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    Prologue


    


    Randy Michaels looked down at the clenched fists by his side and willed them to uncurl. One deep breath, then another. One more before his hands finally got the message and his fingers straightened. He pressed both hands flat against his leg, not worrying if he wrinkled the fine linen of his dark dress slacks or not.


    He was more concerned about not hitting his agent.


    J. Taylor Montgomery sat behind the expansive glass desk, his mouth tilted in an ever-present partial smile as he watched Randy's struggle. Damn the man for seeing too much.


    "How long have I been your agent, son?"


    Too damn long, Randy thought. But he didn't say the words out loud, not when he damn well knew the old man sitting across from him could read his mind. Randy took a deep breath, pressed his hands flatter against his legs. "Eleven years."


    "And have I ever steered you wrong in those eleven years? Ever did anything that wasn't in your best interest?"


    Randy met the cool blue eyes that watched him, refusing to look away from that penetrating stare. J. Taylor Montgomery might look like a friendly grandfather type, but those blue eyes and the shock of full white hair were nothing more than camouflage, hiding the soul of a shark.


    Randy shook his head. "No. You haven't." And a damn good thing, too, considering how much Randy paid the man.


    "That's right, I haven't." The man in question leaned back in the oversized leather chair and folded his neatly manicured hands in front of him. The partial smile finally left his mouth and his eyes were serious as he continued to study Randy. "How many more years do you think you have playing, son?"


    The question caught him off-guard and he sat back, feeling like he had just taken a puck to the throat. He shouldn't have been surprised, not when he found himself wondering the same thing more and more often. He pressed his hands flatter against his legs and forced the answer from between clenched teeth. "I've got a few more good years left."


    Montgomery didn't say anything, just kept watching him with those unnerving eyes. He finally exhaled and leaned forward. "Maybe. Maybe not. The fact is, Randy, you're thirty-four years old. You've been playing for fourteen years already. There are other players coming up, younger, faster. Cheaper."


    Randy winced at the words, knowing they were the truth. That didn't mean he had to like them. It sure as hell didn't mean he had to accept them. He opened his mouth to say as much but Montgomery cut him off.


    "Yeah, you're still a hell of a good defenseman. Your contract with the Banners is up at the end of next season. What makes you think they're going to renew it?"


    "That's more than a year away. My playing is still strong, I'm as healthy as ever. Why wouldn't they renew it?" He knew he sounded defensive, cocky. He didn't care, because it was the truth. But he ignored the sliver of anxiety that crawled up his back. There was no reason for his contract not to be renewed.


    "Because you're becoming a liability, son."


    There it was again, that feeling like he just took another puck to the throat. And the gut. His fists clenched again, as well as his jaw, but Randy didn't care. He wanted to lash out, to jump from the expensive leather chair and ram his fist through a wall. But he didn't. He couldn't, not with Montgomery looking at him like that, his eyebrows raised in amusement as he glanced down at Randy's clenched fists.


    "You've had two multi-game suspensions this year. Then there was that bar fight mid-season out in LA."


    "That wasn't my fault."


    "Maybe not, but you were still involved. Not to mention the scuffle outside that nightclub in New York a few weeks ago."


    "What was I supposed to do? Let the asshole beat up his girlfriend?" Randy and Jean-Pierre Larocque had decided to go clubbing after one of their games up in New York, nothing wild or crazy, just a few drinks, maybe meet some girls. But some asshole had taken offense and decided to manhandle his girlfriend when she had asked for their autographs. No way was he going to stand by and let something like that happen. How was he supposed to know there had been paparazzi right there, clicking away with their annoying cameras?


    "Be that as it may, the incidents are adding up, happening more frequently. It's one thing to have a reputation on the ice, son. Another thing completely when you're off the ice. The team doesn't want negative publicity, and right now, that's all they're getting from you."


    Randy swallowed, his throat nearly closed from the fleeting sense of panic threatening to close over him. He took a deep breath, unclenched his fists once more, and met Montgomery's stare. "So I'll start behaving."


    The man's rich laughter was unexpected, and unwelcome. Once more Randy wanted to clench his fists, but he willed his hands to stay flat. It wouldn't look good if he suddenly gave in to the urge to hit something, not after telling his agent he'd behave.


    Like he was some little kid who couldn't control himself. Dammit, he was a grown man, he shouldn't have to be making promises like this.


    "Randy, I like you. I really do. But I don't think it's going to be that easy for you. Look at you, son. Even right now, you're doing your best not to fly out of that chair and hit something." Montgomery leaned back and watched him for a moment longer, then shook his head. Seriousness fell over him, erasing all traces of humor from the weathered face. "You've got eighteen months before your contract ends. If you stay healthy and if you keep playing strong, I can probably get them to renew for another year or two with no problems. But I'll be honest and let you know right now, I'm not worried about that. What I am worried about is your image and your reputation. You keep going the way you are, and I don't care how well you're playing, I'm not sure I can convince them you're worth the risk."


    "So what do I have to do?" Randy hated that he even had to ask, hated feeling so vulnerable. But he'd been around long enough, he knew the drill. He'd seen it happen to other players, better players. And he heard, loud and clear, what Montgomery wasn't saying: if the Banners didn't renew his contract in eighteen months, he could go out as an unrestricted free agent.


    And if he did that, he might as well just hang up his skates. He'd be thirty-five, almost thirty-six, too damn old to be a worthwhile prospect. Yeah, he was sure some team would pick him up. But he didn't want some team—he wanted the Banners. This was home. Yeah, he was still good. But as much as he didn't want to admit Montgomery was right, he couldn't ignore what he'd said earlier. There were younger players, better players, out there who wouldn't cost a team as much.


    He kept his gaze on the older man, refusing to look away from those cool eyes, needing to let him know he was serious.


    "You need to stay strong. Stay healthy. And above all else, stay out of trouble." Montgomery leaned forward and rested his elbows against the smooth uncluttered surface of the desk. "You need to become respectable, turn your image around."


    Randy opened his mouth, ready to argue that he didn't go around deliberately causing trouble, that none of the fights had been started by him. Mostly. But his agent cut him off with a short wave of one hand.


    "Stay away from the bars and nightclubs. Stay away from the fights. Get your name behind something respectable. You need to change your image, starting now."


    Randy heard the words, felt an inward cringe at the suggestions. Stay away from bars and nightclubs? What was he supposed to do, become a monk? Then his mind latched onto the other thing Montgomery had said, and he sat up a little straighter in his chair. "Get behind something respectable? You mean like a business or something?"


    "I was thinking more like a charity, but a business might work. A respectable business. The other option is an image consultant—"


    "No. No consultant." Not if he could help it. Randy looked down at the hands pressed flat against his legs, his mind whirling at the speed of light before latching onto something half-baked and not yet completely formed in his mind. A snippet of conversation surfaced in his memory, something he remembered overhearing his sister Valerie say. He looked up at Montgomery and took a deep breath. "How about a restaurant? Is that respectable enough?"


    "You want to open a restaurant now?" The older man didn't do a very good job of keeping the surprise from his face.


    "No. Invest in one. Maybe get my name behind it or something, and have donation nights or fundraisers or something like that. I don't know, I'm tossing out ideas here. Would anything like that work?"


    "That's not what I had in mind but I can see where you're going. Why don't you let me get a name of a consultant instead?"


    "I said no consultant." Randy leaned forward, feeling the first faint tingling of excitement at the half-baked idea. "So no bars, no nightclubs, and I become a respectable businessman. Then everything should be fine, right?"


    "Son, I think it's going to take more than—"


    "No, this will work."


    "I still think you should let me get a consultant for you."


    Randy shook his head. No way, not with some of the horror stories he had heard. But Montgomery was looking at him like he had just lost his mind, so Randy decided to compromise, just enough to keep his agent happy. "Six months. Let's see how this works, and if you think I still need one in six months, then I'll do it."


    Randy didn't wait for the man's reply, just pushed himself out of the chair and reached across the desk to shake his hand. He didn't pay any attention to the man's speculative look, or the flash of disbelief in those cool blue eyes. Maybe Montgomery didn't think he could do it, but Randy knew better.


    No bars, no nightclubs, no fights. And become a respectable businessman.


    Okay, maybe the first three wouldn't be easy, but he was determined. And once he put his mind to something, he was like a dog with a bone. Worse, even.


    As for that last item on the list. Well, he knew exactly how to handle that one. In fact, the solution was so easy, he'd be able to solve it with one phone call.


    Randy ignored his agent's sputtering and hurried out of the office, then stabbed the elevator button. He pulled the cell phone from his pocket and quickly tapped the screen. His sister answered on the third ring, sounding out of breath and impatient.


    "Hey Val. You still need money for that restaurant you were talking about opening?"


    


    **


    


    Alyssa Harris tried to pretend she couldn't overhear the conversation, tried her best to ignore her best friend's voice and focus instead on the paperwork stacked in front of her.


    There was so much paperwork. Too much. And she didn't even know why she was bothering, not when it was looking more and more like their dream was about to be strangled to death.


    Especially if the choking sounds Val was making could be taken as a sign.


    Alyssa tossed the pen to the table and looked at her friend, all pretense of not eavesdropping gone. And she was glad she did, because Val's face had gone papery white and her dark eyes were bulging in her face. Her friend's mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out, nothing except a wheeze. Truly worried now, Alyssa jumped from the chair and hurried over to her friend, wondering if she was having some kind of attack or spell or something. What should she do? Was she choking? Alyssa knew how to help with that, and stepped even closer.


    But no, she wasn't choking. Air escaped Val's lips, even if it was a high-pitched wheeze. So Val was breathing. That was good. Wasn't it?


    Alyssa stood next to her friend, torn between pulling the phone from her hand and using it to dial 9-1-1, or forcing Val to sit down and breathe from a paper bag. No, that wasn't right, Val wasn't hyperventilating.


    But she was upset about something.


    Alyssa didn't move, just waited for her friend to either hang up the phone or fall down. She looked upset. Maybe. Alyssa couldn't really tell, because Val just kept wheezing and nodding her head, not even bothering to look over at her to give her some clue as to what was going on.


    Not that she really needed a clue. It was probably the bank, their last shot at their own slice of the American dream, calling to say no. Why wouldn't it be? The last four had already said the same thing.


    No. No, no, and no.


    Why was it so hard to find someone to approve them? Yes, new businesses went under all the time. Yes, running a restaurant wasn't going to be easy. But theirs wasn't going to be just another plain old restaurant. They had a great plan, a unique idea that would tap into an untouched and overlooked market. Their business plan and financials were sound.


    They had everything they needed to get started and become successful.


    Everything, that was, except for the start-up capital.


    And none of them had thought it would be this hard. If they had, Alyssa wouldn't have sunk all her savings into it already. None of them would have.


    Alyssa felt a little lightheaded herself at the thought.


    Val finally disconnected the call and grabbed Alyssa's wrist, her grip so tight she winced. Alyssa ignored the pain in her wrist and tried to swallow back her disappointment. "The bank said no."


    Val shook her head, strands of her dark hair covering her face with the frantic move. "No."


    Alyssa closed her eyes, not wanting Val to see the sudden tears that welled with the news. They had been so close. And they had already spent so much. Oh God, the money, her entire life savings. She was twenty-eight years old, and suddenly teetering on bankruptcy. What was she going to do now? What were any of them going to do? She took a deep breath and opened her eyes, determined not to fall apart right now.


    That could wait until she got home.


    "Well, we tried, right? Maybe another bank—"


    "No." Val took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and shook her head again. "That wasn't the bank."


    "What? Then who was it? What happened?"


    "It was Randy."


    Alyssa heard the name but drew a blank, trying to connect the name to any of the contacts they had made over the last few months. Then it clicked. Randy. Not a contact, but Val's brother. Alyssa straightened a little, her spine stiffening just the tiniest bit at the name. She had met Val's brother a few times, and had tried her best not to be impressed. Well, okay, maybe she had been impressed just a little, because the man was attractive and tall and built. Definitely attractive. But he was dark and brooding and dangerous, with a reputation even she knew about. So what if he was drool-worthy? He was also trouble. With a capital T.


    But what did Randy have to do with anything?


    Alyssa couldn't make the connection, so she came out and asked Val. And that's when she realized that all of Val's dramatics—the pale face, the wheezing, the iron grip on her wrist—weren't from bad news.


    Her friend finally smiled, her dark eyes lighting with excitement.


    "He's going to give us the money."


    "What?"


    "Randy's going to invest in the restaurant. We've got the money!"


    Val wrapped her in an excited hug and started jumping up and down, her squeals of laughter ringing in Alyssa's ears. The excitement was contagious, and once Val's words finally sunk in, Alyssa began jumping up and down, too.


    It was going to happen. Their restaurant was really going to happen!


    "Oh my God! We have to call Jodi and Renee. Oh my God, I can't believe it!" Val hopped around the room, a wide smile splitting her face as she tried to call their friends on her cell phone.


    Alyssa gave a few little hops, too, unable to stop herself. Who cared if she looked silly? There wasn't anyone to see her or judge her.


    And she deserved to be excited. They had done it! At least, they were doing it. In a few months, the restaurant would be a reality, and they would be on their way to making their dream come true.


    So yes, she'd be excited. And stay that way, too, despite the niggling worry at the back of her mind about their new investor.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter One


    


    Randy leaned forward and dug in with his skates, pushing himself, moving faster in pursuit of the puck. He crossed into the defensive zone, getting closer, closer now. Less than a yard separated him from the visiting player and he reached out with his stick, making contact and yanking back, ruining the shot as the whistle blew.


    Play on the ice slid to a stop and Randy turned to look, saw the ref skating toward him, his hands signaling a penalty for high sticking. Randy looked around, wondering who was being called, then realized that the ref was pointing at him.


    "What the hell? You're blind! That wasn't high sticking!" Randy's voice was muffled by his mouth guard, which was probably the only thing that stopped him from getting into more trouble. That, and JP skating up next to him, pushing him out of the way.


    "That's a bullshit call!"


    "Let it go. Come on, let's go." JP tugged on his arm, leading him across the ice. Randy looked up, saw that there was just over two minutes on the clock, then stomped into the penalty box, slamming the door shut behind him.


    His gaze followed the play on the ice, watching as his teammates battled against the clock, fighting to keep the puck out of their own net. He held his breath, glanced up at the clock, waiting and watching. His two minutes were up and he flew out of the box, sliding in front of the opposing team player and reaching forward with his stick. The blade caught the puck and he dug behind him, sending the galvanized rubber shooting across the ice, away from the net. The horn sounded, signaling the end of the game, and he bent over, resting the stick against his knees as he slid toward the net.


    The Banners won, 3 to 2. Randy skated over to the net, congratulating Alec with the rest of the players, then moved toward the bench and the locker room.


    "Michaels!"


    Randy turned at the sound of his name being bellowed and swallowed a groan when he saw Sonny LeBlanc, their coach, heading toward him. Sonny's face was impassive, the long scar that cut across his face a slash of white against a ruddy complexion. At least it wasn't red. If Sonny's scar turned red, it was a sign of imminent explosion.


    "Nice job handling that bad call. Way to keep your cool." Sonny clamped a bear paw against Randy's shoulder pads then moved off, and Randy let out the breath he had been holding.


    Yes, he had kept his cool. Again. Never mind that he almost lost it, never mind that his mouth had come close to giving the ref an earful. What counted was that he had kept quiet, didn't say a word—at least not loud enough to be heard—and hadn't gotten into a fight over it.


    Nearly three months had gone by since that meeting with his agent, and he hadn't been in one single fight. Not on the ice, not off the ice. He had been a regular freaking Boy Scout, behaving himself like never before.


    If something didn't change soon, he was going to explode.


    He stripped out of his uniform and pads and made a beeline for the showers, making short time of washing up and changing. He was in front of his locker, slipping into expensive dress shoes when JP stopped in front of him. His crooked smile lit his eyes with mischief.


    "You should come to the club tonight, blow off some steam, eh?"


    Randy paused, wanting to say yes, coming close to saying yes. But he shook his head at the last minute as he pulled on the dress jacket. "No."


    "No? You haven't been to the club in months. The girls miss you."


    Randy clenched his jaw, fighting the urge to give in. One night. What would one night hurt? He'd go with JP, hang out at the club, have a few drinks, flirt a little.


    And sure as hell something would happen. A fight would break out. Or some guy would get upset if his girlfriend talked to him. Or he'd say something wrong to the wrong person. Anything. Randy clamped down on his willpower and shook his head again. "No. I'm turning over a new leaf. I'm trying to be respectable now."


    JP laughed, the clear sound filled with disbelief. He brushed the damp hair off his forehead, slicking it back, and fixed Randy with his crooked smile. "Respectable. No, what you're becoming is boring, my friend. I think you've taken this whole thing too seriously."


    "Yeah, well, I have to." But did he, really? Was he taking it too far? The last few months had been hell. Was this what his life was going to be like for the next fifteen or so months? God help him if it was.


    Randy took a deep breath and looked over at JP again, the urge to say yes strong. But he couldn't. If he couldn't find the strength to see this through for another few weeks at least, he might as well just hang up his skates now.


    Of course, in another few weeks, he might just explode, and then it wouldn't make a difference either way.


    "Have it your way, my friend. That leaves more girls for me to enjoy, eh?" JP clapped him on the shoulder then walked away, his laughter trailing behind him. Maybe if Randy went after his cocky friend, JP would stand still long enough for him to take his aggressions out on.


    No, that wouldn't work.


    Randy muttered in frustration and grabbed his keys and wallet from the locker, then slammed the door shut. It was a Friday night, early Spring in Baltimore, and his best friend was off to one of the clubs for some fun that would no doubt last until past sunrise.


    And Randy was off to see his sister. What could be more respectable than that?


    Or more pathetic.


    


    **


    


    Flavors mingled on her tongue, lightly at first, fresh and crisp until they blended at just the right moment then exploded at the back of her mouth. Alyssa swallowed, her eyes still closed, and waited.


    It wasn't bad, but it still wasn't right. Not the way she wanted it to be.


    She opened her eyes and nearly screamed, then bent over, choking as a piece of the burger stuck in her throat. A large hand patted her on the back, nearly knocking her over, and she pushed the big man away, motioning that she was alright.


    At least she would be, as soon as her heart climbed out of her stomach.


    She reached for the glass of water and took a cautious sip, her eyes never leaving the rugged face that was watching her so closely. Randy Michaels, Val's brother. Their investor. The bane of her existence.


    Maybe that last part was a little extreme, but Alyssa still didn't feel comfortable around him. The worst part was, she didn't know why. He was always polite, almost distant, and rarely spoke to her except for mundane pleasantries. But there was still something about him, something that set her nerves tingling, and not in a good way.


    Like right now. He stood a few feet away, his hazel eyes studying her, like he was waiting for her to stop breathing or something. And his eyes were intense, framed by dark thick lashes that would have looked too feminine on anyone else. The man in front of her was anything but feminine.


    Dressed in dark slacks and a blazer, with a cream shirt opened at the collar, he looked like a businessman just come from the office. But no businessman she had ever met filled out a sports jacket like he did. Even she could tell the outfit had been custom tailored to fit him—it would have had to have been, to look so good on his large frame. But she didn't think any tailor, no matter how talented, could hide those broad shoulders and broad chest, that lean waist and those strong legs.


    Alyssa closed her eyes and took another sip of water. What was she doing? She was checking out the man in front of her, that's what she was doing. Which meant she had clearly been working too long today.


    She opened her eyes again only to notice the man in front of her watching her intently, those changing eyes fully focused on her, which only made her more uncomfortable.


    "I didn't mean to startle you." His voice was deep, smooth, like fine chocolate followed by old cognac. Alyssa bit her tongue and told herself to stop. Whatever she was doing, she needed to just stop.


    "I'm sure I'll survive." She took one last sip of water then put the glass back on the steel counter that ran along the middle of the kitchen. "Um, did you need something?"


    "I was looking for Val."


    "Oh. She's not here. I think she had a date or something." Alyssa tried to look away, tried to focus her gaze on something, anything else. But she couldn't. Her eyes were enjoying the present scenery too much. How come she had never noticed how striking Randy was before? Oh, she had always thought he was attractive, no doubt about that. Dangerous, brooding, arrogant, and attractive. But looking at him now, she realized he was more than that. Striking was the word that came to mind, but she wasn't sure that was the right one.


    His dark hair was thick and full, slicked back from his high forehead and curling just the slightest bit below his collar. Those hazel eyes of his were deep-set, intense. A faint scar cut through his left eye, the line starting just above his brow and slashing straight down, ending just at his cheekbone. The lid of that eye drooped just the faintest bit, giving him just the slightest look of a pirate. Val had said he had taken a stick to the face when he was playing in high school. Alyssa wondered if that was why he looked so dangerous.


    No, it was more than just the scar. It was the whole package. It was his sculpted physique, his dark hair and the sharp planes of his face, with the high cheekbones and square jaw covered with just a hint of dark stubble. There was a cleft in his chin, just the slightest indentation below his full mouth. She suddenly wondered if his lips would be soft, or rough like—


    "You're staring at me."


    Alyssa jumped, startled. Heat rose to her face and she looked away, her hands automatically going to the empty plates in front of her, tidying up. How could she have been staring at him? How could she have let herself get caught staring at him? "Sorry, I didn't mean to. I mean, I was just wondering...Your scar. How'd that happen?"


    And now she was rambling. Could this really get any worse? She stacked the empty plates and moved toward the sink, only that was a stupid move because she had to walk past him to get there.


    "I got it in a bar fight." He spoke the words just as she was brushing by him, his deep voice rumbling in his chest so close she could almost feel it. Then his words registered and she looked up in surprise, nearly dropping the plates.


    "What? I thought—"


    Randy laughed. A deep, resonating sound that lodged at the base of her spine and sent chills all the way through her. And not cold chills. No, these were warm, melting chills that made her legs go gooey. And oh God, he had a dimple. She needed to get away from him. Now.


    "I'm only joking. I'm not quite that bad." His reached up with one large finger and absently traced the scar along his eye. "This happened in high school, playing hockey."


    "Oh." She pushed past him, doing her best to squeeze by without actually touching him, then placed the dishes in the sink. She kept her back to him as she started washing them. "That must have hurt."


    "Well, it didn't tickle." She heard him move, heard the clank of silverware against china and glanced over her shoulder. He had taken her spot near the counter and was trying a bite of the burger, a thoughtful frown on his face as he chewed. Alyssa held her breath, waiting to see if he would say anything. She tried to hide her disappointment when he merely shrugged, then quickly finished it off.


    "This isn't bad. What's in it?"


    "Some different herbs and spices. I was going for something just a little more upscale, a little more refined for the burger."


    "Why do you need an upscale burger? It's just a hamburger."


    "Because I want it to be more than just a burger. You can get a burger anywhere, so ours need to be special."


    "If you say so. I don't know why you need a special burger for a sports bar, but whatever." He turned back around and studied the several other plates of food she had prepared, taking a bite of each. Alyssa stared at him, her jaw clamped shut, and for once didn't worry about what someone thought of her food.


    Sports bar? Oh my God, was that what he really thought they were opening? Hadn't Val talked to him, told him what they were doing?


    Hadn't the man even asked before handing over that obscene amount of money?


    She opened her mouth, ready to correct his mistake, then promptly shut it again. No. There was no way she was going to have that conversation with him. Let Val handle it. He was her brother, she could deal with it.


    Alyssa turned back around and finished washing the dishes, then jumped again when she saw motion from the corner of her eye. But it was only Randy, handing her the remaining plates, now empty.


    "That was all pretty good. Did you make everything?"


    "Uh, yeah. That's what I do. I'm the chef."


    "Oh. I didn't realize that."


    Alyssa rinsed the final plate and stacked it in the drain, then turned and looked at the man standing too close to her. "Did you not talk to Val at all about this when you agreed to invest?"


    "No, why would I? She's my sister. She has a good head on her shoulders, I trust her."


    Alyssa blinked, then shook her head and dried her hands off on the towel. Then she stood there, with no idea what she should do next.


    Go home. That's what she needed to do. Go home and get some sleep, because tomorrow was going to be another long day. Most of the menu was set—they were keeping it simple, with refined selections of the classic standards—but she still needed to tweak a few things.


    And come up with a signature dish. She was still waiting for inspiration for that one.


    Yes, she needed to go home. But Randy was still standing next to her, studying her with those intense eyes that made her nervous.


    "Bacon."


    "Excuse me?"


    "You need to add bacon to the burger."


    "Oh. Well, of course that'll be an option for a topping—"


    "Not as a topping. Actually add it to the burger. You know, crumble it up and mix it in. That's how I make mine."


    Alyssa opened her mouth to object, then shut it. The idea was a good one, and she wasn't going to dismiss it just because it wasn't hers. "I'll have to try that, thanks."


    They stood there for a few minutes, the silence dragging around them, threatening to become uncomfortable. Alyssa looked down and realized she was fiddling with the towel, so she quickly folded it and placed it over the sink.


    "I'm sorry, I didn't think to ask. Did you need something?"


    "No. I just wanted to stop by and see Val, see how things were coming along."


    "Oh. She's not here."


    "Yeah, you told me that already." Randy smiled down at her, that blasted dimple showing in his cheek, and she took a hasty step back.


    "Oh. Well, it's getting late and I'm getting ready to leave, so I guess you can leave now. I'll tell Val you stopped by."


    "I'll wait for you."


    "You don't have to, my car's right out back."


    "I'll still wait."


    "Really, you don't have to—"


    "Lady, could you humor me here? It's after midnight and I'm trying to be a gentleman." His voice was almost a growl, and she jumped back again, startled once more. Then she looked down at her watch, surprised to see that he was right. She had lost all track of time. Again.


    "Let me just get my bag." She hurried to the back office and grabbed her tote, slinging it over her shoulder after pulling her keys from the front pocket. She palmed the light switch off then hurried back through the kitchen, not surprised to see Randy waiting for her at the door, a scowl on his face.


    Why on earth was he scowling? Was it because she had originally refused to let him wait for her? She thought about apologizing, then changed her mind. Let the man scowl if he wanted, it didn't matter to her.


    She pushed past him and quickly keyed in the alarm code, hit the light switch, and pushed through the door. He followed her out, checking to make sure the door closed all the way, then placed his hand in the middle of her back. His hand was heavy and warm as he walked her through the gravel lot, a reassuring weight that sent tingles of awareness up her spine. She tried to get ahead of him, thinking that he'd let his hand drop if she did, but his legs were so long that she'd have to sprint to do it. And then it didn't matter, because they were at her car.


    Which looked sad and forlorn parked next to the sleek dark Mercedes convertible. The car had to be his. Of course it was his. Who else would it belong to?


    She ignored the expensive sports car and jammed her key into the lock of her own tiny car. She reached down to open the door but was stopped when Randy's hand closed over hers, big and warm and strong. She stepped back, startled once more at the sensation, and turned to look up at him.


    He was just opening the door for her, nothing else. He was just trying to be a gentleman, like he had said earlier. Nothing more, nothing she needed to be reading into. She tried to step back, to give him room. But the sensation of his hand over hers was startling, and she looked up at him again, ready to say something, to mutter a thank you or a good night, or something.


    But she couldn't say anything, because that quick, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    


    The lips beneath Randy's mouth were firm, stiffened in surprise. He tilted his head and gently ran the tip of his tongue along the crease of her mouth, breathing a soft sigh of satisfaction when she yielded to him.


    She tasted like spice and heat, her mouth warm and tantalizing, unleashing a hunger he hadn't even realized he had. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her more tightly against him, fitting her curves along his body.


    Delicious curves, soft and full and warm, like she had been made just for him. The intensity of his body's reaction surprised him and he sighed again, pressing himself more fully against her. He had no idea what prompted him to kiss her, and he didn't care, not when her body melted against his like it was, not when she ran her hands up his chest and along his neck. She breathed into his mouth, the sound like something between a sigh and a purr. Heat surged through him, powerful, potent. He stepped forward, pushing her back so she was pressed between his hard body and the hard surface of the car.


    No, he had no idea what had possessed him to do it, but he knew what possessed him now. She did, with her soft curves and spicy scent and the hot taste of her mouth against his. And he suddenly wanted more, needed more.


    He ran a hand along her back then down, cupping the roundness of her ass and lifting her against his throbbing erection. Her body was warm, pliant, and he moaned, needing more, now.


    She suddenly stiffened against him, her hands flat against his chest, pushing. A few seconds passed before his mind cleared enough to realize she was no longer kissing him back, that her body was no longer warm and soft against his.


    He pulled away, mortified and embarrassed. Christ, what the hell was he doing? He had a woman, a virtual stranger, trapped between his body and her car.


    Randy stepped back, his chest heaving with each breath, and looked down at the woman in front of him. Her eyes were round, her full lips red and swollen from his kisses, her face pale in the dim light from the single light pole at the corner of the gravel lot.


    "What are you doing?" Her voice was a harsh whisper, husky in the night surrounding them. Randy moved back another step, surprised at the desire that still held him in a tight grip.


    The question settled between them, harsh and accusing. What the hell was he doing? This was so out of character, even for him. Respectable? Christ, no wonder Montgomery had looked so dubious at their last meeting. He was mauling a woman in a fucking parking lot, a new low, even for him.


    He took another step back, colliding with the side of his car and setting off the alarm, which caused them both to jump. He muttered a curse and tried to dig the keys from his pocket, fumbling them before he finally pressed the alarm button.


    Silence settled around them, heavy and accusing.


    Randy ran a hand across his face, the scratch of stubble rasping through the silence. He glanced at the woman in front of him, almost afraid to look at her, afraid of the accusation he would see in her eyes.


    But there was no accusation, only bewilderment and surprise as she watched him. One shaking hand came up as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and he suddenly wondered if her hair was as soft as it looked.


    And dammit, shouldn't he know that? He had just had her pressed against her car with his tongue rammed down her throat. Yeah, he was respectable all right.


    "I'm sorry. I didn't mean—" He stopped himself before uttering the lie. Yes, he did mean. He shouldn't have, but he did. He cleared his throat. "I'm sorry."


    She watched him, her whiskey-colored eyes wide in her oval face. One corner of her mouth tilted up, just briefly, as if she was thinking about smiling then decided against it. Her head tilted to the side, the ends of her light brown hair curling around her shoulder with the movement.


    "Do you even know my name?"


    The question hit him in the chest with the force of its amused bluntness. And she was amused, he could hear it in her voice, see the brief glimmer of it in her eyes. And what the hell kind of question was that, anyway? Did she really think he was such a reprobate that he'd maul a woman whose name he didn't even know?


