues with my success. Some dads see their kid’s success as a reflection of themselves. Mine sees it as an insult. He likes to show me up. Take me down a peg or two. Put me in my place, maybe.”

      “By marrying your girlfriend?”

      I reach out, nudging her jaw closed. “My ex-girlfriend. We dated in college. And if you asked him, I’m betting he’d swear on a stack of Bibles their being together has nothing to do with me… But he’s not exactly a churchgoing guy. And hell, blindsiding me with it on Christmas hints hard at an ulterior motive.”

      Plus, the shit he was saying that day when I left?

      I open my mouth to tell her the rest, tempted for the first time in over a year to share the worst of it. The part that keeps me up nights, but at the last second, I stop. She doesn’t need my baggage… and hell, I don’t need anyone knowing it but me. Too much risk.

      So, I give her the easy stuff instead. It’s the truth, just not all of it.

      “Jess is my dad’s fifth wife. My mom was number two for him, and she’s on number four herself. Marriage— the real kind —isn’t something I’m interested in. I’ve seen the blissed-out infatuation, the heartfelt vows that this time it’s going to be different, the honeymoon phase when you almost wonder if maybe it will be. And then the cheating. The accusations. The lawyers and mediators and judges and—” I break off, shaking my head. “And fuck that.”

      She nods. “Yeah, fuck that.” Then, “Okay, now Vegas makes more sense.”

      I raise my glass to hers, and after that, we change the subject.

      She’s got a million questions about the game, about the bruise on my jaw and the scar beneath my chin. Boomer and Bowie swing back around, and they’re chatty as fuck, completely recovered from getting shut down.

      And then it’s not just them. It feels like half the team and their girls come over.

      I can’t even feel sour about them cutting into what feels like stolen time with this woman because there is literally nothing better than her laugh when these guys tell her one ridiculous story after another.

      Eventually, Nichols and Misty come back.

      “Diesel, man.” He grabs hold of my suit but doesn’t actually take his eyes off the girl tucked into his side. And Jesus, the eye-fucking happening in front of me makes me feel like I need a condom.

      “Nichols, what do you need?”

      His head turns my way, slightly, but again his eyes stay on his girl.

      Stormy and I exchange a bemused look.

      “Nichols,” I snap again, and he nods.

      “Right. Yeah, you make sure Stormy gets back to her car okay? We’re taking off.”

      Misty somehow disengages from the tractor beam of my teammate’s eyes. “You mind?”

      Stormy waves her off with a laugh. “Have fun, and I’ll see you sometime tomorrow.”

      Nichols cocks his head. “No promises.” Then, “Wait. Scratch that. Yes, promises. We’ll be by to pick up some things.”

      Stormy blinks, and I feel a wary protectiveness over her little sister. “Nichols.”

      But if I was expecting to have a word with the guy, the ensuing lip-lock happening in front of me says it’s going to have to wait for the locker room.

      I cover Stormy’s eyes. “Don’t look into the light.”

      She laughs, pulling my hand down, and pushes her sister and Nichols away with instructions to wait until they get home.

      “That escalated quickly,” she says, pointing after them with her beer bottle. “Is he moving her in?”

      “I’ll talk to him.”

      She bites the soft swell of her lip, watching as they disappear into the crowd. “No. I don’t want to interfere. Whatever they’re doing, Misty wants it.”
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        Stormy

      

      

      We stay a little while longer, but this already feels like borrowed time, and I’ve got a long drive home. After a round of goodbyes, we start for the exit.

      His hand moves to my lower back as we pick our way through the still-crowded bar. It’s the same as in Vegas and last week, his touch comforting and our conversation easy. Like we’ve known each other forever when our circumstances should make it exactly the opposite. We should be awkward together, suffering through stilted conversation and strained silence.

      Every bumped elbow or brushed knee should have us edging apart with an apology. But from the word go, that’s not how it’s been.

      That’s what I’m thinking when the crowd surges in, pushing me back so the space between us disappears. But he’s got me. His hand slides around my side, his fingers extending over my belly as he draws me into the hard-packed wall of muscle that is his chest. Suddenly, all that easy and effortlessly comfortable evaporates beneath the wash of his breath against my ear.

      “Sorry,” he says, sending goosebumps cascading down my neck and arms. “This is why I skip the bar after the games.”

      He does?

      Edging past me, he takes my hand and uses that big body to cut through the crowd.

      The music and noise from the bar are muted when we reach the empty sidewalk out front. It’s just the two of us. Liam, wearing his suit and this sort of satisfied look on his face, helps me into my coat and takes the scarf from my pocket to wrap loosely around my neck.

      “Are you the team Mother Hen?” I ask into the chilly night air.

      Liam’s eyes come up from where he’s slowly buttoning my coat. He huffs a laugh, the corners of his eyes crinkling in a way that has my knees going a little weak.

      How can one man be so gorgeous?

      “Not even close.”

      “Just me you can’t stop taking care of, then?”

      There’s a twitch at the corner of his mouth, and I wait, leaning into the space between us, knowing the joke is coming.

      “Guess I’m just an old-fashioned guy when it comes to marriage.”

      I roll my eyes, grinning as he digs in his pocket and pulls out his wallet.

      “Speaking of… I got you something.”

      I blink, not sure what to make of it.

      “You did?”

      “I’m assuming you haven’t found a lawyer yet?”

      That spiraling dread is back in a flash. “I’ve got a few calls in but with the holidays and—”

      “I got one, she’s good.” He pulls a card from his wallet and puts it in my hand. “But you take her.”

      I look down at the card and then back to the man I’m so amicably severing ties with. “You want me to take your lawyer?”

      “Guessing it’s easier for me to find someone without drawing a lot of attention than it is for you.”

      He got me a divorce lawyer. I blink back the tears that mist my eyes.

      “It’s felt like throwing darts at the wall approaching these people. Sure, everyone knows someone who knows a good divorce lawyer, but how do you ask when you don’t want anyone to know you’re even married?” I draw a shaky breath. “Thank you. This makes a really big difference.”

      Liam wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me into his chest.

      I give myself the count of three to soak up his comfort and strength and that hint of soap and something distinct to Liam, and then I step back with a smile, telling myself the feeling in my chest is gratitude and nothing else.
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      It’s the last meeting on the last day of the year, but between seeing Liam after the game two nights ago and the email that landed three hours ago, I’m checked out.

      I’ve seen all these numbers.

      I made the graphics.

      I proofed the presentation.

      So, I nod and smile, watching my dad where he stands proudly beside Charlie Hale at the head of the conference room table. But I’m not really listening.

      I’m thinking about how I used to race around this table when I was five. How Charlie would make PowerPoint presentations with my new toy ideas so I could practice pitching them when I was eight. How my dad would bring me to the very spot where he’s standing when I was thirteen and tell me that one day I’d be leading this company.

      But not alone.

      My eyes cut across the room to where Ray’s propped against the far back corner, watching me.

      Ugh.

      He straightens, his hand starting to come up, but I turn back to the front of the room. To my dad.

      I’ve been planning my whole life to stand beside him… and in more ways than one, beside Ray.

      Only now, there’s an email in my inbox from Sleebly Toys of Seattle.

      “So that’s it, kids.” Charlie slaps my dad on the back. “Another toytastic year on the books for H&H. Thanks for being part of the family. And happy New Year.”

      I smile at the close he’s been using for as far back as I can remember. My heart aching at the prospect of never hearing it again.

      After, my dad steps around a couple department heads to catch me.

      “You coming for dinner? Mom and I are going to Costco for those little lambchops you love.”

      We’ve been having New Year’s Eve dinner with the Hale family for my entire life. Until last year, I’d never missed.

      But no way am I interested in having both families acting like it’s only a matter of time before Ray and I reconcile. Bringing up one story after another about the two of us as a couple. Making sure we’re seated together and finding less than subtle ways to leave us alone together.

      Hard pass.

      “Sorry, Dad. I’ve got plans.” I flash a smile. “Misty’s picking me up when she finishes work.”

      “I have the feeling it won’t just be me and your mother who are disappointed.” He nods to where Ray’s been lingering at the other end of the conference room with Jonah from accounting. “He’s been patient. Giving you space. Giving you a year. But—”

      “Dad,” I warn, the muscles along my back tensing.

      My father shrugs, holding his hands up in surrender. “All I’m saying is maybe it’s time to hear him out. He was young. It was a mistake not to tell you earlier, but think of all the years you two had since then.”

      What I’m thinking is that I want to puke. But that’s what I get for letting a liar spin the story of why I canceled our wedding and vanished for fifty-six hours.

      He gives me a quick hug. “Think about tonight.”

      On his way out of the conference room, he exchanges a meaningful look with my ex, who’s loitering while I gather my things.

      It turns my stomach to see that sad, resigned look in Ray’s eyes. Because it’s bull. It’s another lie he’s feeding to our families, the way he fed them to me for so many years. Flawlessly. Without a beat of hesitation.

      And he proves it the second my dad is out the door.

      Any sign of acceptance is gone.

      “You’re really going to skip New Year’s again?” he asks, stepping in beside me as I head for the door.

      It’s important to me that I maintain a level of professionalism within these walls. Yes, it’s a family business. Fifty percent Hendricks, fifty percent Hale, but I’m not some brat who throws tantrums around the office or lets my love life interfere with my reputation.

      A reputation that’s more important than ever right now.

      I keep walking. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I am.”

      “You’re my business.”

      Keep walking.

      “Stormy, I know about Christmas.”

      My next step wobbles as my head jerks around and my heart starts to speed. “What?”

      Ray’s eyes soften into that caring, gentle expression that used to make me feel like I could melt into his arms and everything would be okay. Now it feels like another betrayal.

      “Christmas. You disappeared. Like—” He clears his throat and looks away. “Like last year.”

      Not exactly like last year, considering I found my fiancé balls-deep in someone else’s mouth. That only happens once.

      “And? No. Never mind.” I turn down the hall to my office. “Ray, we work together. And if you have something work-related you need to discuss with me, get on my calendar and we’ll do it.”

      I sail into my office, thinking it was a perfect mic drop moment, but he just follows.

      “Babe, I don’t think either one of us is okay— Oh, hey, Misty.”

      My sister is sitting in my chair, feet up on my desk, a dark look in her eyes. Thankfully it’s not directed at me.

      “Oh, hey. Ray.”

      There was a time my little sister thought this guy hung the moon. She threw her arms around him every time he came over, begged rides off him for her and her friends. Listened to his every story with rapt attention. And sighed— literally sighed —when I’d tell her about our dates.

      She helped him pick out my ring. She loved him.

      But when he broke my heart, he broke hers too. She doesn’t know exactly what happened. I didn’t tell her the details, except to say more happened than what he’d admitted. And that was it for her.

      He adjusts his stance and smiles at her. This time, I buy the ache in his eyes. Ray loved her every bit as much as she loved him. Maybe even more. She was the little sister he never had.

      But no more.

      “So, party tonight? Where are you girls going?”

      “Out with our hockey boyfriends.”

      Our boyfriends?

      Someone’s twisting the knife, not that Ray doesn’t deserve it.

      He lets out a weird laugh, his eyes finding mine as I shove my sister’s feet off my desk. He stares a second and then shakes his head, clearly dismissing the possibility.

      For an instant, it’s right there on the tip of my tongue. He’s not my boyfriend, Ray. He’s my husband. PS, I married him on our wedding day.

      I hold back, though. A lot of good it would do to throw that out there and then suddenly be divorced a few months later. No thank you on looking like I’m not enough to keep yet another man loyal and committed. Besides, at last check, Liam wasn’t coming tonight. Because, yes, I asked.

      So instead, I wait. Staring Ray down without a word until he finally takes the hint and wishes us a happy New Year.

      In the car, Misty is stewing hard. “What a douche. I should have invited him tonight. Let him show up and watch as you pick which smoking-hot stud to take you home.”

      Right.

      When we skip the turn for our apartment, I balk. “Wait, I still have to get changed.”

      “Yeah, about that. I saw the dress you picked out. It sucks.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You haven’t been single for New Year’s in more than a decade. And last year doesn’t count.”

      No. It really doesn’t. Considering I was married. Same as I am now. Not that I’m going to clarify any of that. In fact, the best course of action is to nod quietly and let her have her say.

      Only those little-sister Spidey Senses must be tingling because her head whips around, her eyes narrowing before returning to the road.

      “What gives? You look guilty.”

      “I’m not,” I squeak, guilt burning through me. Or maybe it’s the seat warmer overheating.

      Misty’s car needs an upgrade.

      She checks me again, and I channel my inner Liam, tucking away all my tells and giving her an even stare.

      It must be enough.

      “Fine. All I’m saying is, you’ve had a year of mourning your dead relationship. It’s time to move on. Tonight. And you’re not wearing the same dress you wore to your engagement party to do it.”

      God, I hadn’t even realized it was the same dress, but she’s right.

      I glance into the cluttered backseat and don’t see a bag. “So what am I wearing?”

      “I got you a surprise. And you’re going to hate it, but… unless you want to spend New Year’s in that”— her lip curls —“smart pants suit, you’re going to wear it anyway.”
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      What the fuck am I doing here?

      I don’t do parties. I don’t hang with the team. But all it took was four little words from Nichols on our way out of practice this morning— “Stormy will be there” —and my plans went from rewatching last night’s game over broiled salmon for one to cutting past a line that was wrapped around the corner so I can be the asshole telling the bouncer I’m on the list.

      The music is loud, the bass heavy as a girl in a dress that’s barely there guides me in through a private hallway and directs me to the second level.

      Half a dozen of my teammates are standing around the bar with wives and girlfriends I’ve met at various functions and occasionally seen outside the locker room after a game, but no Stormy.

      This was a mistake. Boomer’s parked on a couch surrounded by bunnies, and Bowie’s got a girl beside him too. Static, Kellog, and Olsen are parked with a few guys I don’t know by the balcony. No Nichols.

      Kellog laughs hard enough to bend over before straightening again, effectively closing off that semicircle of dudes. But in that brief break, I catch a flash of ice blue. Less than a sliver. But enough that something— instinct, maybe —has me closing in, my pulse starting to jack.

      Static shifts to the left, and I catch the spill of wavy dark hair.

      Another two steps and Olsen signals the passing server for another round.

      I’ve found Nichols. He’s standing against the rail with his arm around Misty. And next to her is Stormy.

      Now I get why that scant sliver of ice blue was all I saw of her dress… Because that’s all there fucking is.
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      This dress is, at most, a few scraps of shimmery thin fabric in the color of Stormy’s eyes, barely held together by a couple strands of sparkly beads over her shoulders and midway between her belly button and spectacular tits. It’s so short her legs look like they go for miles. And the shoes.

      Damn.

      Jesus, those shoes look like they ought to come with their own rating, and it’s taking every fucking thing I have not to imagine those glittering spiked heels at my thighs— I swallow hard. By my ears. Draped over my shoulders as I sink my tongue deep into—

      Fuuuck. Shake it off, man.

      Every single one of these guys is watching her like they’re about to drop their gloves and start pulling jerseys for her. I’m already reaching for the back of Kellog’s shirt when she sees me.

      “Liam, you came!” She breaks away from Nichols’s side, something I’d swear is relief in her eyes as she shimmies past the idiots too distracted to move for her.

      “Noel said you weren’t coming. God, I’m glad you changed your mind,” she sings, moving into my side as my arm comes around her, that beast in my chest chilling the fuck out.

      Damn, this girl fits.

      “I wasn’t, but when he said you’d be here, I figured since we both hate parties, maybe we could hate this one together.”

      “Yes!”

      I love the way that smile opens up for me. “Pretty sure my teammates are going to be gunning for me when we hit the ice tomorrow, though.” Looking over her head, I wink at the guys still staring after her like they had any chance with a woman like her.

      Static flips me off, and I grin. “You’re gorgeous, and that dress is killer.”

      Her eyes drop. “Don’t suppose you have a suit jacket around here somewhere, though?”

      I check my charcoal slacks and black dress shirt.

      “Did I need one?”

      “No, no you’re fine. You look great,” she assures, with a pretty shake of her head. It sends a dark curl into the valley between her breasts, and I force myself not to stare. “This dress is maybe just a little too killer for me.”

      At my raised brow, she goes on. “Misty decided it’s time I get on with my dating life and hijacked me after work, brought me downtown to a spectacular hotel suite to get ready for the party, and then stole my clothes while I showered. All my clothes, Liam. And then she left me with this. I know it’s beautiful, but I’m not a ‘two strings of spaghetti and a couple scarves’ type of girl.”

      “Damn. She means business.”

      “And here she comes,” she says with a look that’s part accusation, part adoration. “Misty.”

      “Oh no, you don’t,” her sister scolds, wagging a finger my way. “Stormy already said you guys were just friends, so, sorry, Diesel, but… cockblocker, be gone.”

      Stormy coughs, and I rub a hand over the bare expanse of her back.

      Holy shit, there’s nothing there.

      “Cockblocker?” I turn my attention back to Misty, choosing to ignore the reference to Stormy and I being just friends. Because that’s not exactly where my head is right now even though it should be.

      “Don’t think I didn’t hear about what happened back at the Five Hole, mister. Everyone thought you two were together. And you let them.”

      Yeah. Sorry, not sorry.

      Misty’s posture relaxes, and she takes Stormy’s hand in hers and leans in.

      “I want you to have a little fun, is all. And by fun, I mean I want some guy’s tongue tonsil-deep in your mouth at midnight. Preferably with the accompanying sketchy photo showing up on social so Ray can see.”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I try not to let the image take root. But it’s too late.

      Only it’s not going to be one of my teammates or some random from this party kissing her at midnight.

      It’s going to be me.
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      Noel comes over with a couple of friends, his arms swallowing Misty in a big hug like it’s been weeks since they touched instead of minutes.

      Liam excuses himself to get a drink at the bar, leaving me to shiver at my sister’s side in this stupid dress. Of course, Misty tells him to take his time.

      She’s feisty and determined, but so very misguided.

      Even if I was shopping for a hookup at this party, this dress isn’t me. I don’t like strangers staring at my belly button or having a bird’s-eye view of the freckle at the base of my spine. And my back feels like it’s about to cramp from how hard I’m working to hold the posture necessary to avoid flashing everyone.

      I should have worn the pants suit.

      But as it is, I’m just counting the seconds until Liam comes back and I can take shelter against his side.

      I turn to check on him at the bar, and jealousy burns through me as one of the servers rests her hand on his upper arm.

      Not only is she touching him like they have some kind of special secret, but her dress covers twice what mine does.

      He bows down so she can speak into his ear.

      My belly tightens uncomfortably.

      Inexplicably.

      What do I care if he’s letting some pretty girl in a short skirt chat him up? I don’t.

      I shouldn’t.

      He’s not actually mine.

      I start to turn away but can’t quite make it happen without turning back for one more look.

      And that’s when I see it.

      Liam smiles. Like a real smile, and nods… following as the woman leads him away.

      I stare. Processing.

      It doesn’t matter. We’re friends. Not even. We’re friendly. Heck, he gave me his divorce lawyer to make sure we got moving on it. We don’t even text to keep in touch. So why can’t I wrap my head around what just happened?

      “Stormy, have you met Jamie?”

      I turn back to my sister, who’s grinning beside one of the men we were talking with earlier. I recognize him, but no, we haven’t actually been introduced yet.

      Pushing my shoulders back and my smile into place, I offer my hand. “Not officially. Hi, I’m Stormy Hendricks.”

      He takes my hand and, instead of shaking, brings it to his mouth where he holds it, looking me over top to bottom, before giving it a kiss that has my brows knitting together.

      Is this guy for real?

      “Damn, I’ve been waiting all year for a dress like this.”

      Mmm. “All the credit goes to Misty,” I supply dryly, shooting my sister a glare.

      She cringes and mouths “Sorry” as this Jamie person tells me about how he’s “athlete adjacent” since he owns a sports drink company or something.

      There’s a warm tingle between my shoulder blades, like an awareness starting in the skin but heating through me until I feel it bloom in the center of my chest. Misty’s eyes narrow on something behind me. Someone.

      Turning, I lose my breath at the sight of Liam closing in.

      He’s wearing a snug black T-shirt still holding fold marks and an “inspected by” sticker on the straining short sleeve. In his hands is a crumpled bag from one of those online delivery services and—

      “Oh my God,” my sister gasps from behind me. “Is that your shirt?”

      Liam shrugs, holding the garment up. “I run hot.” Eyes locked with mine, he adds, “But you were mentioning being cold earlier… Did you want to wear this?”

      My eyes drop to the black shirt, and I fling my arms around his waist.

      There’s a slight tension and pop at the tie beneath my arm, followed by a cool breeze where there definitely shouldn’t be one. No!

      “Oh shit,” my sister hisses, lunging in to plaster herself against my side. “We’ve got boob.”

      “What!”

      Noel’s eyes bug, and he grabs Jamie, hauling him away.

      But Liam’s already covering me with his still-warm shirt, helping me get my arms into the sleeves that have already been rolled and safety-pinned.

      Ducking down so his mouth is next to my ear, he murmurs so quietly, no one can hear but me, “Come on. Tell me I’m the best husband you ever had.”

      “Hands-down, the very best,” I answer, pretty sure it would be true even if I’d had a dozen of them. “You sure you don’t want to sign on to this gig forever? Tell everyone so they stop trying to find us someone else?”

      He draws back a few inches, and our eyes meet, the same magnetic hold pulling me toward him when I should be leaning away.

      Liam chuckles gruffly. “If I said yes, could we keep this dress?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Liam

      

      

      After the wardrobe malfunction, Misty gives me permission to cockblock at will, and Stormy and I find a relatively quiet corner in the back of the VIP floor. We’re standing side by side at a tall table. She’s got a glass of champagne, and I’ve got a bourbon, but neither of us have really been drinking.

      Mostly, I've been telling her stories about the team. Listening to her melodic laughter and wishing I wasn’t such an introverted fucker so I’d have more to share. More ways to keep that laugh coming.

      Because when it stops, slowing first and then fading to a smile that’s soft and sweet, I can’t stop looking at her.

      Maybe it’s a good thing this girl is moving to Seattle.

      A whistle cuts through the music, and we both turn to where one of the servers is standing on the bar. Cupping her hands at her mouth, she calls out a one-minute warning to midnight.

      The music changes to a heavy pulse, and there’s a flurry of movement in the background. People pulling out their phones to document the last seconds of the closing year, I guess.

      But my attention is on Stormy.

      She peers up at me. “I didn’t realize how close to midnight it was.”

      “I did.”

      Her lips part, and even beneath the club lighting, I can see that faint blush breaking over her cheeks.

      She blinks, and suddenly it’s there. That same look from Vegas. The one that’s curious and bold and daring.

      The one that says, Yes.

      I cock my head. “I mean, it’s not like it would be real.”

      She bites her bottom lip. “No more so than this marriage.”

      “It’s New Year’s.”

      “Tradition,” she whispers, turning into me… Waiting.

      Our eyes hold as the anticipation builds.

      The countdown starts, and her hand moves to rest lightly at my chest. Mine slides beneath her hair.

      There’s a whisper of vulnerability in her eyes, and my heart thuds hard.

      “Just one,” I say, though who I’m telling, I’m not sure.

      A nod. “Just one.”

      Jesus, the half-breathless way she says it is almost as hot as the way she’s staring at my mouth.

      Three… Two… One…
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        Liam

      

      

      Our mouths meet in a tame, totally New Year’s-appropriate kiss, and that should be the end of it. But there’s something beyond addictive about the soft give of her lips, and instead of breaking away, I take another sip. Another taste. Another lingering minute of this fresh new year to feel her in my arms.

      It should be enough.

      But that light touch at my chest becomes two hands clutching my T-shirt. And the hand at the back of her neck becomes one fisted in her hair and the other balled in the excess of fabric at the small of her back. I’m gathering her into me, kissing her hard and harder. Groaning as she opens beneath the crush of my mouth over hers.

      Just one? How did I think it would be enough? That anything could be enough?

      I’m a slave to the taste of her and the needy little sounds she gives me every time I take her sweet wet mouth with another thrust of my tongue.

      I don’t even realize what I’m doing until I feel the wall beneath my hand and the full decadent press of Stormy’s body along the length of mine. It’s too perfect. Too right.

      Only then, those hands that have been clutching and pulling at me still at the center of my chest.

      She stops.

      I stop.

      Fuuuck, I don’t want to stop. But I pull back, take a breath, and meet her eyes.

      This is where I take her back to the hotel, wish her a happy New Year, and leave her there.

      Check in with the lawyer on Monday.

      She blinks up at me. Her lips are parted. Her chest is rising and falling in time with mine. “This doesn’t have to change anything.”

      I blink. Did she—

      She tugs me back in. And before I’ve even closed the scant few inches between us, that greedy, desperate, grateful part of me that only seems to exist for her is back.

