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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Don't move.
 
   Justin Tome squeezed his eyes shut and tried to take a deep breath. Something was blocking his mouth and nose, something soft. A brief spurt of panic seized him until he realized it was a pillow, too soft, too fresh-smelling.
 
   Don't move.
 
   He turned his head just a fraction of an inch, just enough to take a deep gulp of air. Shit. What was that smell? Sour, putrid. His stomach rolled and he clenched his jaw, taking another deep breath through his mouth as the world spun around him.
 
   Don't move.
 
   He reached out with his left hand, groping blindly, looking for something to hold on to, some kind of anchor to hold him in place until the spinning stopped. His fingers closed around something soft and warm. Material of some kind. He fisted his hand in it and slowly pulled it toward him, holding it to his face. As an anchor it pretty much sucked, but it wasn't like he was in any shape to get up and look for something better.
 
   The spinning slowed down, just enough that he could be reasonably certain he wasn't going to hurl. He took another breath, a cautious one through his nose, and felt his stomach clench and roll. 
 
   Shit. Was that smell coming from him?
 
   Images flashed through his mind, nothing more than fragmented pictures that made little sense.
 
   A sheet of ice, scored with gouges.
 
   The sound of a loud buzzer and noisy cheers.
 
   Something hard and sharp catching him under the chin. An explosion of pain and fury.
 
   The flash of scar glowing red as angry words echoed in his ear.
 
   Laughter. Biting comments. Sarcasm. Shots.
 
   Tequila.
 
   The last came back to him with shocking clarity, the memory vivid in taste and smell. Justin's mouth filled with moisture and he swallowed, groaning as his stomach rolled once more. He pushed up with hands, trying to raise himself, and fell face-first back into the mattress.
 
   Where the fuck was he?
 
   In bed. Yes, he was in bed. But it wasn't his.
 
   Shit. Where was he? What the hell had he done last night? Gone out, got drunk. Again. But then what?
 
   He groaned, a long drawn out noise that sounded like the moan of a dying animal. The noise echoed around him, bouncing inside his throbbing skull with enough force to send his head rolling from his shoulders. Christ, wouldn't that be a blessing in disguise?
 
   He had to get up, find out where the hell he was, what the hell he had done this time. He pushed against the mattress again, willing his body to move, to listen, to just work dammit.
 
   Justin finally moved enough to roll over onto his back, his body covered in sweat and his heart pounding heavy in his chest from the exertion. He lay there, panting, waiting once more for the world to stop spinning, waiting for the throbbing in his head to ease.
 
   "If you hurl again, you're cleaning it up this time."
 
   Justin froze at the voice. Clear, almost teasing. Feminine. Definitely feminine. 
 
   Shit. He recognized that voice.
 
   He pushed himself up faster than he thought he could move. Too fast. He grabbed his head and bent forward, another groan escaping between dried parched lips. Shit, he was going to hurl.
 
   No, he couldn't. No way.
 
   Except he apparently already had.
 
   Fuck.
 
   "Here, drink this."
 
   He wanted to say no, wanted to shake his head and yell and run from the room. But he couldn't do any of those things, could barely move. If he moved, his stomach was going to turn itself inside out and come shooting out of his mouth.
 
   He took a breath, just a small one, barely able to stomach the smell. Then he turned his head and cracked one gummy eye open. The world spun and twisted before righting itself and coming into focus. He forced his other eye open and stared, not believing what he was seeing and hoping it was nothing more than a dream.
 
   Not a dream. A nightmare.
 
   Valerie Michaels, his teammate's sister, was standing next to the bed, dressed in a pair of loose flannel shorts and tank top. She stared down at him, holding something in her right hand. A small smile teased the corner of her full lips and amusement flashed in her dark eyes. Her hair, long, thick, luxuriously black, hung over one shoulder, the ends curling just below one full breast.
 
   More images whirled through his foggy mind. His arm around Val, his mouth nuzzling her neck as she…as she what? Justin squeezed his eyes closed, thinking, trying to remember. 
 
   As she put him in a car. Helped him inside. Inside where?
 
   He cracked open one eye again and looked around, trying to make out details in the murky gray light. A light oak dresser and matching mirror against the far wall. In the corner, an overstuffed chair upholstered in some light-colored material. A four poster bed draped in some kind of frilly sheer shit.
 
   Oh shit, he was in Val's bedroom. He had to be, it sure as hell wasn't his.
 
   No. No way in hell. This couldn't be happening. He did not get down-and-dirty with his teammate's sister. No way. Not even falling down drunk would he be that stupid.
 
   Would he?
 
   No, no way. He'd remember. Val was hot, seriously hot. Surely he'd remember.
 
   Why the fuck couldn't he remember?
 
   He glanced down, groaning again when he saw his bare chest. Justin lifted the edge of the comforter and peered underneath. Shit. Shit, shit, shit. Naked as the day he was born.
 
   This couldn't be happening. No way in hell could this be happening.
 
   "I'm not going to stand here all day and hold this." She stepped closer, thrusting a glass under his nose. "Here, drink it."
 
   "What is it?" The words came out as a croak, rusty and barely more than a scratchy whisper. He cleared his throat and winced, then reached for the glass, surprised to see his hand shaking.
 
   "Tomato juice with lemon, honey, and cayenne pepper."
 
   Justin froze with the glass halfway to his mouth, his stomach rolling once more. He clamped his mouth shut and shook his head, trying to hand the glass back to her. "I'll pass."
 
   "Drink it."
 
   He peered up at her, not surprised to see her frowning as she stood there with both hands on her hips. Too close, she was entirely too close. Why the hell couldn't he remember what happened?
 
   "Did—" The words stuck in his throat, refusing to come out. Shit, this wasn't good. He took a deep breath and stared into the glass, trying not to notice the small brown flakes floating on the red surface. He had to know, had to ask. 
 
   He cleared his throat and tried again. "Did anything…did we—?"
 
   The words died in his throat, refusing to come out no matter how much he tried to force them. It didn't matter, though, not if the clear laughter coming from Val meant anything. Justin groaned again and closed his eyes, not sure if the laughter should reassure him—or insult him.
 
   "No, nothing happened. Nothing was going to happen, either. I don't do drunks. Now drink up and go take a shower. Your clothes are in the bathroom, all washed and folded. And I wouldn’t waste too much time, because you have practice in less than two hours."
 
   Justin blinked, trying to process the words as Val turned around and walked out.
 
   She didn't do drunks.
 
   Practice in two hours.
 
   His clothes were in the bathroom. His washed clothes.
 
   More images whirled through his mind. Him stumbling, falling against a wall. Fighting with his stomach before losing the battle—and everything inside him at the same time.
 
   Shit. Had he really hurled all over himself? Yeah, he had. And in front of Val, too. Christ, that was a new low, even for him.
 
   A low rumbling voice appeared in the back of his mind, the words certain, accusing as they called him a fuck-up. Again. No matter what he did, Justin couldn't make the voice go away, couldn't make it shut up. And why would it? He'd been hearing the voice his entire life, for as long as he could remember.
 
   And his father was right, he was a fuck-up.
 
   Justin groaned, the sound desperate in his ears. Christ, would he ever learn?
 
   He swung his legs over the side of the bed then stared into the glass. Screw it. Screw everything.
 
   He raised the glass to his mouth and drank it down in one swallow, barely tasting it, barely smelling it. He placed the glass on the nightstand and stood, holding onto the edge of the mattress until he was sure he wouldn't fall.
 
   And then it didn't matter, because his stomach clenched and heaved and a sour sweat coated his body, chilling him. Justin straightened, nearly fell, regained his balance.
 
   And barely made it to the bathroom in time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Each shout, each scrape of metal on ice, pierced Justin's skull and threatened to send his head rolling from his shoulders. But he couldn't give in to the pain, couldn't give in to the urge to just skate off the ice and hit the locker room and curl into a ball and die.
 
   Not when the coach was watching him with those narrowed eyes. He had no idea what Sonny LeBlanc was thinking, not with his face carved from granite. But the scar that slashed down along his cheek flashed an angry red, a sure sign that he wasn't happy.
 
   Justin took a deep breath and turned away from the boards, forcing himself to focus. He moved his feet under him, sliding back and forth, side to side, until sweat poured from under his helmet and coated his face. 
 
   Two quick blasts from a whistle, the sound sharp and shrill in the cold air of the practice rink. A new drill, a new kind of torture for his ravaged body. Justin bent down and grabbed his stick from the ice, his stomach rolling with the motion.
 
   Not now. Shit, not now. 
 
   He shook his head, trying to clear his mind, trying to focus on anything but his traitorous body. Then he moved forward, the blades of his skates slicing the ice as got into position for the shooting drill.
 
   Mat Herron skated up next to him, spraying him with snow. "Looking a little rough there, Tome."
 
   Justin grunted but didn't say anything, barely even nodded acknowledgment. Mat's voice was low, his words nothing more than an observation, maybe slightly laced with concern. Yeah, of course they'd be. How many times had Mat been the one to drag his sorry ass home and dump him in bed?
 
   But not last night. Why the fuck couldn't Mat have been the one to take him home last night? Justin wanted to ask but said nothing. If he did, Mat might ask how he got home. Might ask questions Justin didn't want to answer, that he couldn't answer.
 
   And Justin sure as hell wasn't going to tell him what happened. He wasn't going to tell anyone, not if there was even the slightest chance word would get back to Randy.
 
   He let his gaze wander to the far side of the ice, where the Banners' defensemen were running their own drills. His eyes immediately found Randy, resting on his tall hulking form. Val's brother was only an inch or two taller than he was, maybe a little broader through the chest. Any other time, Justin figured they'd be almost evenly matched.
 
   But this wasn't any other time, not when Randy's sister was concerned. And not when Justin wasn't in top condition, something he hadn't been for the last four or five months, not since right after Thanksgiving.
 
   At least he hadn't done anything stupid last night, hadn't tried anything.
 
   That he could remember. He wasn't completely certain Val had told him everything. 
 
   Yeah, because throwing up all over himself and her bathroom wasn't humiliating enough, right? Because passing out next to the toilet was nothing more than normal behavior. Because having your teammate's baby sister haul your sorry drunk ass to bed and strip you down was—
 
   Pain exploded in his gut, sharp and burning. Justin dropped to his knees, bending over as he fought to catch his breath. Shit. Don't let me hurl, don't let me hurl—
 
   "Tome! Get your ass over here."
 
   Justin took another deep breath then slowly straightened, pausing long enough to kick the puck that had caught him in the stomach with his skate. Mat watched him, brows lowered over eyes filled with pity.
 
   Fuck. He didn't need this shit. Not now, not on top of everything else. He turned on his skates and moved toward the bench, putting his all into each stride until he was standing in front of the coach.
 
   Sonny stared at him, unmoving except for the small twitch in his right jaw. Silence stretched between them, long and uncomfortable. Justin fought the urge to squirm like a twelve-year-old caught with his hand up a girl's skirt. It didn't help to realize that's exactly how he felt. Only it was Sonny who caught him, not the girl's brother.
 
   The coach gave him one last long look, those cold flat eyes raking over him from top to bottom and back again. He leaned to the side and spit, then motioned behind him with a jerk of his head.
 
   "You're done for the day. Clean up and be in my office in thirty."
 
   Justin opened his mouth to argue, to question. Hell, to beg. But one more cold look from Sonny stopped him. He snapped his mouth closed and stormed off the ice, pausing long enough to slam his stick against the wall leading back to the locker room. Once, twice. The stick broke in two, the curved blade flying behind him and bouncing off the wall. Justin threw the handle down the hallway and kept going, each stride long and angry. 
 
   He reached the locker room and tore off his helmet. It hit the locker across from his with a loud bang then fell to the floor and rolled away. Justin dropped to the bench and leaned forward, lowering his head into his hands. 
 
   Shit. Shit, fuck, dammit to hell.
 
   Now what? He didn't want to think about what was coming, didn't want to know why Sonny told him to meet in his office. It didn't take a genius to figure out whatever was coming wasn't going to be good.
 
   Justin's stomach tightened and rolled again, this time from fear and anxiety. How had things come this far? How had he completely fucked things up this bad? Maybe it wasn't that bad, maybe he was overreacting.
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   He pushed himself from the bench and peeled off his gear, removing each piece carefully before piling it in front of his locker. Then he grabbed his gym bag and towel and just stood there, looking around him. 
 
   Was this going to be the last time he stood here? The last time to gear up before hitting the ice, the last time he showered after practice? The knot of fear in his gut grew, pushing away everything else.
 
   Please don't let him have completely fucked everything up to that point.
 
   The words repeated themselves over and over in his mind as he showered and changed, becoming a never-ending chant. The chant grew louder, faster, as he walked down the hall to Sonny's door, as he knocked on it and waited.
 
   And then his mind went blank, filled with nothing but fear when he walked into the office and saw Sonny sitting behind his desk—as well as the Assistant Coach, George Stephenson, standing to his side.
 
   Sonny looked up from a stack of papers on the desk and fixed Justin with a flat stare, void of any thought or emotion. He finally motioned to one of the leather chairs in front of him, pointing at it with a blunt-tipped finger.
 
   "Have a seat, Justin."
 
   Justin. Not Tome. Surely that was a good sign, that Coach was using his first name, wasn't it? 
 
   He lowered himself into the chair, trying to look nonchalant when all he wanted to do was grip the leather armrests until they snapped off. Instead, he clasped his hands tightly together in his lap, forcing the soles of both feet to remain flat against the floor. He took a deep breath and glanced at George before turning back to face Sonny. The room was eerily quiet, the lack of noise oppressive and disconcerting.
 
   Until Sonny's booming voice shattered the silence, causing Justin to jump in the chair.
 
   "Anything going on you want to tell me about?"
 
   Justin opened his mouth, then quickly shut it and swallowed. How was he supposed to answer that? He couldn't, not when he didn't have answers. 
 
   Not answers he could put into words, and definitely nothing he wanted to share.
 
   "Coach?"
 
   Sonny fixed him with those oddly flat eyes, showing no emotion. Then he let out a long breath and leaned back in his own chair. He laced his fingers together and placed them behind his head, taking his time as he brought one foot then the other up to rest on the desk. The chair squeaked with each movement, the sound grating at the base of Justin's skull.
 
   "I had you on the front line the beginning of the season, playing you for twenty minutes or more each game." Sonny shifted in the chair, making it squeak again. "Now you're on the fourth line. Your ice time is pathetic, but not nearly as pathetic as your play. I'll ask you again. Is there anything going on you want to tell me about?"
 
   "I—" Justin's throat closed up and he snapped his mouth closed. What the hell was he supposed to say? He didn't know, had no idea how to even begin explaining what was going on, not when he barely understood himself. 
 
   What was going on? Nothing, just him being a fuck-up, just like always. He squeezed his eyes shut and forced the accusing voice to the back of his mind. Then he looked down at his lap, at the skin pulled tight across his knuckles, pale and clammy. His leg was shaking, the sole of his shoe making soft thumping noises against the carpet. 
 
   Justin unclenched his hands and placed the palms flat against each knee, forcing his leg to remain still. Then he cleared his throat and looked back at Coach, his eyes focusing on a spot just behind the man's left shoulder.
 
   "Just some personal stuff, Coach. Nothing I can't handle."
 
   "Is that a fact?"
 
   "Yes sir."
 
   "Hm." Sonny watched him for several minutes, long minutes that stretched Justin's already worn nerves. Then the man sighed and dropped both feet back to the ground, each one hitting with a loud thump that echoed in the room. He leaned forward and pushed some papers around the desk, then stopped suddenly and fixed Justin with another steady look.
 
   "Playoffs are in four weeks and I need everyone at the top of their game if we want to win that Cup again. Give me one good reason why I shouldn't send you back to the minors right now."
 
   The bottom of Justin's stomach dropped open, filling him with icy paralysis. Everything around him faded, disappearing into a gray mist that threatened to suffocate him. The only thing he could see was Sonny's face, those emotionless steel gray eyes fixed on him. Hard, pointed, seeing everything, seeing too much.
 
   Think, Tome, think. Sonny asked him for a reason. Why the hell was he just sitting here, not saying a fucking word? Everything he had worked for, everything he had ever wanted, was seconds away from being destroyed, tossed to the side like garbage.
 
   His old man was right. He was a fuck-up.
 
   Justin opened his mouth to speak, with no idea what he could say. But it was too late. Sonny waved him off with a sharp movement of one hand and a loud exhalation of breath.
 
   And an expression of disappointment that cut deep into Justin's chest.
 
   "You're a scratch tonight. 'Personal reasons'. Go home, think about why I shouldn't break every rule and pull every string I can to send you down. I don't want to see you until practice tomorrow. And I'm telling you right now, I catch just one whiff of alcohol, even mouthwash, on your breath—tomorrow or the next day or even next month—and you'll be packing your bags and moving north. Is that understood?"
 
   "Yes sir."
 
   "Go, get out of here. And think about what I said."
 
   "Yes sir." Justin flew from the chair, nearly knocking it over in his haste to leave, wanting nothing more than to escape before Sonny changed his mind.
 
   A scratch. He was a fucking scratch tonight. Anger bubbled just below the surface of his chest and he pushed it away. There was no reason for him to be angry, not when he knew it could have been so much worse.
 
   It could still get so much worse.
 
   The door closed behind him with a loud click, the sound bouncing off the painted concrete walls. Justin stopped in front of the large logo painted just outside Coach's office. A large eagle, its wings outstretched, its center colored red, white, and blue. Two crossed hockey sticks framed the ferocious bird, the bottoms clutched in its claws.
 
   Justin had been traded to the Banners seven years ago, had his best years on the ice here in Baltimore. He was twenty-nine, he still had a few years left. A few good years, if he could get his head out of his ass and back on right. He didn't want those years wasted up north in the minors. Hell no. If that happened, he might as well just retire right now, because he'd never see ice in the major league again. That much was a certainty.
 
   He closed his eyes and tilted his head back, ran the palms of both hands across his face. What the hell was he doing? Why the hell was he letting all the doubts, all the accusations, get to him now, of all times?
 
   Bullshit. He knew better. 
 
   And he needed to get his act together. Now. But first—yeah, first, he needed to apologize to someone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Val toed off her shoes then propped both feet on the edge of the desk, leaning forward to rub them. The movement stretched the muscles in the backs of her legs and she sighed, leaning forward even more.
 
   What she needed was a massage. A full body, deep tissue massage. With aromatherapy oils. Yes, that was exactly what she needed. She tried to go at least once a month and she was—
 
   She frowned, thinking. Yes, she was definitely overdue—by about eight months, at least. Her lips twitched up in a small smile. Just one more thing she said she'd make a habit of doing that never seemed to get done. Massages, long weekends off, day trips to nearby locations.
 
   She sighed again then leaned back in the chair, her eyes darting around the small office. Trade-offs. It was all about the trade-offs. And the trade-offs were definitely worth it, especially if it meant being her own boss, having her own business.
 
   She still couldn't believe it. Not only did she have her own business, but the business was successful. They had done it, all four of them. Her and her three friends: Alyssa Harris, Jodi Randall, and Renee Gilbert. Not only had they opened a sports bar and restaurant catering to women, they had made a success of it.
 
   A huge success, if the nightly crowds and continued great reviews meant anything. And in this business, they meant the world.
 
   They had just celebrated the second anniversary of The Maypole's opening. Enough time had gone by that she didn't have to spend fifteen hours a day here, seven days a week. No, she didn't have to, but she still did. Maybe not every day, not every week like when they first opened. But enough that she still didn't make time for those little trade-offs.
 
   Like full body massages once a month.
 
   Okay, maybe that was one thing she should work on getting better at. Instead of a splurge, she could call it an investment in mental clarity, something that would make her focus a little sharper for business.
 
   Like right now.
 
   She had given hostess duty to one of the waiters so she could come back here and work on the books. It should have taken her thirty minutes at the most, since the reports were constantly kept up-to-date. That made her life so much easier, so much smoother. 
 
   But instead of finishing the reports and heading back to the floor, she had drifted off into a ridiculous daydream. 
 
   Not just ridiculous. Silly. Stupid. Fanciful. Completely unlike her. She was intelligent, steady, with her head firmly on her shoulders. Val didn't daydream, not like this.
 
   Not about guys.
 
   No, not just any guy. About Justin Tome. Her brother's teammate.
 
   She really needed to get her head out of the clouds. There was no reason for her to be dreaming about him, especially after last night.
 
   Except last night was probably the reason she was dreaming about him. If she hadn't stripped him naked, she wouldn't be having this problem.
 
   But there was no way she was going to let him sleep in her bed, on her sheets, in those disgusting, stained clothes. If she could have managed it, she would have thrown his ass in the shower. As it was, she had enough trouble getting him out of the car and into her condo. Never mind the hassle of getting him undressed after the mess he made all over her bathroom—and himself.
 
   Justin Tome was too much of a partier and she shouldn't be thinking about him. Or his ass.
 
   But what an ass it was. And not just his ass. He had the whole package, top to bottom and everywhere in between. Definitely in between.
 
   "Oh for crying out loud, knock it off."
 
   "Talking to yourself now?"
 
   Val started, her hand automatically going to her chest as she turned in the chair. Alyssa laughed and walked over to the desk, sinking into the chair with a loud sigh. "My feet are killing me."
 
   "I was thinking the same thing."
 
   "Really? Is that why were you telling yourself to knock it off?"
 
   Val looked away, surprised to feel her face heating. Silly, completely silly. And completely unlike her. She shook her head, more to tell herself to stop then as an answer to Alyssa's question, and lowered her feet to the floor. She bent down with a groan, not wanting to put the heels back on but knowing she had to—she certainly couldn't go back out to the floor without them.
 
   "So you're blushing, and refusing to answer my question. Why do I think your mind was on something else besides feet?"
 
   "It was nothing, honest. Just me being silly."
 
   "Silly?"
 
   Val waved away the question then leaned forward to make sure the latest entries were up-to-date in the computer program before saving it. No, she wasn't avoiding Alyssa's question, she really wasn't.
 
   "So what happened last night?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Val, this is me you're talking to. I know you took Justin home because he got trashed. Again."
 
   Val whipped her head around so fast that strands of hair struck her face. She batted the loose strands from her cheek and mouth and pinned Alyssa with a death stare. "Alyssa, you have to swear you won't tell Randy. I mean it. Pinky swear."
 
   "Why would I tell Randy?"
 
   "Oh, I don't know. Maybe because you're living with him? I mean it, pinky swear right now."
 
   "I'm not going to tell him." Alyssa leaned forward and wrapped her pinky around Val's, squeezing once for good measure. "I know how your brother gets. And honestly, it's none of his business anyway. So—did anything happen?"
 
   "No, nothing happened." Val leaned back in the chair but couldn't quite meet Alyssa's whiskey-colored eyes. Which was ridiculous, because nothing happened. Nothing at all.
 
   "Really? Are you sure about that?"
 
   "Of course I'm sure. I would know, wouldn't I?" Val shook her head. "He was drunk, you saw that."
 
   "Yeah. I'm still not sure why you volunteered to take him home, though."
 
   "What was I supposed to do, leave him here? It's not like he could drive and all the other guys left. It wasn't a big deal."
 
   "Are you sure about that?"
 
   "Yes, I'm sure. I barely got him inside before he passed out. The man weighs a ton." Val didn't think she needed to tell Alyssa that he was pure solid muscle. Or how well-defined those muscles were. Or how—
 
   Yeah, she so needed to stop thinking like that. What was wrong with her? She was working too much, that had to be it. She could afford to take time off now, and she should do exactly that. First thing in the morning, she'd call and schedule that massage.
 
   Alyssa shrugged, the move almost too casual. "Okay, if you're sure nothing happened that you would tell your best friend about."
 
   "Alyssa, of course I'm sure." Val met her friend's eyes but only for a second before she looked away. She sighed, her shoulders slumping. "Okay, fine. He got sick and I had to undress him. But that was it. Nothing happened. Well, okay. Maybe I peeked. A little. No. A lot. Oh hell. Okay, I ogled the man's naked body while he was passed out on my bed. I'm a pervert. There, I said it. I'm a twisted pervert. Are you happy now?"
 
   Alyssa laughed, the sound almost too loud in the small room. Val muttered then reached for a pen and tossed it at her friend. Alyssa ducked and the pen bounced off the wall with a tiny ping. 
 
   "It's not funny! I haven't been able to stop thinking about it all day. I need help. Therapy, I think."
 
   "You still have any chocolate in your desk?"
 
   "Oh, good idea!" Val yanked open the middle drawer and rummaged through the contents until her hand closed around a plastic bag. She pulled it out with a smile of triumph and sat it in the middle of the desk. Two pieces for her, two for Alyssa.
 
   They ate the chocolate in silence, giving it the attention it deserved. Then Val balled up the tiny foil wrappers and tossed them into the trashcan next to the desk.
 
   "So you're sure that's all that happened? Because Justin is a good looking guy and you’ve been watching him for the past few months whenever he comes in here."
 
   "Yes, honest. And so what if he's good looking? He’s been partying too much. So not worth the trouble."
 
   Alyssa shrugged and tossed her own wrappers into the trash. "Just checking. Because he's sitting out at the bar right now."
 
   "What?" Val nearly jumped from the chair. She couldn't have heard correctly. "You can't be serious. It has to be someone else."
 
   "No, it's definitely him. I did a double-take when I first saw him."
 
   "But they have a game tonight." Val frowned, mentally going over her brother's schedule. Maybe she had the days mixed up. She looked over at Alyssa. "Don't they?"
 
   "Yes, they do. And then they leave for Buffalo after practice tomorrow morning."
 
   "Then why is he here? He should be at the arena!"
 
   "That's what I thought, too. Which is why I came back here to ask you what happened."
 
   "Oh, this can't be good." Val pushed away from the desk and hurried across the small room, Alyssa right behind her. Noise greeted them as soon as she opened the door. A cacophony of dozens of voices in conversation, the clatter of silverware against plates and the tinkling of glass against glass. Underneath that the steady rhythm of music, just loud enough to be heard. Val paused, her gaze moving across the tables and booths to the large bar. 
 
   Nearly every stool was occupied but she still had no trouble spotting Justin. He was sitting at the end, his stool pushed slightly away from everyone else. She paused, taking in his strong profile and rugged looks. Dark blonde hair, a little shaggy, scraping past the collar of his green polo shirt. The sleeves of the shirt pulled tight across his sculpted arms, not quite hiding the tribal tattoo encircling his left bicep. He had another one, she knew. A ferocious eagle done with exquisite line work high up on the right side of his chest. Her fingers had traced the lines last night, when he was passed out in her bed. 
 
   Heat flooded her at the memory. Embarrassment, and something else she didn't want to admit to. No, she wasn't going there. She couldn't go there. It didn't matter how good looking he was, Justin Tome had too much baggage. Val didn't care how many times Randy accused her of wanting to fix things. Her brother's teammate was a project she didn't want. She wasn't interested. No way, no how.
 
   Alyssa nudged her in the back. "Are you going to go talk to him, find out what's going on?"
 
   Val should say no. She should disappear back into her office until he left. Better yet, she should just go home. 
 
   Justin shifted on the stool, his head turning in her direction. His dark gaze met hers, wary and uncertain. He shifted again, acknowledging her with a small nod. But he didn't look away, just kept watching her. 
 
   Like he was waiting.
 
   And if he hadn't looked so uncertain, so damned lonely, she would have been able to just nod in return and disappear back into her office. Val sighed and moved forward, weaving through the tables, stopping to smile or say hi as she made her way to the bar.
 
   Darrin, their head bartender, noticed her coming and shoved a spare stool from behind the bar next to Justin, giving her a place to sit. She didn't want to sit. She didn't even want to be here.
 
   But she was already next to Justin, her hand reaching out to grab the back of the stool as she climbed onto it. She nodded at Darrin then turned to face Justin, not sure what to say or how to act.
 
   Which was ridiculous. Nothing happened between them, she shouldn't be feeling like they were getting ready to have that awkward morning-after conversation. He had passed out after getting sick, that was all. So what if she had been watching him the last few months? So what if she saw him in all his naked glory? So what if she fixed him breakfast this morning? It wasn't the same thing. Not at all.
 
   She took a deep breath and pasted a smile on her face. "How's your head?"
 
   Justin shrugged, no trace of even a grin to let her know he realized she was teasing him. "It's been better."
 
   Val nodded toward the sweaty glass he was holding between his two large hands. "Hair of the dog?"
 
   "What?" He glanced down then looked back at her, shaking his head. "Oh. No, just plain iced tea."
 
   Val gave up the forced smile and looked away. This conversation was going nowhere, more than awkward. She had no idea what else to say, not with Justin sitting there looking so lost and lonely.
 
   He wasn't her project. He wasn't anyone's project.
 
   So why did she just want to put her arms around him and tell him everything was going to be better? Silly. Silly and senseless.
 
   "You can have a sip if you don't believe me."
 
   "What?" She turned her head as Justin held up his glass, holding it out for her. Val shook her head. "No, that's okay. I believe you."
 
   He sat the glass back on the bar, his large hands still curled around it. Rough hands with long, strong fingers and blunt nails, neatly trimmed. And why in the world was she studying his hands? Why was she even sitting here, not saying anything to break the awful awkward silence?
 
   Her eyes drifted to one of the large flat screen televisions suspended behind the bar. The hockey game was on, of course. She squinted, looking for the score. The Banners were tied 2-2 with 9 minutes left in the second. 
 
   And that's why she was here—to find out why Justin was sitting beside her instead of being on the ice at the arena. She shifted on the stool and nudged his jean-clad leg with her own to get his attention. Why had she never noticed how deep a brown his eyes were before? A woman could get lost in eyes like his.
 
   Val blinked and cleared her throat, forced another smile. "Aren't you supposed to be somewhere else right now? Like, oh, I don't know. Up there maybe?" She pointed at the television, expecting Justin to make a funny comeback. But instead he just looked at her, his eyes full of shadows, and shook his head.
 
   "Nope. Not me." His gaze held hers for two full seconds before dropping back to the glass in his hand. She watched as he spun the glass in half-circles on the bar, back and forth, back and forth. 
 
   Yeah, something was definitely wrong. Val reached out and closed her hand around his arm, felt the muscles in his forearm bunch and tense under her palm.
 
   "Justin, what happened? Why aren't you playing tonight?"
 
   "Because I'm a fuck-up."
 
   Val dropped her hand and sat back, not even trying to hide her surprise. Not at the language. No, she'd definitely heard worse, growing up with Randy. She was even guilty of saying worse herself. 
 
   What surprised her was the overwhelming despair she heard in his voice. She more than heard it—she could actually feel it, rolling off him in suffocating waves so strong they threatened to pull her under, too.
 
   "Sorry. See? I can't even watch my language in public."
 
   "Justin, what's going on?"
 
   "I told you, I'm a fu—I'm a screw-up." He gave her a smile, one so forced and brittle that she nearly cringed. She narrowed her eyes and watched him, torn between pulling him into her arms and hugging him…or straight out smacking him upside the head, which is what she would do if he was her brother. 
 
   But he wasn't her brother. Far from it. And she couldn't do either, not here at the bar, not without giving everyone in the place something to talk about. Something like that would definitely get back to Randy. Yes, she could handle her brother. But watching Justin, seeing how lost he looked, Val didn't want anything else thrown at him that would make things worse.
 
   She slid off the stool, grabbing the edge of the bar for balance when her heel slid against the polished floor and nearly sent her falling. If Justin noticed the near mishap, he didn't say anything. In fact, he was back to staring into that stupid glass, like the entire world around him didn't even exist. 
 
   Val snagged his wrist in her hand, her grip firm, and pulled. "Come with me."
 
   "What?"
 
   "You heard me. Come with me." She tugged harder, pulling him from the stool. It was like pulling a one-ton sack of concrete, all solid deadweight that didn't want to me moved. She frowned at him, shooting him the death glare that she used on her brother. 
 
   Justin gave her an odd look and finally slid off the stool, letting her lead him through the maze of tables until they reached her small office. She waited until he followed her in then reached behind her and slammed the door.
 
   Justin winced but didn't say anything. Good, because she suddenly wasn't in the mood. Val turned the lock then leaned against the door, her arms crossed in front of her.
 
   "Okay, out with it. What's going on?" It was her no-nonsense, take-no-prisoners voice, the one that sent grown men scurrying. But Justin merely stood there, his arms hanging loose by his sides, his shoulders slumped and his gaze fixed on the hardwood floor.
 
   Not moving, not reacting. Nothing.
 
   Val sighed and ran her hands through her hair in a fit of frustration. What was she doing? If Justin wanted to act like this, like his world had come to an end, who was she to stop him? Who was she to change his mind? 
 
   It wasn't like she knew him. Not really. He was one of her brother's teammates. Just one of the guys who came in here to spend money and flirt with the many women patrons. 
 
   Except something had happened in the last few months. Justin used to laugh and smile, to carry on and have fun. Maybe too much fun sometimes, but who was she to judge?
 
   She hadn't seen him smile since…she frowned, trying to remember. Since just before Christmas, at least. And okay, if she could remember that, then maybe she had to admit that she paid more attention to Justin than she should.
 
   That didn't mean it was her job to fix him. No, something told her that trying to fix the hard man in front of her would lead to nothing but frustration. Frustration and heartbreak.
 
   Val really didn't have time for either of those things. If she was smart, she'd open the door and push him outside. Tell him goodnight and send him on his way to wherever. But apparently she wasn't feeling very smart because instead of doing that, she stepped closer to him, bending down just enough that she could look into his downturned face.
 
   "Justin, what's going on?"
 
   Maybe it was the words. Or maybe the tone of her voice. Or maybe it was nothing more than the ridiculous way she was standing, half bent over and looking up at the same time. Whatever it was, Justin finally straightened and met her questioning gaze, his dark eyes too deep, too shadowed.
 
   "Last night. I, uh, I wanted to thank you. For getting me home and taking care of me." He cleared his throat and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. His gaze slid past her, looking somewhere over her shoulder, then slowly came back to meet hers. "And to apologize. For—you know. You shouldn't have had to deal with my bullshit."
 
   Val nodded, not sure what to say. She crossed her arms in front of her and nodded again, feeling like an idiot. "You're welcome. And no problem."
 
   "Did I—? I mean, if I tried to do something…if there was something I did that I shouldn't have—"
 
   "No. No, you were fine. Nothing to worry about." Well, okay, except for that minute when he was nuzzling her neck, when she was trying to get him into the bathroom. But she wasn't going to tell him that, not when he already looked so miserable.
 
   Besides, if he hadn't been so drunk, it might have actually been a little nice.
 
   And oh my God, what was she thinking? She needed to stop. Right now. 
 
   Val looked away, wondering what else to say. She was suddenly uncomfortable, feeling a little guilty herself. Should she tell him? He wouldn't know, would have no way of remembering. It wouldn't hurt anything if she didn't tell him. 
 
   Except she'd always know, and the guilt would make her miserable. She sighed and ran one hand through her hair. Sighed again and finally looked back at Justin, clearing her throat. "I, uh, I need to apologize, too."
 
   "You? For what? Taking care of me?"
 
   "No, for being a pervert." And did she really just say that? Judging from the expression of shock and disbelief on Justin's face, yes, she really did. Well, no help for it now. Better to just get it out and be done with it.
 
   "I, uh, I may have kinda sorta, you know, um, looked—at you—a little too much. Last night. When, uh—" Val cleared her throat and stared down at the floor, her face burning. "When I got you undressed and cleaned up."
 
   Silence filled the room, heavy and uncomfortable for five full seconds. Then a sound she wasn't used to hearing broke the silence. A little rusty, a little forced at first. Then growing in volume, rich and warm. Val lifted her head, her mouth parted in surprise when she realized Justin was laughing. 
 
   Not a full-blown laugh, more like a hearty chuckle. Definitely a little rusty, but still a happy—and completely unexpected—warm sound. 
 
   She watched, nearly mesmerized by the changes in his face. The corners of his eyes creased with laugh lines. The dark brown of his irises turned brighter somehow, no longer filled with shadows. And his smile. Oh damn, something about that smile smacked her straight in the chest and made her breathing hitch. His smile was crooked, like his mouth wasn't quite used to the movement. Or maybe he always had a crooked smile and she had never really noticed it before. His front tooth was chipped, just the slightest bit, which only made him look more attractive. No, not just attractive. It gave him the hint of boyish charm, which was dangerous. 
 
   There was nothing boyish about the man in front of her.
 
   And was it her imagination, or was the most adorable blush spreading across his sculpted cheekbones and rugged jaw? 
 
   She was in trouble. A capital T trouble.
 
   Justin's laughter faded away but that dangerous crooked smile remained. "Should I take that as a compliment?"
 
   How was she supposed to answer that? Val tried to smile and nod, then shook her head. Then nodded again. She had to look like some demented puppet, with her head moving back and forth like that, like she didn't know which direction was up.
 
   Val forced her head to stop that insane movement and blew out a heavy breath, hard enough to move the hair out of her eyes. She shifted and looked around the room, not knowing what to do with her hands and suddenly wishing her black dress pants had pockets. If they had pockets, at least she'd have something to do with her hands, instead of waving them around like an idiot.
 
   What in the world was wrong with her, that she couldn't keep her body parts still? First her head, now her hands. Yes, she was definitely in trouble.
 
   She finally crossed her arms in front of her and looked over at Justin, met his gaze for one whole second before moving it to the bulletin board on the wall behind him. "So. What did you mean about being a screw up?"
 
   And just like that, the smile and laughter died on Justin's face. Shadows returned to his eyes, giving him a lost, almost haunted look. And just like that, she wanted to wrap her arms around him and tell him everything was going to be okay. She wanted to do something to bring that charming smile back to his mouth.
 
   Val didn't move. She couldn't. She was already in trouble when it came to this man, of that she was certain. If she moved, if she said or did anything, she'd be crossing some imaginary line. Not just getting into trouble, but calling it to dance. There was still time to avoid it, time to put distance between herself and trouble.
 
   She dug the tips of her fingers into the flesh of her crossed arms. If she didn't move, if she didn't do anything, she would still be safe.   
 
   "I should go. I just wanted to apologize for last night." Justin stepped toward her. No, not toward her. Toward the door. Getting ready to leave. One more step and he’d be passed her, close enough for his hand to turn the knob and walk out. 
 
   He was so close. Close enough that she could feel the heat from his body, close enough she could smell his scent. Something just a little spicy and entirely too masculine.
 
   And not the slightest hint of alcohol.
 
   He was beside her now, moving forward, his hand already reaching for the door. If she didn't move, if she didn't say anything, she'd be safe. All she had to do was wait. One more step—
 
   "Safe is over-rated anyway." She muttered the words as she reached for his arm, stopping him. Justin looked down at her hand wrapped around his forearm, then up at her. She ignored the frown on his face, didn't even want to know what he was thinking, especially if he had heard her muttered words. 
 
   He tugged his arm, but just barely. Like he was only making a half-hearted attempt at breaking her hold. Her grip wasn't that tight and she knew, without a doubt, that he could free his arm with no effort at all.
 
   But he wasn't making that effort and she was too afraid to question why.
 
   "Justin, why aren't you playing tonight?"
 
   The corded muscle under her arm tensed and bunched. Justin's jaw clenched, just for a second. And something flashed in his dark eyes, just behind the shadows. Regret. Worry. Self-recrimination. Maybe all three, maybe something else entirely. Val couldn't be sure because the emotions were gone just as quickly, hidden behind a carefully blank mask.
 
   "Val, it's nothing—"
 
   "Yes, it is." She tugged on his arm, pulling him toward the desk. It would be great if she had a small sofa or something in here, someplace where they could sit side-by-side together and talk. But she didn't, there wasn't room. So she took another step toward the desk, closer until she could actually lean on it. And she didn't release the hold on his arm, didn't motion for him to sit in the chair. She didn't want him to feel like she was towering over him, interrogating him. And yes, that sounded ridiculous, especially considering he was a couple inches over six feet and at least a head taller than she.
 
   He watched her, his dark eyes wary, uncertain. But he didn't try to step back, didn't try to pull his arm away. So she loosened her hold, just enough that she could drag her hand down his arm to his own hand. She laced her fingers with his and squeezed, giving him silent encouragement.
 
   "Talk to me, Justin. Tell me what's going on. Why aren't you playing?" Val watched him, wondering if he would answer. He wasn't trying to pull away but that didn't mean anything. 
 
   A minute went by, then another, the only sound in the room that of their breathing, quiet, hushed. Muted noise from the restaurant seeped around the door edges but even that was quiet, slowly fading until it was just the two of them.
 
   Justin's jaw clenched, the muscle on the right side jumping once, twice. This close to him, Val could see the small scar just under his lip, the line a faded white mark. Another scar, just there on the bridge of his nose, slashing across the bridge that marked at least one break, if not more.
 
   Val marveled at the wonders of his face, at the mix of boyish charm and rugged good looks that shouldn't go together but did. And underneath it all, that sense of remoteness, of loneliness and sorrow that shouldn't be there.
 
   She squeezed his hand once more, wondering if he was going to speak or if it would just be better to let him go. Tell him goodnight and go home herself and forget about this sudden irrational need to make him smile and laugh again.
 
   She was just about ready to give up when he exhaled sharply, the breath a sharp hiss instead of a sigh. The muscle in his jaw twitched once more then relaxed as he finally, slowly, squeezed her hand back.
 
   "I'm a scratch for personal reasons. Coach thought—" Another deep breath as his eyes drifted to a spot just over her left shoulder. "Coach didn't appreciate the smell of alcohol on me, figured it'd be better if I just stayed home since I wasn't contributing."
 
   "Justin, I—"
 
   "Hey, no biggie. Like I said, I'm a fuck-up. Right? No room for drunks on the team."
 
   Val winced at the harshness of his words, at the echo of her own words earlier this morning when she had called him a drunk. Of her words not even an hour earlier when she had said the same thing to Alyssa. "Justin, you're not a drunk."
 
   "Yeah, pretty sure I am. I think you even said the same thing this morning."
 
   "I didn't mean—" Val snapped her mouth closed, stopping the lie from coming out. No, she may not have meant it quite the same way, but she wasn't going to lie. "You never used to drink quite this much until a few months ago."
 
   In her mind, it had sounded so much better. A little more diplomatic and subtle. Said out loud, the words were still a little too sharp, a little too accusing. But it was too late to take them back, and there was no way to soften them, not now. And Justin didn't seem to be upset by them. If he was, he didn't show it. He just stood there, inches away, his dark eyes watching her with an expression she couldn't read and didn't understand.
 
   "Are you asking me why?"
 
   Was she? Maybe she hadn't planned on it, hadn't wanted to get too personal. But now that he brought it up, gave voice to it and put it out there, she realized that maybe she was asking. Or if not really asking, definitely curious. Was this some twisted way of letting her know it was okay to ask? That he might actually give her an answer?
 
   "Would you tell me if I did?"
 
   "I told you, I'm a fu—"
 
   "Yeah, a fuck-up. I heard you the first dozen times you said it." Val shook her head and released his hand, calling herself a fool for even trying. Had she really thought she could try to help? And why? Why did she always do this, try to fix things and make everyone happy? It was pointless, absolutely pointless.
 
   She pushed away from the desk, intending to walk by him and head back out to the floor. There had to be at least a dozen other things she could be doing, things she could actually accomplish instead of banging her head against the wall on a futile project.
 
   "My divorce was finalized the day before Thanksgiving."
 
   The words stopped her cold, filling her with a variety of emotions she was afraid to examine too closely. Sorrow. Pity. Remorse. Surprise. Definitely surprise. Justin must still have feelings for the woman, if the divorce was enough to send him into a drinking tailspin. 
 
   And she hadn't even known he was married.
 
   Val carefully schooled her expression into something resembling sympathy and turned back to face him. She hoped none of her shock showed on her face. "Justin, I'm so sorry."
 
   He laughed, the sound short and almost brutal. He leaned against the desk and stretched his long legs in front of him, crossing his booted feet at the ankles. "Don't be. I couldn't stand her."
 
   "Then why—" Val snapped her mouth closed and shook her head. "I'm sorry, that's none of my business."
 