    "Of course I do. It's—" And he stopped, frozen. His mind was a total blank. No, it couldn't be. He knew her name. He had to know her name. Val had introduced them, had introduced all three women—her partners in this restaurant thing—to him. Of course he knew her name.


    What the hell was her name?


    Her laughter rang clear between them, the sound musical, like crystal glasses being gently touched together. She shook her head and opened the car door, easing herself into the seat and putting the key in the ignition. The car started, the engine hesitating only briefly before catching with an uneven rumble. She lowered the window and looked up at him, her full mouth tilted just slightly.


    "Good night, Mr. Michaels."


    He watched as she pulled away, tires crunching on gravel before she turned onto the street.


    The tail lights had long since disappeared before Randy got into his own car, his mind barely registering the hum of the powerful engine as he started it.


    What the hell was her name?


    


    **


    


    "Your brother is an arrogant buffoon."


    Alyssa slid a spatula under the burger and flipped it onto the waiting plate, not bothering with bun or garnish. She grabbed the plate and moved it to the counter, then eased onto the stool next to Val and fork-cut the burger into several smaller pieces.


    Val looked up from the menu samples she had been studying, her dark eyes slowly coming into focus as Alyssa's words registered. She let out a heavy sigh and grabbed a fork, spearing a piece of the burger.


    "What did he do this time?"


    Alyssa sank her own fork into a piece of the meat and gently blew on it, then popped it into her mouth. She closed her eyes and slowly chewed, the flavors mixing on her tongue, exploding with a rich fullness as she swallowed. She didn't want to admit it, but the flavor was exactly what she had been looking for.


    With a sigh, she made a few notes on the pad resting in front of her, then took a sip of water. That done, she looked over at Val and grinned.


    "He kissed me."


    Val started choking on the bite of burger, hastily swallowing and reaching for her own water. Her eyes widened in alarm, she turned to Alyssa. "He did what?"


    "He kissed me. In the parking lot. Last night."


    "Oh my God. I'm going to kill him! Unless—" Val paused, carefully studying her friend. "Did you want him to kiss you?"


    Alyssa opened her mouth to say no, then closed it again. No, she hadn't wanted him to kiss her. She hadn't even expected it, and was so surprised at first, she didn't even know how to react. But heat and desire had quickly overtaken good sense and the next thing she knew, she had been melting against him. Melting. His body was big, warm, hard—all over. A little shiver of excitement raced through her at the memory of just how big and hard he was. And intense.


    She sighed, then looked over at Val. "He doesn't even know my name."


    "What? Of course he does. He's seen you before and I introduced all of you to him. Why wouldn't he know your name?"


    "He may have seen me around and you may have introduced us, but I don't think he was paying any attention. Trust me, he doesn't know my name. I asked him."


    "That idiot! Wait until I see him. Who does he think he is, pulling something like that—"


    "Val, stop. I said he kissed me, not forced himself on me."


    "So...you did want him to kiss you?"


    Alyssa shrugged and took another bite of the burger. "I wasn't expecting it, no. But—" She stopped and shrugged again.


    But what? The kiss had surprised her. He had surprised her. And she still didn't know why. He had walked her to her car and then, wham, he was suddenly kissing her. She barely knew him, had barely even talked to him. In fact, she was pretty sure last night had been the first time they had ever really talked, period. Not that anyone would describe their brief exchange of words last night as conversation.


    So why had he kissed her? That was what she couldn't figure out. She wasn't a beauty, not by any stretch of the imagination. No, she wasn't ugly—just average. Average height, average weight. Well, okay, she could probably stand to lose a few pounds or more, but she enjoyed food—a good thing, considering what she had chosen to do with her life.


    There was nothing spectacular about her, nothing that would make her stand out. Certainly nothing that should draw the attention of someone like Val's brother. Her hair was average brown, cut into a no-nonsense easy-care style that she either wore loose around her shoulders, or pulled back off her face. Even her clothes were average, simple, casual, understated. She opted for comfort, not chic.


    So why on earth would Randy Michaels suddenly kiss her like he had?


    The question had kept her up for hours last night, long past the time she should have fallen asleep. And she firmly told herself that it was the question only: her tossing and turning had absolutely nothing to do with the lingering heat of his kiss, of his touch. Of the memory of that hard body pressed so firmly against hers.


    "Okay, I'm confused now."


    Alyssa turned back to Val, only to feel her friend's dark gaze piercing her with a look that saw too much. "What are you confused about?"


    "What I should do with my bonehead brother. Do I hit him upside the head with a two by four and tell him to stay away from my friends? Or do I try to fix him up with you?"


    Alyssa rolled her eyes and ignored both questions. "How do you like the burger?"


    Val gave her a knowing look but didn't say anything about Alyssa's attempt at changing the subject. She took another bite, chewed and swallowed, then smiled. "It's pretty good. Perfect, actually."


    "Then you probably shouldn't use a two by four on your brother. Adding the bacon was his idea."


    "Really?" Val grabbed the last piece and popped it into her mouth. "Maybe we could name it after him, call it the Bonehead Burger."


    Alyssa laughed then promptly shook her head. "That doesn't exactly fit with the image we're going for, does it?


    "Not really. But I bet we could make it work. We women do have a sense of humor, you know."


    "Maybe." Alyssa shifted positions on the stool, then propped her elbow on the stainless steel counter. "Val, did you tell your brother what kind of restaurant we're opening?"


    "Of course I did. Why?"


    "Because when he was here last night, he called it a sports bar."


    "Well, I guess it kind of is. Just not the kind he's thinking of."


    Val had a point. Maybe. The idea of the restaurant had come about when all four of them—her, Val, Jodi, and Renee—had been dragged yet again by their then-boyfriends to a sports bar featuring enhanced waitresses dressed in tight white tank shirts and skimpy orange shorts. Having been abandoned at the table by all four men, the four friends had complained once again about the lack of fairness. Why couldn't there be a sports bar geared toward women? A casual restaurant that featured hard bodies instead of scantily-clad women dressed in tight tank shirts or super-short kilts?


    The idea had been borne over margaritas and wings. Now, almost two years later, The Maypole was becoming a reality. The name had been derived from slang for male anatomy, narrowly winning out over Twigs and Berries or Giggle Stick's, mainly because The Maypole sounded a little classier than the other two. They had done the market research, scouted locations to find the best area, invested heavily in equipment and décor and marketing. Alyssa had spear-headed the menu with input from the other three and came up with a refined, slightly classier version of the typical sports bar menu. Something besides just burgers and wings, something that would attract a large female clientele without alienating the men.


    The restaurant was small, with twenty tables and a moderate sized bar. But the building they had leased had an option to expand to the second floor if needed. Not that Alyssa—or any of them, really—thought they'd need it. At least, not right away. Yes, they hoped. But all four of them were realistic, and knew that they had long days and even longer nights ahead of them.


    On paper, everything looked like a guaranteed success. But that was on paper. The reality could be something completely different. Alyssa still had knots in her stomach thinking about everything that could go wrong.


    The reaction of their single investor was pretty much at the top of her list. Because in spite of Val's assurances, Alyssa wasn't convinced that Randy completely understood what they were doing.


    "So do you want me to do anything about him?" Val's question pulled Alyssa from her thoughts, and she looked over at her friend in momentary confusion.


    "Who?"


    "My brother. The arrogant buffoon."


    "Oh." Alyssa slid down off the stool, shaking her head as she grabbed the empty plate. "No, don't bother. I think he surprised himself, too, so I doubt anything will happen again."


    "Then why do you sound so disappointed?"


    "I'm not!"


    "Hm. If you say so." Alyssa could feel her friend's stare burning in the middle of her back and she resisted the urge to roll her shoulders. If Val saw any weakness—any interest—she'd pounce on it like a vulture and go in for the kill. "You know, Randy's really not that bad, once you get to know him."


    And it was too late. Alyssa rinsed the plate off then turned back to Val.


    "No thanks, I'll pass."


    "I'm just saying that I think you two would be cute together. And if you're interested, I'd be okay with that. You know, in case you were worried I wouldn't be, or something."


    "Val, he doesn't even know my name. So no. Just, no, okay? I don't need you deciding to do any matchmaking, especially not with your brother, especially not now."


    Val sighed, a heavy sound laced with theatrics that made Alyssa smile. "Fine, I won't. But I still think you two would be cute together."


    Jodi burst through the swinging doors, her long blonde hair floating around her flushed face. Alyssa was grateful for the interruption, knowing that whatever had Jodi fired-up would now command all of Val's attention. Jodi Randall was normally level-headed and calm, until somebody pushed her buttons the wrong one. And from the ice gathered in her clear blue eyes, somebody had definitely pushed her buttons.


    "I'm going to kill him!"


    "Who?" Val asked the question on a sigh, knowing as well as Alyssa did that only one person could push Jodi to this point.


    "Darren Shepherd, who else?" Jodi huffed their new lead bartender's name. She stomped her foot against the floor, the heel of her shoe echoing against the tile, and ran one hand through her long hair. "Val, you have to do something about him. The man is entirely too cocky and arrogant for his own good."


    "Must be something in the water around here." Val muttered the words, bringing a smile to Alyssa's face and a confused frown to Jodi's.


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    "Nothing, don't worry about it." Val slid off the stool then followed Jodi back into the dining room. Her hand stopped the door from swinging shut as she looked over her shoulder at Alyssa, a small smile on her face. "And don't think I'm forgetting this conversation, either."


    Alyssa didn't say anything, just shook her head and went back to the stove. She still needed to come up with one last dish, a signature plate that would really set their menu apart and get people talking. So she pushed all thoughts of arrogant men and searing kisses from her mind and went to work.


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    Randy turned on his skates, racing backward, his eyes never leaving the puck. They were nearing the net, the dull roar of the crowd around them fading into white noise as the opposing player pulled back his stick and shot the puck forward.


    Randy dashed to the side, reaching with his own stick, then threw himself to the ice, stopping the puck with his body. It bounced off his side and shot away from the net, to be picked up by JP and moved to the other side of the ice. Randy jumped to his feet and skated toward the bench, jumping over it as his replacement hit the ice at full speed.


    He absently grabbed a bottle and shot a stream of water into his mouth, spitting it out as he watched the play down ice. JP passed the puck to Ian Donovan, who then passed it to Mathias Herron. The rookie slid around the back of the net and took the shot from an angle, deftly aiming the puck at the three hole.


    Score!


    Randy beat his stick against the boards, cheering for the goal. This might be Mat's first year playing, but already he was proving his worth. It was just a damn shame that the kid was an annoying mixture of cocky innocence that grated on Randy's nerves.


    He refused to look too deep into that one, his agent's words about younger—and better—players still fresh in his mind.


    Randy squirted one last stream of water into his mouth and swallowed, then jumped over the boards and moved to center ice for the face off. Play had been fast tonight, fast and smooth, bringing the Banners to a three-nothing lead by the end of the first period. They were now up eight-nothing with less than five minutes left in the third, and every single member of the Banners was doing their best to give their goalie, Alec Kolchak, a shutout.


    But there was no mistaking the thick tension coming from the Florida team. Good natured ribbing was normal during games, but that had stopped over an hour ago. With the score so high, the comments now were biting, sarcastic, designed to create a reaction and start a fight, draw a penalty.


    Randy tightened his gloves around the stick and did his best to ignore the taunts, his eyes on the puck as the ref dropped it to the ice and scurried away. Something slammed into him with the force of a freighter, and he stumbled back before righting himself.


    "You're such a fucking pussy, Michaels."


    Randy shook his head and pushed by the other defenseman, ignoring the taunt. There was no way he'd be goaded into drawing a penalty for fighting and risk Alec losing a shutout. So he lowered himself over the ice and pushed forward, his attention on the play down the ice.


    "What's the matter, Michaels? Getting too old?"


    Randy clenched his jaw and skated away, still ignoring the taunt, ignoring the flash of anger that erupted in his gut at the words. Hell no, he wasn't too old.


    "Michaels, since when did you become such a pussy?"


    "Fuck off."


    "Oh, I'm so scared."


    Three months ago, Randy would have dropped his gloves and gone out swinging. But that was three months ago, before that damn meeting with his agent, before being told he was becoming a liability and that he was running the risk of not having his contract renewed.


    Damn Montgomery for telling him that.


    Randy shook his head again, refusing to be drawn into a fight, not when the puck was heading this way. He sat the blade of his stick against the ice, skating backward, side to side, waiting for the right moment to move in and dislodge the puck, to send it away from their own net.


    Something caught him on the shoulder, just the barest touch, but enough to distract him. He heard the shrill whistle, saw the refs heading their way, but ignored everything around him except the taunting player next to him.


    It was a clear high-sticking, blatant, provoking. Yet Randy would have ignored it, let the Florida team draw the penalty so they could have the power play. Would have, if not for the taunting words that came next.


    "Such a fucking pussy, Michaels. I bet your sister has bigger balls than you."


    The pent up rage and frustration of the past three months roiled beneath his breastbone. He'd had enough. He was a damn defenseman, not a nun. It was his job to be tough, to be physical. And damned if he'd stand there and just take the taunts, not when they crossed that invisible line.


    Randy threw down his stick and flung off his gloves, meeting the other player face-to-face on the ice. But he didn't take the first swing, just waited for it to come.


    He wasn't disappointed, and jumped fully into the fight after that first swing. It didn't last long, the refs finally breaking them up after he peeled the other guy's sweater over his head and got in one more swing for good measure. But he wasn't untouched, and reached up to knuckle the blood away from the corner of his mouth.


    The crowd screamed their enthusiasm, applauding wildly as he was led off the ice. Randy waved absently to them, then walked past the bench, heading for the locker room. Sonny stopped him with a curt nod.


    "Nice play, Michaels. Glad to see you back. Now go get cleaned up."


    Glad to see you back? What the hell did that mean?


    It meant he was a fucking idiot for listening to his agent, that was what it meant. His team didn't need him to be respectable, not on the ice. He was a defenseman, he was expected to be rough, expected to be physical.


    Randy didn't bother hiding his smile as he made his way back to the locker room, feeling the weight of forced respectability pulled from his shoulders.


    


    **


    


    Randy wasn't smiling two hours later.


    He should be. There was no reason for him not to be. The slim, curvy blonde tucked against his side smiled up at him, her body language letting him know in no uncertain terms that she was more than ready, willing, and able.


    And just in case he had trouble understanding her body language, she had told him the same thing. In clear, concise words. No, there was no mistaking her blunt offer to go home with him, no mistaking the blatant caresses and heavy-lidded looks she showered him with.


    And there was no reason for him to say no. Hell, three months ago, he wouldn't have bothered to even take her home, knowing that a romp in the front of his car would have been enough to satisfy them both. Hot, quick, primal. No numbers exchanged, no worries about having to make a call or even small-talk.


    But that was three months ago. And somehow, for some insane reason, he wasn't interested. Not that he hadn't thought about it. He had. Seriously. For about an hour. But he felt absolutely nothing, not even a twitch of desire. And when she had her tongue down his throat, doing her best to suck out his tonsils, all he wanted to do was push her away.


    Like right now. It wasn't her tongue, and it sure as hell wasn't his throat. He shifted and reached down, dragging her hand away from his less-than-interested crotch, holding it tightly in his grip so she wouldn't get any more ideas.


    "I've always loved how physical you are on the ice. I bet you're even more physical in bed." Her voice was throaty, sultry. And the words so full of bullshit he almost laughed.


    Almost, because three months ago he wouldn't have cared about the words, would have just smiled and led her outside.


    He just nodded, knowing he needed to do something, then glanced around, looking for JP. His friend was sitting at the table next to them, another blonde straddling his lap, JP's large hands cupping her small ass under her short dress as she ground against him, their mouths locked together.


    Randy clenched his jaw, his hand tightening around the beer. Why the hell had even bothered coming here tonight?


    Because this is what they usually did, he and JP and a few of the other single guys on the team. They went to the clubs, let the women pick them up, it didn't matter what city, what night. This was what they did.


    And maybe he was getting old, because it suddenly held no appeal for him. He thought of Alec, settled down and happy. Even Nikolai, the big bruiser of a Russian, had gotten married. And he was no less lethal on the ice for it, either.


    Unbidden, a pair of whiskey-colored eyes formed in his memory. Normally slightly exotic shaped, he remembered them more clearly as they widened in surprise at his kiss. And full lips, swollen from his kisses, slightly parted as those wide eyes stared up at him.


    The woman in his mind was nothing like the willowy blonde still attached to his hip. She was shorter, the top of her head barely reaching his shoulder, and rounder. Her curves were soft, feminine, fuller. His cock hardened at the memory of those soft curves pressed again, and he shifted. God, please don't let the woman next to him notice, that was all he asked. He didn't think he'd ever be able to dislodge her if she realized he was standing next to her with a hard-on.


    Maybe he could tell her he was thinking of someone else. That would certainly do it, right? I mean, no woman wanted to be told that the guy they were with was thinking of another woman.


    Thinking of someone with soft hair the color of darkened caramel instead of processed blonde. Someone who tasted spicy and warm, with just a hint of sweetness instead of dry stale alcohol.


    Randy glanced down at the beer in his hand, its taste turning sour on his tongue at the thought. Why the hell was he even here?


    He untangled himself from the blonde with barely more than a grunt, then moved over to where JP was playing tonsil tag. "I'm out of here."


    "What?" JP pulled away from the woman long enough to come up for air, his brows lowered in confusion. "Why? What's wrong?"


    "Nothing's wrong, I just don't feel like being here, that's all." Randy put his bottle on the table next to the line of JP's empties. "I'll catch up with you at practice on Monday."


    "Whoa, wait. Hang on." JP pushed the blonde from his lap and hurried after Randy, grabbing his elbow as he reached the door. "You sure nothing's wrong? We can always go someplace else if she doesn't do it for you."


    "No worries, JP. I'm just not in the mood, so I'm going home."


    "But this is the first time you've been out in months!"


    Randy shrugged, not wanting to explain it to his friend. Hell, he couldn't explain it to himself even if he tried. He clapped JP on the shoulder and grinned, letting him know it was no big deal. The man looked at him like he had grown two heads, but didn't say anything as he followed him out the door.


    "I thought you were staying. What about your new girlfriend?"


    "No, ami, not girlfriend. Just a woman, nobody I'd take home. I don't even know her name."


    Randy halted, stopping so suddenly at JP's words that his friend slammed into his back. Why did JP have to say that? The words brought back his frustration from last night, when the woman who had claimed possession of his mind all night had said something eerily similar.


    Do you even know my name?


    And the answer was suddenly there, clear and bright as day, dimming the neon surrounding them to something inconsequential.


    "Alyssa!"


    "What?" JP looked at him like he had just shouted Go Pittsburgh! at a sold-out home game. "Are you sure you're okay? You didn't get punched in the head, did you?"


    "No, I'm fine." Better than fine, actually. Randy looked down at his watch and realized it wasn't as late as he had thought it was. She might still be at the restaurant. He knew from Val that all four women were spending long days and nights there, getting it ready.


    So yes, there was a good chance she might still be there.


    Alyssa. Her name was Alyssa.


    Randy muttered something to JP then headed for his car, not even bothering to question what he was doing.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    


    "Alyssa!"


    She jumped at the sound of her name being shouted, the noise startling her so much that she grabbed the stove for balance. Searing heat burned her left palm and she jumped back, cradling her hand against her chest.


    "Dammit!" She pushed past the raving lunatic in dress clothes and hurried to the sink. One twist of her hand on the faucet, and cold water streamed out. She put her hand in the steady stream, feeling instant relief. Who cared if they said you weren't supposed to do that. It hurt like hell, and the cold water made it feel better.


    "What's going on in here? Oh my God, Alyssa, are you okay?" A flurry of excitement erupted around her as the door swung inward, admitting Val, Jodi and Renee. All three women rushed to her side, pulling at her arm, ignoring the huge man standing off to the side.


    Alyssa took a deep breath and pushed all three of them away, letting the water run over her palm for a few seconds longer. "Yes, I'm fine. He just startled me, and I grabbed the stove for balance. It was stupid, but I'll be fine."


    "He?" Val was the first to turn, the first to notice her brother standing there, looking so out of place in the middle of the gleaming stainless steel and bright white tile. "Randy! What are you doing here? And how did you get in here?"


    He pointed to the door that led outside, his gaze never leaving Alyssa. She turned away, unable to deal with all that dark intensity focused on her. Better to deal with the burn on her hand.


    "Is she going to be okay? Alyssa. Is Alyssa going to be okay?"


    Well, at least he knew her name, she thought. But why in the world had he burst into the kitchen, bellowing it? She finally removed her hand from the water and held it closer to her face. No blistering, that was good. A little burn ointment and a gauze pad, and she'd be good to go. She hoped. At least it wasn't her right hand.


    "Yes, I'll be fine." She grabbed a paper towel and blotted her hand dry, then wadded up the towel and threw it into the trash can.


    "Randy, what the hell are you doing here?" Val advanced on her brother, not bothering to hide her irritation as she stabbed him in the chest with her finger.


    Alyssa watched in amusement as the large man backed away from his younger sister. She was a miniature version of her brother, shorter, thinner, with the same thick black hair and stubborn chin. If Alyssa had money to bet, she was pretty sure that right now, Val was the more dangerous of the two.


    "I just—" He stopped, his gaze resting on Alyssa then going back to his sister. "I wanted to tell Alyssa something."


    "By screaming her name? You were so loud, we heard you in the other room!"


    Alyssa smothered her smile and moved back to the counter, her focus on the final creation of the night. A little tweaking, and it would be ready to unveil. If the other three approved, that was. It was different. She looked down at the dish, frowning. Maybe a little too different.


    "I still don't understand why you came charging in here like a bull on steroids. Do you always have to be so physical? And ohmygod, is that lipstick smeared on your neck? Randy! I hope you don't have one of your bimbos outside!"


    Alyssa froze at Val's shriek, her back stiffening. She didn't want to turn around, didn't want to see whatever Val had seen. But she couldn't help herself, and turned around anyway.


    Four pairs of eyes rested on the hulking man standing in front of them. A flush crept up his neck as his hand rubbed around his jaw, not even coming close to the smear of bright red lipstick. His eyes darted to Alyssa then looked away, down to the floor, then up to the ceiling. Anywhere and everywhere except at any of the women watching him.


    "I don't have anyone with me." His voice was gruff, like he was insulted at the idea. Alyssa watched him, one eyebrow raised, as Val grabbed a paper towel and wiped at the smear of makeup marring the side of his neck.


    She told herself that the brief clenching in her stomach was not jealousy. It couldn't be. She had nothing to be jealous about. One kiss was not grounds for jealousy, no matter how much that kiss had made her insides melt.


    Randy pulled the paper towel from his sister's hands, irritation clear on his face as he balled it up in one huge fist. His gaze finally shifted back to Alyssa, and the creeping flush stained his cheeks even darker.


    "Some woman was trying to hit on me earlier."


    Alyssa rolled her eyes and turned away, not surprised at Val's sudden laughter. Jodi and Renee exchanged a silent glance, then moved closer to Alyssa. Val had no doubt told them about the shared kiss, and they were rallying around her, lending her their support.


    Which was utterly ridiculous, because she didn't need their support. The kiss meant nothing. Absolutely nothing.


    "Randy, you are such a bonehead. You shouldn't even be here. Now go, shoo."


    Val's voice drifted into the background, lost in the soft exclamations coming from Jodi and Renee as they moved closer.


    "Is that it?" Renee's voice was a whisper, almost reverent as she studied the plate.


    "I think. Maybe. I don't know."


    "This is perfect!" Jodi turned the plate around, studying the presentation from all angles, a wide smile on her face.


    Val came over to join them, her brother forgotten as she pushed her way closer to the counter. Her dark eyes gleamed, a broad smile splitting her face.


    "Alyssa, this is great!"


    "It's not too much?"


    "Are you kidding? This is just what we needed! How'd you do it?"


    "Well, I liked Renee's idea of bangers and mash, but I didn't want anything quite as heavy as that. So I played around with the recipe, and decided to make some turkey sausage. It's lighter, not as heavy. And instead of potatoes, I used mashed cauliflower, drizzled with a savory herb butter. Very light, very tasty, with just a bit of zing."


    Renee leaned closer, pulling her wavy auburn hair off her shoulder as she studied it, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. "I love it. And the plating is great!"


    "The plating is perfect!" Jodi wrapped her arm around Alyssa's shoulders and gave her a quick hug.


    "What are you guys looking at?" Randy's voice broke into their group, his heavy footsteps echoing around them as he came closer. Val stepped out of the way, giving him room to see the dish, not that he needed anyone to move, not as tall as he was.


    Alyssa watched him step closer, his eyes darting around all four women before resting on the plate in front of them. His eyes widened, and his mouth opened in shock for a full three seconds. The sound of his teeth rattling as he snapped his mouth closed sounded like a shot in the quiet room.


    "It looks like a fucking cock!"


    "I know, isn't it great?" Val laughed and reached for the forks, handing them around. Randy ignored his, his eyes still widened in shock.


    "Hey, I just came up with a great name! Let's call it the cock and flower!" Jodi laughed at her suggestion, but Val quickly nodded.


    "I actually like that!"


    "What? You can't have a dish called 'cock' on the menu! What man would ever order it?"


    "Who says we're targeting men?"


    "It's a sports bar! Who else would you be targeting?" Randy's voice was getting louder, his face a little redder. Alyssa glanced over at Val, noticed the mischief lighting her eyes as she turned her back on her brother and held her fork above the dish.


    "Ladies, to our signature dish: the cock and flower! Just what The Maypole needs!"


    Alyssa, Jodi and Renee tapped their forks against Val's, then each dug in for a bite of the new dish.


    And Randy stood behind them, his mouth opening and closing in silent protest as an expression of shock filled his face, his heated gaze focused so sharply on Alyssa that she had to force herself to look away.


    Not because his gaze was angry, though she saw some of that in his hazel eyes as well. No, there was something else in his gaze, hot and dangerous and almost needy as he watched her pop the end of the sausage in her mouth.


    


    **


    


    Damn his sister. Randy wanted to throttle her.


    But even his wildest rage—which wasn't as bad as his agent made it out to be—he had never really hit anyone, a least not first. And he would certainly never hit a woman.


    That included his sister, even though she had been asking for a throttling ever since she was eight and had bedazzled his hockey jersey.


    "Valerie, would you hold still for one minute and just tell me what is going on?"


    "Randy, not now. There's too much going on. Can't you come back later?" She whizzed by him, a clipboard held in front of her like a shield as she barked orders at the construction crew working around them. Randy gritted his teeth, the noise of hammering and banging scraping against the base of his skull.


    He ignored the noise, ignored the curious glances of the work crew around them, and reached out to grab Val's arm. "I can't come back later, we're leaving in a few hours for a game."


    She stepped out of his touch, her long hair swinging as she whirled around and changed directions. "Then come back when you get back. No, that doesn't go there. I told you that already."


    She marched over to the work crew that was busy moving a large piano, her face screwed up in determination as she motioned with her hands. Val was a force to be reckoned with, something the work crew quickly realized when she barked orders at them.


    He ran both hands over his face, still not believing what he was seeing. Why hadn't he bothered to look—really look—at things earlier? Hell, why hadn't he bothered to just ask? That's what his accountant wanted him to do, before he turned over such a large sum of money. But Val was his sister, he knew he could trust her.


    No, he thought he could trust her. And what the hell else would he have expected when she said she wanted to open a restaurant? Not just a restaurant, a sports bar.


    He sure as hell hadn't expected a sports bar for women.


    Someone whisked by him, muttering something about headstrong women, and Randy almost grabbed the guy to let him know that was his sister he was talking about. But what good would it have done anyway, since the man was merely speaking the truth?


    And it wasn't just his sister. It was all four of them. Val. Jodi. Renee. And Alyssa.


    At least he remembered everyone's names now.


    He looked over his shoulder at the swinging doors leading into the kitchen, thought about going in, then promptly decided against it. Dealing with his sister was turning out to be an exercise in frustration, and he sure as hell didn't need more of it.


    And why in the hell was there a fucking piano in a sports bar, anyway?


    He stomped after Val, finally catching up to her when she walked behind the horseshoe-shaped bar. At least now she couldn't get away from him, since the bar was closed at one end. Unless she jumped over it, which wouldn't surprise him.


    "Val, stop. Please. Just one minute, that's all."


    She finally turned to face him, her expression harried, her eyes a little wild. Sympathy went through him when he realized his kid sister was frazzled, and part of him wanted to reach out and give her a hug of reassurance. On second thought, maybe not.


    "What Randy? What is so important that you need me drop everything and talk to you?"


    "I need to know what you're doing here."


    "Doing? What's it look like we're doing? We're trying to get a business up and running. We open in a week. One week. And look!" She opened her arms wide and spun around, her black hair flying around her like some sorceress conjuring spirits. "We're never going to be ready! The menus haven't come back from the printers, we're still short a few waiters, the costumes aren't quite ready, I'm still waiting on the art work to get here so we can hang everything. And I have no idea where the crystal vases went to!"


    "Crystal vases? Art work? Valerie, listen to yourself. It sounds like you're opening an art studio, not a sports bar. Sports bars don't have crystal vases!"


    "Well this one does!"


    "Valerie, if I had known this was what you had planned, I would have never loaned you the money!"


    "Well it's a little late for that now. And you knew—I told you! You just never bothered to listen, like always. You just heard what you wanted to hear and ignored the rest. Kind of like what happened with Alyssa last week."


    Randy stepped back, partly to get away from his sister's jabbing finger, but mostly because of her last words. He rubbed his hand against his chest and stared. "What are you talking about? What does she have to do with anything?"


    "Alyssa. Her name is Alyssa. You should know what the woman's name is before you go mauling her in the parking lot."


    "I know what the hell her name is! And I didn't maul her. Is that what she said?"


    "No, that's what I said. I know how you are. She said you were an arrogant buffoon."


    "What?" Randy may have roared the question, if the looks that suddenly shifted his way were any indication, but he ignored them. This conversation had gotten so far out of his control, and he had no idea how. "She said I was an arrogant buffoon?"


    "Yeah, she did. And I tend to agree, especially since you showed up the next night, scaring her to death while you had some bimbo's makeup smeared all over you. And to think I almost tried to convince her to go out with you."


    "You did? What'd she say?"


    "Oh my God, you are such a bonehead! Move, I have things I still need to do." Val moved to push by him, then stopped and took a deep breath. Without warning, she wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed, giving him a big hug.


    "Thanks Randy. Without you, none of this would be happening." She leaned up and pressed a kiss against his chin, then pushed away, her steps carrying her around the bar before he could even blink. "Oh, I just remembered. Don't forget that you promised you'd be here for Opening Night."