      Taking control.

      Crushing her with the kiss I thought was over, giving her the hard press of my body as I devour her, ignoring the distant clanging alarm warning that this level of relief isn’t something I should feel.

      But when I give her my tongue and she moans around it, pressing all her sweet softness into me, I forget about everything but her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Liam

      

      

      We stumble into the hotel room, mouths fused, coats and clutches falling around our feet.

      I take a step back, devouring the vision that is Stormy in my half-open shirt. It’s hanging from one shoulder and caught at her elbow on the other arm. And beneath, a few scraps of icy blue fabric that gave up the fight on keeping her decent hours ago.

      But the sexiest thing about her is the half smile on her parted lips and the look in her eyes begging for more.

      She asked me for this in Vegas. Told me she wanted it. But it was the champagne and bitter heartbreak talking that night.

      Now? She’s not coming off a breakup. She’s not drunk.

      She’s beautiful.

      She’s— fuck, she’s working my belt open with quick, sure fingers.

      I let her at my fly then cover her hip with my hand so my thumb anchors over that sexy bone in front, my palm cups the womanly curve of her, and my fingers flex against the swell of her ass.

      Pulling her in to me, I kiss her to the sound of my belt hitting the floor. I lick into her open mouth, teasing first and then taking as I slide that shirt down, down, down, then bring my hands back up in a greedy caress of her belly, ribs, and breasts… teasing her tight nipples with my thumbs.

      She moans around my tongue, her hips starting to move against me.

      “Fuck, you taste good.” I’m losing my mind over her. “Want to taste you everywhere.”

      Another shaky moan and her hands fumble against my chest, climbing higher until they reach my hair.

      Tugging. Pulling. Holding me to her as I kiss her harder.

      “Turn around, beautiful.”

      She does what I ask, her chin trailing behind as she watches me over her shoulder.

      I’m no stranger to laces, but never in my life have I had a woman tied in such a delicate binding. Two shimmering strands cross her otherwise bare back and tie in a bow in the middle, and another set of impossibly small knots beneath her arms where the front of her dress is secured, now on just the one side, to the back.

      Running my thumbs over the smooth skin of her shoulders, I let them trail down her arms and then catch her wrists in my hands.

      “Up.” I guide them to the wall in front of her and press a kiss to each bare shoulder.

      Carefully, I untie the left side and then run my knuckles over the stretch of bare, sensitive skin. She’s soft beyond imagination. A gift, even though she’s not one I get to keep.

      I skim my nose along her shoulders and, bracing one hand beside hers at the wall, ghost the other down the front of her body until I reach the bottom of her dress. Slipping beneath, I find a sodden scrap of silk between her legs, cut as spare as the dress paired with it.

      “So fucking wet.”

      I rock my hips into her, petting that damp heat until I feel her quake.

      “God, Liam,” she gasps, her hips pushing back while her hands remain at the wall. “Please.”

      “Need to see you, gorgeous.”

      I pull back and undo the last tie, letting the dress drift to the floor.

      She turns, and the sight of her in those fuck-me heels and scant panties is it.

      In the next breath, Stormy lets out a shocked squeak as I throw her over my shoulder like a damn caveman.

      I cart her to the bed and flip her forward.

      She lands with her legs spread, just enough for me to see where the silk has darkened with her wetness.

      I groan, running a hand over my straining cock. Because there is nothing as hot as seeing the evidence of this woman’s desire. For me.

      How is this real?

      But then I don’t care how. All I care about is getting what I need. And I need to make her come.

      Catching her slim ankles, I tug her toward me and lean into heaven, drawing in the scent of her want.

      I press my mouth to that dark spot of need, rubbing my tongue against it to get a taste. “Fuck, you’re sweet.”

      She gasps, her fists clenching and unclenching in the duvet as I tease us both. When she’s writhing for me, I hook my fingers in the sides of her panties and slip them off.

      And then she’s bare beneath me, stripped of everything but the heels. At my urging, her legs shift open, and there’s nothing between me and the spread of her sex.

      She’s slick and pink, and when I give in and bury my face in her, my moan matches hers.

      So. Fucking. Good.

      I lick through her center, lapping up all the goodness I only got a hint of before. I kiss her folds and spear inside with my tongue. I tease and lick and nibble, cataloging every catch of her breath, gasp, shake, and sigh so I can do it again. Do it better. Get her louder.

      Make her hotter.

      “Liam!”

      Right there. That’s what I want.

      My name bouncing off the ceiling and walls the way hers is inside my chest.

      This thing between us is finite. So yeah, I’m fucking greedy for what I can get of her before she’s gone.

      What I can get tonight. Now.

      Stormy coming around my tongue, my name on her lips, her hands— just like that —in my hair.

      “Up,” she gasps, her hands shaking. “Want you,” she says, her words little more than a throaty moan when I work my finger inside her.

      Holy shit. That snug fit surrounded by little spasms has me ready to blow.

      Another tug at my hair and I answer with a slow shake of my head, letting my lips drag back and forth across the sweetest pussy I’ve ever had.

      “One more, gorgeous. Give me one more, and then I’ll give you what you want.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stormy

      

      

      Give him one more? And then I get what I want.

      I’m trying to understand, but the logic evades my sex-scrambled brain. It sounds like he thinks this part where he goes down on me like a man possessed, is for him.

      That getting me off, twice, is what he needs?

      “I’ve never— not more than once —I don’t know if I can.”

      He gives me the flat of his tongue while working me with his thick finger, stroking deep, teasing, and then going deeper still.

      Beckoning the pleasure from that hidden, most sensitive spot inside me, first with one finger and then— oh God —with two.

      “You will.”

      And the way those two words rumble against my most sensitive parts, all confidence and deep-seated assurance?

      The pleasure obeys, rushing through me like a rogue wave, swamping me in sensation, taking my grounding, until I’m tumbling, pulled under by something so deep and intense, I can’t breathe through it, can barely see the place where I was.

      “Fuck,” he growls against me, still rubbing against my clit with his mouth. “Could drown in the taste of you coming on my tongue, gorgeous.”

      Easing his fingers from inside me, he brings them to his mouth and, eyes locked with mine, sucks as he stands.
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        Stormy

      

      

      His pants hang low on his hips, his erection extending inches above the wide band of elastic on his designer boxer briefs. So. Crazy. Hot.

      And yes, that little whimper is mine.

      The corner of his mouth tilts, and he hooks his thumbs in the waist and, catching his pants and underwear together, pushes them down those massive thighs.

      “Your body,” I whisper, awe in my words as he prowls over me, that heavy shaft bobbing, the head broad and dark and glistening at the tip.

      I’ve never come two times in a row in my life, but somehow, beyond all reasoning, the look in this man’s eyes has me tightening with a sweet ache that whispers I might be down for round three.

      Liam reaches for the condom he pulled out when he tossed me on the bed and tears it open with his teeth. How is that so sexy? But mmhmm, that’s another needy sound emanating from some wanton part of me I didn’t know existed.

      We like the sexy condom show.

      And the kisses that taste of my pleasure and the feel of his hair through my fingers and the way he guides my knee up his side, telling me he wants to feel my heels when he fucks me.

      He notches that broad head at my opening and ohh…

      My thoughts scatter, leaving nothing but the decadent stretch of his body filling mine.

      “Slow,” he murmurs gently, taking me another inch.

      I nod, holding onto my last breath the way I’m holding his shoulders.

      He gives that nod back to me and then sinks in full length, and the rush of air that leaves me is every kind of wanton and shock.

      “Fuck,” he groans, when he’s given me all he has. His brow touches mine, and for a moment, we pass the air between us. Give and take.

      And then, slowly, he starts to move, dragging that heavy, thick shaft back, back, back through my sensitive flesh and then driving deep enough to push another needy moan past my lips.

      It’s so good.

      So hot.

      And when he starts to move in earnest, working his hips in a way that has me seeing stars, it feels like this is the first time. Like I didn’t know what I was missing.

      Like this man is giving me more than just his body. Like he’s setting a higher bar for everything in my life.

      He hits that spot inside me again, and my senses spiral as everything draws tight and hot and— “Like that… Please, don’t stop… Keep on… Yes… Like that… Liam!”

      He pounds into me, arms steely beneath my grip.

      “Knew it would be like this— Knew I shouldn’t—” He grinds into me, pushing himself so deep I feel the strain of my body’s limit… my muscles clamp down on him hard, and another pulsing climax takes me over the edge.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Liam

      

      

      Cracking an eye open, I realize that I am in fact still in this swank hotel suite. My face is buried in the soft waves of Stormy’s hair, my arm wrapped tight around her waist, and her bare, beautiful ass is tucked snug against my junk.

      Which, no surprise, woke up before I did.

      What is a surprise? I didn’t leave.

      Typically, I wouldn’t have even fallen asleep. Whether it’s a one-time thing, or even those rare occasions when I let one night extend into a few, I never stay.

      But with Stormy? It didn’t even cross my mind to leave.

      Not because I’m getting ideas. The opposite.

      This thing with us has an end date, even if I don’t know exactly when it is.

      All it’s going to take is one of these last fraying threads holding us together to snap— for Noel and Misty to burn out, Stormy to move, our divorce to finalize —and that’s it. No more reasons or excuses or justifications for our paths crossing.

      We both know it.

      We’re counting on it.

      So instead of getting up and gathering my shit to go, I’m burrowing deeper into her hair, wrapping my arm tighter around her, and drifting back into—

      Ping.

      My brows knit.

      Bzz.

      Bzz.

      Shit. My phone.

      I don’t want to wake Stormy, but—

      Ping. Bzz. Bzz. Ping. Bzz.

      Her breathing changes, and my jaw sets.

      “Two phones.” Stormy’s muscles, lax the moment before, go tense.

      The pings and buzzing turn to dual rings, and we jerk upright in the bed.

      She slips out the right side, managing to take the sheet with her, while I climb out the left, too used to being naked to care about covering up.

      We get to our phones at the same time, eyes meeting across the expanse of the unmade bed as we answer.

      Noel’s voice booms through my phone as Stormy’s mouth drops open in a shocked gasp.

      “Dude, she said yes! You’re going to be my best man!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It’s going to be fine,” I say as she sits on the couch beside me, my oversized shirt from last night doing little to keep my mind off the panties beneath. Panties so scant that even in the midst of this chaos, I’m getting hard thinking about them.

      Not the time, asshole.

      “It was supposed to burn out, Liam. We were only supposed to have a few weeks together. Just a run-in here and there, some fun, and maybe a single night of indulgence or so, and then they were going to break up and there wouldn’t be any more home games or parties I’d be showing up to because they’d have broken up.” Her eyes are wide, her usually pink cheeks pale as she turns to me. “But they’re getting married. For real. Forever.”

      “That’s what he said.” Along with so many other things that told me how fucking off base I was with my assumptions about what this guy was like and where their relationship was heading, I want to kick my own ass for being so completely blind to who he really is.

      Just like I am with the rest of my teammates.

      She bites her lip, nerves bringing her hands together at her chest. “We’re getting divorced. It’s not supposed to be the start of some beautiful friendship. Right?”

      “We’re still getting divorced. And hell, we’re already friends.” Friends who spent the night trading a half-dozen truly spectacular orgasms. Despite the unorthodox nature of our relationship or maybe because of it, I do count her as a friend. One of the few. “So, we’re going to be seeing more of each other. Is that really so bad?”

      Because it doesn’t sound that way to me.

      Those big blue eyes cut to mine, and I wait.

      “No. It’s not bad. I like you. A lot.”

      Why is hearing that such a relief?

      “But—”

      I reach for her hand pulling it into my lap. “But what?”

      “But this?” She makes an uneasy perusal of my body, lingering on my bare chest and abs, and even though I threw on the pants from last night, I swear I can feel the heat of her stare burning through the layers of fabric when it stops pointedly there.

      Down, boy.

      “This can’t happen again. I’m not a casual-fling kind of woman, and even if we’re not staying married, that’s the only thing that’s changed since Vegas. I don’t want a relationship. I don’t want to fall in love. So, once we leave this room, no more of the will-we-won’t-we. I need you to fit in a box that has a clear label. Okay?”

      “Yeah, I get it. Once we leave this room, we’re friends.”

      “Friends getting a civilized, quiet divorce.”

      “That no one will ever know about.”

      We look at each other, in total agreement.

      I nod.

      She nods.

      She inhales.

      I exhale.

      But the words are there between us. Waiting.

      Once we leave this room.

      I don’t know who moves first, but my hand is in her hair and she’s throwing a knee over my lap.

      “When’s checkout?” I ask, my face buried in her neck so I can get another hit of the sweet smell of her.

      Her hips shift on my lap. “Noon.”

      It’s not blurring a line. It’s… fuck, I don’t know what it is except that it feels fucking amazing, and when I’ve got the warm, damp softness of her teasing my cock, I stop thinking altogether.
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        * * *

      

      We’re at home tonight, facing off against the Tempest— a team that’s been on a hot streak we need to break. But when I get to the locker room, no one’s talking about the game.

      My teammates have turned into a pack of gossiping aunties, each asking the next if they’ve heard anything more about Nichols’s engagement.

      If it’s true.

      If it’s serious.

      If he’s gone round the bend because hasn’t he only known this girl a week?

      Boomer is lacing up his skates, backtracking through away games and after parties, trying to pin down the last time Nichols hooked up. But with every suggestion, Bowie shuts him down.

      “Seattle, end of October. That blonde with the pink tank top.”

      “Nope. He chatted her up, but remember when we went upstairs, he slid in through the elevator doors just as they were closing? Alone.”

      “Okay, but what about that night at Erikson’s? Before the kid, obvs.”

      “The night with the couch?”

      Assorted sounds of disgust rise from the guys. But thankfully, the man of the hour walks in then, because I don’t want to know any more about the couch than I already do.

      Nichols’s smile is cranked to epic proportions as he holds his arms up, rotating his hands, waving in the questions.

      This guy.

      The locker room goes nuts, players in various states of dress crowding in as the questions fly.

      I pull on my pads. Squirt some water into my mouth. Wait for the answers.

      Rux Meyers brushes a couple of the younger guys aside, his mouth tipped in a slant as he steps up to Nichols.

      “Tea time.”

      Nichols pulls out his phone, and sure as shit, there’s Misty on the home screen, snuggled up against him with her hand against his chest and the fourth finger sporting—

      “Jesus, that thing’s like a satellite dish,” Rux coughs. “Nice, man.”

      Nichols looks like he’s about to make kissy faces at the picture, but in the end, he settles for stroking it with his finger.

      “Thanks.” And then he strolls past the rest of the guys to sit beside me on the bench. One heavy arm slings over my shoulder before he addresses the team. “Girls, you’re all pretty, but I’ve already picked a best man.”

      He hugs me into his side, and I feel my face heat. Then, just as fast, he’s up and headed to his locker, talking about how he wants to marry her on the ice between periods and how he doesn’t think he can wait until after playoffs.

      Rux sits beside me, his wild mane sticking out in every direction. Eyes still on Nichols, he leans into my space. “Didn’t know you guys were that close.”

      We aren’t. But while I might not be the most open and chatty member of the team, no way I’m saying that. “I sort of introduced him to Misty.”

      And then, before there’s time to elaborate, the coaches come in.

      No more time to think about Nichols or Stormy or anything outside that sheet of ice we’re about to hit. Bit by bit, I shear off layers of the outside world.

      My focus sharpens.

      I know this team. I know the players. I know their weaknesses and their strengths and their moves and—

      “Dude,” Nichols says, striding up beside me as we head for the tunnel. “You and Stormy last night, huh?”

      My head whips around.

      He nods. “Picture of you sucking face turned up.”

      “What?” I choke.

      Nichols’s shoulder bumps mine. “You and I are going to have a word after the game.”
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      I manage to get my head back where it’s supposed to be before the puck drops. It’s a physical game. I end up in the box once but balance it out with an assist, and we eke out the win. But it was too close. Something Coach makes sure we know, and the press wants to talk about.

      My attitude— or, more specifically, lack of one —means they don’t want to talk to me for long, and I’m out quick. Nichols is waiting for me outside the locker room.

      “How bad does it look?” I ask when he falls into step with me. “The picture.”

      “What do you think?” he asks, not giving anything away.

      Shit, how bad could it look?

      Once I got my mouth on her again, there was just her and me and this need rising faster than I could get control of it.

      I stop just before the door to the players’ parking lot, turn back, and stare down the concrete corridor.

      There’s no one coming, so I take a deep breath, hoping like hell whatever it is, it won’t cause problems for Stormy. “Lemme see.”

      Nichols hands me his phone.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” For a second, I think about sending him into the concrete pylon with my fist. “You can barely make out our faces.”

      We’re mostly in the shadows in the background. Yeah, my hand is in her hair, and the way her head is tipped back and her body is molded to mine say this kiss probably should have happened behind closed doors, especially with that sliver of ice blue showing beneath my shirt… thanks to my hand bunched in the back of it. But no one’s going to be looking at us.

      No one is going to care who we are.

      Nichols drops a hand on my shoulder and gets in front of my face to meet my eyes. “Diesel, man. This picture… It’s Boomer dipping a chick with his tongue down her throat and her knee hitched high enough to show some flash and his hand on the bare skin of her ass. This picture is going to get eyes.”

      Oh shit, how’d I miss that?

      Because all I saw was Stormy.

      “This picture is already making the rounds on the boards. And while you can’t see exactly who you are, anyone who was there is going to know. Bunnies talk, and there’s a good chance someone might take note of the notoriously closed-off defenseman in a lip-lock with a pretty girl new to the scene.”

      What does that mean for us? For Stormy?

      I’m the boring guy. Kind of a dick, erring on the side of unfriendly. The press won’t care who the girl is in my arms.

      I don’t sleep with bunnies. I don’t make headlines.

      No one is going to want more information about her.

      No one but me.

      “I should probably stop out to the apartment and let her know about it. Make sure she’s not—”

      “Misty already told her. She was fine.”

      I suck my teeth. “Still, I should call.”

      Nichols’s raised brow says what he thinks about that.

      “Yeah, man. Sure, call.” He starts backing up, nodding over his shoulder. “Misty’s waiting for me out front, so I’m gonna head out.”

      He takes off, and I let myself into my car where I sit and stare at my phone.

      I want to call.

      Maybe I want to call more than I should.

      My thumb drums against the side of the phone, her smiling face staring back at me from her contact screen.

      Fuck it.

      I hit call and two rings later she answers, “My sister seems to think I’m about to become famous, but I’m not convinced it’s time to buy the oversized sunglasses just yet. How about you?”

      She sounds relaxed. Amused, even. And I settle back in my seat, enjoying her voice.

      “Have you seen the picture?” I ask, putting the car in gear and backing out.

      “I have. And even I had a hard time focusing on us past Boomer and his… friend?”

      “Comparatively speaking, we’re pretty tame. And it was New Year’s.”

      She hums her agreement. “I could have been some girl walking past that you happened to reel in for a kiss when the clock struck twelve.”

      Unlikely, but for this conversation? “Sure.”

      Her laughter bubbles through the speakers, making me grin.

      “You don’t think they’d buy it as a random act of kissy celebration?”

      “Not really my style.”

      “No. You’re more the marrying kind.”

      And this time I’m laughing back.

      “So that’s how it’s going to be….”
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      I’m reconsidering my stance on the friends thing. Not so much by choice— New Year’s we definitely crossed some lines that can’t be uncrossed —but because there seems to be something of an inevitability to a relationship between us.

      I mean, I had to call her when I found out about the picture. And then from the road just to make sure nothing more had come up with it. And again, two days later, to see if the cable guy had fixed their signal. And one more time the day after… because we won, and I fucking wanted to.

      So yeah. Inevitable. No sense fighting it.

      Which is why, when we touched down this morning, instead of driving into the city, I drove to Hendricks & Hale Toy Company.

      If I’d had any doubts about it being a family company, five minutes in the lobby listening to Amber and her sister Bea, who’s on break from “Receiving,” argue over whose turn it is to pick where they order lunch from is enough to rectify that.

      The girls look like they’re in their early twenties, sound like they’re in their teens, and behave like they grew up playing in these halls. And something about their eyes and chin maybe, suggests a blood relation to my wife.

      “Liam?”

      I turn around and find Stormy crossing from the elevators, her eyes lighting up when they land on the coffees I brought.

      “You are my very favorite human right now,” she says, taking one of the cups and bringing it up to her nose.

      She’s wearing a winter blue skirt that ends neatly at her knees and a creamy silk blouse. Her heels are high, and I can’t help admiring the curve of her pretty legs.

      Christ, it feels good to be close to her. “Bet you say that to all the guys who bring you flat whites with sweet cream.”

      “She does,” Amber chimes in, standing to lean over the lobby desk as we pass.

      Then Bea: “But bring one for me— a mocha —and I’ll only say it to you.”

      I laugh and look back. “Next time. A mocha.”

      “Two!”

      We take the elevator up to three, and I follow as Stormy cuts past a handful of people whose heads all turn in unison as we pass on the way to her office.

      “This is me,” she says, waving me through to a space that’s perfect for her.

      There are light walls with a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking a snow-covered hill behind the building. At one end of the room, her desk, cabinets, and bookshelves are a dark chocolate finish with cream accents, clean lines, and stack upon stack of files, classic toys, and presentation materials atop them, and at the other, a couch and two chairs to match surround a low table with a small bonsai tree in the center.

      It’s a little cluttered but no grunt’s office. This is the workspace of a hard-working woman poised to one day take over. Or at least that had been the plan before her ex turned her life upside down and she decided she’d rather move across the country than work with him.

      Damn.

      She closes the door behind us and walks over to where I lean against the window. We’re alone, and for a beat, I get the sense I’m not the only one resisting the urge to reach out and catch her hand so her fingers tangle with mine and I can feel that low hum over my skin in all the places we touch.

      But in the end, I manage to keep my hands to myself.

      “So, what did you want to talk about?” She takes a sip and moans a little, going back for another.

      “It’s not a big deal. Checked in with the lawyers, and they’ve started with the paperwork.”

      She raises a brow, waiting for me to add something like a critical need for more documentation, a signature, at the least. But standing across from her, my own coffee warm in my hand… I got nothing.

      That was it.

      I bring the coffee to my mouth, take a swallow. Watch her other brow rise to meet the first, pulling the corners of her lips along.

      “Ahh.”

      “Yep.” And suddenly I don’t care about looking like a tool or unnecessary visits. Because that smile is as much of a win as the game from last night.

      And she doesn’t seem to mind, either. In fact, if anything, it seems like she may have swayed just that much closer. “Well, thank you. For letting me know.” She takes another sip and peers up at me through the fringe of her lashes in a way that’s downright flirty. “I wouldn’t have trusted the lawyers to pass on that kind of information.”

      A laugh huffs out of me, and I look away, shaking my head. But then it hits me. There’s a kernel of truth there.

      The lawyers could handle it.

      Only, those fuckers are ruthless, and while I trust them with all other aspects of my life and career, I don’t trust them with her.

      And hell, a part of me keeps thinking about that stricken look in her eyes when I told her I thought we should get a divorce. Like I was taking something from her when all I wanted was to give her something back.

      She’s not fighting me on this, but a divorce wasn’t what she wanted. Even if it should have been. So yeah, maybe I want to make sure she’s okay as we move through the steps.

      “Glad we’re on the same page. But actually, there’s something else we should probably talk about sooner rather than later.”

      “What, suing me for alimony?” she teases, and I pull at my collar.

      “Close, but not exactly.”

      I tell her what I’m thinking, noting her easy posture go stiff, her arms cross, and the only sway I’ve got by the end is her body leaned away from mine.

      “No.”

      “It’s barely fair.” She could ask for a hell of a lot more.

      “Fair? You mean because of all the time, love, and energy I put into supporting you and your career, because of the investment I made in our marriage?”

      I had a feeling this wasn’t going to be easy.

      “How about because of the way I locked you down for the last year.”

      We’re back to the single brow-lift accompanied by some toe-tapping, that has me working double-time not to get distracted by her legs.

      “So maybe I should pay you, then. Because I’m pretty sure the whole wedding thing was my idea.”

      “You were trashed. And I mean both emotionally and in terms of what a breathalyzer would have shown.”

      “You were drunk too.”

      “Fine. We came up with it together.”

      Her mouth twitches, a light coming into her eyes. “Over champagne and bourbon.”

      I didn’t notice that I’d been closing the distance between us, but I must have because I’m standing barely an inch from her now, one arm propped against the window, her head tipped back, blue eyes peering up into mine. “You going through half a stack of cocktail napkins while you worked out our vows.”

      “Those were some badass vows,” she says softly.

      “‘I, Sexy Stranger, take you, the woman temporarily known as Jane Jones, to be my wife…’”

      She sighs. “I loved that name.”