   "Why the drinking? That's what you were going to ask me, right?"
 
   Val shrugged. Yes, she had been going to ask him that exact question. If he didn't like the woman, whoever she was, why would he suddenly start drinking? Why would it matter to him?
 
   But she wasn't going to ask, couldn't quite bring herself to—no matter how curious she was. 
 
   Justin laughed again, that short sound that didn't even come close to the warm, rusty chuckle she heard earlier. He ran one hand through his hair, like he was scrubbing his scalp, giving the dark blonde strands a tousled look. He dragged the hand down over his face, releasing another sigh.
 
   "I guess you could say it was the last shred of evidence needed to prove how big a fuck-up I am. You know, just one more failure."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "Nothing. It's not important."
 
   Something close to anger surged inside her, irrational and senseless. Val fisted her hands by her sides and took a step forward, the movement bringing her within inches of Justin. "Who said you were a failure?"
 
   "I said forget it. It's not import—"
 
   "That is the most insane, pathetic, lame, pitiful thing I have ever heard. You divorce someone you don't like and that makes you a failure? Seriously? That's your excuse for the sudden drinking?"
 
   Justin's jaw clench as anger flashed in his eyes. The emotion disappeared just as quickly as it appeared, there and gone in a blink. He shook his head and looked away. "It's a family thing. You wouldn't understand."
 
   "I wouldn't understand family? Really? You do happen to remember that you actually know my brother, right? Don't talk to me about family."
 
   "Somehow I doubt if Randy has ever called you a failure or a fuck-up, okay? He'd do anything for you, so it's not quite the same."
 
   "Maybe not now, but you should have seen us growing up. He was a pain-in-the-ass. Trust me, he called me a lot worse."
 
   "Val, it's not—" Justin pursed his lips together and shook his head. Then he straightened, the move bringing his body nearly flush against hers. But Val didn't move, just stood there and held her ground, tilting her head back so she could look at him. "Listen, I appreciate what you're trying to do but you don't know what you're talking about. You don't have any idea what I'm talking about."
 
   "Then tell me."
 
   "Christ, you don't give up, do you?" He shook his head, a frown on his face, like he couldn't figure out why she kept hounding him. And to be honest, she didn't know why, either. 
 
   He shook his head again, muttering something under his breath, then placed his hands on her shoulders. He was going to move her to the side, step past her and walk out that door.
 
   And either go to the bar to get something besides iced tea, or go home to do the same. And Val didn't want him to.
 
   No, she wanted to smack him upside the head, like she used to do with Randy when they were growing up. Tell him that whatever was going on, that whoever thought he was a failure, was wrong. Dead wrong.
 
   And then…then she wanted to kiss him. No, she wanted to kiss him more than she wanted to knock sense into him. God, what was wrong with her? Justin was T-R-O-U-B-L-E. She knew that as surely as she knew her own name, knew that nothing good could come of this sudden attraction.
 
   Except it wasn't really sudden. Not really, not when she had been watching him for months, not when she had been aware of him for even longer. That's why she was so concerned, so worried about him. 
 
   It was insane. She was insane.
 
   None of that mattered, because she still wanted to kiss him.
 
   So she did.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   One minute, Justin was standing there, his hands on Val's shoulders, ready to step around her. The next, her body was flush against his, her mouth soft and warm on his.
 
   For a terrifying second, he didn't know whether to scream, shout, or start singing Hallelujah! But only for a second because his body took over, his arms wrapping around her waist and pulling her closer. His mouth opened over hers, his tongue darting out and teasing the seam of her lips, urging her to open for him. And then her tongue was dancing with his, sweet, hot, spicy.
 
   Like the woman herself.
 
   Justin leaned against the desk and spread his legs, pulling her even closer, settling her more fully against him. His hand drifted down over the silky soft material of the loose shirt she wore, down further to cup one cheek of her firm round ass. He tilted his head, deepened the kiss, losing himself as his body roared to life.
 
   She tilted her hips, pressing herself against his erection. He heard her moan, tasted it as it flowed from her mouth to his. Soft, warm. Christ, he wanted her. Could lose himself in her.
 
   Right here. Right now.
 
   Voices clamored in the back of his mind, sounding a dozen warning bells. This was Val. His teammate's sister. He shouldn't be doing this. Not here, not with Val.
 
   Why would she want him? She had seen him at his worse, just last night. She shouldn't be pressing herself against him like she was, driving him crazy.
 
   Sending him to the edge.
 
   A small ribbon of sanity uncurled somewhere in the deep recesses of his broken mind. He shouldn't be doing this. Not here, not now.
 
   Not with Val.
 
   He groaned and pulled away, tried to pull air into his lungs. He forced his eyes open and felt the breath he had struggled so hard to take escape him in a rush. Val's head was tilted back, the dark strands of her hair falling behind her, brushing the bare skin of his arm. Her lush mouth was red, full and damp from his kisses. Her eyes fluttered open, wide hazel eyes glazed with the same passion scorching his veins.
 
   "What are you doing, Val?" Christ, was that his voice, hoarse and scratchy, barely above a whisper? It couldn't be. But it was. Because of the woman in his arms, her body soft and warm. Tempting. Irresistible.
 
   Completely off limits.
 
   "Kissing you." She leaned forward and brushed her lips against his once more. Teasing, tasting. Justin closed his eyes, savoring the feel, memorizing each caress for a second. Just a second. He groaned again and pulled away, trying to put space between them, but he couldn't move, not with the desk behind him.
 
   "You don't do drunks, remember?" Why the hell was he talking? He needed to shut up, needed to be quiet and just enjoy. It was a kiss. Just a kiss.
 
   But his body felt like it was so much more. How long had it been? Too long. He'd been too wrapped up in his self-pity, in his self-hatred. It was just a kiss, it shouldn't be sending him over the edge like it was.
 
   "You're not drunk now."
 
   He opened his mouth to argue with her. No, not now. But he was still a drunk. A failure. A fuck-up. He sure as hell wasn't worth what she was offering, even if it was only a kiss. But her lips were on his again, her tongue delving into his mouth, searching, seeking. Mating. Her hips pressed forward, sliding against his erection. Once, twice. Teasing, promising.
 
   He was afraid to move, afraid of doing something he'd regret—something Val would regret. But he didn't ease his hold on her, didn't move his hand from her ass. Even when she ran her fingers along his arms, down his chest, he couldn't move.
 
   And then her hands were inside his shirt, sliding against the burning flesh of his stomach and chest. And shit, her touch felt so good. Warm, lingering. One gentle caress after another, the tips of her fingers blindly tracing the lines of each muscle, running along his breastbone, searing him. 
 
   She fanned her hands out, her palms skimming each flat nipple. And still she kissed him, her mouth hot and hungry, setting him on fire as surely as her touch.
 
   Val trailed her hands along his side, around to his back. Hard, then soft. Hard again. Justin's heart threatened to explode from his chest, it was pounding so hard. This, from a freaking kiss. One simple kiss.
 
   Except it was more than a kiss. So much more. It felt like she was sucking his soul from the murky depths it had fallen into. His black shriveled soul. He didn't want her to see it, wanted it to stay buried, safe from prying eyes. 
 
   But he couldn't stop her. Couldn't do anything except stand there and surrender as she kissed him, as her hands wandered along the burning skin of his back, his chest, his sides.
 
   Then she was lifting his shirt, dragging it up, up even more. He groaned when she broke the kiss, groaned again when she pulled the shirt over his head and tossed it somewhere behind him.
 
   Then her mouth was back on his, soft, warm. Hungry. She nipped at his lower lip, teasing it with her teeth and sending a shudder through him. She dragged her mouth along his jaw, up to his ear where she teased the lobe, pulling it gently into her mouth and nipping.
 
   Justin fell harder against the desk, his knees damn near buckling under him. He tightened his hold on Val, holding her closer, pressing his erection against her, wanting nothing more than to lose himself inside her.
 
   But he couldn't. Not here, no matter how much he wanted to. But he couldn't move either, his body nearly paralyzed with each touch, each caress, each kiss as she dragged her mouth down along his neck, to his collarbone, to his chest. 
 
   She pulled away, her breathing fast and choppy, her eyes glazed as she traced the outline of the tattoo on his chest. An eagle, proud and ferocious. Courageous, noble.
 
   All the things he wasn't.
 
   "Valerie—"
 
   "I wanted to do this last night." She paused and looked up at him, her eyes meeting his. Wide, passionate, needy. Justin swallowed, his throat tightening at the look in her gaze. 
 
   Why? Why was she looking at him like that? Like she wanted him, like he was someone to be wanted, to be desired. He wasn't. He needed to tell her that, to tell her she should stop.
 
   Then she pressed her lips to his chest, over the delicate lines of the eagle. Over his heart. Could she hear it, he wondered? Could she feel the pounding, fast, hard, heavy? Just there, where her lips grazed his skin.
 
   And then, oh shit, her hands were on the snap of his jeans, on the zipper, easing it down. He needed to tell her to stop, to move, to push her away. If he had an ounce of decency, just a shred, he'd tell her—
 
   She pushed his jeans down past his hips, down to his thighs, and took him in her hand. Her fingers, long and gentle, encircled him. Stroked him. Long hard strokes, from the tip of his cock down to the base and back again.
 
   "Valerie." Her name was nothing more than a moan ripped from his lips. Justin clenched his jaw and let his head fall back. He reached for the edge of the desk with both hands, searching for support, for something to hold him up because Val was on her knees in front of him and holy shit, Christ, fuck. Her mouth was hot and wet, sucking him, in and out, over and over. 
 
   He thrust his hips forward, seeking more of that delicious warmth, his mind void of all thought. There was only Val and the pleasure of her hot mouth on him.
 
   His hips thrust faster, deeper, as she sucked, licked. Nails dug into his hip as she cradled his balls with one hand, rolling them in her palm, gently squeezing. And fuck, he was ready to come right now, to shoot off right in her mouth, to empty himself in the hot recesses of that carnal mouth.
 
   No. Fuck. He couldn't. 
 
   Somehow he let go of the desk and clasped his hands around her head, easing her away. Her hair curled around his hands, soft, silky, teasing. And God help him, he looked down at her and the sight of her kneeling there in front of him, her mouth parted, her eyes wide and glazed—he wanted her. Now. But not the way she was offering.
 
   He pulled her to her feet and crushed her body against his. His mouth closed over hers, seeking, conquering. She moaned and pressed herself even closer, her nails scoring his back as his tongue mated, tasted, dominated. 
 
   He grabbed the hem of her shirt, the material soft in his hands as he bunched it in his fists and pulled it over her head. Her slacks were next, the soft material pooling at her feet before she stepped out of them. 
 
   And then she was standing there, clad in nothing but a black lace bra and matching thong and sexy heels. Justin reached out and ran one hand through her hair, the long silky strands teasing his flesh as he ran his finger along the pale creaminess of her skin. 
 
   He wanted to touch every inch of her, from the curve of her collarbone and the swell of her breast, down to the delicate bone of her ankle.
 
   But he wanted her more. No, not want. Need. He needed her with a burning urgency he didn't understand. Now.
 
   He pulled her to him once more, his breath catching with a hiss at the feel of her flesh against his. He unsnapped her bra and slid it down her arms, moving back just enough so it fell to the floor between them. His thumbs snagged the wispy band of her thong, dragging the material past her hips. Then he was touching her, his fingers teasing the barely-there curls before dipping lower, spreading her, his thumb gliding over the firm nub of her clit. Christ, she was wet. So fucking wet. Her hips thrust forward, over and over, riding the slide of his thumb and fingers as her hands dug into his shoulders.
 
   "Justin, please."
 
   It was all he needed. More than he needed. With a growl he lifted her to him, her legs wrapping tight around his waist. He reached out, his hand searching for the chair he had noticed earlier. He swung it around and dropped into it, Val straddling him. 
 
   Her mouth crashed against his as she rubbed against him, hot, wet, searching. Justin groaned again and leaned forward, trying to untwist his jeans enough that he could reach his wallet. He fumbled with it, got it open, blindly reached for a foil packet. Please God, let there be a condom in there. 
 
   His fingers closed over it and he nearly wept, ripping it open and trying to sheath himself with it. But shit, Val kept rubbing against him and she was so fucking wet, so ready, and it would be so fucking easy to just slide into her, to bury himself so deep inside her wet heat.
 
   No. Not yet. 
 
   He reached between them, finally sliding the condom down his throbbing length, and he damn near came right there, just from that touch. And then Val's hand was on him, guiding him, and yes, holy shit.
 
   She was tight, so fucking tight, her muscles closing over him, wrapping around him like a glove. Her hands closed over his shoulders and her head fell back, her beautiful firm breasts thrust forward as she lowered herself onto him, taking all of him. Up, down. Slow, exquisite torture. Then faster, her breaths coming in short gasps from between kiss-swollen lips.
 
   "Justin." His name had never sounded so good, so warm, as it did uttered in her voice. He leaned forward and kissed her, needing that extra connection as she set the pace, faster, faster, driving him to the edge, so fucking close.
 
   And then her nails dug into his shoulders as a sharp cry escaped from her mouth to his. Her muscles tightened around his cock, one long hard squeeze that exploded into a hundred more. And holy fucking shit, he couldn't hold back, not anymore, not with the feel of her coming like that, not with her tiny cries and small whimpers.
 
   Justin grabbed her hips and held her still, his hips thrusting up. Once, twice. Harder. Faster. Once more, until his balls tightened and his own climax exploded, flashes of light searing his lids as he forgot his name, forgot where he was, forgot to breathe.
 
   Forgot everything except the woman in his arms, crying out his name.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Focus. Focus.
 
   Justin gripped the stick between his hands, waiting for the puck to shoot his way. There, now. He accepted the pass with a grunt and took off down the ice, heading to the goal. Brad Goodrich, their back-up goalie, was in the net, waiting for him, crouched low.
 
   Probably expecting him to miss.
 
   Christ, please don't let him miss.
 
   Justin inhaled sharply, held it, skated to the left before changing directions at the last minute. He pulled the stick back, still not breathing, ignoring the sweat stinging his eyes. 
 
   Then he took his shot.
 
   Brad slid from the far end of the net, reaching for the puck with his gloved hand. But he had read Justin's move wrong, couldn't get in place in time. The puck soared past his glove, hitting the back of the net with a satisfying whoosh.
 
   Justin nodded, mostly to himself, celebrating on the inside. And hoping he wouldn't be a scratch again tonight. He was here in Buffalo with the rest of the team, participating in the game day skate with everyone else. Sonny had been watching him all morning, those expressionless eyes following each move, picking up on each mistake.
 
   Saying nothing, just watching.
 
   Justin hoped it was a good sign, hoped to hell Coach wouldn't scratch him tonight. He wanted to play. For the first time in a long time, it felt like his heart and mind were completely on the game, that he was here, really here.
 
   Not worried about keeping the contents of his stomach where they belonged, not worried about the throbbing in his head. No, he was here.
 
   Christ, don't let him be a scratch.
 
   Because yeah, he could admit it, at least to himself: he wanted Val to watch him play tonight. And he wanted her to be proud of what she saw. A real player, the one he used to be, one who played with his heart and soul. Not a drunk, so worn out and tired and shaking from the previous night's binge.
 
   He didn't want to play like that ever again, didn't want to let those phantom voices calling him a fuck-up get the better of him. 
 
   Christ, what was with him? Just listen to him. One night with Val, and already she was always with him, just there in the back of his mind. Encouraging, smiling, the memory of her voice off-setting those phantom voices. One night, and he was completely bewitched.
 
   Justin slid across the ice, stopping next to Mat with a short spray of snow.
 
   "About damn time you stepped back up." 
 
   Justin grunted, not quite able to meet Mat's serious green gaze. Out of everyone on the team, Mat knew more about Justin's binges than anyone—probably because he'd saved Justin's ass on more than one occasion, and not just by driving his ass home. But Mat's gaze was still too serious, still saw too much. Justin wondered if his friend was just waiting to see how long this reprieve would last, if he'd start the same shit all over again tomorrow. Or the next day. Or the day after that.
 
   No. Hell no. Justin didn't want to go to that dark place again, didn't want to risk losing everything he had worked for his whole life. Coach had been serious the other day, Justin was certain of that. Between the not-so-subtle threat to his playing and the subtle encouragement he'd gotten from Val, Justin was convinced he wouldn't sink again.
 
   No way. Once was enough. No, once was too much.
 
   The drills continued for another thirty minutes. Light, easy, just enough to get ready for tonight's game. Justin fell in line with everyone else, heading back to the locker room to change and clean up. His steps slowed as he approached Coach, watching, wondering what the verdict would be. 
 
   Sonny nodded. That was all, just that curt movement of his head. Justin's breath left him in a rush and he had to bite back a smile as he continued to the locker room. If he didn't think everyone would stare at him like he lost his mind, he'd do a little celly right there in the hallway.
 
   But he couldn't. Not here, not now. Besides, he had a feeling he might get a chance to do a real celly out on the ice later tonight, where it actually counted. 
 
   Two hours later, back in the hotel room, Justin was starting to have doubts. He should be sleeping, getting in a quick pre-game nap. Except the headache that had been plaguing him the last few hours was back, worse than before. There was a sharp throbbing in the back of his head, made a hundred times worse by Mat's snoring. 
 
   Justin rolled to his side and squeezed his eyes shut, trying to ignore the throbbing, trying to ignore the snoring. If he could just tune out the noise, get the headache to go away, he could finally get some rest.
 
   It was no use. He sat up and balled his fists then punched the pillow. Once, twice. Once more. Then he bent over and wrapped his arms around his head, digging his fingers into the base of his skull, squeezing. There, just there. That's where the pressure was. He dug in a little harder, finally getting relief from the painful throbbing.
 
   He stayed that way for a few minutes, taking long deep breaths and just squeezing. Aspirin. He needed aspirin, and maybe a hot shower. 
 
   Justin got up and stumbled to his overnight bag, his hands rummaging through it until he found his shower kit. He grabbed the bottle of aspirin, fumbling the lid off with shaking hands. Why the fuck were his hands shaking like this? Christ, he couldn't be coming down with something. Not now, not tonight. Not when he was finally getting his shit together.
 
   He popped four aspirin and swallowed them dry, wincing at the bitterness. Then he stumbled to the bathroom, grabbing his phone from the dresser as he went. He reached into the shower and turned on the faucet, twisting it to the hottest setting, then sat down on the toilet.
 
   What the hell was Val's number? Justin closed his eyes, trying to remember. Except there was nothing to remember because he never got her number. Shit. Why the hell hadn't he got her number?
 
   He could worry about that later. She was probably at the restaurant anyway, so he hit the number for information, gave the automated voice the name and address of the number he was requesting, and waited. 
 
   It seemed like an hour passed by before the call was automatically connected, before he heard ringing on the other end. Once, twice. 
 
   "The Maypole, this is Richard. May I help you?" The masculine voice was slightly raised, just enough to be heard over the background din. 
 
   "Uh, yeah. Yes. I'm trying to reach Val."
 
   "Hold on." 
 
   Justin squeezed his eyes shut and leaned forward, his free hand massaging the back of his scalp as instrumental pop music filled the silence. And then, finally, a voice came on the other end.
 
   Light, laughing, musical in its own way. "This is Val, may I help you?"
 
   "Hey. It's me. Uh, Justin."
 
   There was a slight pause, just long enough to make him wince. "Hey."
 
   Another pause. Shit. Did she sound annoyed, or happy to hear from him? He couldn't tell. What the hell should he say now? "So, uh, how's your day going?"
 
   And Christ, could he sound any lamer? He shook his head and wondered if he should just pretend to lose reception. The longer the silence stretched out, the more he was convinced calling her was a bad idea. He should have called her yesterday. Why the hell didn't he call her yesterday?
 
   Then he heard laughter, soft and mellow. The sound warmed him, pushed away some of his awkwardness. "It's been going, same as usual. How about you? Are you in Buffalo?"
 
   "Yeah. Got here yesterday afternoon. I, uh, I'm sorry. I should have called you—"
 
   "Why?"
 
   Justin opened his mouth, then snapped it closed. Why? Did she really just ask him that? "Because—well, you know, because—"
 
   "Justin, it's okay. I didn't expect you to call me yesterday. Or today. I know you're busy and that you have a lot going on."
 
   "Oh." He hadn't expected her to say that and didn't know how to respond, not without sounding like an even bigger idiot. He searched his mind, trying to figure out what to say next. Why was he having such a hard time just having a conversation? It shouldn't be this hard, no matter how much his head was pounding.
 
   "How did practice go today?"
 
   Justin breathed a sigh of relief, grabbing the conversational lifeline with both hands. "Good, really good. I'm playing tonight."
 
   "That's great news, Justin. I'll be watching for you. How about…everything else?"
 
   He didn't miss the slight pause, knew exactly what she was trying to ask him. He cleared his throat, winced, let out a breath. "That's good, too. Nothing to drink since the other night. I think I might be coming down with something. I hope to hell not, though. But my head's pounding, feels like it's going to fall off."
 
   There was a pause, not unbearably long, but still there. Then he heard a sigh, just a soft one, barely audible over the sound of running water from the shower. "Justin, it's probably from the alcohol. From not having any."
 
   "What? No." He shook his head even though Val couldn't see him. Then he groaned when a spasm viciously tore through the base of his skull. He clenched his jaw, took a deep breath, pushed away the brief spurt of anger and annoyance. "I'm not an alcoholic going through withdrawal, Val."
 
   "I didn't mean—"
 
   "I'm not, okay?"
 
   Another sigh, a little louder. "Aspirin. Lots of water. A long shower. Time." Was it his imagination, or was Val's voice just a little sharper?
 
   Justin closed his eyes and tightened his hand around the phone. Shit. He shouldn't have snapped at her like that, no matter how her words had surprised him. No, not surprised. Upset. He didn't want to think too hard about why. "Val, I'm sorry—"
 
   "It's okay. Listen, I have to get going. Good luck tonight, okay?"
 
   Justin straightened, something close to panic seizing him. He didn't want her to hang up, not just yet. Not like this. "Val, wait." 
 
   For a terrifying second, he thought he was too late, that she had already disconnected the call. But then he heard her breathing. Not exactly a sigh, not really. He took a deep breath and let it out. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean—"
 
   "I know."
 
   "Oh. Okay, good. Uh, listen, I was wondering, tomorrow night. Did you want to get together, have dinner or something?" Smooth, real smooth. Why was he having such a hard time with this whole conversation? From the second Val answered the phone, every remaining intelligent brain cell had completely succumbed to the pounding in his head.
 
   "Tomorrow's Friday, we're usually pretty busy—"
 
   "Yeah, no, that's okay. I didn't realize—"
 
   "No, I want to. Maybe a late one? You could pick me up here."
 
   "Yeah, perfect. That'll be great." Justin winced at the words, wondering again why he couldn't seem to form intelligent sentences.
 
   "Sounds good. See you tomorrow night then?"
 
   "Absolutely. Yes."
 
   "Great." A few seconds of dead air, then he heard Val clearing her voice. Maybe he wasn't the only one having trouble talking tonight. "I have to go. Good luck tonight, Justin. I'll be watching."
 
   He opened his mouth to say something, to tell her to watch for something special when he scored, but he waited too long. The call disconnected, leaving nothing but silence. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   He stood and tossed the phone onto the counter then stripped out of his clothes. As far as conversations went, it definitely could have been better. But maybe it wasn't as bad as he first thought, now that he had something to look forward to tomorrow night.
 
   Yes, he was definitely looking forward to tomorrow night. And maybe, just maybe, he'd have something to celebrate after tonight's game.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Val leaned against the hostess podium, her head turned back to the bar, squinting to see the large television along the back wall. The volume was turned down, not that that meant anything, not with the noise of the late evening crowd. And for once, just once, she wished the bar and restaurant wasn't quite so busy, that she had the leisurely option of just staying home and watching a game in the quiet comfort of her own place.
 
   That's when she knew she was in trouble. Because yes, she may occasionally wish she had more time to herself, but that's all it was—empty wishes. She loved working, loved the crazy hours and constant bustle of running—of owning—a successful business. That's why she rarely took off. This is where she belonged, what she wanted to do. What she had worked for all those years of school and long hours of working for someone else. This was the payoff.
 
   Except for tonight. Tonight, for the first time since before The Maypole opened, she didn't want to be here.
 
   A discreet cough from behind her jerked her attention from the television and she turned, surprised to the see the group of four women standing there, waiting. From the impatient glare of two of them, Val had no doubt they had been waiting for more than just a few minutes. She pasted a bright smile on her face and muttered an apology, then grabbed four menus and led them to a table. 
 
   She didn't miss the rude comment about guest service from one of the women, someone she recognized as a semi-regular. Val bit the inside of her cheek and forced her smile to grown even wider as she handed the woman her menu.
 
   "Your waiter will be over in a few minutes to go over the specials. Hockey players won't be featured tonight, since the Banners are on the road." Val ignored the outraged gasp and turned away, mentally berating herself for the comment. What was wrong with her? She knew better, should have never let the woman get to her, especially not to that point.
 
   Especially not when she knew part of their success was because The Maypole had become a hang-out for a lot of the team, in part because her brother, Randy, had been their major investor. 
 
   Major investor? Try only investor, especially after all the banks had turned them down. Nobody had wanted to take a chance on a sports bar geared for women, no matter how solid their business plan, no matter how untapped the market they were targeting.
 
   Oh well, their loss. The Maypole had opened just over two years ago, a strong success from the first night they opened the doors. And yes, having her brother's teammates hang out here had certainly helped, especially at first. But even without them, the place was a success. If Val's comment upset the woman and she decided never to return, then oh well. Val wouldn't miss her.
 
   But she couldn't afford to make a habit out of insulting the patrons, no matter what her reasons were.
 
   If she even understood her reasons.
 
   Val returned to the podium and the new arrivals waiting there, managing to get them seated without any more insults. But her attention kept drifting back to the television, her focus more on the game than anything else.
 
   No, not the game. On Justin, and his unexpected phone call earlier.
 
   She hadn't expected him to call. Almost didn't want him to call because she had no idea what to say to him, not after the other night.
 
   When she pretty much tackled him then threw herself at him. In her office. Here. At work.
 
   Even now, the memory brought heat to her face, and it wasn't just from embarrassment, either. No, definitely not just embarrassment. How was she supposed to act after doing something so…so…so completely out of character? It had been a blessing in disguise that he'd left for Buffalo the next day, that he wouldn't be here at the restaurant and she wouldn't have to figure out what to say or how to act or what to do.
 
   And then he called. And he had sounded…different, somehow. Not quite as lonely, not quite as lost and desolate. And then she had to make that whole stupid comment about his headache. No, he hadn't been happy to hear that, not at all. Why couldn't she have just kept her big mouth shut? She was twenty-eight years old, she knew better than to just blurt out whatever was on her mind. She'd been dealing with that flaw her entire life, she should know better by now.
 
   Except maybe it didn't really matter, because he had asked her out for dinner anyway. And he was playing tonight, too, not that that had anything to do with running her mouth. But he wasn't a scratch, and from what she could see, he was playing better than he had been the last few games.
 
   From what she could see, which really wasn't much, not when she had to squint to see the television since she was all the way over here—
 
   "Go. Sit. Watch the game."
 
   Val whirled around, nearly jumping at the voice just behind her. Jodi Randall, her friend and business partner, stood there, making shooing motions with her hands.
 
   "What? No, don't be ridiculous. I'm fine."
 
   "No you're not. You've been standing over here all night, squinting at the television. Go watch the game."
 
   Val didn't want to comment, not when she knew Jodi was right. It was better to change the conversation. "If you're here, who's going to be behind the bar with Darrin if he needs help?" 
 
   Jodi was a master mixologist, the brains behind their bar operation. And the question was obviously the wrong one to ask, if the scowl on Jodi's face meant anything. She shook her head, frowned in the direction of the bar, then pulled her blonde hair behind her, twisting it at her neck. Val had the impression that Jodi wanted to twist Darrin's neck instead.
 
   "Darrin can manage perfectly well on his own."
 
   "Uh-oh. Does that mean there's trouble in paradise?"
 
   "Sweetie, paradise came to an end a few weeks ago. Where have you been?"
 
   Val didn't know what to say, hadn't known what to say when the pair first started dating a few months ago. It was a never a good idea to date a co-worker. Never. Too much chance of something going wrong.
 
   But really, who was she to judge or criticize? Not three days ago, she jumped one of her brother's teammates, one her brother's friends, right here. In the restaurant. In her office. While people were on the other side of the door eating and drinking. 
 
   Val shook her head to clear the memory and tried to smile at Jodi. "Really, I'm fine. You don't have to take over—"
 
   "If you can't admit you're more interested in the game, that's fine. Just tell yourself you're doing it for me. I need the break. Now go." Jodi nudged her out of the way, literally. Val stood there for a few seconds, not sure what to do. Then she just turned and headed to the bar, to the empty stool near the end so she'd be out of everyone's way and still have a clear view of the television.
 
   It would be better if she could watch from the comfort of her own home, curled up on the sofa in her loose lounge pants with a nice glass of wine. That way, nobody would notice if she started paying too much attention to one player in particular. Or worse, started talking to the television. But she couldn't do that, so this was the next best thing.
 
   Darrin gave her a nod of acknowledgement when she climbed onto the barstool then turned to grab the remote. He pointed it at the set, nudging the volume up just a bit. It still wasn't loud enough to clearly hear but if she concentrated hard enough, she could make out enough.
 
   They were showing a replay, the announcers using their magic digital red pen to circle first one player then another. To Val's surprise, Justin was one of the players being circled. She leaned closer, her eyes focused on the screen, her ears attuned to the faint voices of the announcers.
 
   "You can see the set-up right here, when Tome takes the puck behind the net. He sees Herron wide open, right there."
 
   "That's right, Joe. Tome makes a clean pass and Herron wings it, sending the biscuit straight to the back of that net. Great play. Great play by both of them."
 
   "That it is, Greg. And it's great to see Tome's play tonight. He actually looks like the player we all loved the last several years. As you know, he's been struggling this season, ever since the holidays. Let's hope what we're seeing tonight isn't just a fluke."
 
   "Especially with the playoffs coming up, Joe. And that wraps up the second period of this game here in Buffalo, with the Banners leading 3 to 2. We'll be back with some player interviews, and see if the Banners can hold onto their lead in the third."
 
   Val swallowed back the disappointment she felt at missing the actual play. At least she'd seen parts of it in replay. It sounded like maybe Justin really was having a good night, like he had told her earlier. She wondered if his headache was any better, if it was giving him problems. Probably not, considering even the announcers were complimenting him tonight. She wondered if Justin would have a chance to see that later. Probably, considering a lot of the players recorded the games to watch. And if he didn't…well then, he could watch it at her place, since she recorded the games, too. 
 
   Darrin stopped in front of her, sliding a tall glass of water and lemon toward her. He nodded, his dark shaggy hair falling over his forehead, then stepped away. Val didn't miss the look he tossed toward the hostess stand, where Jodi now was. And she didn't miss the flash in his dark eyes before he turned away. 
 
   So maybe paradise wasn't really over. Maybe it just needed a small break. Yeah, and maybe she just needed to mind her own business. She had her own issues to deal with.
 
   Like the one with the player who's face took up most of the television screen. Justin was being interviewed, and she couldn't hear a word of it.
 
   "Darrin, quick, turn it up." Val leaned across the bar, trying to reach the remote. Darrin beat her to it, adjusting the volume before handing it to her. Several of the customers sitting at the bar winced at the sudden increase in volume but Val ignored them, her attention focused solely on the man on the screen.
 
   He looked tired, a little worn out. A red crease ran across his forehead from his helmet, his blonde hair even darker, wet with sweat. His face shone in the light from the camera, looking a little pale. And he was breathing heavy, no doubt from just coming off the ice.
 
   Her heart sped up, tripping over itself before slowing to a steady pounding beat. Justin was tired, sweaty, worn out. And he looked sexy as hell, filling up the giant television screen.
 
   She was in so much trouble.
 
   Val watched closely, chewing on her lower lip as the reporter asked him a question. She missed the question but saw a flash of impatience in Justin's dark eyes just before he started answering. His right eye twitched, just the smallest bit, and he raised his hand to the back of his neck, rubbing as he spoke.
 
   "I can't look back at the last few months, Tom. I just need to focus on this game, then the next and the next. One game at a time. That's all we're doing, moving forward."
 
   "The Banners won the Cup last year and you're heading to the playoffs in a few weeks. Do you think you have what it takes to get through the post-season and bring the Cup back here for the second year in a row?"
 
   "Absolutely, Tom. We've got a great bunch of guys, really working hard to get where we're at. The coaching staff is great and we continue to work together, following the game plan and moving forward."
 
   Way to deflect the reporter's real question, Val thought. There was no doubt, in her mind at least, that the question had been intended to be more personal. About Justin specifically, not about the team. But Tom didn't seem to notice the deflection, or decided to just go with it and moved on to the next one.
 
   "So what's next?"
 
   "You know, just staying focused as a team, staying on course. One step at a time, starting with a win tonight." Justin smiled, that dangerously boyish half-smile that showed the briefest glimpse of a chipped tooth. The smile that made her melt into a puddle and lose all common sense.
 
   The reporter chuckled and said something else, something Val wasn't paying attention to. No, she was trying to do her best not to sigh and melt right there on the barstool. 
 
   Justin laughed at whatever the reporter said and nodded toward the camera. And then, just before he turned away, he looked straight into the camera, smiled that boyish half-smile, and held up his right hand. The fingers were curled down, all except his index and middle fingers. Those two were extended out, spread about an inch apart.
 
   It was the universal peace symbol.
 
   Or the letter "V".
 
   Val gripped the edge of the bar to keep herself from falling off the stool. She had to be seeing things. Or reading into things. Surely it didn't mean what she thought it meant. No, Justin couldn't have meant it as the letter "V", couldn't have meant it for her.
 
   She was reading too much into it. She had to be.
 
   Val grabbed the remote and turned the volume down then grabbed the glass of water. Was it her imagination, or was it suddenly warm in here?
 
   She drained the water in several long, indelicate swallows, refusing to acknowledge the sudden pounding of her heart. Just like she refused to acknowledge the tiny thrill shooting through her, warming her from the inside.
 
   No, she was reading too much into the gesture. She had to be.
 
   Because if she wasn't, she was in so much trouble.
 
   She was in trouble either way.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Val glanced at her watch for the tenth time in as many minutes then blew out a deep breath of impatience. Not because Justin wasn't here yet, but because she kept looking at her watch, wondering when he was going to show up.
 
   That is, when she wasn't looking over at the hi-tops that had been shoved together close to the bar. She should have known Randy would be here tonight. Not just Randy, but a few of the other players, too. Mat, Brad, Kenny, Derek and his new girlfriend, Bridget. Even Alec was here with his wife, AJ, though why they would be here if they had a night's break from their five-month-old son when they could be somewhere else, she didn't know.
 
   The Banners were certainly well-represented tonight, no doubt about it. Val frowned and tapped one long nail on the smooth surface of the hostess stand. Randy being here could certainly make things awkward when Justin showed up. Then again, maybe he wouldn't notice, not with so many of the other players here.
 
   That is, if Justin showed up.
 
   No, she was being silly. Of course he was going to show up. She had said "late" dinner but never mentioned a time. It was just now going on eight o'clock. Maybe his definition of late was different than hers.
 
   Maybe she should have been more specific. Or maybe he really wasn't going to show up. Maybe he changed his mind, or decided to make other plans. Or maybe—
 
   Two couples entered the restaurant, smiling and laughing as they approached her. Val's gaze slid to the door, to the dark Spring night outside and the slice of empty sidewalk just visible through the closing door. She swallowed back a sigh of disappointment, smiled brightly at the two couples, then led them over to one of the few empty tables. The path led her straight past her brother and his teammates and she didn't miss Randy's curious gaze when she walked by. 
 
   Sure enough, he stopped her when she passed the second time, his hand snaking out and grabbing her elbow. Val turned, knowing he'd only follow her if she didn't stop now. For a big brother, he could be amazingly astute. And stubborn. And hard-headed and—
 
   "Are you okay?" His voice was pitched low, but not so low that a few of his teammates didn't turn to look. Val smiled and tilted her head to the side, going for a look somewhere between vacant and innocently confused.
 
   "Me? I'm fine. Why wouldn't I be? Do I look like something's wrong? You're just seeing things." And okay, judging from Randy's scowl, maybe that was going just a bit overboard. He watched her for a few long seconds, his scowl getting deeper the longer he looked. Val shifted, trying not squirm under Randy's intense scrutiny, never letting her smile falter. He opened his mouth, no doubt to ask her if maybe she'd hit her head or something, but Mat cut him off.
 
   "Hey, there's Justin. I didn't know he was coming tonight."
 
   "Neither did I. He said he had something else to do." Kenny turned in the tall chair, his gaze sliding to the front door behind Val. "Shit. Why is he all dressed up? And is he carrying flowers?"
 
   Val looked over her shoulder, her bright smile turning into a real one. Justin stood just inside the door, his gaze sweeping the restaurant from left to right. That boyish smile lifted one corner of his mouth when his gaze landed on her, warming her even from this distance. He was dressed differently tonight, in a pair of dark dress jeans and a button-down shirt a few shades lighter than the dark tan sport jacket he had on. Val looked down, smiling when she saw the dressy cowboy boots on his feet. And yes, he really was holding flowers in his hand. Not a bouquet, not really. Just three long-stemmed roses, the petals a rich creamy peach.
 
   Val turned back to Randy, yanking her elbow from his loose grip. "I think Alyssa was looking for you. In the kitchen. I have to get back to work now. Bye-bye!"
 
   She spun on her heel and hurried back to the hostess stand, ignoring Randy's confused sputtering. As an exit line, she could have done so much better, but seeing Justin standing there, in dress jeans and a sports jacket, holding the roses in his hand as he smiled at her, short-circuited her brain waves.
 
   She reached the stand just as Jodi did. Val gave her friend a bright smile, opened the small door of the stand, and pulled out her small purse. "Thanks for covering. Gotta run."
 
   Jodi didn't bother to hide her laughter when Val moved toward Justin. She didn't even wait for him to hand her the flowers, just reached down and took his free hand in hers and led him right back outside.
 
   He looked a little stunned, stopping just long enough to try to hand her the roses. "I thought you might like—"
 
   "I do. Thank you. They're gorgeous." She took the flowers from him and kept on walking, trying to hurry him along the sidewalk so they could at least turn the corner before—
 
   "Valerie!"
 
   —her brother came after them. She stopped and groaned, muttering to herself about meddlesome big brothers before turning around to face him. And she had to give Justin credit, because he just followed her lead, not saying a word, his hand still wrapped warmly around hers.
 
   And not looking at her like she had suddenly lost her last shred of sanity. That in itself deserved a kiss. A nice long kiss. Which she'd give him, right after she got rid of Randy.
 
   "Yes?" Val tried for the bright smile again, but it only made Randy scowl even more. She rolled her eyes and relaxed her face as he closed the distance between them, not stopping until he was only a foot away. She should have figured he'd go for the intimidation routine. His dark gaze dropped to their joined hands for several long seconds. Then he gave Justin a dark look before turning the same glare on her. Please. Like that worried her. He'd so have to do better than that.
 
   "What's going on?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   A muscle twitched in his jaw and impatience flashed in his eyes. He glanced at Justin, then back at Val. "Can I see you for a minute?"
 
   "How about tomorrow? We're really in kind of a hurry and—"
 
   "Now, Val."
 
   Randy growled the words between clenched teeth. Literally growled. Val rolled her eyes again then gave Justin a bright smile. "Don't go anywhere."
 
   He looked like he wanted to say something, whether to her or to Randy, she couldn't tell. But she didn't want him to say anything so she leaned up and gave him a quick kiss—and yes, she was pretty sure Randy growled again—dropped his hand, then grabbed her brother by the arm. Hard. Too bad he probably couldn't feel it, not beneath his sweater and all that muscle.
 
   She dragged him a few feet away in the opposite direction, past the restaurant door and out of Justin's hearing. Then she dropped his arm, placed her free hand on her hip, and gave him her best furious scowl. "What is your problem?"
 
   "What the hell are you doing?"
 
   "We're going out to dinner. Or at least trying to. Why?"
 
   "Out? With Justin?"
 
   "Yes. Why?"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Why what?"
 
   "Val, I swear, if you don't stop playing dumb I'm going to—"
 
   "What? Sit on me like you used to do when we were kids? You can't do that anymore. I'll tell Mom and she'll—"
 
   "Jesus Christ, Val. Knock it off." Randy ran a hand through his dark hair, scowled at something over her shoulder—probably Justin—then muttered something she couldn't hear. He took a deep breath, held it to the count of at least five, then let it out with a slow hiss. "Why are you going out with a Justin?"
 
   "Because he asked me."
 
   "And when did this happen?"
 
   "Yesterday afternoon, before your game."
 
   "So he just, what? Called you out of nowhere and asked you out?"
 
   "Um," Val cleared her throat and looked away. She should have seen that one coming. "No. We've been talking and stuff and then he called to ask me out."
 
   Randy's jaw clenched so hard, Val swore she heard his teeth grinding. "Talking?"
 
   "Yes, talking." She cleared her throat again and willed her face not to turn red. "It's not like I don't know him, you know. I know all of your teammates. You guys are always in here and—"
 
   "Enough. I don't want to hear it. And that's just the point. He's one of my teammates. What the hell is up with that?"
 
   "Watch your mouth."
 
   "Holy shit, Val. Stop already. Teammates are off-limits."
 
   "Excuse me? You're living with my best friend! Did I say anything when you started dating Alyssa? No, I didn't. So Justin's your teammate. Big deal. You make it sound like I'm going out with all of them. It's only Justin. Dinner. One date." Well, technically it was just one date. Randy certainly didn't need to know about anything else.
 
   "Val, Justin has issues. He's a drunk."
 
   "No he's not." She really believed that, too, despite whatever was going on with him the last few months. But she didn't think it was a permanent thing, she really didn't.
 
   "Val, listen to me. He has issues. You can't make him one of your projects, thinking you're going to fix him."
 
   "Don't be ridiculous." She waved off his comment and tried to laugh but it sounded forced, even to her. "He's not a project. It's dinner. Just dinner. Not a big deal."
 
   "Val, I'm telling you, this is a bad idea. You don't know—"
 
   "Dinner. That's all. And I'm hungry, and you know how I get when I'm hungry, so I'm leaving now. Okay? Good." She didn't wait for Randy to say anything, figuring his frown said enough. She heard him muttering as she walked away but didn't pay any attention. Sometimes the best way to handle her big brother was just to ignore him. And in this case, that's exactly what she intended to do.
 
   She reached Justin and offered him a smile, a real one this time. "Sorry about that. All set?"
 
   "Val, maybe this isn't—"
 
   She reached up and placed her fingers across his mouth, cutting him off. She knew what he was going to say, that going out wasn't a good idea, that he changed his mind. She didn't want to hear that, didn't want him to even think that. 
 
   Maybe she was doing everything backwards—no, she knew she was. Especially after the other night in her office. But she liked Justin, wanted to get to know him better. And no matter what her brother thought, she wasn't making him one of her projects.
 
   Val moved her hand away from Justin's mouth, placed it in the middle of his chest. Her palm warmed from the heat of his body and she could feel the beat of his heart under hand. Strong, steady. 
 
   "I've really been looking forward to this since yesterday, so could we just ignore my brother and go have dinner?" The softness of her voice surprised even her, completely different, almost too serious, too needy. Val wanted to laugh, to shake it off and make a joke about it, but Justin's eyes warmed as he watched her. His mouth curled into a small smile, lighting his brown eyes, turning them to the color of warm chocolate. His hand closed over hers and he brought it to his mouth, dropping a quick kiss on the tips of her fingers. Then he lowered their clasped hands to his side and laced their fingers together, squeezing gently.
 
   "I'd like that." He squeezed her hand once more then headed toward the parking lot behind the restaurant, stopping when they reached a large truck painted a shiny metallic black.
 
   Val stopped when she saw it, then started laughing. Justin looked a little surprised and she quickly shook her head, trying to reassure him. "I'm not laughing at you, honest. I'm just surprised. I don't know why, though, because this is so you."
 