    "But that was before—"


    "You promised. You can't break a brother promise. Now go back and say hi to Alyssa, see if you can convince her that you're really not a buffoon."


    Randy shoved his hands into the front pockets of his dress slacks and stared after his sister. When had she become so bossy? A small grin lifted his mouth. About the same time she had bedazzled his jersey, twenty years ago.


    He glanced over his shoulder, back at the swinging doors leading into the kitchen. A buffoon, huh? After the way he had acted the other week, grabbing her and pulling her into a lip lock like he had, he guessed he couldn't blame her.


    Then he remembered Val saying she had tried to talk Alyssa into going out with him. It didn't surprise him that Val never said what Alyssa's answer was. Considering he was supposed to be a buffoon, he figured he could guess what the answer was.


    He pushed his way through to the swinging doors, pausing for a split second before going through them.


    The kitchen was only marginally less chaotic than the restaurant, with people bustling back and forth. He closed his eyes and breathed in, the mingled scents of warm spices and warm food teasing his nose. A rumble growled in his stomach, and he clamped his hand over it, realizing he hadn't yet eaten.


    No matter what he thought about the restaurant, or the theme his sister had chosen, Randy had to admit that at least the food smelled good. And if it tasted anything like it smelled, maybe this whole thing would work out after all.


    But he wasn't here for the food. So he opened his eyes and looked around, searching for Alyssa. And there she was, turned so she stood in profile to him. He watched her for a minute, her caramel hair pulled back away from her face, revealing a classic profile. And even from this distance, he could see the fullness of her mouth, spread wide in a smile as she listened to whatever the older man in front of her said. He remembered the heat of her lips pressed against his, and suddenly wanted to feel them again, to see if they were as warm and soft as he remembered.


    She must have sensed being watched, because her head turned to the right. The smile faltered on her face as her eyes met his, and disappointment went through him. Maybe if he apologized, maybe if he said something—


    She was moving toward him, her stride purposeful as she closed the distance between them. She opened her mouth to say something, but Randy stopped her, speaking first.


    "How's your hand?"


    "My hand?" She looked down at her palm, then up at him, surprise clear in her eyes. "Oh. It's fine, thanks. Um, Val's out front—"


    "I didn't come to see Val, I came to see you."


    "Oh." Alyssa looked around, then back at him, her brows lowered in a frown. "Why?"


    "Is there some place we can talk?"


    "This really isn't a good time, we're pretty busy right now."


    "Just a minute, honest."


    Alyssa didn't look like she believed him. Either that, or she was afraid to go anywhere with him. Neither thought cheered him up. But she looked over her shoulder, then back at him and shrugged, finally walking to the far wall of the kitchen, near the door that led outside. For a minute, he thought she was actually going to go outside, but she stopped and leaned against the wall, her eyes darting once over his shoulder before her gaze rested on his face.


    "I wanted to apologize. For last week."


    "Um, okay. Apology accepted. If you'll excuse me—"


    "Wait, that's not all. I was wondering if you'd like to go out. To dinner. With me."


    Alyssa stared up at him, her mouth slightly parted. He watched as her tongue darted out and licked those full lips, watched as she looked around, her gaze darting left and right, like she was afraid to meet his eyes. Before he realized what he was he doing, his hand reached out and gently closed around her arm, drifted down until his fingers touched hers. She looked down at his hand, then up at him.


    "Are you asking me out on a date?"


    "Well, yeah. I mean, yes. That is, if you want to—"


    "I'm flattered. I think. But things are pretty crazy right now, and they probably will be for quite some time. I really don't have time for anything but work."


    "How about after Opening Night? Maybe for a drink after? Would that work?"


    "Oh. Uh, yeah, sure. If you want."


    Randy smiled, feeling a weight lift off his shoulders at her response. He had no idea why, just knew that for some reason, he wanted to see her, away from all of this, away from his sister and the insanity surrounding them.


    "Good, I'll be looking forward to it." His smile disappeared when the rumble in his stomach erupted between them. Heat spread across his face when Alyssa laughed, the sound clear and pure. He looked around, searching for a hole to jump into, but she grabbed his hand and squeezed.


    "Don't worry about it, happens to me all the time. Here, why don't you have a seat, and I'll bring something over." She motioned toward the stool pushed under a small counter, then moved past him before he could object. He had just lowered himself to the stool when she returned with two plates, sitting both of them in front of him, along with some silverware.


    He looked down and shook his head, automatically pushing the one plate away. "No. There's no way I can eat something called cock and flower, just not happening."


    Alyssa laughed again, and moved the plate back in front of him. "That's not what we called it on the menu, don't worry. Try it, I want to see what you think."


    "I can't. Doesn't matter what you're calling it, I'll always think of it as cock and flower."


    "Don't be such a big baby." She reached around him and cut the sausage into bite size pieces, then speared one and handed him the fork.


    He half-expected her to feed it to him, and was surprised by his body's reaction at the thought. He looked away, hoping she couldn't see the reaction reflected on his face, and took the fork from her. He was almost finished the sausage before he realized she was watching him expectantly, waiting for him to say something.


    "Not bad. I like the flavor."


    "'Not bad'? That's all you can say?" Disappointment flashed in her eyes, just enough that he could make it out before she blinked and looked away.


    "No, it's better than 'not bad'. It's actually pretty good. Better than regular sausage, with a little burst of, I don't know. Something. It's good."


    "Good, hm?"


    "Yeah, it is. Listen, I'm sorry. I'm not a big foodie, so I don't know all the right words to use. To me, not bad means it's pretty damn good, okay?"


    Alyssa watched him, her eyes carefully blank as she studied him. A smile slowly spread across her face, warming him. "Fair enough. I'll take 'not bad' then. As long as it's from you. I'm hoping any critics do better than that."


    "Critics? What kind of critics?"


    "All kinds. Food critics, social critics, night life critics. Just the general public. Everyone has an opinion, and they're not afraid to share it."


    Randy sat back, his brows lowered in thought. No wonder his sister—all of them—were running around like crazy fiends. He hadn't thought about it that way.


    Which was a stupid thing to admit, considering how much he had given Val for this venture. There was nothing to do now except wait, and hope it worked out.


    "Here, try this." Alyssa pushed the second plate in front of him, and he looked down, noticing it was a plain burger patty, much like the one he had tried the first night he had dropped in.


    The night he had kissed Alyssa.


    Randy said nothing, just cut off a piece with his fork and tasted it. He looked up at Alyssa, surprised at the intensity in her gaze as she watched him.


    "You added the bacon."


    "I did. It was a good suggestion, thanks."


    "Does that mean you're naming it after me?"


    "Yup. Val's calling it the Bonehead Burger."


    Randy choked on the last bite, feeling it scratch at his throat as it went down, hard. He fisted his hand and smacked it against his breastbone, telling himself he hadn't heard right. The small smile on Alyssa's face let him know he was wrong. He took a deep breath and tried smiling back, not sure if he succeeded or not.


    "Well, I guess that's better than the buffoon burger."


    Color drained from her face, quickly replaced by a deep flush high on her cheeks. "I can't believe she told you I said that! Oh God, I'm going to kill her!"


    Randy reached out and grabbed her hand when she would have turned and left, holding her in place. He slowly stood, keeping her next to him, not wanting her to leave. "Don't kill her. If anything, you should be mad at me. She's right. Actually, I guess you're right. I acted like a complete ass, and I'm sorry. That's why I'm hoping I can make it up to you next week."


    "Oh. Um, okay." Alyssa looked up at him, then down at his hand, held over hers. His thumb traced gentle circles along her knuckles, and he didn't miss the small shiver that raced up her arm before she tugged her hand from his.


    She quickly shoved both hands into the pockets of her starched apron, her gaze sliding to her feet.


    "I need to go. We're leaving for an away game."


    "Oh, sure, no problem."


    "Thanks for the food, it was really good."


    "Well, I'm glad you enjoyed it. Hopefully everyone else will, too."


    Silence stretched around them, uncomfortable in the surrounding bustle that swirled just beyond the two of them. Randy took a step back, thinking he should just leave, then stopped and stepped closer to her. She looked up at him, her eyes widening just the slightest bit as he closed one hand around her arm and gently pulled her closer. Before he could think, before he could tell himself to stop, he leaned down and captured her mouth with his, the kiss shorter than he wanted, but still long enough to send heat racing through his veins.


    He pulled away, his breathing raspy just from that brief contact, and stepped back, a grin on his face. Alyssa opened her eyes, looking slightly dazed. "So I'll see you next week?"


    "Hm? Oh, yeah. Next week."


    "Good." And before he could stop himself, he leaned down and kissed her again, just a little harder, a little quicker, because he had to. Then he turned around and walked out, before he did something really stupid like throw her over his shoulder and take her home.


    It wasn't until the end of the second period, when he was sitting in the locker room with an ice pack against his jaw, that he realized he never really did have the conversation with Val he had meant to have.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    


    Chaos reigned supreme. Controlled chaos, but chaos all the same. Alyssa was torn between jumping up and down in excitement, or running to the bathroom to vomit.


    In the end she did neither, simply because she didn't have time. The show had officially started, and she was kept too busy to do anything except work. The first couple of hours had been frantic, leaving her frazzled as everything that could go wrong, did. She had stepped outside and closed her eyes, refusing to listen to the shouts and yells coming from the kitchen. After three deep breaths and a fifteen-second pep talk, she had stormed back into the kitchen and firmly took control. They would succeed, because failure simply wasn't an option.


    This was her staff, her kitchen. She had trained every single person, but she wouldn't micromanage. She couldn't, or nothing would get done. She jumped in and offered a hand when one was needed, offered gentle advice or firm, depending on the person and the situation. Above all, she made sure things moved smoothly, that everyone was in the right place at the right time, and that the chaos didn't spiral out of control.


    Yes, there had been some bumps, but all minor, and nothing they couldn't handle, not now.


    Plates were moving out the doors, the presentations clean, the orders fixed to her stringent specifications. Not one dish had been sent back in the five hours they had been open, not one complaint fielded out front. In fact, several compliments had been relayed, which Alyssa promptly shared with her team.


    It was too early to call it a success, but Alyssa's confidence grew with each passing minute that it would be.


    She stepped around the gleaming stainless steel counter, her eyes drifting over each person as meals were cooked and plated, as completed orders were slid forward and new ones taken down to be filled. To the untrained eye, the scene would like bedlam had erupted in the kitchen. But each move was carefully choreographed, each person working in tandem to create a smooth production.


    Alyssa wondered how things were going out front, if there had been any more bumps or glitches. One waiter had failed to show up, leaving them short on this, their opening night. But Renee had merely shook her head and quickly jumped in, smoothly taking over the role of waitress. In a perfect world, their entire wait staff would have been buff young men. But this wasn't a perfect world, and all four of them knew that experience outweighed looks and theme any day. If there had been any other glitches, they must have been minor, or Alyssa would have heard about them. Part of her wanted to go out front, to see for herself how things were going, but she didn't have the time.


    The door swung open and Alyssa watched Val push through them. She was dressed in casual chic, wearing black linen slacks that accented her long legs, a delicately patterned tunic blouse, and four-inch heels that added to her already significant height. Her long hair was arranged loosely on her head, wisps flying around her face. She looked every bit the successful hostess, cool, calm and confident. Only her dark eyes betrayed her excitement—and her nervousness—as they settled on her. Val made a beeline for her, reaching out with one hand and grabbing Alyssa's wrist.


    "We need you out front."


    "What? Why?"


    "The reporter wants to ask you a few questions, then get a picture of us."


    Alyssa tugged on her wrist, pulling it from Val's grip as she slid to a stop. "Me? Why me?"


    "Because you're the chef, and we're a team. That's why."


    "But you said you wouldn't need me! I don't want anything to do with the front of the house, you know that."


    "Yes, I know, but I need you now. Come on, it won't take long."


    Alyssa thought about refusing. After all, she didn't think Val would actually drag her out front. But something in her friend's eyes made her forget about refusing, so she walked over to Leo, her sous chef, told him she would be right out front if he needed anything, then followed Val through the doors.


    She paused, momentarily stunned at the large crowd that still filled the small space. All the tables were occupied, with more people gathered around the bar, standing and sitting. A few women—and even a few men—were gathered around the piano in the corner, laughing and talking as Darren played an upbeat song.


    The piano had been Jodi's idea, one that they hadn't quite agreed on at first. But it looked like it was entertaining the crowd, at least tonight, so maybe Jodi had been right.


    "Wow, I didn't think it would be this crowded still."


    "I know. It's great, isn't it? This is better than I thought it would be. Come on, they're over here." Val grabbed her wrist again and led her through the crowd, not stopping until they reached the other side of the bar. A reporter stood chatting with Jodi and Renee, her head nodding as she took the occasional note. Val stopped next to her and quickly introduced Alyssa, but so quickly that Alyssa didn't catch the reporter's name.


    Not that she had been paying attention anyway, because her focus had suddenly shifted to the large man standing behind the reporter, casually leaning against the wall.


    Randy's head turned and his gaze met hers, intense and unblinking. He wasn't exactly scowling, but he wasn't smiling, either. Alyssa briefly wondered why he looked irritated, then turned her attention back to the reporter, who was already busy asking questions.


    Alyssa calmly answered them, surprised that they were relatively simple and straight forward. They were the kind of questions Val had told her to expect when the four of them had discussed the possibility of interviews. Simple, direct, a few about Alyssa's background and experience, a few about where she had come up with the ideas for the menu.


    The entire encounter was almost anti-climactic, after the way Alyssa had built it in her mind in just the short time since Val had pulled her from the kitchen. The most difficult thing was posing for the picture, and Alyssa wished she didn't look so bland compared to her three friends. But she was in her uniform: traditional white jacket, black pants, black nonskid shoes. Her hair was pulled back, and she was wearing minimal make-up. What was the sense of wearing make-up when she knew she would just sweat it off in the kitchen? There was nothing to do about it except smile for the photographer, and hope the camera didn't really add extra weight to her curves.


    Alyssa had been ready to return to the kitchen, already feeling guilty for being gone so long, when the reporter suggested one more picture. This time, though, she asked Randy to join in, as investor. Alyssa threw a questioning glance at Val but didn't say anything, since her friend didn't seem fazed by it. Maybe Val had changed her mind, and didn't care that people knew her brother had lent them the money.


    The photographer took care lining them up, and somehow Alyssa ended up right next to Randy, on his left side. Of course they'd put the man in the middle, not only because of his height, but because it made more sense. But did they really need to put her right next to him? She tried to move, but Randy's arm, draped so casually around her shoulder, tightened and held her in place. There was nothing she could do except smile and wait for the photographer to finish.


    The light flashed a few more times, then the man lowered the camera and nodded. Alyssa tried to move, wanting to escape back to the kitchen, but Randy's arm still held her in place. She tried to ignore the heat running through her from just that small bit of contact, and was thinking of a way to escape his hold—would anyone notice if she pinched him?—when the reported stepped closer, her eyes fixed on Randy with a glint that surprised Alyssa.


    "Mr. Michaels. As investor, a male investor, how do you justify supporting a business that objectifies men and treats them as sex objects?"


    Alyssa felt Val stiffen next to her, felt herself stiffen at the question. Yes, Val had said they should probably expect it, had even come up with the perfect answer. But none of them had ever expected that question to be asked of Val's brother.


    And apparently he hadn't expected it either, not if the slight tightening of his arm around her shoulder was any indication. Alyssa felt a shudder of tension shoot through him, felt it ease just as quickly and wondered if she imagined it. She looked up at him, and suddenly wished she hadn't.


    A smile tilted up the corners of his mouth, showing off that dimple, but the smile didn't touch his eyes as he watched the reporter. His head turned and he looked down at her, his arm tightening just a bit more before he looked back at the reporter.


    "I don't think I've ever been treated as a sex object before, but I'm hoping that changes tonight. Let me get back to you in the morning on that one." Then he pulled Alyssa even closer and leaned down to kiss her. Not a quick peck, not a hasty meeting of the lips. This was a full blown open-mouth tongue-involved kiss, complete with flashing camera as the photographer caught every detail.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    


    Street noises drifted through the open bedroom window: tires whooshing against the pavement, the metallic rubbing of brakes that needed replacement, the brief blare of a horn. It was too much noise, especially for the late hour and her state of mind. Alyssa thought about getting up and closing the window, blocking out the sound so she could sleep.


    But the night was cool and the open window allowed a fresh breeze to blow into the room. Alyssa was willing to make the trade-off. And if she was going to be honest with herself, she wouldn't be falling asleep any time soon. It didn't matter how much exhaustion tugged at her, because the mortification was stronger.


    How could he have done that? Why had he done that?


    She rolled over and punched the pillow, imagining it was her friend's brother. He was so arrogant and cocky, he thought he could get away with anything he wanted. She punched the pillow again, but only felt a brief second of satisfaction before rolling to her back with a frustrated sigh.


    What had Randy hoped to prove, both with his answer and that embarrassing kiss? Alyssa knew he had been surprised by the question, knew he had been almost angry by it. So why had he leaned over and kissed her, like he was telling them that he was her sex object? It made no sense. And if he was going to do something that stupid, that irrational, why couldn't he have turned to his right and kissed Jodi instead?


    Alyssa didn't like the brief flare of jealousy that flashed inside her at that thought, which didn't make sense either. With a groan of frustration, she kicked off the covers and walked out to the kitchen, not bothering with the overhead light. She always kept the stove light on anyway. Between that and the light from the street outside, there was plenty to see by.


    It wasn't like she needed a lot of light anyway. Her apartment was small, barely more than a collection of rooms above a coffee shop in Fells Point. A bedroom, barely big enough for her queen-size bed—as long as it was pushed against the wall. A bathroom with the necessary toilet, sink, and tub. A small living room, crammed with a love seat and overstuffed chair, two end tables, and one television set she rarely used. The kitchen was merely an extension of the living room, which was supposed to give the illusion of more space. A counter island separated the two spaces and gave her room to work, room to eat. But she had provided her own appliances, specifically her stove, and the rent was affordable, which allowed her to save more money.


    After tonight, she'd be lucky if she didn't have to move into a cardboard box.


    She pulled the bottle of white wine from the refrigerator and uncorked it, reached for a glass then thought better of it. Why bother with a glass, when she could drink straight from the bottle? Not her usual style, but after tonight, she didn't care. The wine would soften the edges of her mood. The bottle was half-filled. With luck, the wine would work its usual trick and she wouldn't even remember tonight's disaster. That was the only good thing about wine: more than a glass, and her memory was wiped, without the horror of a hangover the following morning.


    She closed the refrigerator door, plunging the room back into partial darkness, then tilted the bottle to her mouth and took a long swallow. By all accounts, tonight should have been a success. It was a success—right up until that stupid reporter asked that stupid question, and stupid Randy had given her that stupid kiss.


    Val was upset at her brother, but only because Alyssa was upset about the kiss. Jodi and Renee were upset, but only because of the reporter's question.


    Alyssa was upset, because she was convinced the entire thing would explode after the article came out, and ruin what they had worked so hard to make a reality.


    She lifted the bottle and took another swallow. Was she overreacting? Val thought she was, about any potentially negative publicity, anyway. As for the kiss? No, Alyssa didn't think she was overreacting.


    She lifted the bottle and drained what was left, then moved to throw it into the recycling bin when she froze. There had been a scratching sound, almost like a shuffling footstep, just outside her door. There shouldn't be anyone outside her door, not when the downstairs door was locked.


    Had she locked it? What if she had been so upset that she forgot? Then anyone could come upstairs to her apartment. She had never had problems before, but that didn't mean anything.


    Alyssa gripped the bottle in her hand and tiptoed across the living room, straining her ears as she stopped in front of the door. There was the sound again, louder this time. And yes, it definitely sounded like a footstep—


    She jumped back, a small shriek escaping her at the loud knock. She froze again, wondering what she should do. Ignore it? Call the police? Answer the door?


    She gripped the bottle by the neck and held it over her shoulder, then stepped closer to the door. "Who is it?"


    "Me."


    Who answered a question like that? Nobody, because it wasn't an answer. But she recognized the voice anyway, just from that one little word, and felt frustration bubble through her. She shouldn't recognize the voice at all, so what did it mean that she did?


    Alyssa slid the safety chain from the door and turned the deadbolt, then opened the door, still holding the bottle in her hand like a bat. Randy stood in front of her, leaning against the doorframe with a grin on his face. He had changed since leaving the restaurant, and was now wearing faded jeans and a polo shirt. It was the first time she had ever seen him in anything except a suit or dress clothes, and she let her eyes wander, from the thickness of his black hair, all the way down to the form-fitting jeans hugging his muscular thighs, to the casual sandals on his feet.


    She hadn't figured him for a sandals guy, and was surprised at how sexy they looked on him. Funny, because she hadn't figured herself to be a woman who liked men in sandals.


    "What do you want?" So what if she didn't sound very welcoming. She wasn't. Her attitude didn't change when he held up a bottle of wine and grinned at her.


    "I thought we were supposed to meet for drinks but since you left so fast, I thought I'd bring the drinks to you." His gaze drifted to the bottle still held in her hand, and she quickly tucked it behind her back. "Is it okay if I come in?"


    Alyssa opened her mouth to say no, but he was already pushing by her, heading straight to the kitchen. She shut the door, maybe a little harder than she meant to, because he turned around and looked at her, one dark brow raised in question.


    "Do you have any lights in this place?" He asked the question a second before bright light flooded the kitchen—and the living room—and Alyssa hurried over. She turned off the switch for the overheads, then flipped the switch for the smaller lights. A gentle glow illuminated the kitchen and fell into the living room, softer and more inviting than the harsh overheads.


    On second thought, maybe she should have left the overheads on.


    Randy was opening and closing drawers, looking for...something. It wasn't until he found the corkscrew that she remembered the bottle of wine he had carried in. And the empty bottle in her hand. She shook her head and tossed the empty into the recycle bin, then moved out of the way as Randy stepped backward, almost bumping into her.


    "Why don't you get some glasses while I open this?" He didn't even look at her, just started opening the bottle, like it was a given she would listen to him. Apparently it was, because she had pulled two glasses from the rack under the counter island before she realized what she was doing.


    "I don't think this is a good idea."


    "And why is that?" Randy popped the cork from the bottle then filled the large glasses nearly to the rim, not looking at her until he finished. He picked up both glasses and handed one to her, then leaned against the counter, watching her.


    He was so close, she could feel the warmth coming from his body, a vitality that proclaimed his strength, his very essence. He was big and hard and very much alive.


    And standing less than six inches away.


    Alyssa lowered her eyes and studied the deep red of the wine in her glass. The smell was rich, earthy, with undertones of a subtle spice. She took a sip and closed her eyes, letting the wine spread across her tongue before swallowing.


    "Is it okay? I wasn't sure what kind to get."


    Alyssa opened her eyes, surprised to see him watching her so intently, almost as if he was waiting for her approval. She took another sip then nodded. "Not bad."


    The corners of his mouth lifted in a smile, his hazel eyes reflecting a hint of mischief. "Not bad, huh? I guess that's a good thing, then."


    A few seconds went by before Alyssa understood, before she realized he was referencing their conversation from a week ago when she had asked what he thought of the food. She smiled back before she could stop herself, not wanting to encourage him, not wanting him to even be here.


    Having him here was dangerous.


    She tossed back the wine and sat the empty glass on the counter with a loud clink, then folded her arms in front of her. Oh God, she was in her pajamas! Why was she just now realizing that? Granted, it was nothing more than a loose cotton shirt and a pair of matching ladies' boxers. But that was all she had on, no bra, no underwear. And she suddenly felt naked, exposed.


    And entirely too aware of the man in front of her, watching her in surprise.


    "Okay, we had our drink. Thanks. You should go now." Alyssa meant to move past him, to show him to the door and close it behind him, maybe even shove the chair in front of the door when he left. But she must have stumbled, or maybe she just didn't move quick enough, because he was suddenly right there, his large hands resting on her shoulders, stopping her.


    "Are you trying to get rid of me?"


    "Yes." She blurted out the answer without thinking, then frowned when he smiled at her. His fingers tightened on her shoulders, and his smile faded just a bit.


    "You have so many knots in your shoulder, I can feel them without even trying. Are you always so tense?"


    Only around you. She didn't say the words out loud, though. That would be telling him too much. "It's been a little crazy the last few months."


    "Turn around, I'll give you a quick massage."


    "No, really, that's okay." She might as well have been talking to herself for all the attention he paid her. Without waiting, he turned her around, then gently pushed her head forward and slid the hair away from her neck. Just the touch of his fingers grazing the sensitive skin of her neck was enough to send chills racing down her back.


    This wasn't a good idea. It was a terrible idea. Especially after drinking the wine, knowing what it did to her, already feeling the effects. And she meant to tell him that but then his fingers dug into her shoulders, gently pressing, and all coherent thought vanished. Tingles shot across her shoulders and down her arms, through her belly and lower. She should tell him to stop, she knew she should, but his hands felt too good. Warmth exploded against her skin wherever he touched, knots and tension disappearing as he kneaded her aching muscles, working each kink from her shoulders.


    Her legs threatened to turn to jelly and she leaned against the island for support, afraid she might melt in a puddle right there at his feet. He needed to stop, she really should tell him to—


    "How's that feel?" His breath was warm against her neck, sending more shivers racing along her skin. She thought she might have nodded but she couldn't be sure. His hands moved lower, pushing against her shoulder blades, warmth replacing the tightness she had been carrying for months. Her head dropped even more, and for a brief second she thought how much better this would feel if she was laying down, if she didn't have her shirt on.


    No, she shouldn't be thinking like that. That was insanity.


    Her breath hitched in her chest with a sharp hiss when his lips touched her neck. Heat spiraled deep inside her, and she knew she really should tell him to stop, before he went any further, before she completely lost herself.


    But she didn't want him to stop. Instead, she tilted her head to the side, giving him free access to her neck, giving into the sensation of his soft mouth against her skin. His hands drifted down her back, then slipped around her, under the hem of her shirt. His touch was light, teasing, as he dragged his fingers slowly up her ribcage, up further until he cupped her breasts in each hand. Her nipples drew tighter, forming hard peaks that he teased and flicked with his fingers. And all the while his mouth worked its magic on her, gently nipping her earlobe, gently nipping the corded muscle between her neck and shoulder.


    The wine wrapped its gauzy blanket around her, mixing with the warmth of his hands and the heat of his mouth, pulling her into a soft haven of nothing but sensation. She was putty in his hands, and she didn't care.


    She moaned and leaned back against him, feeling the hard wall of his chest behind her, feeling the hardness of his erection pressed against her back. She wanted to touch him, to feel him, but her hands were glued to the counter, unable to move.


    His hands didn't have that problem.


    He gently pinched each nipple, then dragged his hands down along her sides, down lower until they dipped into the waistband of her flimsy shorts. He gently tugged them down, past her hips, to her thighs. Her skin pebbled and burned at his touch, yearning to feel more.


    And she did.


    He dragged his hand up, dipped it forward and lightly teased the curls at the juncture of her thighs. Breath escaped her on a soft moan as her hips surged forward, searching.


    "Do you want me to stop?"


    No. Yes. No.


    How could she answer his hoarse question? She couldn't, not when his mouth worked its magic on her neck, not with his fingers teasing her so lightly, making her want, making her burn. She shook her head as her hips tilted forward again, seeking, begging as he slowly slid one finger along her folds, spreading her wetness. His finger slipped inside her, teasing, testing, and she suddenly needed more.


    Randy spun her around, so suddenly she nearly stumbled, would have stumbled if not for his arms coming around her. His mouth crashed against hers, hot and hungry, demanding. She opened for him, surrendering to his heady taste. Her hands slid across his back, hard muscle bunching under her touch. She grabbed at his shirt, pulling it, yanking it up and moaning in frustration when it caught between them.


    He stepped back and reached down, pulled it over his head in one quick move.


    She had never seen anyone built quite like him. Golden skin stretched tight over the hard muscle of his broad chest, down over gloriously defined abs. His body could have been sculpted by a master, all sharp angles and hard planes.


    And suddenly she felt inadequate. Too round, too soft. She stepped back, bumped against the counter and stopped, looking up at him.


    His hazel eyes had darkened, glazed with desire as he watched her. He reached out and traced her lips with one finger, awakening nerve endings she didn't know existed.


    Then his mouth was on hers again, gentle at first, coaxing, then more demanding. And she forgot about feeling inadequate, wanted only to feel more of him.


    His hands closed around her waist and he lifted her, sitting her on the island as he tugged her shorts all the way from her legs. He smiled, a wicked grin, then spread her thighs apart and dipped his head.


    Her head fell back and a moan escaped her, her breathing already coming in short gasps as he licked her, tasted her, teased her. His tongue was hot and wet against her clit, swirling and sucking. Sensation built low in her stomach, tightening, drawing all feeling inward, tighter still until everything exploded, spiraling outward, tearing her apart as his name was ripped from her swollen lips.


    Yet he wouldn't stop, kept kissing and licking, each dip of his tongue sending new sensation tearing through her, until she thought she'd pass out. He kissed the sensitive skin of her inner thigh, chasing the kisses with the tip of his finger as he worked his way up. Teeth grazed her hip, her belly, as he pushed her shirt up and over her head. His mouth closed over one nipple, moved to the other, each touch another onslaught.


    Then she was in his arms, her head against his chest as he carried her out of the kitchen and into her bedroom. He gently laid her on the bed, his eyes burning with need as he kicked off his shoes and tore at his jeans. His erection sprung free, hard, long, thick. Alyssa's body trembled in anticipation and she reached for him, tugging at his hand as he rolled a condom down his length.


    Then he was on top of her, his mouth claiming hers, wet and hungry. His hands roamed over her, touching every inch of her as he settled between her thighs. She closed her legs around his waist and tilted her hips to his. A cry escaped her as he thrust deep inside her, filling, stretching.


    He said her name, over and over, his voice ragged as his hips pumped, his rhythm fast, hard. Muscles clenched, holding him, matching his rhythm. Alyssa's head fell back as sensation coiled, tighter this time, clearer, more vibrant. Colors exploded around her and she dug her fingers into his shoulder, called his name.


    His mouth crashed against hers, swallowing her cries. He thrust again, harder, faster, until he reached his own climax, pulling her over the edge once more.


    Alyssa felt herself falling, felt strong arms close around her, catching her. Her breathing slowed as darkness gently closed over her, her limbs tangled with his.


    And she slept.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    


    Footsteps echoed like shots in the empty hallway, lonely, desolate almost. It always surprised Randy how quickly someplace that had been so full of life and excitement mere hours ago could feel so abandoned so quickly.