      I like hers better. “‘To protect you from the bullshit of romance gone wrong…’”

      “I’m pretty proud of that part.”

      I drop my voice to a low rumble. “‘From this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health…’”

      She bites her lip.

      “‘To stand between you and some undeserving fuckwit’s betrayal, until death do us part.’”

      “You nailed the finish.”

      I nod. “Right?”

      Suddenly, her eyes go wide, and her lips part on a gasp. “Our prenup!”

      My head drops back.

      Why did I have to mention the napkins when one of them very clearly states that we leave this marriage with what we came into it with?

      Shit.

      I had a plan. Start high, negotiate down so at bare minimum she walked away with a new car, but hopefully more than that. Now she’s spinning away, hands in the air as she goes in search of the “contract” that won’t hold up in court anyway but, for some ungodly reason, she’s saved in a locked file drawer behind her desk.

      She pulls the slim manila folder out with a flourish and then sashays back to me looking so smug and cute, I’m reaching for her before I even think about it. It’s instinct. Gut.

      Hell, maybe it’s the memory of that dark bar and how she scrawled out the short terms of our agreement and then sealed it with a kiss that left a glossy imprint on the paper.

      Whatever the reason, the result is my hand at the curve of her waist, drawing her in so our bodies meet, pinning the folder closed between us. It’s her breath hitching just that little bit. Her eyes lifting slowly to meet mine.

      Jesus, I should let her go. Get my big mitt off her, except all I can do is look at where my fingers span that soft dip, feel the heat of her body, and tell myself I’m supposed to be setting her back a step, not pulling her forward.

      Only then do I realize I’m not the one pulling her in at all. My hand is on her waist, yeah, my fingers firm in a hold I’m trying to talk myself out of, but it’s her drifting infinitesimally closer. And suddenly it’s a year ago and I’m staring at the woman who just became my wife, and I realize I don’t want to let her go at all.

      “Yo babe, got any paper clips?”

      My head snaps toward the now open door to Stormy’s office and the fuckwit who just strode in without knocking… and called her babe.
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      Liam looks down at me, all the mind-scrambling heat and intensity that was in his eyes a moment ago replaced by something that hints at lethal. “Ray?”

      Uh-oh.

      “Yeah,” I say quietly, hating that Liam is witness to yet another entitled overstep.

      His thumb moves over my hip in a subtle but reassuring stroke as we step apart, and I can practically feel the air in the room still as my ex looks up from his phone and notices.

      Emotions flash across his face. Shock. Anger… Annoyance?

      And then his hands drop to his sides and whatever stunt fails video he’s got playing is forgotten as he glares from Liam to me and back again.

      “Who the hell are— No. You know what? Never mind.” He lets out a gusty sigh. “Stormy. Outside. Now.”

      “Excuse me?” I choke out, shooting a wary glance at the man whose molars I can hear popping beside me.

      To his credit, Liam holds back, letting me handle this as I see fit. But Ray doesn’t demonstrate the same respect. Instead, he doubles down.

      “Seriously? Come on, babe. Enough is enough. You’ve made your point. You’ve shown me good.” He throws up a hand. “I’m jealous. I’m sorry. Again.” It’s staggering how very not sorry he sounds. “We’re even, okay? Now can we lose the jock and move forward?”

      For a beat, all I can do is stare. How is this the man I loved for more than half my life? How did I never see what was behind the attentive gestures and sweet facade he showed?

      It doesn’t matter. I’m never making that mistake again.

      “Ray, you need to leave. We aren’t having this conversation. Ever.”

      He doesn’t go. Of course not. Like I haven’t even spoken, he shifts his attention to Liam, who is practically vibrating with barely leashed rage beside me.

      “Look, buddy, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but she’s taken. She knows it. I know it. Everyone in this damn building knows it except you. So why don’t you get your coffee and go.”

      Liam’s eyes meet mine. They’re filled with apology and understanding and more patience than I can imagine one man having. “Do you want me to go?”

      I want to rewind this whole morning. I want to have made the choice to meet Liam at the coffee shop or somewhere private instead of subjecting him to Ray’s insulting behavior. But since I can’t, I shake my head no.

      I want him to stay. Maybe give me a hug once I finally get Ray out of here, because I’ll need it before I go to HR.

      “I’m done waiting,” Ray grumbles, raking a hand through his hair. “You’ve got your petty payback, and now you’re just making yourself look like a wh—”

      “That’s enough,” Liam bites out, cutting off the accusation I never in my life thought I’d hear from Ray. “It’s time for you to leave.”

      It shouldn’t cut at me the way it does. But my hands are shaking with anger and hurt. With humiliation.

      Ray’s face twists with fury, and I see it coming.

      He goes for Liam, and I react, stepping forward and reaching out to stop him. “Ray, no.”

      But he’s already moving and knocks the file from my grasp.

      “Jesus, Stormy are you okay?” Liam asks, stepping between us in a blink. With one hand, he’s brushed Ray aside, while the other skims from my shoulder down my arm.

      I nod, only I’m not so sure. Where—?

      “She’s fine.” Ray ducks to sweep up the manila folder lying empty at my feet.

      Oh God, where’s the napkin?

      “I’m fine,” I assure him, hastily adding, “Ray, you should go.”

      He starts to wave me off but stops when his brows buckle and his head tilts. “What the hell is this? ‘You keep your shit. I’ll keep—’”

      “It’s nothing.” I lunge past him, zeroed in on the crumpled napkin half beneath my desk.

      Only Ray’s right there, his eyes bugging out of his head as he makes a choking sound.

      “Why the fuck does that say ‘Prenup’?” He grabs my arm. “What—”

      But that’s as far as he gets before Liam is on him.

      Ray’s grip releases with a jerk as his knees buckle.

      Then Liam has him by the shoulder, hauling him back. “You’re done.”

      “Get off me!” Ray yanks against the vise of Liam’s grip, stumbling as he’s propelled backward. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      Liam doesn’t even pause. “I’m the guy who’s going to take your fucking arm off if you ever touch my wife again.”
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      “What the hell were you thinking?” Stormy whisper-screeches once we reach the confines of my Bronco. There are people visible in the windows and blatantly gawking from the open door of the main entrance across the lot. Not a surprise considering word started spreading like wildfire before we even left her office.

      “He crossed a line.” I buckle in and start the engine, some serious caveman shit surging through my veins as I think about the look on her face when he put his hands on her. “He needed to know that wasn’t fucking okay.”

      “Yeah, he did.” There’s a tremor in her voice that kills me. One she doesn’t want to give in to, because she shakes it off and then straightens to face me. “But you don’t think you could have delivered that message without dropping the Wife-Bomb? Like, I don’t know, simply telling him we were dating. Because that would have been much, much, much easier to get out of.”

      She’s not wrong. But when Ray grabbed her? The rational, deliberate guy who considers consequences before he acts… that guy left the building. I stopped thinking and started reacting to the threat the way I do in a game. Without hesitation.

      “And then all I’d have had to say was we broke up. Like this…” She strikes a supposed-to-be-casual pose like she isn’t a fiery knot of tension in my passenger seat and tips her head toward her shoulder. “‘Oh, Liam? No, no… actually, we broke up a few weeks back.’ So easy. So clean. But no. Instead?” She narrows her eyes on me and crosses her arms aggressively. “‘Oh, Liam? Yeah, we got a divorce. Didn’t I tell you, Mom? Oops. My bad.’ I’m going to look a thousand times more pathetic than I did after Ray cheated on me.”

      My head snaps around. “What? You aren’t going to look pathetic at all.”

      “No? Funny, because I’m pretty sure I will. I’ll be the talk of the office, of both our families. Ray will laugh. All the business associates and competitors will too. They’ll be rolling their eyes wondering why I ever thought I’d be able to keep a pro hockey player when I wasn’t even enough for—”

      “Stop.” My grip on the wheel is so tight it’s creaking. “Fuck that, Stormy.”

      She’s creative and quick to spin a tale, but this isn’t the kind of story I want her telling herself, and I sure as hell don’t want to hear it.

      We drive in silence for a few minutes more until I pull up in front of her apartment on Main Street. We sit with the engine running long enough for a woman in a full-length parka to walk her dog past.

      And then Stormy faces me and starts a slow nod that has warning bells clanging in the back of my mind.

      “You know what? You’re right. Fuck. This. Whole. Thing.”

      She unbuckles her belt and climbs out, turning to lean back in with a furious glare. “Guess what Mr. Hot-Tempered Hockey Player. You’re not divorcing me at all!”

      She slams the door.

      I’m out in a flash, rounding the car and following her inside. “First, you’re right. You’ll divorce me. Not the other way around.”

      Eye roll. “Oooh well, then. That makes all the difference… not.”

      I follow her up the stairwell, running my hand down my face to keep the corners of my mouth down. Not because I don’t take her seriously. Hell yes, I do. But damn, this Stormy is something to behold.

      “And second, it doesn’t have to happen right away. We can wait years.”

      She stops at the landing. “Oh, can we?”

      She gives me a withering look, and I see her complexion has taken on a heat beyond the pink flush I like so much.

      Okay, this is not good.

      For a beat, I wonder if she’s upset because she decided she was ready to date. That she wants something real. That thought lands like lead in my gut before I dismiss it with a resentful grunt.

      Two weeks ago, she didn’t want out of this marriage at all.

      Two nights ago, she suggested we stay married forever.

      Yeah, she was joking… but in that sort-of-joking, sort-of-not, a little wistful way.

      She’s not seeing the upside here.

      “Stormy, this is going to be the easiest marriage to fake ever. I travel half the year and for the other half? With the new job in Seattle, you won’t even be in the state so no one here is going to notice if you go home to a house I’m not living in.” She doesn’t look impressed. “And it’s not like I’m just going to abandon you, either. When you come back for the holidays, we’ll stay together.”

      She unlocks the apartment, and I keep my hand on the door above her head in case she plans to slam it in my face before I get in.

      “You’ve got it all worked out, huh?” she demands, flipping through her keys.

      “Honestly, yeah.” This isn’t a bad deal at all. The whole severing-ties idea was jacked. We get along. And the more I think about it, the more I like the idea of us staying in each other’s lives. Being friends. Having fun together— whatever that looks like —when our schedules allow it. “With you moving to Seattle, it’s actually pretty perfect.”

      She drops her bag on the sofa and turns. The smile she’s wearing is no smile at all. And that’s when I see it.

      “You kept it on your keys?” I cough out.

      She slips her wedding band free of the loop and holds it up for me to see.

      “Perfect. Except… I’m not moving to Seattle.” She jams her wedding ring onto her finger and, damn, flips me off with it. “I turned down the job.”
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      We’re back in Liam’s car, and my phone is blowing up.

      Like I’m thinking it might actually explode… or just expire mid-notification. The back is hot to the touch and the battery lifeblood is draining at an alarming rate. Already down to seventy-three percent.

      I gulp.

      “You could turn it off,” Liam suggests, eyes on the road and hands loose at the wheel. He seems more relaxed than a guy who just outed his secret marriage and then packed up half his fake wife’s closet to move her into his pristine bachelor pad.

      I hug my stomach, past my initial shock and outrage and well into my fresh new nervous breakdown.

      Everyone knows.

      Ray.

      My family.

      My friends.

      The trill of my sister’s ringtone breaks through.

      “Misty.” I’m more afraid to talk to her than I am to my parents.

      “Yeah. Nichols has called sixteen times already.”

      I stare out the window, my mind spinning with all the conversations I’m going to have to have. The order of the calls. What I’m going to have to say.

      “God, what am I going to say? How did I think I could actually get away with this?”

      Liam shifts in his seat, takes a breath, and then shakes his head and blows it out. “We’re going to keep it brief and vague.”

      “You mean they don’t need to know about my refusal to use you for sex because you were too nice a guy?”

      He grins and there’s something about it that stills the spinning thoughts. That calms the chaos in my head.

      “Probably not.”
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      We barely make it inside before Derrick calls up from the lobby.

      I’m not surprised that Noel and Misty are here. That’s my sister for you. And apparently her fiancé too.

      But the fact that they brought my parents? Wow.

      That hurts.

      “I texted we were coming,” Misty says with a too-bright smile. Then, voice dripping with sarcasm, she adds, “Wouldn’t want to blindside you or anything.”

      I groan, but what is there to say? She’s right. And besides, it’s not like I could get a word in edgewise with my parents barreling in, demanding answers.

      “It’s not real—”

      “You live with your sister—”

      “No one’s even heard this guy’s name—”

      “Dad,” I start, but he’s already brushing past me.

      “There's no way she lives here. Look at this place,” my father accuses, pointing from one immaculate space to the next. “Where’s the junk? The Chia pets and twinkle lights? The goat yoga calendar and… piles. Where is Stormy in this apartment, because from the looks of it, she’s never even set foot in this place.”

      He’s not too far off. Not that Liam is willing to admit it.

      “She wasn’t officially living here before. But she’s moving in now.”

      Misty’s eyes narrow. “Officially?”

      Liam continues like she’s just high-fived him. “And actually, this is perfect. We’ve been trying to figure out the best way to share our news, get everyone together… and here you are.”

      We were not talking about that, but I’m nodding my agreement.

      “Yes, this is perfect,” I wheeze out.

      Liam steps over to shake my dad’s hand, introducing himself, and then leans in to kiss my mom’s cheek, acting like we’ve invited them over for dinner as a couple instead of them showing up demanding answers about a wedding they didn’t know happened.

      It’s official. I’m freaking out.

      I can feel the breath starting to move too fast, my lungs work too hard for too little air.

      Misty is shaking her head.

      Noel is glaring at Liam.

      My parents…

      “And now you’re married—”

      “But since when—”

      I smile wider. Try to suck the air slower… harder… and it’s not working.

      Beside me, Liam does a quick double take, catching what everyone else is too spun-up to notice.

      “Nichols,” he cuts in, his voice clear, filled with authority and command. “Get Mr. and Mrs. Hendricks something to drink. I need Stormy for a few seconds.”

      I’m pretty sure that Noel has never actually been here before, but he ushers my parents over to the thinking couch while Liam uses that firm hold to pull me around so I’m in front of him, his body blocking out the rest of the apartment.

      “Look at me. Slow it down.”

      I nod, but I can feel the tingling in my fingertips. “I don’t want them to know… it was… the same day.” My voice is thready, weak. My pulse is racing. It’s too pathetic. Everyone will know and— “Maybe we should… tell them the truth?”

      I mean the words as they leave my mouth, but already my head is shaking no, please no.

      “Stormy,” he says, my name a low rumble between us. And then he leans down, bowing his head so his eyes are level with mine. Steady. “The truth is we’re married. You’re my wife. And we’ve decided to give it a go.”

      “I thought you didn’t lie.”

      He stands a little straighter. “I won’t lie to you. But I will lie for you.”

      It would be the most romantic thing a man has ever said to me, if the romance wasn’t part of the lie too. As it is, it’s enough to get me all choked up with wheezy, hiccupy gratitude.

      “We’ve got this.” There’s just something so sure about the way he says it.

      And staring into those deep brown eyes… I believe him. “Okay.”

      “Take another breath, gorgeous. Long and slow.”

      I do as he says, and when he smiles, the air starts to move through my lungs more freely.

      “That’s good.”

      “Okay. I’m okay.” And my family is waiting.

      He takes my hand and leads me back into the living room where my parents are sitting together, their untouched wine on the oblong coffee table in front of them.

      Noel’s at the island, one elbow on the counter, and Misty is behind him, opening cabinets and drawers, fingering through his stuff like she lives here.

      I don’t even live here.

      Everyone is looking at me, waiting for an explanation I’m not ready to give. “Guys, I’m sorry you had to find out like this.”

      My mother coughs, her eyes immediately filling with tears.

      My father shakes his head, his eyes wounded. “It’s true?”

      “It’s true,” I croak, and Liam pulls me in front of him, his big hands stroking over my arms, his body a comforting presence behind me.

      “We met in Vegas over the summer,” he offers with an affectionate warmth in his voice that has me looking back to see the matching smile he’s wearing.

      “This summer?” Misty comes around to the seating area, Noel a step behind her.

      She knows.

      She knows I went to Vegas the day of my wedding.

      She knows that’s when I met Liam and that I didn’t see him again until he showed up on Christmas Eve. And now she knows I’ve been lying to her for more than a year.

      My father shakes his head, taking my mother’s hand. “Stormy.”

      Lips pursed, Misty drops into the corner of the couch.

      I beg her with my eyes to go along with this. “That weekend I left in July.” The one she knows I spent in Seattle with my roommate from college. “I needed a break and… so I booked a quick trip to get some space.”

      She makes me wait, underscoring how pissed she is. Very.

      “Yeah, I remember. But I thought you said you were just looking for a quick rebound lay?”

      My mom makes a sound I’ve never heard before, and my dad’s face gets two shades darker.

      Misty pulls a face and adds, “Sorry.”

      Okay, so make that very, very pissed.

      “No, no. I think maybe that’s what you assumed. But I needed—”

      “Some ‘strange,’ Right? Yeah, we were in your room, and you were putting that economy-sized box of condoms in your suitcase.”

      “Misty!” I cough, unable to look at the man who’s gone unnaturally still behind me. Like he’s not even breathing. “Mom, Dad, she’s—”

      Not done, apparently. “I was teasing you because who buys endurance-strength marshmallow flavor?”

      “Christ,” Liam mutters quietly as Noel says something about remembering not to piss her off and, now that they’ve caught on, my parents make annoyed noises.

      “Misty, I’m sorry. I should have told you.”

      “Yeah, you should have,” she snaps, but it’s hurt, not anger, behind her words. Noel pulls her in closer and kisses the side of her head.

      “It won’t happen again.” There’s a beat filled with narrow-eyed sisterly silence. And she finally gives me a tight nod, our unspoken agreement struck.

      From here on out, no more secrets. I’ll give her the truth. All of it.

      She rolls her eyes and starts to lie for me. “Yeah, yeah, I remember. You wanted to decompress. Alone. So, Vegas.”

      Liam relaxes behind me and clears his throat. I turn because it almost sounds like he’s trying not to… laugh? But maybe I’m wrong because he looks completely composed. Restrained.

      Controlled. So very not the man from my office this morning.

      “Neither of us were looking for what happened, but we just connected.” Liam sits back on the arm of the chair, drawing me into his side. “It was kind of instantaneous. And the more we talked, the more we found we had in common.”

      True.

      “We got caught up in it.” He smiles at me like we’re taking a stroll down some cute, romantic memory lane. “Drank too much and made an impulsive decision. And in the light of day, we… well—” He chuffs out a laugh and looks around before meeting my eyes again. “We freaked out a little.”

      I start nodding again. I know it’s too fast, but I can’t make myself slow down. Because, yes! What he said.

      “We freaked out,” I echo.

      The arm that was behind my back shifts and then his hand is in my hair… Kinda tight?

      Right, the nodding.

      Noel holds up a finger, leveling Liam with a nasty look. The guy is taking his impending brother-in-law duties seriously. “You’ve been married… for six months?”

      “Stormy and I didn’t tell anyone about the marriage because we wanted to figure things out ourselves. And we wanted to do it privately. Which we have.”

      His fingers flex, and I nod. Once.

      “I’m sorry about how it came out. We wanted to tell you this weekend, privately. Celebrate together. But that Ray—” He makes this sort of strangled laugh noise. “That guy pushes my buttons.”

      My parents blink, shifting uncomfortably.

      Liam is completely believable.

      I swallow and try to force some brightness into my voice. “This is the real deal. Mom, Dad… meet my husband. Liam Diesel.”

      Mom winces. “So, your name is Stormy… Diesel?”

      And for the first time since Ray walked into my office this morning, there’s a lightness in my chest. Because I know exactly what she’s thinking.

      As if it didn’t sound like a stripper name before.
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      Eventually, everyone starts gathering their things and making for the door. Slowly. Like they aren’t quite sure about leaving their daughter with me. I wrap an arm around Stormy’s shoulders. The signal clear. I’m keeping her.

      Even if it’s just for now.

      A round of awkward hugs and weakly reiterated congrats are issued. I lift my hand to bust knuckles with Nichols, but all I get back is a pissy stare. Fair enough. I’ll make it right with him at the arena tomorrow.

      Stormy and I give a final wave, I close the door, and we slide free of each other’s holds, slumping against opposite walls.

      When Stormy’s weary eyes come up to meet mine, regret hits me hard.

      “Stormy, I’m sorry.” If I’d kept my shit together she wouldn’t be facing any of this.

      She shakes her head. “It would have come out. You don’t even want to know how many times I’ve almost thrown our marriage in Ray’s face.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t.”

      She lifts a shoulder and lets out a breath. “So, how’s this going to work?”

      I push off the wall and take her hand, leading her to a stool at the island where I pour her another glass of wine. “Where should we start?”

      She downs half of it in one big swallow and folds her arms over the counter in front of her. “Sex.”

      “Yeah, that was outstanding.”

      “Ha-ha. But also, yes. It was.”

      I like that she agrees, even knowing what comes next.

      “Still,” she starts, those pretty blue eyes fixed on her glass. “With us living together…”

      “Crossing that line again would be a mistake.” As fun as it was, neither of us need this situation complicated any more than it already is.

      She nods, then dares a look at me. “But what about your other women?"

      Easy. “No other women.”

      “Really?”

      Why does it sound like she doesn’t believe me? “Not as long as we’re together.”

      “And how long is that?"

      “Depends on you. We’ll keep this up until you find someone else.”

      It seems like a pretty generous offer, but for some reason, Stormy looks like I spit on her.

      “Excuse me? So now I’m the cheater?”

      Ahh. Got it.

      “That's not what I’m saying.”

      “Then what are you saying? Because it sounds like while you’ve decided to be faithful to our loveless marriage, I’m supposed to be out on the prowl looking for an opportunity to trade up. Because you won’t be free until I do.”

      Something is seriously wrong with me. I’m telling her to find someone else and my inner caveman is flipping his shit when I even think about it happening? Not cool.

      The whole point of this was to set her free, not lock her down.

      “I’m not expecting you to be out on the prowl. All I’m saying is that one of these days you’re going to realize you want more. And I’m good until then.”

      “No way. We need an end date that we both agree to so neither of us will be blindsided by the end of this thing. A plan.”

      “What are you proposing?”

      She pushes the glass around on the counter a bit, the wheels turning behind eyes I need to stop thinking about looking up at me as I moved inside of her.

      “Two years. Two more years. It’s long enough that neither of us looks like we didn’t take it seriously. We gave it a shot and it wasn’t right.”

      I nod. “Long enough for you to realize this isn’t the life you want.”

      “Well, hold on. I don’t—”

      I hold up my hand. “It’s easy and believable. Think about all the time apart. Never being the priority. The constant threat of trades. For a woman bound to her family business, a trade to another team wouldn’t just uproot you, it would—”

      “Okay, I get it. People grow apart all the time. It doesn’t always have to end in some epic betrayal and heartbreak. No one has to be the villain.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And”— she leans forward, giving up a smile too contagious not to meet —“no one is going to be trying to set us up anymore!”
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        * * *

      

      We’ve got early practice, so I start a pot of coffee for Stormy and try to creep through the apartment without too much noise on the way out. I think about texting to let her know when I’ll be back, but she was up late and I don’t know if her phone is silenced. A sticky note with the garage code and spot number next to the keys will have to do it.

      Then I grab my bag and head down for the Lyft.

      We’ll get the car situation sorted out along with everything else as it comes. Once I clear the air with Nichols, maybe I’ll ask him to help me pick up Stormy’s car where we left it back at her office.

      Crazy to think he’s going to be my brother-in-law. The guy’s so over-the-top chatty and friendly as it is, once we’re officially in-laws?

      I huff a laugh into my fist as the early-morning traffic moves on the Drive. I could do way worse.

      Most of the team is on the ice already, so I haul ass getting ready. I’ve just laced up when the man himself rounds the corner.

      “Got a minute?”

      “Yeah, man.” I push up from the bench, wondering if I should start calling him Noel. “Wanted to talk to you anyway.”

      He nods, his mouth splitting into a wide grin. “I bet you did.”

      The hair on the back of my neck starts to stand.

      That smile he’s giving me… doesn’t look quite right.

      In fact, I’m pretty sure the only time I’ve ever seen a look on Nichols’s face like this was when we played against the Blaze last month and that fucker Holtz checked Whalen into the boards from behind and the kid got carried out on a stretcher.

      “You’ve been married a year, huh?”

      Misty must have clued him in on the timeline. I look around, making sure the locker room is empty before answering. Seeing it’s empty, I turn back and—

      That’s when his fist plows into my face.

      My head snaps back, and I gape at him. “What the fuck, man! A sucker-punch?”