   "Well, I hope that's a good thing."
 
   "Trust me, it is." Val gave him another smile then studied the truck.
 
   Shiny black with chrome accents, the truck was a special edition recent model. Val didn't know much about trucks, but she'd seen the commercials for this particular model and knew it was a limited edition, that only a few hundred had been made. It sat high, on some kind of lift with oversized tires and custom bumpers. Looking at it, it probably had a lot more than just custom bumpers. She also knew it came with a hefty price tag, despite its understated looks. And it fit Justin, the exact kind of vehicle she had imagined he'd drive. 
 
   Justin opened the door and helped her in, his hand brushing against her thigh as she settled herself in the soft leather seat. Sitting up high as she was, Val was actually looking down at Justin, his face level with her chest. She didn't miss the flash of hunger in his lingering gaze or the faint flush that suddenly tinged his cheeks pink. He cleared his throat and looked away, then shut the door and walked around to the driver's side.
 
   He started the engine and the truck rumbled to life, the powerful engine throbbing beneath them. Justin turned in the seat, his brows lowered in a small frown, discomfort and indecision creasing his face.
 
   "I'm sorry Randy gave you shit. I wasn't thinking—"
 
   "No, it's fine. Really." She smiled and reached over, placed her hand on his where it rested against the center console. He looked so worried, so unsure. She squeezed his hand and smiled again. "He's just being Randy, don't worry about it."
 
   "Are you sure? We don't have to do this if you don't want to. I mean, I understand, I'm cool with that if you changed your mind." 
 
   He looked so unsure, so lost and uncertain that Val's heart melted just a little more. Trouble, definitely trouble. It didn't matter if he was trouble, she wanted that frown to disappear, wanted to see that boyish smile on his face, no matter how dangerous it was.
 
   She leaned over and cupped his cheek, felt the smoothness of his freshly-shaved jaw beneath her palm. Then she pressed her mouth against his, softly, the kiss meant to be nothing more than gentle reassurance. He stiffened, for just a second, then wrapped one arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer, his mouth opening under hers, his tongue suddenly dancing with her own. 
 
   He tasted like mint and spice and something else, something sweet and heady. What was meant as nothing more than reassurance exploded, deepened, unleashing a fiery need that uncoiled inside her.
 
   Justin Tome was so much more than trouble. Val didn't know why, didn't understand this sudden effect he had on her or why she wanted to be with him. What she did know was that if not for the large center console, she'd be climbing into his lap right now, spectators be damned.
 
   Maybe Justin knew that, maybe he sensed what she wanted. Or maybe he just had more common sense than she did because he pulled away with a small groan, his breathing harsh. 
 
   At least she wasn't the only one suddenly having trouble catching her breath. She cleared her throat and lowered herself back in the seat, squirming to get comfortable. "I didn't change my mind."
 
   "Good. That's, uh, good. Okay. We're still on. Good." Justin shifted in his own seat with a small groan she barely heard, would have missed if she hadn't been watching him so closely. He shifted again then looked over at her. And there was that boyish smile that curled one corner of his mouth, that lit his eyes and made him so much more dangerous.
 
   "Were you in the mood for anything special? For dinner, I mean. Food." He cleared his throat and looked away, shifted in the seat once more, looked back at her. "I wasn't sure what you might want to eat."
 
   Was it her imagination, or did another blush darken his cheeks, just the smallest bit? Val couldn't be sure, not with the shadows filling the car. She bit the inside of her cheek for just a second, stopping herself from saying something inappropriate, something guaranteed to make her blush as well. 
 
   "Actually, I have been having a huge craving for pizza. With lots of gooey cheese." She frowned, pulling on her lower lip. "I guess you can't do junk food though, can you? Especially with playoffs coming up."
 
   Justin laughed, the sound a little rough but not quite forced. "Considering what I've been doing the last few months, I doubt if a couple slices of pizza for one night are going to hurt me."
 
   "Are you sure? I don't want—"
 
   "I'm positive." He gave her another smile then put the truck in gear. "And I know just the place for the perfect slice."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Justin wedged himself further into the corner, his gaze darting across the crowd before resting once more on Val. She sat across from him, her long black hair pulled over one shoulder, her eyes sparkling with excitement as she watched the crowd. She looked out of place, a little too overdressed in a blue-and-black patterned flowing sweater and trim black slacks in a crowd of mostly jeans and sweatshirts.
 
   What was he thinking, bringing her here for oversized greasy pizza instead of somewhere nice? She deserved expensive entrees on fancy china, not greasy pizza on paper plates. 
 
   Even if pizza had been her idea.
 
   He still couldn't believe she had agreed to dinner with him. Hell, he was still having trouble believing that night in her office was real and not some kind of alcohol-induced fantasy. Except he hadn't been drinking that night, had been stone cold sober.
 
   He was stone cold sober now, too. Justin looked over at the counter, at the large plastic cups and buckets and beer tap. Cold beer would be perfect with the pizza, so perfect, his mouth damn near watered. He'd almost ordered some when he ordered the pizza, not thinking anything of it. What was more natural than cold beer and hot pizza? But Val had looked at him, with some kind of almost-knowing expression in her wide hazel eyes. Then she turned to the kid behind the counter and ordered two large iced teas. He hadn't wanted to correct her, hadn't want to disappoint her. And that's what it would have felt like, if he had ordered beer, like he was disappointing her.
 
   He wasn't sure what to make of that.
 
   Val moved on the plastic bench across from him, shifting so she could bring her left leg up and tucking it underneath her. "I can't believe this place is still open. And still so busy."
 
   "You've been here before?" Justin wanted to smack himself as soon as the question left his mouth. Of course she'd been here before, that much was obvious. 
 
   "Not in years. Probably at least…" She narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips, looking up toward the cracked tile ceiling. "Wow. I bet it has to be at least five years. It doesn't look like anything's changed, either."
 
   Justin looked around again, studying everything with a more critical eye. Plain Formica tables, most of the tops sporting some chips or cracks. Red hard plastic benches flanked most of the tables, with a scattering of black metal chairs with red upholstered seats here and there. The floor was linoleum tile, showing age and wear. 
 
   Simply called The Pizza Joint, it wasn't a place that would stand out, not here at the Inner Harbor. Not anywhere, really. It looked like nothing more than a typical neighborhood pizzeria: one giant room filled with tables, a counter with a register near the back wall, several ovens and a stainless steel counter behind that. Metal shelves stood off to the side, piled high with white cardboard boxes, ready to go for the next order.
 
   But the line wrapped along the wall and out the door, mostly college students or young couples waiting to order a slice to go. They had been lucky to get a table, probably because Val damn near ran for it, beating out a group of kids barely old enough to drink.
 
   "Well hopefully the pizza is just as good as you remember."
 
   "If it's even half as good as this place smells, I'll be in heaven." She reached across the table and grabbed his hand, lacing their fingers together. The gesture was so sudden, so unexpected and so foreign, that he nearly jumped. "Thanks again for indulging me. I know this isn't exactly on your approved menu."
 
   Justin wanted to tell her it didn't matter, wanted to admit to her that he hadn't been adhering to any menu, approved or otherwise, for the last several months. Not when it came to drinking. But he didn't, because he didn't want to see disappointment in her eyes, didn't want to see anything but that sparkling excitement she had when she was looking at him.
 
   Like he really wasn't some complete fuck-up.
 
   And then the kid walked up to their table, carrying their pizza and a metal stand to sit the tray on. Val squeezed his hand once more then let it go, and the moment was gone.
 
   What the hell was wrong with him? Here he was, sitting across from a beautiful, completely hot woman that turned his entire world upside down, and he was thinking about voices from the past? Thinking about all those years when he never quite measured up?
 
   When he still didn't quite measure up, even now?
 
   Fuck. He had to stop this. Now. If he didn't, he'd end up in a never-ending downward spiral, with no way to climb back up. He didn't want that. Hell, he didn't need that.
 
   "Are you sure you're okay with pizza?"
 
   "Hm?" Justin shook the memories and the doubt away and focused on Val. She was watching him, her delicate brows lowered in a frown, concern etched on her finely sculpted face.
 
   "The pizza. Are you sure this is okay? We can go somewhere else."
 
   "No, this is great. Why?"
 
   "I don't know. You just got this sudden look on your face, like the pizza was upsetting your stomach or something before you even had any."
 
   "Sorry. I guess I was thinking of something else." He forced a smile to his face, felt it relax into a real one. Val's gaze was steady on his, her eyes so wide, the hazel color almost green in the light. She tilted her head, watched him for a few more seconds, then relaxed and nodded. Then she reached for the small stack of paper plates and grabbed a slice of pizza, the melted cheese pulling away in long strings. She pulled the cheese with her fingers, snapping it then looping it back onto the plate, and passed it to him.
 
   Justin took the plate and sat it in front of him, then grabbed the large plastic cup of iced tea and took a sip. He must be thirstier than he realized, because the cup was almost empty. He shook it, hearing nothing but ice banging against the sides.
 
   "Looks like I need a refill. Did you need more?" 
 
   Val checked her own cup and shook her head. "No, I'm good."
 
   He nodded and slid off the bench, the cup in his hand. The fountain machine was less than eight feet away, just at the end of the long counter. Two young guys were ahead of him, taking their time, mixing every flavor of soda in their cups. Justin waited, his attention sliding to the register.
 
   To the beer tap just behind the counter. 
 
   What would it hurt? Just one beer. It wasn't like he was going to get wasted if he had one beer with his pizza. He glanced behind him but Val was sitting with her back to him. Would she notice?
 
   Fucking idiot. Yes, she'd notice. Especially if she decided to kiss him again, like she had in the truck. And Justin was hoping like hell that she'd kiss him again. If he was lucky, if tonight kept going well and he didn't do anything stupid, there'd definitely be more kisses. 
 
   Maybe more than just kisses.
 
   He looked once more to the beer tap then shook his head. Christ, was he really that hard up? That desperate? Fuck. He couldn't be, didn't want to think what it meant if he was. 
 
   He shook his head again and turned away, his attention on the soda fountain and the two guys starting to walk away. One of them tripped, almost knocking into him, and Justin caught the strong whiff of stale alcohol before the kid righted himself. His buddy laughed, the sound too loud, too raw.
 
   Justin watched as they stumbled away, obviously drunk. He shook his head and placed his own cup under the iced tea spout, muttering to himself about kids who couldn't handle their alcohol.
 
   And then he realized that had been him, only a few nights ago. Him, so drunk and out of it that Val had carried him to her own place. So drunk that he'd actually gotten sick, all over himself.
 
   So drunk that Val had to clean it up.
 
   Justin's hand started shaking, enough that tea sloshed over the rim of the cup and covered his hand. He sat the cup down with a curse and searched for napkins, finally finding some and drying off his hands. He cleaned up the mess on the counter then wadded the wet napkins into a ragged ball and tossed them into the nearby trashcan.
 
   Then he stood there, his hands gripping the counter, his head bent low as he breathed. Deep, even breaths, in and out.
 
   Fuck. It had only been a few days. How could he have forgotten that? 
 
   Because he didn't want to remember, that's how. Because it was so much easier to just put it out of his mind and forget about it, pretend it didn't happen. Pretend it had been someone else.
 
   He took another deep breath then looked over his shoulder. Why was Val even with him? Why was she here, having dinner with him after what he'd done? Hell, how could she even stand to be around him?
 
   Justin grabbed his cup and headed back to the table, each step slow and heavy, the heels of his boots a hollow thud against the linoleum tile. Christ, he was stupid. So fucking stupid.
 
   He slid onto the bench across from Val and grabbed the pizza, bringing it to his mouth and taking a large bite before he said anything. He couldn't talk with his mouth full, couldn't say something stupid, something he'd regret.
 
   Couldn't ask her if this was a pity date. If the other night was nothing more than a pity fuck.
 
   The thought that she was with him now, here, out of pity turned his stomach. 
 
   The pizza turned to cardboard in his mouth, the cheese too gritty, the sauce too sour. He tried to swallow and felt it lodge in his throat, choking him. He coughed, squeezed his eyes shut and coughed again, pounding his own fist against his chest. He grabbed the cup and took a long swallow, wishing for the cold yeasty taste of beer instead of sweet iced tea.
 
   Justin opened his eyes, surprised to see Val half out of her seat, leaning across the table and reaching for him. Her normally fair skin was even paler, her eyes wide with concern. He looked down, surprised to see her hand wrapped around his wrist, her fingers long and tapered, the manicured nails polished a pale pink.
 
   Justin pulled his arm away, dislodging her hold on him, and shook his head. "I'm fine."
 
   "Are you sure? You don't look fine. Do you need me to get—"
 
   "I'm fine. Just…eat your pizza." 
 
   Val sat back down, frowning. But she didn't reach for her pizza, just watched as he took another bite of his own, like she expected him to choke again.
 
   "Seriously, I'm fine. You don't need to keep watching me, like I need your help again." The words came out too sharp, too bitter. Val sat up straighter, the color draining from her face as she stared at him.
 
   "Excuse me?" 
 
   Shit. What the hell was his problem? What was he doing? He dropped the half-eaten slice of pizza onto the plate then leaned forward, dropping his head into his hands. When had he become such an asshole? When had he decided to deliberately self-destruct?
 
   And why in the hell was he taking it out on Val?
 
   Justin took a deep breath and held it, let it out slowly as he pressed his thumbs into his temple. Yeah, of course the headache would come back right now, right when he least needed it. 
 
   He looked up at Val, not surprised to see her sitting there watching him, her face carefully blank, cold shadows filling her eyes. Yeah, he was an ass. Worse. And if he didn't say something quick, didn't find the right words to make this right, he deserved to be called a fuck-up.
 
   He wanted to reach across the table and grab her hand, run his thumb across her knuckles as he tried to find the right words. But the pizza was in the middle of the table, in the way. It wouldn't matter if it wasn't, because Val's arms were folded across her chest, her hands digging into the flesh of her biceps as she just stared at him.
 
   "Val, I'm sorry. I just—" He shook his head and blew out another deep breath then looked toward the ceiling. "Shit, I am such a fucking idiot."
 
   "I won't argue with you on that one."
 
   His gaze shot to hers. He wanted to apologize for the language, to tell her he hadn't meant to say that out loud. It didn't matter. She had heard him anyway, and maybe it was better that she had.
 
   "I just—I was over there getting a refill, and these two guys were in front of me, and they reeked. You could tell they were drunk. And I almost made fun of them, about how they couldn't handle their alcohol. And then—" He paused, taking a deep breath. Val was still watching him, her gaze never leaving his. And he wanted to look away, almost afraid of what he'd see in her eyes. But he didn't. 
 
   "And then I remembered that was me a few nights ago. That you had to carry me inside. That I was so drunk I got sick all over myself and you had to clean it up." Fuck, why the hell had his voice just cracked? He cleared his throat and finally looked away. "And then I couldn't understand why you'd even be here with me after that, and figured it must be out of pity."
 
   Justin risked another look at her, just a quick one. Her arms were no longer crossed in front of her but other than that, she hadn't moved. And he couldn't read her expression, couldn't tell what she was thinking. He took another deep breath and looked away, figuring he may as well finish, give her an out in case she needed one.
 
   "And if that's the reason you're here, because you feel sorry for me, then let me know and I'll take you home." 
 
   He held his breath, waiting, still afraid to look at her. Time froze, the crowd around them disappearing, the loud conversation fading to a meaningless hum in the background. Hope started to grow, just a tiny flicker that he was too afraid to acknowledge.
 
   And then he heard her move, looked over to see her sliding across the bench. Justin's stomach clenched when she stood and that tiny flicker of hope died, blinked out in the space of a heartbeat. He tried to swallow back his disappointment and hoped to hell what he was feeling didn't show on his face.
 
   Yeah, he should have known better. Should have known someone like Val would only be interested in him out of pity. 
 
   Something nudged him in the side and he looked up, not really understanding what he was seeing. Or maybe he was just seeing things, because Val was sliding in next to him, nudging his leg with hers until he moved over.
 
   She reached across the table and slid her plate over in front of her without looking at him. She took a small bite and chewed, swallowed. Then she blotted her mouth with one of the paper napkins and took a sip of her tea. And then, finally, she looked over at him. Just looked, her wide hazel eyes clear, her delicate brows raised as she motioned to his own pizza.
 
   "You should finish eating before it gets cold."
 
   And that was it. No comment about what he had just said, no mention of the other night. Justin wasn't sure what to do, couldn't even think of anything to say.
 
   Which was probably best, considering he seemed to make things worse every time he opened his mouth. 
 
   He watched the woman next to him for a few seconds: the tilt of her head as she took a small bite, the slight movement of her delicate jaw and neck when she chewed and swallowed. The fall of her thick black hair, the ends swinging against the middle of her back each time she moved.
 
   He had no idea why she was still sitting here, why she was here to begin with. But he wasn't going to question it, not anymore. Even he wasn't stupid enough to tempt fate more than once. He reached for his own pizza and finally took a bite, surprised at how good it was, even if it was no longer steaming hot.
 
   "I remember this one year, growing up. Randy was maybe twelve or thirteen, I don't remember exactly. He was doing something stupid, as usual, and broke his leg. They put a cast on it and everything and he was miserable. It was during the summer and he was moping around the house, whining, doing the whole boo-hoo thing. And of course everyone felt sorry for him." Val paused, taking another sip of tea.
 
   "I guess that had to suck. Did it interfere with hockey at all?"
 
   Val turned and gave him such a look of disbelief that he almost laughed. Then she rolled her eyes and looked away. "I was probably seven or eight at the time and I would have done anything for him back then. I was still young and naïve, what did I know?"
 
   Justin chuckled again, quickly turning it into a cough when she gave him another one of those looks. "So I guess you tried to help him out, since he was your big brother and everything, right?"
 
   A smile crossed her face, so sweet and full and bright, Justin felt like he'd been punched in the chest. He blinked, surprised that the entire restaurant didn't light up under the force of that smile.
 
   "Yeah, I did." Val turned so she was facing him and propped her elbow on the table. She rested her head in the palm of her hand, a smile still teasing the corners of her mouth. "He was taking a nap on the sofa so I stole his stash of itching powder and poured it into his cast."
 
   "That's—wait. You did what?" Justin blinked, certain he hadn't heard correctly. But no, Val was laughing, her eyes sparkling with merriment at the memory. "That's just—wow. Holy shit. You really did that?"
 
   "Yeah, I did." Val laughed again then straightened. "I'm not real big on the whole pity thing. Just thought you might want to know that."
 
   She didn't say anything else, just reached for another slice of pizza. The movement brought her closer to him, her leg pressed a little more tightly against his. He waited for her to move, felt a smile tug at the corners of his mouth when she didn't.
 
   Justin had no idea if the story was true or not, but the message couldn't be clearer. The rock that had been sitting in his gut for the last half-hour—no, the last week, longer even—was no longer there. He felt lighter somehow, less worried. Like something had changed.
 
   Yes, he was realistic enough to know this was just one night, one date. That the world wasn't going to suddenly change after tonight and that all his troubles and worries would be over. That all his mistakes would be corrected and go away. No, he knew better than that.
 
   But he wasn't foolish enough to let whatever tonight might lead to pass him by.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   The night air slipped into the cab of the truck. Dark, quiet, peaceful, with just a hint of chill. But Val was anything but cold. In fact, she was burning up, her skin feverish, her breathing harsh and ragged.
 
   Justin Tome could kiss. He gave new meaning to the word 'talent'. In fact, talent didn't even come close to describing the man's skills.
 
   Intense. Focused. So focused that every nerve along Val's skin was tight, tingling, on fire.
 
   And Justin had done nothing but kiss her, his hands drifting only to her cheeks, her neck, the back of her head. Drifting once or twice to her shoulders, but nowhere else. Nowhere else. His mouth was magical, his soft lips dancing across her skin, caressing her cheek, her jaw, that sensitive spot just below her ear. Back to her lips. 
 
   Focused. So focused.
 
   She wanted to crawl out of her skin, curl up next to him. No, not next to him. Inside him. She wanted to become part of him, have him become part of her.
 
   All from a kiss.
 
   If not for the hard console, looming so large between them, she'd be in his lap, wrapping herself around him, seeking more.
 
   More? More might kill her. She was already close, so close, hovering on the edge. Needing more, afraid more might kill her.
 
   Val didn't know how long they'd been out here, sitting in front of her building, the parking lot lights nothing more than a soft and hazy glow through the steamed windows of the truck.
 
   A half hour? Fifteen minutes? She didn't know, didn't care. It was early still, not even eleven o'clock yet. At least, it hadn't been when they pulled up. Justin had game day skate in the morning, she knew he shouldn't be out late, that he needed his rest.
 
   That didn't mean she didn't want him to come inside. She had been trying to figure out a way to invite him inside before they even pulled into the complex, tried to figure out the best combination of subtle and enticing without being too forward. And then Justin pulled in front of her building, turned off the engine, and leaned toward her.
 
   They'd been kissing ever since.
 
   Kissing? No. Not this. This was so much more than kissing. This was…she didn't know what it was, only knew she was on fire, burning up. She wanted more. Needed more.
 
   Needed him.
 
   The kisses became softer, gentler, more tender. But no less intense. Val moaned, the soft sigh full of need when he pulled away, his breath warm on her cheek. She swallowed, hard, and rested her forehead against his shoulder, her hand still twisted in the lapel of his sport jacket. His breathing was a harsh echo of her own, a little too fast, a little too ragged. He ran his fingers through her hair, the strokes long and gentle, over and over.
 
   Val wanted to curl up in his lap and purr.
 
   No, she wanted to invite him inside, then curl up in his lap. Curl around him.
 
   Inviting him in shouldn't this hard. Not after the other night, not after she'd practically jumped him in her office. It wasn't like this would be their first time together. Not really. Why was she being so shy now, so uncertain and hesitant? This wasn't like her.
 
   Which worried her, warned her that maybe she was already in over her head. She pushed the ridiculous thought from her mind, refusing to acknowledge it as anything more than silly.
 
   "I should let you get inside." Justin's voice was ragged, barely more than a whisper in her ear. She nodded, shook her head, took a deep breath and shook it again. Justin chuckled, the sound warm and deep. Tingles danced along her skin, pebbling her flesh.
 
   "Yes. You're getting cold." He took a deep breath and pulled away, releasing her. She wanted to tell him that she wasn't cold, that he misunderstood. But he moved away and she realized she was cold, that not having him so close left her chilled. It had nothing to do with the weather or the night air, and everything to do with feeling like something was suddenly missing. 
 
   Yes, she was in trouble. Capital T trouble. In more ways than she first thought.
 
   Light filled the inside of the truck, harsh and bright, making Val blink and straighten as Justin got out. He closed the door and the light went off, only to come on again when he opened her door. He took her hand, helping her out and frowning when he noticed her bare feet.
 
   "Did you want to put your shoes on first?"
 
   She probably should. Walking barefoot along the cold sidewalk and into the foyer of the small building probably didn't look very sexy. Or very clean. But the thought of slipping her tired feet back into the aching confines of the too-high heels made her cringe. No, it was better to stay barefoot and just walk fast. 
 
   "No, I'm fine." She scooped the heels from the floor of the truck by the straps, letting them dangle from her fingers. She closed the door and moved to step past Justin, hoping he'd follow her, hoping her mind would come up with some excuse to invite him inside.
 
   One minute she was walking and the next, the world around her spun out of control. Gravity disappeared, her feet flying out from under her, flying period. A surprised gasp rushed from her mouth, a pathetic little squeal that sliced through the quiet of the night air around her. She reached out, searching for something solid, some kind of anchor against the sudden vertigo.
 
   Her hand closed around a fistful of Justin's shirt, his body hard and warm underneath. She caught her breath, her senses righting as understanding finally registered in her dazed mind.
 
   She wasn't falling. Or spinning, or flying. She was in Justin's arms, her body tucked close against his as he moved from the parking lot to the sidewalk. "What are you doing?"
 
   His chuckle rang in her ear, soft and warm. "I'm carrying you."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I want to."
 
   Val opened her mouth to say he was being ridiculous, that she didn't need to be carried, that she was perfectly capable of walking on her own. But then she looked up into his face, saw that boyish grin teasing one corner of his mouth, and all coherent words fled her mind.
 
   "You're helping me with a fantasy. I've always wanted to sweep a beautiful woman off her feet."
 
   Oh God, she was in so much trouble. Hearing the word 'fantasy' fall from his mouth with that word 'beautiful', all wrapped up in his soft deep voice, sent shivers racing from the top of her skull to the tips of her bare toes. 
 
   Val swallowed and forced a smile to her face, struggling to resist the urge to just curl up against his hard body as he carried her through the glass doors of the building. "You've never swept a woman off her feet before?"
 
   She had meant the words to be teasing, to come out as nothing more than light-hearted banter. But they were so much more than that, too quiet, too questioning, too damn needy. Justin paused in front of the elevator and looked down at her, his eyes dark, his expression one she didn't understand. 
 
   The moment passed, a moment where something happened, where something passed between them. But she didn't know what that was, didn't understand what had just happened. And then she didn't have time to read into it, study it, question it, because Justin blinked and smiled and shook his head.
 
   "No, I don't think I have. Not like this." He looked away and shifted her in his arms so he could hit the elevator button. And of course the door opened right away, because that's the way things worked. 
 
   He stepped inside, still cradling her in his arms, and hit the button for her floor. She should probably get down now, probably tell him she could walk since they were inside. 
 
   "How about you? Ever been swept off your feet before?"
 
   Justin was teasing her, she knew that. And if she was smart, she would tease him right back. She would open her mouth and make some funny comment, say something witty or amusing. Something that was typically sarcastic, typically a Val thing to say. Isn't that what Randy was always telling her, that she could never be serious, that everything that came out of her mouth was always a joke?
 
   That's what she expected. She opened her mouth, not planning on what to say, certain that whatever it was would be funny. Lighthearted. Amusing.
 
   "Not until now."
 
   Just three words. Three simple words. But it wasn't the words that surprised her. No, it was how she said them, how they came out in a throaty whisper, full of need and desire and want. And Oh God, she was in even more trouble than she first realized because those three small simple words said so much.
 
   Not until now.
 
   The truth hit her. Hard. Nobody, not one single person ever, had come close to making her feel the way she felt when she was with Justin. Not just the last week, but in nearly the entire year she had come to know him. The playful banter that she thought was nothing more than teasing, the occasional deep conversations shared in the late hours over drinks at the bar. All of it. Everything that happened over the past year that he'd been coming to the restaurant.
 
   And she realized that this last week, tonight, now…it wasn't something that had happened out of the blue, with no warning or reason or explanation. This—whatever this was—had been building slowly, growing during the last year, a little at a time until coming together all at once, to this point right here. Right now.
 
   And nobody had ever made her feel this way. Yes, she'd had relationships in the past. Some serious, some nothing more than flings. Not a single one had stirred the emotions raging inside her right this minute as Justin held her in his arms, staring down at her with those deep dark eyes.
 
   "Val—"
 
   The door opened with a ding and a hiss. Justin closed his mouth and looked away, stepping out of the elevator. Dammit. What had he been ready to say? What had that look in his eyes meant?
 
   Val wanted to ask him, was ready to take a deep breath to summon courage to do just that. But then he was in front of her door, just standing there. He glanced down at her and gave her a quick smile.
 
   "Here we are."
 
   "Yeah." Val cleared her throat and tried to smile back as he gently lowered her to her feet. "Yeah, here we are."
 
   She stood there like an idiot, too many seconds passing by before she reached into her small bag and pulled out her keys. Her hands were shaking just enough that she had trouble getting the key into the lock, making her feel like an even bigger idiot. 
 
   And then the key turned and the door opened and she stepped inside, her palm sliding against the wall to hit the light switch. She turned, hoping that Justin followed her in, but he was still standing in the hallway, his hand braced against the doorframe. 
 
   Like he was afraid of crossing some boundary, like holding onto the doorframe was an anchor of some kind.
 
   "I had fun tonight." She stepped a little closer to him. Not much, just an inch or two.
 
   The corner of his mouth tilted into a small smile. "Yeah? Good. I did, too."
 
   God, why was this so hard? So damn difficult? All the nights they had spent talking at the bar, all the conversations over the past year. Even tonight. None of those times had been like this. Strained, awkward, uncertain.
 
   It wasn't even like they hadn't been together already, like this would be the first time. And after the steamy kisses downstairs—surely Justin wanted to come in, didn't he?
 
   Unless he didn't, and he wasn't sure how to let her down gently.
 
   And oh my God, she was just going to drive herself crazy. This wasn't her, this being so uncertain, being afraid to speak up. She wasn't going to find any answers if she didn't ask the questions. And whether it was the answer she wanted or not, she had to ask if she wanted to find out.
 
   Val took a deep breath and stepped a little closer. "Did…did you want to come inside?"
 
   Heat and excitement flashed in Justin's eyes. And something else, something that almost looked like relief. She barely had time to blink, time to step back before he was standing in front of her. The door closed with a loud click as his arms wrapped around her, pulling her close.
 
   "I was hoping you'd ask."
 
   And then his mouth was on hers, his warm, wonderful, amazingly talented mouth, and Val forgot why she was so hesitant to ask him in the first place.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Heat exploded inside her, instantaneous and all-consuming. Val pressed her body against Justin's, needing to feel him. All of him.
 
   Her shoes and purse fell from nerveless fingers as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Giving in, surrendering to the wonders of his kiss. All this, from a kiss.
 
   Insanity. The word dashed through her mind, there and gone in a heartbeat. She didn't care. If this was insanity, then she'd gladly be committed. As long as she could have Justin's kisses, as long as she could feel the hard heat of his body against hers, she didn't care.
 
   His hands cupped her face, tilting her head back as he trailed his mouth from her lips, to her jaw, to her throat. Back again. Over and over until she could do nothing more than stand there, holding onto him so she didn't collapse into a puddle at his feet.
 
   "Valerie." Just her name, but so much more, a ragged whisper full of need, a question and answer at the same time. She clung to Justin, sagging against him as his hands caressed her back, cupped her ass and tilted her hips toward his. Val moaned, rubbing herself against his hard length, heard his moan echo in her ear.
 
   Too much, not enough. She wanted more. Needed more. She dragged her hands along his shoulders, down to the edges of his sport jacket, and pushed it off. Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, undoing them one by one, not stopping until she felt bare skin. 
 
   Hard, hot. Val ran her fingers along his chest, memorizing each dip and plane. His muscles tightened and flexed under her touch, his breath hitching when she ran her palms over his flat nipples.
 
   He groaned, his mouth crashing against hers, harder, more demanding. His hands tightened around her hips, lifting, guiding as she wrapped her legs around his waist. Then he was walking, carrying her further into the apartment, through the living room and down the hallway, not stopping until they reached her room. 
 
   He lowered her onto the mattress, following her down, never breaking the kiss. His hands were magic, everywhere at once, stroking, caressing. Justin tugged at her slacks, pushing them down past her hips, his fingers skimming her flesh.
 
   The outside of her thigh, her hip, up along her side, under her sweater to the swell of her breast. His thumb teased her nipple through the lace bra, soft and rough, gentle and teasing. 
 
   Val lifted her hips, searching, needing more. Too many clothes, too many barriers. She heard herself moan, surprised at the sound, at the need and desperation.
 
   Justin dragged his mouth from hers, trailed his lips up to her ear and nipped at the lobe. Val's back arched, her hands digging into the corded steel of his biceps. He murmured something, his voice a gravelly whisper, his breath hot against her skin. She shook her head, trying to tell him she couldn't hear. And then she couldn't think, because his hands were all over her, touching, caressing, teasing. He moved down her body, pushing to his knees as he straddled her. Val thrust her hips forward, searching, needing to feel more of him. He tightened his legs around her thighs, holding her still. Then he leaned forward, pushing her sweater up, up further, easing it off her arms and over her head. 
 
   He stared down at her, his gaze so focused, so heated, her skin burned. Then he reached out with one finger and trailed the tip along her flesh. From the line of her neck to her collarbone, down to trace the swell of each breast at the edge of the lacy material. Over and over, back and forth. Her nipples tightened, straining at the lace, waiting for his touch. 
 
   Val's breath was nothing more than shallow gasps of need, of anticipation. She wanted him to touch her, to feel his hands on her, to feel his tongue swirl around the hardened peaks.
 
   "Justin, please."
 
   His gaze slid from her breasts to her eyes. The desire, the heat, the need in his dark eyes burned her as much as his touch. She lifted her hand, cupped his cheek against her palm and traced his lower lip with her thumb. He turned his head and captured her thumb in his mouth, sucking gently before nipping. 
 
   Val gasped, the ache between her legs growing, pooling. She tried to lift her hips, to ease the ache, but Justin shifted, holding her still with the barest squeeze of his legs around hers.
 
   "Justin."
 
   "Shh. Not yet." He nipped her thumb one last time then took her hand in his, stretched her arm over her head and held it there. He shifted, just the smallest bit, his mouth lowering to her chest. 
 
   Liquid heat filled her as his mouth closed over one nipple, his tongue teasing it through the lace. Val's breath escaped in a hiss, her back arching as sensation ripped through her. 
 
   Justin moved to her other breast, teasing and nipping, always through the lace. He ran the fingers of his free hand along her neck, down her breastbone, the touch gentle, searing. Then his fingers slipped under the lace of her bra, sliding it down, freeing first one breast then the other.
 
   Then God, yes, his mouth was there, his tongue swirling around her nipple, sucking. His teeth closed over the tight peak, nipping gently, licking again, sucking. 
 
   Her back arched, her heels digging into the mattress, but she still couldn't move. Pressure was building, knotting her stomach, coiling tight between her legs. 
 
   "Justin."
 
   He ignored her cry, filled with breathless need, his mouth moving from one breast to the other. She reached down with her free hand, tangled it in his hair, holding him in place as he sucked, licked, teased. 
 
   Too much, not enough. Val threw her head back, her eyes closed, her chest rising and falling with each harsh breath, with each gasp. Justin's hand tightened around hers for a brief second then released it. He trailed his fingers along her arm, cupped her breast and squeezed, his thumb grazing the hard peak of her nipple. Then he moved, sliding down her body, his mouth and tongue trailing fire, dipping into her navel, down even more, teasing the swell of hip.
 
   Justin shifted, his strong legs no longer holding her own together. He grabbed her pants, slid them all the way off, tossed them to side. Her thong followed.
 
   Val pushed to her elbows, her eyes slowly focusing on the man kneeling between her legs. His shirt hung open, revealing the hard planes and dips of his sculpted chest and abs, the thin line of dark blonde hair that started at his navel and disappeared below the waistband of his jeans.
 
   His eyes, so dark, filled with liquid heat as he watched her, his finger caressing the sensitive flesh of her inner thigh. Higher, teasing, slowly moving higher still, so slow—
 
   Val fell back, her hips surging forward as finally, finally he touched her, his finger running along her clit, up and down, again, over and over. He slid his finger inside her, slowly, teasing.
 
   "You are so wet. So ready."
 
   "Y-yes." God yes, please. She wanted him, needed him. Needed to feel him inside her, filling her.
 
   "Not yet."
 
   She heard the words through the haze of need, tried to focus, struggled to make sense of them. Then his mouth closed over, his tongue licking, tasting, stroking. Val sucked in a breath, her back arching, her hands clenching at her sides, fisting the comforter. 
 
   Too much. It was too much. She dug her heels into the mattress, groaned when Justin grabbed one leg and placed it over his shoulder, opening her even more. And his mouth, that wonderful talented mouth, drove her to the brink, held her at the edge until she wanted to beg, to scream, to promise whatever he wanted. Anything, as long as he'd send her flying.
 
   His tongue stroked, teased, tasted, holding her on the edge. And then he slid a second finger inside her, his touch slow and deep.
 
   Val exploded, the world around her shattering into bright shards, a rainbow of lights behind her closed lids. She screamed his name, or maybe it was just a moan, she didn't know, didn't care. 
 
   Nothing existed, nothing except the searing pleasure washing over her, around her, inside her. Over and over, never-ending.
 
   The waves slowed, a little at a time, the shallow gasps of her breathing evening out. And then Justin was there again, a heavy weight between her legs, the tip of his cock teasing her, threatening to send her over the edge once more.
 
   "Val."
 
   She heard her name, tried to force her eyes open, the lids fluttering as her hands reached for him. 
 
   And then he was inside her, stretching her, filling her. She cried his name, wrapped her arms around him, buried her face in the crook of his shoulder as he thrust. 
 
   In. Out. Harder. Faster. Over and over. Sensation spiraled, swirled, pulling her under. Pushing away the rest of the world until they were the only two there.
 
   Until the only thing that existed was the man in her arms, filling her, sending her flying. 
 
   "Valerie." 
 
   Flesh against flesh, searing. And then the world exploded, crashing around her. Justin's mouth closed over hers, swallowing her screams as he thrust. Once, twice. Once more, their bodies melded as one, their groans swallowed by the other.
 
   Sensation exploded again, searing, intense. Waves crashed around her, over her, pulling her under, Justin's soft kisses and murmured words the only anchor she needed.
 
   Val wasn't sure how much time had passed, didn't care, not when she was curled against the hard length of Justin's body, his arm wrapped so protectively around her. She turned her head, dropped a kiss in the middle of his chest, snuggled a little closer. His hand drew lazy circles on her back, trailed down her arm, the touch light and soft against her skin.
 
   She wanted to close her eyes, drift off to sleep, wake up next him in the morning. But she couldn't, not yet. Val shifted, turning over so she could prop herself on one elbow, and looked down at him.
 
   Her heart stumbled in her chest, took off at a crazy uneven pace. He looked so peaceful. Calm, at ease. His eyes were closed, his thick lashes fanned against his cheek, too long and dark for a man of his size but somehow, just right on him. His mouth was relaxed, one corner tilted just the tiniest bit, like the smile was a permanent part of his expression.
 
   And no matter how small that smile might be, it lifted Val's spirits to see it. Justin hadn't smiled in a long time. Too long. To think that maybe, just maybe, she had something to do with it filled her with a warmth she didn't want to examine to closely.
 
   "Did you need to leave?" 
 
   Justin's body stiffened under hers, his hand stilling on her shoulder. He opened his eyes, their color so dark in the shadows of her room. He didn't say anything for several long seconds, the silence between them heavy. Val held her breath, waiting.
 
   "Do you want me to?"
 
   "No!" She winced at her quick answer, at the almost desperate tone in her voice. "I just—I meant, I wasn't sure if you wanted to stay." 
 
   Justin smiled and closed his eyes, his hand moving along her skin again. "There's no place else I want to be right now."
 
   "Good." 
 
   Justin chuckled, tightened his arm around her and pulled her down, settling her head in the crook of his shoulder. He dropped a kiss on her temple, his breath warm against her skin. "You should stop thinking so much, get some sleep."
 
   "I'm not the one who has practice and a game tomorrow."
 
   "I'll be fine. Better than I have been in a long time." His voice was soft, just above a whisper, fading into the quiet surrounding them. Val sighed and snuggled closer, her hand resting in the middle of his chest. His heart beat steady, strong, beneath her palm, hypnotizing her, lulling her into the grayness between slumber and awareness.
 
   She didn't want to surrender to the grayness. Not yet. There were questions she wanted to ask Justin. Questions she had no business asking but needed the answers to anyway. Questions she should have asked earlier. Not now, not when they lay here together, their bodies entwined in the dark.
 
   Her eyes drifted shut, snapped back open, closed again. She should just give in, let herself drift off—
 
   "What happened with your wife?"
 
   Justin stiffened beside her, tension pouring from him, thick and oppressive. He didn't move, barely breathed. The steady beat of his heart changed, becoming harder, pounding against the palm of her hand.
 
   Several long minutes went by, minutes where Val cursed herself for speaking. For bringing it up. Why couldn't she have just stayed quiet? Why did she have to ask? Especially now, of all times. It wasn't her business, never would be. She took a deep breath and let it out, ready to apologize, to tell Justin to forget she asked. But then he moved, rolling to his side to turn on the light. 
 
   For a second, Val thought he was going to leave. That he was going to climb out of bed and get dressed, that she had ruined a perfectly good night by opening her mouth. But Justin merely sat up, leaning against the headboard. He watched her for a few long seconds, his dark eyes filled with shadows. Then he let out a deep sigh and ran one hand through his hair, mussing the dark blonde strands even more.
 
     He bent one leg and drew it to his chest, the sheet hanging dangerously low across his hips. He must have seen her look because he laughed, nothing more than a quick burst of air, and pulled the sheet higher.
 
   "I won't be able to talk about much of anything if you keep looking at me that way. Especially not about my ex." He ran a hand through his hair once more, tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. Then he let out a long sigh, the sound filled with resignation.
 
   "I can't believe you asked about her. Not now."
 
   "I'm sorry. It's none of my business, I shouldn't have asked." 
 
   "But you did, so there must be a reason you want to know."
 
   "No. Yes. I mean—" Val snapped her mouth closed. She didn't know what she meant. No, she shouldn't have asked. She didn't even know why the question had been there, niggling at the back of her mind. 
 
   No, that was wrong. She did know, had been mulling it over for the last few days, ever since Justin told her his divorce had been finalized.
 
   And she hadn't even known he was married.
 
   Val sat up, moving to sit beside him so she wouldn't have to look at him. Maybe that would make it easier for him to talk about it.
 
   Easier for her to listen.
 
   She pulled the sheet up, anchoring it with arms, then grabbed a small throw pillow and hugged it to her chest. Her fingers toyed with the fringe, twisting the fabric first one way then the other. "How long were you married?"
 
   She felt Justin sigh more than heard him. And still he didn't say anything. Val thought that maybe he wasn't going to answer after all, that he decided this was an insane conversation to be having.
 
   And it was.
 
   "All total? Legally married? Almost five years. How long did we live together before I moved out? Six months, maybe a little longer." Val opened her mouth, ready to ask him why they hadn't divorced sooner. But Justin kept talking, his words flat, void of any emotion. "We were legally separated for three years before the divorce was finalized."
 
   She turned her head just the slightest bit to the side, watching him from the corner of her eye without being obvious. "Why so long?"
 
   "Why?" He laughed, the sound short and bitter. "Because she thought that by dragging it out, she could get around the prenup she signed before we married."
 
   "Oh." She wanted to tell him that was a good thing, that at least he'd had a prenup. But it sounded like a weird thing to say, so she just kept her mouth shut. About that, at least.
 
   "Val, that whole fiasco—it's not something I like to talk about. Not many people even know I was married, not even most of the guys on the team. I don't like admitting what an idiot I was. The marriage should have never happened in the first place."
 
   "Then why the drinking? You said the other day, when I asked, that you started drinking because of the divorce."
 
   "Fuck." The word was barely more than an agonized whisper and Val had the impression Justin didn't even realize he said it. He scrubbed his hands over his face, the faint sound of stubble rasping against his palms filling the silence. He dragged his hands down, across his jaw, then let them drop in his lap. He took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling, a muscle twitching in his clenched jaw.
 
   Val hugged the pillow tighter and waited, wondering if he was going to say anything.
 
   "Not because of the divorce. Shit." He took another deep breath and let it out. "Because the divorce was just another sign of me being a fuck-up. More proof that nothing I do is ever right."
 
   "What? Why would you even say that? Sometimes things don't work out. That doesn't mean you're a fuck-up, that nothing you do is ever right." 
 
   "Yeah, tell that to my old man."
 
   "Your old man? You mean, your father?"
 
   "Yeah." Justin sighed again, shook his head and finally looked over at her. Shadows filled his eyes, shadows of regret, of pain. "This is—listen, I really don't feel like going any deeper than I already have, Val. There's some messed up shit I still need to deal with, shit nobody else needs to know about, okay?"
 
   Val didn't know what to say. She could tell he had said more than he wanted, that he opened himself more than he had expected to. Part of her wanted to tell him things would be okay, that he was a fighter. But what right did she have to tell him that? She didn't know what he was going through, didn't really know what else he had to deal with, didn't know what monsters lurked in the closet of his past. She couldn't make empty reassurances, couldn't give him empty words, no matter how well-meant.
 