    Their last game of the playoffs had ended hours ago, with a disappointing loss that kept them from moving on. Randy swung his bag over his shoulder and tried not to think about it, tried to tell himself that next year would be different. He wanted to hoist Lord Stanley's cup over his head just one more time.


    One more.


    And he didn't want to think that next year might be his last chance. It couldn't be, he refused to accept it.


    "So where are you off to now?" JP's slightly accented voice broke into his thoughts. Randy turned to look at his friend, then pushed through the doors leading into the reserved section of the parking garage.


    "Home, to shave. After that, no idea."


    "You should come with me, then. We can go to your sister's restaurant, maybe enjoy the sights, eh?"


    Randy clenched his jaw and shook his head, just the briefest movement. "No, I think I'll pass on that one."


    He hadn't been to The Maypole in a month, not since their opening night. The night he had spent at Alyssa's.


    Not because he didn't want to see her again. He did. But he had been told, very bluntly by his sister, that he was a distraction she didn't want. Since Alyssa hadn't answered any of his calls, or returned any of his messages, he could only imagine that Val was speaking for her friend. His sister certainly didn't think any of his teammates were a distraction.


    Randy would have never imagined, ever, that her oddly themed sports bar would become such a success. True, it was still early, there were still a lot of things that could go wrong. But so far, it had been a hit. Women frequented it because of the fun atmosphere, tailored more to them than men. And surprisingly—or maybe not—men frequented it because of the women. More often than not, his own teammates could now be found there. Randy wondered if that would change, now that their season was over.


    He unlocked the car door and tossed his bag on the passenger seat, not surprised that JP was still right behind him. His friend watched him with a curious gaze, his mouth curved in a knowing smile.


    "It's because of your little chef, no?"


    "It has nothing to do with her." The lie came naturally, without even a wince or flinch of conscience. JP laughed, and Randy knew his friend didn't buy it.


    "Then you should come. We can drink to forget, maybe find a few ladies to help."


    "JP—"


    "No, no arguing. Meet us there in two hours, or I'll come get you." JP walked away, leaving before Randy could argue.


    He lowered himself into the car and started the engine, intent on driving home, shaving the weeks-old growth from his jaw, and watching television. He didn't care what JP said, didn't care about the threat of coming to pick him up. He was staying home. Or, if he decided to go out, he'd go someplace else.


    He was still telling himself that two hours later when he walked through the door of The Maypole and pushed his way to the bar. JP looked down at his watch, then up at Randy.


    "I was giving you five more minutes."


    "Yeah, sure." Randy nodded at the glass in JP's hand. "How long have you been here?"


    "About twenty minutes. Mathias and Ian should be here soon. What did you want to drink? My treat."


    "Beer's fine."


    Randy squeezed in next to JP, moving close enough to the bar so he could rest his elbow on the edge, then looked around. Two guys were hustling behind the bar, dressed in tight jeans and open vests—and nothing else. The waiters were dressed the same way, weaving through the crowds with smiles as they brought out food or took away empty plates. And the crowd was, as anticipated, mostly women.


    Randy ignored the smiles he and JP were receiving and kept looking around, wondering where Val was. Where Alyssa was.


    No, he knew where Alyssa was. Back in the kitchen, doing whatever it was she did. His glance slid to the swinging double doors and he thought about going back there. Just walking back and surprising her. What would she do? Smile at him? Pretend she didn't know him?


    Probably throw a frying pan at his head.


    He clenched his jaw so hard his back teeth ground together. Why wouldn't she talk to him? Why the silent treatment? No, it was worse than a silent treatment—she was acting like she didn't even know him.


    Did she really regret that night? He sure as hell didn't. And he had hoped for more. So what the hell happened?


    He glanced back at the swinging doors again, telling himself he should just leave it alone. Her message had been received, loud and clear. Why should he go looking for more punishment?


    Because he wanted to know why, dammit. What the hell had he done wrong? He actually pushed himself away from the bar, ready to storm back into the kitchen and confront Alyssa. A hand closed over his wrist, the grip strong. Randy looked over, ready to tell whoever it was to get lost, and met his sister's eyes.


    "What are you doing here?" There was a smile on her face but it was forced, just for show as she hissed the words at him. He pulled his arm from her grip and reached for the bottle JP held out to him.


    "I'm having a drink. Why? Am I not allowed?" There was just enough challenge in his voice to make Val step back. She looked around them, no doubt to make sure nobody was paying them any attention. She smiled and nodded at the people looking their way, then stepped closer to him and lowered her voice.


    "Randy, please. Can't you just go somewhere else?"


    "Why, Val? What's the big deal? The other guys come in here all the time now and you don't ask them to leave. Why me?"


    "You know why."


    "No, I really don't. And to be honest, I'm just a little tired of being treated like I did something wrong. So tell me. Why?"


    Something close to a growl escaped through her clenched teeth. She grabbed his wrist again and pulled him through the crowd, toward another door just off to the side. Her office, or what passed for it. The room was little more than a closet, barely large enough for her small desk. She pushed him into it then closed the door behind her before squeezing past him.


    "You being here makes Alyssa uncomfortable."


    "Yeah? Tough shit. I didn't do anything wrong."


    "How can you even say that? Randy, you slept with her!"


    Heat quickly spread across his face, from embarrassment, from discomfort. Val was his sister, for crying out loud. This wasn't a conversation guys had with their sisters. He lifted the bottle to his mouth and took a long swallow. Well, the conversation had obviously come up between Val and Alyssa. There wasn't anything he could do about that now.


    Val sat on the edge of her desk, her arms folded in front of her, fire in her eyes. What the hell was she pissed off about? She had practically encouraged him to ask Alyssa out.


    "Excuse me, but I don't think that's really any of your business. Not to mention, you even suggested asking her out."


    "Ask her out. For a date, Randy, not a one-night stand!"


    Randy choked on the beer, spilling some of it on his shirt as he coughed. He ignored the spill, his eyes fixed on Val in unfeigned shock. "What the hell are you talking about? What one-night stand?"


    "From, well," Val waved her hands in the air but wouldn't look at him. "Our opening night, when you went over there. Randy, Alyssa's not like that. She's not into one-night stands. And if I had thought that's what you were planning, I would have never told you where she lived."


    Anger, hot and fierce, seared him. He tightened his grip on the bottle, surprised the glass didn't break in his hand, as he worked to loosen his jaw. His voice was low, hard and dangerous when he finally spoke. "Is that what you really think of me?"


    "What? No, I—not really, no, but Alyssa said..." Val trailed off and pushed away from the desk, quickly walking behind it, no doubt realizing he wanted to throttle her. The urge to do so was almost as strong as it had been all those years ago, when she was a headstrong tomboy who thrived on annoying him. And while the childhood urge was strong, Randy never gave into it. But right now, he really wouldn't mind slamming his fist through the wall, just to make his point.


    That didn't mean he wasn't above using her sudden discomfort to his advantage, though. He slammed the bottle on the edge of her desk, ignoring the splash of beer, and leaned over, deliberately crowding her.


    "What did Alyssa say?"


    Val swallowed, the gulp loud in the sudden heavy silence. Her eyes darted away, moving around the room, not meeting his. "She said that, uh, you know. You two...and that was it, that you were gone in the morning."


    Randy clenched his fists, pushing them into the scarred surface of the desk. "Did she tell you I left note?"


    "A note? Wow, smooth move. No, she was probably too embarrassed—"


    "The note explaining I had to leave for practice. The note asking if she wanted to meet later."


    "Oh. Um, no she didn't—"


    "How about all the times I called her but she wouldn't answer the phone. Or all the messages I left that she never bothered to return. Did she tell you about those?"


    "Um, no, she didn't—"


    "Then dammit, Val, don't you dare accuse me of doing something before you know the whole story!" His shout echoed off the walls and bounced around the small room. Val jumped at the sound, but he was beyond caring.


    For the last month, he had been kicking himself in the ass, asking himself what it was he had done wrong. And all this time, that woman had told everyone it was a one-night-stand. Had let everyone think that he had used her for one night only.


    And his own sister had believed it.


    He was beyond furious. Part of him wanted to do nothing more than rip the door from the hinges and storm out of the restaurant, toppling tables in his wake. But no, he wouldn't. Something like that would just create a scene, give his agent something else to warn him about. And he wasn't going to leave. Dammit, he had given his sister a huge chunk of money to open this place. He'd be damned if he'd let them run him out. If he wanted to hang here with his teammates, then he would. Hell, if he wanted to sleep on the bar, they'd damn well better let him.


    "Randy, I'm sorry, I just thought—"


    "I don't want to hear it, Val. In fact, I don't even want to look at you right now, I'm so pissed. So if you don't mind, I'm just going to go out there and hang with my friends, and try to have some fun."


    He didn't even bother looking at his sister, just stormed out. And if he slammed the door just a little too hard, so what? It was better than ripping it off the hinges, like he wanted.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    "Alyssa, I need to see you a minute."


    Alyssa glanced over her shoulder to see Val standing a few feet behind her. She turned back around and finished arranging plates, making sure the orders were correct before stepping to the side so the waiters could grab them.


    "Val, we're pretty busy and I'm expediting right now. Can't this wait?"


    "No. Let someone else do it, I really need to talk to you." Val's complexion was paler than usual, almost pasty. Her hands were clenched tightly in front of her, and Alyssa's stomach did a slow little roll. Val was upset. More than upset. Val didn't get upset, she was the most level-headed person Alyssa knew.


    Which meant something must be really wrong.


    A hundred different possibilities went through Alyssa's mind, each one worse than the one before it, as she grabbed Lou and gave him some quick guidelines. Lou was more than capable¸ so she wasn't worried about leaving. She just hated not being there, felt like she was shirking her responsibilities if she wasn't there.


    Val followed her into the cramped office just off the kitchen, then sank down into the chair as Alyssa closed the door.


    "What is it? What happened?"


    "Alyssa, Randy's out front."


    Her stomach did another roll and she leaned against the desk, her knees suddenly weak. But she forced a smile on her face, not wanting Val to see how just hearing his name affected her.


    "And that upsets you?"


    "Alyssa, he hasn't been here since opening night because I told him not to come in! And when I saw him tonight, I asked him to leave."


    "Val, he's your brother. Why would you do that?"


    "Because I thought he used you for a one-night-stand!"


    "What? Oh my God, Val. Why would you think that?" Alyssa reached up and pulled the chef's toque off, crumpling it in her hands and twisting. She suddenly felt as bad as Val looked.


    "Because you said that you two, you know...And when you said you hadn't seen him since then, or talked to him, I just thought—"


    "Oh my God. Val, no."


    "I mean, I know he's not really like that and I couldn't figure out why he would do that, and I got so angry with him."


    Alyssa wanted to cry, could actually feel her eyes burning with humiliation. Why had she ever said anything to her friend? This was all her fault, she should have never said anything about that night, should have just pretended it never happened.


    "Alyssa, why didn't you tell me he called?"


    "How do you know he called?"


    "Didn't he? Because that's what he just told me, that he called you but you never called him back."


    Alyssa covered her face with the toque, not knowing what to say, or what to do. She should have known Val would stick up for her, would do whatever it took to defend her friend. If she had known what Val had been thinking, she would have corrected her, let her know that it hadn't been a one-night encounter, at least not on her brother's part.


    This was all her fault, for saying anything in the first place.


    "Did you tell him I told you it was a one-night stand?" Alyssa's voice was muffled behind the cloth but she didn't care. She refused to lower it away from her face, couldn't bear to let Val see her.


    "No but that's what he thinks. He was so mad he stormed out of my office before I could say anything."


    "Oh my God. No. This can't be happening."


    "Alyssa, I don't get it. I thought you liked him. And I know he liked you. Why wouldn't you answer his calls or call him back?"


    And there was the question Alyssa had been dreading. How could she answer it out loud, when she couldn't bear to admit it to herself? To have to tell her best friend—Randy's sister? It was too much, she couldn't.


    But she didn't think she'd have a choice, because she heard Val shift in the chair. A second later, cool fingers closed over her wrists and tried to tug her hands away from her face. At least in this, Alyssa was stronger, and she refused to let her hands budge.


    The strange struggle went on for a minute before Val finally stomped her foot, a small laugh escaping her. "Alyssa, dammit, look at me."


    "No, I can't."


    "You have to! I think I actually hurt Randy's feelings, and I have to at least know why. Now tell me."


    "It's embarrassing."


    "Like I've never seen you embarrassed before? For that matter, how many times have you seen me embarrassed?"


    Alyssa shook her head. Val was right, though. They had known each other for too long, had witnessed too many of the other's embarrassing moments. She took a deep breath and finally lowered the cap just a little, just enough that Val could see her eyes.


    "I don't remember!"


    "You don't remember how many times you've seen me embarrassed?"


    Alyssa blew out another breath, then finally lowered the cap all the way. She shook her head. "No. I don't remember that night."


    "What? You don't remember? But you said—"


    "I sort of remember. A little. But not all of it. Not even most of it. Just...pieces."


    Val slapped her hand over her mouth and stared at Alyssa, her eyes wide. And there was no mistaking the laughter in her friend's gaze. Alyssa moved around the desk and sunk into her own chair, then rested her head against the stack of paperwork that had long since taken over the surface.


    "How could I call him back when I couldn't even remember what we did?"


    "But why don't you remember? Was it...I mean, he wasn't...never mind, I can't believe I was even going to ask that. But why don't you remember?"


    "Probably because of the wine."


    "Wine? Uh oh."


    Alyssa lifted her head and peeked at Val. "Uh oh is right. I couldn't sleep, because I was so exhausted. And then that stupid kiss he gave me in front of the reporter had me so upset. I thought maybe a little wine would help me sleep, so I drank some."


    "How much?"


    "Um, a half a bottle of white."


    "Oh no. Alyssa."


    "Then he showed up, and I downed a whole glass of red. Your brother does not know how to pour a proper glass of wine."


    "Oh my God."


    "Yeah. Things are pretty fuzzy after that. The only thing I really remember is wondering why he'd be interested, when he looks the way he does and I look...well, like this." Alyssa waved a hand around her, encompassing her flattened hair, her too-round curves hidden under the chef's jacket, her baggy black pants.


    "Stop! I hate when you do that. You're gorgeous, you just won't admit it. I'd kill for your curves. And Randy likes you because you're pretty and funny and smart."


    "Liked."


    "What?"


    "You said 'likes'. I'm pretty sure that's past-tense now."


    "It doesn't have to be. I'm sure you could—"


    "No, Val. I'm too embarrassed to face him, especially now that he thinks I've accused him of a one-night stand."


    "That's my fault. All I have to do is tell him—"


    "No, Val. You're not going to tell him anything. Okay? Please? Just let it go." Alyssa pushed herself up from the chair and put the toque back on her head, adjusting it as she moved past the desk. She stopped and fixed Val with a serious look. "I mean it, Val. Please. Just don't tell him anything."


    "But—"


    "Promise me." Alyssa held out her hand, extending her little finger. A long minute went by before Val let out a heavy sigh, then grabbed Alyssa's little finger with her own.


    "Fine. But I think you're making a mistake."


    Alyssa didn't say anything, just walked out of the office and dove back into work. Her mistake had been in letting Randy into her apartment to begin with.


    No, that wasn't fair. That made it sound like everything had been his fault, and it wasn't. She was the one to blame, for all of it. If she had wanted to, really wanted to, she could have taken any of Randy's calls, could have agreed to meet him and then just pretended that she remembered everything.


    But she didn't.


    Because Randy scared her. Because she could see herself becoming too easily attached, too attracted. Part of her was afraid she already was, which was so foolish, even for her. And even though he was as down to earth as his sister, he was in such a different league, used to such a different life, that she could never keep up. Maybe it wasn't the greatest thing in the world that he thought she had told everyone he used her and dumped her. In fact, that was pretty awful. But at least she could take comfort knowing that he'd probably take care to stay away from her now.


    After all, who would want to be around someone who was saying that? She certainly wouldn't want to be.


    She ignored the edge of discomfort that seeped through her, knowing he held her responsible for saying something so awful. But it was a discomfort she could live with, knowing it was for the best.


    And if she told herself that enough times, she might even believe it.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    


    Lights flashed across the dart board, signaling the end of the game. Randy clenched his jaw as a big hand clamped him on the back, making him stumble.


    "You lost another one, next round's on you." JP's laughing voice did nothing to improve Randy's mood, and he wondered—again—why he was even here. They were having a "quiet night", just a few of the guys in a small corner bar in Fell's Point. Some place where it was quiet enough to talk, not so crowded they couldn't move, with few enough people that they pretty much had the place to themselves.


    Randy moved to the bar and ordered another round, wishing he was any place but here. Anger was still fresh and raw, tightening his skin and souring his mood. Three weeks had gone by since his sister's bombshell news. Three weeks. And his mood had only deteriorated since then.


    He needed physical activity, more than his daily workout routine. Not even pounding a punching bag worked to relieve his frustration. The season couldn't start soon enough, as far as he was concerned. At least then, he'd be too busy to think about things.


    Too busy to wonder why Alyssa had told everyone he used her.


    Too busy to do something stupid, like confront her himself.


    He carried the drinks back to the table, then hooked his foot around a chair and spun it backwards before sitting. Loud conversation continued around him, but he paid it little attention.


    Alyssa's tiny apartment was only a few blocks from here. Would she be there now? He glanced at his watch. No, not yet. She would still be working, no doubt cleaning up, or at least supervising the cleaning. If Randy was smart, he'd leave now, just call it a night and go home, far away from temptation.


    He wasn't feeling very smart. And with each swallow of beer, his recklessness increased.


    Why the hell couldn't JP have found a tiny little bar somewhere other than here, in Alyssa's neighborhood? Some place where temptation wouldn't be so strong?


    "Michaels, wake up!"


    Randy looked up, finally noticing Mathias waving a bottle in front of him. He scowled and pushed the hand away from his face, then sat back. "Knock it off, I'm not in the mood."


    "No kidding. You've been like this for almost two months. You're taking brooding to a whole new level."


    "What do you know about it?"


    "Ah, just ignore him Mat. He has become obsessed with a sweet little chef, who wants nothing to do with him." JP tilted his bottle in Randy's direction, a knowing look in his darkly intent eyes. Randy looked away, not liking how JP saw too much. He might be a light-hearted womanizer on the surface, but Randy knew better, knew that he was still pining for someone in the past.


    "What? You've got to be kidding me. Why worry about one woman, when there's plenty more out there?"


    Randy wanted to knock the smile right off the rookie's face. The only thing stopping him was the fact that he himself would have said the same thing a few short months ago. Was he obsessing? He must be. The question was: why? That's what he couldn't understand, couldn't figure out.


    Alyssa was cute, but there was nothing that would make her stand out in a crowd. A little shorter than average, with nice curves that you had to really look for before noticing them, since she kept them hidden behind loose clothes. Caramel color hair, cut in a no-nonsense style. Odd, whiskey-colored eyes. She was shorter than the women he usually dated, curvier. Reserved and quiet. Even that one night at her apartment, she had been reserved. There was no doubt she had enjoyed it as much as he did. Or was that his ego talking? Because looking back, he realized now that she had been holding something back, was reserved even then.


    Was that why he was obsessing? Because he was honest enough to finally admit that's what he was doing: obsessing. What else did you call non-stop thinking about one woman? Maybe if he had her one more time, maybe if he could make her fall apart in his arms, release all of that sensuality he sensed hiding in her—maybe then he'd be over this ridiculous obsession.


    That had to be it.


    Randy took a long swallow of his beer, ignoring the curious glances of his teammates. At least now he knew what he had to do.


    Too bad it would never happen. Alyssa had already told her friends—his own damn sister, even—that he had used her. Why in the hell was he even thinking about being with her, just one more time?


    Because JP was right, damn him. He was obsessing. But if he had her one more time, he could finally put the obsession behind him, move on.


    It was a twisted logic, full of faults. He couldn't pinpoint them, but he knew they were there. Did he care?


    He drained his beer and slammed the bottle down. No, he didn't.


    "What was that for?"


    "What?"


    "That whole slam thing."


    Randy looked at Mat, then at the empty beer bottle. "Nothing, I was just thinking."


    "Just ignore him. He'll come to his senses soon enough. Maybe by the time we all go out to play dress-up, eh? I have a friend who has a friend who will gladly help him forget."


    "Forget it, JP, not happening. I'll find my own date." But he wouldn't, Randy knew that already. He wasn't even sure he was going to go. The entire dress-up evening out was Ian's idea, because he wanted to show off to his new girlfriend. At least Randy could be thankful he wasn't doing anything as foolish as that.


    Yeah, because obsessing was foolish enough.


    Maybe, if he asked the right way, Alyssa would go with him. Talk about foolish. He needed to get her out of his head, off his mind. And there was only one way to do that.


    Randy glanced at his watch then quickly stood, calling himself every kind of fool.


    "Where are you going?"


    "I just remembered some place I have to be." He tossed some bills on the table, probably too many, then walked out of the bar, ignoring JP's knowing stare.


    Alyssa only lived a few block from here, an easy walk. Or should he take the car? No, she might recognize the car, if she even noticed it. She'd probably be tired, probably wouldn't even be paying attention. But just in case, he would walk. Besides, he wasn't sure if he could even find any place to park near her apartment. No, it would be better to walk. If he timed it right, he could get there right as she was getting home. Maybe her guard would be down, and she'd actually let him in.


    So they could talk.


    That's all he wanted to do, was talk. And then, maybe, after that...


    He pushed that thought out of his mind and headed up the street, refusing to even consider the possibility that she wouldn't speak to him.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    


    Alyssa's street was quiet, the noise from the bars around the corner muted, there but not there. It was also dark. Yes, there was a street light at the corner, and the glow of neon from a few of the businesses—businesses that were closed, but kept their signs lit anyway.


    Randy felt out of place, like a stalker hiding in the shadows. He glanced around, wondering if anyone was watching him, then realized there wasn't anyone else on the street.


    His gaze lifted to Alyssa's second story apartment, on the lights seeping around the edges of the curtains. She had come home fifteen minutes ago, walking up the street without paying any attention. She had passed so close to him that he could have reached out and grabbed her, and she hadn't even seen him. It didn't matter that he had chosen to wait for her in the dark shadows of a recessed doorway. A single woman, walking alone, should be more aware.


    He had almost called out to her but stopped, telling himself he didn't want to scare her. That excuse sounded so much better than the reality, which was that he still wasn't sure this was a good idea.


    Why the hell had he thought it was?


    He looked back up at the windows, then cursed under his breath and crossed the street. She would either talk to him, or she wouldn't. It was as simple as that. He tugged on the outside door, having to pull on it harder than he remembered before it opened. The door needed a lock on it, something sturdy that would keep people from entering the private stairwell to the sole apartment upstairs. Anybody could walk in, and it would be easy enough to break down the flimsy door of her apartment without anyone hearing it. And it wasn't like there was anyone close enough to help, even if they did hear her scream.


    Clenching his jaw against the irrational anger at Alyssa's complete disregard for her own safety, Randy made his way upstairs. His footsteps sounded hollow, too loud in the dim darkness. That was something else that bothered him, the lack of lighting in the stairwell.


    He reached the landing, which was nothing more than a few square feet of old linoleum at the top of the stairs, just wide enough to accommodate one large person. He paused, listening to the strains of country music coming through the door. Odd, but he hadn't figured Alyssa to be a country music fan. Thinking about it, he realized he hadn't given much thought at all to what kind of music she might be interested in.


    The thought rattled him, and he wasn't sure why.


    Before he could stop to reconsider what he was doing, to tell himself again that this was probably a bad idea, he fisted his hand and banged against the door. There was no doubt she'd be able to hear the knock, even over the music. A minute went by, but the volume of the music didn't change and he didn't hear any footsteps approaching the door. He knocked again, harder, knowing that she was there because he had seen her walk inside. It wasn't like there was anyplace else she could go.


    He banged against the door a third time, even harder, wondering why she wasn't answering. The music stopped mid-note, and he finally heard footsteps on the other side of the flimsy door, hesitant, slow.


    "Who is it?"


    "Randy." His voice came out in a growl, surprising him. He cleared his throat and tried again. "It's Randy."


    He pictured her on the other side of the door, her delicate brows lowered in confusion, no doubt wondering what he was doing there. Was she still wearing her chef's uniform? Maybe she had poured herself a glass of wine to relax, and had changed—


    He heard the rattle of the door chain sliding off, the heavy click of the deadbolt being turned just before she opened the door.


    "How did you get up here?" It wasn't quite the welcoming he had been expecting. No, he hadn't expected her to be smiling, but he hadn't quite expected her to look so furious, either. And he wanted to answer her, tell her that he had simply opened the door and walked in, to let her know she needed to be more safety-conscious. But his throat was frozen shut, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Because no, she wasn't still in her chef's uniform.


    In fact, she must have just stepped out of the shower. Her wet hair was slicked back, the color darker, richer. Water dripped from the ends, creating dark splotches on the shoulders of her crimson robe. He watched, helpless to look away, as one drop made its way down her neck, slipping further along her rosy skin and down along the curve of one breast before it disappeared into the folds of the satin material. He swallowed and forced his gaze back to her face, not quite able to meet her eyes.


    She tightened the belt on the robe then pulled the material more firmly in front of her. He could have told her that the effort was wasted, because it only made the silky material cling more tightly to her damp curves.


    "How did you get up here?" Alyssa repeated the question, her voice cooler than what he expected.


    He motioned behind him, back down the stairs. "The door was unlocked. You need to be more careful."


    "No, it wasn't. I made sure I locked it behind me."


    "No you didn't, because I opened it with no problem."


    Alyssa looked like she wanted to argue, but she snapped her mouth closed at the last minute. She looked at him, the pupils of her eyes dilating for just the briefest second, then motioned behind him with a quick nod.


    "Then feel free to close it behind you with no problem." She moved to push the door closed and Randy reached out with his hand at the last minute, stopping her. With little effort, he pushed it back open and stepped through, ignoring the look of surprise and panic that widened her eyes.


    The living room looked the same, small, a little cramped but cozy. His eyes darted over to the kitchen, resting on the counter island. Memories of his last visit here rushed to the surface, vivid, clear. Painfully fresh, despite the time that had passed. And suddenly he needed to know why. What hadn't she taken any of his calls? Why hadn't she called him back?


    Why had she told Val what she did?


    The door closed behind him with a soft click, and he felt her body brush against his as she tried to move past him. He reached out and grabbed her arm, tugging just enough to stop her, just enough to turn her around to face him. Some of what he was thinking must have shown on his face, because her own expression suddenly turned guarded, wary, like she was afraid of what he might say or do.


    Irrational anger went through him at that look. She was afraid of him? After what they did? After what she had said? He released her arm and ran one hand through his hair and across his face, trying to tamp back the confusing swirl of emotion and thought. He didn't say anything, though, couldn't find quite the right words, not yet.


    Alyssa took advantage of his silence and hurried to the kitchen, placing the counter island between them. Did she really think that would protect her? After what had happened the last time? If anything, it should be a clear reminder of his last visit here. He watched her, waiting for the reaction on her face when she remembered. But her expression never changed. Her brows were still lowered, her full mouth pursed in impatience. The expression did little to inspire confidence in Randy, but he had to know.


    "Why did you tell Val I used you?" The words were harsh, his voice too loud for the small space. Alyssa jumped, either in surprise at the question, or at the tone of his voice. She looked over at him, not meeting his eyes, then just as quickly looked away and folded her arms across her chest.


    "I didn't."


    "Really?" Randy moved the few steps across the small room, stopping when he reached the island. He placed his hands against the counter and leaned forward. "Then would you care to explain why she accused me of fucking and chucking you?"


    Alyssa jumped again, no doubt at his use of foul language, but he didn't care. Let the crudeness of his words burn her ears. It was no harsher than her own accusation.


    "I didn't tell her! That's just what she thought." Alyssa's words were hoarse, almost strangled, reflecting the discomfort on her face. Randy didn't want to believe them, had no reason to believe them.


    And he had no reason to disbelieve them, either. Could Val have just misinterpreted something Alyssa had said? Depending on what that something was, yes. He knew his sister, knew she sometimes heard what she wanted to hear.


    Which still meant that Alyssa must have said something, given her some reason to think the worst. Randy leaned forward even more, taking grim satisfaction when Alyssa stepped back, despite the counter between them. The kitchen was small and she didn't have anywhere to go, couldn't avoid him or his questions.


    "So why did she think that, Alyssa? What did you say? Or is that just what you wanted her to think? Maybe you were the one who wanted nothing more than a one-night stand. Is that it?"


    "What? No! I'm not like that."


    "Hey, if that's all you wanted, I have no problem with it. I'll even oblige you again. But just make sure you let me know next time." The words were harsher than he intended, revealing too much: to her, to himself. He saw her flinch and wished he could take the words back, but it was too late.


    Color drained from her face, then quickly reversed and stained her cheeks bright red. Her back stiffened and she pulled the collar of the robe more tightly around her, like it was a shield against him. She refused to look at him, her eyes focused somewhere over his shoulder as her mouth tightened into a pale line.


    "I think you should leave now."


    He ignored her as his temper flared just a little more. Figuring he had nothing left to lose, he let his mouth race ahead, ignoring the warning whistling in his mind. "Just tell me one thing, Alyssa. If all you wanted was a quick fuck, why not just tell me the truth?"


    "Do you want the truth? The truth is that I was too embarrassed to talk to you because I couldn't remember what happened! And now I know why I can't remember—it must not have been very good, because there is no way I would have enjoyed myself with an arrogant ass like you!" She screamed the words at him, the volume and pitch ringing in his ears and lodging like a pick at the base of his skull. Her chest rose and fell with each heavy breath, her face red from anger.


    Then her words sank in, hitting him with the same force as a body check against the boards. He leaned back, as quickly as if he had been slapped, and stared at her.


    All this time, he had wondered what he had done wrong, wondered if he had said something wrong. He had been obsessing over her for almost two months, had even argued with his sister. For nearly two months. And it was because she couldn't remember.


    She. Couldn't. Remember.


    Emotions whirled through him, mixing hot and cold, and he was furious when he realized part of him wanted to laugh. Laughter was the last thing he wanted to do, the last thing he should do.


    She couldn't remember.


    His first instinct was purely Neanderthal: he wanted to pull her into his arms and remind her of what had happened. Christ, what man wouldn't? Randy swallowed and clenched his fists, forcing himself not to move, not to give in to that inner caveman he didn't realize lived within him.


    His second instinct was to just give in to the insane urge to laugh. Laugh at the absurdity, laugh at the complete ridiculousness of it. She had enjoyed it, whether she remembered it or not. Either that, or she was one hell of an actress. He had been with enough women to know the difference, and there was no doubt in his mind that she wasn't an actress.