      Nichols can hit. I’ve seen him take a guy off his skates.

      But as hard as he hits, I can take harder.

      I have.

      “Guess you shoulda seen that one coming a year away.” He rolls his shoulders, arms loose, weight shifting from skate to skate. “Bet you’ll see this one, though.”

      Oh, I do. And I’m already cocked. “Let’s go.”

      Next thing, we’ve got each other by the shirts and fists are flying as we grapple on the rubber floor.

      He clips my jaw, and I growl, eyes narrowing as I lose my sense of humor about whatever the fuck is going on. I grab his arm mid-swing and shove it back so I can meet his eyes.

      “I don’t… know… what crawled up your ass—”

      “You did!” he barks back, fighting to get to me. “When you cheated… on my girl’s sister.”

      The accusation lands harder than the sucker-punch, knocking me back.

      Or no. That’s Rux and Vassar dragging me off him while Coach blows into the locker room, bellowing for us to break it up.

      “What the hell’s the matter with you two?” he demands, face red, hair standing up.

      “Nothing,” Nichols grunts as we both get to our feet. “Sorry, Coach. Accident.”

      “We tripped,” I mutter.

      I move to slap his arm for good measure but realize my teammates still have my arms pinned.

      “That’s what I thought. No way would two of my players be dumb enough to get into a scrap… in my house.”

      “Not these guys,” Rux says, clapping me on the shoulder. Hard.

      “No way,” Vassar adds as Coach nods, heading back to the ice. “Not on this team.”

      I grit my teeth, shrugging my teammates off. “He started it.”

      Vassar raises a brow, giving me the OG resting prick face. “Really?”

      Rux gives up a deep sigh. “Girls, I don’t give a shit who started it.” His voice deepens to this-is-your-captain level. “Get the fuck on the ice. Now.”
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later, I’m dripping sweat as I skate up to Nichols. The look he gives me says he’s ready to go again.

      Holding up my gloves, I shake my head.

      “I didn’t cheat.”

      His scowl deepens.

      “Bullshit. I saw you.” The way he says it, with total confidence, makes no sense. Until he adds, “Tampa. The hotel bar.”

      It clicks. And fuuuuck.

      “Yeah, I remember because it was one of the only nights you actually hung out with the team. And I can see from your face, asshole, you remember too.”

      Yeah, I remember sitting in that damn bar, watching the bunnies circle their prey. Thinking living like a monk wasn’t part of the bargain.

      That I was being stupid. Our marriage wasn’t real. Legal, yeah, but— Hell, we hadn’t even consummated it.

      This one girl looked up. She saw me watching from the booth I was sharing with a couple of the guys, and she was on the move. And I thought… fuck it.

      Coach blows his whistle, and Nichols skates away, making sure to knock my shoulder as he goes.

      Now I get it.

      Practice lasts forever, and the few breaks we take, Nichols spends with as much ice between us as he can manage.

      After, we meet with coaches and trainers, and have lunch as a team. There are too many people around to pull him aside, especially since Rux and Vassar seem to have recruited every guy in the building to keep us apart.

      So instead of calling another car when we wrap up for the afternoon, I wait outside the back exit. I’m not generally attached to my teammates. They’re teammates. Guys I work with and might be traded at any time. Or might watch me get traded.

      But Nichols… Shit. I don’t like this.

      When he comes out, I push off the wall and walk over. My hands are in my pockets, and I’m hunched against the cold… Not a threat.

      His eyes narrow on me as I approach. “Jesus, what are you, a fucking bunny here to hit me up for a quickie in my car?”

      “Nah, married. Remember?” The joke falls flat, and I clear my throat. “Look, it’s not what you think.”

      “I think you had some brunette sitting on your lap for half the night. And when you left, it was with her.”

      “Stormy is probably explaining the whole thing to Misty right now, but there’s something you’ve got to understand.” And then I explain what happened, what our plan was, and why I fucking hijacked his car when I saw her coming out of O’Hare— Jesus, was it just a couple weeks ago?

      He’s stopped walking, and his mouth has been gaping open long enough I’m surprised there isn’t a snowdrift on his tongue.

      When he finally closes it, he looks a little less like he wants to take my head off. But the violence isn’t completely gone from his eyes.

      “You were still married.”

      “Yeah, and my dick agrees with you.” I can’t believe I’m going to tell him this. “I left with that woman. I took her up to my room, but… I didn’t let her in. I didn’t even kiss her. There hasn’t been anyone else.”

      He stands there a minute, and I think he’s going to call bullshit, but instead, he just nods. “No wonder you were losing your shit in such a non-Diesel way when you saw her.”

      I guess I did, not that it was about getting laid.

      Suddenly, the guy I know is back, hauling me in for a full-on rocking side-to-side hug. Jesus. “Dude, we’re going to be brothers!”
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      I knew she was pissed, but a chain lock?

      “Misty,” I growl into the two-inch gap between the front door of the apartment we were sharing until yesterday. “I can hear you.”

      After some fumbling, the door closes in my face. I hear the slide of metal, and then I’m granted entry.

      I take off my jacket and slip off my shoes. “I’m sorry. I should have told you.”

      “Umm, yeah, you should have.” Misty walks over to the couch and drops into her corner. There’s an open pizza box on the coffee table along with a bridal magazine and the skinny notepad that came in one of those March of Dimes mail campaigns we donated to last year.

      I smile when I see the list that’s started isn’t in her handwriting. “Noel helping you with ideas?”

      “I made him take me to that home and hardware place for the lock last night. He started looking at the magazine rack, and—” She waves a hand to the list.

      I sit beside her, and when she offers a slice, I take it even though she got ham on it.

      I take a bite as penance and make all the non-gaggy appreciative noises before choking it down.

      “You already know I met Liam the night I was supposed to marry Ray. You know something happened.”

      I try to set the offending slice back in the box, but she nudges it back toward my mouth.

      “Something like a wedding in Vegas that you never breathed a single word about? Something like that?”

      Ugh. Fine.

      I take another disgusting bite, feel the bits of ham on my tongue. Swallow without retching.

      Barely.

      Then after a big breath, I tell her. All of it. What happened with Ray. My ill-fated plan for revenge. Liam’s strict policy not to sleep with drunk girls… even when he’s married to them.

      “Wait,” she interrupts, chin dropped and eyes saucer wide. “You two haven’t had sex?”

      Err… “Well, I mean… not then.”

      She leans back, fanning her face. “Oh my God, don’t scare me like that!”

      She takes the offending slice out of my hand and bites off a sizeable chunk. “Okay, so get to the good stuff. Was it all up-against-the-wall craziness when you got”— she makes finger-quotes —“‘snowed in’ that first night?”

      “Not the first night, either.” When she pushes the pizza toward me again, I shove her back. “But New Year’s Eve…”

      “I knew it!”

      And once she’s pumped me for every too-private-to-share-under-any-other-circumstance detail, circled back to Ray’s betrayal, and then bounced forward to Liam blowing the whole wedding secret right out of the water, we’re both slumped on the couch.

      She’s stunned. But me? I feel freer than I have in more than a year.

      “Now that everyone knows, is it like Liam said? You guys in it for real?”

      “No. We’re in it for two years, and then we’re going to decide that the NHL life is too hard on our relationship, and we’re going to have an amicable split.”

      “But you got it on like Donkey Kong? Isn’t there a chance—”

      “This thing between us just got exponentially more complicated. The last thing we need is to muddy the waters even more with sex.”

      “But—”

      “And yeah, it would be convenient. But I don’t want to be someone’s convenience. Something tells me Liam wouldn’t either.”

      Misty rolls her eyes at that. “Okay, but—”

      “Two years isn’t that long.”

      “Two years isn’t that long if you’re living alone. But stuck sharing space with the guy who blew your mind with his magic peen?”

      I laugh, though it’s not quite as easy as before. “We’ll be fine.”

      She sits back and crosses her arms, lips tucked in between her teeth long enough that I lean in to bump her shoulder. “What?”

      “Does Liam understand what he’s gotten himself into? I mean, the two of you might be okay faking being married and sharing space without it being a big deal…” She holds her phone up so I can see that she has forty-three notifications. “But what about everyone else? Our family isn’t exactly chill, and real life with the Hendrickses is no joke.”

      As if to underscore her point, a new notification pops up.

      My stomach sinks.

      Misty takes another bite of pizza. “What’s that face about?”

      “Mom’s throwing us a party.”
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      According to all the unsolicited advice I’ve been getting now that word is out I’m hitched, marriage is an adjustment. It’s all about compromise, sacrifice and— according to Boomer, who I’m 95% sure has never even lived with anyone but his mom, sister, and Bowie —a fuck-ton of oral to get you past the initial growing pains… and then always on holidays.

      But two weeks in, things are good. Really good. And I don’t want to fuck it up by disrespecting the lines we’ve drawn in this new stage of our fake marriage.

      Obviously, head is off the table, so I’m doing my best not to think about getting my mouth between Stormy’s thighs again, no matter how fucking sweet she was. Like, I’m trying to keep the touching to a minimum at home.

      So, no touching, unless it’s for show. We held hands when we had brunch with her parents last weekend. I kept my arm over the back of her chair at the Five Hole after our at-home win. And when I dropped her back at her office to pick up her car and grab a few things to work from home… okay, I may have overdone it with the hair-touching, hand-holding, bear hug, and burying my face in her neck before saying goodbye, but I wanted to make it good for anyone who might be watching.

      And yes, a certain fuckwit was.

      Tonight, though? Tonight’s the big show.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Stormy swears, crossing from the closet we’re sharing even though she sleeps in the bedroom across the hall. “Totally fine.”

      I’d be reassured if she was telling me, but the fact that she’s spent the last two hours chanting affirmations to herself doesn’t scream confidence.

      I’m not worried. I’m used to spending hours in front of a crowd of strangers both on the ice and off. While I’m not a press favorite, I’m no stranger to getting grilled. And for fuck’s sake, anyone’s family is a step up from mine.

      That stray thought is enough to have me pulling my phone out to scan messages. There was a missed call from Jess a few days back but nothing since. It’s fine.

      “This look okay?” she asks, smoothing her hands down a dove-gray dress with wide straps and one of those loose-looking scoop-neck things that sort of teases like you’re going to see something but then never gives it up.

      “Gorgeous.” Really gorgeous. Damn, time to get out of here before I start getting ideas.
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      The party is at the country club Stormy’s parents belong to, and we spend the ride out cramming like we’re going into a test, listing relatives and hitting the SparkNotes versions of our personal histories.

      She laughs easily, and when her head tips back and she gives in to it, the sound is so nice, I’m almost disappointed to have to share it with everyone else when we arrive.

      The driver opens the door, and I climb out first, then hold out my hand to help her. She casts a tentative look toward the club entrance.

      Drawing her into my side so my mouth is at her ear, I give her a quick hug. “We’ve got this.”

      She nods but doesn’t look entirely convinced.

      And not even five minutes later I know why.

      “You sly dog, stealing our Stormy right out from under us…”

      “Thought you’d lock our girl down before anyone could talk her out of it…”

      “Treat her right, buddy. You might have a stick, but I’ve got a shovel…”

      Over and over again I’m met with the same too-wide grin and faux-friendly air-boxing or borderline aggressive shoulder-claps of one uncle, cousin, or coworker after another.

      They’re all giving me that ha-ha-ha laugh, but there’s no missing the meaningful eye contact. And that guy with the shovel talk? Shit, he didn’t even try to act like he was kidding.

      These men love her. That much is obvious as soon as they turn to her, and suddenly the hugs are genuine and the crinkles at the corners of their eyes are popping as adoration lights their faces.

      And despite the threats, I like them.

      That is, I like most of them.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Misty whispers as she sails up beside us.

      Stormy looks around, but I’ve already spotted him. Fucking Ray. And he’s heading straight for us, offering tight smiles and winks at those obviously trying to cut him off at the pass.

      I gotta admit, this guy has balls.

      “Stormy, can I speak to you for a moment? In private.”

      I sigh. “Come on, man. Tonight isn’t the night.”

      The smug fucker holds out his hand to her as though I don’t exist.

      It’s a douche move.

      A power play.

      But my ego isn’t on the line. Neither is my pride or my heart or anything beyond a commitment to look out for the woman wearing my ring.

      Turning to her, I keep my posture casual and tuck a bit of her hair behind her ear. Damn, that’s soft. “Up to you, gorgeous. Whatever you want.”

      The smile that drained from her face the minute he showed up returns, and she shakes her head.

      “No. This night is about you and me.” She takes my hand, and I fold it within my grasp. “Ray, you shouldn’t be here. And all we have left to talk about is H&H business. During work hours.”

      “You so certain?” he asks, his tone suggesting he still hasn’t given up.

      And wow. I really don’t like it. But no way am I going to play into his hand and wreck a night that means something to Stormy’s family. So instead of letting this guy bait me into fucking him up, I lead her away, leaving Noel and Misty to deal with Ray.

      There’s a collective sigh of relief in the room that’s become too quiet around us, and then we’re back to introductions and congratulations and back-claps minus the veiled threats.

      And then it starts.

      Clink, clink, clink, clink, clink…

      The light sound of crystal filling the air has me searching for whomever is about to give a toast. I’m hoping to score one of those videos with all the embarrassing pictures of Stormy through her awkward years.

      But when she turns into me, burying her head against my chest with a moan of distress… I get it.
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      “They want us to kiss,” she whispers into my lapel.

      Right.

      I smooth my hand over her hair and duck my head to hers. “It’s just a kiss.”

      Like it was just a kiss at the chapel in Vegas.

      Or New Year’s Eve.

      Or any other time my lips have met hers and the world around us goes up in flames.

      Not tonight, though. Tonight is for show, and we both know it.

      I give her hair a little tug. “Now look up at me like you were looking at that Duke guy from Bridgerton last week.”

      Her shoulders quake with a soft laugh I feel through my chest. And then she gives me what I asked for, those big blue eyes peering up at me with a depth of emotion that isn’t real, but, damn, it’s believable.

      In another life, it would be the kind of look that might change a man. Make him want to be better. More.

      Here and now, it’s my cue to play a part.

      I don’t let the softness of her lips distract me.

      I don’t get pulled under by the scent of her perfume.

      I just give her a kiss suitably chaste for family.

      There. Done. No big deal at all.
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      I should have known one kiss wouldn’t be enough. Not with this crowd.

      Once the clinking starts, it doesn’t stop.

      We kiss again and again. And maybe it’s the champagne because we’ve been drinking it like water, or maybe I’m just fake-married to a world-class good sport… but somewhere along the way, Liam starts mixing things up with the kissing.

      One quick.

      One longer.

      One showy.

      One pushing the bounds of family-friendly.

      One so silly it ends with both of us laughing and my family and friends cheering.

      We’re in a crazy situation, so why not have some fun together.

      Once.

      It’s not like we’ll have any reason to make out again. We won’t. Just like we won’t be kissing anyone else either. For two years. So… why not?

      Another round of clinking, and Liam gives in to one of those low almost-laughs and takes my hand, spinning me out like we’re dancing before reeling me back in so I end up flush against him, a little breathless, a lot curious to see what’s next.

      “I’ve got an idea,” he says, nuzzling in so he’s speaking at my ear while that stubble does things to my neck that have me gasping his name.

      “We’re turning this around.”

      I don’t have any idea what he means, but then he catches my hand in a loose hold and starts playing with my fingers like he can’t get enough of touching me.

      Which is fine.

      It’s fun.

      Good.

      It’s just… something about the slide of those long, thick fingers between mine is sending screwy signals through me. Tightening things that have no place getting tight or achy.

      “We’re about to hit this crowd with so much PDA they’ll be begging us to stop. We won’t have a single glass clinking for the rest of the night.”

      I blink. “Umm—”

      But before I can remind him this crowd is my family— like my dad is literally ten feet away —he pulls my hand to his mouth and, meeting my eyes with the dark mischief of his own, he bites the fleshy tip of my middle finger.

      My breath halts completely. But not his. No. Our eyes are locked together as the warmth of his breath teases the tender space between my fingers, licking past my palm to the sensitive skin of my inner wrist.

      I—

      That’s—

      He—

      He winks and then spins me around to tuck me, back to front, into the hold of his body.

      Mouth at my ear again, his voice low, amused, he says, “See?”

      I don’t see anything. My entire awareness is fixed on the hot press of his body against mine. The fit a little too good.

      “They all put their little spoons down.”

      I scan the tables around us. “Oh my God, you’re right.”

      My uncle actually pushed his spoon away.

      “Mmhmm. And I didn’t even do anything that crossed a line.”

      “Well…”

      He huffs a half laugh, and with the way I’m wrapped so tight in his arms, I feel it all the way through me.

      It’s really nice.

      “What? There weren’t any lips.” And yep, now I’m hit with the mental image, Tumblr-slow, of that criminally sexy mouth rubbing against my fingers. “No tongue.” Licking between them.

      His voice drops even lower. “I didn’t suck anything.”

      Okay, and that next visual doesn’t even include my hands.

      “Stormy?”

      I nod to let him know I’m listening since no way do I trust my voice right now.

      “You okay? Your breathing got a little funny there a second.”

      My jaw drops, and I turn my head to see him. And yeah, that twitching corner of his mouth totally matches the barely restrained laughter behind his words.

      “Oh, you’re done.”

      He looks out over the party. Shakes his head. “Not quite. Table at ten o’clock. White hair. Pink rhinestones. Dessert fork on the rise.”

      “Great Aunt Edith. Mom’s side.”

      “I got this.”

      Again, I’m not entirely following until I feel those arms that are already holding me so close, shift and slide, tightening around me even more. His fingers splay wide, curving around my hips in a hold that is somehow both incredibly intimate and shockingly chaste at the same time. And then he’s dropping kisses against my hair.

      “Miles from your mouth,” he murmurs, giving my hips a squeeze.

      Just once.

      But slowly enough for my attention to shift in its entirety to that possessive pressure. The feel of his hold. How easily he could move me, pull me into him, and—

      “Breathe, gorgeous.”

      Right.

      I do, letting a flood of oxygen back into my brain. And that’s it.

      This time, when I turn to my too-smug fake husband, it’s with my whole body.

      Every place we’re molded together rubs with a slow friction hot enough to melt the ice he skates on.

      My shoulder rubs against the mass of his chest.

      My arm grazes the hard stacks of his abs.

      My ass brushes firm against his fly.

      His breath punches out in a cough.

      “Stormy,” he warns through clenched teeth and a fake smile no one would buy.

      Completing my one-eighty, I let my breasts pillow against his chest. Peering up through my lashes, I shift my weight from one leg to the other in a way I know he’ll feel.

      “Mmm, miles from your mouth,” I tease for his ears only before wetting the swell of my bottom lip. “No tongue.”

      Liam isn’t even trying to smile now. The look he’s giving me is pure, dark heat. The kind of fire I know better than to play with.

      Except… he started it. “I didn’t suck anything.”

      Mic drop.

      I’m ready to strut my sweet ass over to some family member to recount the falsified version of our marriage, when Liam’s grip on my hips firms, stilling me in my spot.

      “Nope.”

      I raise a brow. “Nope?”

      “You aren’t moving an inch. Not unless you want me to make a real impression on your family.”

      I’m about to ask what he’s talking about when I feel it.

      My second brow meets the first, and he shakes his head.

      “Don’t give me that all-innocence look. You know exactly what you did.” The muscle in his jaw jumps, but there’s a smile in his eyes. “You did it on purpose.”

      Like I was the only one. “And if I did?”

      He groans. “That makes it even worse. Christ. Just. Don’t move for a minute. Especially not your lips, tongue, or not-sucking mouth. Please.”

      I do what he asks, but more out of shock than true compliance. Because that groan?

      That groan isn’t the kind of sound men make over me. Maybe I should feel guilty.

      I definitely shouldn’t like it.
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        * * *

      

      Misty and Noel snuck out an hour ago, and now we’re hugging my parents and thanking them for the party. I say goodbye to the older relatives I don’t see at work and watch as Liam presses a kiss to Great Aunt Edith’s papery cheek.

      She’s smitten. Most everyone is.

      He might not be mine to keep, but for tonight, I’m crushing pretty hard on this guy.

      Somewhere between Edith’s table and where I’m standing by the door, Liam’s picked up a glass. And a knife.

      My heart skips to double time, and that flutter in my belly goes a little crazy as he stops beside me and leans in toward my ear. “Two years is a long time.”

      I nod, a little breathless as he raises the glass, tinging the knife against it a few times before setting them aside.

      And then he slides one hand beneath my hair so his thumb brushes my jaw. Tipping my head back, he lowers his mouth and kisses me one last time.

      It’s slow and sweet. A gentle caress of his lips against mine.

      A sip.

      A taste.

      A seductive pull that begins at my mouth and moves through my chest and belly before stirring an achy pulse low and deep in my center.

      Oh God, this kiss makes me want more. This kiss makes me—

      It’s over.

      Liam pulls back, and there’s nothing playful in his eyes. No more mischief. Just this intensity that tries to warn me off but only lures me closer.

      “Liam.”

      He blinks, and all that intensity is gone like it never existed. Maybe it didn’t.

      Maybe it was just me caught up in a moment clearly meant to be the end. Not… Not whatever I was thinking and probably telegraphing with my eyes when he broke away to put the lid back on the box labeled “Fun and Games.”

      “Ready to go, gorgeous?”

      Shaking off the moment that got the better of me, or at least clearing it from my eyes and face, I nod. “Let’s go.”
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        Liam

      

      

      Traffic’s light on the Kennedy, but the drive home is long enough for us to sober up. Long enough to notice there’s a tension in the back of this car that shouldn’t be here.

      I shouldn’t have kissed her that last time. Who am I kidding? I shouldn’t have kissed her at all.

      Not beyond the cursory closed-mouthed business that absolutely would have gotten the job done.

      But no. I had to make it fun.

      Try to impress her.

      Add some flair.

      Push the boundaries.

      Tease my way back into the sweet lushness of her mouth and the taste that’s haunted me for a year.

      Great idea, asshole.

      Now I’m doing everything not to stare at the smooth length of her neck, trying to forget the way her pulse quickened under my touch. The way she melted into me.

      And she’s trying not to notice the way I’m fucking failing.

      When we get back to the building, I help her out of the car and walk her through the lobby to the elevator. We ride up to our floor and the apartment I’ve always used as a retreat but now offers no escape.

      “You want a water?” She reaches to the overhead cabinet for a glass.

      Even the lower shelves are a stretch for her.

      “Let me get that.” I step in, resting a hand at her hip as I reach over her. Only I’m not thinking about the way I’ve moved into her space until our bodies have overlapped and all the soft and womanly and warm I’ve been trying to shake from my awareness is right there.

      The contact makes me suck a breath through my nose.

      Mistake.

      Because the air is infused with her. I can smell her in the shower, naked with suds slipping over her dips and curves. I can smell her getting dressed, dragging the stopper of her perfume over her pulse points. Behind her ears. Between her breasts.

      I can smell her skin in the morning and that addictive scent that’s just her.

      She turns, looking over her shoulder to where I’m watching her. And damn, those eyes. They’re vulnerable and questioning. Searching in a way I know better than to allow.

      Retrieving the glass, I fill it from the tap and hand it off to her before retreating to the closet we share for appearances.

      I yank my tie loose and shoulder out of my jacket. Toss it aside to start on my cuffs with jerky motions.

      I feel her behind me before I see her reflection. Those questioning eyes meeting mine in the mirrored wall before I break the contact, focusing on the buttons of my shirt like it’s my first time using them.

      “Ignore me. I'm having a hard time putting the lid back on the box tonight. I’ll be fine tomorrow.”

      She nods, coming in the rest of the way, a wry smile on her lips. “The cost of all that quality kissing.”

      Without turning around, she stops in front of me and gathers her hair over one shoulder. “Help?”

      The last thing I need is to get my hands on her delicate shoulders. But it’s not like a single stubborn clasp is going to make this any worse.

      I need to get a grip. Get through the rest of tonight and start with a clean slate tomorrow.

      Simple.

      Except that once I make contact with the smooth skin at the back of her neck and free that tiny button and hook, my fingers take on a fucking mind of their own. Smoothing over her shoulders and slipping beneath the wide straps of her dress.

      Her breath catches and, Christ, I know I need to let her go. Turn around and get out of here. But instead, I let my head drop forward so my mouth brushes the top of her pretty ear.

      “Remind me of all the reasons why we decided this was a bad idea.”

      I need her to tell me to stop. To remind me that at least she hasn’t forgotten why this is a mistake.

      But that’s not what she’s doing. She’s tilting her head, giving me more of her neck, and I can’t resist running my jaw over that perfect slope.

      My knuckles skate down her bare arms, my fingers tangling with hers.

      She takes an unsteady breath. “We didn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea about what this is or where it’s going.”