   Val shifted to her knees and leaned over him, placing her hand in the center of his chest. Her eyes captured his, holding his gaze, her face so close she could see the flecks of gold mixed in the brown of his eyes. 
 
   "I'm sorry."
 
   Justin watched her for several long seconds, the pounding of his heart ticking away the time. Then he reached up and cupped her cheek, his thumb caressing her lower lip, the touch feather light and so achingly tender.
 
   "I know."
 
   "Did you want to leave now that I messed everything up?"
 
   He smiled, just the tiniest bit, and shook his head. "No."
 
   "Good." She paused, her eyes searching his. "I'm here if you need me."
 
   "I know." His eyes searched hers, his gaze going deeper than she wanted. He cupped her chin in his hand and leaned forward, his lips brushing softly against hers. Once, twice. Once more. 
 
   Justin leaned over and turned out the light, plunging the room into darkness. Then he took her in his arms, moving so they were once again laying down, her head tucked against his chest. His lips were warm against her temple, his breath a soft whisper against her skin.
 
   "Get some sleep, Val. I'm not going anywhere."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Justin dropped to the bench, not bothering to hide his groan. He didn't have to, not when at least a dozen other groans echoed in the locker room around him. He closed his eyes, took a few deep breaths, then leaned over to unlace his skates. 
 
   "You're looking better." The comment was said quietly, nothing more than just that: a comment. Justin gave Mat a nod of acknowledgement and kept unlacing his skates. 
 
   There were things he could say or comments he could make but he didn't. Why bother, when they would be nothing but excuses? Excuses for his drinking, excuses for his behavior, excuses for his shitty play and excuses for letting the team down.
 
   Justin was done with excuses.
 
   He tossed the skates to the side then pulled the practice jersey over his head, tossing that to the side as well. The first round of playoffs started tomorrow and they had home-ice advantage.
 
   And Justin knew exactly how lucky he was to be playing, instead of being a permanent healthy scratch. Or worse, being up north in the minors. No, it wouldn't have been easy to pull off, not with his contract and everything else, but there was no doubt in his mind that Sonny would have made the move happen somehow.
 
   It was that threat that served as a wake-up call. But that wasn't the only reason he'd started getting his act together. It had one hell of a lot more to do with a pair of wide hazel eyes than it did the coach's steely ones.
 
   Justin still didn't know what the hell had happened, how he'd ended up with Val, how they ended up being together. One week they had been casual friends. The next week, it was like they had been together for a long time. And not in a bad way, not even close.
 
   Val made him smile, made him feel like he belonged, like he had a place to go home to. Which was absolute crazy talk, because he hadn't really felt lost. Yeah, maybe he had let things get to him too much, had hit the booze a bit too much. But he hadn't realized he was missing anything until Val.
 
   Justin didn't want to look into that too much, didn't want to question it. He was playing like he used to play, reading the game and making the plays. His ice time had increased and there was a good chance he'd be on the second line starting tomorrow night.
 
   He hoped. 
 
   He reached down and rapped his knuckles against the bench three times, just in case.
 
   "What was that for?"
 
   "What?"
 
   Mat motioned to the bench. "Knocking three times."
 
   "Nothing, don't worry about it." Justin finished stripping off the rest of the gear then grabbed his towel and shower kit from the locker. A quick shower, then he'd head home, take a nap, eat, and go over to Val's place later. 
 
   Funny how quickly things could change in just a few short weeks. No, his life wasn't perfect. Hell, he didn't want perfection. But from where he stood right now, he sure as hell didn't have many complaints.
 
   Justin stepped into the shower room then paused, just for a second. Maybe he should have knocked on wood again, because one of his few complaints was already in there. 
 
   Randy glanced over his shoulder, frowning when he saw Justin. Then he just stared at him with eyes that were so similar to Val's. Except Val's eyes were usually a little warmer and nowhere near as judgmental as her brother's.
 
   Justin nodded at Randy then made his way to one of the showers. And fuck, Michaels decided to use the one right next to him. Why now? Why today of all days?
 
   The two of them had always gotten along. Not super-tight, like Justin was with Mat and Kenny, but still friends. At least, until Justin had started seeing Val. Randy hadn't been outright distant or even confrontational, but Justin could pick up on the slight tension coming from the man. He didn't think anyone else on the team did, either. Or if they did, they were keeping it to themselves because it hadn't been a problem.
 
   Until now.
 
   No, not until now. Just because Michaels was in the shower stall next to him and occasionally looking over didn't mean something was about to happen.
 
   Justin stepped under the strong spray, hot water pouring over him, rinsing away sweat and easing sore muscles. He reached for the bottle of two-in-one shower gel and shot some into his hand, then lathered it into his hair and over his face, scrubbing at the new growth on his jaw, thankful that the itching had at least stopped. He stepped back under the spray, rinsing off, then shot more of the gel into his hand and grabbed his washcloth.
 
   "You've been spending quite a bit of time with my sister."
 
   Justin paused, took a deep breath of the steamy air. He tossed a quick look over his shoulder at Randy, then looked away and scrubbed at his chest. "Yeah."
 
   "You want to tell me what's up with that?"
 
   Justin added more gel to the cloth then went back to scrubbing, each movement slow and deliberate. But his mind was racing ahead, a hundred miles an hour, trying to come up with the right answer.
 
   Did a right answer even exist? Yeah, Randy was his friend. But he was also Val's brother. Big brother. Justin didn't have a sister, but he knew all about the responsibilities of being a big brother—more than he wanted to. 
 
   He fisted the washcloth in his hand, closed his eyes, took a deep breath. Yeah, he knew all about siblings. About family. And part of him really did understand Randy's concern.
 
   That didn't mean he wanted to be interrogated. And he sure as hell didn't want to have this conversation while standing in the shower.
 
   "Well?"
 
   Justin glanced over at Randy, noticed that he had finished washing up and was leaning on the tiled half-wall, his gaze steady and direct. Justin sighed and stepped back under the spray, rinsing completely off. He turned off the shower, grabbed his towel and quickly brushed off most the of the water. Then he wrapped it around his waist. If they were going to have this conversation, damn if he wanted Randy staring at him while he was swinging in the wind.
 
   "We're seeing each other."
 
   "And?"
 
   "And nothing."
 
   Randy fixed him with that steady gaze, no doubt trying to intimidate him. It wasn't going to work. But the longer Randy stared at him, the more Justin had to smother the urge to squirm. He tried not to breathe a sigh of relief when Randy finally looked away.
 
   The relief was short-lived though, because Randy shook his head and gave him another one of those steady looks, like he was studying him—and Justin was coming up short. 
 
   "You're carrying around too much shit, Tome."
 
   "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
 
   "You heard me." Randy ran a hand through his wet hair, pushing it off his forehead. He glanced around at the other guys then back at Justin, lowering his voice. "Val's got a lot on her plate, a lot of responsibility. She doesn't need to be taking care of you, too."
 
   "What the fuck, Michaels? Seriously?" Justin looked around, noticed a few of the guys throwing glances their way. He stepped closer and lowered his voice. "So, what? You think I need a babysitter? You think that's why I'm with Val?"
 
   "Like I said, you're carrying around a lot of shit."
 
   "I don't know what the fuck you're talking about."
 
   "Yeah, I think you do. All your…issues…the last few months? Val doesn't need to be dealing with that shit."
 
   Justin inhaled a deep breath then clenched his jaw. Randy was just concerned about his sister, that was all. Hell, Justin could understand that. He just needed to remember it. He relaxed his jaw, took another deep breath, lowered his voice even more. "There aren't any more issues."
 
   Randy cocked one brow at him, his disbelief clear. "You sure about that?"
 
   "Yeah. I am. No issues."
 
   Silence stretched between them, thick and heavy and uncomfortable in the noise surrounding them. Running water, laughter, muttered conversation, lewd comments. Normal sounds—except for the silence between the two of them.
 
   Randy finally straightened and grabbed his shower kit. "Val's an adult, she can make her own decisions. But if I find out you hurt her, used her, I will fuck you up."
 
   Randy gave him one last long look then walked away, brushing past Kenny Haskell on his way out. Kenny stopped in front of Justin, giving him a quizzical look.
 
   "What was up with that?"
 
   "Nothing. Don't worry about it."
 
   "He giving you shit about his sister?"
 
   Justin shook his head and barely refrained from rolling his eyes. "If you knew the answer, why'd you even ask?
 
   Kenny moved into the shower and turned on the water. "I didn't, it was just a logical guess."
 
   Great, just what he needed. Kenny being logical. He liked the guy, he really did. They had hit it off right away at the beginning of the season, when Kenny moved up from the minors. Kenny was soft-spoken, a little too quiet, not inclined to heavy conversation. The fact that he was actually starting to sound logical worried Justin more than he wanted to admit.
 
   Christ, he needed to just get the hell out of here. Go home, nap, take it easy until he could meet Val later tonight. With the schedule coming up, tonight would probably be the last time they'd have a chance to really spend time together.
 
   Justin didn't want to think too much about that, didn't want to acknowledge the twisting in his gut at the thought of not really getting time to spend with Val. Fuck. He should be more worried about the playoffs, not about Val. 
 
   Kenny was still watching him and Justin realized he was waiting for an answer. What the hell had Kenny asked? Something about Val. And Randy.
 
   Oh yeah. About Randy giving him shit for seeing his sister.
 
   "He's her big brother. Nothing I didn't expect."
 
   "You pretty serious about her?"
 
   How the hell was he supposed to answer that? How should he know? He couldn't answer that question. Justin opened his mouth to deny it then quickly snapped it shut again. Saying no, they weren't serious, sounded like a lie. Almost like a betrayal of Val somehow. But the truth was, he didn't know. So he just shrugged and forced a smile to his face. "Not sure, haven't given it much thought."
 
   "Sure. Okay." Kenny didn't look convinced but he didn't say anything else. He stepped into the shower, effectively ending the conversation. 
 
   Justin walked out of the shower room, shaking his head. That was the great thing about Kenny: he didn't waste a lot of time just talking.
 
   Justin threw everything into his locker and finished dressing, then headed home. No, not home. The condo was nothing more than a place he crashed. Two bedrooms, neutral décor, minimum decoration. He stopped in the middle of living room, the keys held loosely in his hand, and looked around, like he was seeing it for the first time.
 
   The best he could say about it was that it was clean—thanks to the cleaning service that came in twice a month. He'd lived here for almost five years. Shouldn’t the space reflect at least a little of who he was? But maybe that was the problem. Maybe the neutral furniture and minimal decorations were nothing more than a reflection of who he'd become: bland, empty, with nothing to offer.
 
   "What the fuck?" Justin's voice echoed back to him, a hollow ring in the bare room. What the hell was wrong with him? At least now he realized why he never bothered to invite Val over here. This place was barely more than a cave, not even coming close to her place with its stuffed furnishings and splashes of color and all the different personal touches she added. Val's place was so much more than just a place to store belongings and crash. It was a home. Warm, welcoming, comfortable.
 
   Maybe Justin needed a decorator.
 
   And was he really standing here in the middle of his living room, thinking about getting an interior decorator? He shook his head. He must be more tired than he thought. He tossed his keys on the small table then walked down the hall to his bedroom and tossed the small duffel on the floor by his bed. A quick nap, then dinner, then Val's.
 
   He stretched out on the bed, his hands behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling. Kenny's question came back to him, almost haunting. Were things getting serious between Val and him? Damn if he knew. He only knew he enjoyed being with her, would spend every free minute with her if he could.
 
   He closed his eyes, felt a small smile break out on his face as an image of wide hazel eyes and long black hair came immediately to mind. Justin sighed, a soft sound of contentment, the image following him as he drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The sound cut through the grayness, poking at the edge of consciousness. Persistent, annoying. Justin muttered and rolled to his side, his arm snaking around a pillow and tugging it over his head.
 
   The noise stopped. Justin sighed, shifted, and drifted a little deeper into the grayness, searching for the darker edges of sleep. 
 
   There it was again. Chirping, the high pitched sound slightly muffled. Another sound quickly followed. Banging, far off somewhere.
 
   Justin threw the pillow across the bed and rolled to his back, trying to force his eyes open, trying to shake off the sluggish grip of sleep. More chirping, followed by the banging.
 
   His phone.
 
   And someone at the door.
 
   "Christ." Justin pushed himself to his elbows, blinking the sleep from his eyes. The only light in the room filtered in through the gap in the curtains, a watery gray light that could be early morning or early evening.
 
   Shit. Did he oversleep? He was supposed to meet Val, had practice in the morning. Shit.
 
   He groped for the phone, his hand closing over it as his thumb tapped the screen, answering it as he rolled from the bed and stumbled out of his room. "Yeah? Hello?"
 
   He sounded groggy to his own ears, his voice hoarse and rusty, clogged with sleep. There was a pause from the other end, long enough that he made it to the living room, managing to trip over his own feet only once. 
 
   "Justin?" Val's voice, hesitant and uncertain. "Is everything okay?"
 
   "Val. Shit. I'm sorry. I overslept. Let me get rid of whoever's banging down my door and I'll jump in the shower and head over there."
 
   The sound of laughter came through the line, the sound light and musical and so different from his throaty rambling. Justin frowned and stared at the phone, wondering why Val was laughing. He could ask her, as soon as he got rid of whoever was banging on the door. "Hang on a sec." 
 
   Justin finally reached the door and yanked it open then stopped, frozen in place. He blinked, blinked again, certain he was seeing things. He pulled the phone away from his ear to stare at it, then looked back at Val and blinked once more.
 
   "It's you. I mean, you're here." What a genius thing to say. Of course she was here, she was standing right in front of him. Unless he was still dreaming. Or seeing things.
 
   Val laughed and stepped past him, her arm brushing against his chest. Too late he realized she was carrying several large plastic bags. He reached out to help her but she was already moving deeper into the condo, looking around as she walked through.
 
   Justin closed the door then scrubbed both hands over his face, trying to brush away the remnants of sleep that still gripped him. Then he followed Val through the dining room and into the kitchen, where she was already pulling containers out of the bags and placing them on the counter. Rich smells immediately filled the room, warm and hearty, mouthwatering. Justin jammed his fist into his stomach to stop it from growling just as Val turned to look at him.
 
   Damn, she was so freaking beautiful, even in a simple pair of curve-hugging jeans and plain cream-colored sweater. He wasn't used to seeing her in jeans and he was half-tempted to ask her to turn around, to model them for him so he could see just how they hugged every delicious curve.
 
   "So I'm guessing you just woke up?"
 
   "Hm?" Justin dragged his gaze from her legs to her face, surprised to see her eyes lit with laughter.
 
   "Did you have a nice nap?"
 
   "Oh. Uh, yeah. I think." Justin ran his hand down his face once more then rubbed at his chest. "I must have crashed hard. What time is it?"
 
   "Just a little after five."
 
   Yeah, he definitely crashed hard. Justin generally kept his naps to forty-five minutes. Maybe an hour, tops. But if it was already after five, that meant he'd slept more than two hours. No wonder he felt sluggish, like each move was being made through quicksand.
 
   He grabbed a glass from the counter, filling it with water from the refrigerator dispenser. He drained it in several long gulps, refilled it, and drained it again. He was halfway through the third glass when he finally realized what was wrong.
 
   He lowered the glass and looked over at Val, surprised to find her staring at him. "Wait. Aren't you supposed to be working? Shit, please don't tell me it's five in the morning."
 
   Val laughed and shook her head, sending her hair swaying. "You really did crash, didn't you?" She stepped closer and wrapped her arms around his waist, her body warm and soft as she looked up at him. A small smile lifted the corners of her mouth and she shook her head. "No, it's not morning. And I took off work so we could spend more time together. I know how insane your schedule's going to be."
 
   Something shifted in Justin's chest. Something warm and hard at the same time, something that made his breath catch and his heart jump. He had been worried about the upcoming schedule, knowing he wouldn't have much time to see Val, worrying she might not understand. He knew lots of players whose wives and girlfriends didn't understand, couldn't handle the stress of the regular season let alone the playoffs. Hell, his ex-wife was one of them.
 
   But not Val. Val was different. Of course she understood. Justin wasn't sure why that surprised him, knew it shouldn't. 
 
   He reached behind him and sat the glass on the counter, then wrapped his arms around Val, pulling her closer. Her head tilted back, her eyes warm and inviting, her full lips parted slightly. Justin leaned down and brushed his mouth against hers. Once, twice. Her tongue darted out and met with his and that quick, fire consumed him. Need, burning and intense. He slid his hand down her back and cupped her ass, so lovingly hugged by soft denim. Christ, he wanted her. Needed her. Right now.
 
   Val broke the kiss with a breathy sigh and pulled away, stepping out of his arms. Justin groaned, the sound more of a growl, which only made her laugh. "The food will get cold if we keep that up."
 
   "That's okay, I'm not hungry." But damn if his stomach didn't choose just then to issue a loud protest. He placed his hand against his stomach, willing it to silence even as Val laughed.
 
   "Of course you're not." She started going through his cabinets, pulling out plates and silverware and placing them on the large counter island. Then she pulled lids off the containers, one by one, lining each up along the countertop. Deep rich smells filled the kitchen, causing his stomach to rumble again.
 
   He moved closer and looked down, his mouth watering at the sight of the food. "Did you cook all this?"
 
   Val glanced at him over her shoulder, her eyes flashing with amusement. "As much as I would love to take credit for it, I can't. Alyssa put all this together. You've got your proteins, your healthy carbs, probably a gazillion calories worth of approved playoff food. I have no idea how much you want of each, so dig in."
 
   She grabbed both plates then handed one to him and stepped out of the way, motioning for him to start. Justin shook his head and tried to move out of the way. "No, it's ladies first."
 
   Val rolled her eyes. "Don't be ridiculous. I'll play clean-up. Besides, I won't feel bad pigging out after watching you load up. Compared to how much you eat, I'm a lightweight." 
 
   Justin wanted to contradict her but he couldn't. Now that he was out of his downward spiral, focusing on his game like he should, he was eating the way he should. Healthy, nutritious. No junk food.
 
   No alcohol.
 
   He reached into one of the drawers and grabbed a few serving spoons, then started piling food onto his plate. Val waited for him to finish, then scooped food onto her own plate. Real food, real amounts, like she was hungry and not about to hide it.
 
   Like a real person. 
 
   "What's so funny?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "You look like you're getting ready to laugh. Why?"
 
   "Oh. Sorry." Justin pressed his lips together and shook his head. Yeah, no way was he going to explain that one. Val cocked one brow at him and he had a feeling she knew anyway. 
 
   She tucked her foot under one of the stools and pulled it out, ready to sit down.
 
   "We, uh, we could eat in the dining room." Justin motioned to the room with his head. The area was nothing more than an extension of the kitchen's open floor plan, and there was nothing in it to really make it stand out. In fact, the only thing in there was a chrome glass-topped table flanked by six chairs draped in black fabric, precisely arranged over a large geometrical area rug.
 
   Val glanced over at the modern table then lowered herself onto the stool. "This is cozier."
 
   Justin glanced over at the table then took a seat across from Val. He couldn't argue with her—the kitchen was cozier. Hell, he usually ate in the living room, generally right in front of the television.
 
   Because he had such an exciting life.
 
   Had. Past tense. That was changing now, thanks to the woman across from him. He just hoped to hell it kept going that way, that he didn't fuck this up, too.
 
   No, he wasn't thinking like that anymore. It was time to put the past behind him, to move forward. He took a few bites, savoring the rich flavors, then put his fork down and cleared his throat. Val looked over at him, curiosity in her wide eyes. Justin tried to smile but could only manage half of one as he reached over and placed his hand over hers.
 
   "I, uh, I just wanted to say thanks."
 
   "For dinner? Don't be silly—"
 
   "No. I mean, yes, but that's not what I meant." Justin ran a finger along the back of her hand, not quite able to meet her eyes. "I meant for everything else. For the last few weeks. For just…being you."
 
   "Oh." There was something in her voice, something Justin couldn't quite understand, so he glanced up. Val was staring down at her plate, absently twirling her fork in the pasta. She finally looked over at him and shrugged. "I didn't really do anything."
 
   "Yes, you did. I don't think—" He stopped and cleared his throat. "I think the last few weeks would have turned out a lot differently if not for you. So thank you."
 
   Was it his imagination, or did Val suddenly look a little uncomfortable? She shifted on the stool, not quite meeting his eyes. Then she eased her hand from his and grabbed her napkin, making a show of wiping her mouth before taking a sip of water. 
 
   She finally looked over at him, a bright smile on her face. "Not a big deal. You don't have to thank me. Seriously. You should eat before it gets cold."
 
   Maybe Val was the type of person who was uncomfortable with compliments. He hoped to hell that was the case, hoped he hadn't just made a fool of himself. But all he'd done was thank her, surely that wasn't enough to make her uncomfortable.
 
   Justin almost asked her what was wrong, if he had said something he shouldn't have. But Val was concentrating on her food, not even looking at him anymore, and he decided against it. 
 
   Maybe he was just reading too much into things. That had to be it.
 
   They ate the rest of their dinner in relative silence, making nothing more than casual small talk. Val tried helping with the cleanup but he was adamant against it, telling her to just get comfortable in the living room. He watched her move to the sofa, breathing a sigh of relief when she chose to sit there instead of the leather chair, where there would be no room for him.
 
   Clean up took less than five minutes. One of the blessings of take-out containers and dishwashers. Justin refilled both water glasses then moved to the living room, taking a seat next to Val. Not too close. He didn't want her to feel crowded, not when he still thought that maybe he'd said something wrong earlier.
 
   But she smiled up at him and moved closer when he sat down, curling her legs under her and resting her head on his shoulder. He draped his arm behind her, his fingers lightly caressing her neck.
 
   She snuggled a little closer, her hand resting in the center of his chest. "This is nice."
 
   She had no idea. But Justin was afraid to say too much, so he just dropped a kiss on the top of her head and tightened his arm around her a little more.
 
   "Did you want to watch a movie or anything?"
 
   "If you want. Or we could just sit here and snuggle."
 
   "Snuggle is good." Yeah, snuggle was better than good. The discomfort that had been eating at him since he opened his mouth earlier faded away. Maybe he had just been reading too much into things. If Val wanted to snuggle, that had to mean everything was fine, right?
 
   "I can still get tickets to tomorrow's game if you want me to."
 
   Val shook her head, a few strands of her hair tickling his chin. He felt her small laugh instead of really hearing it, her breath warm through the thin cotton of his worn-out t-shirt. "No. I told you, the last time I went to one of the early games, the Banners got swept in the first round. I can go to game five, nothing sooner than that."
 
   Justin wanted to argue with her, try to convince her to go. But he wasn't going to discount superstitions, especially not at playoff time. As much as he wanted to have her there, watching him play in person, he'd have to settle for knowing she was watching on television.
 
   "Then you'll be at Game Five?"
 
   "Mm-hm." She snuggled a little closer, her other arm sliding behind his back. Her touch was warm, steady. Reassuring. Justin smiled and slid his hand along her arm, amazed at the dewy softness of her skin. So much softer than his. Pale and delicate.
 
   Soft breathing reached his ears, the deep breathing of someone asleep. He stopped rubbing Val's arm and looked down, trying to see her face where it rested against his chest. Her eyes were closed, her long lashes nothing more than crescents against the pale skin of her cheeks. 
 
   Val was asleep with just a hint of a smile teasing her lush red lips.
 
   Justin watched her for a few minutes. Long minutes, where he was content to study the slow rise and fall of her chest and the delicate features of her face, relaxed in sleep. 
 
   He smiled and pressed a kiss to her temple, smiling wider when she made a sleepy little moan of contentment and snuggled even closer. Then he grabbed the remote from the side table and turned on the television, nudging the volume down to low so he wouldn't disturb her.
 
   No, this wasn't exactly the way he had planned for the night to go. But having Val curled against him, so trusting in sleep, wasn't something he'd trade for anything.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The knock startled Val and she jumped, almost knocking the glass of tea off the edge of her desk. She grabbed it in time to keep it from toppling then reached for her mouse and closed out the streaming audio feed she had been listening to.
 
   "Yeah, it's open."
 
   Alyssa pushed open the door, a frown on her face as she fixed Val with a concerned look. Maybe concerned wasn't right. It was more a mixture of disbelief and worry. 
 
   "Why are you in here?"
 
   "Um, because it's my office and I have work to do?"
 
   Alyssa's frown deepened. She closed the door and walked to the chair, dropping into it with a small sigh before bending over and stretching. She sighed again, this one mixed with a groan, then straightened in the chair and pulled off the toque and tossed it on the desk.
 
   "I thought you'd be watching the game."
 
   Val glanced over at the computer then back at Alyssa, wondering if she looked as guilty as she felt. "Yeah. But there's all this paperwork and the invoices and I wanted to get payroll ready and everything first."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yeah." It wasn't a complete lie. She really did want to get ahead of everything. Alyssa didn't need to know she had been sidetracked by listening to the game online. If Alyssa knew that, she'd want to know why she was listening to it instead of watching it outside. Val didn't want her friend asking, because she honestly had no idea how to answer.
 
   "Okay, out with it."
 
   "Out with what?"
 
   Alyssa motioned in Val's direction with her hand, waving it around. "With whatever is going on. Since when would you rather be in here doing paperwork instead of out there watching the game?"
 
   "Since the business has to take priority?"
 
   "Val, this is me you're talking to. I know you better than that. You're not going to convince me you have to catch up on anything because knowing you, you're already three steps ahead of everything. So out with it. What's going on?"
 
   Val wanted to contradict her, to tell Alyssa that she really was doing work. But Alyssa was her best friend, knew her probably better than she knew herself. Alyssa wouldn't buy it, no matter how convincing Val tried to be.
 
   She finally rolled her eyes and pulled off the reading glasses, then leaned her arms on the desk with a sigh. "Okay, fine. I'm not out there watching it because I'm back here listening to it."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Uh, why not?"
 
   "Why wouldn't you be out there watching it instead?"
 
   "Because I—" Val snapped her mouth closed, not sure how to answer. She fidgeted with the glasses in her hand, turning them over and over before tapping the edge of the frames on the desk. 
 
   Tap, tap, tap. Pause. Tap, tap, tap.
 
   Alyssa leaned across the desk and grabbed the glasses from her hand. "You're going to break them."
 
   "I have another pair." She did. In fact, she had three more pairs because she was constantly misplacing them—or breaking them.
 
   "That's not the point, Val. And you're trying to change the subject." Alyssa leaned back in the chair and crossed her arms in front of her, the material of her chef's coat bunching beneath her. "Out with it."
 
   Val shrugged. "It's nothing. Honest."
 
   "Is something going on with you and Justin?"
 
   That was the obvious conclusion, so Val couldn't fault Alyssa for coming up with it. But that wasn't it. Not exactly. At least, not how Alyssa obviously thought. The problem was, Val wasn't sure what was going on, only that she had this slightly unsettled feeling niggling the back of her mind since the last time she'd seen Justin. That had been last week, the night before the first game of the playoffs. 
 
   No, she didn't expect to see him during playoffs. She knew better, knew how crazy the schedule was, knew how much the players needed to focus on nothing but the game right now. And they did talk, at least for a few minutes each day. There was no logical reason for the weird niggling feeling she was getting.
 
   Except she was worried that maybe she knew what the feeling was from, and she was afraid to admit it, to give voice to it. If she did that, then she'd really have to think about it. Val didn't feel like doing that right now.
 
   "Earth to Val."
 
   Something moved past Val's eyes, something fast and blurry. Val blinked and jerked back, blinked again then shot Alyssa a dirty look and pushed her hand away from her face. "Stop it. I heard you the first time."
 
   "Just checking, since all you're doing is sitting there staring off into space."
 
   "I'm not staring. I'm thinking."
 
   "About Justin?"
 
   "No. Yes. Maybe. Yeah, I guess."
 
   Alyssa shook her head and laughed, her smile wide and bright. "Let me guess. You're in love with him?"
 
   Val shook her head. "No, of course not. We've only been dating for a little more than a month. It's too soon for that." And it was. It didn't matter that just hearing Alyssa say the words out loud made her pulse kick up a notch and made her stomach all fluttery. Val had a more level head than that, knew it was too soon for any kind of serious emotion like that. Love? Yeah, not likely. And certainly not this soon.
 
   "Trust me, it's not love."
 
   Alyssa's smile faded just the smallest bit. She pushed her blonde hair behind her ear and tilted her head to the side, studying Val. "If you say so. And if it's not that, then what is it?"
 
   "I'm not sure. I mean, I don't even know how to explain it. I'm probably just reading too much into things."
 
   "Like what?"
 
   Val shrugged then closed her eyes, Justin's words clear in her mind. The last few weeks would have turned out differently if not for you. And then he thanked her. She wasn't sure why, but the words unsettled her for some reason. She didn't want his gratitude. She wanted…well, she wasn't sure what she wanted, but she knew it definitely wasn't his gratitude. 
 
   "I don't know. I just—" Val swallowed and looked away, worried Alyssa might see too much in her gaze. "I don't want him seeing me because he thinks he owes me or anything, you know?"
 
   "Owes you?" Alyssa leaned forward, frowning. "Why would you even think that?"
 
   "I don't know. Like I said, I'm probably just reading into things."
 
   "What things?"
 
   "Alyssa, I don't know, okay? Can we just drop this whole thing?" Val pushed away from the desk with the intention of just leaving the office. She'd go out to the bar and watch the game, and then maybe Alyssa would stop asking questions she didn't want to answer. Except Alyssa had other ideas, because she leaned across the desk even more and grabbed her wrist.
 
   "Like you dropped it when I first started dating Randy?"
 
   Val rolled her eyes and tried to yank her wrist free. "Oh please. This so isn't the same thing and you know it."
 
   "Not exactly but close enough. Spill it. What's going on? Why would you think Justin thinks he owes you?"
 
   "Because of something he said last week when I was at his place, okay? There. Are you happy now?" Val finally pulled her wrist free and leaned back in the chair, folding her arms in front of her.
 
   "No. What did he say?"
 
   "Alyssa, this is ridiculous—"
 
   "What did he say?"
 
   "You're a pain in my ass."
 
   "Justin said you were a pain in his ass?"
 
   "No! You are a pain in my ass."
 
   Alyssa laughed but didn't give up, something Val blamed on her brother's influence. "We can do this all night, you know."
 
   Val rolled her eyes again. Alyssa was right, they could. But then they'd both miss the game and Val didn't want that to happen, even if she didn't feel like watching it in a crowded bar. 
 
   "Fine. I was at his place, and he thanked me for being with him. He said things would have probably turned out different if not for me." Said out loud, it sounded so much worse. No, not really worse. It sounded lame, like it was nothing. 
 
   Maybe Val really was reading too much into things. Especially if the confusion on Alyssa's face meant anything.
 
   "I don't get it."
 
   Val made a little noise, something between a groan and a sigh, and pushed away from the desk. "I told you it was nothing."
 
   "Val, it isn't nothing if it's worrying you. So what about that has you worried?"
 
   "Nothing. Everything." Val grabbed the sweaty glass of tea, now a little warm and watered down, and took a sip. She stared into the glass, watching the liquid swirl in circles as she twirled the glass in her hand. Then she took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. "He hasn't been drinking since we started dating. I think he thinks I'm the reason, and I think he thinks he owes me for that. It's just, I don't know. Weird, you know?"
 
   Silence greeted her admission, which only made her feel like an idiot for saying anything. Val drained the glass then finally looked over at Alyssa, only to see her friend watching her with a thoughtful expression on her face.
 
   "Stupid, right? I told you it was nothing—"
 
   "It's not stupid, Val, not if it has you upset."
 
   "I'm not upset."
 
   Alyssa waved her denial away. "Worried then. You said he hasn't been drinking at all? Nothing?"
 
   "Nope, not a drop."
 
   "So that's a good thing then."
 
   "Yes, of course it is. But it's not like he's an alcoholic, Alyssa. And he didn't stop because of me. He stopped because Coach LeBlanc benched him and threatened to send him back to the minors if he didn't straighten up."
 
   "Can he do that?"
 
   "I have no idea. Justin seemed pretty sure he could find a way to make it happen. And if he couldn't, he could have made him a permanent scratch. The point is, Justin got his act together because of the coach's threat, not because of me."
 
   "Are you sure about that?"
 
   "Yes, I'm sure. We started dating after he was scratched that first night, remember? I didn't have anything to do with it."
 
   Alyssa shrugged then pushed herself to her feet with a groan and a stretch. "Maybe he thinks you do. Either way, I think you're worrying too much. Justin likes you, you like him, and you're a cute couple. Just have fun with it."
 
   Alyssa gave her what was supposed to be a reassuring smile then looked down at the front of her coat, brushed at a few stains, and started unbuttoning it. Val couldn't stop the small burst of laughter when she saw the t-shirt Alyssa was wearing under it. It was a gray athletic shirt, emblazoned with Property of the Baltimore Banners in bold black letters on the front.
 
   "Don't even tell me you're laughing at my shirt. You can't be."
 
   Val shook her head but didn't stop smiling. She reached down and grabbed the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head, revealing an identical t-shirt.
 
   "Nothing like a little team spirit, right?"
 
   "Exactly." Alyssa grabbed Val's arm and moved toward the door. "Let's go watch the game. Maybe they can finish this tonight and have a few extra days before the next round."
 
   Val nodded, knowing it would be great if they could win with a sweep. But she didn't say anything, afraid to jinx it. And she made sure to rap on the doorframe three times before closing the office door behind her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The mood in the locker room was confident, jubilant. Cautious. Loud conversations, jokes and jibes bounced off the concrete walls and acoustic tiles, creating a din that Justin didn't really notice.
 
   He was in his own zone, preparing for the game that would be starting in thirty minutes. Sitting up straight, eyes closed, hands resting palm-down on his thighs. Deep breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Deep and easy. Over and over. One last deep breath then he opened his eyes, his gaze slowly moving around the locker room. That was another ritual—just sitting back, letting his mind clear as he watched everyone else.
 
   Like Mat, sitting on the bench a few feet away, stretching his legs out one at a time, muttering something under his breath with each kick. Kenny was on his other side, wrapping his stick with care, pausing every few minutes to tap the blade on the side of his skate. Wrap twice, tap. Wrap twice, tap.
 
   Noise in the room was slowly dying down, fading away as everyone began their own rituals of preparing. Some of the rituals were mundane, nothing more than simple prepping. Others looked simple on the surface but meant so much more. Like JP Larocque, standing away from everyone else, leaning against a wall as he spoke into his cell phone, no doubt talking to his girlfriend, Emily.
 
   Randy Michaels sat on the bench across from Justin, tying and retying his skates. Five times for each one, no matter what. Alec Kolchak was in another room, away from everyone else, no doubt bouncing balls off the wall, warming up. Justin knew the last thing he'd do before completely suiting up was look at a picture of his wife and son, giving it a quick kiss before heading out.
 
   Others were a little more outrageous or unusual, like Harland Day's. Harland was off in a corner, balancing himself in a steady handstand, his large feet resting high on the wall. He'd stay that way for at least five minutes, if not longer, until his face turned so red an overripe tomato looked pale in comparison.
 
   Simple rituals. Complex rituals. It didn't matter. Whatever worked. Everyone had something, even if it was as simple as sitting still and breathing.
 
   Justin closed his eyes again and took another two deep breaths. At the end of the second, he slowly fisted his hands then rapped his knuckles three times against his thighs. A twinge of pain shot through his left hand, quick and biting.
 
   Justin opened his eyes and looked down, glaring at his hand like that would help. The trainer had iced and taped his finger, giving him a dubious look before letting him go and moving to the next casualty.
 
   Bumps, bruises. Pulled muscles, cuts, and scrapes. Nothing more than business as usual. They'd be wrapped, stitched, iced or massaged, sometimes all of the above, sometimes none of the above. Whatever worked.
 
   Justin flattened his left hand, fisted it, flattened it again. He'd taken a hit against the boards, a hard one, in their last game and ended up with a broken pinky finger. His freaking pinky finger. He hadn't expected it to hurt quite as much—but nowhere near as much as the loss. The Banners had their asses handed to them, losing to Tampa five to one. The loss had forced a seventh game. Do or die time. If they won this one, they'd move to the third round. And after that—
 
   No. He was getting ahead of himself. No thinking about next week, or the week after that. Stick to the game plan. One game at a time. And right now, it was all about tonight—and only tonight.
 
   He stood and shrugged into his shoulder pads, rolled his head from side to side, then pulled on his jersey. Everyone else was doing the same, getting ready, heads in the game.
 
   The coaching staff walked in and silence descended over the room as Sonny looked around. His gaze was slow, stopping on each player for a full second before moving on. Calculating, assessing. Justin wondered what went through the coach's mind when he did that, wondered what he saw, what he was thinking when that cool gaze landed on him. Justin swallowed, flexed his left hand by his side, and waited.
 
   Sonny tugged at his tie and rolled his own shoulders, like the suit fit just a bit too tight across his broad back. He rolled the stack of papers in his hand and tapped them across his palm then spoke, his booming voice loud in the quiet room. 
 
   "You've all heard the speeches, every single one of them. I'm not going to say them again. We're a good team. The best. Now let's get out there and show them."
 
   Shouts erupted, energized and insane. Everyone grabbed their sticks and headed out into the hallway, fist-bumping along the way. They stopped as a group before heading out to the bench, music from the arena pumping them up as much as it pumped the crowd. More fist bumps and some crazy hops from a few of the players. Harland did his wacky-ass limbo walk, bent over half-backwards as everyone tapped him with their sticks as he went by. Brad took up his post near the entrance, grabbing each player by the neck and doing a quick head-butt as they walked by.
 
   Round two, game seven.
 
   It was time to play.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "Stop biting your nails."
 
   Val shrugged Alyssa's hand from her wrist, not even bothering to look at her. If she looked, she might miss something. "I can't." 
 
   She moved her hand away from her mouth anyway and put it in her lap, leaning forward to watch the play on the ice. Tampa had possession of the puck, moving it down the ice, sliding around the Banners' defenses, moving even closer. Val watched, not daring to breathe, as they passed it back and forth, setting up a shot in front of the net. One, two. There, a quick one-timer. Randy dove in front of the puck, stopping it midair and deflecting the shot by catching it straight in the ribs. Alyssa winced beside her, her sharp gasp swallowed by the cheers exploding around them. Val grabbed her hand and squeezed, trying to offer silent comfort as Randy sped toward the bench, bent over and clutching his side. Nikolai Petrovich jumped over the boards, taking her brother's place on the ice and barreling after the players in white.
 
   If her brother didn't have a broken rib or two after that, it would be a minor miracle. At the very least, he'd have one hell of a bruise. 
 
   He wouldn't be the only one.
 
   Val's eyes raked over the players on the bench, stopping on Justin. He'd taken a high stick to the mouth near the end of the first and was sporting a busted lip, hastily stitched at some point, probably during intermission. She knew he hadn't left the game during the period, even though less than five minutes remained. And he'd skated at least two other shifts, his neck and the collar of his jersey stained with blood.
 
   Her entire body hurt with sympathy pains. She couldn't imagine how sore Justin was—how sore all of them must be. She'd been around hockey all her life, had seen Randy's collections of bumps and bruises growing up. But she had never really been aware of them, never really appreciated what toll the game took on the players, not really. 
 
   Not until she started dating Justin.
 
   Her eyes darted back down the ice, just in time to see JP Larocque shoot the puck into the net. The horn blared, quickly drowned out by the 18,000 people surging to their feet, screaming. Alyssa grabbed Val around the neck and hugged her, both of them jumping at the same time, each of them screaming as well. 
 
   Val looked up at the giant screen, the bright red numbers showing the score. Three to two. The Banners were now in the lead, with nine minutes left in the second period. They were just over the halfway mark of the game and already Val's voice was hoarse from screaming, her throat scratchy and sore. She leaned forward and grabbed the large bottle of water, taking a long sip as she watched the replay overhead.
 
   Her gaze moved back to the ice, where the ice crew was just finishing clearing the surface. She looked across the rink, over to the players' bench, her gaze immediately finding Justin. No, he couldn't see her, even if they were sitting on the glass. She didn't expect him to be looking for her, didn't even expect him to be thinking about her, especially not during the game. But just seeing him was enough for now.
 
   Which was so silly. It wasn't like they hadn't seen each other since the playoffs started. They had. Not nearly as much as when they first started dating, true. His schedule was too grueling, too demanding. Their limited time together was spent mostly at her place. Talking, maybe watching television. Cuddling. And sex. Definitely sex. And the sex was mind-blowing. Beyond wonderful.
 
   Val swallowed and took another long sip of water, wondering if her face looked as red as it felt. And she had to, once again, remind herself that orgasms did not translate into love. 
 
   Not even close.
 
   Justin hadn't thanked her again, which made her wonder if maybe she had just overreacted. Probably. She hoped so. In fact, it was like the last few months before they dated no longer existed. Whatever Justin had been going through was gone, nothing more than a memory—whatever it was. He smiled more easily, the tension she had seen in him before no longer there. And while he hadn't been out of shape—his partying hadn't gotten to that point, not even close—his body was definitely harder than before, leaner, stronger.
 
   Yeah, she definitely noticed that. She noticed every inch of it.
 
   After tonight's game, there was no doubt his body would also be more bruised and battered. If things went well tonight, the players would have a few days before their next game. A few days to recuperate. Yes, they'd still be practicing, still working hard. But at least they wouldn’t be getting battered as much.
 
   A whistle blew and players from both teams lined up for the face off. Val leaned forward, her eyes on the number 90 sewn on the back of Justin's jersey. She leaned forward, her elbows on her knees and her hands folded in front of her, clasped just below her chin, almost like she was praying. The puck dropped and Mat Herron passed it behind him, straight at Justin.
 
   Val held her breath, watching as the play moved closer to them. Justin passed the puck across to JP and skated closer to the net, tapping his stick on the ice. JP passed it to Mat, who passed it to Justin. 
 
   Back and forth, the puck flying between them as they moved closer to the net, setting up the play. Justin made one final pass to Mat, who shot it toward the net. The loud clang of rubber against steel echoed around them, mixing with the collective sigh of the crowd. The puck flew through the air, hitting the glass and dropping to the ice in the corner right in front of them.
 
   Val jumped from her seat, screaming and banging her hands against the glass as Justin raced for the puck, his head down, the blade of his stick digging for the solid piece of rubber. Val's eyes rested on Justin for a split second, noticing the furrow on his brow as he concentrated, noticing the gash on his lower lip and bruise along his chin. She banged on the glass again, along with everyone else around them, shouting his name, urging him to go as his blade finally caught the puck and shot it behind him, back to Mat.
 
   A blur caught her attention, a flash of white from the corner of her eye. Her gaze moved away from Justin, just a fraction of an inch, watching as a Tampa player skated straight toward Justin.
 
   "No!" 
 
   She banged on the glass again, this time in hopeless warning, screaming Justin's name as the other player left his feet and surged through the air, barreling into Justin from behind and slamming him against the boards.
 
   Val watched in horror as Justin crumpled to the ice, not moving. Players swarmed to the corner, flashes of blue and white, fists flying as fast as the curses. Whistles screeched, the shrill sound echoing off the ice, nothing more than a distant shriek in her ears as refs hurried to the pile, pulling players off each other. 
 
   Val pressed her face to the glass, looking down at Justin's body, so still on the ice as several of the Banners surrounded him. Cheers and shouts faded into silence as the crowd finally realized something else was going on, something besides just a fight as one of the trainers for the Banners raced out onto the ice in an odd shuffle-slide. Val's eyes never left Justin, her lungs burning as she held her breath, watching. Waiting.
 
   Alyssa tugged her arm and said something to her, the words making no sense through the buzzing in her ears. Val brushed her hand away, shaking her head as she just stood there and watched. 
 
   "Get up. Get up. Get up." Val repeated the words over and over, the knot in her stomach heavy, growing. She released her breath in a rush when Justin finally moved, rolling to his side and clutching his left arm with a groan. He got to his knees, tried to stand, fell back down and landed on his right shoulder with a grunt of pain just as the trainer reached him. 
 