    His third, and last, instinct was the one he least expected. Curiosity, plain and simple. He knew what had happened that night. He remembered every single detail, from her soft sighs to her throaty moans. Hell, he had been reliving them damn near every night for the last two months. Not just reliving. Obsessing.


    "Why don't you remember?" The question obviously surprised her nearly as much as it did him. Maybe not the question, but rather his tone. He wasn't defensive, wasn't affronted. In fact, he sounded damn near understanding.


    He didn't want to be understanding. Couldn't be understanding. But he did want to know why.


    Alyssa finally met his gaze, just a brief glance before her eyes slid away and looked down at the floor. Color still fanned her cheeks, but it was more pink now instead of a furious red. She chewed on her bottom lip, then blew her breath out in frustration as she ran a hand through her damp hair.


    "I'm not a big wine drinker."


    He remembered that night, remembered her answering the door with an empty wine bottle held over her shoulder. He hadn't thought anything of it that night, thinking she had just grabbed whatever was closest at hand before answering the door. And then he had poured her one glass. Just one.


    "You weren't drunk." He knew that, was willing to bet money on it. She hadn't slurred her speech, hadn't swayed or stumbled. There was no way she had been drunk.


    "Not like you think, no. But anything more than one glass, and you might as well just prop me in a corner."


    "But you only had the one glass." He thought again about the empty wine bottle that had been in her hands. "Didn't you?"


    Alyssa looked over at him and shook her head, the splash of color on her cheeks deepening. "I was exhausted and couldn't sleep, hadn't really had any sleep for over a month. There was half a bottle left in the refrigerator. I finished it right before you got here."


    Which was definitely more than two glasses.


    Randy pushed himself away from the counter and paced the living room—which wasn't saying much, given how tiny the space was. He whirled back around, saw Alyssa standing alone in the kitchen, her head tilted forward, her arms crossed tightly in front of her. Part of him wanted to just turn away from her and walk out the door.


    Part of him wanted to pull her into his arms and just hold her.


    He wasn't exactly happy with either part of him right now.


    "Why didn't you say something?"


    "When? That night?"


    "That night. The next day. Any of the times I tried calling."


    "What was I supposed to say? I've never done anything like that before!"


    "So it was better to just ignore me? Hell Alyssa, if you wanted to see me again, you could have lied. I would have never known. And if you didn't, all you had to say was that you weren't interested."


    The sound that came from her was too indelicate to be a soft laugh, but not quite harsh enough to be a snort. She didn't bother looking at him when she replied. "And you would have been happy with that? With me saying I wasn't interested?"


    Hell no, he wouldn't have been. But he would have accepted it, instead of beating himself up for the last two months. "Believe it or not, I have been turned down before. It hasn't killed me yet."


    She made that sound again, but otherwise didn't move. Silence stretched around them for long seconds, and Randy still didn't know what to do. Leave? Go to her? Stand in this same fucking spot all night?


    He ran his hands over his face, feeling the rasp of stubble against his palms. It was almost two in the morning, and his car was parked several blocks away. If he left now, even counting the time it would take him to walk back, he could be home in forty minutes. Asleep. In his oversized bed.


    But instead of walking to the door, his feet carried him back to the counter island, then around it, not stopping until he was a foot away from Alyssa. He blew out a breath, wondering why the hell he was so intent on punishing himself even more.


    "Do you remember any of it?" He didn't know why he asked, didn't know why it mattered to him.


    Alyssa peered up at him through thick lashes, her eyes filled with embarrassment. She shrugged, and the silky robe slid just the tiniest bit, revealing a creamy shoulder and part of her collarbone. Randy looked away, feeling like a lecher for enjoying just that small sight of her bare flesh.


    "Some. A little."


    He swallowed a hoarse groan, hoping that her choice of words wasn't intentional. Yeah, he could say he had a healthy ego all he wanted, but apparently he was lying to himself.


    He stepped closer, close enough he could feel the heat from her body through the silky robe. Her warmth wrapped around him, drawing him in, and he wondered if he was making an even bigger mistake right now.


    But she didn't move, and he took that as a good sign as he reached out and gently traced the swell of her lower lip with the tip of his finger. A tremble went through her but she didn't move, didn't even look up at him.


    "Would you like me to help you remember?" The question was risky, but not as risky as asking if she wanted him to leave. Part of him didn't even know why he was still here. He should leave, that would be the smart thing to do. He had been obsessing over the woman in front of him for nearly two months, wanting another taste, another touch.


    Only to find out that she didn't remember anything.


    Maybe it was nothing more than having his ego bruised and needing to prove himself. Maybe it was some misplaced notion of making her burn as much as he had burned over the last weeks.


    Or maybe it was just simple need, the need to taste and touch again, to see if it was as he remembered, or if he had simply built the experience to something bigger in his mind. But she finally looked up at him, her exotic eyes wide, hesitant. And then she nodded, just the slightest movement, so small he would have missed it had he not been looking for it.


    Something dangerously close to relief filled him, immediately replaced by a burning fever so hot he was surprised he didn't combust right there. He might have smiled as he brushed by her, but probably not. He turned, his chest to her back, and reached out to finger the damp strands of her hair.


    "I poured you a glass of wine, and you downed it."


    "I...I remember that part."


    "Good, because I don't plan on doing that again." He closed his hand around the back of her neck, gently, feeling her shoulders automatically bunch together. "You haven't had any wine tonight, have you?"


    "N-no."


    "Good." He stepped even closer, brought his second hand up to her shoulders and gently pushed in with his fingers. She sighed, a small rush of air as he found the knots and gently pressed his fingers into them. "You were tense, filled with knots, and I gave you a massage. Like this."


    Her body slowly relaxed, her shoulders and back easing under his touch. He alternated, pressing deeply then barely skimming, his fingers working her muscles through the soft silk of her robe, then slowly easing just inside the collar. Her skin was soft, flush, warm. He dipped his head and gently kissed the back of her neck, under her ear, playfully nipped her earlobe. Her breathing turned into short gasps as her head dropped back against his chest.


    He dipped his right hand down along her shoulder to her arm, then across to the belt that held the robe in place. He found the end and tugged, pulling until the robe parted. She stiffened in his arms, her hand grabbing his and holding it still.


    "The lights. Only the stove light was on."


    He ran his tongue along the side of her neck, then gently turned her to face him. "It doesn't have to be exact."


    "No, I don't want the lights on. Please."


    Randy thought about ignoring her, about kissing and teasing her until she forgot about the lights. But there was something in her voice, something almost pleading that he couldn't ignore. He stepped back and she darted away from him, quickly shutting off the living room light, then palming a switch that plunged the kitchen into near darkness. The light was on in her bedroom, casting a soft glow that barely reached them. For a minute, Randy thought she would race to turn that off as well. But she didn't. And she didn't turn on the stove light, either.


    He almost said something, almost asked why she didn't want the light. Then she was in front of him once more, and he realized he didn't care.


    She tried to turn around so her back was to him, but he gently grabbed her arm to stop her. Then he pulled her closer and lowered his mouth to hers, gently at first, calming, reassuring.


    She uttered a small sigh and his gentle determination disappeared. His arms wrapped around her and pulled her more tightly against him, fitting her hips to his as his tongue plunged into her. Her mouth was warm, spicy, inviting. Better than he remembered.


    And suddenly it wasn't enough. Lust, hot and powerful, surged through him, and he wanted, needed more. Two months he had waited, remembered. Two months of obsession, two months of torture.


    He wanted Alyssa.


    Now.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    


    Randy groaned, an agonizing sound of need that grew each time her hips pressed against his throbbing erection. He reached between them, fumbled with the snap and zipper of his jeans, his cock aching. It would be so easy to free himself, so easy to plunge deep inside her warmth and end the torture.


    But not yet. Not just yet.


    Her robe had slipped open, revealing a slice of creamy skin from her neck down to the juncture of her thighs. He pulled back, let his eyes wander, followed his gaze with the tip of one finger. Her skin pebbled under his touch and her head fell back, her chest rising and falling with short gasps.


    She had thought to hide from him when she turned out the lights. But the reflection from the bedroom light bathed her, casting her soft skin in a pale glow. Beautiful.


    Randy swallowed and pushed the robe open further, revealing the full swell of her breasts, the softness of her belly. His hand tightened around her waist, holding her in place when she would have moved. He traced the line of her collarbone, ran his finger down, down to the swell of her breast, to the dark rosiness of her nipple, tightened with arousal. He traced the pebbled tip, feeling it harden more under his touch. Her chest hitched with a sudden breath and he dragged his gaze back to her face, meeting her widened eyes.


    "Beautiful." Her eyes widened even more and she moved her hand. To close the robe? To rob him of this pure pleasure? No. He caught her hand in his and held it out to the side, then lowered his head and ran his tongue around her hardened nipple before pulling it into his mouth. He nipped and sucked, using his mouth and tongue on her until her breathing came even faster.


    He kissed his way across her chest and teased her other nipple, before treating it with the same care as the first. Her hands floated around him, coming to rest on his shoulders, her fingers digging into the muscles. To push him away? God, no. Please.


    But she didn't push him away. Instead, her hands ran across his shoulder, up through his hair until they rested on his head, holding him in place. He ran his hand down, his fingers snagging the silk sash of her robe and giving it a final tug.


    He pulled back and stood up, her sigh of disappointment a soft sound between them. But he didn't step back, didn't move except to reach up and slide the robe from her shoulders. The material slithered down her skin, falling into a soft pool of crimson at her feet.


    And he looked.


    Her damp hair was drying, the soft tendrils curling around her face. Eyes wide, she watched him, her chest rising and falling with each breath, her full lips swollen and slightly parted.


    "Beautiful."


    She shook her head, opened her mouth to say something, but he reached out and pressed two fingers against her lips, silencing her. "Beautiful."


    Then he stepped back, just barely, and reached down for the hem of his shirt, pulling it over his head and tossing it somewhere behind him. He ran his hand down her arm and folded his fingers around hers. Slowly, never looking away, he guided her hand to the center of his chest and held it there, letting her feel the pounding of his heart beneath her palm.


    Her tongue darted out and licked her lips. Heat coiled tighter inside him and his cock grew even harder, almost uncomfortable inside his jeans. He swallowed, barely restraining himself, wanting nothing more than to drive into her.


    Not yet. Not until she felt some of the torture he had been feeling for the last two months.


    He wrapped his hands around her waist and pulled her tightly against him, claiming her mouth in a hard kiss. Her hands tightened on his shoulders and he pulled away, damn near growling as he lifted her and sat her on the island.


    She gave a soft cry of surprise, her eyes widening even more as she watched him. His smile was wicked before he closed his mouth once more on her nipple, his hands roaming along her skin, warm and flush under his touch.


    He dragged his hand down, not stopping until he reached the soft curls between her legs. He gently ran one finger between the moist folds, growled when she tried to close her legs against him.


    He was relentless in his touch, demanding her surrender. Her legs eased open and he gently spread her thighs further apart, then continued rubbing her, stroking her clit. He slid one finger inside, feeling her wetness, feeling her heat close around him.


    Exquisite torture. His. Hers. It didn't matter.


    He straightened, smiling at her small groan when he stopped sucking her breast. He eased her back with his free hand, then kissed his way down her body, leaning over so no inch was left untouched.


    He skimmed his mouth across her stomach, down to the sensitive flesh between thigh and hip, his finger still stroking her. Slow, deep. In, out. Her hips lifted against his touch, seeking more.


    He ran his tongue along her inner thigh, gently nipping the skin behind her knee before kissing his way up her other leg. Her breathing was faster now, shallow in the silence around them.


    He watched her, saw the way her head turned side to side, her hair a wild halo around her face. Then he lowered his mouth to her, his tongue teasing her clit. Tasting, licking.


    He slid his finger from her tight warmth, heard her sigh of disappointment, her soft groan as he slid two inside her. Deep, slow, in and out as he teased her with his tongue. Muscles contracted, pulling his fingers in deeper, tight, holding him in place. Her hands flew toward him, seeking, finally resting in his hair as her hips rocked against his mouth. She screamed his name as her climax surged, her hips bucking, her fingers twisting in his hair.


    He was relentless, driving her further over the edge, tasting the spicy warmth of her desire against his tongue. Over and over, licking, kissing, until she weakly pushed against him with a whispered plea. Tremors shook her body and he finally eased away, dropping gentle kisses along her skin as he slowly straightened.


    He didn't wait for her body to settle, didn't wait for her mind to form any coherent thought. Instead, he leaned down and hooked one arm under her legs and pulled her to him, hooked his other arm under her back and lifted her.


    Her eyes opened, glazed with passion as he carried her back to the bedroom. He almost smiled at the dazed look in her eyes when he gently placed her on the bed. She slid to the center, lifting herself on her elbows and watching him as he pulled the wallet from his back pocket. He tossed it on the nightstand then kicked off his shoes and pushed his jeans down his hips, finally freeing his erection.


    Her eyes ran over his body, a slow perusal that scorched his skin wherever her gaze landed. His cock stood at attention, thick, full, hard. His balls tightened painfully when she looked at him, her tongue darting out and running across her lips. He didn't think the action was deliberate. For some reason, that made him even harder, and he groaned.


    He needed her. Now.


    He grabbed a condom from the wallet and sheathed himself with it, then joined her on the bed. He settled himself between her legs, his arms folding around her as he claimed her mouth in a demanding kiss. Her legs wrapped around his waist and he drove into her, burying himself deep inside her tight heat.


    Her hips met his, each thrust harder, demanding. He had thought to torture her, to give her a taste of his own frustration.


    He had thought wrong.


    Each thrust of her hips, each plunge into her welcoming heat, was another kind of torture. Searing, punishing, rewarding. He needed. Wanted.


    He had thought to drag this out, to prolong her pleasure, his pleasure.


    But already she was tightening around him, her back arching, her hips thrusting as her muscles squeezed around him, pulling him deeper, holding him. Her head fell back, his name falling from her parted lips as she climaxed again.


    Randy plunged deeper, held himself still, his jaw clenched and eyes closed as she squeezed him, her tight muscles caressing. God, he didn't want it to end.


    He didn't know how much longer he could hold on.


    Alyssa dug her fingers into his shoulder and arched against him. Breathy pleas echoed in his ear, harsh, demanding.


    "Please. Now."


    And he couldn't hold back. It had been too long, the torture of his obsession too strong. He plunged into her, hard, fast. Again. Deeper.


    His climax exploded with a ferocity that scared him and left him weak at the same time. He fell against Alyssa, his body completely covering hers as tremors wracked him. Harsh breathing echoed around them. His? Hers? He didn't know, didn't care.


    Minutes went by, maybe more, before he had enough strength to move. Just a bit, just enough so Alyssa could breathe. Had she fallen asleep again, like last time?


    No. Her hands roamed along his back, the touch of her fingers gentle, soothing. He tightened his arms around her and turned his head, dropping a kiss against the delicate arch of her collarbone.


    He closed his eyes and breathed in her scent, a small smile on his face, then drifted off, her touch against his skin following him into darkness.


    


    **


    


    Light from the street came in through the open curtains, casting a glow over the otherwise dark room. Randy had reached over and turned out the light at her request, mumbling something in a sleepy voice before curling up next to her, his arm wrapped securely around her waist.


    His body was big and warm against her, his breathing deep and easy. She blinked against the drowsiness threatening to pull her under and turned her head, just watching him.


    His thick hair was tousled, dark against the pillow, his lashes thick and dark. The scar across his eye was nothing more than a pale slash. Light and shadow played on the sculpted planes of his face, accenting his chiseled cheekbones, his square jaw, his soft lips. Randy was a man of opposites, hard and soft, rough and gentle.


    How could she not have remembered his touch? Even now, her nerves sang and danced, thrilled at just the memory of his touch. She ran her hand lightly along the arm holding her so securely, reveling in the feel of soft hair and hard muscle and warm flesh. His arm tightened then relaxed, as if assuring himself, even in sleep, that she was still there.


    How could she not have remembered?


    She certainly wouldn't forget this time. His every touch, every caress, was forever emblazoned in her memory, against her skin. Alyssa blinked, against sleep, against worry, against emotion.


    It had been one thing when she couldn't remember, easy to tell herself it didn't matter. She could live with what happened, tuck it away and move on.


    It wouldn't be so easy now.


    Randy Michaels was a hard man, rough around the edges, not afraid of becoming physical. She would never admit it, not even to Alyssa, but she had watched a few game highlights on her computer, just to see him on the ice. Watched his powerful body in action, saw the ferocity of his hits and his lack of caution in each physical play, whether he was throwing himself against another player, or throwing himself in front of the puck. He fought for what he wanted, not afraid to use his size or his force of will to get it.


    She had witnessed that first-hand a few hours ago, felt that force of will and determination completely focused on her. And God help her, she had enjoyed it, had enjoyed surrendering to him.


    But what would happen now? He'd had her, with no doubt in either of their minds that she would remember. So now what? Alyssa wasn't delusional enough to think he actually liked her, that he had plans for anything beyond tonight. He hardly knew her, she hardly knew him. And she doubted they had much in common.


    Would he make an attempt, act like he cared, ask her out? He had tried last time, calling her, leaving messages. And he had shown up tonight, when there was no reason for him to be here, other than an underlying anger at thinking she had told others he had used her.


    Why did he care? Didn't that fit with his hard, macho image? Maybe not, maybe she was assuming too much. But she couldn't afford not to, not when it came to the man next to her, holding her so close.


    So protectively.


    No, she couldn't afford to assume anything, couldn't afford to let herself think, even for the briefest second, that what happened tonight meant anything. To do so would be foolish.


    Because she knew, without a doubt, that it would be too easy to lose a piece of herself to Randy Michaels—if she hadn't already. And if she did that, she'd never get it back. A piece of herself would be gone forever.


    She knew she should get out of bed, knew that sharing the intimacy of sleeping with him would be dangerous. But drowsiness pulled harder, and the warmth of his strong body next to hers was too strong a temptation. Morning would be soon enough to pull away, to wrap that secret piece of her up. She'd tuck it deep inside, where it couldn't be touched. Couldn't be hurt.


    Alyssa stopped fighting the pull of sleep and let her eyelids drift shut. She turned in Randy's hold and rested her cheek against his shoulder, her palm against his chest. The steady beating of his heart under her hand soothed her, keeping her company as she sank into sleep.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    


    "Here, try this."


    Alyssa turned but didn't have a chance to say anything before Randy popped something in her mouth. She took an automatic step back and banged against the counter, her mouth closed around whatever he had put in there. He watched her expectantly, his brows lowered over his curious gaze until she slowly chewed.


    Warm spiciness erupted, exploding in her mouth and coating her tongue with heat and...a touch of sweetness? Alyssa finished chewing then reached for the glass of water, taking a small sip before nodding. "Not bad. What is it?"


    They were in her kitchen, Randy keeping her company as she played around with a few new dishes. Actually, it was the other way around, because Randy took up most of the space, pushing her out of the way as he fixed lunch. She was still trying to figure out how that had happened, how he had suddenly ingrained himself in her everyday life.


    On second thought, maybe it was better if she didn't think about it, because the thought—the entire situation—was just a little disconcerting.


    "Chicken bites."


    "What?"


    "It's a chicken bite. Diced chicken breast dipped in ginger sauce then coated with crushed nacho chips with spices. High protein, kind of maybe low fat." Randy turned back to the stove and divided the bites between two plates, then added steamed broccoli to each. One plate was piled high enough to feed a small army. He placed the smaller plate on the counter in front of Alyssa, then reached into the refrigerator and pulled out a large bottle of Ranch dressing and some salsa.


    Alyssa moved to the other side of the island and lowered herself onto the stool. Amusement filled her as she watched Randy drown the chicken in dressing. So much for kind of low fat, she thought.


    He offered her the bottle of dressing and she shook her head, a small smile playing on her mouth as she watched. The man could eat. A lot. She had made the joking comment to him once before, and he had merely laughed and told her to wait until training camp started, that she'd really see him eat then.


    She lowered her head and concentrated on the plate in front of her. He had made the comment like he expected them to be together, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Alyssa had no idea what to make of it. No idea what to make of them.


    If there even was a 'them'.


    She had fully expected for him to wake up the next morning, maybe kiss her goodbye, maybe tell her he'd call her and that would be that. Only it hadn't happened that way. It had been more than a week since he had shown up at her apartment, a week that felt so much longer. And she had seen him every single day, had fallen asleep in his arms each night and woke in his arms each morning.


    And she was very much afraid that she had already become too accustomed to it. What would she do when he changed his mind? What would happen when he moved on? Because he would. She couldn't let herself believe that he wouldn't, couldn't let herself believe that this was nothing more than a brief distraction for him. Guys like him didn't fall for everyday women like her.


    Did they?


    Alyssa looked over at him, the food on her plate forgotten. Randy leaned against the counter, one jean-clad leg casually crossed in front of the other as he concentrated on eating. Each movement was smooth, graceful. The lines of muscle in his chest and arms pulled and stretched each time he raised his arm and lowered it.


    No. Guys like him did not fall for everyday women like her. They just didn't. She had to convince herself of that before she became too attached, too involved. Alyssa lowered her gaze and mentally shook her head. Before she became too attached? She was afraid it was already too late for that.


    "Don't you like it?"


    Alyssa looked up to see Randy watching her, his dark brows lowered over his eyes. She grabbed her fork and quickly took another bite, hoping the move would give her time to hide her thoughts.


    "No, I like it. I was just thinking of how we could work this onto the menu."


    "Really? Wow. I didn't think you'd like it that much."


    She had made the comment merely to say something, to hide her thoughts in case Randy saw too much on her face. It wasn't until after she said it, though, that she realized they could use it on the menu. Dress it up a little and use it as an appetizer, dressing and all. The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea.


    "I told you it was good. I'm thinking maybe for the Fall menu."


    "The Fall menu?"


    "Yeah. We decided before we opened that we'd change the menu a little with each season. The main dishes would stay the same, but we'd have something a little different, just to keep it fresh. This would work."


    "Hunh. Imagine that." Randy finished the last of his food then moved to the sink to rinse the plate. "That would give me two items on the menu. I may have to start charging a consulting fee."


    He looked over his shoulder at her and smiled. That quick, awareness shot through her, causing her insides to melt. His hazel eyes darkened and the air turned thick, heavy with anticipation. Alyssa swallowed and looked down at her plate, searching for a distraction. How could he have this effect on her, with just one tiny look? She had never before been as aware of anyone as she was of Randy, and the realization scared her.


    Because she knew, in that instant, that it was already too late. She was falling for him. Hard. He was big and rough and had all the finesse of a steam locomotive. And somehow he had run right over every barrier she had, leaving her open, vulnerable.


    She was in trouble.


    Randy moved around the island, his steps slow and measured until he came to a stop next to her. He turned her on the stool until she was facing him, then stepped between her legs and lowered his head, his mouth claiming hers in a searing kiss.


    He pulled away with a small groan, his eyes glazed, hot, as he looked at her. "I love the way you taste. Warm, spicy. You make me hungry."


    Alyssa's heart slammed against her chest and she frantically searched her mind for something to say, a funny comeback or light-hearted quip. But his mouth was on hers again before she could think, and then all she could do was react. Her body melted against his, her hand sliding up and resting against the hard heat of his chest as his tongue delved into her mouth, tasting, teasing, sucking. Warmth spread through her, pushing away all thought, all worry, until the only thing left was burning need.


    Cool air whispered against her back, replaced by the heat of his hands as he slipped her shirt up. She wasn't wearing a bra, and his hands quickly moved to cup her breasts, his thumbs teasing her nipples into tight peaks. He stepped even closer, pressing the hard ridge of his erection against her, teasing, promising. Alyssa groaned, the sound swallowed by his mouth. Her hips tilted toward him, her body seeking even as her mind whispered a warning.


    She tried to pull away, but he cupped one hand around her ass and held her still. His mouth trailed hot kisses along her neck, licking and nipping as he rocked against her, teasing. Promising.


    Alyssa's head fell back, her breaths becoming shorter with each touch, each kiss, each caress. Randy's hand slipped into the waistband of her sleep shorts, tugging at the material. She lifted herself from the stool, just enough so he could ease them off and down her legs. The bare wood of the stool was cool against her bottom, the denim of his jeans rough against her skin.


    He reached between them and undid the zipper of his pants, tugging them down just enough to free his erection. Alyssa tilted her hips, searching, feeling his hard length slide along her wetness, teasing.


    This was crazy. Pure insanity. She needed to get to work, to put distance between them, to remind herself she couldn't fall for him...


    But he had already pulled a condom from his wallet and sheathed himself with it, his hand wrapped around his hard shaft as he teased her with the head of his cock. His mouth closed on hers, stopping her before she could say anything.


    And then he pushed into her, and all thought left her mind. There was nothing but sensation, hot, frantic, as he drove into her, over and over. Each thrust pushed her closer to the edge. She wrapped her legs around his waist, opening herself even more. His hips pumped, going deeper with each drive, giving, promising.


    Muscles tightened, her nerve endings singing as he moved in, out. Harder. Faster. Deeper.


    Her climax swept over her with unexpected force, fast and hard, each crashing wave more powerful than the last. She dug her fingers into his shoulders, trying to ground herself, seeking something solid to hold onto as she fell apart.


    Randy pulled his mouth from hers, his head falling back, his jaw clenched. His hips pumped faster, once, twice. A moan ripped from him, guttural and primal, as he climaxed.


    Alyssa's head fell against his shoulder, her breathing ragged as they held each other. Long minutes went by, neither one of them moving, the only sounds that of their mingled breathing and the steady tick-tick of the kitchen clock.


    Alyssa moved her head, her eyes opening slowly and coming to rest on the clock. She blinked, trying to focus through the warm haze filling her. She blinked again, then tried to pull away from the strong arms wrapped around her.


    "Shh. Not yet."


    "Randy, I have to go—"


    "Not yet." His husky whisper was warm in her ear, the words threatening to lull her back into the haze of comfort wrapped around them. She couldn't let it, couldn't give into it.


    She swallowed her groan of disappointment and pushed against him once more, then slid off the stool. He reached for her but she stepped away before his arms could close around her once more.


    "I'm late for work. Again." She brushed by him, ignoring his muttered curse as she hurried into the bathroom to get ready.


    And she worried again about how easily, how completely, he made her forget everything, and how dangerous he really could be.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    


    Randy took a long swallow of beer then pushed the empty bottle to the edge of the bar. Someone jostled him from behind and he grunted, then turned in frustration. If he had been anywhere else, he would have, at the very least, made some kind of caustic comment to the offender.


    He couldn't do that here. Not when the offender was a woman. She looked to be in her mid-forties, with soft blonde hair cut to frame her face. A business woman, from the looks of her crisply tailored suit. Her cool eyes raked him from head to toe, bluntly assessing each inch of him before she finally met his gaze with an interested look. Randy shook his head, interrupting her before she could even speak.


    "I'm waiting for someone." His tone was curt and obvious, letting her know he wasn't interested in conversation. Or anything else.


    "Too bad. Let me know if she doesn't show." With a wink that let him know exactly what she was thinking, she looked him over once more then turned and walked away.


    Shit. Now he knew how women must feel, being ogled over and stared at when they just wanted to be left alone. Randy told himself that if he ever caught himself doing that to a woman, he'd have to kick himself in the ass. Or maybe have his sister do it for him.


    It wasn't the first time, either. He had been here for an hour and already had three women come up to him. And someone else had actually pinched him on the ass when he made his way to the bathroom. Right on the ass! His first instinct had been to turn around and swing, but then he remembered where he was and just gritted his teeth and kept on walking.


    No wonder JP, Mat, and a few of the other players enjoyed coming here. For getting picked up, there was no place better.


    Randy didn't think this was what Val and her friends had in mind when they opened the place, though.


    He glanced around, looking for his sister, making sure he didn't make eye contact with anyone else so it could be taken as an invitation. His gaze finally rested on Val, standing near the hostess station with Renee, their heads together in deep conversation about something.


    He shifted on the stool and motioned for another beer, then glanced down at his watch. It was already eleven thirty. Alyssa should be coming out to meet him at any time now. They stopped serving meals at eleven, and Alyssa usually stayed to help clean-up or to lend a hand. He wasn't sure why, not when they had staff to do that. But it was something she did anyway. So it had become a nightly ritual the last several weeks: he would come in about an hour before she finished and wait for her here at the bar. They would have a drink, sometimes with Val and the other girls, sometimes by themselves. Then, more often than not, Randy would follow her home so they could spend time together.


    For the last few nights, though—more often than not—Alyssa was so tired that she fell asleep as soon as she sat down on the bed. The other night, she had barely gotten her shoes off before falling asleep.


    He hoped to hell she wasn't that tired tonight, not when he had plans to surprise her. It wasn't much, nothing close to what he really wanted to do, but he was sure she'd like it.


    Motion from the corner of his eye drew his attention and he looked over. Alyssa had pushed through the swinging doors leading from the kitchen, pausing to look around. Her eyes met his and she gave him a small smile. Even from this distance, he could see the strain on her face, the dark smudges under her whiskey-colored eyes that made them seem more sunk-in, sitting deeper in her face.


    His hand clenched around the bottle and he swallowed back his disappointment. If anything, she looked more tired than he had ever seen her. For one brief second, he seriously considered kidnapping her. He'd swoop her up in his arms and carry her out the door, then take her someplace quiet, where there was nobody to demand anything from her. Where someone could wait on her for once. An image of white sand and clear blue water came to mind, where time had no meaning and voices spoke with musical lilts. He could see her there clearly, her body stretched out on a lounge chair, her feet buried in the warm sand as she held a tropical drink in her hand.


    Yeah, like that would ever happen. She wouldn't even take a single night off. How was he going to get her to take enough time off to fly down to the Caribbean and just spend a few days to do nothing but relax? Okay, maybe there were a few other things they could do besides relax.


    "Hey." Alyssa climbed onto the stool next to him and offered him a small smile. Her chef's jacket was gone, replaced by a simple loose shirt. Her hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail. A few strands had escaped at her temples and curled around her flushed cheeks, wispy strands that invited his finger to reach out and touch them. Randy did just that, dropping a kiss on her lips as he did. She looked more tired close-up than she had a minute before.


    Decision made, Randy motioned for the check, cutting her off when she would have ordered a drink. "You can have one later. Right now, I have a surprise for you."


    "What?" Alyssa blinked, then smothered a yawn as she watched him. Randy doubted she had really heard what he said. He tossed a few bills on the bar then slid from his stool, grabbing Alyssa's hand as she did the same. He led her through the scattering of tables, barely stopping to say goodnight to his sister before leaving.