      Because it can’t go anywhere real. We care about and respect each other, but I don’t want a real marriage. And if she ever decides she does, she deserves better than me.

      I pick up the thread. “Too easy to let emotions get tangled up when things get physical.”

      “If there’s any miscommunication. Yes. But…”

      “But?” My hands close around her upper arms.

      “If there wasn't any miscommunication…”

      I know better. I do. “If we both know exactly where we stand.” I close the distance between us. “And where we’re going.” My front to her back like at the country club. Except nothing like that.

      At the party, we were playing. Winding each other up. Teasing and tempting.

      Now?

      I’m breathing like I just got off the ice. And Stormy? Christ, I can feel her trembling.

      I press my brow to the back of her head. “Say it.”

      “In two years we’re done.”

      I spin her around. “Over.”

      She nods. Wets her bottom lip and meets my eyes. “Completely.”

      “Legally.”

      Her hands find their way between us and coast over my pecs. “This—”

      “—it’s just—”

      “—sex.”

      Fuuuck, she said it.

      That word, barely a breath on her lips, is the match strike to my restraint.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stormy

      

      

      There’s a quiet alarm sounding in my mind over the extreme relief washing through me with every greedy pull of his mouth.

      We can’t keep doing this. We shouldn’t. Except then I’m opening wider beneath the hot crush of his kiss, moaning around the thrust of his tongue, and savoring his answering groan.

      “Just tonight.” I tell myself more than him. Because this is a physical thing. The culmination of too much teasing and fun at the party. A low, simmering attraction that last kiss pushed to a boil. That’s all. “Then tomorrow we put it behind us. For good. Go back to being… whatever it is we are.”

      Serious eyes meet mine. “We’re there for each other.”

      My heart takes a heavy beat. “Yeah. We are.”

      He nods. “Always.” And then he gathers my hair, wrapping it in his fist— oh God, yes —and uses it to pull my head back, giving him unfettered access to my mouth and neck.

      He plunders the first and, teeth scraping, groans against the second.

      That sound.

      My body clenches in response, the need within me turning liquid and hot.

      Demanding.

      We pull at each other’s clothes, fumbling and desperate until my dress is in a heap on the floor, topped with my bra and panties. Somehow, I get Liam’s shirt off but not his tie. His belt, but his open pants still hang dangerously low on his hips.

      God, he’s gorgeous, and a part of me just wants to look my fill. But we’re too caught up, too hungry.

      Those big, rough hands catch me by the thighs and then I’m up, wrapped around him as my back meets an uneven wall of custom suits. Hangers clatter against the hutch, some falling, others pinned in place as he rocks into me.

      Hard meets soft and wet through the thin layer of his boxer briefs, and our breaths shudder out on matching groans.

      We move like that, grinding against each other, mouths open, touching, the air passing in shuddering breaths from one to the other and back, until—

      “Need you,” I urge, tucking my heel against his thigh to draw him in again.

      So good.

      One more rock like that and then the arm wrapped around me tightens along with the hand at my hip as he pulls me up with him.

      “Condom,” he growls against my mouth, dipping his tongue in for another taste as he walks us out to his room.

      Only when we bypass the bed, it’s me pulling away. “Are we going to the 7-Eleven to get some?”

      He lets out a gruff breath, a laugh.

      “Bathroom. Figured it’d be kind of a dick move to keep them in the nightstand.”

      I nod but then shake my head. He stops. “What? We can stop. If you’ve changed your mind.”

      “No. No. I just— I haven’t been with anyone else. And before that, it was over a year. I get the shot, and I’ve been tested.” Twice. Because of Ray. I wanted to make sure.

      His eyes are dark, intense. “I’m tested because of the team. I’m clean… and I haven’t been with anyone since before we met.”

      Wait— “What?”

      But then my shoulders meet the wall beside the bathroom door as he rocks against me, hitting that needy spot again.

      Okay, questions later.

      “Want you,” he groans, reaching between us to free his erection.

      The head is dark and wide, the tip glistening with a bead of moisture that makes me clench with need.

      I brush the moisture with my thumb, and with Liam’s eyes burning over me, bring it to my mouth to lick.

      That’s it.

      He shifts, and then he’s at my opening, his thick head nudging at the point of give. Teasing in and out with each breath. I try to squirm, but he’s got me exactly where he wants me.

      “You sure about this, gorgeous?”

      “Yes. Please. Now.”

      He rocks into me again, this time giving me his full length in one long thrust that fills me so completely, it pushes the air from my lungs in a burst.

      “Like that?”

      I nod, lips parted. I’m beyond words. Welcoming the achy fullness inside me. That sensual strain that has me clenching in rhythmic pulses around him.

      “You feel so fucking good.” His mouth descends on mine again, his tongue licking deep as he thrusts between my legs. Easing out as he pulls back. “Taste so good.”

      Doing it again and again as I gasp and beg for more.

      Yes.

      There.

      More.

      Please, please, please…

      “Can feel you… getting close.” His fingers tighten at my ass, his thrusts becoming more punctuated. “Give it to me.”

      That guttural demand, coupled with the achy pressure of him bottoming out within me does it. The tension snaps, a cry escaping as an orgasm grips my core, wringing wave after wave of pleasure, so intense all I can do is cling to Liam, letting him carry me through before he starts to move in earnest himself.

      His hips drive faster, harder. His breath comes hot at my ear. “Need you.”

      His fingers tighten all the more. And when he buries his face in my neck and groans my name… it sends me over the edge again with him.
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        Liam

      

      

      Control? What’s that?

      Restraint? Never heard of it.

      All I know is that getting inside Stormy last night felt like a rush of oxygen to the brain. Like I’d been holding my breath and didn’t even know it.

      And that kind of thinking damn sure doesn’t align with the kind of casual last night was supposed to be. Same with the way it felt to unwrap my arms from around her this morning. Brutal.

      She was soft and warm, fitted into me like that long-lost puzzle piece.

      Doesn’t matter, though.

      We’ve got a built-in reset with this road trip. Three days. And when I get back—

      Waiting in the chilly morning air to board, I scowl at the still dark tarmac trying to visualize what me walking back into our place is supposed to look like.

      I shouldn’t care if she’s there. If she bothers to look up from the couch where she’s probably going to be buried in her laptop when I come in.

      The idea of her indifference, though, and feigning my own… Shit. That’s not us. It hasn’t been from that first sloppy drink we shared in Vegas.

      So yeah. The next three days are a good thing. If for no other reason than to figure out what we want the days following them to look like.

      It’s still dark as I climb the stairs to the plane. Rux, Vassar, and Baxter are already on board, shooting the shit in the first row. Probably trying to nail down plans for the next seven major holidays since Baxter and Rux are married to sisters, and Vassar is married to Baxter’s sister.

      Grady and Nichols are parked together a few rows up, and since they’re both freshly engaged and since all my experience with weddings and marriage is fictional, I nod and keep walking to a section of empty rows halfway back where I drop into an aisle seat.

      I’m more comfortable alone.

      I like the distance around me.

      And I need to think.

      Unfortunately, I get approximately thirty seconds of it before I’ve got Boomer’s junk in my face as he cuts past me.

      Terrific.

      He claps me on the shoulder and drops into the window seat beside me.

      Two seconds later, Bowie and Axel jostle into the seats in front of us.

      “Come on, man. What gives?” They always sit by Static, and there are as many seats open around him as there are around me.

      Boomer shoots a nasty glare over the seats. “Static’s off the island.”

      I look down the aisle to where the team hothead is rolling his eyes. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Axel snorts. “It means he thought Piper was a puck bunny.”

      From six rows back, Static yells, “I didn’t recognize her!”

      Boomer jerks up, looking like he’s about to jump the seats.

      I turn to Axel, who’s watching a video of his baby play on his phone. “Piper, like—”

      “Baby Boomer,” Bowie growls.

      Putting his phone down, Axel looks between Bowie and Boomer who have started a text war with Static.

      He sighs. “How’s the wife?”

      Probably still in bed. Naked.

      It crosses my mind to wonder if she can still feel my hands on her. If she can feel what I left inside her.

      And whoa. Talk about NSFW mental imagery.

      “Fuck, the look on your face, man.” He puts his hands up with a laugh. “Don’t answer that. I’m begging.”

      I shake my head. “She’s good.”

      Boomer looks up from his phone, plants a hand on my chest, and half crawls over me to get to the aisle. “‘She was bent over’? That’s your fucking excuse? You only saw her ass? Do you want to die? Is that it?”

      Thankfully, Rux is heading up the aisle and clamps a hand on Boomer’s shoulder, shoving him back down with a single word. “Problem?”

      Boomer opens his mouth, but Rux shakes his head. “Didn’t think so.”

      He keeps walking, and just as Boomer twists in his seat, he adds, “Sit down,” and two seconds later, “Stay.”

      Bowie snorts, plugging in some earbuds, and Axel calls home to check in with the nanny. Which leaves me next to a sulking, six-foot-three toddler.

      When he crosses his arms, I think I might have lucked out and he’ll be silently pissed for the whole flight.

      Sadly, not how Boomer rolls.

      “All this time, I’ve been wondering what your deal was. No bunnies. No girl. No guy. But you’ve been hiding a wife, huh?”

      I shrug, start scrolling through emails. “Just a private guy.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      He’s staring.

      I can ignore it. Eventually, he’ll take the hint.

      Still staring.

      Shit, I can feel it. And it’s not that good feeling I get when I catch Stormy staring at me. Not even close.

      Fuck. “We were trying to figure some things out.”

      Silence.

      Staring.

      Jesus Christ.

      I turn.

      He smiles that big dopey grin the bunnies can’t get enough of. “Happy for you, man. The only commitment I’m willing to make is to my hetero life partner, Bowie here.”

      From between the seats, Bowie snorts at the Jay and Silent Bob reference, lifting a fist over the seatback for Boomer to bust before they blow it up.

      I’ve been witness to their epic bromance from the first day we shared the Slayers locker room. But maybe this is the first time I’ve really thought about it.

      How they have each other’s backs.

      How they’re there for each other.

      How they’re never alone.

      I’ve never had friends like that. Never wanted them.

      But now I have Stormy, and she’s my partner in crime, my confidante. Fuck, she’s my wife— no matter how many qualifiers we quietly append to the title.

      And when I think about what I want the next two years to look like for us… it’s that. I want us to be friends.
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        Stormy

      

      

      I didn’t want to leave the bed. I took Liam’s advice and slept in hours later than normal, waking with my head on his pillow and the sexy masculine scent of him filling my lungs with each breath.

      I could have stayed there all day, but my sister’s for-real fiancé hopped on the same plane as my fake husband, and well…

      “I want to hear everything!” She’s all intensity as she unwraps her giant scarf and slides onto the barstool across the island. She waves at my outfit. “Starting with this.”

      I’m wearing the PJs I never got to last night with fuzzy socks and a giant bathrobe I grabbed in a mad rush when Misty called to say she was in the lobby.

      “What? I just got up.”

      “One, I’ve never seen you sleep past nine, and it’s noon. Two, you only wear that robe when you’re sick, and this flushed business you’ve got going on smacks of post-orgasmic glow more than fever. And three, I’ll bet you brunch that beard burn you’re sporting doesn’t stop at your neck.”

      I sigh and start some coffee. “It’s times like this I wish I had a brother.”

      “Yeah. Tough break.” She gives me a coy smile. “Tea, please.”

      I could resist, but she’s such a grudge-holder, and I don’t think I can handle being on the receiving end of her payback again this decade.

      Hence, I spill the tea while we wait for the coffee to brew. Or at least the abridged, fade-to-black tea.

      By the time I’m done, we’ve moved to the couch. My half-empty mug of coffee is cold, and I’m a little breathless.

      Misty blinks.

      Nods.

      Then leans in to take my hand. “This is the universe righting a grievous wrong, the scales of sexual satisfaction balancing at long last. You suffered through fifteen years that started with ho-hum mediocrity and devolved into shit-tastic betrayal. You were owed this penis.”

      “Umm, it feels a little wrong to say owed.”

      Her hand flies up. “Don’t insult the gift. Keep it. Cherish it. Use it every day… and let me tell Amber and Bea. The whole company will know before their first coffee break. Ray’s dirty little stub will shrivel to nothing.”

      “Stub?” Her description makes me want to vomit, but I fall back against the couch laughing. “I love you.”

      Once I get myself together again, I tuck my legs beneath me and sigh.

      “That said. Please don’t go spreading the details of my suddenly extraordinary sex life around our parents’ company. Mom and Dad don’t deserve that.”

      Her mouth pulls to the side. “Fine, fine. I won’t even have to spread the gossip if you start showing up to work looking like this. And I’m not talking about the sex hair and sus beard burn. It’s the glow. The smile. This light in your eyes that looks a heck of a lot like the one I’m seeing in the mirror every morning.”

      “Ha! You’re so jacked up on Noel’s pheromones, you’re hallucinating.” This look isn’t anything like hers. The glow and smile and light coming off my sister is about love and the kind of forever fairy tales are made of. “The only glow happening here is of the needs-a-shower variety.”

      She doesn’t buy it.

      But whatever. All that matters is that it doesn’t happen again.
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        * * *

      

      “Rumor has it I rocked your world last night, Mrs. Diesel.” Liam’s voice is a low rumble, tinged with an amusement I’m relieved to hear in conjunction with that statement.

      It’s late, and he’s back at the hotel after a win so close I’m not sure I breathed for the last five minutes.

      Now, I flop back on the bed with a sigh. “Misty.”

      “Gonna take a minute to get used to the grapevine we’ve got going.”

      “I’d like to think it will dry up once Misty realizes there’s nothing to see here. Last night was…” I search for the right word to convey that it was an anomaly, a single-time event, but the only descriptors coming to mind aren’t really sending the right message.

      Words like intense. Amazing. Life-altering. Magical… Addictive.

      “Last night.” Liam’s voice is so midnight dark, it stirs an ache in my belly.

      I swallow. “Yeah.”

      And that breathiness? Ugh. Way to play it cool.

      Though based on Liam’s low chuckle, he doesn’t seem to mind.

      “Misty have her hopes up for something more?”

      Something like side-by-side houses in the burbs. Matching swollen bellies and our babies born minutes apart. “You could say that.”

      “You let her down easy?”

      Ha. “Umm, no. Misty doesn’t work like that. Give her even the most remote possibility and she’ll be decorating our nursery.”

      I like his huff of laughter and the way it sounds like he’s lying back himself.

      “She’ll be disappointed. Kids aren’t for me.”

      “I remember that from Vegas.” There’d been no hesitation. No uncertainty when Liam stated he wasn’t interested in a family, in any combination. He’d joked that he didn’t even do friends, but he’d make the exception for me because I was having a bad day.

      “You ever want kids? Before you found out about Ray, I mean.”

      My smile evaporates. I don’t like to think about this stuff. I don’t talk about it.

      But there’s something about the sound of Liam’s steady breathing that unlocks the vault where I put so many things away.

      “Yeah. If you’d asked me a week before we met… I would have told you that I hoped to have a baby by now. Maybe the second one already on the way.”

      “Honeymoon baby.”

      “Ray and I had been dating since we were twelve. It seemed like the next step.” My throat gets tight, and I close my eyes. “You know the worst thing?”

      “What?”

      “After. All I could think was thank God I found out before I got pregnant. That if it had been even a week later, it might have been too late. That we might have been bound together not just through our families and our company, but by a baby.”

      I shake my head. “Now. I think about children, and it’s like this weight on my chest keeping me from taking a full breath. I can’t imagine ever trusting someone enough again to risk that kind of bond. And I hate that I feel that way. That he took something from me so much bigger than just him.”

      “I hate that fucking guy. I’m sorry, Stormy.”

      Me too.

      We’re quiet for a minute, and Liam groans. “I kind of killed the mood with that one. And I don’t want us going to bed with Ray’s shit hanging over us. Not after how good we slept last night.”

      “Okay?” But I’m not sure what he thinks will change it.

      Then, “So… What are you wearing?”

      I cough out a laugh. “What?”

      I can practically feel Liam’s smile from across the miles. “You’re my wife. Totally reasonable question.”

      “Umm.”

      How is this the guy everyone says is so very serious?

      “Tell me. You’re wearing my T-shirt, right? Missing the fuck out of your fake-slash-legal-husband… soon-to-be without benefits.”

      “Ha! Please.”

      I open the camera and, holding it above me, snap a quick pic and send without bothering to look. “There. Check your messages.”

      There’s a beat of silence. And then a wholly different groan pours through the line sounding like liquid sex and so completely at odds with the messy-haired sweatshirt picture I just sent, I have to ask, “What the heck?”

      “Stormy. Jesus.” I can actually hear him swallow. “Is that beard burn?”

      I fumble the phone trying to reopen the picture. And when I do?

      “Okay, that was an accident!”
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      Don’t look at it again.

      That’s what I’ve been telling myself since Saturday night when my wife innocently sent me a photo so hot it nearly set my phone on fire.

      It wasn’t just those big blue eyes staring up at me with her dark waves spilling over her pillow. Though that would have been enough considering the last time I saw her like that, she was naked, and I was inside her, never wanting to leave.

      It wasn’t that she was wearing the Slayers Hockey hoodie I got for her. Though the previously dormant caveman stalking around in my chest gets off on seeing my number across her chest in no small way.

      It wasn’t even that when she lifted the phone overhead to take the picture, she didn’t notice the hoodie had crept up, showing off a generous slice of pale skin from the top of her thigh. A slice I liked having my mouth on very much.

      No. What set my phone on fire was all that coupled with the scant lace of panties in the same light blue as her eyes and so thin I could practically see the shadowy slice of heaven I’d feasted on the night before. And PS, yeah, that was beard burn on her inner thigh.

      Fuck. Me.

      I’d had my hand down my joggers, gripping my painfully hard cock in a heartbeat, totally on board with the dirty long-distance playtime. But then she squeaked out the whole accident business… and, hell, I’d nearly ground my molars to dust prying my fingers loose.

      Somehow, I managed to talk to her for a few more minutes without begging her to slip her fingers beneath that thin lace.

      And now after walking around for the better part of two days fighting the call of that photo, I’m finally home.

      I punch in the door code and glare down at my fly, willing it to behave.

      She’s sitting at the dining room table I never used before she moved in. Her laptop is open and there are reports scattered across the surface. She looks so good, I have a hell of a time fighting the urge to throw her over my shoulder and tote her back to my bed.

      “Hey, gorgeous.”

      “Oh, I didn’t hear you come in.”

      She stands, looking like she’s about to come over, but then stops like she isn’t quite sure how to behave all of a sudden. Which sucks, but I get it.

      And we’ll get past it.

      “Stealth mode.” I round the table, waving her in for a hug. “Either that or you were deep in the spreadsheets.”

      She laughs, moving into my side. And when she relaxes there and that brief awkwardness melts away? Damn, it feels good.

      “How was your trip?” she asks when I let her go.

      “Stuck on the tarmac for ninety minutes before takeoff.” We walk back to my room, and I set my bag on the bed to unpack, trying not to think about the last time we were in it together.

      It’s made. No sign she’s been staying in it. Because of course she wouldn’t.

      She’s got her own room. We’ve got a plan.

      I’m good with it.

      She stands at the doorway to the closet. Was she just looking at the bed too?

      “It must drive you crazy with how much you travel.”

      Small talk. Got it. I’m down.

      “Nah. Delays happen.” I unload my bag, tossing the laundry into one bin and the dry-cleaning into another. “So long as I’m not the one causing it, it doesn’t bother me.”

      “Right, the timely one,” she teases softly.

      I undo my tie, letting it hang as I start on the buttons of my shirt… and try not to think about when she’d been the one with her fingers in them. Or the sounds she made when I was inside her. How wet she was.

      Christ, or the way she looked at me when she was on the edge, and I finally took her over.

      So not cool.

      God, I’m an asshole. It’s nothing new, but for this girl, I don’t want to be.

      I need to turn around and talk to her like I’m not dying to know what color her panties are.

      Simple. I’ve got this.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn and— freeze.

      Because the way she’s looking at me? Well, I’m not feeling so guilty about my wayward thoughts all of a sudden.

      Her cheeks are pink, her bottom lip trapped in the clasp of her teeth. Her eyes are hot, locked on what I’m pretty sure is the top inch of my Tom Ford boxer briefs visible above my suit pants.

      Damn.

      She swallows, her eyes moving up my body until they meet mine, and the heat of our connection sparks between us.

      I expect some kind of gut-level awareness that it’s a mistake. Except it doesn’t feel wrong.

      She pulls her bottom lip free, wets it. “Are we still on the same page?”

      I nod, closing the distance between us. “Divorce in two years. No chance of a misunderstanding.”

      She launches herself at me, and I catch her against me, devouring her like a starving man.

      We haven’t gotten the physical part out of our systems yet. Plain and simple. And until we do, so long as we’re on the same page, what’s the problem?
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        * * *

      

      “Damn,  you going for the land speed record getting out of here?”

      Bowie’s grinning at me from where he’s parked on the bench, a towel around his waist. He hasn’t showered yet, but I’m already dressed in jeans and a button-down.

      Shoving my feet into my shoes, I shake my head. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Uh-huh.” He rubs his shoulder, in no rush. “Married life looks good on you, man.”

      I grin, and he laughs, nodding.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      Okay. Maybe I do.

      Because this thing with Stormy is good. Better than. It’s fucking amazing.

      “This why we never saw you dipping into the bunny pool, or any pool really? You more one of those quiet commitment guys whose always got a serious girl at home he’d rather be talking to?”

      I stop, cutting him a look.

      “Not really.” Not even close.

      I could leave it there. I normally would sever the conversation before it had a chance to get too deep, too invasive. Before I inadvertently gave someone something they could use against me. But for whatever reason, when Bowie raises a brow in question, I shrug and go on.

      “There were the girlfriends. Once in a while.” Not so much in the last few years. “We’d go on dates. Dinner. A party where, chances were, we would spend more time talking to other people than we did each other.” Probably because there wasn’t that much to say. “But with Stormy, it’s been different from the start. Real.”

      And the irony of that statement isn’t lost on me. Because while the marriage might not be real in the traditional sense… everything else is.

      “And we were friends first.” First and foremost.

      He barks out a laugh. “Dude, you mean like for the first five minutes before you married her?”

      I freeze, but the way he’s laughing, he thinks I’m joking, thank fuck. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      Needing to change the topic, I jut my chin at him. “You got a girl?”

      I should know this. Probably every other guy on the team does.

      It’s the sort of information I used to actively avoid learning. I didn’t want to know anything about my teammates beyond how they handled a puck. Didn’t want anyone getting close.

      But now?

      Every time Stormy and I join the team after a game, I learn something more about them. Find that much more common ground.

      Now, these guys are growing on me.

      “Me?” Bowie scoffs, pushing to his feet. “Fuck, no. I got my hands full enough with Boomer.”

      Just then the guy sails in, fresh out of the shower. “What about me? Also, I’m fucking hungry. And horny. Horngry? But I’m tired too. Any chance of reconsidering the no bunnies rule at our place? We could order in.”

      Bowie shoots me a weary look and shakes his head. “See?”

      I cut out of the locker room and head straight for the garage, my mind on Stormy and how different things are with her. How different I am.

      It was never like this with Jess. When we were together, I’d thought maybe we had that comfortable silence thing people talk about, but I realized I was actually more comfortable alone. Some boyfriend I’d made. I couldn’t even get worked up about the fact that she broke things off when I was injured. With my ability to play again in question, it didn’t leave me much to offer.

      Of course, knowing what I know now, that fracture was the luckiest break of my life.

      I shake the thought off.

      Because it’s different now. Stormy and I get each other. We’re a team. And for the past few weeks, we’ve been on the same page every night I’m not traveling and first thing in the morning.

      In the shower.

      On the island.

      And once in the back seat of the new car I got her as a Valentine’s Day/early divorce settlement gift.

      But it’s not just the sex. Hell, it’s the non-physical stuff that has me doing double takes at my own life more than anything else. I can’t get enough of her. The trips to the fish market and the Nike store and that little coffee place she found a few blocks down. The mornings when she sits at the island with her coffee, reading me snippets from the news as she scrolls through. The way we talk when I’m on the road. The way we laugh.

      If we were the kind of people looking for forever, I might want it with her. But then if she wanted forever, she’d deserve a hell of a lot better than me.

      But I’ve got two years before I need to think about that.

      When I get home, Stormy’s waiting for me.

      She’s on the thinking couch, wearing my Slayers T-shirt, the one I wrapped her up in that first night she stayed here. Only tonight, her long legs are bare beneath it.

      “Hey, gorgeous. Miss me?”

      I close the door behind me, already toeing off my shoes and dumping my shit on the entryway floor, watching as she uses her pretty painted toes to nudge at a mug set out on the coffee table.