   Val heard her name, knew Alyssa was talking to her again, trying to tell her something. But she could focus only on Justin. On the way he clutched his arm, on the unnatural angle of the limb hanging by his side as the trainer pushed the sleeve of his jersey up.
 
   Nausea swelled inside her, followed by a phantom burst of pain in her own arm. Justin's lower arm was broken, it didn't take a doctor to determine that, not with the bone poking through torn and bloodied flesh. Val swallowed, her hands curling into fists against the glass, red-hot anger simmering in her veins. She wanted to jump the boards, to chase after the player who had done this. To pound on him and hit him, over and over. 
 
   The anger was raw, unlike anything she had ever experienced, forcing the breath from her lungs. She squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her jaw, took a deep breath, tried to push the irrational emotion away. When she opened her eyes again, Justin was being helped to his feet, his face pale and covered with a damp sheen, his hair matted and sweaty. A look of fierce determination etched his face, his brow furrowed and his lips pursed, his jaw clenched beneath the scruffy beard. But his eyes were focused on the bench across the ice, as if it was taking every ounce of concentration he possessed to make it over there as the crowd cheered and clapped.
 
   Val blinked and swallowed, her throat suddenly tight, thick with something she didn't quite understand. She blinked again and noticed her brother on the ice, only a few feet away. His eyes were narrowed, focused directly on her. He nodded his head then, very discreetly, motioned toward the bench. She frowned, not understanding, then watched as he lifted his stick and pointed.
 
   Not to the bench. To the locker room. Or the medical room. Whatever it was called. Val looked away, finally noticed the grip Alyssa had on her arm. She was being tugged, her friend pulling her out of the aisle, away from the seats.
 
   "My bag—"
 
   "I have it. Come on, let's go."
 
   "But Justin—" She motioned behind her, not sure exactly what she meant to say. Justin was injured, out of the game.
 
   "I know, Val. Come on, snap out of it. Let's go." Alyssa kept tugging her, leading her up the wide steps as the announcer's voice boomed over the loudspeakers, reading off a list of penalties that had the crowd screaming. 
 
   Good? Bad? Val wasn't sure, couldn't quite make sense of everything that was going on. It was like her mind had gone on vacation, leaving nothing but a hazy buzzing in its place. But Alyssa kept tugging her, urging her to follow, so that’s what she did, all the way to the concourse.
 
   "I want to kill him."
 
   Alyssa finally stopped and glanced over her shoulder, her eyes narrowed on Val. She stopped and took a deep breath, her gaze never flinching. "Kill who?"
 
   "The guy who did that."
 
   Alyssa blew out a deep breath and patted Val on the shoulder. "Yeah, thought so. I could see it on your face. That's what happens when you're in love."
 
   "What?" Val almost staggered back, like she had been slapped. Then she shook her head, feeling some of the hazy buzzing finally leaving. "That's not—"
 
   "Stop. You can argue later. Come on, we need to get down there."
 
   "Down where?"
 
   "To see Justin. You do want to see him, right?"
 
   "Yes. Of course." Val blinked and shook her head once more, trying to clear it all the way. Yes, she wanted to see Justin. Needed to see him.
 
   Alyssa grabbed her arm again, dragging her along the concourse, not worrying about who they pushed out of the way. 
 
   Yes, she needed to see Justin. To make sure he was okay, to make sure it was nothing more than a broken arm, that he was fine.
 
   She needed to see him because she cared. Of course she cared. But what Alyssa said? No, that had nothing to do with it.
 
   She just needed to see Justin. That was all.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Gray. No sound, no color, no feeling. Just gray. He could sense light off in the distance, knew there was sound there as well even though he couldn't hear it. He didn't want to hear it, didn't want to see the light. It was better here in the gray. He didn't have to think, didn't have to feel, didn't have to worry.
 
   That last word caught him off-guard. Worry. What did he have to worry about? He wasn't sure, just knew there was…something. Something waiting for him, something he didn't want to consider, didn't want to face, didn't want to acknowledge. 
 
   No, it was better here in the gray. Safer. Not quite comforting. He wasn't sure how he would describe it. Then again, he didn't have to. All he had to do was stay here and experience it. It would be so easy to just stay here, to lose himself in the gray and not have to worry about anything.
 
   Had the gray turned to black, just for a little bit? He wasn't sure, had no way of knowing how much time had passed, or if any had passed at all. He seemed to recall slipping deeper into the gray, deeper to where it was almost black, where nothing existed. But now the gray was back, along with that annoying light, coming closer. 
 
   "Justin. Justin, wake up."
 
   He frowned, recognizing his name, the sound almost distorted. A flash of memory, nothing more than wispy smoke, swirling just out of reach. Something was wrong. He recognized the voice but it was off somehow. Or maybe it wasn't the voice he remembered. No, it couldn't be. The voice he remembered was soft, musical, kind and laughing and warm. This voice was anything but. This voice was insistent, impatient, with an edge of something to it he didn't quite understand.
 
   He didn't want to see the voice. Could he see voices? Maybe. It didn't matter. All he knew was that if he saw it, there was something else he'd have to see, something he didn't want to face. Better to slip back in the gray, to ignore everything and pretend the voice didn't exist.
 
   "Now you're just pissing me off. Come on, wake up."
 
   The voice was louder, closer. He shook his head, his mind searching for the grayness that was being pushed away, trying to hold onto it as it faded. It was no good. The gray dimmed, fading even more, replaced by a watery light.
 
   Justin fought to open his eyes, his lids too heavy, resisting his attempts. He tried to move his arm. Burning pain, quick and sharp, exploded along his left arm. He bolted upright, only to fall back when more pain shot through him, sending stars shooting across the inside of his eyelids.
 
   "Fuck." At least, that's what he tried to say. He had no idea what actually came out of his mouth but it sure as hell didn't sound like he meant it to. He clenched his jaw, breathing in short gasps of air with a hiss, waiting for the pain to subside.
 
   Memory slowly came back, bits and pieces that accompanied each painful throb in his arm. 
 
   The puck bouncing off the pipes and shooting into the corner.
 
   Skating after it, digging in with the blade of his stick.
 
   Passing it behind him, getting ready to turn.
 
   A bone-crushing weight hitting him from behind, sending him into the boards. Falling to the ice, searing pain exploding along his arm.
 
   Being helped off the ice. X-rays. Hospital. Surgery.
 
   "Fuck." His voice was clearer, the word recognizable now. Someone laughed, the sound off to his right, close. But the laugh wasn't quite right, a little tense, a little strained.
 
   Justin forced his eyes open, blinking against the bright light overhead. He took a few deep breaths, nice and slow, then turned his head to the side and blinked again.
 
   Val was sitting near the bed, her dark hair brushed off her face and secured at the back of her neck with some kind of elastic band. Her dark eyes were wide in her pale face. Were those smudges of fatigue under her eyes, or merely shadows from the play of light? Justin blinked again, trying to clear his vision, wondering why Val would look so worried, so tired.
 
   Wondering why she was here.
 
   He closed his eyes again, squeezing them tight, then reopened them. His mind still felt foggy, like the grayness hovered just at the edges, waiting for him. The desire to give in was almost overwhelming. It would be easy, so easy. 
 
   But he couldn't. Not yet.
 
   Justin shifted, his breath escaping in a hiss as pain ripped through his arm with the movement. He waited a few seconds, then moved again, more carefully this time, his gaze drifting down.
 
   He didn't want to look, was almost afraid of what he'd see. Which was stupid. He already knew what he'd see. His fucking arm was broken, he'd had surgery on it. What the hell did he expect? A sudden miracle? Yeah. Maybe instead of pins and screws, the surgeon used a magic wand and instantly fixed everything.
 
   Yeah, that would be nice. Except the soft cast on his arm told another story. 
 
   Justin stared at it for a few minutes then leaned his head back and sighed. "They could have at least given me a better looking cast."
 
   Laughter again, sudden, almost a little harsh. Justin looked over at Val, surprised to see her holding both hands over her mouth, like she was trying to stop herself from making any more noise. He watched her for a few minutes, frowning as something niggled at the back of his mind.
 
   "You yelled at me."
 
   "What? I did not."
 
   "Yeah you did. You said I was pissing you off."
 
   Val looked away but not before he saw her eyes widen in surprise. Was it his imagination, or was that a slight flush tinting her cheeks? It didn't matter, the color looked good on her, chasing away the chalky white that made her face so pale.
 
   "Why was I pissing you off?"
 
   Val turned back to face him, that faint blush still sitting high on her cheekbones. She shifted in the chair, rested her hand on the side of the bed, then moved it away. "You're imagining things."
 
   "Am I?" He smiled, at least tried to, he wasn't quite sure how the final result actually looked on his face. Then he stretched his right hand out to the edge of the bed, palm up. Val looked at him, then down at his extended hand. Quiet seconds went by before she reached out and took it in hers. She laced her fingers with his and squeezed, at least a dozen different emotions crossing her face. Justin couldn't read any of them.
 
   "How are you feeling?" Val's voice was quiet, barely above a whisper and filled with worry, concern. He lifted their joined hands to his mouth and pressed a quick kiss on the back of her hand.
 
   Just that was enough to drain him.
 
   "Groggy. Weak."
 
   "Yeah, well. You did just have surgery."
 
   "Hunh. You'd think they'd give me something for it. My arm hurts like hell." He glanced down at it, like that would make the pain go away, then leaned back with another sigh. "What did the doctor say about it?"
 
   Val's silence sent a blast of fear through him, biting and nearly as painful as his arm. He turned to look at her, wondering what he'd see on her face, expecting to see his own horror reflected back at him. What he saw instead was confusion, real and honest. She frowned at him, then shook her head.
 
   "Justin, he didn't really say anything. Not to me. He wouldn't, since we're not related."
 
   His heart rate settled, but only marginally. Justin tried shifting on the uncomfortable bed again, wincing at the pain even that slight movement caused. Val was instantly on her feet, leaning over him, trying to help by moving the pillows behind him. He tried to smile, had trouble finding the energy to do even that. The grayness was calling again, beckoning, promising escape.
 
   "He should have…I told him to." He forced his lids open, tried to focus on Val's face. The sudden irrational fear that she was disappearing gripped him and he reached for her, needing to feel her, needing a physical connection. Her hand closed over his again, her fingers squeezing his once more.
 
   She said something, he wasn't sure what. Something about the doctor talking to him later. Justin didn't care, not right now, not with the grayness pulling at him. 
 
   No, not yet. He couldn't go just yet.
 
   He forced his eyes open, blinking until Val's face came into focus.
 
   "Stay with me."
 
   "Justin—"
 
   "Stay…need you."
 
   "I'm here. I'll be here."
 
   Justin tried to thank her, tried to tell her how much it meant to hear that. Words tumbled from his mouth, mumbled and incoherent even to his own ears. He struggled to keep his eyes open, felt them close. His lids were heavy, so heavy.
 
   He opened them once more, his gaze resting on Val's face. Then his lids drifted shut and he faded away, floating, tumbling back in the welcoming grayness.
 
   Justin woke again, an hour later, maybe longer. He had no way of telling. The lights in the room were dim, the grayness filling the room only a little lighter than the grayness he had just drifted from. He turned his head, noticed Val sitting in the chair next to him, her head resting on the edge of the mattress. Her hand was still wrapped around his, their fingers laced together. 
 
   He wanted to move, to brush the hair from her face and tell her she should go home, that he'd be fine. But he couldn't find the energy, not with the grayness pulling at him again. And a selfish part of him didn't want her to leave, wanted her right there beside him. 
 
   He squeezed her fingers and drifted back off.
 
   The next time he came to was sudden, abrupt. Not the gentle floating between gray and light. Flames licked at his arm, burning, painful. Cotton lined his mouth, making his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth, his lips dry and chapped. Justin blinked, moved his tongue around inside his mouth, trying to work up some spit, then looked around.
 
   "Fuck." The word came out wrong, thick and dry, but no less intense as he scowled at the guys standing at the foot of his bed.
 
   Mat. Randy. Kenny. Brad. All of them dressed in a variation of worn jeans and t-shirts. All of them still sported unkempt beards, each face marred with cuts and bruises. Randy's nose looked like it had been broken—again. Kenny's right eye was swollen, colored an ugly purple. He was surprised the hospital staff had even let them in to visit.
 
   Justin groaned and rested his head against the sorry excuse of a pillow then glanced to his right. Val was gone.
 
   "Don't worry, she'll be back. Alyssa took her home so she could get some sleep and clean up. She's been here the entire time." A frown marred Randy's face, like he wasn't exactly happy with what he just said. Justin ignored him.
 
   "When you do it, you do it all the way, don't you?" Mat's voice boomed in the relative quiet of the room, making Justin wince. He tried to smile then gave up. There was no reason to smile, to pretend. Not in front of these guys. He glanced down at his left arm, at his fingers sticking out from the soft cast, mottled and a little swollen.
 
   "Yeah, guess so." His gaze drifted to the narrow table off to the side, and the Styrofoam cup sitting on it. Justin motioned with his head. "Can someone hand me that water?"
 
   "You allowed to drink?"
 
   "Hey, asshole, they wouldn't have put it there if he couldn't."
 
   "Don't jump in my shit. I was just checking."
 
   Justin rolled his eyes then shot Mat a grateful look when he pushed the table over to him. Yeah, because God forbid anyone actually just hand him the cup. He closed his fingers around it and lifted it to his mouth, surprised at how much his hand was shaking, surprised at how weak he felt. He took a few sips from the straw then sat the cup back down, afraid he might drop it.
 
   "What was the score?" Justin knew they'd won the game, had a vague recollection of someone telling him that. But that was all he could remember. Everything was still fuzzy, nothing more than random glimpses here and there in his mind. Hell, he didn't even know what day it was or how much time had passed since the game. At least a day. More likely two. Maybe.
 
   "Four to two. We had to get at least one extra goal for you."
 
   "Yeah. And Murray's being suspended for that hit. And fined. No idea for how long or how much, though."
 
   Justin grunted, choosing not to say anything. What the hell could he say? He didn't really care about the suspension or the fine, not when the damage was already done. Yeah, it was great news they were advancing to the third round. Great news they had a shot at winning the Cup two years in a row.
 
   Justin glanced back down at his arm. 
 
   They'd be doing it all without him. Yeah, that was just fucking great.
 
   "So what'd the doctor say? You hear anything yet?"
 
   Justin shook his head. "Haven't seen him yet." And while he wouldn't admit it to his teammates, that wasn't a visit he was looking forward to. His mind was clearing enough now that he could remember more. The compound fracture. The sickening white of bone poking through torn flesh. Being told he needed surgery, that they'd be putting in plates and pins. Maybe some of the details were still missing or fuzzy, but he remembered that much.
 
   And that was enough. He'd be out for a while, he didn't need a medical degree to know that much. What he didn't know was how long. And that scared the hell out of him.
 
   He blew out a heavy breath and leaned his head back again, closing his eyes and grimacing as another flare of pain exploded in his arm. The guys were talking and laughing, their voices loud in the small room. Justin tried tuning them out, tried tuning everything out.
 
   He was tired. So fucking tired. Which made no sense. He'd been out of it for…he wasn't sure how long. Long enough that he shouldn't be tired. But all he wanted to do was sleep. 
 
   No, first he wanted something for his arm, something to make the pain go away. Or at least reduce it to something a little more bearable. Then he wanted to sleep.
 
   The talking and laughter died down, followed by some throat clearing and foot shuffling. Someone's rubber soles squeaked against the floor, followed by a solid thump and low grunt, then another rough throat clearing.
 
   "Justin, dude. Wake up."
 
   "Christ, Mat. Stop with the fucking 'dude' all the time. I thought—" Someone yanked on Justin's foot, twisting his toe under the thin blanket. He kicked out with his foot, jarring his arm in the process. "Fucking shit, you fucking asshole—"
 
   Justin opened his eyes, ready to tear into whoever had twisted his toe, then promptly snapped his mouth shut. All four of his teammates were suddenly glancing down at the floor, shifting their weight, looking more like guilty kids than brawny hockey players as the doctor hovered just inside the doorway, watching them.
 
   "Gentlemen." 
 
   Justin understood their sudden discomfort. The doctor looked like he was maybe all of eighteen years old. Short, maybe five-feet-six, if that, with a slight build. Intense dark eyes looked out at them from a light brown face, a ghost of a smile hovering on thin lips. 
 
   No, he wasn't a kid. The liberal sprinkling of gray in his dark hair and beard said that much. But the intensity of those dark eyes looking out from what appeared to be such a young face was a little disconcerting at first.
 
   The doctor ignored the shocked looks of his teammates and stepped into the room, all business as he moved around the bed and gently lifted Justin's arm. Justin tried not to wince, tried to control his breathing as pain shot through the limb again. The doctor looked up at him, his face carefully blank, then went back to studying the arm. He reached into the edge of the soft cast and checked Justin's pulse, pinched his fingers, had Justin wiggle them. 
 
   "Does that hurt?"
 
   Justin wanted to tell him that fuck yes, it hurt. But not with his teammates standing at the foot of the bed, watching him. So he clenched his jaw and tried for a nonchalant shrug. "Maybe. A little."
 
   "You are so full of it, Tome. You look like you're ready to pass out." Of course Mat would be the one to say that. If Justin could, he'd jump out of bed and slug him, just on principle.
 
   The doctor gently placed Justin's arm by his side and gave it a gentle pat, wisely ignoring Mat and the other guys. "Surgery went well, and all the bones are now together and happy. I'll have one of the nurses give you something more for the pain while we work on getting you discharged."
 
   He patted his arm once more then grabbed a clipboard and started making notes, the tip of the pen scratching against the paper. "I have some motion exercises I want you to do, as tolerated. Ice. And I want to see you in a week. We'll see how the swelling does, give you a different cast then."
 
   The doctor finished with his notes and replaced the clipboard. Then he looked at Justin with those too-intense dark eyes. "You can probably start therapy in six weeks."
 
   Six weeks, just to start therapy? That meant the end of June. Training camp started in September, which didn't give him a whole hell of a lot of time.
 
   "What about—" Justin paused and cleared his throat, almost afraid of asking the question. He glanced around, saw the same question on his friends' faces, the same hesitation. Justin cleared his throat again and looked back at the doctor. "How long before it's back to normal?"
 
   "You mean before you're back to playing? That's going to be up to the team physician. It could be anywhere from three to six months."
 
   Justin knew the doctor was still talking. The man's mouth was moving, sounds were coming out. But he couldn't make sense of any of them, not when all he heard was two words, repeating over and over.
 
   Six months. Six months. Six months.
 
   Justin closed his eyes, unable to look at the doctor, unable to look at his teammates. He didn't want to see their pity, didn't want to see his own horror reflected on their faces.
 
   Six months.
 
   Justin squeezed his eyes shut and forced his throat to work. Deep breaths, in and out, forcing himself to breathe normally.
 
   Forcing himself to pretend that his world hadn't just crashed around him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Val pulled into the closest open space, hitting the brakes just a little too hard before putting the car in Park. She heard Justin's swift intake of breath, more like a hiss of air through clenched teeth, and she winced.
 
   "I'm sorry."
 
   "No, it's okay. I'm good." 
 
   He didn't look good. He looked like he was ready to pass out, with his pale face and the sheen of sweat covering his brow, dampening the edges of his hair. She opened her mouth to apologize again, then snapped it shut and climbed out of the car, moving around to the passenger side. But Justin was quicker and already had the door opened, was grabbing the edge of it with his right hand and trying to stand. She hurried over to him and wrapped her arm around his waist, helping him.
 
   "Val, it's a broken arm. I'll survive." The words were nothing more than empty bravado because he looped his right arm around her shoulders, accepting her help. She slammed the door shut then remembered his bag, the oversized white plastic one from the hospital. Never mind, she could get it later. It wasn't like there was anything in there that he needed right now. Or anything he was likely to wear again, considering he'd gone straight to the hospital from the game.
 
   How long ago had that been? The game had been Tuesday night, he'd had surgery yesterday. Two days. It seemed so much longer, like a lifetime had gone by in the last forty-eight hours. She could only imagine what it felt like for Justin.
 
   She led him up the walk and into her building, across the lobby to the elevator. Justin leaned more heavily against her, his breathing harsh, his face a little paler.
 
   "Why do I have this weird feeling we've done this before?" Even his voice was ragged, drained and tense. Lines of pain creased his face even though he was doing his best to hide it.
 
   "I don't know why you didn't let them give you that last dose of medicine."
 
   "And I don't know why you didn't just take me to my place." He tried to smile. At least, she thought he did. It came out as more of a grimace. He leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to her forehead then pulled back, watching her with a frown.
 
   "Yeah, definitely creepy déjà vu. I'd swear—"
 
   "Look, elevator's here. Let's go." She tightened her arm around him and stepped into the elevator, thankful for the interruption. Justin didn't have déjà vu. No, what he had was a glimpse of memory from that night she'd brought him back here, after he'd had too much to drink. She didn't want him to remember, at least, not more than what she'd told him. Because how embarrassing would that be, for him to remember she'd actually made out with him, right here in the lobby, in the elevator?
 
   Even though he'd been so drunk he could barely stand. Yes, it was embarrassing. For her. It didn't matter that they were dating now. They hadn't been then. She still wasn't sure what she'd been thinking, what possessed her to be so…so…she didn't know what.
 
   So yeah, she didn't want him to remember. Which only proved that sometimes she really was as silly as Randy accused her of being.
 
   They made it to her apartment, Justin leaning against the wall as she thumbed through the keys in her hand. Then they were inside, Justin leaning even more heavily against her as they moved to the bedroom.
 
   "You should have just taken me home. I don't expect you to take care of me."
 
   "I'm not. I'm just going to keep an eye on you. Doctor's orders."
 
   "Bullshit. That's not what he said."
 
   "Close enough. Come on, into bed." She grabbed the comforter and sheets with one hand, pulling them back as she tried to balance Justin's weight. He sighed, a heavy sound full of tired impatience, then lowered himself to the edge of the mattress.
 
   "I need a shower."
 
   "You need to lie down for a little bit."
 
   "Val, I'm disgusting. All I've had since the game was a sponge bath." He tried to stand, wincing when he jarred his arm. "Just let me clean-up—"
 
   Val put her hand on his shoulder, stopping him. "Later. First you need to take some medicine and lie down." She helped him take off his shoes, then eased him back on the bed and pulled the covers over him.
 
   "You should have just taken me home." Justin repeated the words, probably for the tenth time. Val didn't bother replying, knowing whatever she said wouldn't reassure him, no matter how many times she said it. Especially now, with Justin's eyes closing, with his face creased even more in pain. She grabbed one of the extra pillows and eased it under his arm, then hurried out to the living room. Justin's prescription was in her purse, so she pulled it out and read the directions. One to two pills every four hours as needed. 
 
   So should she give him one? Or two? She hesitated, then finally shook out two before going into the kitchen and grabbing a bottle of water.
 
   She went back to the bedroom, sitting on the edge of the bed at Justin's side. Yeah, if she had been smart, she would have gotten his medicine first. Now he had to move again. "Do you need help sitting up at all?"
 
   "Hm?" His eyes fluttered open, his gaze unfocused at first. He blinked, blinked again, let out a heavy sigh. "No. I'm good."
 
   He took the pills from her and tossed them in his mouth, then accepted the water. She watched as he drank, the muscles in his strong throat working with each swallow. Why had she never noticed how sexy a man's throat could be?
 
   And oh God, why was she even thinking like that right now? It had to be the stress of the past forty-eight hours, the lack of sleep and worry. She hadn't wanted to admit it before, but she had been worried. From the time she'd seen Justin get slammed into the boards, saw the extent of his injury, found out they were going to operate. Everything had happened so fast, too fast. 
 
   She took a deep breath, calming her racing heart and fighting the sudden urge to just collapse. To just crawl into bed next to Justin and sleep for the next twenty-four hours straight. But she couldn't, not yet.
 
   She took the bottle from his hand, capped it, then placed it on the nightstand where he could reach it. She needed to let Justin sleep, let the medicine go to work. Then she needed to wait for Mat to show up with some things from Justin's place. Fix dinner, since they both needed to eat. Something light, not too heavy. Then she—
 
   "Hey." Justin reached across and grabbed her hand, pulling her from the growing list in her mind. She looked over at him, absently chewed on her bottom lip when she couldn't read the expression on his face. "You okay?"
 
   "Me?" She almost laughed. Justin was the one lying there, his left arm shattered, held together with pins and plates. And he was worried about her? Yes, she almost laughed. Except suddenly her eyes were burning and she had to blink back the unexpected moisture filling them. She looked away and ran a hand across her eyes, hoping Justin didn't notice. Only she wasn't fast enough because he tugged on her hand and tried to push up on his elbow, all at the same time.
 
   "Valerie, what's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing." She forced herself to take a deep breath, to blink away the ridiculous tears, not sure why they were there to begin with.
 
   "It doesn't look like nothing. Hey, come here." He pulled her, not easing up until she was laying half on top of him, her head half on his chest and half on the pillow propping up his arm. She tried to sit back up, tried not to lean on him, but he was running his good hand through her hair, stroking the back of her head down to her shoulder. Over and over, slow and steady. "Talk to me. Tell me what's wrong."
 
   She finally relaxed against him, careful not to touch his arm. His heart beat under her ear, steady and strong. Reassuring. She took another deep breath and shook her head. "Nothing's wrong. Honest. I'm just…I guess I'm just tired."
 
   "You could always climb into bed with me, snuggle until I fall asleep." She lifted her head and looked at him, surprised at the boyish smile on his face. "That should be in about two minutes."
 
   "I can't. Not yet."
 
   "I knew I should have taken a shower."
 
   Val laughed, the sound surprising her. But she didn't care because it pushed away the irrational emotion that had seized her moments ago. "You don't stink. I need to wait for Mat, then fix dinner. And—"
 
    "Val, you've done enough. You need to rest, too." His gaze slid away from hers, his eyes unfocused as he blinked, then slid back to hers. She could tell he was trying to keep his eyes open, trying to fight the effects of the medicine.
 
   "I will." Val leaned up then moved forward, just close enough that she could press a light kiss against the corner of his mouth. "Get some rest, Justin. Don't fight it."
 
   "Mm. Not yet." He tightened his arm around her, pulling her closer as he turned his head, his mouth capturing hers with a quickness that surprised her. The kiss was deep, gentle, comforting. And still enough to send heat spiraling within her. 
 
   Then Justin pulled away, his head falling back against the pillow, his eyes closed. He murmured something, the words soft and slurred, as his good arm slipped from around her shoulders. Val stayed there for a few more minutes, just watching him, feeling the rise and fall of his chest against hers, the steady beating of his heart under her palm. She leaned forward and pressed a kiss against the hollow of his throat, then stood and walked away, pulling the door closed behind her. Not all the way—she wanted to hear him if he called out, if he needed anything.
 
   Then she walked down the hall to the spare bathroom, flipped on the light, and stared into the mirror. 
 
   What the hell was wrong with her? The woman looking back at her was too pale, her complexion even paler against the black of her hair. And her eyes. Too wide, rimmed in red. She looked like a caricature of Morticia Addams, minus the boobs and sex appeal.
 
   "Oh for crying out loud." Val shook her head then turned on the faucet. She leaned forward and splashed cold water on her face, over and over until her skin felt frigid. She patted her face dry then opened the medicine cabinet, searching for some eye cream. Most of her cosmetics and supplies were in the master bathroom, but she usually kept extras in here, just in case Alyssa or Jodi or another girlfriend slept over. Which was a good thing, since she needed the help right now. 
 
   She smeared some of the cream under her eyes, sighing at the cool sensation, then capped the lid and walked out. It was only a little after four in the afternoon, but it felt so much later. Should she fix something to eat now, or wait? Probably wait. Justin just took the medicine, he'd probably be out for a few hours at least. Okay, so dinner could wait. What else should she do? A shower, definitely. A nice long hot one. But not yet. She had to wait for Mat but she had no idea when he'd get here. Was he already on the way? Or was he going to stop by later? Why hadn't she thought to ask him?
 
   Val stood in the middle of the living room, suddenly feeling lost. She wasn't usually home at this time of day. Honestly, she wasn't usually home for any length of time, period. She had the restaurant to run so that's where she spent most of her time. Home was mostly just a place to sleep now. She didn't have free time, so she had no idea what to do.
 
   On top of that, she was trying to deal with what happened to Justin, trying to make sense of what she was feeling and the emotional roller coaster of the last two days. And that was just it: it didn't make sense, none at all. He hadn't been near-death. It wasn't a serious accident. Well, maybe serious, considering he'd be sidelined from playing for a while. Maybe a long while. But it still wasn't life threatening, so she couldn't understand why she felt this way, so shaken and out of sorts.
 
   Val moved to the sofa and sat down, curling her legs under her before hugging one of the throw pillows to her chest. The reason for the emotional upheaval was right there, hovering just out of range. And she knew that if she looked hard enough, she'd find it. 
 
   But she didn't want to, was afraid of what she'd discover if she did. Oh, who was she kidding? Part of her already knew the reason, she just didn't want to admit it. Not to herself, not to anyone.
 
   Val had no idea how long she sat there like that, staring off into space. Long enough that her legs were beginning to fall asleep. And long enough that the sound of the doorbell startled her, making her jump and sending her pulse soaring in surprise.
 
   Val tossed the pillow to the side, calling herself an idiot for being so surprised, for acting so startled. There was no reason for her to jump, not when she knew Mat was coming over. And sure enough, there he stood, a duffel bag slung over his shoulder, looking only a little uncomfortable as he stood in the hallway.
 
   Val stepped back, motioning for him to come in. She almost laughed when he glanced over his shoulder, hesitating, like he was worried someone would see him. 
 
   "How's he doing?"
 
   "I guess okay. He's sleeping right now." 
 
   Mat dropped the bag next to the sofa then turned and watched her, his green eyes shadowed, curious. "How are you doing?"
 
   The question caught her off-guard. Why would he be worried about her? Unless she looked worse than she thought. Val shrugged and ran a hand through her hair, giving him a small smile.
 
   "Fine. Why?"
 
   "Just checking." Mat shoved his hands into the pockets of his frayed jeans and looked around. She got the impression that he didn't miss anything, that he was looking deeper than the surface, seeing things nobody else did. It was a weird feeling, one that didn't make any sense. It was just her apartment, nothing special, nothing out of the ordinary to see.
 
   He motioned to the bag then looked at her. "I wasn't sure how long he'd be staying here, so I packed a couple changes of clothes. A few pairs of sweats. And I grabbed a couple of button-up shirts. I wasn't sure how easy getting a t-shirt on would be, not with his arm."
 
   "Oh. Good thinking." Val shifted in the silence, glancing down at the bag then back at Mat. "Would you like something to drink? Tea? Soda? I think I have some beer—"
 
   "Get rid of it."
 
   Val blinked, not sure she heard him correctly. "I'm sorry, excuse me?"
 
   "The alcohol. If you have any, get rid of it." Mat studied her for a long minute then lowered himself to the sofa, sitting on the edge with his hands loosely clasped between his legs. He motioned for her to sit, watching her as she took a seat in the matching chair across from him.
 
   Silence stretched between them, long and uncomfortable as he just sat there, watching her. He finally sighed and straightened, then ran a hand through his thick hair. 
 
   "I'm not going to mince words, Val. We both know Justin went through some serious shit a few months ago and tried to hide it with all his partying."
 
   "I know, but—"
 
   "No, let me finish." He looked around again then took a deep breath and blew it out. "This injury—it could do a number on his head, Val. The doctor told him he could be out for six months. I don't think he's going to take it too well when it sinks in."
 
   "Oh." Val glanced down the hall to the bedroom, a knot of tension and dismay forming in her stomach. Six months. Justin had told her three. Had he deliberately kept the truth from her, deliberately lied? Or was he merely hiding from the truth himself?
 
   "I didn't say that to make you worry."
 
   "Oh. No, it's okay. I understand. I'll, uh, I'll make sure there's no alcohol around."
 
   Mat nodded and looked away. He rubbed one hand against his jaw, the scrape of his palm against his beard the only sound in the room. Apprehension filled Val as she watched him, wondering what else he was going to say. A few more minutes went by before Mat finally looked at her again, his green eyes too serious.
 
   "I've known Justin for a few years. He's a good guy. But this…" He paused, looked down at his hands and took a deep breath, then looked back up. "If he starts giving you too much shit, if it gets to be too much, send his ass home, Val. I know that sounds cold, but I know how Justin can get."
 
   Val stared at him, sure her mouth was open in surprise. Whatever she had expected Mat to say, that wasn't it. Especially not from Mat. Wasn't he the one the team had started calling "saint"? At least, that's what she thought she heard a few of the guys say. Maybe not. Maybe she was wrong, especially after hearing what he'd just said. 
 
   Val looked away, her attention suddenly focused on a small snag in her yoga pants. She pulled at it, then brushed her hand over it, smoothing it down. Pull and smooth. Over and over while she tried to think of something to say, tried to think how to respond. 
 
   What could she say? Nothing came to mind. Nothing except worry. First Randy had cautioned against her getting involved. Now Mat was warning her as well, though for a slightly different reason. What did those two know that she didn't? 
 
   And why was she certain that she saw Justin in a different light than either one of his teammates? No, her instincts couldn't be wrong. They never were.
 
   Or was she just trying to convince herself of that? And if so, why?
 
   No, she wasn't wrong. Maybe she did see Justin differently, but that was because she knew him differently. She knew a different side of him, a side he didn't share with his teammates. Her instincts were never wrong. They weren't wrong now, she was sure of it.
 
   She finally looked up at Mat, not surprised to see him watching her. She straightened her shoulders, tried to unclench her jaw. "I'll remember that, but I'm sure we'll be just fine, so thanks." 
 
   Mat laughed, the sound unexpected and completely inappropriate, considering everything he'd just said. He ran a hand through his hair again, a smile on his face. "You know, I think you're right. You're just as stubborn as your brother and that's exactly what Justin needs."
 
   Mat pushed himself to his feet, then held out his hand. Val stared at it for a few seconds, not quite understanding the sudden change in him, from cool seriousness to laughing amusement. She finally accepted his hand, allowing Mat to pull her from the chair. He stepped back and dug into his back pocket, pulling out a folded slip of paper.
 
   "This is my cell. Call me if you need anything, even if it's just to vent."
 
   Val took the slip of paper, not bothering to look at it, not even sure she'd keep it. "Uh, okay. Sure."
 
   She followed Mat to the door, still questioning the sudden change, still running each word through her mind. Had he been teasing her? Or maybe testing her? No, that couldn't be. There was no reason for him to do something like that. Was there?
 
   "Seriously, Val. If you need anything, just call. I'll try to stop by and see how he's doing before we go back on the road."
 
   "Sure, no problem." Val nodded, not surprised that Mat looked like he didn't quite believe her. He nodded once then walked out, pulling the door closed behind him.
 
   Val stood there, staring down at the slip of paper in her hand, still trying to figure out what had just happened. And what she wanted to do about it. She folded the slip in half and walked to where her purse was sitting on the coffee table, sliding the paper into the outside pocket, wondering if she'd actually use it.
 
   And hoping she wouldn't have to.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   "God dammit, fucking shit." Justin balled his hand into a fist, wanting to hit something. Anything. The wall, the mirror, the side of the tub. How fucking hard could it be to get a stupid ass piece of plastic wrapped around a fucking cast? It shouldn't be that hard. He was right-handed, slipping the plastic over his left arm and sealing it with tape shouldn't be a problem.
 
   Except it was. Everything was a problem lately. Getting out of bed. Getting dressed. Taking a fucking piss. Every damn time he moved, he jarred his left arm, sending pain shooting up the limb into his shoulder and down into his gut. 
 
   A week had passed. Shouldn't it be getting easier? All he wanted to do was take a fucking shower. Without help. 
 
   Without feeling like a damned invalid who couldn't do shit on his own.
 
   He unclenched his fist and sat down on the edge of the tub, the smooth porcelain cold under his bare ass, and took deep breaths. In. Out. In. Out. Like he was in fucking labor or something. 
 
   A shower. That's all he wanted. Was that too much to ask?
 
   Knocking sounded against the closed door. Light, almost hesitant. Justin raised his head and stared, wondering if maybe he was hearing things. No, there it was again.
 
   "You okay in there? Need any help?"
 
   Shit. He wanted to say no. He had to say no. If Val came in, he'd be no more good. He'd been at her place since breaking his arm. Sleeping in her bed each night. Sleeping next to her, her body pressed close against his. Each night.
 
   And he hadn't been able to do a damn thing except lie there next to her—and try to sleep. And not move. Christ, he wanted to do so much more. His damn dick needed to do so much more. He wasn't sure how much more he could take before he just freaking exploded. Boom. No more Justin.
 
   Yeah, that would be one way to take care of the frustration.
 
   It was his arm that was broke, not his dick. The first shouldn't have anything to do with the second. Except trying to take care of the second caused so much pain to the first that taking care of the second became a non-issue. 
 
   He should know. He had tried already.
 
   So yeah, he didn't need Val coming in here to help him. If she did, he really might die.
 
   "Justin? Did you need any help?"
 
   "No, I'm good. I got it."
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "Yeah." He stared down at the torn plastic in his hand and sighed. "Um, could you get me another bag? This one ripped."
 
   Was she laughing? He couldn't be sure, not with the closed door between them. He leaned forward, straining his ears, but she was already gone. No doubt going to the kitchen to get another bag.
 
   Because he was fucking helpless.
 
   A few minutes went by before she knocked again. Justin stood, planning on just cracking the door open and grabbing the bag from her. He jarred his arm and winced, then jumped in surprise when the door opened. He grabbed his left arm, cussing under his breath and trying to turn around when Val walked in.
 
   And yes, she was laughing, the sound soft and musical. He closed his eyes as heat rushed to his face, then reached behind him with his good hand, wiggling his fingers and hoping she'd just hand him the bag and leave.
 
   No such luck. Val moved next to him, gently lifting his arm and sliding the bag over it. Less than a minute later, she had tape around it, sealing the top, creating a waterproof sleeve with ease.
 
   Justin didn't move. All he could do was stand there, his head tilted back and his jaw clenched. Hoping she wouldn't notice his hard-on. Yeah, like that would happen. He was standing at attention, hard and rigid, ready to go.
 
   Because his damn dick had a mind of its own.
 
   Val stepped around him and he opened his eyes, just in time to see her leaning over the tub to turn on the water. His gaze went straight to her ass, nice and firm, perfectly outlined in the stretch material of her black yoga pants.
 
   He groaned and looked away, but not before Val glanced over her shoulder at him. And shit, the way she was still bent over like that, her head was right there. Like, right there. There was no way in hell she could miss his cock standing at attention like a good soldier ready for action.
 
   But she didn't say anything. He didn't even know if she looked, although part of him tried not to be insulted by her lack of comment. He wasn't exactly cocky—and Christ, did he really have to use that particular word?—but he liked to think that what he had was noticeable. More than noticeable. But no, Val didn't say a word.
 
   He heard her moving, knew she was rolling the bathmat into the tub. The sound of the water changed, coming out of the showerhead now instead of the faucet. 
 
   "All set." He felt her hand on his good arm, finally opened his eyes so he could step into the shower. He caught her gaze just before she pulled the shower curtain closed, saw the small smile on her face and the sparkle in her eyes.
 
   Justin ducked his head under the water, mumbling under his breath. "This isn't funny."
 
   "What was that?"
 
   "Uh, nothing." He shook the water out of his face and reached for the shower gel, squeezing some out onto the poofy ball sitting on the shelf of the shower organizer. Christ, let the guys find out he was using something poofy to shower with and he'd never hear the end of it.
 
   Yeah, not much chance of that happening. The team was in New York already, getting ready for the first game of round three. And fuck, why did he have to think of that, just now? He thought he'd been doing a good job of not thinking about it, of putting it out of his mind.
 
   Yeah. The same way he was doing such a good job of not thinking about sex with Val.
 
   Maybe he should just turn the water to full blast ice. Hell, he should just take care of business himself. It sure as hell wouldn't take him long. And he would, if he didn't think he'd jar his arm and make it worse. 
 
   What the hell. It couldn't hurt, right? If it got to be too bad, he'd just stop. He reached down and wrapped his hand around his cock just as the shower curtain opened again. He jumped, suddenly as guilty as a teenager caught in the act, his breathing coming out in a loud hiss when he knocked his arm against the wall.
 
   Then he couldn't breathe at all, couldn't even think of the pain because suddenly Val was there next to him, water pouring over her naked body.
 
   Her sweet, delicious, luscious naked body. 
 
   "Val—"
 
   "Shh." She stepped closer, the fullness of her firm breasts brushing against his chest as she ran her hand between them. Her hand closed over his, over his cock, guiding it in a long slow stroke.
 
   Justin's head fell back as he groaned, all pain in his arm forgotten. There was just this, the exquisite feel of Val's hand over his, guiding him. Each stroke slow, so fucking slow.
 
   "Better?" The sound of her throaty voice shot through him, filling him with need, with desire.
 
   "Val—"
 
   "Shh." Then her lips pressed against his. Not a full kiss, just enough to tease. She nipped at his lower lip, then ran her mouth along his bearded jaw, down his neck to his collarbone. She used her mouth to kiss, her tongue and teeth to nip and tease. Down to his chest, to each flat nipple, lower. Down across his stomach, down.
 
   Then she was kneeling in front of him, easing his own hand away, taking over with her own. He looked down at her, felt something slam into his chest when he met her gaze. The spray of water fell over her, slicking her hair, the long strands falling over her shoulders and clinging to her breasts. 
 
   "Hold on."
 
   "Val—"
 
   "Just hold on to the shower rod. Don't move. I don't want you to hurt your arm."
 
   Christ, did she really think he cared about his fucking arm right now? She was kneeling in front of him, her hand stroking his cock, her lips slightly parted as she stared up at him. "Hold on to the shower rod or I'll stop."
 
   Justin reached out with arm, his hand wrapping around the rod without thought. And then his mind completely blanked because Val's mouth was on him, licking, sucking. Warm, wet. Hot. Magical. 
 
   Christ, he was going to die. Pleasure, sharp, almost painful. No, never painful. He clenched his jaw, closed his eyes and tilted his head back as need curled in the pit of his stomach. Razor sharp, intense. Nothing existed except the feel of Val's mouth on his cock.
 
   Justin gulped for air, opened his eyes and looked down. Val looked up at him, her dark eyes wide in her face, her gaze burning him from the inside out. God, she was beautiful. So beautiful. What the hell did he do to deserve her? To have this enchantress on her knees in front of him, pleasuring him?
 
   He wanted to touch her. No, needed to touch her. He loosened his grip around the shower rod, lowered his hand, wanting to wrap his fingers in the wet strands of her glorious hair—
 
   She moved away, removing her mouth, a wicked grin on her face. "No moving."
 
   Justin gripped the shower rod again, a groan tearing through his chest. Christ, didn't she know how much he needed to touch her? "Val."
 
   "No moving." Her smile widened. Dammit, she did know. Her mouth closed over him again and he groaned, watching as she sucked. Her arm wrapped around his hips, holding him still, as her other hand cupped his balls. Squeezing, teasing. 
 
   Fuck. It was too much. He couldn't—his head fell back, his jaw clenched as sensation and need tore through him. He tightened his grip around the shower rod, the porcelain tile of the shower cool against his back. God, it was too much. Too much, he couldn't—
 
   His climax ripped from him, tearing through him with a force so strong he almost fell. Would have fallen, if not for his grip around the shower rod and Val's arm wrapped around his hips. He groaned, the sound long and low, desperate, as stars exploded behind his lids and heat seared his veins. His chest hurt, each harsh breath a struggle. For one frantic second he thought he was having a heart attack, his heart was beating too fast, too loud, the sound echoing around him.
 
   And then Val was standing next to him, her arms wrapped around his waist, her mouth pressing gentle kisses along his collarbone and throat. He let go of the shower rod, his hand cramped from holding it so tightly, and wrapped his good arm around Val.
 
   "All better?"
 