    "My car's out back." Alyssa tugged on his hand and motioned behind her.


    "I know. You're not driving tonight. Come on." Randy led her across the street, thumbing the car alarm off before opening the passenger door for her. Alyssa gave him an odd look, then lowered herself into the leather seat with a small sigh. Randy paused at the sound, realizing it was the first time she had ever been in his car.


    He pushed the disturbing realization from his mind and climbed in behind the wheel, glancing over. Alyssa's head was resting against the seat, her eyes already closed. He watched her for a long minute, his gut twisting at the exhaustion so clear on her face, at the vulnerability he saw in her.


    What the hell was wrong with him?


    He shook his head and put the sleek car in gear, pushing those disturbing thoughts from his mind. Other thoughts tried to take their place, thoughts of protection and possession and commitment. He refused to let them form completely before ruthlessly squashing them.


    It was near midnight on a weekday and there was little traffic on the city streets, so the trip to his place took very little time. Despite that, Alyssa was already asleep when he pulled into the small private garage. He cut the engine and turned in his seat, watching her with uncharacteristic tenderness.


    Yeah, he was definitely in a weird mood tonight. He had never really watched a woman sleep before, had never really wanted to. And he had never had a woman fall asleep in his car before. Maybe that was the reason he felt so odd, because of the novelty of the situation.


    That had to be it.


    But he made no move to wake her up, no move to get out of the car himself. He just watched her, watched the easy rise and fall of her chest with each soft breath. Watched the way the light from the garage fell across her face and reflected in the caramel strands of her hair. She looked fragile, vulnerable. A wave of protectiveness crashed over him, damn near knocking the wind from him. Since when did he feel so protective over anyone? His family, yeah. But someone he was dating?


    Never.


    Randy firmly pushed the feeling away, refusing to place any importance on it. He let out a heavy breath then reached over and gently shook Alyssa. Her eyes fluttered open and she slowly straightened in the seat, looking around in confusion.


    "Where are we?"


    "My place. Come on, sleepy head." He opened his door then went around to the other side and opened hers. Alyssa looked up at him, her sleepy eyes still confused as he helped her from the car.


    "But...why are we here?"


    Randy ignored her question, taking her hand and leading her to the elevator. He keyed in an entry code and pushed the button for the top floor, then wrapped his arm around Alyssa's shoulders during the quick ride up. He could feel her gaze on him and he bit back a smile, but didn't look at her.


    The elevator doors opened with a soft hiss and he stepped out, Alyssa right behind him. He unlocked the door to his condo then stepped to the side, motioning for Alyssa to enter ahead of him. She took several steps inside, then stopped so suddenly he nearly ran into her.


    Her head moved slowly, from left to right, then back again. Randy stepped around her, anxious to see her expression, wondering what she thought. The cleaning service had been in today, so he knew he didn't have to worry about magazines tossed anywhere, or dirty laundry that may not have hit the hamper. Not that the clothes basket was downstairs, but still.


    Alyssa's eyes were wide, all traces of sleep gone from her face. She brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear then stepped further inside, still not looking at him.


    Or maybe she had forgotten about him.


    Randy stepped back and tried to see the place from her perspective. It was an open floor plan, too open sometimes. The small entranceway immediately opened to the large living area in front of them. Leather sofas and rich dark wood created several unique seating sections, including a cozier one to the far left designed specifically for reading or relaxing. The entire outside wall was glass, with a balcony that stretched the entire length.


    Alyssa moved closer to the glass, looking over the quiet night. Outside, lights reflected on the dark waters of the harbor, twinkling back up at them like tiny fireflies. In the distance were the lights of the Key Bridge, sparkling like a far-off strand of Christmas lights.


    "This is a gorgeous view." Alyssa's words were spoken in nearly a whisper. Randy smiled and moved closer, not quite touching her.


    "It took me a while before I could stand this close. All this glass made me feel like I was going to fall."


    She turned and looked at him, obviously surprised at the admission. He shrugged then took her hand and led her across the room. A set of stairs broke off to their left, and the dining room to their right.


    The dining room was nothing more than an extension of the open living room, defined by a small half-wall and a table large enough to seat twelve. He led her through the double swinging doors into the kitchen, wondering if she would be as impressed as he hoped. If her wide eyes and opened mouth were an indication, she was.


    "I have some serious kitchen envy."


    Randy laughed. "I thought you might."


    Black marble formed the expansive countertop, broken only by the gleaming stainless steel of the appliances. Alyssa walked around the kitchen, her fingertips gliding over the smooth, uncluttered surfaces before she stopped and looked up, over the large center island. A wrought iron rack hung suspended from the ceiling, copper-bottom pots shining in the light.


    She blinked, then looked over at him. "Definite kitchen envy. And a nice surprise, too."


    "Surprise?"


    "You said you had a surprise for me."


    Randy laughed before he could stop himself, then walked over and pulled Alyssa into his arms. He lowered his mouth to hers for a quick kiss, then pulled away before he could do anything else. "If this was the surprise, I deserve to be hit. No, it's upstairs."


    He ignored her raised eyebrows, knowing exactly what she was thinking, and took her hand. He led her upstairs and into his room but he didn't stop, didn't even glance over at the huge bed—that would be pushing temptation too far. She paused, her hand tightening just briefly around his, but she didn't say anything until he led her into the bathroom. Even then she didn't say anything, just looked around her in obvious surprise.


    He grinned and released her hand, then walked over to the huge Jacuzzi tub. He turned the faucet on, adjusted the temperature, then reached over for the packet of bath salts. The salesgirl had promised him they would relieve stress and fatigue. Randy wasn't sure he quite believed her, but at least they smelled nice, a combination of something floral and spicy.


    He turned back and noticed that Alyssa hadn't moved. She was standing in the same spot, only her eyes darting back and forth as she took in the brown and tan marble, the copper finishes.


    He walked over to her and tugged on her hand until she looked up at him. "The toilet seat is heated, too."


    Her head quickly turned toward the toilet, to the control panel placed discreetly next to it. "Oh my God, you're serious!"


    "Yeah. Not bad, huh?"


    "Forget kitchen envy. I'd kill for a bathroom like this."


    The words almost spilled from his mouth before he realized they had even formed in his head, but he ruthlessly clamped his lips shut. Had he really almost said the bathroom could be hers, if she wanted it? Holy hell, what was wrong with him tonight? Maybe Alyssa wasn't the only one who was tired, because he clearly wasn't thinking straight.


    "I know it's not much, but I thought you could use a little break. Mom always said how much better she felt after soaking. It's not a spa." Damn, he was an idiot for not thinking of that first! "But maybe a nice long soak and time to relax will help you, too. What do you think?"


    Alyssa looked up at him, her eyes soft and a little moist. She blinked, then stepped closer to him and pressed a lingering kiss against his mouth. "Thank you. I've never had anyone do anything like this before."


    "Oh. Well. I mean, it's just a bath, right?" Randy stepped away, suddenly embarrassed and not understanding why. He moved past her and pulled a robe from the closet, then stopped, uncertain. Maybe it was too much, too corny. He didn't want her to think he had ulterior motives. He brushed away the arguments and grabbed the candles from the shelf.


    Randy handed Alyssa the robe, then turned away and busied himself with placing candles around the wide ledge of the tub. He checked the temperature with his hand once more, then reached over and turned on the jets. The surface of the water bubbled with the pressure, the noise of the jets filling the room with a low rumble.


    Randy turned just as Alyssa was climbing over the edge of the tub and lowering herself into the water. He froze, his body instantly tightening as the soft curves of her creamy skin disappeared, inch by inch, under the foamy surface of the water. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, her lips parted on a soft sigh.


    Damn, he forgot something.


    He rushed back to the closet and yanked the special pillow down from the shelf, then moved back to the tub and leaned over her. She opened her eyes and looked at him, then at the pillow in his hands. He placed it behind her neck, adjusting it to where he thought it would be most comfortable.


    "Better?"


    "Hmmm. You have no idea." Her eyes drifted closed, a small smile on her face.


    "Did you want something to drink? I have wine, ice tea, beer, soda—"


    "No wine."


    Randy chuckled, then leaned over and pressed his lips quickly against hers. "Then I'll bring something else. Don't drown before I get back."


    She mumbled something in reply, but her voice was swept away in the noise of the jets and rushing water. Randy moved from the room, turning off all but one light as he left. He passed through the bedroom then paused, thinking.


    Why the hell was he thinking so much?


    But this thought was innocent, harmless. He shook his head and grabbed the remote for the stereo, powering it on with one quick push of a button. He thumbed the controls until soft music filled the room, then adjusted the volume so Alyssa would be able to hear it over the water.


    Satisfied, he hurried out of the room and downstairs to the kitchen, telling himself that he had absolutely no plans of joining Alyssa in the tub.


    None. At all.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    


    Warm water rushed over her, soothing. Powerful streams from the jets massaged the aching muscles in her back and legs, easing the aches and tension that had been with her for the last several months.


    Soft music drifted around her, combining with the delicate scent of the candles Randy had placed around the tub. Alyssa felt like she was in a cocoon, snuggly wrapped in a soothing warmth that was both reassuring and protective.


    It was a feeling she could become entirely too accustomed to.


    She sighed and opened her eyes, just enough to take in her surroundings. Candlelight reflected around her, washing the expensive marble tile in a soft glow and reflecting off the copper fixtures. Yes, she could definitely get used to this. The thought was dangerous and sent small pings of warning through her. No, it wasn't the idea of getting used to this, she thought. It was the fear of what would happen if she got used to it—if she got too attached to Randy.


    Who was she kidding? She was already too attached to him.


    Alyssa closed her eyes and sunk lower into the tub. She still didn't know how it happened, this thing between Randy and her. She couldn't even define what "it" was, only knew that it was...something. And she was very much afraid of already being too attached. Just when had that happened? And how?


    His presence had been constant for the last month. Probably longer, since even before they had opened the restaurant. But definitely the last month. What would happen when his season restarted, less than a month away?


    Maybe nothing. But probably they'd drift apart, seeing each other less and less until their entire time together was nothing more than a brief fling in his memory.


    She shook her head. Already she was counting on things ending. When had she become such a pessimist?


    No, not pessimist, she thought. Realist. Because certainly Randy had better opportunities than a frazzled, food-loving chef who worked seven days a week.


    "Still awake?"


    The voice reached her through the steam and rushing water, muted and almost hollow-sounding in the large room. But it startled her just the same, and she bolted upright, sliding in the tub as she did. Alyssa reached out to grab the edge of the tub and felt a strong hand wrap around hers, steadying her. Randy was kneeling next to the tub, a small smile on his face as amusement flashed in his hazel eyes. She blinked then gently tugged her hand from his grasp and settled back into the tub.


    "I wasn't sleeping."


    "Didn't mean to startle you, sorry." He chuckled, but didn't move away. Heat flashed in his eyes for a brief second, igniting something inside her. She watched as he leaned across the tub, the sleeves of his t-shirt pulling tight across his sculpted arms. He grabbed a fresh bar of soap from the dish and dragged it through the water, then rubbed it between both hands until a lightly-scented lather formed.


    "The girl at the store said this is good for stress. I have no idea if she was pulling my leg or not. Turn around."


    Alyssa opened her mouth to ask what he meant, then shut it when he motioned for her to turn around again. She watched him for a second, then slowly turned in the built-in seat, giving him her back. A few seconds went by before his large hands closed over her shoulders, his callused palms gently soaping her skin. She closed her eyes and sighed as sensation, warm and silky, spread through her at the touch. Randy chuckled, the sound low and husky in her ear.


    "Feel good?"


    Alyssa nodded, unable to speak, afraid of how her voice would sound if she tried. His hands moved along her back, slow strokes that gentled even as they tortured, causing flashes of excitement to tingle every nerve. "You've been working so hard lately, I figured you needed a break. I was going to kidnap you and take you to the islands for a few days, but figured Val would probably gut me if I did that. Besides, I didn't know if you had a passport."


    The words sent a shock through Alyssa, only because she sensed the seriousness in his voice. She looked over her shoulder at Randy, saw heat flare in the depths of his eyes when he met her gaze. One corner of his mouth turned up in a grin before he motioned for her to turn around again.


    "I—no, I don't have a passport."


    "Then I guess my gut is safe from Val for a little while." He moved behind her, lathering his hands again before continuing the slow, even strokes against her back. "You should get one. A passport, I mean. I'm pretty sure I can get away during the All-Star break."


    Alyssa swallowed. "The All-Star break?"


    "Yeah. It's in January. I figure it'll be so cold here by then, it'll be the perfect time to hit the islands. It would just be for the weekend, though."


    Alyssa swallowed again, not sure what to say. Ten minutes ago, she was wondering what exactly was going on between the two of them, and he was making plans for them in January, five months away?


    She instinctively pushed away the jolt of excitement at his words. Things like this didn't happen in real life. Not in her life, anyway. She couldn't let herself picture a future, any kind of future, with him. There was too much tied up in the restaurant, too much sweat and labor and money and hope. There wasn't room for anything else, not right now.


    There would be consequences if she let herself get pulled into the fantasy he was weaving. She wanted to tell him that, wanted to ask him if he was teasing her. But the words wouldn't come, almost like she was afraid of the answer. And then it didn't matter because he was speaking again.


    "Think about it. In the meantime," Randy paused, his hands sliding deeper against the muscles along her shoulder blades. "Some of us are getting together for dinner and stuff this weekend. I was wondering if you wanted to go."


    "This weekend? Which day?" It was harder to concentrate with each stroke of Randy's hands. Alyssa dropped her head, giving him better access to her neck.


    "Saturday night." Randy's breath was warm against her neck, the touch of his lips against her skin a soft caress. Sensation of a different sort swirled through her, and she struggled to answer his question.


    "S-Saturday? We're usually busy—"


    "I want to show you off." His lips moved further up her neck, gently tugged at her sensitive earlobe. "It'll be a night just for us. All night."


    Heat laced his words, heat filled with a seductive promise. He shifted behind her as his hands slid along her sides then forward. His palms closed over her breasts, his thumbs gently teasing her peaked nipples.


    One night. An entire night. Could she do it? Would she be able to take one night away from the restaurant?


    His touch grew bolder, his hands sliding down her stomach, disappearing under the rolling water. Alyssa sucked in her breath as his fingers dipped lower, spreading her, teasing her.


    One night. Yes, she could do it. They could manage one night without her, surely.


    Randy's touch grew bolder, igniting the heat within her. Her head dropped back against his chest and her hips thrust forward. She took a deep breath and tried to nod. "Y-yes."


    He whispered something in her ear but the words held no meaning, lost in the rolling water and thundering jets that surrounded them. Waves crashed over her, washing her in sensation, pounding her senses over and over. She felt herself being lifted from the tub, felt weightless as Randy carried her into his room.


    And then nothing else mattered, nothing but the pleasure of her surrender.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    


    "Table eight is still waiting on their entrees."


    "Table six received their wrong appetizers, I need two more now."


    "Has anyone seen Gary? He's got two tables that still haven't been waited on."


    Alyssa closed her eyes against the nightmare taking place around her. Their streak of smooth sailing had come a crashing halt. The only thing that surprised her was that it had taken so long to happen.


    She pushed her way to the stove and jumped in, grabbing orders, placing food, passing plates through. It was hot, hectic, and completely insane.


    It was just what she needed to get her mind off everything else.


    The crash of china against tile rang in her ears, the sound silencing the noise and shouts for a brief second.


    "Get it cleaned up! What do we need?" Alyssa turned, reaching out to grab the slip containing the order that had just hit the floor. She glanced at it, then quickly grabbed two oversized beef patties from the tray and tossed them on the grill. Lou was busy with three other orders, his competent hands and easy-going manner unruffled by the chaos around them. Alyssa pushed by him, grabbing several more orders as hands reached around her, grabbing plates. She looked up, not surprised to see Val jumping in to carry orders out to waiting customers.


    As much as Alyssa loved the chaos, the hectic pace and sheer insanity, she knew they needed help. As in, yesterday. They had never imagined they'd be this busy, that business would steadily increase each day. It was good for the bottom line, but all four of them were beginning to feel the physical effects of too little sleep and no time off.


    Just one of the joys of being a business owner.


    The flurry of activity finally evened out after two hours and a collective sigh rang through the kitchen as, one by one, her staff took a minute to just breathe. Alyssa grabbed a towel and wiped it across her face, then looked around with a smile. "Great job everyone!"


    Surprisingly, they'd had very little turn-over. Yes, a few people had quit, mostly wait staff who hadn't expected such a grueling pace. But they were quickly replaced by others, who adapted and thrived. Food service wasn't for everyone. It was hard work, more demanding than the average customer could imagine and not without challenges. Alyssa—as well as her three friends—were making it work.


    Maybe a little too well.


    She stepped out of the way and grabbed her water bottle, taking a long sip to rehydrate. The doors swung open behind her and she turned to see Jodi rushing in, her eyes searching until they rested on Alyssa.


    "Randy's out front."


    Her stomach lurched then fluttered, and she pressed a hand to her middle to stop the senseless reaction. It had been well over a month since that night he had shown up at her apartment, unannounced, unexpected.


    But certainly not unwelcome.


    And yet she still felt her stomach lurch whenever she saw him.


    Which scared her, because she saw him all the time. He called or stopped in almost every night. If he was here, he waited for her to finish up then followed her home. If he wasn't here, he'd be waiting for her when she got home.


    And some nights, they actually slept.


    Alyssa glanced at her watch and groaned. She knew why he was here tonight, so early, and it wasn't to follow her home. Tonight was the night Randy and several of his teammates were getting together and going out on the town. With their girlfriends.


    Alyssa was supposed to go with him.


    She glanced down at herself, at her baggy black pants and shapeless white chef's coat. She had brought a cocktail dress with her, had every intention of staying food-free and clean so she could change into it and go out.


    On a real date. Away from work. With Randy.


    That wasn't going to happen now. Even though catastrophe had been diverted and the usual crazy rhythm restored, they were still short-handed in the kitchen. She couldn't leave, not when just one small thing could create another catastrophe, not when her being there could help divert it.


    She swallowed back her disappointment and was ready to tell Jodi to bring Randy back, when the doors swung open and he walked through them. Her heart stopped at the sight of him, and her stomach started fluttering again.


    He was gorgeous, dressed in exquisite designer slacks and jacket of midnight black that had, no doubt, been expertly tailored to fit his strong build. The blue shirt was open at the collar, revealing the healthy glow of tanned skin and a hint at the rock-solid muscle beneath. His black hair was slicked back, smooth except for one small piece that dared to drop forward and fall against his high forehead. His jaw was cleanly shaven, the lines of his chiseled face even stronger.


    And his mouth was pressed into a tight line as disappointment flashed in his hazel eyes. His gaze raked her from the top of her toque to the tips of her no-nonsense skid-proof black shoes, then darted around the kitchen. No doubt seeing the curious looks from some of the staff, he closed the distance between them and cupped his hand around her elbow, leading them quickly outside.


    The warm summer air hit her in the face, slightly muggy but less humid than the heat from the kitchen. Randy's arms came around her and he lowered his head to hers, claiming her mouth in a searing kiss that brought her to her toes. Too quickly he pulled away, his dark brows a slash above his eyes.


    "Why aren't you ready?"


    "We were short-staffed and had a series of crises, then one thing to led to another and I lost track of time."


    He glanced at his watch, something dressy in gold that she knew probably cost a small fortune. He looked back up at her, took a deep breath, then relaxed the frown from his face.


    "So we'll be a little late. Not a big deal. Go change, and I'll wait for you at the bar."


    "Randy, I can't go."


    "What do you mean, you can't go? I thought we were going out tonight."


    "I can't. Didn't you hear me? We're short-staffed. I need to stay here."


    "Let someone else handle it. Val, or one of the other girls. Or that old guy."


    "Lou. My sous chef. And he is handling it. But I still need to be here."


    "Alyssa, we had this planned. A night out. You haven't had time off since you guys have opened this place, and it's getting old hanging around here waiting for you to get off every night."


    Alyssa folded her arms in front of her and swallowed back the sudden flash of irrational anger. She knew he didn't mean it quite the way it had come out. It would only make things worse if she responded in anger. But there was still a small tremor of impatience in her voice when she spoke. "I'm sorry, but none of us has had time off. It doesn't work that way, Randy. This is what I signed on for when we opened this place. This is my responsibility. I can't just leave."


    Randy's jaw clenched, a muscle twitching as he looked down at her. His brows lowered over his eyes, the small scar making him look dangerous, reckless. His mouth compressed into a tight line. "What about tonight? What about you telling me you'd be able to get away?"


    "I thought I could. I can't. I'm sorry."


    "Sorry." He repeated the word then looked away, the muscle in his jaw twitching once more. She reached out, thinking to touch him, to just rest her hand against his arm, but he stepped back and looked at her, his expression unreadable.


    "I need to go. I'm going to be late."


    "Randy—"


    "I'll call you later." And he turned and left, his expensive shoes churning up the gravel as he walked away. Alyssa watched as he moved through the parking lot, torn between going after him, or yelling at him.


    She was tired, too tired to deal with his disappointment when her own threatened to swallow her. Couldn't he have been a little more understanding? Didn't he know how much she had been looking forward to tonight?


    Didn't he realize that she couldn't just walk away from her responsibility? No, he didn't, or he wouldn't have acted the way he had, wouldn't have turned and left the way he did. How could he understand, when he didn't have the same worries, the same day-to-day responsibilities she did? In his world, people jaunted off to the islands on a whim. Never mind that he had offered to take her with him in five months. In his world, he could do what he wanted, when he wanted.


    She didn't have that luxury. Never had, and never would. That was something Randy would never understand.


    She ran her hands over face and swallowed her disappointment and anger, then turned to go back inside. She didn't have time to stand out here and worry or wonder, not when there was so much waiting for her to do inside. Not when she had responsibilities she had to take care of.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    


    The atmosphere was deliberately designed to be cozy: leather sofas and chairs arranged in intimate settings, accented by dark wood tables and thick area rugs. Small lamps were placed in each seating area, casting soft light over the occupants, inviting conversation. Music floated over everything, loud enough to enjoy, but without the sometimes-obnoxious notes of nightclub music. A few couples took advantage of the dance floor in the middle of the room, but most patrons were content to sit, drink, talk and relax.


    Randy looked down at the drink in his hand and wondered what the hell he was doing here. He should have just cancelled. But he hadn't been thinking, had been so pissed when he realized Alyssa wasn't coming with him tonight.


    Pissed? Yeah, if he was honest with himself, he was pissed. But underneath that was a chilling sense of disappointment, a reaction that completely unnerved him. What unnerved him more was the reason for the disappointment.


    Tonight was a couple's night. At least, it was supposed to be, until he showed up by himself. He had been looking forward to the evening, because it was something completely different than what he usually did—which was hang out at the nightclubs or strip joints with JP and a few of the other single guys. It would have been nice to be part of the 'respectable' group for once. And yes, he could be honest with himself and admit that part of him also wanted to show off Alyssa. Not just show her off, but to actually be with her. In public. Away from that damned restaurant.


    Randy took a long swallow of the drink, ignoring the girl squirming on JP's lap. Of course, JP's date put a slight damper on the whole 'respectable' part of the night. The woman was a known puck bunny, and tonight wasn't the first time she had been out with one of the players, didn't matter who. Randy had no idea why JP had brought her along, but if she accidentally grabbed him one more time, Randy was going to have to do more than have a little talk with his pal, JP.


    He drained the drink and leaned forward to place the empty glass on the table. His gaze caught the curious eyes of Ian's date. What the hell was her name? Kelly? No, Kayli. She had been talking with AJ, their goalie's wife, for the last few minutes, while Ian and Alec had gone to the bar. But now she was looking at him and he couldn't help but think that she was wary of him for some reason.


    Hell, did his mood show that much?


    And what the hell did that whole situation even say about him? Christ, even Ian had a date, a woman who seemed to be down-to-earth and genuinely nice. What the hell was wrong with him, that he couldn't even get his girlfriend to take off one night of work to be with him?


    A jolt shot through him, the feeling not that different from taking a puck to the chest. Girlfriend? He had never thought of Alyssa with that term in mind. But what the hell was she, if not his girlfriend?


    Except they didn't date, and they didn't go out anywhere. Ever. Not unless you counted the times when he waited for her to get off work. No, those times didn't count, not to him. So no, they didn't date and they didn't go out anywhere.


    So what the hell were they doing?


    Something brushed against Randy's thigh and he turned, not surprised to see that JP's puck bunny was reaching for him again. Only JP was too busy staring at the woman's chest to notice that his date had other intentions. Either that, or JP didn't care. Maybe both. It was hard to tell, not with the way his friend had been acting lately, like he was trying to find something and hell-bent on forgetting at the same time.


    Randy shifted away from the groping hand with a muttered curse then made the mistake of looking across from him. Ian's date was watching him again, her curious gaze seeing too much. AJ was much blunter, and just rolled her eyes at him before leaning over and whispering something to the other woman.


    It was too much for Randy. He didn't want to be here, not as the odd man out, and he certainly didn't want to be the subject of whispers and curious looks. It should have been a fun night—and it would have been, if Alyssa had been here. But she wasn't.


    She was too damn busy with the damned restaurant.


    Randy swallowed back a curse and stood up so abruptly that the two women sitting across from him stopped talking and watched him. He ignored them and moved away from the seating area, torn between going to the bar for another drink or just leaving.


    Except he didn't want to go home. Home to what? An empty condo overlooking the cold, impersonal lights of the city? There was nothing for him to do there, nothing except brood.


    And he sure as hell wasn't going to go back to the restaurant and wait for Alyssa.


    Randy nearly collided into Alec and Ian, their hands full with drinks. He mumbled an apology and moved to step around them, but not fast enough.


    "Where are you off to?"


    "Not sure. But I don't feel like staying here."


    Alec tightened his grip on the drinks and watched Randy through dark eyes. "Why is that?"


    "Why? In case you haven't noticed, I'm the only one without a date. Kind of defeats the whole 'couples night out', doesn't it?"


    "I didn't say a date was mandatory. I just thought it might be nice for Kayli to meet some of the other guys." Ian glanced over at the seating area and frowned. "Although I have no idea what the hell JP is up to. What is he even doing with her?"


    Randy looked over his shoulder then shrugged. Even he couldn't answer that question. Ian's frown deepened and he shook his head.


    "You don't need to go. But I need to get over there. I'm trying to impress Kayli, not scare the hell out of her."


    Randy considered telling Ian that he should get rid of his scowl if that was the case, but he was already moving away from them, his long stride determined as he moved across the room. Randy shook his head, wondering what Ian's date would think of tonight. Hopefully his friend would have better luck than he did.


    "So, are you going or staying?" The words were casual, but the tone in Alec's voice was more serious. Randy looked at him, then shrugged again.


    "Going. This was a bad idea to begin with."


    "Really? Because I thought you had been looking forward to it."


    "Had. Past tense. It's a little different when you don't have a date."


    "So what happened?"


    "What happened?" Randy laughed, the sound hard and biting. "What happened is that I realized I've been seeing a woman for three months and still haven't gone out on a date with her. And then, the one night we get a chance to go, she decides the restaurant is more important."


    "You're talking about the chef, right? Your sister's friend?"


    Randy nodded, his jaw clenched too hard to speak.


    "It's a new business, isn't it?"


    "Yeah."


    "From what I hear, it's pretty tough opening a new business. Takes a lot of time."


    "Yeah. Your point?"


    Alec shrugged and took a sip from one of the drinks in his hand. "Isn't this the same place you pretty much sunk all that money into?"


    "It was a loan. To my sister. Or an investment. Whatever you want to call it. What about it?"


    "Oh yeah, that's right. To improve your image." A brief smile crossed Alec's face, which made Randy clench his jaw even tighter. "I'm going to go out on a limb here and guess that you have expectations of at least making some money back from that whole thing. That would be tough to do if the restaurant wasn't a success."


    "Yeah, I get that. I still don't know what your point is."


    "My point is that—as the investor—you should be happy the business is doing well. It takes time and dedication to make that happen."


    "Yeah Alec, okay. Sure, I get it. Anything else?"


    "No, I guess not." Alec glanced over at the table, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth when AJ waved to him. He looked back at Randy, his gaze suddenly thoughtful. "How long have you been dating her?"


    "Dating Alyssa? Well, since tonight would have been the first time we've gone out anywhere except her place or mine, exactly never."


    "Do you want to know how many times AJ and I went out when she moved in with me?"


    "What?"


    "For that bet, when she moved in. Do you know how many times we went out? I'll tell you: once. Do you want to know where I took her?"


    Randy glanced at his watch, wondering what point the goalie was trying to make. More importantly, how long it was going to take him to make that point. He sighed and looked back at Alec. "No. Where did you take her?"


    "A strip club. Do you remember that night?"


    A hazy memory swirled in the back of Randy's mind for a few seconds before becoming clearer. He felt a reluctant smile break free. "Oh yeah. I remember that night. That's when that stripper came up and kissed her. Damn, that was—"


    "That's my wife you're talking about."


    Randy wiped the smile from his face and cleared his throat. "Sorry."


    "AJ and I were pretty much living together, but we hadn't really dated except for one pathetic outing to a strip club. Of all places."


    "Yeah, but you guys weren't together then."


    "Weren't we?" Alec shifted and took another sip of the drink. Randy figured both drinks had to be pretty watered-down by now, considering the ice had practically melted away in both of them. "We may not have been going out on dates, but trust me, we were together."


    "Okay, fine. You were together. What's your point, Kolchak?"


    "Just because you haven't been out on dates doesn't mean you're not together. Don't go getting all pissy because the woman takes her responsibilities seriously—especially when that responsibility involves a nice chunk of your own money."


    Alec nodded then walked away without saying another word. Randy watched him, frowning, wondering if Alec had maybe had too much to drink. He had no idea what the hell Alec had been trying to say. Yeah, he understood the responsibility part. He wasn't an idiot, he got that much.


    But the rest of it? About dating and being together? He had no clue what point Alec was trying to make. And no matter what he said, there was a difference. Because even Randy knew that being in a relationship took effort—and all of Alyssa's effort was saved for the restaurant.


    Which meant there wasn't any left for him. That sounded selfish and egotistical, but he didn't care.


    Randy turned away from the smiling couples and threaded his way across the dance floor, which was filled with even more couples. He didn't know what point Alec was trying to make, and didn't care to know. All he knew was that right now, he needed to get out of here.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    


    Randy's hand tightened on the beer bottle, but that didn't stop the bitter liquid from sloshing over the top when someone pushed into him from behind. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, counting to five. The dive bar was crowded, he should expect to be bumped from behind.