      “We should talk about who’s going to get this,” she says in a low purr. “I mean, we acquired it as a couple.”

      The mug came in a thank-you bag from a bone marrow registry drive I was volunteering at with Grady last week. But I’m curious to see where she’s going.

      “Yeah?”

      She bites her lip and nods. There’s this sexy combination of sensual hunger and playful light in her eyes as her legs shift restlessly together. It’s making me so hard it hurts.

      “Mmhmm. And since we’re getting a divorce in two years… we should talk about who’s getting it. I mean, if we’re still on the same page. Right?”

      I grin, reaching over my shoulder and grabbing a handful of my shirt to pull it over my head. It hits the floor with everything else.

      I growl, stopping in front of her. “You dirty-divorce-talking me right now?”

      She hooks a finger in my belt loop, tugging me closer as she angles to lie back. I plant my knee on the cushion between her legs, and she runs her hands over my chest.

      “Is it working?”

      I nod. But then she could be reading me the grocery list and it would work.

      I bunch her T-shirt as I draw it up. Over the lace between her legs. Higher, past her ribs and the mouth-watering peaks of her perfect breasts. All the way, free of her raised arms so she’s stretched out beneath me in nothing but that single scrap of provocative red.

      “You get the mug.” Like anything else she wants. Like everything I’ll be able to get her to take.

      I pull her down beneath me, groaning at the softness of her skin against mine. Our eyes meet and something happens, deep in my chest.

      Something that makes me want to wrap my arms around her more than get inside her. That makes me want her laugh as much as to hear her panting my name. Christ, it’s almost painful how much I want.

      She searches my eyes, and the smallest hint of a furrow digs between hers. “Same page… right?”

      I blink, shake my head again, and then let out a short laugh.

      Same page.

      “Gorgeous?” I roll my hips into where she’s soft and open to me. Vulnerable and trusting. “I’m going to divorce you so fucking hard.”

      And that half laugh, half gasp— why does that feel so right?

      I want more. I want all of her heat and laughter, all of her breathless sighs. I want those bleary-eyed morning smiles and the soft looks when she asks me how my flight was.

      I want her dirty video calls on the road and the bored looks when she’s deciding between yogurt or an apple for a snack.

      I want it all… for the next two years. Because anything longer than that would put us on a different page, and we promised.

      I drop my face into the crook of her neck, drawing in the sweet scent of her before rumbling more— “It’s going to be a deeply amicable parting.”

      Her hands are between us. Shaking, she fumbles my belt and fly. “So deep.”

      I smile into her skin. I want to take my time with her, but she’s already breathless, her heels pushing at my jeans as she frees me.

      “More,” she whispers as I reach between us. That sexy red lace is fucking soaked. I slip a finger beneath the panel that covers the place where I need to be.

      I tug it aside, and she lines us up so my head notches at her opening. Fuck. This is my favorite part.

      That moment when I’m nearly there.

      That beat when our eyes meet, and she tells me without words she wants me. Needs me.

      I don’t ever remember that with another woman.

      But with Stormy—

      “Liam. Please.”

      Anything.

      I start to sink in, feeling the slick hug of her pussy taking me inch by inch, the clench and spasm of her body stretching around mine.

      Heaven.

      I give her all that I have, groaning when her lips part on that first sweet arrested breath, at the feel of her body’s resistance when we’re connected as completely as two people can be.

      Her eyes flutter, and she drags her leg higher up my side. Ready.

      I issue another reminder to us both as I draw back through that tight connection. “Our divorce is going to be so good.” I thrust back in. Rock against the spot where we meet.

      “Yes. Right there.”

      “It’ll go through so fast, the bill won’t cover a night at the movies for our lawyers’ kids.”

      “Faster,” she begs, and I give it to her, driving hard, again and again.

      She’s pulsing around me, her body wound tight.

      “We’ll make… all our divorced friends… so… fucking… jealous.”

      “Why?” she moans on a half laugh, fingers tightening in my hair as she arches into me.

      “Because we’ll be… such good friends…”

      “The best.”

      “And…”

      “Tell me.”

      “And I’ll still fuck you into next week anytime you want it.”

      And that’s it. She comes apart, crying my name as her body clamps down on me like a vise, holding me tight with a greedy grip that has me following her over the edge into bliss.
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        Stormy

      

      

      I went a full year without seeing this man, so how is it that suddenly I’m wondering if I’ll make it through the next twenty-four hours? He’s been on the road before, and I was fine. But this time, all I can think about is him getting home. Having his arms around me. His gruff laugh against my neck. His mouth… other places.

      “Okay, whatever you’re thinking,” Mary says, coming back from the fridge with a yogurt and a lunch bag with her brother’s name on it. She slides into a molded chair, grinning wide. “I want every detail. Because OMG, your face.”

      Maybe I should be embarrassed, but this is one of my favorite cousins. She’s only a few years older than I am… and honestly, I’ve been busted thinking inappropriate thoughts so many times lately… I may be a wee bit desensitized.

      “Hey, Mary,” I say from my spot against the break room counter where I’m waiting for the coffee to brew. “Did we ever get back that freight estimate?”

      She shakes her head, peeking into the bag. Then roots around until she squeaks and pulls out the Hostess cupcake she’s after. “I’ve got another call in, and I’ll update you this afternoon… But not until you give the single cat lady something to sigh over. When’s Liam home?”

      “Tomorrow, finally.”

      “Aww, you miss your man.”

      I bite the smile pulling at my lips. “I do. Which is crazy. I mean, he calls and texts. We video chat every day.” And it’s not like this is some burgeoning love affair. We’re just friends. Married friends. Having some fun.

      “That’s so romantic! I— oh, uhh. Hey, Ray.”

      That sweet sense of elation leaves me like air let out of a balloon.

      “Don’t stop on my account.” He crosses to the spot beside me and pulls the carafe from the pot I’ve been waiting on before it’s done. The splash of weak coffee still draining from the filter sizzles against the hot plate. “You were saying he calls, but…”

      “But nothing, Ray.”

      “You sure about that? I mean your player spends half his nights in hotels around the country. Without you.”

      Mary eases out of her chair and, holding up her stolen lunch, backs out of the lounge with an apologetic wince.

      Screw the coffee.

      This ass took the best part.

      I start to leave, but Ray catches my arm. “Wait. Please. I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to ruin your break. I’m concerned, that’s all.”

      Jerking free from the touch that leaves my skin crawling, I wrap my arms tight across my body. “You have some nerve.”

      He looks stung but recovers, giving me a hard stare that has my temper flaring all the more.

      “And you barely know this guy.”

      I gape. “This guy is my husband. I know him. And he’s nothing like you.”

      Ray dumps his coffee down the drain and walks past me, pausing at the door to look back. “You sure about that? Because eighteen months ago you would have said the same about me.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day is crap. The estimate we’ve been waiting on comes back high. I find an error in a report I already turned in. Misty has to cancel our dinner, and I’m on the phone with my mom when Liam calls before his game, so I don’t get to talk to him until after.

      I’m already in bed, laptop finally shut down when he calls. “I’ve only got a minute but wanted to check in before you went to sleep. Misty told Nichols your cousin told her the fuckwit cornered you in the break room today.”

      My brows lift, and I shake my head with a laugh. “Whoa. Welcome to the family.” Enjoy your stay… temporary as it may be.

      I expect him to laugh, but his voice is low, serious. “You okay?”

      “I’m okay,” I answer softly, but God, I wish he was here.

      I wish I could tell him how much I missed him and maybe have him tell me too. And then, I wish that I wasn’t wishing for any of that because it’s not what we signed on for.

      Instead, I close my eyes, mentally annexing those rebel thoughts, and put on a smile I hope he’ll hear.

      “Really, Ray was just being… Ray.” Or at least the version I was introduced to after we split. “Trying to make sure I’m okay, while simultaneously trying to tear down anything I have that isn’t about him.”

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      I scootch down, settling into the pillows. “No. It was nothing. Besides, you said you only had a minute.”

      “Meeting some of the guys for dinner. But they can wait.”

      “Noel dragging you out of your hermit shell?”

      He laughs. “Nah, he tweaked his shoulder. Not bad. He’ll be fine, but he’s meeting with Doc and then hitting it.”

      I swallow past a suddenly dry throat before scowling at the ceiling for the insidious thoughts Ray planted, for that bubble of paranoia about who Liam will be going out with and where they’ll be. Images of the girls who are always around… always available.

      But then that bubble pops, disappearing like it was never there. Because Liam is not Ray. Liam is the man who remained faithful to a fake marriage with no vow or expectation of fidelity for more than a year because being with someone else just didn’t sit right with him.

      I trust him, I realize as something warm and peaceful and good fills the empty space where that poison had tried to take over.

      To hell with Ray.

      I settle deeper into the pillows, contentment putting a smile on my face as I congratulate him again on the game and tell him to have a good time.
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        * * *

      

      The next day my mother is gathering up her laptop, phone, and the three-inch stack of financial reports she brought for our “girls’ lunch” in my office. “I know Dad and I weren’t so sure about Liam when we first found out about your marriage, but… honey, I can’t remember seeing you looking this happy. This in love.”

      I pause stacking my empty salad container and water flask, then slowly stow them in my tote.

      In love.

      It was the whole point of all those showy kisses at the party last month. We wanted them to believe this marriage was real.

      So, what’s with the anxious knot in my stomach?

      “Even with Ray—”

      “Mom.”

      She holds up a hand, giving me one of those flappy dismissals that make her bracelets clink together. “My point is only that we watched you and Ray together since you were twelve, and while I know you loved each other at one point, I don’t think I’ve ever seen this… this glow. I’ve never seen you laugh so hard, and the look in your eyes—”

      “We’re friends.”

      She blinks at me, that wave of maternal delight ebbing. “What?”

      Yes, what the heck am I doing?

      Shaking my head, I give her a smile. “I mean that I think Liam and I are better friends than Ray and I ever were. We fit, you know?”

      “You love him,” she prompts, her mom-radar no doubt starting to ping.

      She wants me to tell her I have what she and Dad do. What Misty and Noel have. But… I don’t want to.

      That realization sits heavy in my chest.

      I don’t want to tell her this is it. That I’ve found my forever. That I’ve given my heart to another man who’s going to give it back well before some death do us part. Because he will. It’s the plan.

      But how many plans have we stuck to so far?

      Doing my best to ignore that sing-songy whisper in the back of my mind, I clear my throat and smile.

      “We’re good together, Mom.” And because I want her to have a truth that I feel down to my soul, I lean across the table and take her hand, giving it a quick squeeze. “Liam is a good husband. And he makes me happy.”

      She stares a moment longer, but then she nods, her smile returning to the one I grew up with. “That’s all I want for you, honey.”
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        Liam

      

      

      It used to be that I didn’t particularly care whether we were on the road or home. I didn’t mind the time away because there wasn’t anything to miss. But now?

      Now I come home to Stormy flinging her arms around my neck, her wild kisses peppering my neck and jaw as I carry her through the apartment. I have her asking about my flight, my games, and the bruise under my eye. I have her kissing the one on my ribs.

      Now I have something to miss.

      This thing with her is so good, it’s spilling over into other parts of my life too.

      Like with the team. On the ice, we’re syncing up better than we ever have before. Off the ice, the guys with wives or serious relationships think it’s cute how Stormy and her sister take turns on whose seats they sit in for our home games, and the girls have started getting invited to join in with the WAG activities.

      Everyone except me loves that Noel’s started calling me B2B— for brother-to-be –around the locker room. I want to hate it, but the guy’s a giant puppy, and, hell, I could do worse than having a brother like him.

      Brother-in-law.

      Temporarily.

      That last bit is something I’m finding I have to remind myself of more and more. But even if I didn’t, Stormy would do it for me.

      “Same page.”

      She says it every time. And every time it jars me a little more than it did the last. Which isn’t how this is supposed to work, but hell if I can do anything to step off this slippery slope when it feels so fucking good to be here.

      The next couple days the Slayers are home. We’ve got the night off tonight, and Stormy and I are over at Vassar’s place with O’Brien, their wives, Nat and George, and Nichols and Misty. It’s a sweet building with a backyard that’s become the unofficial hangout for team barbecues in the warmer weather. Hard to believe, considering Vassar was possibly an even bigger dick than I am when he joined the team.

      We’re parked around the living room in oversized sectionals, talking off-season plans. Unlike a lot of players, no one in this group goes “home” when the season ends. Chicago is it for us. At least for now.

      But even with all the traveling for games, everyone wants a real vacation. One where we’ve got time to see the places we visit. Stay as long as we like. Sleep in. Bring the girls. That’ll be new for me, but I can’t wait to take Stormy around the world.

      “Niagara Falls!” Nichols declares, looking like a kid on Christmas morning. “Mistletoe, we could get married there.”

      Stormy turns into my shoulder, muffling her laugh.

      Nat squints at him. “Noel, is there anywhere you don’t want to get married?”

      Everyone laughs, except him.

      Dead serious, he shakes his head. “No. If I had my way, we’d have hopped a flight and gotten married on New Year’s Day in Vegas. Then again in Chicago and every city we’ve visited since. I want to get married beneath the Eiffel Tower and then again at the top. On the beach in Fiji, on a boat in Florida, in—”

      “Okay, okay, we get it.” O’Brien’s patting the air down, all settle, settle. “How about you, Misty? Where’s the dream wedding?”

      She purses her lips and shrugs. “I don’t really know. Every time Noel gets a new idea, I’m all about it. Until the next one.” She snuggles into his side. “I think, eventually, one is going to stick. And that’s what we’ll do.”

      The conversation goes on. Easy. Comfortable. Everyone laughing, talking.

      It’s the kind of night I never wanted for myself, but now that I’ve had it, makes me wonder why I worked so hard to keep my distance. What it is about the woman tucked into my side, her fingers laced with mine, that let me see what I’d been missing.

      She’s laughing at something George is saying, her eyes bright, cheeks pink. Her body relaxed against mine. And I wonder if she feels what I’m feeling. If she ever thinks, This. This is the thing I didn’t know I was missing.

      If she doesn’t want to give it up.

      “What do you think, Liam?” she asks, peering up at me, that smile hitching a bit higher when she realizes she’s busted me not paying attention. Or at least not to anything but her. “Group trip to Italy this summer after playoffs?”

      Group trip?

      Note to self… Don’t get distracted by pretty wife in public settings.

      “I— umm— Yeah, I mean, if that’s what you want to do.”

      Nat leans forward. “It would be so much fun. Especially if we do it before someone ends up with a bun in the oven.” She points a finger between Stormy and Misty. “PS, the WAGs already have a pool going on which of you gets knocked-up first.”
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        Liam

      

      

      Everyone laughs, and Noel starts in about how his “little swimmers” are ready to go for the gold.

      I don’t know exactly what I expect from Stormy. Maybe just to look back and roll her eyes. Stiffen up a bit. Cross her fingers like she’s warding off me and my “little swimmers.” Or offer a totally legit excuse about work being her priority for a while.

      What I don’t expect is her to snuggle even closer into my side or the soft brush of her thumb over mine. I don’t expect her to seem so totally unaffected. I don’t expect it, but that hard thump of my heart as I pull her closer still says I like it.

      I like how relaxed this feels. How right.

      I like that she holds my hand for the ride home, while we talk about the places we haven’t been and the things we want to do.

      I like walking into the apartment as Stormy hooks her finger between the buttons on my shirt and draws me into an unhurried kiss.

      She tastes like wine and the sweetness that is all her. We make out against the wall in the front hall, taking our time like we have all night. We leave our shoes and, fingers tangled in a loose hold, pad back to our room, turning off lights as we go.

      I undress her slowly, between soft words and lazy kisses.

      Let her do the same for me.

      We fall into bed, and her fingers go to my hair as my mouth finds her breast. Wanting her soft sounds, I play with the turgid peak against my tongue until she’s arching beneath me.

      This woman is everything.

      And her being in my life like this feels like a miracle.

      I move over her, our bodies aligned, aching to join. For a beat, I don’t want to look in her eyes, because that’s when this little fairy tale I’ve been living ends. It’s that moment when all the breathless please, yes, now comes to a halt, and she says it.

      “Same page?”

      And fuck, tonight, I don’t want the reminder that this thing between us has a hard stop ahead. But that’s how it works. It’s the only way I get to have her at all.

      So, I do it. I look into her eyes, and Christ, they’re so pretty. So soft and tender, and the way they search mine feels fucking real.

      Her knee slides up my side, her heel tracing the back of my thigh. I’m right there, my cock notched at her opening, waiting. She says it every time. I’m ready.

      Her lips part, and I brace.

      But instead…

      “Liam, please,” she whispers, her hands framing my face. “I need you.”
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        Stormy

      

      

      A little voice in the back of my mind wants to know what the heck I’m doing because there’s more I’m supposed to say. There’s a wall I’m supposed to be reinforcing. There are words with the power to erase this vulnerability I swore I wouldn’t expose again.

      All I have to do is say them.

      But as Liam holds himself above me, his eyes searching mine with a concentrated intensity that ensures the significance of this suspended beat isn’t lost on him… I can’t do it. I can’t pretend that I’m still on the same page we started from.

      I don’t want to tell him that this thing between us is meaningless to me when it’s become the most meaningful thing in my life. I don’t want to lie to him, and I can’t lie to myself anymore, either.

      And so, I don’t. I let my silence sink in and those words he’s waiting for fall away… and I hope.

      His brows slam together as recognition strikes. With a feral groan, he thrusts, filling me completely as his mouth lands on mine in a crushing, brutal kiss that tastes like the purest relief. Like emotion beyond anything I’ve known.

      He moves inside me like a man possessed, one hard full-length stroke after another, each demanding more of me than the next. My pleasure, my heart, my trust.

      And I give them to him.

      With every sigh, moan, and panting plea, I beg him to take more. Take all of me. To give me all the parts of him he’s been holding back.

      And he does.

      Liam is relentless. His body hammers into mine like he’s been leashed for a hundred years, and finally, he’s slipped free.

      Oh God.

      Yes.

      This.

      It’s everything, and suddenly, I’m there, over the edge.

      My body clamps hard with each pounding thrust as wave after wave of pleasure washes through me. And then Liam is there too. Another deep thrust and he’s following me with a shout. His fist bunches in my hair as he buries his head in the crook of my neck, shudders once more, and utters my name.
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        Liam

      

      

      Slayers are at home tonight, and we’ve already met with the coaches, watched tape, and had a team lunch. I’m parked at a foldout table beside O’Brien, a mug of Sharpies and an abandoned stack of Slayers merch between us and a handful of guys circled around.

      O’Brien’s got his phone out, playing a clip from the recreational league game his wife, George, tended goal in last weekend.

      “This is it coming up.”

      I watch as one of the opposing players comes in hard. The guy’s at least twice her size, but she’s a badass who played in college and doesn’t even blink. Only then he pulls this bullshit move taking him straight into the net.

      Me and the five guys behind me gasp, watching her go down in a tangle of blades, sticks, and pads.

      “What the fuck, man?” someone mutters, because there’s nothing accidental about that shove-down or how his knee and elbow land.

      “I know, right?” O’Brien says, a dark edge to his usual chill tone. “Apparently, this douche has been mouthing off at her most of the game, talking trash. Full disclosure, she probably started it.” And that’s pride. “But I guess while he’s sort of on her here, he gives this kind of ‘oops, my bad. Maybe you should stick to playing with the girls,’ comment and—” And she springs off the ice like a freaking spider monkey, jumping on this guy’s back and raining down holy hell on him.

      “Jesus.”

      “Yeah.” He’s grinning now. “Watch for it.”

      Suddenly, some lanky guy in sneakers is sliding all over the ice, prying her off the player. And he’s not alone.

      From above my shoulder, Vassar coughs. “Are those—”

      “Her brothers.” O’Brien’s grin cranks up like he’s watching his kid’s first steps, only he’s watching the fucker who pushed his wife around in a very unsportsmanlike way trying to crawl free of the barrage of fists her brothers are delivering on the ice.

      Damn.

      Her family’s got her back.

      I don’t realize I’ve said it aloud until O’Brien nods, rubbing a finger along the break in his nose with a sort of nostalgic smile. “Yeah, they do.”

      The video cuts off, and the guys start joking about Static picking up some pointers. The big guy laughs, flipping them off over his shoulder, before getting back to his own stack of shit to sign.

      It’s entertaining as hell. The kind of back-and-forth I’ve intentionally isolated myself from in the past. But somehow this thing with Stormy has changed more than just who I go home to at night.

      My phone goes off, and distracted, I don’t even look before answering.

      Mistake.

      “Liam.” It’s a voice all too familiar, but the last one I want to hear. I jerk to my feet, the chair screeching as it shoves back. “I’m glad you picked up.”

      The guys stop talking, wondering what my malfunction is. Shooting varying looks of concern, and that fast, I’m wishing for that wall of isolation again.

      Taking a breath, I wave them off and walk over to the far corner by the fruit, snacks, and drinks. As far away as I can get from everyone else.

      “Jess, why are you calling?” I’ve told her not to. I’m not the guy who’s going to save her from this mess.

      “I— I just wanted someone to talk to.” Her voice is small. Fragile. Manipulative. “You’re the only one who understands what he’s like.”

      I close my eyes. Refusing to remind her that she’s the one who married him, and she knew plenty about what kind of asshole he was before she did. Or that she’s every bit as bad if not worse.

      “I told you before. I’m not the guy to talk to.”

      “But Liam,” she pleads, and I can practically see the tears welling in her eyes. “I really need a friend right now.”

      “It can’t be me.” I can’t be her anything. After what happened, I feel sick just hearing her voice.

      I look around to the guys shooting the shit together while they sign swag and the staff who keep us running, the building that encompasses the only dream I ever let myself have, the fucking band on my finger—

      Every second I engage with this woman puts that at risk.

      I can’t block her or tell her she deserves whatever bed she’s made for herself.

      Because I know exactly how vindictive she is, and I can’t risk the slight.

      “I’m sorry, Jess. I’m married. I can’t be the one you call anymore.” I never should have been.

      It’s not what she wants to hear, and I can almost feel her simmering hostility through the line. I pinch the bridge of my nose and hold my breath, waiting to find out how she’s going to take my words.

      If she’ll yell or make threats. If maybe this time she’ll agree and leave me alone for good.

      Instead, she hangs up without a word.
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      I don’t go inside when I get home. Stormy’s still at work, so it’s not like I’m avoiding her. It’s just that call with Jess fucked me up. Got under my skin and into my head, and I hate the feel of it. I don’t want to bring that poison into our home. But it’s right there, the tainted memories rushing at me.

      The hotel in Atlanta. The coincidence that was no coincidence at all. The invitation I should have passed up. And a week later… the blindside that left me sick with shame and desperate to leave my mistake behind.

      So, I sit in the truck, parked with the engine off, my hands gripping the wheel as I tell myself to shake it off. To focus on the good. On Stormy. To put Jess and my father and everything about that fucked-up situation into a locked safe and bury it in the very darkest corner of my mind.

      Eventually, I get it together enough to go upstairs.

      My life has changed so much with Stormy in it. She’s opened my heart and broken down my walls. She’s made me feel like I’m actually living. That’s what I need to think about.

      So I search out the signs of her in this space we share, the evidence that I’m not alone.

      Her mug from this morning. The wood-carved hockey player miniature that showed up on a shelf one day. The envelope with her tickets for tonight’s game. Each reminder calming me more.

      It’s game night, and I need to rest.

      My alarm sounds when it’s time to start the pre-game routine. I sit up, rubbing my eyes, and reach for my phone.

      Skimming the notifications, I see the new text from Jess.

      Every part of me rebels as I read her toxic message, once. Twice. Half a dozen times.

      Until the realization sets in, no matter how fucking deep I try to bury this ugly past, it’s just going to keep crawling out.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stormy

      

      

      It’s a close game. Liam scores on a breakaway in the second period, but it’s not enough to pull ahead. By the third, it’s getting messy, and he ends up in the box twice, though everyone around us says that first one was a bad call.

      We’re down by two when the final buzzer sounds. Misty and I start filing in with the crowd, making our way toward the concourse where the locker rooms are located. We’re just clearing security when I get the text from Liam.

      “What’s up?” Misty stops beside me, but she keeps pushing to her toes, stretching to see down the hall. Looking for Noel.

      “Liam says he’s going to be a while and I should ride back with you guys. If that’s okay?”

      “Oh, yeah. Of course— oh, there’s Noel.” Her whole face lights up as she pulls me along.
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        * * *

      

      “I told you not to wait up,” Liam says when he walks in a few hours later.

      “I didn’t mind.” I unfold from the couch, going to him the way that’s become habit over the last month, win or lose. “Wanted to see you.”