   He tried to nod, wasn't sure if he was successful or not, didn't care because Val was kissing him, her mouth tender and gentle against his. He tightened his arm around her, pulling her closer, and deepened the kiss. Val sighed, her body molding itself against his. Then she pulled away and smiled at him. Wicked, wanton. Sweet and innocent. And Christ, how could it be all of that, all at the same time?
 
   He stared down at her, felt something shift and tilt and wondered if he was getting ready to fall. Then it was too late, because he had fallen. It didn't matter that he was still standing on his own two feet. He had fallen, hard and fast.
 
   For the woman in his arms, staring up at him, a bewitching smile on her face. Did she know? Could she tell? Something tore through him. Hot and cold. Reassuring and frightening.
 
   This wasn't supposed to happen. Not with Val. Not with anyone. Not now, not when his life was so completely fucked up, not when the future was so uncertain. He opened his mouth with no idea of what to say. Whether he should seize the moment or shove it away. But then Val pressed a final kiss against the base of his throat and reached for the stupid poofy thing, dragging it across his chest and down his stomach, around to his back. And shit, she was bathing him. Actually washing him. 
 
   "Val—"
 
   "Turn around, let me get your back."
 
   Justin watched her for a few long seconds then slowly turned around, his mind searching for something to say.
 
   Something besides those three words that would forever change things.
 
   "How's your arm?"
 
   "What?" He glanced over his shoulder at her, then down at the arm hanging limply by his side. "Uh, good. I think. I don't really feel anything right now."
 
   Her laughter was intoxicating, light and musical, sending shots of warmth shooting across his skin. Or maybe that was the poofy thing as Val dragged it across his back, his ass, down each leg.
 
   She tugged on his hand, silently demanding he turn. She added more gel to the poof then scrubbed the front of him. "Step back. Rinse off."
 
   Justin moved under the spray, his eyes never leaving her as she used the same gel, the same poofy thing to wash herself. Rich lather formed on her pale skin everywhere she touched, from her neck, to her breasts, lower. She smiled then handed him the poof before turning around, pulling her hair out of the way. "My turn."
 
   Justin hesitated, almost afraid to touch her. Then he reached out and pressed the poof against her back, gently rubbing it along her skin. "You're, uh, going to smell like me."
 
   She looked over her shoulder, her smile wide. "I know."
 
   Possessiveness shot through him. Possessiveness and something else, something even stronger than before. She had said that like it was a good thing, like she wanted to smell like him. Silly. Stupid. He shouldn't be grinning, shouldn't be feeling warm inside at her words. But he did, and he was helpless to stop it.
 
   He didn't want to stop it.
 
   Val turned around then slid past him, stepping under the spray of water to rinse off. He couldn't stop watching her, couldn't stop grinning, not when she was looking at him like that, a smile on her face.
 
   "We need to finish up or we're going to be late."
 
   "Hm?" Justin blinked, pulled his gaze away from her breasts, away from the rosy tips of her nipples. Val laughed then reached behind her and shut off the water.
 
   "Your doctor's appointment. We're going to be late."
 
   "Oh. Right." He nodded, trying to act like he hadn't forgotten. Val laughed again then pulled back the shower curtain, leaning out to grab two towels. She handed him one and used the other to dry herself. Then she stepped out of the shower and bent over, wrapping the towel around her hair before straightening. 
 
   "Did you need help?"
 
   "Huh? Oh. No, I got it." Justin yanked his gaze away and rubbed the towel over him, blotting at the drops of water. Val laughed again then took it from him, doing a more thorough job of drying him off.
 
   And making him wonder if maybe he could get away with rescheduling the appointment and convincing Val he needed another shower.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The phone rang again, the noise too loud in the heavy silence. Too annoying. Too insistent. 
 
   Justin glanced at the screen in case it wasn't the same number calling then silenced the phone and tossed it on the bed beside him. He closed his eyes and squeezed his left fist, wincing at the pain. Ignoring it. Squeezing again. Once, twice. One more time.
 
   Just that little bit of movement caused a sheen of sweat to break out on his forehead. He took a deep breath, relaxed his arm, then opened his eyes. The ceiling fan whirred overhead, the blades spinning round and round. Hypnotic. Mesmerizing.
 
   Or maybe that was just because of the pain medication. He'd taken two pills a little more than an hour ago and was only now beginning to feel the effects. He thought about getting up and walking out to the kitchen to get two more. 
 
   Thought about, but didn't move. 
 
   It would be too easy, just pop one or two more. Wait for oblivion to crash over him, pull him under. To momentarily erase all the shit coming at him right now. 
 
   The busted arm.
 
   The long months of rehab ahead of him.
 
   The Banners' abysmal losses of the last two games.
 
   The fact that he might not be back next season, at least not until after it started. Too late. Too damn late.
 
   And now the phone calls. One after another, at least twice an hour for the past three hours.
 
   Yeah, it would be so easy to just go pop a few more pills and let it all disappear. At least for a few hours.
 
   But he didn't. He wouldn't, if only for Val. Justin didn't want her coming home and seeing him completely out of it like some mindless zombie. Didn't want her worrying more than she already was about leaving him alone.
 
   Guilt swept over him again, sharp and biting. Val shouldn't have to be taking care of him, shouldn't have to be worrying about him. She had enough responsibility, running her own place, spending her time between the restaurant and taking care of him. He knew it was getting to her, wearing her down. He could see it in the smudges under her eyes, in the shadows that crept into her gaze when she didn't think he was looking.
 
   No, she didn't need more of his shit on top of everything else. Though why she was putting up with him, why she cared, he had no idea.
 
   So yeah, as tempting as it might be to disappear into oblivion for at least a little bit, he wasn't going to. Val deserved better.
 
   He thought again about his earlier idea, the one borne from a medicated stupor. The one where he whisked Val away. He'd surprise her, just take her to the airport without telling her where they were going. He wouldn't even let her pack. Hell, it wasn't like he couldn't afford to buy whatever they needed once they got there.
 
   He closed his eyes and smiled as he pictured it. White sand and crystal blue water. Warm tropical breezes and exotic rum drinks. Val, dressed in a bikini, stretched out under the golden sun as he rubbed sunscreen over her. Her wide hazel eyes looking up at him, her full mouth tilted in a smile as she leaned toward him—
 
   Justin groaned and shook his head. It was a great fantasy. Too bad it was just that: a fantasy. He didn't think Val was the kind of person who would appreciate being whisked away, not when she had so much responsibility. She wasn't the kind of person who'd be able to just shirk everything for a week. With a little notice, maybe. But spur of the moment? No, he didn't think she'd appreciate it.
 
   Not to mention that the idea of lounging on a beach with a cast didn't hold much appeal for him. Knowing his luck, he'd spend the entire time trying to get sand out of it. Exactly what he didn't need, not with the tear in his skin from the incisions and from where the bone broke through still healing.
 
   Justin rolled to his right side, curling his good arm under his head and propping the broken one on two pillows. The throbbing from earlier was nearly gone now, nothing more than a hazy memory. If he was smart, he'd ice it down using the contraption they'd sent him home with. A small cooler was filled with ice and water, which then ran through a hose and connected to a pad that wrapped around his arm. It beat the hell out of old-fashioned ice packs. 
 
   Yeah, he should have thought of that before taking the medicine and lying down, because he didn't have the energy to move right now. In a little bit, after he took a small nap.
 
   His eyes drifted shut, calling the grayness to him. Just a little more, a little closer, and he could disappear for just a little while. Go into the grayness where worries and doubt no longer existed.
 
   Justin felt himself drifting, moving closer and closer to escape, welcoming it. And then his phone rang, the noise a loud screech, startling him, jerking him back from the ledge.
 
   He groaned and reached for it, stretching with his good arm until his hand closed around it. Justin looked at the screen, anger and apprehension filling him when the familiar number popped up. Again.
 
   He silenced the ring one more time, his hand tightening around the phone, squeezing. It would be so easy to just throw it. Hurl it across the room or against the floor, anything to break it. But then nobody else would be able to call. More importantly, he'd have no way to call Val. So he just clasped it in his hand, holding it close to his head, and closed his eyes.
 
   Deep breaths, over and over, calming himself. Reminding himself not to get sucked into the drama. To put it behind him, not give it any power over him.
 
   The phone beeped again, a short electronic tone. Not a phone call, but a voice mail. Justin opened his eyes and stared at the notification on the screen, telling himself he didn't have to answer it, didn't have to listen to it. It would be just as easy to hit delete as it would be to hit play.
 
   His thumb hovered over the screen, hesitating.
 
   Delete. Just hit delete.
 
   Knots twisted his gut, growing, settling with the weight of a boulder inside him. Justin muttered a curse as his thumb stabbed at the play button, calling himself every kind of fool when he did.
 
   The voice boomed from the phone's speaker, too loud, too rough. A laugh, rusty and forced, too harsh. 
 
   "That's my boy, fucking up again. Can't even bother to call and let your family know what happened, can you?" A harsh breath, a cough. "Course, not sure why I expect anything different. Since you're not playing, there's no need for you not to come home. I expect to see you next week."
 
   Justin played the message again, sweat breaking out on his forehead as he listened to the gravelly voice. He shouldn't have answered. Shouldn't have listened to the message.
 
   Shouldn't have expected anything different.
 
   Anger bubbled inside him, swift but still expected. What wasn't expected was where the anger was directed. Not at himself. Not this time, not like all the years in the past. No, this time, it was directed at the voice coming through the phone. 
 
   At his father.
 
   Justin yelled, the sound ripped from deep inside him, echoing in the silent room. He hurled the phone, watching as it flew through the air and hit the wall. The phone crashed to the floor then bounced across the carpet, pieces of it scattering nearby.
 
   Damn it. Damn him. Damn everything he'd had to put up with growing up. 
 
   Justin stared at the phone, his chest rising and falling with each heavy breath for several long minutes. The anger left as swiftly as it came, leaving him drained and hollow. He fell back against the mattress and draped his arm over his eyes, shutting out the light, shutting out everything as he struggled to disappear into the misty darkness.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   The knock didn't surprise her. In fact, the only thing that surprised Val was how long it took for the knock to come. She had been expecting it for the last two hours, from the moment she'd shown up at the restaurant and made a beeline straight for the office.
 
   Hanging in the office wasn't like her. Yes, she did the reports. Ran payroll. Invoicing and orders and bills. A never-ending flood of paperwork and reports, one she prided herself on staying ahead of, probably fanatically so. Just one advantage of being a control freak.
 
   Except for the last two and a half weeks, ever since Justin's accident. Val had been home more than she'd been here, helping Justin, keeping him company. Worrying about him. 
 
   And yes, even working on things from home, even though Jodi had been keeping up with everything here with no problem. Just one disadvantage of being a control freak, she figured. Control freak, that was her. About everything.
 
   Which was probably why she was starting to get an antsy feeling in her gut when Justin failed to answer his phone. For the third time. Because she really was a control freak? Or because she was worried about something else?
 
   The knock came again and Val looked away from the computer with a sigh. Not like she was doing much more than staring into space anyway. She pulled off her glasses and tossed them on the desk, then called out. Alyssa walked in, her blonde hair pulled back, her face flushed, no doubt from the heat in the kitchen.
 
   She closed the door, her whiskey-colored eyes resting on Val for a long second, then lowered herself to the chair with a sigh. A twinge of guilt—and excitement—flashed through Val, along with the memory of what she and Justin had done in that chair. She looked away, willing her face not to heat, and leaned back in her own chair.
 
   "You didn't have to come in today."
 
   The words didn't come as a surprise, not after the glances thrown her way when she first got here. But Alyssa, of all people, would understand. Working is what Val did, it was all she knew. Being gone too long, not being around all this, made her antsy, restless. Like she was missing something, like she was shirking her responsibility
 
   Which didn't even come close to explaining why she was back here, hiding in the office, instead of out on the floor.
 
   "Yeah, I know. But I had things to do." Val looked away, chewing on her lower lip, then turned back to Alyssa. "And I guess I maybe needed to get out of the house for a little bit."
 
   She didn't miss the frown on Alyssa's face, or the flash of concern in her eyes. "Is everything okay?"
 
   "Yeah. Everything's good." Val nodded, but she wasn't sure if it was for Alyssa—or herself. "Of course everything's okay. It's just, you know, I'm not used to being home. You know that."
 
   Alyssa didn't say anything, just watched Val with a gaze so steady that Val actually shifted in the chair. She reached out for her glasses and fiddled with the ear pieces, opening and closing them. Open, close, open, close.
 
   "You're not going to be happy until you break them, are you?"
 
   Val stopped fidgeting with the glasses and tossed them back on the desk. She tried to give Alyssa a smile, just a small one, as if to say she knew she had been caught. Alyssa kept watching her, not smiling back.
 
   "So are you going to tell me what's going on?"
 
   "Why do you think anything's going on?"
 
   "Gee, I don't know. Because you're sitting over there, looking everywhere except at me. Because you're distracted. Because your foot is bouncing a mile a minute."
 
   Val planted her foot solidly against the floor, tempted to deny it. She finally sighed, propping both elbows on the desk and resting her chin in the palms of her hand. "Nothing's really wrong. It's just…I don't know. Something. I think."
 
   "You think? Is it Justin? Is he doing alright?"
 
   "Yeah. I mean, considering. He's banged his arm a few times, trying to do something he shouldn't be doing, and then he gets frustrated. But I guess I'd probably be the same way, so I can't really say anything about that."
 
   "What about everything else?"
 
   "Everything else?"
 
   "You know." Alyssa shifted in the chair, not quite meeting her gaze. "Any drinking or anything?"
 
   Val didn't bother to hide her irritation. "No, he's not drinking. Why is everyone so convinced he's going to turn into some pathetic drunk?"
 
   "Everyone who?"
 
   "First Randy. Then Mat said something when he brought Justin's stuff over. And now you. It's getting really old."
 
   "Val, I didn't mean it that way. I doubt if Randy did, either. It's just—"
 
   "I know what it is. And no. Justin isn't drinking. He's barely even taking any pain medication." Val sat back and crossed her arms in front of her, anger and irritation burning in her chest. And maybe a little guilt, as well. 
 
   Because hadn't she been worried about the same thing? Hadn't she worried that dealing with his broken arm might be too much? That learning he probably wouldn't be back at the start of next season might push him over some unseen line? 
 
   So maybe she did have some guilt. But that was her own problem, something she'd have to get over. And that wasn't what was bothering her, not why she was so distracted. Yes, she was worried about him, worried that he wasn't answering the phone, worried that he hadn't returned her phone calls yet.
 
   Val glanced at her cell phone, sitting silent on the desk next to her elbow. She wanted to call him again but she didn't, not wanting to hear his phone go straight to voicemail. 
 
   Should she be worried? She tried to tell herself no. Justin was probably sleeping. Or maybe he forgot to charge his phone. Or accidentally silenced it. Something. Just because he wasn't answering it didn't mean something was wrong.
 
   "So then what is it?"
 
   "Hm?" Val pulled her gaze away from the phone and back to Alyssa, her friend's words not registering right away. 
 
   "So then what is it? What's bothering you? Why are you so distracted and out of it?"
 
   Val wanted to deny it, to pretend nothing was bothering her, that everything was fine. Except it was Alyssa sitting across from her, asking the questions. Her best friend, one she'd known for more than half her life. Alyssa knew her better than anyone. Lying to Alyssa would be like lying to herself. 
 
   "I'm not. Well, not really. I mean, not like you think."
 
   Alyssa raised her arms and waved them around, rolling her eyes at the same time. "Well that just clears things up so nicely. Are you going to tell me what's going on or not?"
 
   "Nothing is going on, really."
 
   "So everything is fine with Justin? With the two of you?"
 
   "Yeah." Val looked down, ran a finger along the edge of the desk. Shrugged. "I guess."
 
   "You guess?" Alyssa blew out a deep breath and leaned forward, resting her arms on the desk. "Val, what is going on?"
 
   "Nothing. It's just—" Val paused, glanced at Alyssa, then leaned back in her chair and stared at the wall. How could she explain what was going on, when she wasn't even sure herself? It wasn't anything concrete or tangible, nothing she could really explain with ease. It was just…a feeling. Not a bad one, just one that was there. One that maybe had her worried, just a little bit. On a personal level. Maybe.
 
   She sighed and looked up at Alyssa, not surprised to see confusion marring her friend's smooth face. Val looked down at her hands, noticed a small piece of jagged skin next to her thumbnail, and started picking at it.
 
   "Val! Out with it!"
 
   "Okay, fine." Val folded her hands in her lap then took a deep breath. "Was it…when you and Randy started living together, was it weird for you at first? I mean, after being on your own for so long."
 
   Alyssa's frown cleared, only to come back a second later. She opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again but only to take a deep breath. The she exhaled and raised both brows at Val. "Is that what this is about? You're worried because Justin is staying with you? Val, it's not the same. He's just staying with you, not moving in. I know you're used to having your own space. I'm sure he'll be back to his place in no time."
 
   "I know. It's just…Alyssa, what if I kind of maybe like him staying at my place?"
 
   There. She said it, got it out there. And now that she'd said it, she wasn't sure why she was having such a hard time putting it into words. Although from the look on Alyssa's face, maybe she hadn't done as good a job as she thought.
 
   "So, you're saying what, exactly? That you want Justin to move in with you? Or something else?" Alyssa's gaze didn't waver from Val's face, watching without giving any thoughts away. Searching. Val wondered what she saw, if she was able to see anything at all. 
 
   And if she did, would Alyssa share it with her?
 
   Val shrugged and went back to picking at her nail, searching for the words to answer. But how could she answer, when she wasn't even sure what the question was? Or maybe she did know what the answer was but just didn't want to admit it. Or maybe—
 
   "Val!"
 
   She jumped, startled, and ended up banging her wrist on the edge of the desk. Val winced then shook it, shooting Alyssa a dirty look for scaring her. 
 
   Alyssa laughed. "Oh yeah, you really do have it bad."
 
   "Have what bad?"
 
   "If you don't know, I'm not going to tell you. So, you never really did say. How's Justin doing? His arm, I mean?"
 
   "I told you, he's doing fine. All things considered, I mean." Val glanced back at her phone, the screen still blank. "I'd feel better if he answered when I called, though."
 
   "Is something wrong?"
 
   "No, of course not." Val wasn't about to tell her she just felt better when she talked to Justin. That the last few weeks, spending so much time with him, had become her new normal. That being away from him made her feel empty inside, like something was missing.
 
   Alyssa laughed again, making Val wonder if her friend really was seeing too much. "Val, if you're so worried, just go home. Everything's under control, you don't need to be here."
 
   "Yeah, I do. This is my business, too. I'm just as responsible for it as you, Jodi, and Renee. It's not fair to dump everything on you guys."
 
   "You're not dumping anything. We're partners, remember? Part of that means covering for each other. Besides, you're so distracted, you're not really doing anything anyway."
 
   Val wanted to deny it but she couldn't. Alyssa was right. She might be here physically, but her mind was back home with Justin. She sighed, glanced at the computer screen, then back at Alyssa. "You're sure?"
 
   "Yes, I'm sure." Alyssa stood and motioned for Val to do the same. "Go home. Take care of Justin. Go play house."
 
   "Play house? Really?"
 
   "Hey, you're the one who said you liked having him there. Maybe this can be a trial run before you make any real decisions."
 
   Val almost laughed, except it wasn't funny. Real decisions? There weren't supposed to be any decisions needed. She and Justin were only dating. Nothing else. Certainly nothing more. Weren't they? 
 
   She grabbed her bag and turned off the computer, frowning. She could try to convince herself of that all she wanted, but she'd only be lying to herself. No, she didn't know what to call what they were doing, but it was more than dating. But how much more?
 
   And how much more did she want it to be?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Silence. Not the quiet of emptiness, but more like a stillness. Val stood in the entranceway of her apartment, the keys still in her hand, her large tote still slung over her shoulder. Not moving, not doing anything except listening.
 
   The apartment should be flooded with light but it wasn't. The patio curtains were drawn, letting in just a sliver of the afternoon sun. The lights were turned off, as they had been when she'd left.
 
   Val looked around, studying the furnishings and décor like she was seeing them for the first time. She'd always thought her place was bright and welcoming, with the overstuffed sofa and matching chairs upholstered in pastel greens and creams. The light oak end tables and matching coffee table. The area rug with bold splashes of color. Even the prints on the wall and the few plants. Everything had been decorated with color in mind. Bright, airy, welcoming.
 
   But looking at it now, in the shadows of the late afternoon, everything looked…lonely. She'd never seen it this way before, had never really been home at this time of day. Except for the last few weeks, with Justin. But the curtains had been opened to welcome in the light, staying that way until she went to bed. Not like now, when she'd drawn the curtains last night and never bothered to open them before she left this morning.
 
   She'd never noticed, because she'd always been so busy. Leaving by nine in the morning and more often than not, getting home after nine at night. Her refuge had become nothing more than a place to sleep, and somehow she'd stopped noticing.
 
   Even during the last few weeks, when she'd actually been here. She hadn't really noticed, not consciously at least, because she'd been so focused on Justin. But seeing it now, she could see the contrast, feel the difference.
 
   Val rolled her eyes and tossed the keys onto the small table near the entranceway. "Get a grip, Val. You're losing it."
 
   And she was. She had no idea where her mind was lately, why she was suddenly so out of sorts. It was like she was disconnected somehow. Like her reality had shifted and she wasn't sure why.
 
   And she wasn't sure how to feel about it, either. 
 
   She dropped the bag onto the sofa, wondering when it had become so heavy, and kept walking, heading toward the bedroom. She stopped in the doorway, not surprised to see Justin sleeping. What did surprise her was the sudden hitch in her chest, a tightening that left her momentarily breathless.
 
   Justin was sleeping on his back, bare chested, the broken arm propped on a pillow draped across his midsection. The light throw she usually kept at the foot of the bed was draped over him, low around his waist, one bare foot uncovered and hanging slightly off the edge of the bed. His head was turned toward her, his face relaxed in sleep. And he looked peaceful, at ease. Like whatever tension and stress that had been plaguing him for the last few weeks had finally left him, at least in sleep.
 
   She studied his face, the sharp angles of his cheekbones, the imperfect line of his nose, the full lips, soft and slightly parted. His dark blonde hair, tousled, curling around his ear. The darker hair of his beard that hid the lines of his jaw. She smiled, knowing he wouldn't shave until the Banners finished playing, win or lose.
 
   Her gaze drifted down to his chest, to the line of hard muscles and light sprinkling of hair in the center, to the exquisitely drawn eagle tattoo. Justin reminded her a little of the majestic bird: masculine and rugged and strong but still beautiful. Graceful. 
 
   Val smiled again and shook her head, wondering what had gotten into her, to be staring at Justin like this while he slept. She turned and her foot hit something, knocking it away. Frowning, she bent down and picked it up, then stared at in confusion for a few seconds.
 
   Well, at least now she knew why Justin hadn't been answering his phone. But why would he have thrown it? There was no doubt in her mind that's what happened, not with the damage to it. 
 
   She picked up the other pieces and gathered them in one hand, moving to place them on the dresser. Curiosity was tearing at her but she wouldn't ask, not even after Justin woke up. It wasn't her business, no matter how much she wanted to know.
 
   "Hey." The soft voice startled Val and she dropped the pieces on the dresser. Pressing her hand to her chest, she turned to face Justin, her heart jumping again at the sleepy smile sent her way. 
 
   "Sorry. I didn't mean to wake you up."
 
   "You didn't." Justin watched her for a few seconds, his dark eyes smoldering beneath half-closed lids. He patted the bed next to him in invitation. "Come here."
 
   Val paused, but for only the space of a single heartbeat. She walked to the other side of the bed, toed off her heels, then climbed in next to him, shifting until she was stretched out beside him. She pressed a kiss to his chest, his skin hard and warm beneath her lips, then propped her head in her hand and smiled down at him.
 
   "How are you feeling?"
 
   Justin paused, frowning, then grinned, the small half-smile deepening the dimple in his cheek and causing her heart to skip a beat. "Not too bad. I think I actually got some real sleep." He stretched out with a small groan, his skin pulling even tighter over hard muscle, then ran his hand over her arm. "What time is it?"
 
   "Not quite five."
 
   A frown creased his face, his brows drawing together. "Five? I thought you were working all night. Is everything okay?"
 
   Val shrugged, then gave him a small smile. "Everything's fine. I guess I just wanted to be here instead, in case you needed anything."
 
   Justin pushed up on his good arm, shifting until he was almost sitting. She could see concern in his eyes, and maybe a little worry when he watched her. "Val, I'm fine. I don't want you to miss work to take care of me, not when you've already done so much. I'll be okay. You don't need to be here."
 
   "I know I don't need to. I want to. There's a difference."
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah." Val tried to keep her voice light and teasing, but the word came out too quietly, filled with more truth than she was ready to admit.
 
   Justin watched her for a long time, the minutes drifting by in silence. It seemed like a hundred different thoughts and emotions flashed in his eyes, one after the other, so fast that Val couldn't read any of them. She wondered if maybe she should have just stayed quiet. Or maybe she should have stayed at work. Would Justin worry that she was too attached? Or that she didn't trust him? Or worse, maybe he thought she was hovering too much. She started to sit up, to roll away and off the bed, when he reached for her. 
 
   His hand cupped her cheek, his palm warm and just a little rough against her skin. But his touch was gentle, the caress of his thumb against her lower lip feather light. He leaned forward and pressed his mouth against hers, the kiss soft and sweet, lingering. She leaned into him, her hand flat against his chest, sighing when his tongue eased between her lips and danced with hers. Warmth changed to heat, pooling deep inside and radiating out, filling her with need. Yet the kiss remained slow, gentle. Like Justin had all the time in the world, just for her. To taste, to linger, to please. 
 
   Val sighed when he pulled away, her eyes still closed, her heart racing. When she finally opened her eyes, it was to see Justin watching her, his own eyes searching hers, his gaze warm and soft. He ran his thumb along her lip once more then leaned back, a grin tilting one corner of his mouth.
 
   "I could kiss you all night long."
 
   "I won't stop you." And oh God, could she sound any easier? Any more desperate? Justin chuckled and kissed her again, this one too short, too quick. 
 
   "Good. How about we do that after dinner then?"
 
   Val smiled, some of the irrational worry leaving her. "Sounds good to me." She rolled to her side and pushed herself off the bed, smoothing her slacks as she stood. "What do you want? I can thaw some chicken, or we can have pasta—"
 
   "No." Justin swung his legs over the side of the bed, wincing only a little when he finally stood. "We're going out to eat."
 
   "Justin, are you sure?"
 
   "Yes, I'm sure." He walked over to her and wrapped his good arm around her waist, pulling her close. "I've been cooped up too long. We're going out. Some place nice, not a pizza joint."
 
   "And what's wrong with pizza?"
 
   "Nothing. We can do pizza another night. But tonight, we're going someplace nicer. Not suit nice, since I don't have one here. I'll have to think." He kissed her, hard and quick, then stepped back. "Besides, I need to get a new phone."
 
   "Uh, yeah." Val glanced at the pieces on the dresser. "I noticed that."
 
   A shadow crossed Justin's face, a brief one as he stared at the remains of his phone. He blinked, and the shadow disappeared. Then his gaze slid to hers, thoughtful but a little uncertain. Val got the feeling he was struggling with whether or not to explain what happened with the phone. His eyes drifted to hers, back to the phone, and finally down to the floor. He shifted his weight and ran a hand through his hair, tousling it even more.
 
   "I need to go home next week."
 
   The words hung in the air between them, not making any sense at first. Then something tightened in her chest, knocking the breath from her and leaving a hollowness deep inside. The reaction was silly. Stupid. Of course she'd known he would have to go home, he didn't really live here. 
 
   Then why did it suddenly feel like he was telling her he was moving out? Because she had become used to having him here, that was why. She had become too accustomed to falling asleep in his arms, to waking to his sleepy grin each morning. She was too attached. Val never got attached. She didn't have time. 
 
   She nodded and tried to smile, the expression too forced. Maybe it was good that he was going back home, good that he was putting space between them. Maybe then she could get her head back on straight and figure out what she wanted.
 
   She forced her smile wider and finally looked at Justin. "Oh. Sure, I understand. You'll probably be more comfortable at your place, with all your things and everything. It'll probably help you recover and—"
 
   "Val, no." Justin wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, his eyes catching hers, holding her still. "I don't mean back to my place. Unless—if you're getting tired of me then yeah, I can go back there—"
 
   "No!" The word came out too fast, too desperate. Val looked away and cleared her throat, then shrugged, trying to act like it wasn't a big deal. "You can stay here. If you want."
 
   "Good." He pressed a quick kiss against her mouth and grinned. "When I said I needed to go home, I meant to my dad's. For a visit."
 
   "Oh." She was such an idiot. What must Justin think, after she'd pretty much let him know she didn't want him to leave? Maybe he didn't think anything of it. Or, if the look in his eyes meant anything, maybe he liked the idea, too. 
 
   She really needed to figure out what was going on, figure out what she wanted. Maybe Justin being gone would help with that. Give them each some time away from the other, put a little distance between them so she could look at things objectively.
 
   Yeah. That's why her stomach was twisting and a heaviness was settling in her chest. When had she become such a fool? And when had she started lying to herself? She didn't need time to figure things out. No, what she needed was to face reality and finally admit to herself what her heart already knew.
 
   No. Not yet. It was too soon.
 
   "If you don't want to, that's fine too."
 
   Val blinked, her eyes focusing on Justin, on the expectant look on his face. She had been zoning out, arguing with herself, and completely missed whatever Justin had just said. "I'm sorry, what?"
 
   "I was just wondering if you wanted to go with me. It would only be for a week, I can't handle being home longer than that. But if you don't want to, I understand. I mean, you'd have to take off work and I know you don't like being gone from the restaurant that long."
 
   Justin was asking her to go home with him. Val blinked, repeating the words in her mind, making sure she didn't misunderstand. No, he really did ask her. And he was giving her an easy out, an easy way to say no if she didn't want to go. A week away from the restaurant. She'd never been gone for that long. It was probably too long, too much time away. She should probably say no, probably latch on to the excuse he was handing her and tell him she couldn't just leave for a week.
 
   Maybe that was what she should do. But it wasn't what she wanted to do. Justin was inviting her to go home with him and she got the impression this was important. A big deal. Not just for him, but for her too. And she wanted to go. 
 
   "I'd love to."
 
   Justin leaned back, his eyes widening just a little bit, as if he couldn't believe she'd said yes. "Really?"
 
   "Yes, really. It'll be fun. A nice little break." Val wrapped her arms around his waist, careful of his arm, and pressed a kiss at the base of his throat.
 
   "I'm not sure 'fun' is how I'd describe it but it'll definitely be better with you there."
 
   "Good, it's all settled." Val stepped out of his hold then paused, frowning. "Um, where exactly is home, anyway?"
 
   Justin grinned, his eyes lighting with amusement, and she wondered if maybe she should have asked him that question first, before agreeing to go with him. It wasn't anywhere in Canada, she knew that much. Maybe it was some place exciting, like New York. Or Key West. Or San Diego. That would definitely be a bonus.
 
   Val heard Justin speak, saw his lips move, but she was certain she was hearing things. She tilted her head to the side, frowning again. "Where did you just say?"
 
   Justin laughed, the sound rich and warm, easing some of the shock she felt when he spoke again.
 
   "Gettysburg."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   "Watch your speed going through here. When they say twenty-five, they mean it."
 
   Val glanced down at the truck's speedometer and eased off the gas, slowing down until the needle hovered above twenty-seven. Justin's truck drove like a car, with a smooth powerful engine that was misleading. She never thought she'd be into trucks, but after an hour of driving Justin's, she had to reconsider. He had laughed when she told him that, a playful grin on his face when he told her she looked good behind the wheel.
 
   His grin had faded not too long ago, finally disappearing when they crossed the Mason-Dixon line and entered Pennsylvania. At first she thought it might be because of his arm. It was resting in a sling and propped on a pillow she insisted he use for the drive. He'd only had one pain pill and that was hours ago. But something told her it was more than just his arm. The way he was sitting, too rigid and too tense, wasn't like someone in pain. In fact, she'd sensed tension in him the last few days, ever since he invited her along.
 
   Val glanced over at him, then looked back at the road, stopping for a traffic light. The weather so far was nice. A little warm for late May but without the heavy humidity that would blanket the area in a few weeks. She'd dressed for it, in a pair of linen capris with a loose blouse and comfortable sandals. Justin surprised her, though, choosing to wear a pair of worn jeans and cowboy boots. She thought he'd wear one of his button-front shirts, only because they were so much easier for him to get into. But he insisted on a slate blue polo with the Banners' logo, despite the difficulty—and no doubt, pain—putting it on.
 
   "I don't think I've been up here since middle school. Or maybe high school, I can't remember."
 
   Justin looked over at her, the corner of his mouth barely lifting in what might be a grin—if she stretched the definition some. "Field trip, huh?"
 
   "Yeah. I don't remember a whole lot about it, it's been so long ago. I know the bus drove around the battlefield. At least, I think it did. And then there was that old musty building with a map that had all these light bulbs showing the battle."
 
   Justin propped his elbow on the doorframe and rested his head in his hand, his eyes focused on the passing scenery. "The electric map. It's gone now." 
 
   "Oh."
 
   "So is the old musty building. There's a brand new Visitor Center now. This huge thing they built a few years ago."
 
   "Oh. Well, like I said, it's been awhile. Maybe we could go to the new place and you can show me around."
 
   "Yeah, sure."
 
   The road was fairly straight now, nothing but farmland and an occasional house here and there, so Val risked looking over at him. Not a quick glance, like she had been, but a longer look. He was still staring out the window, his head turned in profile, his hair ruffling in the wind coming through the window. She couldn't see his eyes, not with his head turned and his sunglasses on, but she was certain they'd be unfocused, seeing something only he could see. He moved his head, reaching to scratch at his freshly-shaved jaw, then went back to resting his chin in his hand and just staring out at nothing.
 
   Maybe that was why he seemed so quiet, so preoccupied. The Banners had lost last night, falling behind early in the game and losing their chance to win the Cup for the second year in a row. Justin hadn't said anything—there was nothing to say, not when both of them were disappointed about the loss. And this morning, when he'd come out of the bathroom, his beard was gone.
 
   Could that really be the reason for his sudden tension and silence? Or was there something else going on, something she missed?
 
   Val looked over at him one last time, adjusted the sunglasses on her nose, and sighed. "Justin. Is everything okay?"
 
   "Hm?" He turned in the seat, finally looking at her. "Yeah. Why?"
 
   "I don't know. You just seem distracted. Is it the game? Is that what you're upset about?"
 
   "No."
 
   A few more miles went by, the houses coming closer together now. Another traffic light was up ahead, right at the entrance to an outlet mall. Beyond that was a small convenience store and gas station—one on either side, just before the off ramp to a highway. They were close now, just outside of town, according to the signs. And still Justin didn't say anything, didn't elaborate.
 
   "Then what is it, Justin? I can tell you're stressed about something." She swallowed against the sudden thickness clogging her throat, surprised at the emotion building in her chest. "Is it me? Did you change your mind? About me coming with you, I mean. Maybe this wasn't such a good idea—"
 
   "No. Val, no. That's not it at all." He ran his good hand through his hair then pointed in front of them. "Pull into this gas station here, just on the other side of 15."
 
   Val looked and sure enough, there was another station just on the other side of the bridge crossing the highway. She checked traffic and moved into the right lane, waited on another light—because did they really need three traffic lights in the space of a thousand feet?—then pulled into the small station. She parked the truck on the side of the building, not sure if she should turn it off or leave it running. For all she knew, they'd be turning around and going back home.
 
   Justin turned in the seat until he was facing her then reached up and pulled off the dark sunglasses. She didn't turn to face him, almost afraid of what she might see in his eyes. Justin reached over with his good hand, closing it around hers and tugging. Not hard, just enough to get her to turn around, to look at him. She bit down on her lower lip and finally turned her head, her gaze resting on his chin.
 
   "Val, look at me." Justin squeezed her fingers, urging her. She blinked a few times then looked up. His gaze was steady on hers, the brown of his eyes dark, soft. And reassuring, comforting. Val blinked again, faster this time, certain she could lose herself in their dark depths.
 
   "Val, it's not you. Please don't think that."
 
   "Then what is it? Tell me."
 
   Justin looked away, but not before she saw the worry and doubt fill his eyes. And something else. Resignation? Regret? She couldn't be sure. When he faced her again, whatever she thought she had glimpsed was gone.
 
   "You know I don't really have a good relationship with my father, right?"
 
   Val shrugged, not sure how to answer. Over the last few months, Justin had made vague references to some kind of tension with his father, but he had never gone into detail. She hadn't asked because there had never been a reason to. That, and she thought that maybe it had all been in the past, something that didn't really have anything to do with Justin now. Apparently she was wrong.
 
   "I guess. Maybe."
 
   "Trust me, we don't. It's—" Justin paused, frowning. Then he shook his head, almost like he was trying to clear it. Or maybe trying to find a way to explain. "I had to deal with some shit growing up, Val. Some of the stuff has stayed with me. So no, we don't really get along, and I get a little tense whenever I see him. But please, don't think it's you."
 
   Justin squeezed her fingers then lifted her hand to his mouth and brushed his lips against her knuckles. Her fingers tightened around his, in reassurance and in reaction. Val leaned forward and brushed the hair off his forehead, then cupped his cheek in her hand.
 
   "Justin, if it's that bad, why are you coming out here for a week?"
 
   "Because I have to."
 
   She waited for him to explain but he remained silent. Val wasn't sure if it was because he didn't want to go into more detail, or if it was because he honestly didn't know how to explain. And maybe he didn't. Maybe those simple words were the only explanation he ever needed for himself.
 
   She leaned forward and pressed her mouth against his, the kiss soft and reassuring. "Then I'm here for you." 
 
   "Thank you." 
 
   Two simple words, so quietly spoken. They meant so much more, Val could see that from the look in his eyes. Her heart jumped in her chest, that familiar warmth filling her again. She was almost certain she knew what it meant, that warm glow that radiated out. Almost certain. But she didn't want to look at it too closely, didn't want to analyze it or even name it. Not now. Not yet. It was too soon. There was still so much about Justin she didn't know, still so much to learn about him.
 
   Well, she would certainly get to know more about him this week, wouldn't she? Too bad she had a feeling it might not be what Justin wanted her to know. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   The knot settled like concrete, hard and unforgiving, in his gut as they pulled into the long driveway. Justin questioned, for the thousandth time in the last twenty minutes, the wisdom of coming here.
 
   Of bringing Val.
 
   Wasn't it bad enough that he had to submit himself to this torture? To put up with the memories of the past and the constant reminder that he wasn't good enough? To listen to his father criticize and find fault with everything? 
 
   He could tell himself he was over it, that it no longer made a difference, all he wanted. But they were just empty words, meaningless words meant to bolster. He thought it had worked.
 
   He was wrong.
 
   And now he was bringing Val into it, showing her a part of his life that he didn't want to acknowledge. What the hell had he been thinking, asking her to come here with him? He knew the answer, as clear as he knew he didn't want to be here. He was a coward, thinking Val would give him the strength and courage he needed.
 
   He was wrong.
 
   Justin turned in his seat, watching her as she put the truck in park and turned off the engine. So beautiful, with her long black hair and porcelain skin, her wide hazel eyes and full mouth. Did she have any idea what she did to him? Did she have any idea what she meant to him? How she made him feel? Like he could do anything, be anyone he wanted. Like he mattered. Like he wasn't the colossal fuck-up his father thought he was. 
 
   What the hell had he been thinking, bringing her here? Showing her that he wasn't really who she thought he was. 
 
   He wanted to tell her that he changed his mind, that the trip was a mistake. He wanted her to start the truck and turn it around and go back home. He could come back later, without her. 
 
   Justin reached for her, opening his mouth to say just that, but it was too late. Val already had the door open and was climbing out, her hand wrapped around the handle for balance as she stepped down. She placed her hands in the middle of her back and stretched, then shoved the sunglasses up, anchoring them in her hair. There was a hint of a smile on her face as she looked around, taking in the uneven yard, the large rocks here and there, the stretch of worn split-rail fencing that ran the perimeter. And in the middle of it all, looming in front of them, stood the house. 
 
   Close to two hundred years old, the restored farmhouse sprawled in front of them, its various additions over the years adding a look of fanatical whimsy. Weathered gray clapboard, black tin roof, full front porch. The addition running off the back also boasted a second-story balcony, added almost a hundred years ago. Not too far in the distance stood the barn, a large building bigger than the original house. Justin knew without looking that the equipment it housed was nearly new. Top of the line, no expense spared. And why would there be? Not when it was Justin's money that had paid for everything.
 
   Not that any of that mattered, not to his father.
 
   He couldn't stay here. Not with Val, not with the ghostly voices that would become too real this week. But he couldn't just tell her they were leaving, not without having to explain so much more. He wasn't quite ready for that.
 
   Val turned back, her smile a little wider. "So you really are a farm boy, huh?"
 
   Justin glanced at the house then back at Val through the open driver's door, trying to muster something that resembled a smile. "Yeah, I guess."  
 
   Val tilted her head, the smile on her face fading just a little. Probably because his voice had been anything but enthusiastic. And probably because he was still sitting in the truck, making no move to get out. Val lowered the sunglasses back over her eyes and closed the door, then walked around the front of the truck. Great, she probably thought he needed help. With a muttered curse, he opened the door and climbed down before she reached him, managing to bang his arm only once. He winced and closed the door, waving off Val's concern when she reached for him.
 
   "Should we get our bags now?"
 
   "No, leave them. I think we'll stay at a hotel in town." It was the best compromise he could think of right now. It was what he should have done to begin with. Surely one of the small hotels still had a room available. 
 
   Val came up beside him, taking his good hand in hers and lacing their fingers together. She smiled at him then looked around again. "So is this part of the battlefield?"
 
   "What?" He hadn't expected that question, though he wasn't sure why. It was a natural question, especially this close to town. But he'd grown up here, right in history's back yard, and didn't think of it in those terms. Justin looked around, trying to see everything through Val's eyes. 
 
   "Everywhere around here is part of the battlefield. But not like you’re thinking. At least, it's not part of the preserved battlefield that's run by the park service. There were probably a few skirmishes here but nothing that's considered important."
 
   "Oh. I thought the whole battle was important." Was it his imagination, or did she actually look disappointed? The thought almost made him smile.
 
   "I didn't realize you were a history buff."
 
   Val shrugged, her gaze still studying the landscape around them. "Not really. But I still think it's cool. I mean, imagine what it was like back then. Don't you ever wonder who may have been standing right here, in this exact spot? Just because it didn't make it into the history books doesn't mean nothing happened."
 
   "Hm. Maybe." Val looked so enthralled with the possibilities, so excited over whatever scenarios were playing out in her mind. Justin decided to share the one thing he did know that happened here. He squeezed her hand and motioned to the house with a single nod. "What would you say if I told you the house was used a hospital during the battle?"
 
   "No way. Really?" Her smile grew wider as she turned from him to the house, no doubt imagining what it must have been like.
 
   "Yup, really. Of course, pretty much every house around was used as some sort of hospital, so that doesn't really mean much." He squeezed her hand, knowing he should move forward, out of the yard and up to the house. But he wasn't ready to, not just yet. "There's a small parlor off to the left that still has the original wood floors. They say there was so much blood from all the soldiers that the floors are actually stained. I'm not sure how true that is, but I do know there's a dark stain in the corner that's supposedly from after the battle."
 
   "No way. Really? Cool." Val's smile widened. She glanced at him, her eyes hidden behind the dark glasses, her head titled to the side. "So. Are there any ghosts here?"
 
   Justin's grin faded. Only my personal ones, he wanted to say. But he couldn't say that, not without explaining. And then he didn't have to say anything because the front door opened, the wood frame of the screen banging shut as his father stepped onto the porch.
 
   He had the same build as Justin, maybe a little rounder, a little softer in the middle. His blonde hair was mostly faded to gray, his complexion weathered and ruddy from so much time in the sun. Dark eyes, nearly identical to Justin's, stared from beneath thick brows lowered in an impatient slash, their color cold and flat. 
 