    That didn't mean he had to go off.


    One more deep breath and he opened his eyes, doing his best to ignore the crowd around him.


    He should have never come here after leaving his teammates. No, he didn't want to stay with them, not in his mood, not feeling like the proverbial fifth wheel. But he hadn't wanted to go home either.


    Regret filled him and he chased it down with a long gulp of the beer. It was room-temperature, almost too bitter to drink. He had finished the first one, thinking the beer would taste better after that. He was starting number five, and still holding on to that theory.


    And still holding on to the regret.


    He was finally able to admit that he had overreacted earlier, when Alyssa had told him she couldn't get away. Yes, he had been disappointed. That didn't excuse him from acting like an ass. And that was exactly how he had acted: like a spoiled ass. Now he was trying to figure out what to do about it, because he was more than just an ass—he was also stubborn.


    The thought of going back to the restaurant had crossed his mind more than once in the last hour. But it was too late, and part of him was pretty sure that Alyssa wouldn't want to see him anyway. And he really wasn't in the mood, anyway. Part of him was still pissed—pissed at the situation, pissed at himself. It probably wouldn't take much right now for his temper to explode, even if he had come to the realization that it was his fault.


    So here he sat, in some dive bar in east Baltimore, standing out in his expensive tailored suit in a crowd of unwashed bodies.


    His mood was steadily worsening with each sip of warm beer and he had no idea what he'd do if one more asshole knocked into him. Which meant it was time to leave. Past time, actually. But there was no way he was going to drive himself home.


    With a heavy sigh and a feeling of doom, he pulled his phone from the inside pocket of his jacket and stared at the screen. Who should he call? Not JP. If Randy knew his friend at all, JP would be too busy right about now to even bother answering. He ran down a mental list, discarding each option after a second's consideration until he came to one name.


    Shit.


    With another sigh, he tapped a name in his contacts list and held the phone to his ear. It rang three times before a groggy voice answered with a sleepy "Hello?"


    "Hey Val. I need you to come pick me up."


    "What? Randy? Do you know what time it is?"


    "Yeah. I need you to come pick me up."


    "Really? After the stunt you pulled tonight?" Irritation was clear in her voice. A few seconds went by, filled with muttering and the muffled sounds of movement. "Where are you?"


    Randy frowned and looked around, trying to figure out exactly where he was. He had never been to this place before, had chosen it on a whim. He finally motioned for the bartender and asked him the address, ignoring Val's sputtered outrage when she realized he didn't even know where he was.


    "I should make you walk home. You know that, right? It would serve you right." There was another heavy sigh, followed by the muffled sound of keys jangling in the background. "Give me about fifteen minutes. And you better be out front, because I'm not going in to get you."


    His sister disconnected the call before he had a chance to say thanks. Randy stared down at the screen, then shrugged and dropped the phone back into his pocket. What the hell. Fifteen minutes was long enough to have another drink, especially since he wasn't going to be driving.


    He motioned to the bartender once more, and asked for a shot this time. Straight up whiskey. It had to be better than the beer, since it was coming straight from a bottle. Not much chance of it being too warm, too cold, or watered down that way.


    Randy lifted the shot glass to his mouth, intending to toss it back with one quick flick of his wrist. Somebody pushed into him, hard, and the entire shot ended up splashing down the front of his shirt. Randy clenched his jaw and turned on the stool to face the culprit.


    "Do you mind?"


    The guy narrowed his eyes at Randy, his glassy gaze raking over him with contempt. Randy rolled his own eyes and turned away, figuring it wasn't worth saying anything else. The guy was obviously drunk, way past the point of even realizing what he had done. He leaned across the bar and grabbed a few of the cheap napkins stacked in a haphazard pile, wiping at the whiskey that drenched his shirt. Somebody pushed against him again, harder this time.


    "Maybe you should just leave, Mr. Fancypants." The man snarled the words through curled lips, his face so close that Randy could smell the fumes of alcohol on his fetid breath. He rolled his eyes again and turned away, knowing better than to let his temper flare. It wasn't worth it.


    The man knocked into him again, deliberately baiting him. Randy balled his hands into fists but kept them carefully tucked into his lap, tight against his legs. How long before Val showed up? Ten minutes? Less? If Randy was smart, he'd just go wait outside right now.


    He unclenched one fist and reached for his wallet, careful to keep it out of sight as he pulled several bills out and tossed them on the bar before sliding off the stool. The man knocked into him again, hard enough that Randy was pushed against the edge of the bar. He didn't say anything, just fixed the man with a dark, warning look. A few of the others in the bar were watching carefully, slowly moving out of the way. One or two guys, probably friends of the drunk, were tugging at the man's arms, no doubt trying to pull him away. But the man wasn't listening, his glassy eyes trying to focus on Randy.


    "That's right, Mr. Fancypants, just leave."


    Randy took a deep breath and tried to loosen his clenched jaw. "Move."


    "Or what?"


    "Or nothing. I'm trying to leave, now move." Randy stepped forward, his shoulder brushing against the man and moving him back a step. A grungy hand gripped his arm and Randy looked down, noticing the thick fingers and ragged nails caked with dirt and grease. He looked back up and met the man's eyes then clenched his jaw and pulled his arm from the dirty grip.


    Coming here had definitely been a mistake, because his mood was doing a quick nose-dive south and his temper was starting to boil. But this wasn't the place or the time, he told himself. All he had to do was keep his cool until he got outside. Val should be here any minute.


    Randy made it two steps before a heavy weight slammed into him from behind. He clenched his jaw again and turned, not surprised to see that the guy was right there, less than a foot away.


    And the drunk was apparently just as eager for a fight as Randy was. Silence settled over the bar, broken only by the scratchy music coming from an aged jukebox. Most of the patrons had stepped back a safe distance, smart enough to recognize the feral look in Randy's eyes.


    Everyone except the drunk guy.


    No. No, no, no. Randy repeated the single word in his mind. He wasn't going to do this. Not here, not now. It wasn't worth it. He shook his head and turned away with every intention of just walking out. The guy was drunk, had no idea what he was doing. Randy would just let it go. He had to let it go.


    Then Val walked through the door, her long dark hair loose around her shoulders, temper flashing in her dark eyes. And shit, what the hell was she wearing? A loose t-shirt that still showed too much, and some kind of shorts in a pale gray material that barely came to the top of her thighs. Were those her fucking pajamas? He was going to kill her.


    "Dammit Randy, I said to meet me out front!"


    "Look like Mr. Fancypants has a sweet piece of ass waiting for him."


    Randy froze at the slurred words coming from behind him. His fists clenched once more, and he paused only long enough to see Val's mouth open in shock, to see red creep up her neck and blossom on her face.


    And suddenly he had had enough. He turned, one arm coming up as he swung, immediately connecting with the drunk guy's jaw.


    And all hell broke loose.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    


    Silence filled the office, bouncing off the glass-and-chrome décor until it became loud, oppressive. Randy swallowed and pressed his hands tighter into his legs, forcing himself not to move, not to squirm. The sense of déjà vu was almost as overwhelming as the silence. So overwhelming, in fact, that Randy wanted to do more than squirm.


    He wanted to run out of the office and just disappear.


    The silence was finally broken by the rustle of a newspaper being carefully folded, the sound so sharp and sudden that Randy actually jumped. J. Taylor Montgomery placed the paper on the corner of his desk and settled back into his oversized leather chair with a deep sigh. He turned his cool blue eyes on Randy, the gaze full of grandfatherly disappointment.


    "I've been reassured that we can get the charges reduced, if not completely dropped. You're probably looking at probation before judgment, at the most. There's a small possibility we can get even that reduced to time served. I wouldn't be surprised if there was a hefty fine. Not to mention the possibility of a civil suit. If your attorney can get that settled out of court, I suggest you jump at the chance, son." Montgomery shook his head then fixed Randy with a steady gaze. "At least your sister was let go before things went too far."


    Anger rushed through him, harsh and biting, red-hot. Randy swallowed and did his best to push it away, knowing that nothing would be solved by giving into the fiery emotion.


    Giving into it had already cost him, more than he ever thought it would.


    Val had been arrested, the cop threatening to charge her with prostitution. Randy didn't think he'd ever get the picture of her pale face, stricken with horror and humiliation at what was happening, out of his mind. The image gave him nightmares each time he closed his eyes.


    The fight had been fast, over before it had really started. A few punches, heated words, strong hands pulling them apart. But the bartender had called the police, and a few cars had already shown up just as the brief altercation was ending.


    Val had been caught in the middle, whisked away by some cop who thought she was a hooker before statements were even taken. Randy had talked, and talked fast, begging the cops to listen to him as cuffs were snapped around his wrists and he was hauled outside, forced to kneel on the dirt-crusted, stained curb.


    At least Val had been taken to a car.


    He wasn't sure if that was better or not, not when he could see her sitting in the backseat, her arms pulled awkwardly behind her, tears streaming down her face. And she had been frisked, the cop's hands almost brutal in their search.


    Randy thanked God that Val had been let go, that she hadn't been forced to endure the humiliation of being completely stripped for a cavity search at Central Booking. The memory of his own search caused bile to rise in his stomach and creep up his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut and swallowed, taking a cautious breath as he ruthlessly pushed the memory away.


    He looked up at his agent and saw his expression of expectation. Randy realized he was waiting for an answer, and he had no idea what to say. He merely nodded then looked away, knowing there was nothing he could say.


    Silence filled the room once more, not quite as oppressive. It was quickly broken by the sound of rustling paper and the faint squeak of a chair. Randy heard his agent's sigh but didn't bother looking up.


    "The Banners' GM called me yesterday. They want to know what they can do to make you go away."


    The bottom of Randy's stomach opened, filling him with an icy fear that paralyzed his limbs. He looked up, afraid to meet his agent's eyes, and wanted to scream.


    "No." The single word was scratchy and hoarse, the sound barely audible in the expansive office.


    Montgomery steepled his fingers under his chin and fixed Randy with a steely gaze that only paralyzed him even more. Time slowed, bringing a clarity of sound and realization that did little to ease the chilling fear gripping him. His heart beat in the echoing stillness, a loud thump-thump-thump threatening to spill from his chest. His breathing slowed, almost stopped, his chest aching with the need to draw air. Gray seeped into the corners of his vision, nearly masking the dots of black exploding in front of him.


    It occurred to Randy to wonder if he was having a panic attack, or maybe even a heart attack. He closed his eyes and forced air into his lungs with a strangled wheeze.


    "I told him we weren't interested in going down that road." The words came to him through a hazy tunnel, slamming him in the chest. Randy took another deep breath, his lungs filling just a little easier, and opened his eyes. He was afraid of the answer, but he had to ask.


    "What did he say?"


    Montgomery said nothing for a long minute, the time wrapping around Randy like bands of steel, squeezing. Then the man blew out a heavy breath. "We came to an agreement of sorts—provided you meet certain conditions. One of those conditions is successful completion of an anger management class."


    Randy heard the words but couldn't quite comprehend them, not through the buzz of relief filling his head. Then their meaning cut through the relief and he gripped the edge of the chair.


    "Anger management?" He choked the words out, forcing them through his tight throat. Montgomery nodded then searched through a small pile of papers on his desk. He picked up a small white scrap and leaned across the desk, handing the business card to Randy. He took it with numb fingers, not bothering to look down at it.


    "I've taken the liberty of scheduling your first appointment. Be there tomorrow at ten in the morning."


    "But—"


    "You were arrested for disturbing the peace and assault. Arrested. There are no buts. This isn't a guaranteed thing, Michaels. You will do this, or you will not be playing. Is that understood?"


    Montgomery's steely voice left no room for argument and Randy nodded. "What else?"


    "In addition to the anger management, you are not to be seen in any bar. Anywhere. At all, for any reason. It also goes without saying that you stay healthy and that you play harder and better than you've ever played before."


    Randy nodded but didn't say anything. What could he say? Besides the anger management class—which he thought was taking things to an extreme—everything else was common sense and something he could easily do. He had to. There was too much at risk.


    His agent leaned back in his chair and studied Randy with a cool look, his gaze so steady that Randy almost wanted to squirm. He let out another deep breath and shook his head.


    "We had this discussion a few months ago, Randy. We need to have it again. I want you to think about what you might want to do after this year. I'm good at what I do. Damn good. But I wouldn't be doing my job if I didn't let you know right now that I think the chances of getting an extension after this year are pretty slim. I want you to think about that, think about your other options once this season is over."


    Any relief Randy may have felt in the last few minutes was destroyed by those simple words. He clenched his jaw but said nothing. What could he say? Everything that came to mind disappeared as soon as the memory of Val, sitting handcuffed in the back of a police car, came to mind. And no matter what excuse he tried to use, the simple fact was: there was no excuse. It had been his fault, nobody else's. He alone had been responsible. He had known better, known what was at stake this coming season.


    But he had let his carelessness and his temper get the better of him anyway, and now he was going to have to pay the price.


    He inhaled deeply, held the breath in his lungs until he thought they'd burst, then let it out slowly. He didn't say anything, just nodded and stood, then walked out of the office without another word.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    


    The normal sounds of business filled the kitchen: clattering of pans and dishes, the sizzling of the grill and scraping of spatulas, calls for this dish or that one. An occasional taunt between the wait staff and the kitchen staff. Normal, daily sounds.


    Alyssa heard none of it. Instead, her eyes focused on the man standing just inside the kitchen. His large frame took up most of the doorway, his body silhouetted by the stretching rays of the setting sun coming through the open door. Nobody else seemed to notice him. Or, if they did, they paid him little attention. Alyssa couldn't understand why, not when every one of her own senses was so attuned to him.


    That, more than anything else, should tell her that she was overreacting, that she was too drawn to him.


    She gave herself a mental shake and closed the distance to the door, hating that she had to look up at him, hating that her pulse skipped a few dangerous beats and that the lightest sheen of sweat broke out on her palms.


    "You can't keep coming in this way, Randy."


    "Yeah, I know. I just thought..." His voice trailed off as he stepped further into the kitchen and closed the door behind him. His gaze darted around the controlled chaos taking place behind her. Was it her imagination, or did he look nervous? Probably her imagination, since she doubted Randy Michaels ever felt nervous about anything. Never mind that he should be nervous, after what had happened the other night.


    No, not nervous. He should be ashamed. Mortified. Embarrassed to even show up here. Alyssa still couldn't believe what had happened. But she doubted that the entire thing was more than just a blip of inconvenience on his radar.


    She stepped to the side, out of everyone's way, and folded her arms in front of her. The stance was supposed to convey impatience and aloofness, but part of her was afraid it probably looked like she was putting up a shield. She was. That didn't mean she wanted him to know that.


    "What do you want, Randy?"


    He stepped closer to her, a move that made her uncomfortable even though she knew he was merely moving out of the way, just like she had done. His gaze darted around the kitchen once more before settling on hers. Her breath caught and she nearly choked, then quickly tried to hide it. Randy looked...well, he looked awful. There was no other word for it.


    Dark stubble covered his chin, and smudges lined the sensitive skin under his eyes. His face was taut, his normally full lips pulled tight, the slash of the scar across his eye a stark white. Shadows lurked in his hazel eyes, turning them a muddy brown instead of their normal vibrant color.


    Instinct made her want to reach for him, to place her hand on his arm and give him a reassuring squeeze. Better yet, she wanted to put her arms around him and pull him in for a reassuring hug and tell him everything was going to be alright.


    Which was utterly ridiculous. She tightened her arms and actually dug her nails into her skin to stop from acting on the ridiculous urge.


    "Is Val here? I need to talk to her."


    Alyssa clenched her jaw for a brief second, then forced herself to relax it before breaking a tooth. "No. We told her to go home, get some rest. She's pushing herself too hard and after what happened the other night, she needs a break."


    Randy's head snapped back, just the briefest motion, like someone was taking a swing at him. It would serve him right, after what he had done. More shadows filled his eyes, and he looked around again, almost like he was searching for something. Or like he was lost, and didn't know how to find his way.


    Stop it. Just stop it.


    Alyssa absolutely would not let herself think of him in those terms. He was not lost. And he certainly didn't need help finding his way. Randy Michaels was not a social project, and now was not the time to entertain any misplaced notions of becoming a fixer. She wasn't a fixer. Why the hell would she suddenly feel that urge, especially for Randy?


    The man didn't need fixing. What he needed was a cold dose of reality so he could learn that not everyone had as easy a time of it as he did.


    But he didn't move, wouldn't even look at her. Instead, his head tilted forward, his gaze resting at his feet. He looked dejected. Uncertain.


    Alyssa sighed, the deep breath loud enough to be heard above the surrounding chaos. She was going to regret this, she just knew it.


    Before she could change her mind, she reached out and grabbed one of his arms. But instead of giving him a reassuring squeeze, she tightened her grip and all but dragged him back to the small room that served as her office.


    One of these days, she might actually have time to clean and organize it.


    She motioned for him to sit, then closed the door and stumbled through the growing stacks of files and samples and uniform cast-offs to reach her desk. The chair squeaked when she sat in it, and she had to steady herself with one hand on the desk before the chair decided it would stay in place instead of toppling over.


    "So where's Val? I need to see her."


    "I told you, we sent her home. She needs the break."


    "I stopped by her apartment, she wasn't there."


    Probably because she didn't want to talk to you. Alyssa didn't say the words out loud though. She wasn't sure why, because there was no doubt Randy needed to hear them, needed to realize that he couldn't just show up and suddenly have things work out.


    But she didn't know what else to say. She only knew that, from the forlorn look on Randy's face, she had to say something. Before she could question what she was doing, she reached across the desk and grabbed the phone, quickly punching in Val's number.


    She answered on the second ring, her voice light as usual, classical music playing in the background. Alyssa turned to the side, hoping Randy couldn't hear the noise coming through the phone.


    "Hey Val. Randy's worried about you."


    "Good, he should be."


    "Yeah. Um, he stopped by your place to check on you but said you weren't home."


    "Of course I'm home. Where else would I be? I didn't answer because I didn't feel like dealing with him and throwing up at the same time."


    Alyssa bit back the smile that wanted to curl her lips and instead cleared her throat. "Yeah, I know. But, he's worried and I wanted to let him know you were fine."


    "Oh my God, is the bonehead there right now? Does he look worried? Please tell me he looks worried. And miserable. Miserable would work, too."


    "Yes, he is."


    "Good. You need to milk this for all you can. Lay the biggest guilt trip ever on him. It would do him good."


    "Val, I'm not—"


    "Let me talk to her." Randy reached across the desk and yanked the phone from her hand, not even bothering to look at her when he grabbed it. Alyssa only hoped Val stopped talking before Randy could hear her and realize what was going on.


    Because yes, they had sent Val home. But only because she had some kind of stomach virus. As far as Val was concerned, everything that had happened the other night was now classified as one big adventure she could someday tell her offspring—if she ever had any. But that was now. Val hadn't been laughing right after it happened.


    Which meant, of course, that Randy had to suffer for it. Alyssa was only too happy to play along with Val, because Randy wasn't exactly on her list of people she wanted to be nice to, not after what else he had done that night.


    "Val, listen, I—" Randy broke off and looked over at her, and Alyssa realized he probably wanted some privacy. She held onto the desk before pushing herself up from the chair, then stepped around it. But Randy grabbed her wrist when she reached for the door, his hand warm and strong as he tugged. He looked up at her, his shadowed eyes almost pleading as he ran his hand down past her wrist. To her surprise, his fingers threaded through hers and squeezed, just the tiniest bit. He cleared his throat and spoke into the phone.


    "Listen, I'm sorry. About the other night." He was speaking into the phone, but looking at Alyssa. And she couldn't help but feel that he was talking to her as much as he was talking to his sister. "I was a complete ass. I know that's not an excuse, and I know there's nothing I can do to make up for it. I just wanted to let you know I was sorry."


    Oh damn. Damn, damn, damn. Alyssa swallowed and blinked, afraid too much emotion would show in her eyes. As far as apologies went, there wasn't much to it. But the look in his eyes, and the sincerity in his voice, more than made up for the plain words.


    No. She didn't want this. She didn't want to forgive him, didn't want to see him as a normal human being, as a man with faults and fears and regrets. And she certainly didn't want those confused feelings and emotions racing through her again, not when she had nearly convinced herself that she had been imagining them.


    "What?" Randy finally looked away from her, his brows lowered in a frown. The shadows in his eyes darkened a bit more, and his lips pressed more tightly together. Alyssa had no idea what Val was saying, but whatever it was brought color to Randy's face—a vivid red that spread up his neck and fanned across his cheeks. His hand tightened on the phone as he took a deep breath. "I know but...No. Of course not."


    Alyssa tugged on her hand, trying to pull away, but Randy tightened his fingers around hers and held her in place. He spared her a brief glance then looked away.


    "Val, I don't think that's going to work...Yes...Yes, I know." There was a long pause during which the color on Randy's face got even darker. "I know, I'm an ass...Yes, a complete and total douchebag...Yeah, I get it...Yes, she's right here. Hold on."


    He pulled the phone away from his ear and handed it to her. Alyssa noticed that his jaw was clenched, so tightly that the muscle twitched. She swallowed and grabbed the phone, then tried to tug her hand from his grip again. To her surprise, he released her.


    "I'm here."


    "Is he steaming?"


    Alyssa looked over at Randy, at his red face and clenched jaw and deep frown. She cleared her throat. "Yeah, you could say that."


    "Good. He was getting entirely too mushy. I couldn't handle it any longer. Now listen, you really need to keep it going. Don't let him off easy."


    "For what?"


    "For that stunt he pulled with you. He needs to pay for that, too. I still have no idea what his problem was. Is. Whatever."


    "Val, I don't think—"


    "Exactly. I know you, so don't think." There was a short pause, and Val's voice was softer, almost gentler, when she spoke again. "He likes you, Alyssa. A lot. I don't know why he hasn't told you that yet, but I know it. And I think you two are really good together."


    "Val—"


    "So." Val's voice was once more normal. "Give him a hard time, but not too hard."


    "I'm not sure—"


    "Oh shit. I need to throw up again. Call me later and let me know what happened."


    Alyssa pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it for a few seconds, then replaced it in the charger. Awkward silence filled the small space and she suddenly had no idea what to do. She certainly had no idea what to say.


    "Is Val okay?"


    "Hm? Oh, yeah. She had to go throw up."


    "Throw up?" The color drained from Randy's face. "Oh God, I've got her so upset, she's throwing up? What the hell..." His voice trailed off and he lowered his head, his hands coming up to cover his face.


    Alyssa watched him, sympathy flaring deep inside her at the hopelessness and desperation that rolled off him like huge, giant waves. And the urge to take him in her arms and reassure him was back, so strong she nearly gave in.


    She hurried around the desk and sat in the chair, hard enough that it nearly dumped her out of it before she remembered to grab the edge of the desk. No matter how strong the urge was to reassure him, she couldn't. She wouldn't give in.


    Because no matter what Val said, there was no "them". They weren't good for each other. They weren't even together. Alyssa didn't think they ever really were. No, no thinking. Val was right about that, at least. Alyssa couldn't think about it. If she did, she might second-guess herself. Again. She had to go with what her mind was telling her, nothing else.


    And her mind was telling her that there was nothing there. It was as simple as that.


    She took a deep breath and looked across the desk. And that quickly, her resolve melted away. Randy was still slumped forward in the chair, his hands over his face, his breathing slow and harsh.


    "I, um...well, for what it's worth, I think Val is going to be okay, you know? I think she just needs a little time." Randy mumbled something, the words harsh but muted behind his hands. Alyssa hesitated, the leaned across the desk. "I'm sorry, I didn't hear you."


    He finally straightened and lowered his hands, revealing a pale face. The shadows in his eyes were darker now, and Alyssa couldn't shake the thought that while he might be here physically, sitting across from her, his mind was somewhere else, his eyes seeing something different than the cluttered office.


    "I completely fucked up, Alyssa. Everything. They arrested Val, and it was all my fault. Arrested her!"


    "Well, not really. I mean, they let her go—"


    "You didn't see her. In the back of the car, scared and crying. I close my eyes and see her face every time, and the only thing I can think of is, it's all my fault."


    "Randy, I—"


    "Do you know what happens when you get arrested?" He looked at her, actually looked, like he was really seeing her instead of whatever images were replaying in his mind. A chill crept over her at the darkness in his eyes, and she realized she didn't want to know. Whatever he was going to tell her, she didn't want to know.


    "No." She shook her head to reiterate her answer, but it didn't matter because that quick, he was somewhere else again. His eyes focused on a spot behind her, but she knew he wasn't really seeing anything.


    "They take you to Central Booking for processing. They take everything from you and strip you down. Then they line you up and search you. A full cavity search." There was no emotion in his voice, the words flat, without inflection of any kind. Another chill went through her but she was afraid to move, afraid to say anything. "After they search you, they fingerprint you and take your picture. Then you're placed in a cell with a bunch of thugs and criminals. And you wait. You just...wait."


    Alyssa finally looked away and rubbed her hands along her arms, trying to warm the pebbled flesh. She knew he wasn't merely reciting a list—he was remembering. Telling her with minimal words and no emotion exactly what had happened the other night. That chilled her more than anything else he might have said or done.


    "I have no idea what I would have done if they hadn't let Val go, if they had taken her to Central Booking, too." Randy's gaze finally met hers, for the briefest of seconds before he leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes. He inhaled deeply then let the breath out in a short hiss. His lips tightened, like he was trying to avoid some bitter tasting medicine from being forced into his mouth. The strong muscles of his throat worked as he swallowed, and she watched as a shudder went through him.


    She couldn't just sit there and watch him, couldn't let him relive the nightmare he had just described by himself. But she had no idea what to say, what to do. Val had jokingly said he needed to suffer. There was no doubt in Alyssa's mind that Randy was suffering enough, without help from them. And if Val could see him now, she would hate herself for adding to his suffering.


    Alyssa pushed herself from the chair and made her way around the desk. Before she could question herself, before she could stop and wonder if she was doing the right thing, she kneeled in front of him and wrapped her arms tight around his waist. She pressed her face against his chest and tightened her hold even more. The body in her arms was as hard as a statue, cold and impersonal. Immovable. Untouchable. But she didn't let go.


    "Val's going to be okay. I know it."


    Long minutes went by but Randy said nothing, didn't even move. The beat of his heart was a steady pounding in her ear. She listened to it, the heavy thump-thump-thump that was the only indication that the man in her arms was really alive and not an immovable statue.


    Alyssa wasn't sure how much more time went by—enough that her knees started aching against the hard floor and the muscles in her arms quivered from holding him so tightly. But he finally moved, his body softening in her hold just the tiniest bit. His arms wrapped around hers, the hold loose at first, then gradually tightening. She felt his head lower, felt the coolness of his cheek against her skin when he rested it against the top of her head. His chest heaved with a deep breath, the echo of his breathing loud in her ear. His arms tightened even more.


    "I fucked up, Alyssa. Everything. And I don't know what to do. I don't know how to make it right."


    "I told you, Val is going to be fine. I know it, trust me."


    Randy moved his arms, releasing her, then shifted in the chair. She sighed and pushed herself to her feet, wincing slightly at the prickling sensation running down her legs. She stepped back and leaned against the desk, watching him. But he wasn't looking at her, wasn't looking at anything. He just leaned forward in the chair, his hands fisted together and hanging between his legs, his head dropped forward. He stayed that way for several quiet minutes, then inhaled deeply and stood up so quickly that she pressed herself against the desk.


    "Not just Val. Everything. My career. You, us. All of it." He ran his hands through his thick dark hair and let out a deep sigh. Alyssa couldn't breathe, her mind a complete blank, struggling for something to say. There was more going on than they had realized, something else that had happened they didn't know about. But she had no idea what, and didn't know how to ask.


    "I'm sorry. I know that doesn't mean shit to you, but I'm sorry." He looked at her, a brief glance filled with regret, then reached for the door.


    Alyssa couldn't move, could only watch as he walked through the door and out of the office into the chaos of the busy kitchen. It wasn't until he disappeared through the outside door that she could breathe, and she forced herself to finally move.


    She reached across the desk and grabbed the phone, quickly dialing Val's number.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    


    Randy dug in with his skate and pushed himself off, gaining speed as he headed across the ice. He reached the line, turned, pushed himself off again. Muscles stretched and burned; sweat dripped down his face and soaked his practice jersey. Stop, turn, push off.


    The drills continued, hard, fast, repetitive. Harsh breathing and grunts echoed in the cavernous rink, broken by the occasional muttered swearing or loud shouts from the bench.


    It was the first week of practice, and Randy wasn't the only one feeling it. But that was little comfort, not when he knew he had so much more to prove, so much more to make up for.


    A shrill whistle pierced the cold air, signaling a break. Randy bent forward and rested the stick across his knees, drawing in huge gulps of air as he drifted toward the bench.


    "Michaels, get your ass over here." Sonny LeBlanc's harsh voice rose above the surrounding noise, startling him. Randy took another deep breath then pushed off once more, hurrying to the bench before Sonny decided to mete out punishment for being too slow.


    "What's your problem, Michaels? Too much fun over the summer? My fucking grandmother can move faster than that. Laps, now."


    Randy swore beneath his breath, careful to keep the words soft so Sonny couldn't hear him. He skated past JP and Mat, only slightly mollified to see the younger player as drenched in sweat as he was. Then he pushed them out of his mind and focused on the ice in front of him, his strong legs screaming with each forward move.


    One lap. Two. Sonny's loud voice carried above the other noise, ordering more players to join him in doing laps. JP skated next to him, grumbling, the words lost in the noise of skates scraping across ice. Randy shook his head and dug in deeper, pushing away from JP, pushing away from everyone as his legs stretched and moved in a smooth rhythm. He pushed harder, moving forward, faster, digging to find his internal zone so nothing else would matter, not the pain, not the burning.


    Not the events of the last two weeks.


    The shrill whistle splintered the air once more, longer this time, signaling the end to practice. Randy sucked in air and raced to the bench, sliding to a stop in a spray of ice before stepping through the door. He walked pass Sonny, noticed the man's eyes watching him with an unreadable expression. Randy almost expected to be stopped, was waiting for an iron fist to close around his arm and pull him to the side.


    But Sonny let him go, not saying a word. Randy moved past him and breathed a small sigh of relief when he made it to the locker room. He pulled off his jersey and pads and tossed them to the floor, then sat on the bench with a small groan to remove his skates.


    It could be worse, he thought. Despite the burning in his muscles, despite the sweat drenching him, it could be worse.


    He could not be here at all.