      He wraps his arm around me, pulling me into his side a little stiffly. I almost ask if he’s hurt, but then he wraps me in both arms, holding me so tightly, there’s almost a desperation to it.

      I peer up at him. “Hey, are you—”

      “Tired,” he volunteers shortly, already stepping away.

      I follow him back to our room where he starts stripping off his suit.

      There’s a tension in the air, and he’s quiet. But in a way that’s different from the times when we’re quiet together.

      Maybe it’s what he said. He’s wiped out. They lost. And he’s feeling it.

      Except I’ve seen them lose before. I’ve seen him tired. I’ve seen him have an off-game and a grumpy mood.

      This feels different, somehow.

      Resting my hand at his back because it’s become impossible for me not to touch him, I ask, “Can I get you anything?”

      He stills, almost like he’s wrestling with something. But then he takes my hand for a light squeeze. “Nah, I’m fine. Long day is all.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      He leans in and kisses the side of my head before letting me go. “I’m good. Go to bed. I’ll be in later.”

      “Okay. Sure.”

      I slip into bed a few minutes later. We’ve only been together— living together –a couple of months. And half of it, Liam hasn’t even been here. Of course, there are moods I haven’t seen before. Things I’m not aware of. Everyone needs time to themselves, and the only sanctuary this man had has been overrun by me.

      Whatever this is, it’s not worth the anxious knot building low in my chest.

      That’s what I tell myself. Only he never comes to bed.

      When I get up for work, Liam’s crashed out on the thinking couch.

      Not a big deal. People fall asleep like that all the time.

      By accident.

      Except, the way his phone is propped up against his water on the coffee table with the alarm icon showing in the corner of the otherwise dark screen suggests this was intentional. A choice. One he possibly didn’t want me to know he’d made, or he would have slept in the guest bedroom. So why—

      I cut off those thoughts before they can spin out any more and head for the shower, telling myself, It’s nothing.

      I wash my hair and blow it dry, securing it in a wide barrette at my neck. Apply the light makeup I wear for work and stare at my reflection in the mirror.

      It’s nothing.

      I dress in a beige skirt and cream blouse, turn for my jewelry box— And nearly jump out of my skin.

      “Liam.” My hand flies to my racing heart and a laugh rises within me before falling flat when I see the way he’s watching me. Crossed arms, jaw tight. Eyes not quite meeting mine.

      Or not nothing, then.
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      I want to wrap my arms around her and pull her into me. Walk us back to our bed and hold her for all the hours I lost last night. But after that text from Jess, I don’t feel like I can ever touch this woman again.

      And maybe she senses it too, because she takes a step closer, reaching for me. To take my hand or press hers against my chest the way she sometimes does? The way I love.

      Instead, she stops and tucks her arms around herself in a vulnerable reflection of my guarded stance.

      “Have a minute to talk?” I ask, the words falling as heavy as boulders between us.

      She follows me out to the living room where she sits. And when I don’t join her on the couch but move to another, I can see on her face she knows what’s coming.

      I clear my throat. “This thing between us. It’s been good. Fun.”

      It’s been like nothing else in my whole damn life.

      She’s nodding slowly with me, a stricken look on her face. “It has been fun. And I— I thought we were on the same page with everything. No one was getting ideas. I wasn’t—”

      She wasn’t getting ideas, but I was. Even knowing better. Damn it. “That’s not what this is about. It’s not you—”

      She cuts me off with a pained, brittle laugh. “You are not actually giving me that line.”

      “I am, because it’s true.” I meet her eyes. “I fucked up. It happened before I even met you. But it’s big. And now—”

      How the hell can I tell her when I know it means she’ll never look at me the same again? I’m disgusted. With myself, with Jess, with a careless act that has the potential to do more damage to Stormy’s life than any of the secrets she’s kept of her own.

      “Liam, talk to me. Please.”

      “We need to move up the timeline on the divorce.”

      She rocks back, stunned. But there’s no easy way to say this. No gentle lead-in to soften the blow.

      “Why? No,” she whispers. Then firmer, “No. We can figure this out. Just tell me what happened.”

      This is it. “I slept with my father’s wife.”

      “In college?” she prompts, drawing out the words like a plea, but she already knows. She just doesn’t want to accept it any more than I do. So, she leans into the denial, speaking louder. “She was your girlfriend. Okay, it’s a little messy. And I know how embarrassed you must be, but—”

      “Not from college. Not my girlfriend. My ex.” I take a breath, push it out, refusing to let the shame blistering over my skin stop me. “My father’s wife. While they were married… not that I knew it at the time.”

      “W-what happened?”

      I shake my head, then drop it into my hands and press the heels into my eyes, trying to blot out the shock that crosses her face. “I have no idea how they hooked up or when. Only that at some point after they married she must have discovered he’d cheated on her like he did with everyone else. She wanted payback and tracked me down at a hotel in Atlanta.” With the bunny boards, it isn’t hard to find out where the team is staying, to book a room to stay there too.

      “Hell, maybe I was lonely. But when we ‘accidentally’ ran into each other, I figured it would be nice to catch up some. And later, when she asked if I wanted to go upstairs”— for old times’ sake —“I took her.”

      Stormy searches my eyes. “You didn’t know she was married?”

      “She said she’d been between relationships for a while.” I’d assumed she meant for more than the evening, but even when we broke up in college, I had the sense there might have been some overlap between me and my teammate. Not that I’d been invested enough to really care.

      “After, she didn’t try to make plans or suggest staying in touch. She just told me she’d see me around. And a week later, when I went home for Christmas, she did.”

      “She was there?”

      “Snuggled up against my dad’s side as he introduced her as his wife of three months.” He joked about how he’d only flirted with her when we were dating to get a rise out of me. But something must have stuck.

      “I was sick. Stunned. I couldn’t understand how the hell he could be giving me that self-satisfied look, acting like he’d bested me when I’d screwed his wife the week before.”

      “She hadn’t told him?”

      “No.” She pulled me aside under the pretense of smoothing my ruffled feathers, and my dad laughed, sending her off with a pat on the ass. “She wasn’t going to tell him, and she didn’t want me to either. She reminded me of the code of conduct clause in my contract and how bad it would look if it got out that I seduced my own father’s wife.”

      Stormy sits back, eyes wide as she stares at me. I can guess what she’s thinking.

      “I almost told him anyway. But then he walked back in and told me he knew it stung to see him get the girl that left me… but I’d have to grow up and get over it.”

      There’d been no missing the gleam in his eyes as he blindsided me with a marriage he could have told me about at any time over the previous three months. But instead, he’d waited so he could see my face when I walked through the door and found my ex-girlfriend wearing his ring. He’d wanted to gloat.

      “Liam.”

      “I left. I didn’t want any part of that fucked-up relationship. All I wanted was to get away. Forget it was Christmas. Forget everything.”

      “And you went to Vegas, where you met a woman who wanted to forget about everything too.”

      The way she says it, like she understands and it’s okay, guts me.

      I straighten. She needs to hear the rest. “I thought that would be the end of it, but Jess wouldn’t let go. Every couple of months she and my dad fight, and she calls. And that code of conduct clause is always in the back of my mind, the threat of losing my career enough to keep me from telling her to go to hell and hang up.”

      “What does she want?”

      “At first, she wanted to talk about how good things had been between us when we were together. How she missed me.” I swallow. “The hotel in Atlanta never came up and honestly, I wanted to believe it was behind us. That Atlanta was the line she wouldn’t cross. When word got out that you and I were married, I hoped she’d back off completely. But she called yesterday.”

      Raking a hand through my hair, I push to my feet. “I told her to stop calling and she hung up on me. And then later, she texted. She said—” I take a breath and start again. “She said she has a video from that night.” And then she’d followed that up with a veiled threat stating she sure hoped she didn’t get mad and do something rash.

      Stormy stares. The furrow between her brows deepening in slow motion. Her lips are parted, but she doesn’t know what to say, how to react. She doesn’t know how the hell she let herself end up in a situation so fucked up— but I do.

      She threw in with me.

      Fighting back the nausea rising inside me, I keep going.

      “I don’t know if it’s true. We were in my room at the hotel, so it’s not like she could have set something up ahead of time. And I’m a professional athlete, so I’m generally pretty aware of things like phones. Except—”

      “Except she was your ex-girlfriend, and you trusted her.”

      I should have known better. I should have been smarter.

      For a moment, there’s only silence. This is big.

      Stormy’s shaking her head. “So she didn’t send a clip or anything?”

      “No. And asking for proof seems like tempting the devil. It’s a power trip. She wants to work me over. Make me sweat for a while so she can draw it out. And that’s a good thing.”

      “How is any of this a good thing?” She looks like she’s going to cry, and I can’t stand it. The whole point of this thing, the reason my ring is on her finger and hers is on mine was to protect her from tears. Not cause them.

      “Because it gives us time.”

      I spent half the night trying to come up with a solution. Some way where she could still be mine and I wouldn’t wreck her life in the process. But the gutting, brutal truth is distancing herself from me is the only way for Stormy to protect herself. And even me ripping my fucking heart out and letting her go won’t be enough to protect her completely… but it might minimize the damage.

      Her family and friends will know— privately, there’s no avoiding it. But the fallout won’t be on the same public level it would be if we were still together.

      “We might be able to finalize the divorce before she goes public, video or no video, about that night. But at the very least—”

      “No.”

      “—you’ll have publicly ended the relationship. Wait, no, what?”

      “No to the divorce. Liam, we can get through this together.”

      It’s torture. My ship is going down, and she’s holding out her hand to try and save me. Save us when I’m the one who was supposed to save her. When I was supposed to protect her from a hurt and humiliation that might not end up even comparing to the destruction this could cause her.

      The gossip sites will eat it up… Heir to a classic toy company, married to a morally defunct pervert. Breaking my code of conduct clause will likely mean I lose my spot on the team, my livelihood, and the financial means to… give her anything.

      I can’t do it. I can’t take her hand when I know I’ll only pull her down with me.

      So, I do what I swore I never would.

      I lie to her.

      “Stormy, go to your parents. Tell them the whole thing was my idea. That you were doing me a favor, but none of it was real. Because it wasn’t.”

      Lie. It was the most real thing in my life.

      She blinks, her eyes going wide. “But it—”

      I can’t let her stop me. “Let’s be practical. Neither one of us has changed our mind about wanting an actual romantic relationship together.” Lie. “Hell, same page, right?”

      Her lips part on a small gasp, but I go on. “I appreciate that you still want to help me, but if ever there was a clearly marked exit ramp from a physical arrangement intended to fill what would otherwise have been a two-year dry spell— this is it.”

      Lie.

      Her stricken expression tells me I’ve said enough.

      It’s there in the deep draw of her breath. The slow blink that clears the hurt and confusion from her eyes.

      She nods. And after looking around our apartment, she lifts her chin and stands. “You want me to leave.”

      “Yes.” Lie, lie, lie. “It’ll be better for you.”

      And sadly, that part is the truth.
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        * * *

      

      We’re on the road again the next day, this trip marking the beginning of my life without Stormy. And it’s rough.

      There’s too much time between practices, games, and meetings. Too much time to think about what I had and what I’ve lost. Too much waiting.

      One day rolls into the next, and I wait for the floor to drop out of my life if Jess gets tired of toying with me. She called again. Hinting around without coming right out about the video. And when I asked what she planned to do with it, she ended the call.

      I wait for the mental reset with Stormy. For the acceptance that I’m not going to be talking to her, hearing about her day, knowing how she’s doing, or scoring that last sleepy laugh before I let her off the phone so we can crash each night.

      I text to check in on her. To see if she wants me to hire someone to help with moving her stuff back to her apartment. To see if she wants a new apartment, someplace bigger, more updated. But she keeps her replies simple, short. She’s fine. She doesn’t need my help with anything.

      It’s probably for the best, but it sucks.

      It sucks when I get to the hotel, and I have to put my phone across the room because I keep reaching for it to call.

      It sucks even more after the win securing our spot in the playoffs and all I want is to share the victory with her.

      It sucks not to be able to call when Vaughn Vassar loses a bet to his sister-in-law and has to learn a dance and make a TikTok with Rux.

      And it sucks worst of all after the loss two days later when I am back in my room, avoiding my teammates because of my shit mood, knowing full well it wouldn’t take more than a minute of Stormy’s voice in my ear for everything to be okay.

      But instead, I stare at the ceiling and listen to the sounds of the hotel around me. Sounds that never bothered me before. People all around, close enough to hear. Laughing, making plans, watching TV, having sex— thanks for that, Boomer. Living lives beyond this box I’m in.

      It shouldn’t bother me, but fuck if letting go of something I swore I never wanted isn’t wrecking me.
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      “Helloooo?”

      I look up from where I’ve been flaked out, standing at the break room counter for God only knows how long, the pastry my dad picked up for me sitting neglected beside me.

      Turning around, I find Mary chuckling from a table in the back. It’s ten a.m. and she’s eating leftovers from a restaurant in her brother’s neighborhood… out of his lunch bag.

      “Morning, Mar. Sorry, I’m a little out of it.”

      “A lot out of it, I’d say. You just watched that whole pot brew. And I’ve been in here for five minutes already.”

      Right.

      The coffee.

      I pour myself a mug and take the first sip. But like everything else, it turns my stomach.

      “Damn, that hot husband of yours keep you awake last night?”

      She’s making all kinds of meaningful eyebrow motions while sucking a ridiculously long noodle into her mouth. It’s enough to get a laugh out of me for the first time since Liam broke things off two weeks ago.

      I nod, though it’s not for whatever illicit reason that face is suggesting.

      I haven’t really slept right since I moved out of the city apartment and back into the one I’d shared with Misty a few miles from here.

      Every night I lay alone in my bed, thinking about how Liam would pull me into his warm chest as we went to bed, how I’d drift off wrapped in the strength of his hold. How his head would rest against mine like he wanted to hold me as much as I needed him to.

      I spend those midnight hours asking myself how I could have been so wrong about what was happening between us. Telling myself to stop waiting for him to change his mind and show up, begging me to come back.

      I keep remembering the feeling of being in this thing together.

      The laughing. The talking. The loving.

      Except it wasn’t loving at all. It was sex. Filling what would otherwise have been a two-year dry spell.

      “Hey, you okay?” Mary’s lost the goofy facial expression, and I’m guessing mine isn’t hiding anything.

      My heart hurts. It’s supposed to get better. I’m supposed to care less. But that’s not what’s happening.

      I don’t remember it being like this with Ray.

      I wipe my eyes. “Sorry. Yes. I’m just—” Sad and stupid and crying over something I have no right to cry over. “Tired. A little emotional. I’ll be fine.”

      Mary pushes out of her chair and rushes over to throw her arms around me in a big hug that feels… really nice, actually.

      I hug her back. “This is why there’s nothing better than working with family.”

      She nods and gives me a soft smile. “You sure you’re okay? Maybe you want to take a half day and get some rest.”

      I rarely take days off. But today?

      A day off wouldn’t be the worst thing considering I’m supposed to drive into the city this evening and box up the last of my things. Liam’s got some event this afternoon, and if I leave early, I can make sure I’m in and out before he gets back.

      Add to that, it’ll set the stage for the “bug” I’m expecting to keep me from attending tomorrow’s home game. I’ve already had a conference call with our vendor in Australia once. And once my excuses run out, I’m going to have to come clean to my family and friends… and accept that Liam is not going to come around.

      God, I miss him.

      “I think you’re right, actually. I’m going to head home.”

      She nods, concern etched across her features as I walk past.

      Then, “Oh wait.” She points to the pastry. “Don’t forget this. It’s your favorite.”

      I shake my head. “My stomach’s a little off. You’re welcome to it.”

      I half expect her to spring on it, but she just stands there watching me go.

      Definitely a good decision to leave, because I must look as bad as I feel.
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      I text Liam that I’m coming early, knowing he won’t be there.

      I moved most of my things out while he was on the road, so there isn’t much left when I arrive.

      This is the last time I’ll be here. I spend a few minutes on the thinking couch, and then have a glass of water at the island. I run my fingers along the dining room table that spent half its time doubling as my office.

      But I don’t let myself go near the bed.

      I’ve shed enough tears.

      I’m on the last box of clothes, guiltily fingering the T-shirt Liam loaned me while I try to decide if I should keep it when Misty calls.

      “What’s up?”

      “Don’t you even think about lying to me,” she fires at me.

      I blink, adding the shirt into the box and crouching to get a pair of slingback heels. “Excuse me?”

      “Mary told me you’re pregnant.”

      “I’m pregnant,” I repeat through a choked cough, falling back on my butt.

      Oh shit. That’s what the look was about.

      “You are?” she screeches, sounding both pissed and elated. But thankfully this time, I haven’t earned the repercussions of either.

      “Do you really think I wouldn’t tell you?”

      She sighs. “These are crazy times. And with you and Liam calling it quits, maybe you wouldn’t want to say anything. I don’t know! I mean, it wouldn’t be the only bombshell you guys have dropped.”

      “Well, there’s nothing to drop. But note to self, don’t mention a queasy stomach in front of Mary.” I bite my lip. “Did you tell Noel?”

      “Not yet. Our girl’s not the most reliable source. And even if it was true— But it’s not. You’re not. So, no big deal. Right.”

      “Right. But. Umm. Would you mind asking him not to tell Liam?” That’s all he needs with everything else going on.

      “Right, of course.” Her voice is gentle, and I wish I’d taken her up on her offer to help, after all. “So, you gonna break the news to Mom and Dad before they start planning a new infant line?”

      I manage a short laugh.

      They would too. I can see the excitement on their faces. And then that crappy self-destructive part of my brain conjures an image of Liam, so big and strong, with a tiny, dark-haired infant in his arms.

      Damn it, I know better, but my throat gets tight regardless. Because that would be a beautiful sight.

      God, talk about not being on the same page.
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        Liam

      

      

      I just wanted to see her, offer a hand packing even though watching her go a second time will hurt twice as bad as the first. So, when Stormy texted, I traded with Whalen for the Youth Hockey event and raced home to catch her.

      Inside the apartment, I followed the muffled sound of my wife’s voice down the hall, planning to knock and let her know I was there.

      Except then I heard it.

      And now, I can’t move. My feet are cemented to the hall floor, my hand mounted to the doorframe holding me up. The air in my lungs lodged behind the greeting I never got out.

      My heart though? Fuck. It’s slamming like a jackhammer, beating itself black and blue. Beating with so much fucking joy it hurts.

      Because those two muffled words filtering from the back of our closet change everything.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      All the reasons I’ve been determined to make sure she got better than me, better than the baggage I don’t want her to have to carry, don’t measure up against this. A baby. Our baby.

      It should scare the hell out of me. I swore I never wanted a family, was sure I meant it. But with those two words, all I can think is yes. Because with Stormy everything would be different.

      This woman knows love. She’s loyal and protective and so fucking good. So kind and smart and affectionate.

      And she’s going to need me. And that trumps all my fears and insecurities, the what-ifs and wanting better for her… everything.

      Christ, I don’t have to let her go.

      I’ll be there for her, for them.

      We’ll be tied together for the rest of our lives.

      A laugh starts to push its way free when the next words rise above the quiet mumbling.

      “… not telling him…”

      The words land like a stunning blow. Brutal and unexpected.

      Confusing.

      I’m hearing her wrong. I have to be.

      Yes, of course she has choices. And I’ll respect whatever hers are.

      But not telling me? That can’t be right.

      Except why not?

      If there’s a baby, maybe now she’ll see why distancing herself from me and whatever potential shitstorm Jess tries to stir up matters. Or maybe it’s because I didn’t want kids. Maybe I should go back in there and tell her I was wrong. That if it was with her—

      Or… maybe I should respect the fact that she doesn’t want to talk to me about it right now and give her some space so she can think. And when she’s ready to share this with me, I can tell her that, yeah, a kid scares me. But somehow having one with her… doesn’t.

      My head is reeling. But that perfect ache in my chest is gone. Just gone.

      I take a step back. Turn. Put one foot in front of the other, pulling oxygen in and then pushing it out, until I’m sucking deep lungfuls of the icy March air.

      I walk the streets for hours, trying to get a grip. To remind myself this is what I asked for, it’s what’s best.

      Isn’t it?

      When I get home, she’s long gone. So are her boxes.

      It looks exactly the same as it did before she moved in, but it feels fucking empty. Like the only thing that mattered is gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Liam

      

      

      Every day I think I’ve hit my limit, that I can’t go another fucking second without knowing where Stormy’s head is. If there’s room in it for me. But I heard it with my own ears. She didn’t want me to know… and I can only hope she meant yet.

      So somehow, I make it through another twenty-four hours of giving her the time and space she needs.

      Fine, I still text every day. But for fuck’s sake, I need to know she’s okay.

      And according to her, she is.

      No, she doesn’t need me to run the charging block she left out to her place. Yes, the car is running fine. No, she doesn’t need anything before I leave town.

      I don’t ask if she watches the games. I don’t know if she saw my assist tonight.

      What I do know is that she hasn’t told me about the baby. She still isn’t ready for me to know. And my only indicator that nothing serious is going on is Noel.

      Cutting a look across the visitor’s locker room we’re wrapping up in, I see he’s doing some kind of “mash-up” with Rux. So, while he hasn’t said word one to me about Stormy being pregnant, or anything else about her since we ended things, his behavior suggests she’s okay.

      Which means I can make it through one more night on the road, and we’ll be home tomorrow. Not that it’s any easier being in the same city with her than it is being away. I still have to fight the urge to go to her, call her, and beg her to come back to me every minute of every damn day. But at least I know I’m close if she needs me.

      We take the bus back to the hotel, but as I’m filing out, I realize I don’t have my phone. I pat down my pockets, dig through my bag. Turn around as the bus starts to pull away, and run over, smacking the door with my hand.

      “I need to get back to the arena,” I shout through the glass to the sound of squealing brakes.

      One of the trainers tells me to wait. That they can call over to the arena and have someone check the locker room, but it’s not good enough. My heart is starting to jack, my muscles tense, readying for a fight.

      I’ve been waiting for two weeks. I can’t take any more. I can’t wait in this cycle of fucking inaction for another minute. Not when she doesn’t have a way to reach me.

      There’s a cab at the end of the parking loop, but even if there wasn’t, I’m thinking I might just run. Yeah—

      A hand on my shoulder pulls me around.

      Noel jumps back, hands raised… two phones in one of them.

      “It was on the floor under the seats.”

      I take it from him, nodding as I suck air, frantically checking the notifications. “Thank you.”

      Nothing from Stormy. Nothing from Jess, who called a few nights ago but hung up as soon as I answered.

      “You need to chill the fuck out, man,” he says, pulling me off to the side of the hotel entrance so we’re standing by a cluster of oversized planters while the Boston traffic buzzes past.

      “I just— What if she called? What if she needed me?”

      His brows shoot up, and he looks pissed. “Needed you?” He coughs out a laugh. “That’s rich. She’s been needing you since the day you told her it was over. That there wasn’t anything real to your relationship. What’s different now?”

      “Like you don’t know?” My fists ball.

      He starts to shake his head, and I snap, grabbing his suit coat to pull him in. “She’s pregnant. And I fucking know you know it. For two fucking weeks you’ve known. And the guy who claimed he wanted to be my brother hasn’t said a fucking word.”

      Noel blinks, then lets out a gust of breath and pulls me into a hug so tight— Hell, I don’t have it in me to fight it.

      “That’s why you’ve been—” He hugs me harder. “Liam, man. I’m sorry. She’s not pregnant. I don’t know where you heard it, but it’s not true.”

      “What?” I choke out, pulling back to search his face and finding only pity.

      “There was a rumor at work. She’d been looking tired. Wasn’t eating. Said she felt sick. Word spread like wildfire.”

      It’s like a punch to the gut. “Is she okay?”

      “No, man. How the hell would she be okay when you broke her damn heart?”

      I rub my hand over the break in my own chest, feeling it split even wider. “I was trying to protect her.”

      His hands come up like he’s confused. “From what?”

      There are so many answers. From Jess. From scandal. From rumors. From the potential of me losing my position on the team.

      “From what being with me could cost her.”

      He rubs the back of his neck and looks out into the night. “Whelp, you’re doing a shit job. She’s fucking wrecked, bro. And anyone with eyes can see you’re no better.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time we get inside, half the team is already at the bar.

      Bowie looks up from the far end as I’m walking past. Catching my eye, he waves me in.

      I shake my head and keep going.

      I don’t get drinks with the team. Or I didn’t until Stormy started coming to the games. And then I just wanted to make sure she had fun. I wanted to hear her laugh.

      I wanted to be able to give her something. I still do.

      And these guys— the Slayers —are the closest thing to family I have. Even after I held myself apart for so long, the second I stopped, they were there, welcoming me in.

      My steps slow and then stop.

      My chest rises and falls. I turn around.