   His father folded his arms in front of him, his booted feet braced shoulder-width apart. As Justin watched, those flat eyes moved to Val. Studying, watching. Distant and immediately disapproving. Then he turned that cool gaze to Justin, staring for seconds that stretched around them, quiet and uncomfortable.
 
   His father. Justin's own personal ghost. In the flesh and very much alive. A ghost he didn't know how to deal with, even now.
 
   "About damned time you showed up, boy."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Val was good at hiding her reaction, he'd give her credit for that much. Her smile didn't slip at all and she barely even moved. The only evident reaction was the slight tightening of her fingers around his, just the barest squeeze. 
 
   Justin squeezed back, both seeking and giving reassurance. It was too late to turn back now, too late to try to explain. Not that he could explain anyway. How could he sum up his life here in less than thirty seconds?
 
   Oh, by the way. My father is a controlling asshole who has made sure that I knew from day one I could do nothing right. Yeah, that didn't even begin to cover it. It was best to just stay quiet, force a smile, and get out of here as quick as he could.
 
   Justin took a deep breath, calming the racing thud of his heart, and led Val forward. He stopped at the bottom step of the porch, looking up at his father, thankful he hadn't bothered to take off his sunglasses. Justin wanted to tell his father he didn't realize he was on a schedule, or that he still had to answer to him. Past experience warned him not to, already knowing that the end result wouldn't be remotely worth the split-second of satisfaction he might have. So instead he squeezed Val's hand again and offered his father a small nod.
 
   "Pop, this is Val. Val, this my father, Brian Tome."
 
   "Nice to meet you, sir."
 
   His father didn't say anything, just simply let his gaze rake over Val from head to toe and back again. He turned to Justin with a small grunt. "Get your bags. Dinner's almost ready."
 
   "We're not staying here." His father paused with his hand on the door, his face expressionless as he studied Justin over his shoulder. Justin started to look away, to look down at the scuffed toe of his boot. He caught himself at the last minute and stopped, clearing his throat. "We're going to grab a hotel room in town."
 
   His father kept looking at him, his dark gaze steady. Then, without another word, he turned and entered the house, the screen door banging shut behind him. A tense second went by before Justin realized he'd been holding his breath. He let it out then looked at Val, wishing he could see her eyes, see what she was thinking.
 
   She turned her head, her smile gone. "Your dad isn't very talkative, is he?"
 
   Justin laughed, the sound short and harsh. If she only knew. "Val, I should have warned you. I shouldn't have—I'm sorry."
 
   "Sorry? For what?"
 
   For everything. For dragging her here. For exposing her to whatever shit his father was about to pull. For whatever shit she was about to hear. All of it.
 
   But Justin said nothing. He tightened his hand around hers and led her up the steps and inside. He didn't want to let go of her hand, didn't want to lose that physical contact with her. But the house was dim, especially compared to the bright sun outside, and he needed to take off his glasses. He hesitated, then the choice was no longer his because Val released his hand and slid her own glasses up to her head. She looked around, her curious gaze taking everything in.
 
   It wasn't much to see, at least not as far as he was concerned. They were in the main entranceway, with a staircase to their right. Just beyond the staircase was a doorway leading into what was now a family room—the irony of the name not lost on Justin. A doorway to the left opened onto a formal dining room that hadn't been used much even when he was growing up, reserved mostly for holidays and rare special occasions up until he was eleven years old. Justin didn't even bother looking in, not wanting to see if anything had been changed since he left.
 
   A wide hallway opened up off the entranceway, straight ahead, leading back to the rest of the house. A kitchen that had been enlarged into one big room to include an informal dining area. A smaller room that had been converted into an office. The main addition ran straight back off the large kitchen. When he was growing up, that's where the family had gathered, in the large living room. To play games, talk about the day's events. Hang out. That had all changed, just before his eleventh birthday. 
 
   It was still the room where the family gathered, but it was no longer filled with laughter and games.
 
   "Well?"
 
   Val tugged on Justin's arm, pulling him from memories best left buried. He pulled his sunglasses off and tucked them into the collar of his shirt. "Well what?"
 
   "The parlor? The one with the blood. Where is it?" Val's smiling curiosity brushed away his deep thoughts and lightened his mood. He wanted to thank her, to tell her how much he appreciated it. But then he'd have to explain why and he didn't want to do that, not just yet. So he leaned down and kissed her, a quick meeting of their lips. Val pulled back, surprise lighting her eyes.
 
   "What was that for?"
 
   "Just because." He smiled and took her hand, pointing to their left. "The parlor is right through there, just past the dining room. I'll give you the grand tour before we leave."
 
   He led her down the hallway and through the swinging door that opened to the kitchen. His father stood at the stove, his back to them as he drained a large pot of pasta in the sink. A basket of bread sat in the center of the table, next to a plastic tub of butter. His brother looked up from adding a fourth place setting, a grin on his face as he tried to discreetly study Val.
 
   Justin felt an answering grin on his own face, the first real one in at least an hour. He released Val's hand and motioned to his brother, who was already walking toward them. "Val, this is my brother. Gary, meet Val."
 
   Val held her hand out in greeting, a hesitant smile on her face. The smile disappeared, turning into a small O of shock when Gary stepped forward and gave her a hug. "Nice to meet you, Val." Then he turned to Justin and did the same thing, with an added pat on the back. Gary glanced at him, a small warning flashing in his eyes as he looked over his shoulder at their father. Then he turned back to Val, his smile bright as he led her to the table.
 
   "A pleasant surprise. It's nice to see Justin bring someone with him." Gary took the seat across from her then turned to Justin, his gaze dropping to his arm then up. "Well, I'll give you this much. When you do something, you do it all the way. How's the arm?"
 
   "A little sore."
 
   "I bet. I saw the game. That was a nasty hit."
 
   Justin shrugged, not really wanting to talk about it. Especially not here, in front of their father. He shifted and gave Gary a meaningful look, then turned to Val. She had been watching them, her expression curious, and he wondered what she was thinking. What she thought of his family so far. He cleared his throat and offered her a small smile, trying to think of small talk, something safe and neutral for conversation. 
 
   But his father was approaching the table already, the large bowl of pasta held between two large hands. He placed it in the center, cast a long look at Val, then took his seat. "Justin, have your lady friend get the drinks for us."
 
   The small smile on Val's face froze, then disappeared completely, replaced by surprise. Embarrassment filled Justin, swift and hot, and he moved to push back his chair. "I'll get them."
 
   "No, sit. I'll get them. You've only got one arm." Gary stood, his face tinged in pink, no doubt with the same embarrassment Justin felt.
 
   His father fixed him with a steady look then reached for the pasta, spooning out a large portion onto his plate. "That's right, one arm. Because you can't even manage to play a game right."
 
   "Pop—"
 
   "Think you can manage to pass the bread?"
 
   Justin clamped his mouth shut and reached for the bread, but Val was faster. He felt her eyes on him, knew she was watching him, but he couldn't look at her, not right now. 
 
   Gary returned to the table, breaking the tension that had settled over them. He placed a pitcher in the center of the table then leaned across, placing a bottle of beer in front of each place setting. Justin shook his head, waving it away.
 
   "Tea's fine." He caught his father's look, saw the slight shake of his head, as if he was disappointed yet again. Justin looked away, shifting his attention to the food and telling himself once again that bringing Val had been a mistake.
 
   Silence settled over the room, broken only by the scrape of silverware against plates. Justin watched Val from the corner of his eye, noticed that she was busier twirling the pasta on her fork instead of eating it. Could he blame her? No, not when he was doing essentially the same thing.
 
   "So, Val. What is it you do?"
 
   She seemed to brighten at Gary's question, straightening a little in her chair and giving him a small smile. "I’m co-owner of a sports bar and restaurant called The Maypole."
 
   "She's very successful at it, too. It's a very popular place and was even mentioned by several local magazines." Justin added the information because he knew Val wouldn't. She looked over at him, a soft smile on her face, then turned back to Gary. Justin figured she was going to explain a little about the restaurant, go into some more detail about it. But before she could say anything, their father let out a loud snort of disbelief. Justin froze, afraid of whatever was coming next.
 
   "So you're one of those."
 
   "Pop—"
 
   "Pardon?" Val spoke at the same time, speaking over him. She turned to his father, her confusion evident. "One of what?"
 
   "A working woman." The tone was condescending and insulting. His father tore off a piece of bread and popped it into his mouth, speaking around it. "Thinks she can do everything on her own. Expects everyone else to cater to her."
 
   Justin wanted to shoot to his feet, wanted to yell at his father, let the last eighteen years of pent-up frustration explode. But he didn't. He couldn't. Shame filled him, the same feeling he always had when he came home. But there was another feeling on top of it: embarrassment. For Val, who didn't deserve his father's harsh judgment. Not just embarrassment, but regret as well, because he didn't know what to do. 
 
   Val turned in her seat and looked at him, almost like she was waiting for him to say something in her defense. Justin didn't know what she saw in his face but he was surprised when a flash of understanding flared in her eyes. She straightened her shoulders then turned back to his father.
 
   "You make being independent sound like something to be ashamed of."
 
   "Nothing wrong with being independent." He twirled pasta onto his fork and lifted it, then used it to point at Val. "It's just not what men are looking for."
 
   "Pop, you don't—"
 
   "You're nothing like Gina. Now there was a woman who knew her priorities."
 
   Silence descended over them, quick and brutal. Justin froze, his hand clenching around the fork as anger burned through him. Even Gary froze, his eyes focused completely on the plate in front of him.
 
   Only Val moved, her gaze sliding from his father to his brother and finally to him. Justin wanted to tell her to ignore the comment, wanted to shake his head or reach out and grab her hand. Something. But he couldn’t even meet her direct gaze.
 
   She looked between Gary and him a few more times then finally turned back to his father. "Was Gina your wife?"
 
   His father laughed, the sound nothing more than a short bark. He shook his head and forked pasta into his mouth, chewing with a smile before washing it down with a swallow of beer. "Not mine, missy. Justin's. No idea why he couldn't make it work. Of course, I'm not surprised. Just one more thing he managed to mess up. Isn't that right, son?"
 
   "Oh, was that her name? I didn't know." Val tossed her head to the side in an almost-careless move that caused her hair to fall behind her shoulder. A wide smile crossed her face and Justin wondered if everyone else could see how forced it was, how cold and brittle. Or if anyone else noticed the dangerous fire in her eyes as she blinked at his father. 
 
   And kept blinking, like some kind of robotic doll with faulty wiring. Justin sat up a little straighter, wondering what Val was doing. Gone was the business-savvy professional, the laughing carefree woman he'd come to know the last few months. In her place was…Justin wasn't sure, and he was almost afraid to find out.
 
   He stretched his leg under the table, placing his own foot on top of hers and pressing down. A long minute went by before she finally looked at him, the insidious smile slowly fading from her face. Justin pressed down on her foot again and shook his head, doing his best to make the movement noticeable only to her. 
 
   Val pursed her lips and for a second he thought she was going to say something, to him or to his father, maybe both. But she finally nodded and lowered her gaze to the table, her attention now solely focused on her plate.
 
   If his father noticed the byplay, he didn't say anything. No, he must not have noticed. If he had, he would have definitely said something, would have pounced on it and turned it around in some way against Justin. Because that's what he did, what he'd been doing for the last eighteen years, ever since his mother died.
 
   Justin wondered again why he brought Val, why he thought it would be a good idea to have her with him. It wasn't fair to Val, to throw her in the middle of this, to expose her to his father's biting criticism. As much as Justin wanted her with him, he'd have to take her home tomorrow. Tonight was mild; things would only go downhill from here.
 
   Because it didn't matter what he did, or who he had with him. His father would act like he always had. His father would continue to find fault in everything he did, would continue to accuse him of being a fuck-up. He'd been doing it for the last eighteen years and he'd continue doing it, no matter what Justin did.
 
   Because no matter what Justin did, his father would always blame him for the accident that took his mother's life.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Val stood in front of the window, looking down at the parade of cars fighting for the right-of-way in the circle below. A coach bus was moving at a snail's pace, snarling the traffic behind it when the driver slammed on the brakes as a large truck approached from the left. Horns blared, their sound muted through the glass and distance of three stories. Another horn, longer this time, coming from a pick-up truck right behind the hesitant driver. The bus finally inched ahead, almost causing an accident as it finally made its way into the roundabout.
 
   Except for the snarling traffic below them, the scene was deceptively peaceful. Twilight was falling, engulfing everything around them in a mysterious purple light. Off to the west, just beyond where she could see out the window, the last rays of the dying sun painted the edges of the distant buildings a fiery red. People lined the street below, many of them carrying bags. Even more would stop in the middle of the walk, heedless of anyone behind them, read something from a guidebook in their hands, then look around, as if trying to find something.
 
   Or maybe trying to visualize the surroundings as they had been over 150 years ago during the battle.
 
   Val figured that last part shouldn't be too hard, considering the town of Gettysburg hadn't changed that much. At least, that's what the few photo books in their room claimed. She had glanced through a few when they first got into their room, just to see—and figured a few of the authors probably stretched dramatic license a bit. The town itself had largely escaped modern development and while it kept most of its original charm, it certainly wasn't exactly as it had been 150 years ago.
 
   Val glanced over her shoulder at Justin. He was sprawled out on the sofa, his attention focused on a stack of papers in his hand. The skin of his face was pulled tight, lines of weariness showing around his mouth and the corners of his eyes. He looked drained. Tired and worn-out. She couldn't blame him, not after the dinner at his father's house. The experience had been enough to drain her, and she'd only been there for a little more than an hour.
 
   They'd gone from his father's house straight to here, the old hotel right in the middle of the town square. Justin had chosen one of the few available suites. Considering the hotel was more than two hundred years old, Val hadn't known what to expect and figured the term 'suite' was probably going to be an optimistic stretch, another example of dramatic license. 
 
   She had been pleasantly surprised. The room boasted a large bedroom area with a king bed, complete with overstuffed mattress and gas fireplace. The adjoining living area had a small wet bar and large flat screen television in addition to the sofa and chairs and second gas fireplace. Fresh flowers sat in a vase on the small table and several Civil War prints decorated the walls. It even had a two-person Jacuzzi tub in the bathroom that Val fully intended to take advantage of—with Justin. 
 
   The hotel had obviously been renovated sometime in the last few years but still retained its charm. The entire hotel was quaint and romantic, a perfect place for an intimate getaway. 
 
   Val was afraid this week wasn't going to fall into that category.
 
   She let the drapes fall back in place and stepped away from the window, wondering what to say to Justin. He'd been quiet ever since they arrived at his father's house. Too quiet. Tension rolled off him, from the hunched set of his shoulders to the muscle ticking in his clenched jaw. She knew he was embarrassed, maybe even angry, about the way his father acted. But he didn't say anything about it, didn't even acknowledge what happened. Part of her wanted to ask if his father was like that all the time.
 
   Another part of her told her to leave it alone, that it wasn't her business. Justin had mentioned, more than once, that the relationship with his father was strained, that they didn't get along. She didn't need to bring up the obvious, didn't need to ask questions that might make things worse.
 
   But she had so wanted to say something earlier. Not to Justin—to his father. It had taken all of her self-control and then some to keep her mouth shut, to bite her tongue and keep the words she wanted to say to herself.
 
   She still couldn't believe the way Brian Tome had acted, the way he'd talked to and treated Justin. And her. The things he'd said. What didn't make sense to her was that it seemed like he only treated Justin that way and not his brother, Gary. His father was the type of man who would never be called loving, but he'd been positively antagonistic toward Justin—and only Justin. She didn't understand it.
 
   And she didn't understand why Justin merely sat there without saying anything back. Without defending himself—or her.
 
   Val moved to the sofa and sat in the corner, curling her legs in front of her then wrapping her arms around her knees. Justin was still looking through the papers in his hand, his brows lowered in a frown as he flipped from one page to the next then back again.
 
   "Did you need help with anything?"
 
   "Hm?" A few seconds went by before her question actually registered. Justin tossed the papers on the coffee table and shook his head, then finally looked over at her. "No. They're just reports for the past year and expected expenses for the coming year."
 
   "Oh." She waited for him to elaborate, to explain where the reports were from and what they were for. But he didn't say anything, just leaned his head against the back of the sofa and closed his eyes with a weary sigh. 
 
   Val wanted to slide closer to him, to sit beside him and wrap her arms around him, maybe rest her head on his shoulder. But she still felt the tension coming from him. And something else, almost like he was trying to put distance between them. 
 
   "I'm pretty good at reports, you know. From the restaurant and everything."
 
   Justin rolled his head to the side and opened his eyes, watching her for a few quiet seconds. Then the corner of his mouth lifted in a tired sad smile. He stretched his arm out, his palm upturned, silently asking for her hand. She reached out and laced her fingers with his then slid closer when he tugged. He released her hand and draped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer and dropping a kiss on the top of her head.
 
   "I know. I appreciate the offer. But it's nothing I can't handle."
 
   "Oh." She snuggled closer, resting her head against his chest. "What are they for?"
 
   "Just yearly expenses for the farm. I look them over once a year before writing the check."
 
   "The check for what?"
 
   "For the running of the farm."
 
   His voice rumbled in his chest, echoing in her ear, harsh and bitter. Val stilled, surprised at the emotion under the words. She wanted to ask why, wanted to ask what he meant, but she didn't. She didn't have to, not when it was too easy to guess. Justin was obviously paying for everything for his father. The question was: why? With all the tension and animosity between them, why would Justin do that? No matter how much she wanted to know, she didn't dare ask. 
 
   Val turned her head and pressed a kiss in the middle of Justin's chest, then raised her head so she could look at him. He looked tired, more now than just a few minutes ago. And lost, like his mind was a million miles away. Somewhere in the past? Or just somewhere up the road, back at his father's house?
 
   It didn't matter. What mattered was the ache in her chest when he looked like that, and the burning need to make him smile. To get his mind away from wherever it was. She didn't like seeing him like this, especially not after everything he'd been through the last few weeks. This was supposed to be a fun trip for them, a little getaway. At least, that's what she had thought when he first invited her. After meeting his father, she wasn't so sure. But that didn't mean they couldn't do something just for them, something fun and relaxing.
 
   She forced a smile to her face then reached up to trace his full lower lip with the tip of her finger. "So what do you want to do tonight? I saw some brochures for ghost tours. Did you want to do one of those?"
 
   He looked down at her, his eyes full of shadows. "I think you should go home tomorrow. Take my truck. I can get Gary to bring me back."
 
   "What?" Val sat up, both feet planted on the floor, and stared at him. "You want me to leave?"
 
   "I shouldn't have dragged you up here, not when I knew this would happen."
 
   "Asking about a ghost tour? Fine, we don't need to go. It's not that big a deal." She tried to make light of it, to pretend she didn't understand what Justin was talking about, to make him laugh or smile.
 
   One corner of his mouth lifted ever so slightly, then dropped again. He ran his finger along her cheek then pushed her hair behind her ear, his eyes watching her too closely.
 
   "That's not what I meant."
 
   She reached up and pressed her hand against his, holding it in place against her cheek. "Then what did you mean?"
 
   "I think you know."
 
   She held his gaze, silently begging him not to look away. Not to shut her out. "Tell me."
 
   "Val, it's—" He paused, swallowed, and she held her breath, waiting. Disappointment filled her when he shook his head and looked away. She let out a small sigh then leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss against his mouth.
 
   "Justin, I get it. Your father and you don't get along. That doesn't mean I have to leave."
 
   "Val, it's more than that. He's—" Justin took a deep breath and ran his hand through his hair then dragged it down his face. "In my father's eyes, I've never been able to do anything right. I've fucked up everything, ever since I was eleven. It doesn't matter what I do, nothing is ever good enough—"
 
   "Why eleven?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "You said since you were eleven. Why then?"
 
   Justin froze, his entire body stiffening next to hers. Color drained from his face, leaving his skin a pasty white. Val reached for him, afraid something was wrong. "Justin, what is it? Are you okay?"
 
   He shook his head and waved her back, not even looking at her. His eyes closed and he took several long deep breaths. Color slowly seeped back into his face, turning his complexion blotchy before finally evening out.
 
   "Justin?"
 
   "I'm fine. It's—I'm fine." He stood up, his back straight and stiff, and moved to the wet bar, pulling out a bottle of water. He twisted off the cap one-handed and drained it in three long swallows then leaned against the small countertop, his back still to her.
 
   Val didn't know what to do, what to say. Something had upset Justin, something she had said. But what? She tried to think, to remember, wondering if maybe she said something she shouldn't have. But that couldn't be right. All she had asked was—
 
   "Why eleven?" Justin repeated her question, his voice hoarse, slightly unsteady. He cleared his throat and turned around, facing her. But his gaze was focused on the empty bottle in his hand, not on her.
 
   Silence stretched around them, long and brittle, threatening to shatter under the slightest noise. Then Justin inhaled, a deep breath that seemed to go on forever. When he exhaled, it came out in a burst, a harsh laugh that was almost chilling.
 
   "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to make it sound so dramatic. It's, uh, well, it's actually pretty cliché. My mother died when I was eleven and my father blames me for it."
 
   The words were said so casually, so matter-of-factly, that they didn't immediately register with Val. Then a tidal wave of emotions rolled over her, crashing into her so fast she didn't know where one ended and another began. What kind of father would blame his own son for the death of his mother? 
 
   She pushed against the sofa, trying to stand, wanting nothing more than to go over to Justin and hold him. But he shook his head, holding his hand out to stop her, a brittle smile on his face. She sat back down, her hands curling into the edges of the sofa cushions.
 
   "What happened?"
 
   Justin's hand tightened around the empty bottle, the plastic collapsing under his grip. He looked down at it, frowning, then tossed it into the wastebasket near the wet bar. Then he leaned against the counter and shrugged.
 
   "In case you didn't notice, there aren't a lot of ice rinks around here. My father didn't much see the point of me playing hockey so my mom would drive me. An hour away, three or even four times a week, if not more. Most times she would wait at the rink, other times she would do some shopping or running around or something until I was done." Justin cleared his throat then looked down at his feet, shifting his weight. "She was an in accident, got hit when she was turning into the rink to pick me up. Killed her instantly." 
 
   "Oh God, Justin."
 
   "So yeah, Dad blamed me. And he was right."
 
   Val pushed off the sofa and walked over to Justin, her heart breaking for the young boy he had been. Had he seen it? He must have, if he had been at the rink. What must he have gone through? She couldn't imagine. And for his own father to blame him for it. Anger ripped through her. Anger, and the overwhelming need to defend the man who had been that boy. 
 
   She reached out and placed her hand on his arm, not surprised at the tension thrumming through the hardened muscle. "Justin, how can you say that?"
 
   "Because it's the truth. If I hadn't insisted on playing hockey, Mom wouldn't have had to drive me. She wouldn't have been in the accident."
 
   "Justin—" Val struggled for the right words, her mind searching for something to say to ease his mind, to take away the pain he must still feel. She remembered growing up, and how her parents would take turns driving Randy to his practices and games and tournaments. How many nights she'd done her own homework at some ice rink because Randy had practice. How her parents had made fun weekend getaways out of his tournament trips, turning it into a special family time. And they did it because it was what Randy wanted to do, because they loved him—loved both of them—and that was what parents did.
 
   She didn't know how to put those thoughts and memories into words to ease the pain from Justin's past. But she had to try. "Justin, it's not your fault. She was your mom. She was supporting you. You're not to blame—"
 
   "Val, really. I'm okay. It happened a long time ago."
 
   "But it's still happening. With your father. The way he treats you."
 
   "Yeah, well. He's partly right." Justin stepped back, pulling his arm away from her. "I almost quit playing. Dad made me keep going. Said I owed it to Mom. To him. To keep going until I made pro. Then keep going even more. It never mattered how good I was, though, because in his eyes, it was never good enough."
 
   Val swallowed, her throat thick with emotion as she watched Justin. He tried to shrug it off, to act so casual about everything he just said. Like it was expected. Like it was normal. She couldn't imagine growing up like that, couldn't imagine what it must have been like knowing his own father would never support him. That his own father resented him.
 
   But she understood now, why Justin always seemed to believe he was never good enough. Some of his comments, his actions, made so much more sense now. Is this what her brother meant when he warned her that Justin was carrying around too much baggage? Was this what Mat had been referring to that afternoon at her apartment?
 
   She didn't care. They could take their warnings and shove them. All Val cared about right now was the man in front of her. Not the man he was afraid he was, but the man she knew him to be. 
 
   The man she had fallen in love with.
 
   The realization didn't scare her half as much as it should. She'd fallen in love with Justin, probably even before the accident. Knowing about his childhood only cemented that fact. Randy would call her a fool. Maybe she was, knowing what she knew now. But she didn't care. She loved Justin, his entire imperfect self. 
 
   Val stepped forward and threw her arms around Justin, holding him tight. She couldn't tell him. Not now, not just yet. He might think she was telling him out of pity and she didn't want that. No, she couldn't tell him, but maybe she could show him.
 
   His arm came around her, slowly at first, like he wasn't quite sure what she was doing. Then his body finally relaxed, the tension easing out of him as he held her closer. The sound of his breathing echoed in her ear, deep relaxing breaths that warmed her. She ran her hands in small circles against his back and rested her head in the crook of his shoulder. Holding, soothing, comforting. 
 
   Justin pulled back just a little and nudged her chin up with his hand so she was looking at him. "I didn't mean to dump that on you." 
 
   "You didn't dump anything."
 
   "And I didn't mean to drag you into my dysfunctional family drama."
 
   "You didn't."
 
   "And I want—"
 
   "I'm not going home tomorrow." Val leaned back, narrowing her eyes. "I'm not, so you can just stop thinking that way now."
 
   "Val, you don't want to hang out at my father's while I go over everything."
 
   "Then I won't. I'll drop you off when you need to be there and then go be a tourist. I'll fit right in."
 
   Justin watched her, his eyes deep and filled with an emotion she didn't understand. Or maybe she just didn't want to understand it, didn't want to get her hopes up. He finally smiled, one of his tilted grins, the chipped tooth making him look young and almost boyish.
 
   "Go be a tourist, hm?"
 
   "Yup. I'm sure there's lots of stuff I can get into."
 
   "Somehow, that wouldn't surprise me." He leaned down and kissed her, his mouth gentle and warm against hers. Val curled her hand into his shirt and surrendered to the kiss, her pulse racing ahead under his touch. And then he pulled away, ending it too soon and leaving her fighting to catch her breath.
 
   "Well, if you want to be a tourist, maybe we should start with that ghost tour."
 
   "Ghost tour?"
 
   Justin nodded and wrapped his hand around hers, tugging her toward the door. "That's what you wanted to do, right?"
 
   Val wanted to say no, wanted to tell him that she could think of at least a dozen different things she'd rather do—starting with the large tub in the bathroom and ending in front of the gas fireplace in the bedroom. But he was finally smiling, the shadows gone from his eyes.
 
   Val glanced over her shoulder, her gaze darting to the bathroom. They were going to be here for a week, there would be plenty of time to check out the tub later.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   "Are you sure everything's okay? You don't sound quite as excited as you did before you left."
 
   Val fell back on the bed, kicking her feet up and resting them on the headboard before letting out a long sigh. Leave it to Alyssa to pick up on her mood within the first few minutes of their phone conversation. "Everything's fine. Justin's father is a major asshole though."
 
   "What?" Val winced at the screech in Alyssa's voice. "Val, I can't believe you just said that!"
 
   "It's the truth. He's just…he's a piece of work. The way he talks to Justin? It's like he deliberately finds fault. With everything."
 
   There was only silence on the other end. Val imagined Alyssa walking to the office door and closing it, could see her friend's frown without even being there. A few more seconds went by before Alyssa spoke again, her voice softer this time. "Val, are you sure you're not reading into things? Maybe you're just imagining—"
 
   "No, I'm not. Trust me." She thought about telling Alyssa what Justin had told her, about how his father blamed him for his mother's death. But she didn't. That was something Justin had shared only with her; she wasn't going to share his secrets, not even with Alyssa. "It's just not a good situation."
 
   "If it's not good, why did he go home?"
 
   "Because he thinks it's his responsibility." 
 
   "Why is your jaw clenched?"
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "Your jaw is clenched. I can tell, even over the phone. It's the way your voice gets when you're angry about something."
 
   Val worked on relaxing her jaw then took a deep breath. She was angry. Not at Justin, but on his behalf. She didn't understand why he put up with it. It was one thing to feel responsible, to feel like you needed to help out family, no matter how dysfunctional they were. If he wanted to do that, then fine, he could just write a check and mail it. After meeting his father, that was more than she would do.
 
   What she didn't understand was why Justin went over there every day, subjecting himself to the abuse. And no mistake, that was exactly what it was. It was almost like Justin thought he deserved it, that he was doing penance for something that he had nothing to do with. And it upset her, deeply, more than she thought it would.
 
   "Well?"
 
   "Well what?"
 
   "Why are you angry?"
 
   Val sighed then stretched her legs, easing her sore muscles. "I'm not. Not really. At least not that I can explain."
 
   "Well that made sense. Everything okay with you and Justin? You guys aren't arguing or anything, are you?"
 
   "No, of course not." Val rolled to her side, trying to stifle a groan at the twinge in her back.
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "I'm lying on the bed stretching."
 
   "Uh, why?"
 
   "Because my whole body is sore. I went horseback riding today. For two hours. I don't think I can move."
 
   Alyssa didn't bother to hide her laugh, the noise clear even through the phone. "You went horseback riding?" 
 
   "Yeah. It was a guided tour of the battlefield. Not one of my better ideas."
 
   "A tour? But why horseback?"
 
   "Because I already did the bus tour. I thought the horseback tour would be fun."
 
   "Yeah, because you ride horses all the time."
 
   "Stop laughing, it's not funny. I don't think I'll be able to walk for a week."
 
   "Go soak in the tub."
 
   "I will. I'm just waiting for Justin to get back."
 
   "Okay, you didn't need to share quite that much." There was a pause, filled with the sounds of typing. "So that's what you do while Justin's at his father's? Go on tours? How many different tours are there?"
 
   "Well, you can do a bus tour, a car tour, horseback, bicycle, Segway. Hiking. I think that's it."
 
   "So which one are you going to do tomorrow?"
 
   "I'm not. I'm all toured out." Val rolled to her back and stared up at the ceiling. "And I'm bored."
 
   Alyssa laughed again, her disbelief clear in the sound. "You've only been up there for three days."
 
   "Yeah, but I think I've done everything. I went through the museum at the Visitor Center, saw the movie, saw the Cyclorama. And okay, that was actually pretty cool." Val counted off on her fingers, trying to remember everything else. "Did some shopping in the gift store—which is huge, by the way. I've been around the battlefield twice. Went on a ghost tour. What else? Um, walked around town—"
 
   "Bored? I'd be exhausted. Val, you're not supposed to do everything all at once."
 
   "It's not as bad as it sounds. Honestly, the only bad thing is all the kids. Apparently May is peak season for school groups up here. The little shits."
 
   "Val!"
 
   "No, I'm serious. You wouldn’t believe how ignorant some of these kids are. If we ever acted that way when we were in high school, our parents would have gone off on us."
 
   "Are you sure you're not exaggerating?"
 
   "Positive. I was in the gift shop and this huge group came in and just destroyed it. Throwing things across the store, opening up the jars of jams and jellies they sell and sticking their fingers in it—"
 
   "Okay, that's just gross."
 
   "Tell me about it. Two kids even opened up some bottles of the Sarsaparilla and started squirting it at each other."
 
   "The what?"
 
   "Sarsaparilla. It's like root beer. I got some for you guys to try. I think we could sell it at the restaurant."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Why not? It could be a novelty item. Maybe Jodi and Darrin could come up with some old fashioned floats or something. It would be different."
 
   "If you say so."
 
   "I say so. Anyway, if you guys decide to come up here, don't come in May."
 
   "I don't think that's going to be a problem. I can't exactly see Randy going full-on history tourist."
 
   "You never know, he might surprise you. How is big brother, anyway? Still moping?"
 
   "Of course. I'm giving him one more day and then putting my foot down. He's driving me crazy."
 
   This time it was Val's turn to laugh. Alyssa was experiencing her first real losing season with Randy and was having her own issues with trying to figure out how to handle it. "He'll get over it. This isn't the first time they've lost, and it won't be the last."
 
   "That sounds so harsh."
 
   "Maybe, but it's true." Val stretched once more then glanced at the clock. "I need to go. Justin should be back soon, I want to get things ready for him."
 
   "I don't even want to know. Call if you get bored again."
 
   Val laughed, said goodbye, and disconnected the call. Then she took a deep breath and rolled to the side, using the momentum to carry her to the edge of the bed. If she had realized how sore it would make her, she would have skipped the horseback riding.
 
   Then she really would have been bored, with nothing else to do. 
 
   She grabbed some fresh clothes and her bag of purchases then hobbled to the bathroom. After a quick shower to rid herself of the horse funk, she ran the water for the tub, letting it heat. Then she pulled the few purchases from the bag and eyed them with satisfaction. 
 
   She placed the scented candles around the edge of the tub and lit them. Then she closed the drain so the tub would fill before adding a packet of bath salts. They were scented as well, but not too strong. And they weren't floral, which was a bonus. She didn't think Justin wanted to smell like flowers. 
 
   She wrapped a towel around her and hurried out to the living room, grabbing the bottle of wine from the small refrigerator. It was the one purchase she wasn't certain about. As far as she knew, Justin hadn't had any alcohol to drink since the night she'd carried him into her place. Not a drop. She didn't know if offering him wine was a bad thing or not. Or if he even drank wine. 
 
   She stared at the bottle, wondering again if she should open it or not. She finally grabbed the cork screw and pulled the cork, then took the bottle and two glasses into the bathroom. It was there if they wanted it. Nothing said they had to drink it. 
 
   Val looked around, surveying her handiwork. Water steamed in the tub, the mild scent of the bath salts mixing with the spicier scents of the candles. Chilled wine sat ready—or not—on the counter. The only thing she wasn't happy with was the bright light. Val reached behind her and hit the light switch. Not too bad. If it was completely dark outside, the candles probably wouldn't be bright enough. But afternoon sun still flooded the rooms, adding enough light that the atmosphere was just right.
 
   The only thing missing was Justin.
 
   As if on cue, she heard the front door open. Val yanked on the towel and tossed it to the side then climbed over the edge of the tub, wincing as heat washed over her. She turned the faucet so only cold water came out, then bent over and ran her hand through the water, mixing it so the temperature was more bearable.
 
   "Val?"
 
   Close enough. She turned off the faucet and sank into the water, sucking air into her lungs with a hiss. Then she stretched out, draping her arms over the tub in what she hoped was a sexy pose, and called out. 
 
   "I'm in here."
 
   Justin's steps came closer then stopped just outside the partially closed bathroom door. "I just wanted to let you know I was back."
 
   "I heard." 
 
   "Okay." She heard footsteps again, only now they were walking away.
 
   "Justin, you can come in and keep me company if you want."
 
   "No, I don't want to bother you."
 
   Val swallowed a groan and resisted the urge to sink under the water. It wasn't supposed to be this hard. "You won't be bothering me, honest."
 
   Silence. Had he already walked away? She took a deep breath then let it out slowly. "Justin? Could you come in here a second? I need help with something."
 
   "What was that?"
 
   "Oh my God." Val smacked her hand on the side of the tub in frustration then raised her voice. "Could you please come in here?" 
 
   A full minute went by with no reply. Val was ready to get out of the tub and go drag him in when the door finally opened and Justin took a step inside.
 
   She didn't shriek. She wanted to, even opened her mouth to, but the only sound that came out was a horrified gasp. It caught in her throat, choking her and making her cough.
 
   Dirt covered Justin, from his forehead down to the tips of his boots. Streaks were smeared across his face, blotches here and there where it looked like he had tried to wash them off. The frayed collar of his t-shirt was torn, the once-gray material covered in the same dirt that smeared his face. There was a rip in the knee of his dirty jeans and she could see dried blood on the exposed skin beneath the tear. Even the cast on his broken arm sported smears of dirt.
 
   What horrified her the most was the bruise on his right cheekbone, a puffy reddish-purple with the tiniest cut at the outside edge. Somebody had hit him. Someone had actually hit Justin.
 
   Anger tore through her and she jumped from the tub, heedless of water sloshing over the side. She climbed out, grabbing the edge so she wouldn't slip, and knocked two of the candles into the water. She didn't care, focused only on the man in front of her.
 
   "Justin! Oh my God, what happened?"
 
   He shook his head and held his hands out to stop her, taking a step back. "Val, don't."
 
   "Who hit you? Justin, you need to get cleaned up. Need to get that dirt off—" Val stopped, her mind finally processing the smell as Justin took another step back.
 
   "It's not dirt."
 
   Val leaned forward, frowning. No, it wasn't dirt. The anger grew stronger, lodging in her chest, burning with its intensity. She turned on the bathroom light then grabbed a washcloth from the towel rack, fisting it in her hand as she ran water into the sink. Justin looked even worse in the light. "Who hit you? Your father?"
 
   Justin looked away, but not before she saw the truth in his eyes. "It's not as bad as it looks."
 
   "Bullshit." She squeezed the excess water from the cloth then grabbed his injured arm, carefully turning it, trying to see if any dirt and muck had gotten under the cast. "What happened?"
 
   "Nothing, just a small disagreement." Justin pulled his arm from her grasp then grabbed the washcloth. His eyes darted to her then down to his arm, a small blush coloring his face. "You, uh, might want to put on a robe. Or something."
 
   Val glanced down at herself and almost laughed, but she was afraid it would sound too hysterical. Justin's father had hit him and he was worried about her standing in front of him, naked? She muttered a few curse words then grabbed one of the robes hanging on the back of the door. "It's not like you haven't already seen everything."
 
   Justin glanced up at her, the corner of his mouth lifting in a small smile. Then he looked at the tub, at the candles on the ledge and the bottle of wine on the counter. The smile faded and he looked away, brushing at the mess surrounding his cast.
 
   "Looks like I need to add one more thing to the list of things I fucked up."
 
   "Stop it!" The shrillness of her voice startled both of them but she didn't care. Val stepped forward, pushing her finger against Justin's broad chest. "Just stop it! You're not a fuck-up, Justin. You didn't fuck anything up. I'm tired of hearing you say that."
 
   "Val—"
 
   "No, I'm not done." She blinked back the tears threatening to fall. "You're not a fuck-up, Justin. Your father is. He had no right to blame you for your mother's death. He has no right to hold that over your head. Fathers don't do that to their kids."
 
   "Val—"
 
   She brushed her cheek against her shoulder and stepped even closer, refusing to let him speak. "You're not a fuck-up. You're wonderful and…generous and talented and…and funny…"
 
   Val swallowed, trying to catch her breath, trying to stop the stupid tears that were making it so hard for her to speak. "You're not a fuck-up, Justin. Stop saying that. It doesn't matter what your father says. I love you, and I don't love fuck-ups."
 
   She wrapped her arms around Justin's waist and pressed her head into his chest. Holding him close, as if that would help him feel everything she felt. 
 
   A long minute went by. Justin's body was tense, hard against hers. Then he slowly relaxed, just a little, his good arm wrapping around her and pulling her even closer. She felt the gentle kiss he placed against the top of her head and she held her breath, wondering if he had heard her, wondering if she had just made a huge mistake.
 
   He eased away from her, barely more than an inch. Val knew he was looking at her but she kept her head buried against his chest, too afraid to look up. Then he moved his arm and eased it between them, his hand cupping her chin and tilting her head back.
 
   Tears came to her eyes again when she saw the look in his gaze. Soft, uncertain and bewildered. And hopeful. "What did you say?"
 
   Val tried to look away but he wouldn't let her. And she wouldn't try to hide what she felt from him, not anymore. "I love you."
 
   He looked stunned at her admission, like he didn't believe the words. Or couldn't believe she would feel that way. His tongue came out and swiped across his bottom lip, his brows lowering into something that almost looked like a frown. "You love me?"
 
   "Yes. Is that so hard to believe—"
 
   His mouth crashed against hers, swallowing her words. The kiss was searing, intense. His tongue swept inside her mouth, seeking, dominating, demanding surrender. And surrender she did, her body leaning into his, her hand fisting in his shirt, desperate to get closer. She wanted him, needed him, now.
 
   But he pulled away too soon, leaving her breathless and wanting more. His own chest heaved, each breath harsh as he stared down at her. "I love you, too."
 
   His admission startled her, made her own breath hitch in her chest. For a fleeting second she was afraid he was only saying it because he thought she wanted to hear it. And she did—but only if he meant it. But the truth of his words was reflected in his eyes, his beautiful dark eyes. She reached up and cupped his cheek in her hand, ran her thumb along his full lower lip. He grabbed her hand and pressed a kiss in the middle of her palm then offered her a crooked smile.
 
   "I love you, Val."
 
   She smiled and tried to step closer, frowning when he pulled back. "But—"
 
   "I am not making love to you when I reek of shit."
 
   The laugh came out of nowhere. Val clapped her hand over her mouth and tried to smother the sound. She swallowed, brushed her hand over her face, then smiled at him. "I guess that is a bit of a mood killer, isn't it?"
 
   "A bit." His eyes darkened, grew a little heated. "Unless you want to help me clean up."
 
   Val didn't waste any time, helping him peel off boots and clothes, helping him wrap the cast in plastic. Then they were in the shower, Justin standing under the spray of warm water as she scrubbed him, running her hands over each bare inch of his body.
 
   He pulled the washcloth from her hands and tossed it to the side then stepped closer, using his hard body to pin her against the cool tile. "I love you, Val."
 
   "I love—"
 
   His mouth was on hers before she could finish, his tongue delving, probing. Heat coiled inside her, need tightening deep within as he ran his hand along her neck, her shoulder, down to cup one breast. 
 
   He followed with his mouth, teasing her skin with tongue and teeth. His mouth closed over one nipple, sucking, creating an answering pull between her legs. Her head fell back and she gripped his shoulders, holding on as he continued to suck and tease.
 
   His mouth drifted lower, his hand easing between her legs, his finger stroking her clit in one long move. Val gasped as he spread her legs, opening her even more. Then he pressed his mouth against her, his tongue teasing her clit with long slow strokes as he eased his finger inside her. In, out, each stroke meant to pleasure, to tease, to torment. 
 
   "Justin." Her throaty whisper was lost in the steam around them, lost in the heat between them. She spread her legs wider and fisted her hands in his hair, holding him to her, her hips matching the rhythm of his mouth and tongue.
 
   Need coiled inside, the pressure building, promising release. She hovered on the edge, waiting. Waiting.
 
   "Justin. Please."
 
   His finger delved deeper, in and out, as he ran his tongue over her. Then he twisted his wrist as he gently nipped her clit, hurling her over the edge. Sensation exploded over her, shattering her. She pressed one hand against the wall, reaching as her knees buckled and she started falling. But Justin was there, holding her, supporting her. His mouth closed on hers, swallowing her cries as the waves crashed over her.
 
   Then he was lifting her, urging her to wrap her legs around his waist. He pinned her between his body and the wall and plunged into her. Her head dropped back and she screamed his name, holding onto him as he drove into her, over and over.
 
   She didn't know where she ended and where he began, didn't care. It didn't matter, not with Justin. She wrapped her arms around him, her hips matching his own rhythm, thrusting, reaching, searching. Her head dropped forward as sensation exploded through her, over and over, each wave stronger than the last. 
 
   Justin's hold tightened around her. He called her name, his voice hoarse with need as his own climax burst between them. Over and over, each holding the other as they fell into oblivion. Together.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Val's hands clenched the steering wheel, her knuckles white as the truck bounced into the drive leading to the house. Justin turned his head to the side, glancing out the window and squinting against the bright sun that peeked through the edges of his sunglasses. He should be smiling, celebrating, grinning like a madman. 
 
   Val loved him. The words repeated in his mind, the memory of her voice, soft and sweet and so passionate, as clear as the blue sky around them. He should be rejoicing.
 
   Instead, his good hand fisted around the hand hold above the door, the hard plastic digging into his palm. The knot that had been sitting in his gut for the past hour was growing bigger as they got closer to the house. 
 