      The team is laughing, talking animatedly where they’re seated around a group of tables in the corner.

      A heavy arm lands across my shoulders as a grinning Static starts walking with me.

      “Dude, you are making the right choice,” he says, propelling us to where the younger guys are sitting. “Time to celebrate.”

      Not for me. Not yet.

      There’s a round of cheers when I grab the seat between Whalen and Kellog.

      Kellog’s ever affable grin cranks wide. “That play in the second. Holy shit. Pure poetry.” He waves over the server. “Whatever he’s having, on me.”

      “Just a water, thanks.” I clear my throat, looking from one guy to the next. “And maybe some advice.”
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        * * *

      

      “Yo, Boomer, get your ass over here.” Bowie claps a hand on his buddy’s shoulder and hauls him back to where our entire bench, a coach, and trainer have congregated. Christ.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “Dude,” Boomer whines, dropping into an open chair. “The bunnies are circling like sharks. I’m down for a feeding frenzy, yeah?”

      “Keep your chum out of the water for five minutes, will you? Our man needs some help.”

      And then we’re all assembled, tables pushed together, drinks distributed. The back of my neck burning from how out of control things have gotten.

      Slouching in his chair, Boomer juts his chin my way. “You’ve already got the ring on your finger. What could you need help with?”

      A round of groans and knowing laughter sounds from the married guys. Rux reaches behind Bowie to smack the back of Boomer’s head then nods to me. “Proceed.”

      “I fucked up.”

      For a beat, it feels like that says it all. Like no other explanation is necessary, but Noel chimes in. “He didn’t cheat on her.”

      The team lets out a sigh of relief and, yeah. More words.

      In the most detail-stingy way possible, I explain that I freaked out, screwing up something perfect. That I thought I was doing the right thing, but ultimately, I was afraid of letting her down. And now Stormy’s pulled away, and I don’t know how to get us back to where we were.

      When it’s all out there, or at least the broad strokes, the guys sit back.

      Boomer, who hasn’t stopped watching the bunnies across the bar, offers up his suggestion first. “Chapstick and knee pads.”

      Axel rolls his eyes. “Get her a plant. Show her you want to see something grow with her.”

      Static grunts.

      Grady snorts. “Be the bunny, man.”

      I don’t know what the hell that means, but Axel and a bunch of the other guys let out a round of agreement.

      Baxter waves them away. “You married this girl. You gotta give her everything. The crap that scares you and the dark shit from your past. Talk to her.”

      “Make her laugh,” Rux adds, then thumbs the air toward Boomer. “But that Chapstick business isn’t a bad idea either. After, though.”

      The team busts up laughing… and for once, I join them.
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        Stormy

      

      

      I’m standing in the back of the “Town Hall” meeting while my dad goes through the talking points we finalized last night, but I lost the thread around phasing out the Koala line when I started thinking about Liam.

      He’s back for a few days. Their win last night was so exciting, I wanted to text. Tell him how amazing he played… how much I miss him. Still.

      How I’m starting to think I might miss him like this always.

      So… it’s better not to call.

      It wasn’t like this after Ray. Never in my life have I felt so right in someone’s arms as I did in Liam’s. Like forever wouldn’t be long enough there. And now, nothing feels so wrong as being out of them.

      I keep asking myself where I went astray. When I started misreading what was happening between us… how I could have been so off base. But as moment after moment plays through my mind, all I feel is… love. This sense that for the first time, I was a part of something magical.

      Something… real.

      That’s the part I can’t get past. The only thing in this whole fake marriage that didn’t feel real was Liam telling me it wasn’t.

      I close my eyes, forcing myself to remember it. That terrible moment when possibility turned to pain. I force myself to examine it. To try and understand… so maybe, eventually, I can accept it.

      Except, I don’t understand. I can’t make sense of it. Not like with Ray, when every time I thought back, I wondered how I could have missed so many obvious warning signs.

      As if I’ve summoned him, Ray slips in through the open door and comes to stand beside me. Arms crossed, close enough to press against mine, he gives me a smile. Like we’re still friends and I haven’t asked him to respect my space a hundred times.

      “Miss anything good?” he jokes, same as he does every time he shows up late.

      And suddenly, I’m just done.

      Done with Ray’s entitled bullshit.

      Done trying to accept something every part of me is rejecting on a visceral level.

      My breath comes a little easier. Then easier still.

      The meeting ends, and when Ray looks over, the smile I return has him taking an uncertain step back. Because it’s not just some polite proximity of the real thing. It’s actually real. It’s just not for the reasons he’d like.

      Eventually, our parents wrap up with the various department heads angling to get a word in, and our group of six heads to my dad’s office.

      Normally, we would talk about the meeting, about whatever questions came up or concerns were voiced, and then decide what kind of pizza to order for dinner at my parents’ place. Today, I close the door behind me, leaning against it as everyone settles around the office.

      “Um… guys? There’s something I need to tell you.”

      All heads turn my way, and my mom smiles up at me.

      “What’s up, honey?”

      “It’s about Liam.” My next breath comes as easily as freeing the words I’ve held back for more than a year. “I haven’t been honest with you. And I’m sorry.”

      From his perch on the arm of the couch, my dad furrows his brows. “Are you okay?”

      It ought to be easy to answer, but there are so many caveats, all I can do is give up a quiet laugh and shake my head.

      Ray sits forward. “Problems with the hockey player?”

      Instead of answering, I focus on my parents. “The truth is, Liam and I didn’t get married this summer. Our wedding was on Christmas Eve… over a year ago. I married him the night I was supposed to marry Ray.”

      Ray’s breath leaves his lungs in a punch, and this time I manage to find a modicum of sympathy for him.

      “We met in Vegas. Both of us coming off bad breakups, neither of us thinking too clearly.”

      “My God,” Michelle gasps. “All this because Ray wasn’t faithful almost ten years ago?”

      I meet the eyes of the woman who has been a second mother to me my entire life, feel her hurt and confusion like it’s my own, and shake my head.

      “Stormy,” Ray says sternly.

      “I’m sorry Michelle, Charlie. The night before the wedding—”

      “Stormy!”

      “—I walked in on Ray with another woman.”

      My dad jerks to his feet, but I need to get this out. “That’s why I left in the middle of the night. I was devastated. I was humiliated and overwhelmed, and I ran. All the way to Las Vegas, where I met a guy who’d been burned as badly as I had. We got drunk. We got married. And then we didn’t see each other for a year.”

      The room is silent, my dad glaring at Ray. The Hales look like they’re going to cry.

      “When I came home, I couldn’t handle everyone I know and work with and love realizing what a complete and utter fool I’d been. I didn’t want to lose their respect when one day, they’ll be trusting their livelihoods to me. So, I went along with Ray's untruth… or partial truth.”

      I turn to Ray, whose head is hanging in defeat. “I’m assuming you actually were sleeping around ten years ago, but honestly, I don’t care. The point is, I’m done. Done running. Done hiding. And for all the ways this company is interwoven with the rest of my life, the one thing I hope is that my personal and professional lives can be kept separate. My love life might be a trainwreck, but in this company, I perform. I’m capable.”

      Michelle leans forward, blinking back tears. “Sweetheart, that has never been in question.”

      “She’s right.” Charlie shakes his head. “You could take the reins of this place tomorrow, and everyone under this roof would know they were in good hands. And I’m sorry.” He’s speaking to me but staring at his son. “For every time we pushed. We love you so much. We wanted you to be our daughter in name the way you already are in our hearts.”

      I go to him and step into the hug so familiar and comforting, I have to choke back the tears. Michelle’s arms come around us too, and my parents each lay a hand on my back and arm.

      When I step back, I take a deep breath and give them the rest.

      “When Liam and I reconnected, we made an agreement.”

      My dad’s expression is pained. “Let me guess. You wanted us to stop pushing for a reconciliation with Ray.”

      I duck my head, hating that the people I love are hurting. “More or less.”

      “Honey, we’re so sorry.” My mom. “If we’d known—”

      “I should have been honest, but instead, Liam and I decided to pretend the marriage was real, and after two years we’d have an amicable divorce. It wasn’t supposed to be more than that. But then I did the one thing we swore we wouldn’t do. I fell in love with him.”

      Ray’s shoulders drop. Our parents are stunned into silence.

      “I love him. But that wasn’t part of the plan, and for various reasons, we’ve been living apart for a while. The issues that drove him to Vegas in the first place have resurfaced. I want to be there for him. I want us to face whatever the future holds together, but I’m not sure that’s what he wants.”

      “He’s a fool if he doesn’t want you,” Ray says quietly.

      And it means more than any apology or excuse he’s given me before.

      “I’m going to tell him how I feel. I’m going to ask him for the chance to make this real. And if he says no, then I’m going to give him the amicable divorce we planned on, just a couple years ahead of schedule.”

      They have questions. Lots of them. But I need to talk to my husband, and finally, they understand.

      I hug my parents and Ray’s too. Give Ray a nod and leave.

      I’m barely out the door when it starts.

      “Another woman?”

      “You let us believe…”

      “All this time…”

      “Driven to marrying a stranger…”

      “How could you…”

      Maybe I should find more satisfaction in knowing the truth is finally out there, but what happens with Ray isn’t what matters to me.

      When I reach my car, I call Misty.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Any chance you want to catch a game tonight?”

      There’s a beat of silence and then an ear-piercing shriek of pure Misty delight, followed by the kinds of sounds that make me think she’s running through the apartment.

      Pulling out into traffic, I laugh. “I take it that’s a yes?”

      I can totally hear her smile through the phone. “And I take it you’ve decided to go after your man?”

      “I have.”
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        Liam

      

      

      Head in the game. Head in the game. Head in the game.

      That’s what I keep telling myself as we suit up, listen to the coach talk, listen to Rux, and then head for the tunnel.

      Head in the game.

      It’s what I’m telling myself as we hit the ice to warm up.

      I circle past my seats but don’t look. She won’t be there. Not tonight, anyway.

      I fucked everything up with my lies about what I wanted and that whole “same page” bullshit. I wanted to protect her, but like Noel said… I did a shit job of it.

      That’s what’s eating at me worse than my own heartache.

      Get your head in the game.

      I warm up with the guys. Take shots, pass the puck, and stretch. Skate another loop and grit my teeth as a couple suits file into my seats.

      I’m going to make it up to her. I’m going to get my head in the game because my team is fucking counting on me to do it. And then after we’re done, I’m driving out to Stormy’s place and I’m going to beg—

      I nearly trip over my own skate, whipping my head around and then skating backward so I don’t have to look away from where Misty is taking the stairs down to Noel’s seats… with my wife behind her.

      My breath punches out on a laugh, and the knot in my chest unravels as those soft blue eyes meet mine.

      Jesus, she looks gorgeous. Her hair is a dark spill around her shoulders, and she’s wearing a Slayers jersey, but it isn’t until she turns around to wave at someone in the row behind hers that I see it has my name on it.

      Our name, at least for now.

      I circle past again, trying to get the beast slamming around in my chest under control. She’s watching me as I pass, and the eye contact nearly wrecks me, I need it so bad.

      Before I skate into O’Brien, Noel catches me and steers me off to the bench. “You know she was coming?”

      “No,” I say, cranking my head around to watch her another second. “You?”

      “No, man. But that’s a good sign, yeah?”

      I fucking hope so.
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        * * *

      

      My head is definitely in the game. Because no way are we losing while my girl is here for the first time in weeks. I’m playing with a ferocity that pushes the edge of my control but results in two assists and a win.

      I’m ready to tear through the locker room, desperate to see if she’s outside. But playing like a fucking lunatic has its cost, and as soon as I get my jersey, shoulder pads, and skates off, I get pulled to talk to the press before I can get to her.

      I wrap it up as quickly as I can, and when they cut me loose, I blow past one group and then another, searching for the blue eyes and soft smile that have haunted every minute of every night and every day since the last time I saw them. I’m desperate. I’m—

      There.

      Misty’s standing with Noel, speaking with an urgency that has my lungs tightening so I can barely breathe. I look around, frantic.

      “She left?” I ask, craning to search for her.

      What does it mean that she came but didn’t stay? Why would she leave?

      Misty’s hand lands on my arm. There’s a stitch between her brows. “She was here. She wanted to talk to you. And then one of the security guys came over and told her a man claiming to be your father was asking to talk to her.”

      My throat seizes up, but somehow, I manage to choke out the words. “She went with him?”

      “She wouldn’t let me come with her.” Misty looks sick. “They went down that way.”

      I take off down the corridor, dripping sweat in my hockey pants, athletic shirt, and the sneakers I stuffed my feet into for the interview.

      I don’t have my phone so I can’t call her. Can’t call him. Can’t read the texts I’ve refused to open from him over the last week. Can’t do anything but run and lose my fucking mind at the thought of that man near my wife.

      The deeper down the corridor I get, the more the crowd empties out and the harder I panic.

      And then, from around the bend, there she is, walking toward me with her head down, her hands clutched at her chest.

      “Stormy!” I shout above the deafening sound of blood hammering past my eardrums.

      Her head jerks up, and she breaks into a watery smile as I haul her into my arms.

      “I’m sorry.” Crushing her to me, I bury my face in her hair and say it again and again and again. I’m sorry for lying to her, for bringing this poison into her life, for touching her when I’m completely disgusting after my game. For whatever it is my father said to her.

      “Where is he?” We’re alone now, out of sight of the circus outside the locker room and past the bank of elevators everyone takes to leave. My father is nowhere in sight. “What did he want?”

      Except then her arms are locking around my neck, and she’s clinging to me so tightly, I tell her again. “I’m so fucking sorry. Tell me you’re okay. Please.”

      “Liam, I’m okay,” she breathes against my neck. “Are you okay?”

      “No.” Not even close. “Not since I pushed you away. I was an idiot. A fool. I wanted to protect you. But… I think I ruined everything instead.”

      She feels so good in my arms, her chest flush to mine. I hold her tighter. “Stormy, please, tell me you can forgive me, that you’ll give us another chance. I love you.”

      Her fingers thread through my hair at the back of my neck. “Are you going to ask me what I’m doing here?”

      I blink, thinking about setting her down to give her space while we have this conversation, but instead, I walk with her a little farther around the bend to where there’s a bench and pull her into my lap. I can’t let her go. I just fucking can’t.

      “Okay, gorgeous.” I search her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      Her hand drifts down to rest over my heart. “I came to fight for you.”

      My throat goes tight, and I press my hand over hers, wondering if she can feel what those words do to me. If she has any idea how hard that beast in my chest is beating for her.

      She doesn’t have to fight at all. “Stormy.”

      “To tell you that I love you and ask you to give us a chance. Because even though you told me it wasn’t real and all we were doing was—”

      “Don’t say it. Please,” I croak, pressing my head to hers. “It nearly killed me to lie to you that way.”

      “I hoped,” she says softly, nodding against my head. “I tried to make myself believe what you were saying. To accept it. But I couldn’t.” The hand resting over my heart moves to my cheek. “And finally, I realized I couldn’t keep running from what I was afraid of. I didn’t know if you felt the way I did. If you’d change your mind. All I knew was that I loved you, and I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I didn’t tell you how I felt. That I want you.”

      She loves me. I can barely breathe. But I have to be straight with her. “There’s a chance what happened with Jess might come out. There’s a chance—”

      “Hey, if that happened it would be a nuisance. One I’d gladly accept if it means having you. But—”

      “I need you to understand. Before you decide, you need to know all of it.” I swallow, shaking my head. “It’s possible that I could lose my contract, my spot on this team. I won’t be able to offer you what you deserve. What I want to give you.”

      “Are you talking about money?” She pulls back to search my eyes, a frown pulling at her mouth. “Liam, first, and this is important, but I think you must have missed it… I love you. That means the only thing I need from you is you.”

      Her words knock the wind from me. They humble me.

      “You have me.” I say it like a vow. I mean it forever.

      She nods but gives me a bit of side-eye. Then waves a hand around the deserted hallway. “This… hockey? I want it for you. Don’t get me wrong, the seats are amazing and seeing you like this and on the ice and— Yeah, it’s fun. But you could be teaching toddlers hockey full-time, and we’d be fine. I’d want you— I’d love you if we didn’t have anything but each other.” She bites her lip, cocks her head. “That being said… Why do you think I made you kiss the prenup? H&H is a very successful company. I got you, baby.”

      I laugh, kissing her and then kissing her again. Humming at the softness of her lips. The sweetness of her taste. The relief I feel down to my very soul.

      “Wait,” she pushes back. “Your father.”

      I shake my head. How the hell did I forget about him? “Shit, what did he want?”

      “To give you a message.”

      A million shitty scenarios flash through my mind, but then she’s patting my chest again, hushing the growl rumbling from my throat.

      “Hey, it’s okay. It’s actually a good message.”

      I find that hard to believe, but there’s something in Stormy’s eyes that makes me want to. “Tell me.”

      “He knows about what happened with Jess. He went through her phone. We can both probably guess why. He found her texts and confronted her about it.”

      It’s what I’ve been afraid of. The way this guy has been with me my whole life, like he resents me so much, he’ll look for any chance to bring me down. Christ, what’s he going to do with this?

      “Liam, he said to tell you he’s sorry.”

      My head snaps up. “What?”

      “He didn’t want to trust the message to your phone because they can be hacked. But he wanted you to know that Jess admitted there was no video. And she’s not going public with the story, because if she did… it would violate their prenup, and she’d forfeit her right to alimony.”

      “Holy shit,” I gasp, feeling a weight lift I never thought I’d be free from.

      “I know.” Those soft blue eyes search mine. “It’s good news, right?”

      “Yeah. I just can’t believe he came.” That he wasn’t holding a press conference outside the arena to spill the story on his own.

      “He remembered what he said to you that day. And he’s sorry. He said you deserved better than how he treated you… and that he deserved what he got.” She sighs. “I don’t know him. I can’t tell you if he was sincere. But I hope he was.”

      My father has never apologized to me in his life. I’ve never heard him apologize to anyone. So yeah, I want to believe.

      And I want to finally put this all behind me and focus on what matters most. Stormy. Our future.

      I meet her eyes.

      “I was coming to you. I mean, before I saw you were here. I planned on driving out to your apartment after the game. I couldn’t make it through another night without telling you the truth.”

      She blinks as her eyes mist over. “You were?”

      I brush her cheek with my thumb. “Yeah. I was going to beg.”

      “What changed your mind?” That hopeful, tentative voice.

      I’ll never make her doubt me again.

      “I was dying without you. More miserable every day, but I convinced myself I was doing the right thing.” With her in my arms, I don’t know how I could have been so stupid. “And then… I thought you were pregnant.”

      She pulls away, but I shake my head, drawing her back in. “I know you’re not. But for about a minute, I went a little nuts with how bad I wanted it to be true. I lost it. Noel talked me down and helped me see what a total jackass I was. And then I started trying to work out how to get you to take me back.”

      I’ve got the cactus and Chapstick in my car to prove it.

      “I love you like I didn’t know was possible,” I tell her. “You make me laugh. You inspire me. And if you give me another chance, I swear to you, I’ll spend the rest of our lives making sure you don’t have a single minute of regret.”

      “The rest of our lives, huh?”

      I rub my thumb over the ring she flipped me off with on the day we began living as man and wife. “Mine is in my locker for the game. But I haven’t stopped wearing it, either.”

      There’s a hint of a smile on her face as she raises a brow. “So where does this leave us now?”

      “Same page?”

      She blinks, and I swoop in to kiss her fast and hard. “And, gorgeous, so there’s no misunderstanding, I’m talking about the one where we live happily ever after.”

      That smile. “Same page.”
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        Liam

      

      

      We dominate in the first round of the playoffs. The Slayers look like we’re the team to beat. We’ve found our rhythm, we’re gelling. Hell, the commentators start joking that we’re reading each other’s minds.

      There are times it feels that way. Where the next pass comes as naturally as breathing. It looks like we can’t lose, and whatever anonymity I had before is completely obliterated as Chicago gets Slayers fever.

      I check my seats every game now. And Noel’s too, since they’re both filled with our girls, in-laws, or friends of the girls that have become like family too. Once in the second round, Mary came, but Boomer says we’re only allowed to give her tickets again if she switches seats, because we got slammed with a loss so close to a shutout, it shook us bad.

      We came back. Fought it out for five more games before tonight when we get knocked out in the sixth. Which sucks. No two ways about it. But it sucks a hell of a lot less when I clear the locker room and find my wife waiting for me.

      She comes into my arms, and everything else falls away.

      “You played so hard,” she says. Her lashes are wet, and her cheeks are blotchy like she’s been crying some.

      She’s not the only one. There were more than a few tears shed by the team. Including Noel.

      We talk quietly for a moment, just the two of us. But then I hear my name, and again.

      “Liam, dude!”

      I turn to where Noel is cutting through the crowd, Misty’s hand in his. The guy doesn’t look like he’s crying now. He looks like he’s lost his ever-lovin’ mind and is celebrating like he’s just won the cup. And the lottery. And—

      He grabs me in a bear hug.

      “She said yes!” he bellows, pulling me off my feet right there in the middle of the press and everyone.

      “Yes to what?” I’m almost afraid to ask with this guy, but then I see Misty’s wide smile, and it clicks.

      “We’re going to Vegas, B2B! She’s marrying me tonight, and you’re going to be my best man!”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stormy

      

      

      The wedding isn’t actually tonight.

      As jacked up as Noel is about Misty’s secret, post-playoffs plan to let him get his last name on her, our guys just played their hearts out, leaving everything they had on the ice.

      They’re both out cold within ten minutes of takeoff, and by the time we get to the hotel, even Noel seems okay with the single-day delay before the nuptials. My parents are already checked in. Charlie and Michelle Hale are flying in tomorrow morning. And once we get the bags up to our suite, I fully expect to tuck my completely exhausted husband in for a solid twelve hours of sleep.

      But Liam has other ideas.

      “Let’s get a drink,” he says, pulling me into his arms and holding me against him like we’re slow-dancing.

      “Aren’t you exhausted?”

      “Slept on the plane. Quick recovery rate.” He takes my hand and leads me to the door. “Unless you’re too tired.”

      Not me. “I’d love a drink.”

      He smiles and draws me in for a kiss. “Good. Because one of my very favorite bars happens to be just downstairs.”

      Yes. This is our hotel. And he’s taking me to our bar.

      I can’t stop smiling as we’re seated at the very same table, which he somehow managed to call ahead to have reserved. Maybe while we checked in? I’m not sure, but I love it.

      There’s a bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice, two flutes, and a stack of cocktail napkins with a Sharpie resting on top.

      My hand goes to my heart as I let out a delighted laugh. “What’s this?”

      He picks up the marker, biting off the cap with a grin.

      I raise a brow as he writes on a napkin and then slides it across the table to me.

      
        
        I love you

      

      

      I blink up at him, emotion tightening my throat. “I love you too.”

      He takes the next napkin, repeating the process.

      
        
        I want you forever

      

      

      This man. I nod. “You have me.”

      Another napkin. More writing. My heart skips.

      
        
        Marry me

      

      

      I look up at him and find the smile I love, the one he gives so freely now… and a solid band of breathtaking diamonds set in platinum.

      “Liam,” I gasp. “How? When?”

      “Misty’s not the only one with a secret plan for after playoffs.” He slides out of his seat, going to one knee beside me.

      “We didn’t have time to fall in love before we got married the first time. But we fell into like… instantly. We had respect. Caring. Understanding. We had a plan.”

      “A half-baked one,” I whisper.

      “We took vows.”

      “They were crazy.”

      “They were to protect each other. To keep each other safe.”

      I nod, my eyes welling because, at the heart of it, he’s right. That’s what we were doing. But only this man would be able to see that. To help me see it.

      “I’m asking you to let me make a few additional vows. Because more than anything, I want to love and cherish you, from this day forward through the rest of our lives and beyond. Stormy Hendricks Diesel… will you marry me again?”

      I fling my arms around him, kissing him with everything I have. And when I pull back, I nod.

      “Yes. I’ll marry you again.” And again and again and again.

      But then something occurs to me. Blinking past the tears, I hold up a finger. “I have one condition.”

      “Anything,” he says like it’s a vow more sacred than those he’s asking to give me.

      “This time”— I bite my lip —“you put out on our wedding night.”

      His laughter, warm and whole, fills my heart with joy and love and the promise of a future as precious to me as the man sweeping me up into his arms. “It’s a deal.”

      It’s more than that. It’s our very own odds-defying happily ever after.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading DIRTY GROOM! For a sweet and sexy bonus scene… CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER
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        * * *

      

      
        
        And Bowie & Piper are up next in DIRTY D-MAN
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        Click here to…

        Order DIRTY D-MAN

      

        

      
        You can find out more about me, Slayers Hockey, and the rest of my books at

        miralynkelly.com
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