   He didn't want Val to be here, had done his best to convince her to just drop him off then go back to the hotel. The knot in his gut had appeared as soon as she told him no. She wasn't dropping him off, she wasn't going back to the hotel and she wasn't leaving him alone. Justin tried to change her mind but she merely shook her head, frowning. Two stubborn lines formed between her eyes and her soft lips thinned into a tight line. He'd seen that look before and thought it was cute—when it was directed at her brother. Having it directed at him was a completely different experience.
 
   Now he knew why Randy always had a hard time saying no to his sister.
 
   Justin should have tried harder, though. He should have insisted, no matter how angry she may have gotten. The tension building in the cab of the truck was already thick and unsettling. Tense, nervous, wired too tight. It made him wonder if this was how the soldiers felt all those years ago before going into battle, running across wide open fields as guns and cannons fired around them.
 
   Because no matter how much he tried to convince himself otherwise, there was no doubt there was going to be a battle. He didn't know when, he didn't know about what, he only knew it was going to happen.
 
   Looking at Val's clenched hands, he was pretty sure she felt the same way.
 
   He reached up and touched his cheek, fingering the small scab and puffy skin surrounding it. Yeah, there was going to be a battle. But it was his battle. It was time he stood up to his father, time to take his life back. To look ahead instead of behind him. 
 
   He glanced over at Val and felt warmth build in his chest. Yes, definitely time to look ahead. But he didn't want Val here, didn't want her exposed to the ugliness he knew was coming. 
 
   "You should just drop me off."
 
   "No."
 
   "You don't need to be here."
 
   "I know."
 
   "Then drop me off."
 
   "No."
 
   "Are you always so damned stubborn?"
 
   She didn't even bother to look over at him but he could still see the small smile that curved the corner of her mouth. "Yup."
 
   "Val, please."
 
   She stopped the truck at the end of the drive and put it in park before looking over at him. He wished she wasn't wearing sunglasses, wished he could see her eyes. Maybe she could read his mind because she pushed them to the top her head, the stems catching her silky hair and pulling it off her face. Her eyes, so bright and expressive, fixed on him, watching, studying. 
 
   "Why don't you want me to stay?"
 
   "Because you've seen enough, Val. I don't want you dragged into this ugly mess any more than you've already been."
 
   She glanced down, her brows lowered in a small frown. Then she sighed and reached across the console, resting her hand on his thigh. "I just want to be here for you."
 
   "I know. But I need to do this on my own." He leaned across the console, meeting her halfway for a gentle kiss. "How about a compromise?"
 
   She leaned back, almost cautious. "Like what?"
 
   "You wait out here. Let me run in, do what I have to do."
 
   "And how long do you think that's going to take?"
 
   "Fifteen minutes."
 
   "Fifteen?" Val didn't look like she believed him. She looked over at the house, then back at him, her lower lip pulled between her teeth. "If it's not going to take that long, then why did you want me to drop you off?"
 
   Because he had planned on clearing the air. On trying to have a real discussion with his father, to see if he could make sense of the last eighteen years. But he didn't tell Val that. He didn't want her to know that part of him still craved the approval he'd been missing ever since his mother died.
 
   He didn't want to admit it to himself, either. Just like he didn't want to admit that the idea was nothing more than fantasy, that deep down he knew he'd never get the answers, never find a resolution.
 
   Never get that approval the young boy in him still needed. 
 
   "Because you don't need to be here." He squeezed her hand then sat back. "Fifteen minutes."
 
   He climbed down from the truck and headed to the house, the heel of his boots crunching in the dirt and gravel. The wooden steps of the porch creaked under his weight and the hinges of the screen door squeaked when he opened it.
 
   Just like when he was a kid growing up.
 
   He paused in the hallway, pulling his sunglasses off and looking around. Why had he never noticed how little had changed over the years? The paint and wallpaper, the faded runners. The furniture and pictures.
 
   No, the pictures had changed, been added to over the years. He looked closer, swallowing back his disappointment when he realized the new ones were of Gary. Prom. High school graduation. College graduation. 
 
   Justin clenched his jaw and walked toward the back of the house. His father was sitting at the table, a sandwich in one hand, the newspaper spread out in front of him. He didn't even bother glancing up when Justin walked in, just turned the page then smoothed it out.
 
   "You're late."
 
   What had Justin expected? That his father would be worried he wasn't here? An apology for yesterday? For the last eighteen years? 
 
   He clenched his jaw then leaned against the doorjamb, refusing to step closer. He took a deep breath and held it, let it out slowly. His father finally put the sandwich down and turned, looking at Justin over his shoulder. A permanent frown was etched on his weathered face, his thick brows lowered over eyes identical to those Justin saw in the mirror each morning. 
 
   "Is there a reason you're just standing there? You have work to do."
 
   "No, Pop, I don't."
 
   "Is that a fact?" His father stood, unfolding his large frame from the chair and grabbing the plate from the table. He paused, staring at Justin, then walked to the sink. Strained silence stretched between them while his father washed the plate and carefully placed it in the dish drain. He dried his hands and folded the towel, each move short and concise. Then he turned and leaned against the counter, his eyes flat and distant.
 
   Justin wanted to look away, to drop his gaze to the floor and squirm under his father's stare. To tell his father never mind, he had been wrong and he'd get straight to work. Hadn't that been what he'd done just as recently as yesterday? When he tried talking to his father down at the barn and got backhanded for the trouble.
 
   He brought his hand up and touched the swollen flesh of his cheekbone. No, not backhanded. He'd been hit, with fists. He was twenty-nine years old and still cowered in front of his father, the young boy inside him still seeking approval. Seeking the love of his only living parent.
 
   "Let me guess. You're going to tell me you're too sore to work." His father gave a short bark of laughter then shook his head. "Why am I not surprised? Too much of a pansy. You never could do anything right."
 
   "Enough!" Justin took two steps into the kitchen, his hand fisted by his side. "Why, Pop? After everything I've done, why do I keep having to prove myself over and over to you?"
 
   "Everything you've done? You've done nothing. Do you hear me, boy? Nothing." His father pushed away from the counter and closed the distance between them, his own hands fisted as he fixed Justin with cold, emotionless eyes.
 
   "Nothing? How can you say that? I paid for everything around here. I cover all the expenses. I paid for Gary's college. Everything. But it's never good enough!"
 
   "Good enough? That's just money, boy. Nothing more than what you owe me for raising you."
 
   Justin stepped back, his father's words hitting him harder than a backhand to the face, killing the last hope Justin had of ever getting his father's approval. The sharp bite of loss burned his eyes and tightened his chest, squeezing his lungs until he couldn't breathe. He wanted to turn around, to just walk out and never come back. All these years, wasted years of trying to win something he would never have, no matter what he did. Of believing his father's cold words, of letting his father's scorn shape him. 
 
   He should just turn around and walk out, never look back. If he was smart, he would do just that. But he couldn't, not without asking the one question he'd always wanted to know but could never find the courage to ask.
 
   "Why, Pop? Why do you hate me so much?"
 
   His father laughed, the sound rough and bitter, nothing more than a cold rush of air that froze Justin's blood. Those eyes, too close to Justin's own, ran over him from head to toe, filled with contempt and dismissal. "Hate you? I don't hate you. I want nothing to do with you. I never did. You're nothing to me, boy. You never have been."
 
   Justin's lungs seized, trapping air he desperately needed to breathe until stars popped in his vision. He wanted to move—needed to move. But his body was just as frozen as his lungs. All these years, trying to prove himself and always failing, trying again and still coming up short. And why? For what? To be knocked back down, over and over again? To be belittled and demeaned until he actually believed what he was told? That he was worthless. A fuck-up. 
 
   Only to learn his father didn't care at all, not even enough to hate him. Justin thought he could live with the hate, that he could use his mother's death to excuse it. But he'd only been kidding himself.
 
   Memories came back, startlingly clear. Biting words from his father years before his mother's death, harsh and unforgiving. Being called a failure, never being able to measure up even as a young child. His mother, arguing with his father over and over, defending Justin, giving Justin hockey as an outlet.
 
   Why had he blocked those early years? Why hadn't he remembered it had always been this way? It had never been about his mother's death. Never. 
 
   Justin reached behind him, his hand blindly searching for the doorframe, for support. He stumbled back, leaned against the wall, fighting to pull air into his lungs. Bile exploded in his gut, burning his throat as he tried to swallow it back.
 
   All these years, secretly hoping, always fighting for approval. For what? Nothing. All these years, wasted. For nothing.
 
   Justin squeezed his eyes shut, fighting the ache in his chest, his arm, his head. He pulled air into his lungs, deep breaths over and over as he tried to push everything away. The pain, the disappointment, the regret of the last twenty-plus years. 
 
   He forced his eyes open, his gaze searching out his father. No, not his father. The man in front of him, the man watching him with derision and disappointment and contempt, was nothing more than a cold stranger who wielded too much influence over him. 
 
   Not anymore.
 
   Justin pushed away from the wall, standing up straight, his head held high. Inside, part of him was dying, wanting nothing more than to curl up and writhe in pain at the searing loss of something he never really had. But he wouldn't let the man in front of him see that. No, he'd rather die instead. 
 
   He shook his head and turned around, needing to get out, knowing he'd never be back. Val stood a few feet away, pity and horror etched on her pale face, her eyes filled with tears. Justin paused, shame and humiliation sweeping through him as their gazes met. Then he looked past her, his focus on the door and the freedom beyond it. One step, then another and another, until he moved by Val and pushed through the screen door, away from a suffocating past that had kept him prisoner for far too long.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Val curled her legs under her, hugging a throw pillow to her chest, the glass of wine forgotten in her hand. She should move. She knew that, told herself she needed to get up, to get moving.
 
   But she couldn't. There was no reason to.
 
   She'd been home for a week. Back in her apartment for seven long days. Alone, with nothing to do except work. And right now, for the first time in as long as she could remember, not even work was enough to get her going, to get her excited and keep her moving.
 
   She was floundering, lost in circumstances she couldn't control and didn't understand. They had left Justin's father's place and gone back to the hotel, but just long enough to pack and check out. Justin had barely talked to her, refusing to answer her questions, hardly even looking at her. He'd come back to her apartment but only long enough to pack his things.
 
   He needed to go home.
 
   He needed time to think.
 
   He needed to figure out what he was going to do.
 
   Justin had kissed her, nothing more than a grazing of his lips against her cheek, and walked out. Val hadn't seen him or talked to him since. And she didn't know why. Didn't know what had happened or what was going on. She had told him she loved him. Justin had told her the same thing. And then…nothing. It was like the last few months had never happened, like they had never been together. 
 
   Val brought the wine glass to her lips and sipped, barely noticing that it was no longer chilled. The conversation she overheard, the chilling hateful words from Justin's father, replayed in her mind. Such hurtful words. How could a father say such things to his own son? Deep down inside, Val understood Justin's need for space. She knew him well enough to understand he needed some time to sort things out, that what happened between him and his father wasn't something he could come to terms with in just a few days.
 
   But she didn't understand why Justin was shutting her out, too. She loved him. Didn't he know that she wanted to help him? That she was here to support him? She didn't care about his father or the hateful words she overheard. She cared about Justin.
 
   And she was worried about him.
 
   Val leaned over and placed the glass of warm wine on the coffee table then reached for her cell phone. Her hand hovered over it, uncertain. More than once over the last few days, she'd thought about making a phone call. Just one call. To Mat. To see if maybe he might know what was going on. But she changed her mind each time, not quite able to complete the call. 
 
   If she did, what would she say? Would it make things worse? But how could anything be worse than what was going on now? Justin wasn't speaking to her. As far as she knew, he wasn't speaking to anyone. No. Val couldn't make the call. If she did, she'd feel like she was betraying Justin. Maybe that didn't really make sense, but that's how she would feel.
 
   What she should do is stop feeling sorry for herself, stop wallowing in this pity that was so unnatural for her. Yes, that's what she needed to do. Just stop, get up off the sofa, clean up, and go over to see Justin herself.
 
   That's exactly what she needed to do. But she couldn't seem to find the motivation to do it. If Justin wanted to see her, wouldn't he have called? Or stopped by? Or at least sent her a text message?
 
   And God, she had to stop this. This wasn't like her and the only thing she was doing was driving herself crazy.
 
   Val pushed the phone out of her reach, out of temptation's way, and stood. She'd get cleaned up, go into work for a few hours, then stop by Justin's on the way home. After that…well, she wouldn't think after that, she'd just wait and see what happened. If Justin wanted even more space then he could damn well tell her when she saw him tonight.
 
   Val grabbed the glass of wine and headed toward the kitchen only to be stopped by the sound of the doorbell. She paused, her fingers tightening around the stem of the glass. Her first thought was that maybe it was Justin. Her second thought was that she couldn't let him in, not when she looked like this, dressed in a pair of threadbare cutoff sweatpants and one of the shirts he had left behind, her hair pulled back in a sloppy ponytail.
 
   The buzzer screeched again, cutting through the silence of the apartment. The sound continued, like someone was pressing on the button and not letting up. Val muttered under her breath and hurried to the door, not surprised to see Randy standing in the hallway. 
 
   What surprised her was the flash of worry in his eyes when she opened the door. He blinked and the worry was gone, replaced by a scowl when he frowned at her.
 
   "You look like shit."
 
   "Gee, thanks." She turned away and headed toward the kitchen, hearing the door click shut behind her brother. She dumped the wine down the sink and rinsed the glass, placing it on the dish mat as Randy walked into the kitchen. He leaned against the wall, his arms crossed in front of him, still frowning.
 
   Val crossed her own arms and frowned back. "What?"
 
   "So what's going on with you?"
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "Then why haven't you been to the restaurant?"
 
   "I needed a few days off. And since when do you keep tabs on when I'm working?"
 
   Randy grunted and unfolded his arms. He looked around, grunted again, then jammed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. "So what happened with you and Justin?"
 
   "Nothing happened, why?" Val couldn't quite meet her brother's eyes, couldn't quite keep the small tremor from her voice. And dammit, now Randy looked worried. Worried and angry at the same time. 
 
   "What did he do?"
 
   "Randy, he didn't do anything. Let it go." She tried to push past him but he stepped to the side, blocking the doorway.
 
   "He must have done something. One minute you two are all lovey-cuddly, running off together. Then the next thing I hear, you're back and he's nowhere around. So what did he do?"
 
   "Randy, honest. He didn't do anything. He just…" Val swallowed, cursing the tremor that was back in her voice. Why was she being so emotional in front of her brother? That wasn't like her. Especially not with Randy. She cleared her throat and tried to smile, felt it waver on her face. And then mortification washed over her as tears fell from her eyes. It didn't make sense, that she would start crying for no reason. There was no reason to cry, she wasn't the type of woman who cried—
 
   And then it didn't matter because Randy pulled her into a big hug, his hand awkwardly patting her back. And that only made her cry harder, big sloppy tears that burned her cheeks and shook her shoulders.
 
   Until Randy tightened his arms around her, squeezing too hard, patting her back too hard. She brushed her face against his shirt and tried to move, tried to catch her breath. But her brother was built like a tank, all hard unforgiving muscle, and wouldn't budge.
 
   "Can't…breathe." Val managed to choke out, the words barely more than a wheeze. Randy finally stopped pounding her on the back and pulled away just enough for her to catch her breath.
 
   "I'll kick his ass for you."
 
   "Randy, no." Val hiccupped then grabbed the hem of Randy's shirt and wiped her face with it. "No. He didn't do anything. He just needs time—"
 
   "Are you snotting my shirt?" Randy stepped back so fast Val almost stumbled. She glanced down at the hem of his shirt, crumpled in her hand, then up at the horrified expression on Randy's face.
 
   "Uh—" She shook her head and let go of the shirt, smoothing the hem back down. "No. And no, you won't kick his ass. He didn't do anything."
 
   "Then why are you crying?"
 
   "I'm not. I wasn't. It was just…I don't know."
 
   "Bullshit, Val." He stepped away from her and grabbed a handful of paper towels, wadding them up into a ball and wiping at his shirt. He frowned at her, tossed the towels in the trash, then frowned again. "You've never cried over a guy before. Except that dork who dumped you before your eighth grade dance."
 
   "I did not cry over him."
 
   "Yeah, you did."
 
   "I most certainly did not."
 
   "Did too."
 
   "No, I didn't." Val waved her hand in front of Randy, dismissing the argument. Randy leaned forward, an evil grin on his face.
 
   "You did. And I kicked his ass for it, too."
 
   "What?" Val shrieked. "Oh my God. Is that why he always ran away from me after that?"
 
   Randy shrugged, a lock of dark hair falling over his forehead with the movement. He brushed it out of the way then leaned against the counter, his hands gripping the edge behind him. "That's what big brothers do. And I didn't beat him up, that would have gotten me arrested. I just talked to him. The guy was a jerk anyway. Kind of like someone else I know."
 
   "Justin is not a jerk."
 
   Randy's grin faded, his expression turning serious. "He is if he's made you cry."
 
   "Randy, it's not what you think. Honest. It's just—he's going through some stuff and he needs time alone, that's all."
 
   "And?"
 
   "And…I don't know. Maybe I thought I could help him get through things, work them out."
 
   "Val, you can't fix everyone. It doesn't work that way. And I told you before, Justin is carrying around a lot of garbage."
 
   "No, he's not. Not anymore. And I wasn't trying to fix him. He doesn't need fixing. And there's a big difference between trying to fix someone and supporting someone you love."
 
   Randy's eyes narrowed, his hands gripping the edge of the counter even tighter. Val chewed on her lower lip, waiting for whatever was coming next, wishing she could take the words back. She hadn't meant to tell Randy that, hadn't meant to share that much with him.
 
   But, to her surprise, Randy didn't say anything. He just watched her, his brows pulled down over his hazel eyes, his frown made more ferocious by the small scar across his left eye. A long minute went by, finally broken when Randy grunted and pushed away from the counter.
 
   "Go take a shower, get cleaned up. Go to work. Get your mind off things." He threw the list at her like a series of commands then pushed by her, stopping long enough to squeeze her shoulder with one of his big hands. Val turned, giving him her own frown as he moved to the door.
 
   "Where are you going?"
 
   "I have things to do."
 
   "Randy, I mean it. I don't want you talking to Justin."
 
   He paused, his hand on the knob, and looked at her over his shoulder. "I'm not. Now go get ready for work. Or something. You look like shit."
 
   "Randy—" But it was too late, he was already pulling the door closed behind him.
 
   Val stood just inside the kitchen for a few minutes, torn between chasing after Randy—or doing what he suggested. He said he wouldn't talk to Justin. He was her brother, she should believe him. 
 
   Except it was Randy, so she didn't know what to believe. No, he said he wouldn't talk to Justin, she had to take him at his word. She'd do what he suggested and jump in the shower then head to work.
 
   Then she'd have Alyssa talk to him and find out what he was really planning. Because while he might not be completely truthful with her, she knew without a doubt that he wouldn't keep anything from Alyssa.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Sweat poured from his face, dripped into his eyes, stinging. Justin increased the speed on the treadmill, ignoring the burning in his eyes, the burning in his legs and lungs.
 
   Ignoring Mat, who stood beside the treadmill, looking bored. Let him be bored. Justin didn't invite him over to keep him entertained. He invited him over to spot him, in case Justin pushed too much, pushed too hard.
 
   In case he wanted to talk.
 
   Right now, talking was out of the question. It took all of his effort to focus on the run, to ignore the flash of pain that shot through his arm with each stride. And to breathe.
 
   "How do you know this isn't going to make your arm worse?" Mat asked the question for the sixth time in the last hour. 
 
   Because he checked with the team doctor, got him to approve a workout regimen that would keep him in shape—get him in better shape—while he waited for the arm to finish healing. He got approval to start physical therapy next week, ahead of schedule. In two weeks, he could add light weights and low reps to the movement exercises. Two weeks after that, hopefully more. A little at a time, building up until he got released. The surgeon had told him three to six months. Justin was going to do his best to make it three.
 
   But he couldn't tell Mat that, not when all his energy was focused on running and breathing. So Justin grunted and shook his head, earning another eye roll from Mat.
 
   "When are you going to call Val?"
 
   Justin almost tripped, his hand reaching out for the sidebar to keep him from flying off. He regained his balance and stride then eased the speed back before giving Mat a dirty look. That was another question Mat had been asking for the last hour, one Justin didn't know how to answer.
 
   He was an ass for not calling her yet. He wanted to. He'd stay awake at night, staring up at the ceiling, wondering what she was doing, missing the feel of her body curled against him. And he'd tell himself he'd call her in the morning. To apologize, to make things right, to ask if she still meant what she said. To ask if she really did love him.
 
   But then morning would come and he couldn't make himself do it, couldn't bring himself to call her. He was afraid of the answer, afraid she changed her mind after what she saw and heard at his father's place.
 
   After the way he acted, the way he just left, when they got back here. 
 
   He should have called days ago. Now, with each passing day, it just got harder. What excuse could he give her for acting the way he had? What excuse could he give her for waiting so long to call? There was no excuse, other than he had been afraid.
 
   Was still afraid.
 
   "Dude, someone's at your door."
 
   Justin slowed his pace, frowning at Mat. "Then get it." He pushed the words out with each harsh breath, sweat still pouring from him. Mat rolled his eyes and muttered something under his breath, the words too low to hear over the music and the whirring of the treadmill.
 
   Justin brushed his face against his shoulder and slowed his pace to a walk, cooling off. He grabbed the water bottle and took a long swallow, then another. Ten minutes. He'd cool down for ten minutes then grab a protein shake and hit the shower. And then—he didn't know what he'd do then. Probably nothing except stare at the television and think about calling Val—
 
   "You fucking asshole." 
 
   Something barreled against his side, pushing him off the treadmill and damn near throwing him to the floor. Justin stumbled, regained his balance, trying to figure out what the hell was going on. He turned and came face-to-face with Randy, only to duck at the last minute as the man took a swing at him.
 
   "What the fuck?" Justin jumped back, out of Randy's reach as Mat grabbed his arm, stopping him from taking another swing. "What the hell is your problem?"
 
   "My problem? What did I tell you about my sister?" Randy pulled his arm from Mat's grasp and advanced on Justin, his dark brows lowered in a menacing slash, his face red with anger. "I told you she didn't need your shit. I told you I'd fuck you up if you hurt her. But you couldn't leave her alone, could you?"
 
   Justin took another step back, and another, inching away from Randy as the man advanced on him. The words ran through his mind, making no sense at first. Hurt Val. That was what Randy said, that he'd hurt Val. And shit. Shit fuck shit.
 
   Justin reached the wall, his back pressed against it as Randy moved even closer. And Justin didn't care. If Randy was going to hit him, then fine. It was no less than he deserved.
 
   He'd hurt Val. Of course he did. The way he left, the way he acted. Fuck, he hadn't even called her, he'd waited too long. And now it was too late and Randy was here, after blood.
 
   He didn't blame him. It was no less than he deserved.
 
   Mat scrambled across the room, trying to get between them, to grab Randy's arm and pull him away. But Justin shook his head and held his own hand out, holding Mat off. "No, let him go. He's right."
 
   "Dude, what the hell—"
 
   "So you're not even going to deny it?"
 
   Justin shook his head again, waiting for Randy's fist to connect with his jaw. "No. You're right. I didn't mean to hurt her but I did. I fucked up. Go ahead and hit me."
 
   Randy and Mat both stared at him, their expressions of shock nearly identical. But it was Randy he was watching. Justin's gaze drifted down to the man's clenched fist and he held his breath, waiting, praying his teammate wouldn't break his jaw when he hit him.
 
   Randy fisted his hand tighter and raised his arm, holding it behind him. Seconds went by, tense and drawn out. And still Justin waited for the blow he deserved.
 
   "Dammit." Randy relaxed his fist and shoved Justin in the chest. There was enough force behind it that Justin would have fallen if not for the wall at his back. "What the hell, Tome? The least you could do was deny it or something. Act like an ass about it."
 
   Randy stepped back and ran a hand through his hair then turned back to Justin, still scowling. "She was crying. Val. My sister. She doesn't cry, but she was crying over you. And then she told me she loved you and begged me not to come kick your ass."
 
   Justin's mind was having trouble processing all the words, trying to separate the meanings. His stomach clenched at the idea of Val crying—because of him. At the same time, he wanted to shout because Val had told her brother she loved him. Him. 
 
   Justin glanced over at Mat, standing off to the side and rolling his eyes, like he was tired of the scene already. Then he turned back to Randy, taking a step closer, not bothering to hide his eagerness, to hide his grin. "She told you that? That she loved me?"
 
   Randy moved so fast, Justin didn't see the punch coming. But he felt it, hard against the left side of his jaw. His head snapped back and he stumbled, hitting the wall and dropping to his knees before he could catch himself. Pain exploded along the side of his face, bringing tears to his eyes and clouding his vision. He grabbed his jaw, groaning and trying to stand at the same time.
 
   "Shit. Dude, are you okay?" Mat grabbed his arm and helped him stand, propping him against the wall until Justin shook him off. He kept rubbing his jaw, his skin tingling where flesh connected with flesh, the bone already aching. He looked over, not surprised to see Randy shaking his hand, rubbing at the knuckles he had just used to punch him.
 
   "What the hell? I thought you weren't going to hit me!"
 
   "I changed my mind." Randy shook his hand a few more times, clenching and unclenching his fist. "So. About Val. Do you love her?"
 
   "Yes, I do." Justin didn't even hesitate with the answer. After everything he'd been through, all the shit from the last few months—no, the last twenty years—what he felt for Val was the only thing he was certain about. She made him want to be a better man. She believed in him—and made him believe in himself.
 
   "Then why the fuck haven't you called her?"
 
   "Because I—" Justin snapped his mouth closed, unable to answer. Because why? Because he'd been ashamed. Embarrassed. Because he didn't think she'd still want to be with him after what she witnessed. After what she heard.
 
   No. They were all bullshit answers. The truth was, he was scared. Scared of what he felt for her. Scared he wasn't good enough for her. 
 
   Justin glanced at Mat then Randy, noticed both men were watching him. Waiting. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then he told them the truth.
 
   "You're not good enough for her. As far as I'm concerned, no man will ever be good enough for her." Randy pursed his lips, studying Justin for seconds that stretched between them. "But for some reason, she's convinced she loves you. So what are you going to do about it, Tome?"
 
   "Talk to her. Apologize. Hope she forgives me for acting like an ass this past week."
 
   "No. You're going to beg her forgiveness. And then you're going to make it up to her." Randy stepped closer, pushing his finger into Justin's chest with each word. "And if you hurt her again, I really will kick your ass. Got it?"
 
   "Yeah." Justin pushed his hand away but didn't step back. "But that's not going to happen."
 
   "You better hope to hell not." Randy turned and walked away, stopping at the door to glance over his shoulder. "She's going to be at work in a little bit. I wouldn't waste any time getting ready."
 
   Justin watched him leave then let out a deep sigh, reaching up to rub his jaw once more. Then he looked over at Mat, not surprised to see him shaking his head, like he was tired of the entire mess.
 
   "I need help."
 
   Mat cocked one brow in his direction, amusement flashing in his green eyes. "You think?"
 
   "I mean, I need help with what to say. I don't want to screw this up."
 
   "Really? What the hell is it with you guys that none of you can figure out what to do on your own? Why the hell do I have to be the one to give out the advice?"
 
   "Because you're good with it."
 
   Mat laughed, the sound just a little too harsh for him. "Yeah. I'm the relationship king. That's why the ladies are falling at my feet."
 
   "I didn't mean it that way. I mean, you're just good with that kind of thing. You know how to talk to people, how to say the right things."
 
   "Yeah, whatever. Listen, all you have to do is tell her what you're thinking, what you're feeling. It's not a secret. You love her, she loves you. It's not that hard to figure out."
 
   Justin nodded. Mat was right. He just needed to apologize, explain to Val what he was afraid of. She would understand. And, hopefully, forgive him. And then, somehow, he'd make it up to her.
 
   He glanced down at himself, at his sweat-soaked shorts and shirt, and grimaced. Then he looked back over at Mat. "Uh, I may need your help with something else."
 
   "What now?"
 
   Justin lifted his left arm, waving it a bit. "With getting ready."
 
   "I am not helping you shower. I draw the line at that shit."
 
   "Not shower. Just help wrap my cast."
 
   "Why do you need help now? What the hell have you been doing all week by yourself?"
 
   "Mostly quick baths. I don't have to wrap it then. But I need a shower. I can't go see Val without taking one."
 
   "You have got to be fucking kidding me. Right? You're kidding me."
 
   "No. Just wrap it, that's all I need."
 
   "Christ." Mat walked over and grabbed his duffel bag off the weight bench, slinging it over his shoulder.
 
   "Wait. Where are you going?"
 
   "Home. I'm done."
 
   Justin followed him out of the room and down the hall to the living room. "You're not going to help?"
 
   "Nope. Figure it out on your own."
 
   "Seriously?"
 
   "Seriously. Saint Mat needs a break. No more saint. No more taking care of everyone else. I'm done."
 
   Justin laughed, the sound dying when he realized Mat wasn't joking. "Hey, Mat. I never called you a saint. I know better. Come on, just give me a quick hand."
 
   "Nope. I'm on strike." He opened the door, waved, then stepped out. Justin stood in the middle of the room, staring at the closed door in surprise. What had just happened? Was Mat really serious?
 
   It didn't matter. Justin couldn't worry about it, not now. Not when he had to get ready then go make things right.
 
   Yes, make things right. For the first time in a long time, he was going to make things right. With the only woman—the only person—who mattered. With the woman he loved.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   "Have you talked to Randy?"
 
   Alyssa tossed an impatient glance over her shoulder then turned her attention back to the huge enamel pot on the stove. Light smoke poured from the contents as she quickly stirred whatever was it in it with a large wooden spoon. "No, for the hundredth time. Not since this morning."
 
   Val moved closer, peering over Alyssa's shoulder as she kept stirring. The pot was filled with something dark and gooey-looking, reminding her of melted dark chocolate. Only not as smooth, and a little smokier. "Is it supposed to be smoking like that?"
 
   "Yes." Alyssa reached out with her free hand and grabbed a bowl of chopped vegetable. Celery, onion, green pepper. She dumped them into the pot and kept stirring. "It's when the smoke turns black that you have a problem."
 
   Val frowned. Now it looked like chopped vegetables mixed with tar. "What is that, anyway?"
 
   "I'm making a dark roux. Or trying to, anyway."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because Randy wants gumbo. And if this works, we can add it to the menu later."
 
   "You've never made gumbo before?"
 
   "Not like this, no. This recipe is for a fast roux. I've never tried it before, and never quite this dark."
 
   "Oh." Val glanced back at the pot then stepped out of the way as the kitchen staff worked around them, cleaning up from the lunch rush. "So. You're sure you haven't talked to Randy?"
 
   "Yes, Val. I'm sure. I told you, I haven't seen him since this morning."
 
   "And he didn't say anything about talking to Justin? Or going over there? Nothing like that?"
 
   Alyssa blew the hair from her eyes, gave Val another impatient look, then tossed in some seasonings and kept stirring, though not quite as quickly. "No. I mean, we talked a little, and he knew you were upset. But that was it. Don't you think I'd tell you if he said he was going to see Justin?"
 
   "I guess." Val folded her arms in front of her and leaned against the counter, watching the choreographed chaos unfolding around her. The kitchen was Alyssa's domain, the place where she felt most comfortable. But it always made Val a little nervous. It was too hectic, too chaotic. She much preferred the front of the house, the paperwork, the behind-the-scenes organization.
 
   "So I take it you still haven't talked to him?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   Alyssa looked over at her, one brow raised in disbelief. "Justin. Who else?"
 
   "Oh. No. Not since we got back from Gettysburg."
 
   "Well maybe he just needs some more time to work things out. Didn't you say it was pretty bad up there?"
 
   Val shrugged then slowly nodded. Yes, she had said something like that. But she hadn't given Alyssa any details, and she wasn't planning to. Justin's personal life was just that: personal. She had no intention of sharing any of it with anyone, even if Alyssa was her best friend. And part of her still worried that maybe that was part of the problem, that Justin hadn't even wanted Val to know. 
 
   "I just wish it didn't feel like he was shutting me out. I mean, he just…left. Without saying much of anything. I don't know what to think about that, you know?"
 
   Alyssa dropped two steamed crabs into the pot and gave the mixture another stir then turned to her. "You love him, right?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "And you said he loved you, right?"
 
   "Yeah, but—"
 
   "No buts. Remember how you gave me a hard time about Randy at first? Well, it's sort of the same now, except it's your turn. Give him time."
 
   "It's been a week." Val brought her hand to her mouth and chewed on her thumb nail, frowning. "I was thinking of maybe going over to his place later. But now I'm not sure. I mean, what if he doesn't want to see me? He would have called or something, right? So what if I go over there and just make things worse? What if he changed his mind, after everything that happened?"
 
   And dammit, there went her voice again, breaking and wobbling. First she cried all over Randy, and now here she was, ready to break down again. What was wrong with her? This wasn't like her.
 
   Alyssa stepped closer and nudged her against the shoulder, her eyes full of sympathy. "Val, it'll be fine. I know it will. Stop thinking the worst. That's not like you."
 
   "I know. I just…Alyssa, I miss him. I've never missed being with someone before."
 
   Alyssa nudged her again then gave her a small smile. "I know. Welcome to true love."
 
   Val didn't know what to say to that. True love. She hadn't expected it, hadn't been looking for it. And she hadn't expected it to be quite so difficult. Or emotional. Or draining. And it would be so much easier if she actually knew what was going on with Justin right now. Not just right now: the whole past week. That was the problem. When you were in love, you shared your problems. At least, that's what she always thought. That's what her parents did. It's what Randy and Alyssa did. It's what every couple she knew did. 
 
   So why wouldn't Justin share his problems with her? Why wouldn't he let her be there for him?
 
   "Does this look creamy to you?"
 
   "Hm?" Val glanced at Alyssa, the words taking a second to register. She leaned over and glanced into the pot, squinting at it. "Creamy? Um, I guess."
 
   "Works for me." Alyssa grabbed a can of diced tomatoes and dumped them in, stirring everything together. Val watched her, trying not to wrinkle her nose at the mixture.
 
   "Are you sure it's supposed to look like that?"
 
   "Pretty sure."
 
   "Hm. If you say so. How long before—"
 
   "Hey Val, we need you out front." 
 
   Val looked toward the swinging doors. Jodi was holding one side open, leaning in and looking over at Val. An expression of concern and something else was on her face. Wariness? Or was that amusement? Val couldn't tell, and Jodi stepped away before she could ask.
 
   "Great. I hope whatever it is isn't a real issue. I'm not in the mood for it." Val pushed away from the counter and smoothed down the hem of her blouse before walking out of the kitchen. Jodi was waiting for her just outside the door, that odd expression on her face. Val looked around at the crowd, trying to see if anything stuck out. This was their slow time of day, the hours between lunch rush and the happy hour crowd, so the restaurant wasn't very crowded. That didn't mean there couldn't be issues.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "There's a customer with a complaint who wanted to speak to a manager."
 
   Val frowned, not bothering to hide her confusion. "You couldn't handle it?"
 
   "No. He asked for you specifically."
 
   "Great. What's the problem?"
 
   "No idea, he wouldn't say." Jodi pursed her lips then nodded across the room. Val squinted but didn't see anyone who stood out, certainly not anyone who looked unhappy. "He's on the other side of the bar, I don't think you can see him from here."
 
   "Wonderful." Val blew out a heavy sigh, ran a hand through her hair, then plastered on her brightest professional smile. Hopefully, it wouldn't be a major issue. Maybe it really was something minor, something that Jodi could have handled with no problem but the customer still demanded to see her. Sometimes that happened. Sometimes, the customer just felt better talking to who they perceived to be "in-charge".
 
   Val worked her way through the restaurant, weaving around tables, nodding and smiling to the scattering of customers enjoying a late lunch. But it felt fake, forced. God, what was with her? She never used to be like this. Work was her refuge, her passion. Her escape. But lately it felt more like an obligation instead of an enjoyment. 
 
   When had that happened? Stupid question. She knew exactly when. As soon as she started seeing Justin. As soon as she realized there was more to life than work. Val missed him. She didn't care what he was going through, she wanted to be there for him. With him. And that's exactly where she was going to be. As soon as she finished with whatever complaint she was about to hear, she was going to leave and go to Justin's and—
 
   She turned the corner and stopped in her tracks. Instead of the irate customer she was expecting, she saw Justin sitting at a table, his chair turned around so he was facing her. He got to his feet, his expression hesitant, uncertain. 
 
   Val pressed her hand against the middle of her stomach, trying to calm the irrational fluttering at the sight of him standing there. Trying not to wonder why he looked so uncertain. She took a deep breath then stepped closer, closing the distance between them.
 
   His eyes never left hers, his stare intent, watchful. And maybe just a little cautious. Val wanted to smile but her lips wouldn't cooperate, not when he was standing there, looking too serious.
 
   "Hey." And God, what a stupid thing to say. She cleared her throat and tried again. "I understand you have a complaint, sir?"
 
   The corner of his mouth twitched, just the tiniest bit before evening out again. Some of the hesitancy left his gaze as he nodded. "I do. About your clientele."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "Yeah. Some of them can be real assholes."
 
   Val fought back her smile and nodded. "Yes, some of them can be."
 
   "You shouldn't let the assholes keep coming back, then."
 
   "Well, everyone changes, you know. And you shouldn't hold the past against them. Especially when they have no control over it."
 
   Justin blinked and swallowed, watching her for a few seconds. Then he stepped closer and pulled her into his arms, holding her close as she buried her face against his chest. "I'm sorry, Val. I shouldn't have just disappeared like that."
 
   "No, you shouldn't have."
 
   "I just—I needed to work some stuff out."
 
   "I know. But you should have let me help."
 
   "It wasn't your battle."
 
   "That doesn't mean I couldn't be there for you. That's what people do when they're in love."
 
   Justin stiffened, but only for a second. Then he pulled away and looked down at her, his good hand cupping her cheek. "You really do, don't you?"
 
   "Yes, Justin, I really do. I love you. And I want to be here for you. The good and the bad." She reached up to touch his face, then frowned. She leaned closer, staring at the left side of his jaw. "What happened to your face?"
 
   "Nothing." He grabbed her hand and laced his fingers with hers, then leaned forward and kissed her. Soft, sweet, tender. "I love you, Val. I love who you make me want to be, I love who I am with you. I love you. And I'm sorry I was an asshole. Can you forgive me?"
 
   Val blinked against the sudden stinging in her eyes and tried to smile. "Justin, there's nothing to forgive. I just want to be with you, that's all."
 
   "But what about what you saw back home? My father and all—"
 
   She pressed her fingers against his mouth, silencing him. "That's not you. That's not who you are. I fell in love with you, Justin. Not your family, not your past. With you. I know you're not perfect. Neither am I."
 
   "But my family—"
 
   "Oh please. Didn't we have this discussion before? What about my family? Big brother Randy, remember?"
 
   Justin chuckled, his hand briefly going to his jaw. "Yeah, I know."
 
   Val's eyes widened. "Oh my God. Did Randy hit you? I'm going to kill—"
 
   Justin silenced her with a kiss. A real kiss this time, hot and demanding, heady and promising. Val curled her hand in his shirt and leaned into him, ready to lose herself in his touch right here. This was Justin, the man she loved, faults and imperfections included. 
 
   He pulled away, leaving her breathless, needing more. With Justin, she always needed more. She leaned forward, her mouth searching his, then groaned when he pulled away a little more, just out of her reach.
 
   "So you forgive me?"
 
   "I told you, there's nothing to forgive." Val pursed her lips and tried to frown. "But if you ever do that again, I'll have Randy hunt you down."
 
   Justin laughed, the warm rich sound wrapping around her, comforting. "Fair enough. But in the meantime, I think I know how to make things up to you."
 
   "Justin, there's nothing to make up for—" Val's words became lost in a squeal of surprise as Justin bent down and lifted her in his arms. She wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on as he carried her through the restaurant. "Justin, what are you doing? Put me down! You're going to make your arm worse!"
 
   "My arm is fine. I start therapy next week."
 
   "That doesn't mean you should be overdoing anything now."
 
   "Trust me, we won't be overdoing anything for the next six days."
 
   "What?" Val looked up into his face, noticed the twinkle of amusement in his eyes and the crooked boyish grin that sent tingles shooting through her.
 
   "We're going on vacation. Now."
 
   "What? Justin, you can't be serious. I can't just—"
 
   "Yeah you can." Alyssa stopped in front of them, Randy right behind her. She held out Val's tote bag then grinned. "Your essentials are in here, along with your passport."
 
   "Passport? What?" Val clutched the bag, one arm still around Justin's neck. She frowned at Alyssa, then looked up at Justin. "What is she talking about? Where are we going?"
 
   "Barbados. Our flight leaves in a few hours."
 
   "What?" Customers turned at Val's screech, staring at them, but she didn't care. She tried to wiggle out of Justin's hold but his arms tightened around her. "Oh my God. Are you serious? Put me down. I have to pack. And the restaurant. What about—"
 
   Justin silenced her with another kiss, this one filled with promise. He pulled away and looked down at her, his eyes warm and full of love. "We can buy whatever you need when we get there. And trust me, you won't need much."
 
   "But—"
 
   "And we have everything under control here, so don't worry." Alyssa grinned, leaning back in Randy's arms. Val looked around, at the smiles on the staff's faces, even on the customers' faces. Then she looked up at Justin, at the grin on his face and the promise in his eyes.
 
   "I love you, Justin."
 
   "And I love you. Now let's go." He pressed a quick kiss against her mouth then headed toward the door being held open by Randy. He paused when her brother grabbed his shoulder, a small frown on his face.
 
   "Just remember, Tome. That's my baby sister. You better take care of her."
 
   Justin nodded, just a small movement of his head, then looked down at her, love clear in his eyes. 
 
   "Always."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Justin flexed his left hand, opening and closing, opening and closing. Muscles pulled in his forearm, still a little tender just below the scar that gouged his skin. He rubbed at the knotted tissue then did a quick stretch. 
 
   "You ready?"
 
   "Yeah. More than ready." Justin stood, making a final adjustment to his pads, then followed Randy and the rest of the team through the locker room and down the hallway to the ice. 
 
   It was late October, Justin's first game back. Yes, he missed pre-season and the first couple of weeks of the regular season, but he was back. It wasn't the three months he had aimed for, but not quite as bad as the six he'd been afraid of. And he was ready. More than ready.
 
   Music blared through the arena, followed by cheers and applause as the announcer introduced the Banners. Justin stopped in front of Brad Goodrich for the traditional neck-grab and head-butt, then skated out on the ice, holding his stick up in salute as the crowd cheered. He skated over to center ice, stopping next to Randy as the two teams lined up for the National Anthem. 
 
   Justin's eyes scanned the crowd along the glass to the right of the players' bench. A bright smile spread across his face when his eyes met Val's, warmth filling him when she smiled back and blew him a kiss before pressing her hands against her stomach.
 
   She was almost six months pregnant, her baby bump barely visible beneath the oversized jersey she wore. His jersey. With his name and number, 90. 
 
   His wife. His child. His life.
 
   Randy nudged him, frowning.
 
   "You know I'm still pissed you two eloped like that."
 
   "It wasn't my idea."
 
   "You should have convinced her to wait."
 
   Justin looked over at Randy, not bothering to hide his disbelief. "She's your sister. Since when does anyone convince her to do anything she doesn't want to? Besides, it would have made her cry again."
 
   Randy grunted but didn't say anything. Justin didn't miss the hint of smile on his face, though, and couldn't help his own smile.
 
   He looked back over at Val, catching her eye again, feeling a familiar warmth fill him as she smiled at him. A year ago, there had been only cold and darkness. A year ago, he hadn't thought he'd see light in his life again. But there it was. He saw it every day, whenever he looked into Val's eyes.
 
   There was no more darkness, no more living in the past. 
 
   His wife. His child. His life.
 
   His future, filled with nothing but light.
 
   Thanks to one stubborn woman who refused to give up on him.
 
    
 
   *****
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