    But, by some miracle, the charges from the fight two weeks ago had been dropped. He didn't know why, didn't question how, was just thankful they had been. But that was too little comfort too late and he tired, again, to force all thoughts of what could have happened away. He had spent too much dwelling on what could have happened, too much time dwelling on what would probably happen in the near future. He needed to get over it and move on, to focus on playing his best damn game ever day this year.


    One day at a time, one practice at a time, one game at a time. He didn't have a choice.


    "You're too quiet, my friend. That's never a good sign, eh?" JP lowered himself to the bench, not bothering to hide his own deep groan as he leaned forward and worked at untying the laces of his own skates.


    Randy said nothing, just focused on removing one skate, then the other. He stood and loosened his shorts, then pushed them down and stepped out of them. Next came the socks, followed by more pads, until he stood there in nothing but his sport briefs.


    "I think you're worrying too much. Worrying won't help."


    "You're not helping, JP."


    "You need to get out. Unwind. Forget about what happened."


    "You're not the one whose contract is up this year." Randy reached into his locker and pulled out his shower kit, tossing the towel over his shoulder.


    "No. But that doesn't mean I don't worry. We all worry." JP tossed his gear into a pile then reached into his own locker. He paused then looked over at Randy, his gaze steady, focused. "But we don't let the worry rule us. You know that. You're the one who taught me that, eh?"


    Randy shook his head, not bothering to reply because JP was right. That didn't mean he had to like it, and he sure as hell didn't need to have his own words thrown back at him. It was different this time. Randy knew that, just like JP knew it. There wasn't anything either one of them could say to change it, so it wasn't worth saying anything.


    "You should come to lunch with us. A big hearty meal, some downtime and fun. Get your mind off things."


    "I'll pass." Randy stepped around his friend and made his way to the showers, only slightly surprised that JP didn't stop him. They've been having this same conversation for the last week, every single day. Maybe JP finally realized he wasn't going to change his mind.


    The post-practice soak and shower marginally eased his burning muscles, but did nothing for his frame of mind. He was brooding, plain and simple, something he had been doing for entirely too long. It wasn't healthy, dwelling on things he couldn't change, but he couldn't snap out of it.


    He pushed through the glass doors of the practice rink and squinted against the September sun. He paused long enough to put his sunglasses on, then hurried across the parking lot, ignoring the calls and good-natured ribbing from some of the other players as he made his way to his car.


    And stopped so suddenly that the gear bag fell from his shoulder.


    Val was leaning against the side of the convertible, her slender arms crossed in front of her. Like him, she was wearing sunglasses. She pushed them up and anchored them on top of her hair, catching a few long strands so they fell in her face. She pushed her hair behind her ears and fixed him with a fiery look that made him pause again.


    "When the hell are you going to snap out of it?"


    Randy took a deep breath then moved forward. She didn't move, so he was forced to reach around her to toss the bag on the seat.


    "What are you doing here?" He couldn't quite meet her eyes when he spoke, but he didn't care, not when he knew she wouldn't know because his eyes were hidden behind the dark shades.


    "I'm here to talk to you."


    "Val, I'm not in the mood to talk."


    "No kidding. I figured that out when you started ignoring me. Randy, you have to snap out of this."


    "Don't tell me what I have to do." He dug the keys from the front pocket of his jeans and walked around the rear of the car. He wasn't surprised when Val followed him.


    "Dammit, I will tell you. You're being an ass."


    He turned on her, so fast that she took a step back to avoid being bumped into. An icy finger of regret trailed his spine but he pushed it away. "This isn't the time or the place, Val."


    "Then when is? Tell me, please. Because you don't answer the phone, you don't call me back. You won't answer the door when I go to your place. You don't even come to the restaurant any more. And how about Alyssa? What happened with that? You don't even talk to her anymore!"


    "Leave Alyssa out of it."


    "Randy, please. Just tell me what's going on."


    He yanked open the car door then paused, his hand tight on the door frame. Val watched him, concern clear in her eyes despite the stubborn lift of her chin and tightly compressed mouth. Randy took a deep breath, fighting the urge to pull his sister into a hug and reassure her. He swallowed, hard, and made an effort to soften his voice when he spoke.


    "I fucked up, Val. Okay? I fucked everything up. All I'm doing now is my best to fix it. So please, just let it go. Okay?" He didn't wait for an answer, just lowered himself into the seat and pulled the door closed behind him. The engine turned over with a soft purr and he jammed the shifter into gear, backing out of the parking space slowly.


    He didn't bother to look in the rearview mirror as he pulled away. He knew Val was still standing there, watching him, because he could feel her eyes burning into the back of his head.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    Alyssa stared at the door, wondering once more why she was even here. The idea was a stupid one, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't see how it was going to work.


    It wouldn't work. She knew that as surely as she knew her own name. So why was she standing here, frozen in place like some stalker?


    Because she had promised Val, that's why.


    She took a deep breath then pushed the doorbell, holding it in longer than was really necessary. Her finger shook, but she chose to ignore it. If she didn't, she'd probably give in to nerves and just bolt—turn right around and take the elevator back down. Which is what she should do anyway, because this was so not a good idea.


    Long minutes went by, and the door remained closed. She leaned forward, not quite pressing her ear to the door, listening for sounds. Shuffling footsteps, grumbling, the muffled sound of a television or music.


    Nothing.


    He probably wasn't home.


    She reached out and pressed the doorbell one more time, holding it in even longer this time. She'd give it another minute—or maybe ten whole seconds—then turn around and leave. That way, she could tell Val she had tried. Her conscience would be clear because it would be the truth, and her friend would be satisfied.


    Well, probably not, but at least Alyssa could say she tried.


    He obviously wasn't home. Good. She whispered a small thanks and was ready to turn and make her way back to the elevator when the door suddenly opened. Alyssa inhaled so quickly she nearly choked, then blinked and sucked in her breath once more.


    Randy stood in the doorway, his dark hair tousled, his eyes drowsy from sleep. And he was wearing nothing but a pair of low-slung gym shorts and a frown.


    Concentrate on the frown, concentrate on the frown. Alyssa repeated the words, over and over, but her brain had obviously lost control over the rest of her body because she couldn't stop her eyes from dropping to the bare expanse of his chest. Rock hard, solid, muscled. Signals misfired somewhere in her brain, because her fingers were actually tingling with the need to touch all that bare skin. His flesh would be warm under her touch, warm and inviting and—


    She swallowed and dragged her gaze back to his face. Concentrate on the frown, concentrate on the frown.


    "Sorry, I didn't mean to wake you." It was the first thing that popped into her mind, and she winced at how stupid the words sounded. It didn't help that her voice got caught in her throat and came out in a scratchy squeak.


    Randy's brows lifted in silent question but he didn't say anything, just stood there in the doorway like some kind of guardian carved of granite. Alyssa shifted, more uncomfortable than ever, then finally crossed her arms in front of her. She hoped the move conveyed impatience, but she was pretty sure it merely broadcasted her uncertainty.


    "How did you get up here?" The question caught her off-guard, even though she should have expected it. She looked behind her at the elevator, then back at Randy, and finally shrugged. He scowled. "Val gave you the key code."


    "She's worried about you."


    "Tell her I'm fine." He stepped back and Alyssa knew he was going to close the door without another word. She didn't stop to think, didn't stop to consider what she was doing. She stepped forward, close enough that he wouldn't be able to close the door without hitting her with it.


    Close enough that she could feel the heat of his body.


    "Can I come in?"


    Randy stared down at her, something unreadable flashing in his eyes. The muscle in his jaw twitched, just a quick jump. Then he stepped back and opened the door wider in silent invitation. Alyssa took a deep breath and crossed the threshold, ignoring the sensation that she had just crossed some invisible line that would forever change things. It was a ridiculous thought, no doubt spurred on by the knowledge that this was nothing more than an exercise in futility.


    That didn't stop her from jumping when Randy closed the door behind her, the quiet click echoing in the entranceway. He pushed by her and walked into the large living area then turned toward the kitchen. Alyssa took a few deep breaths and reminded herself that she was doing this for Val, then followed him.


    He was standing in front of the large refrigerator, his broad back to her. She watched the muscles flex and stretch as he rummaged through the shelves, then felt her face heat when he suddenly turned to face her. If he noticed her flush, he didn't say anything. His expression was carefully blank, his eyes hooded as he leaned against the counter and twisted the top off a bottle of water. He raised the bottle to his mouth and drank, the strong muscles of his throat working with each swallow. His eyes never left hers.


    He finished the water and lowered the empty bottle, holding it casually by his side. "So why are you here?"


    "I told you, Val's worried about you. You won't return her calls, won't talk to her."


    "I already told her I'm fine. I'll tell you the same thing."


    "If you're so fine, why won't you talk to her?"


    "Because there's really nothing else I have to say to her."


    "Oh my God, that is such a juvenile thing to say! She's your sister! If you want to be an ass to me and everyone else, fine. But don't be that way to Val!" Alyssa surprised herself with the outburst. Not just with how she nearly screamed the words, but with the actual words themselves. How could she have been so stupid? She didn't want him to think she cared, didn't want him to know that what he had done had any effect on her.


    She turned away from him and ran her hands through her hair in frustration. Coming here had been stupid. So stupid. She should just leave. Alyssa knew that, but she was having trouble getting her feet to move, to listen to the commands her brain was practically screaming at them.


    "I'm sorry." The softly-spoken words shattered the silence of the kitchen. Alyssa froze, her heart stumbling in her chest at the hoarse desperation she heard in his voice. She needed to move, to put one foot in front of the other and just walk out before she did something really stupid. But instead of walking out, she turned around.


    And called herself every kind of fool, because that one movement would prove to be her downfall. She knew it as surely as she knew her own name.


    She wasn't a fixer. She wasn't a nurturer. Randy leaned against the counter, his face drawn, regret and sorrow evident in every harsh line of his body. She could actually feel his pain and regret, felt it washing over her in a crushing wave of emotion. Watching him filled her with a sudden need to comfort and reassure, which was so absolutely ludicrous and completely unlike her. What did she know about comfort and reassurance? Nothing.


    But that didn't stop her from stepping toward him, moving closer until she stood an inch away. Emotion swirled in the brown-gold of his eyes, but she had no idea what the emotion was.


    Part of her didn't want to know.


    The air thickened around them, becoming heavier, almost oppressive. Alyssa took a deep breath and wondered why she felt frozen to the spot. She wanted to move, needed to move.


    But did she want to move away from him? Or move closer? Some deep-seated survival instinct told her to move away, warned her that moving closer would push her over some unseen emotional line. And she knew, without a doubt, that if she crossed that invisible line, there would be no turning back, that she would forever be hopelessly lost.


    But it was too late. It had been too late even before now.


    She was drawn in by the look in Randy's eyes, by the searing heat and unknown swirl of emotions. He raised his hand, slowly, as if any movement might scare her. But she didn't move, and his hand gently cupped her cheek, his thumb gently caressing her lower lip.


    "I'm sorry." He repeated the words, his voice so soft it was less than a whisper. Then he dipped his head and brushed his mouth against hers, the touch feather light, cautious.


    The kiss hurled Alyssa over the edge.


    She leaned into him and wrapped her arms around his neck as his tongue plunged into her mouth. She pressed her body against his, trying to get closer, needing to get closer. His arms closed around her, his hands molding the curves of her bottom, pressing her against the hardness of his erection. She wanted him—needed him—now. All of him.


    She dragged her hands across his shoulders and down his sides, feeling hard muscle twitch beneath her touch, feeling flesh heat under her hands. Her fingers snagged the waistband of his shorts and dragged them down, down past his hips until his erection sprung free between them. She wrapped her hand around his hard length and stroked him. His breathing grew harsh and he groaned, the sound lost in the frenzied mating of their tongues.


    Alyssa dragged her mouth from his, dropping kisses along his jaw, his throat, down to his chest and lower. She dropped to her knees and pushed his shorts down to his ankles. He kicked them free of his feet as she ran her hands up his strong calves, his steely thighs. She looked up at him through half-lowered lids, saw the heat flare in his eyes just before she closed her mouth around him.


    His hips bucked and his hands fisted in her hair, holding her more tightly against him as she sucked and licked. She ran her hands along the inside of his thighs, lightly scraping her short nails across the sensitive skin. Randy's harsh breathing echoed around them, filling her with a sense of power, primal and exciting.


    She swirled her tongue around the tip of his cock, licking the bead of moisture before closing her mouth more fully around his hard length. His hands tightened in her hair as he pumped himself into her mouth. He stopped suddenly, holding himself still, then pulled away with a low growl as he reached down for her.


    "I need you." His mouth crushed hers, his tongue delving into the recesses of her mouth as his hands tore at her clothing, tossing each piece into a careless pile until nothing separated them and they stood together, skin against skin.


    "I need you, Alyssa. Now." His hands tightened around her waist and he lifted her, his cock teasing her damp opening. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pushed herself closer, waiting to feel the heaviness of his erection fill her. He pushed against her then stopped with a low growl.


    "Fuck. Condom." He shifted and lifted her in his arms, moving so swiftly that she grabbed his shoulders, afraid he'd drop her. The world spun, tilting and dipping as he carried her upstairs to his room and gently placed her in the middle of the bed. His mouth closed over hers once more, the kiss long and searing before he moved away and reached into the nightstand. His movements were rushed, jerky, as he tore open the wrapper and quickly sheathed himself.


    Then he was on top of her, settling between her legs with a comforting weight as he drove into her. Alyssa's breath tore from her lungs and her head dropped back as sensation swamped her. He drove into her again, hard, fast. Demanding. Possessing.


    "I need you, Alyssa. God, I'm sorry, so sorry."


    She shook her head and pressed her fingers against his mouth, silencing him. Her hips thrust upward, meeting each frantic drive. Heat rushed through her, tightening, swirling, driving everything else away except the feeling of Randy, deep inside her.


    He drove into her, again and again, each thrust harder, faster, deeper. She wrapped her legs high around his waist and dug her fingers into his shoulders, holding on as she crashed head-first over the edge. She called his name, felt his mouth on hers, felt his arms tighten around her as he shuddered his own release.


    And she imagined him crashing over the ledge with her, his hold protective, reassuring, as they fell together.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    


    What the fuck was he doing?


    Randy stared at the slowly turning blades of the ceiling fan, searching for answers he was afraid to find. Shadows stretched across the room, cloaking them in artificial twilight. He ran a hand across his face, feeling the rasp of stubble scratch his palm. He should get up. Grab something to eat, get dressed, go out. Something.


    He turned to the side and propped his head in his hand, watching the gentle rise and fall of Alyssa's chest. Her lashes formed dark crescents under her closed eyes, but he knew there were shadows there, too. Shadows of worry, of doubt, of concern.


    What the fuck was he doing?


    He had no business being with her. It didn't matter how he felt, how she made him feel. With her, everything else seemed to fade into the background. But that didn't change things. He was an ass, and he had completely fucked up everything.


    So why had he allowed her into his condo? Why had he touched her? No, not just touched. He had used her. Hard. And not just once. It was like he couldn't get enough of her, like he was addicted, and he didn't know why.


    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, catching the faintest hint of her essence. Something soft, warm, spicy. Uniquely Alyssa. And he knew he was a liar. He knew damn well why he was with her, why he was addicted to her.


    With her, he was someone different. With her, he could be himself and not worry about anything else. She brought him a peace of mind, a quiet reassurance that maybe he wasn't as screwed up as he sometimes worried.


    Which was more than enough to convince him that he really had fucked up. He was hard-headed and temperamental, two traits that had finally caught up with him. The fact that he had nearly gotten his sister arrested was proof of that. Never mind the fact that he had pretty much ruined his own career. But it was nothing less than what he deserved, nothing more than his recklessness catching up to him.


    So what the exact fuck was he doing? He didn't deserve to have Alyssa in his bed, or anywhere else for that matter.


    But he didn't want her to leave.


    He looked over his shoulder and glanced at the clock on the nightstand, frowning at the niggling sense of wrongness. He squeezed his eyes shut then reopened them, looking at the clock once more, wondering if he was seeing things.


    "Shit." He muttered the word then rolled back over, knowing he had to wake Alyssa. Only he didn't, because she was already awake, resting on her side and watching him with those clear whiskey-colored eyes. The corners of her full mouth tilted into a small smile when his eyes met hers.


    "Hey." Her voice was soft with sleep, warm and comforting.


    "Hey." He tried to smile but didn't think the attempt was successful. He was watched her for a few seconds, fighting the urge to run his hand along the smooth curve of her bare shoulder. "I think you're late for work."


    Something flashed in her eyes, gone before he could decipher it. But she didn't get up, didn't turn her head to see the clock. Her only move was to reach out with her hand and place it gently against his chest. The touch was delicate, her fingers were warm and gentle.


    "I'm not working tonight."


    It took him a few seconds to process the words, and then he wasn't quite sure how to respond. She had taken off work? Why? He knew for a fact that she had worked every night without a break, so focused on making a success of the restaurant that everything else had been secondary.


    So why was tonight different?


    Randy pushed away the small burst of excitement, telling himself not to read anything into it. He was sure there was a good reason she wasn't working tonight. Just like he was damn sure that reason wasn't him.


    "Oh. I, uh, I guess you have somewhere you need to be, then." He inwardly winced as soon as the words left his mouth. For someone who was so convinced he had completely fucked up, he wasn't doing a very good job of feigning indifference.


    "You're right, I do."


    He swallowed back his disappointment, calling himself an ass. But Alyssa just smiled and moved closer, trailing her hand down his chest and lower.


    "I took off work so I could come here."


    Warmth flooded his chest and he told himself to stop hoping, to not read anything into it. She had come here to talk to him, nothing else. She had come here because Val was worried about him. It didn't matter that they were in bed now, it had just happened. Randy couldn't allow himself to read anything into it.


    But Alyssa leaned forward and pressed her lips against his, seeking, giving. Hope, and something else, flooded through him at her touch. His arms closed around her and he pulled her on top of him, wondering if maybe he had been wrong.


    Maybe he hadn't completely fucked things up like he thought.


    


    **


    


    Randy raced across the ice, his legs stretching, burning. He leaned forward, sweeping the blade of the stick left and right, making one final surge before digging the puck from the other player. Randy swung his stick behind him, sending the puck flying away from the net and back toward center ice. He sucked in air and hurried back to the bench, diving over it as the line changed.


    The crowd roared around them, filling the arena. Randy paid them little attention, his gaze moving over to the coach as he reached for a water bottle. Sonny's eyes met his, flat and expressionless, before moving back to the ice.


    "Shit." Randy muttered under his breath then shot a stream of water into his mouth, swishing it around for a few seconds before spitting it out. He dropped to the bench, his stick held loosely between his legs, and watched the final seconds of the period tick away.


    The horn sounded, loud and long, signaling the end of the second period. Randy looked up at the jumbo screen suspended at center ice, reading the score. Tied, 2 to 2.


    Not good enough. Not when he should have been the one to stop the other team's last shot.


    Randy stood and moved toward the locker room with the other players, ignoring the jeers and cheers from the crowd as they passed into the hallway. Dammit, what the hell was wrong with him? His game was off tonight, choppy and inconsistent, and he didn't know why.


    He told himself it had nothing to do with the call from his agent this afternoon. Not a damn thing. No, being told his agent was shopping around for a trade, looking for another team to take him either now or at the end of the year had no effect on his play whatsoever.


    Which was a complete lie, of course. Randy threw off his gloves and pulled off his helmet, placing the gear on the bench before sitting down. Sounds of grunts and soft swearing were broken only by the sounds of assorted gear being removed and hitting the floor. That would change in a few minutes, as soon as Sonny and the rest of the coaching team made it back to the locker room.


    Randy knew what was coming: a loud, drawn-out dressing down, followed by Sonny's version of a pep talk, a reverse-psychology rant meant to get them fired up for the third period.


    Sonny lived up to expectations, delivering a loud rant peppered with colorful language. Randy only listened with one ear, his mind preoccupied with the afternoon's conversation.


    He went through the motions, shouting with the others, gathering his gear and shrugging back into it, reaching in for the final cheer. But his mind was still elsewhere, his thoughts scattered and disjointed as everyone lined up to head back out to the ice.


    "Michaels. Get your ass over here." Sonny's loud voice boomed in the nearly empty corridor. Randy groaned and stumbled to a halt, then closed the distance to the coach, his gait awkward in the skates. Sonny's steely eyes were flat, the scar that slashed across his face pale.


    "What's this I hear you're not happy with us, Michaels?"


    Randy shook his head, not sure quite what to say, afraid that maybe his agent hadn't quite told him everything. Fuck. Was there already a plan to trade him? "Coach?"


    "You like playing for the Banners, Michaels?"


    "Yes, Coach." How could Sonny even ask him that? This was his town, where he grew up, where he belonged. His first four years playing hockey had been with another team, and he had fought, hard, to get back here. He didn't want to leave now. Bile rumbled in his gut at the thought of leaving.


    "Then prove it. I don't know what the hell is going on with you, but I want to see the player I used to know back out on that ice. I don't give a flying fuck what rumors are going around. You're one of my best defensemen. Show me you still got it. Show me you want to stay here." Sonny's voice never changed inflection, remaining quiet and level during the long speech. But his scar flared red, a clear indication of his anger and emotion. His gray eyes remained steady on Randy's for a few long seconds before he nodded, the movement quick and precise, then he walked away.


    Randy stared after him, his breathing not quite steady, the beat of his heart heavy in his chest. Did he still have it? Damn straight he did. Now he just had to prove it.


    And prove it he would.


    His hand flexed around the stick, hard and sure, as determination surged through him. Bullshit. He wasn't going anywhere, he didn't give a rat's ass what his agent said. This was his home, his team. Now it was time to fight, to prove to his agent and to team management that he wasn't a liability.


    Randy took one last deep breath and headed out to the ice, fire racing through him. He may have fucked up the last few months, but no longer. If he had to prove himself again, he would.


    But he was done feeling sorry for himself, done with just letting things happen. It was time to take charge, and he'd be damned if he let anything get in his way.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    


    "When was the last time you saw Randy?"


    Alyssa groaned and wondered how long she could pretend she didn't hear the question. She kept her eye on the grill, focusing on the cooking meat, the spatula held loosely in her right hand.


    "Don't pretend you didn't hear me. I know you better than that." Val's voice was suddenly right behind her and Alyssa jumped, startled. When had her friend become so quiet? Usually she could hear Val approach.


    "I heard you. I'm just choosing to ignore you."


    Val moved to the side and leaned against the counter, her arms crossed in front of her, her long hair gathered into a tight pony tail secured at her neck. Even from the corner of her eye, Alyssa could see the stubborn tilt of her chin and the steady gaze of her stare. Val was in a mood, had been for the last week. Alyssa just didn't know what kind of mood, and part of her was afraid to find out.


    It didn't help that they were the only two in the kitchen. It was too early for staff to be here yet, which was perfect for Alyssa because it gave her a chance to work on ideas for new dishes for the winter months. Too bad it also gave Val a chance to talk to her without anyone bothering them.


    Alyssa moved to the stove to check the water, then tossed in a handful of pasta before grabbing a fresh head of broccoli. She moved to the counter and quickly cut it, her hands moving with a natural rhythm born from practice. She grabbed a few handfuls and tossed them into the steamer, then moved back to the grill and flipped the chicken.


    "What are you making?"


    "An alfredo dish, nothing special."


    "Hm." Val moved closer and inspected the thick sauce, then reached for a spoon to take a taste. Her brows lowered in thought, then she nodded, a small smile on her face. "I like the sauce. Has a little zing to it."


    "I added some sundried tomato and a little dried pasilla. It isn't too spicy, is it?"


    "Nope. Just right." Val tossed the spoon into the sink then came back to the counter and resumed her leaning stance, her eyes steady as she watched Alyssa. "So, when's the last time you saw Randy?"


    Alyssa sighed, knowing her friend wouldn't give up until she got an answer. She flipped the chicken onto a plate and moved to the counter before grabbing another knife. Too bad the sight of the large, sharp blade didn't intimidate Val.


    "About a month ago." Alyssa's jaw clenched with the answer, and she took a deep breath and forced herself to relax. Grinding her back teeth to nubs wasn't going to help anything.


    "When you went to talk to him for me?"


    When I foolishly slept with him. Again. Alyssa took another deep breath. "Yup, that would be when."


    "Has he called you at all?"


    "No. But he's been busy." At least that's what Alyssa kept telling herself. And she knew it was partly true. Hockey season was underway, and she knew the schedule was crazy—because she had been trying to keep up with it, trying to at least see some of the highlights on the late news, or read or watch the game recaps online. But still, as far as excuses went, it was pretty lame.


    She tried telling herself she had nobody to blame but herself. What had she expected? That another night in his arms, in his bed, would change things? They had sex. Great sex. But six months of great sex did not a relationship make.


    Silly of her to think otherwise. Foolish of her to have believed Val when she said that Randy liked her. Alyssa was sure he did. Just not enough for a relationship. She had nobody to blame but herself for falling for him, not when she knew this would happen.


    "Have you tried calling him?"


    Alyssa reached for the pot of water then paused and gave Val a horrified look. "No. Why would I call him? That's a little too pathetic, even for me."


    "I didn't mean—no, you're right. Sorry." Val looked down, her focus suddenly intent on examining the nails of her right hand. Alyssa pushed by her and drained the pasta, then rinsed it. She grabbed two plates and busied herself with assembling the finished dishes, then sat them on the long counter. She handed a fork to Val, then sat down and started eating, each bite slow and thoughtful. Not too bad, she guessed.


    Val sat next to her and started on her own plate. The silence around them was companionable, comfortable. Alyssa tried to relax and enjoy it, because if she knew Val at all, this was nothing more than just a brief lull.


    Val had only taken a few bites before she slammed the fork down with a curse. "Dammit, what the hell is wrong with that man?"


    The chicken and pasta turned pasty and thick in Alyssa's mouth, the spices in the sauce suddenly dry, gritty. She forced herself to swallow and reached for her water, taking long gulps and nearly choking. She pushed herself up from the stool and grabbed the plate, then scraped the leftover food into the scraps bin before moving to the sink.


    Val didn't move, didn't even look over at her. Instead her gaze was focused on the nearly full plate in front of her, a scowl marring the perfect features of her face. "I really, really thought you two had something going. I could have sworn—"


    "Val, let it go. I have." Which was a complete lie but she wasn't about to admit that to her friend. It was too humiliating. Too hurtful. Because she had wanted to believe Val. Most of all, she had wanted to believe Randy's soft words, spoken in a whisper in the dark of night as he held her in his arms, their bodies melded into one.


    Yeah, right. Even she knew there was a difference between need and want. And while he may have said both, that didn't necessarily mean he needed her for anything more than what they had: sex.


    Too bad she had let herself get carried away. Too bad she had convinced herself that maybe, just maybe, it was okay to feel something for him.


    Oh, who was she kidding? Somewhere along the line she had let herself fall in love with him. He had gotten to her, with his hard-as-nails exterior covering what she thought might be a teddy-bear interior. Too bad she had read too much into it.


    "I just don't get it, though. I mean, I know he's busy with practice and games and that stupid anger management therapy he has to go through—what was that for?"


    Alyssa shook her head, surprised Val had heard her small snort of disbelief. Or maybe she wasn't, since Val seemed to be hyperaware of every reaction she had when it came to Randy. "Anger management therapy? Seriously?"


    "Yeah. The team's GM is making him take it in order to keep playing. Because of the fights and being arrested and everything."


    "Oh please. Your brother needs anger management therapy about as much as I need cooking lessons." Alyssa busied herself with cleaning up the dirty dishes and readying the kitchen for the long day ahead. It didn't help that Val kept staring at her, her mouth pursed, her dark eyes flashing with something dangerously close to deep thought. Val and deep thought didn't go well together.


    "So you don't think he has anger issues?"


    "Val. Seriously? He's your brother. Do you think he does?"


    "Well, no. I mean, he can get hot-headed sometimes but still..." She shook her head. "No, I don't think he does."


    "He doesn't, trust me."


    "Well, he's convinced himself that something must be wrong, because if it wasn't, why would they make him take them?"


    "I don't know, you'd have to ask them." Alyssa tossed the rag she had been using to wipe down the counter into the bucket of cleaning solution then rinsed her hands. "I mean, that whole arresting thing. That was just because he was taking up for you, wasn't it?"


    A small smile teased the corners of Val's mouth. "Yeah. He always took his big brother role very seriously, especially when we were growing up. It made dating in high school a nightmare."


    "See? He was just being protective."


    "Maybe."


    "And correct me if I'm wrong, but isn't he a defenseman? I don't know much about hockey, but I thought they were supposed to be tough and everything."


    "Yeah. He's an enforcer."


    "And he's good at what he does, right? So I don't understand what the problem is." Never mind that she had no idea what she was really talking about, because she really didn't know that much about hockey. True, she had been trying to watch and learn when she could, but she was still pretty clueless. "All I know is that I've seen other players do the same things he does, if not more. So I really don't understand."


    "Wait. You've watched him play? When? You're always here."


    Busted. Alyssa turned her back to Val and pretended to busy herself with cleaning. "Oh my God. Are you recording the games? Seriously?"


    "What? No. Of course not."


    "Alyssa Harris, don't you dare lie to me. There's no way you could be watching games unless you were recording them. So. Why are you recording them?"


    "I'm not. I just happened to see a few highlights, that's all." Alyssa was glad her back was to Val, because she had no doubt that her flaming face would give away the fact she was lying. It didn't matter, though, because Val knew her too well. She was waiting for her friend to call her out on it again, but Val remained silent. A few seconds went by, then Alyssa heard the scrape of the stool against the tile floor. She looked over her shoulder and felt an icy tendril of anxiety tickle her spine at the expression on Val's face. She was frowning, her mouth pursed and her eyes glazed with speculation. "Val, what are you doing?"


    "Hm? Oh, nothing." She shook her head and pasted a bright smile on her face. The expression did nothing except worry Alyssa even more. "I have to go."


    "Val—"


    "Don't worry, I'll be back before long. Great dish, by the way." Val swept past her and disappeared through the swinging doors. Alyssa closed her eyes and groaned, then said a quick prayer that Val would just stay out her love life and leave her alone.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    


    "Hey. Company." JP slid to a stop next to Randy and tapped the back of his legs with his stick. Randy frowned at him, then looked over his shoulder where JP was motioning. Val was leaning against the glass, huddled in a denim jacket. Even from this distance, Randy could see the serious expression in her eyes. He blew out a deep breath and cursed.


    "What the hell is she doing here?"


    JP shrugged then skated off just as the whistle blew. Randy pushed off with his skates and slid across the ice, ignoring the pull in his thighs, the sweat that soaked his pads and jersey. He stepped off the ice and moved out of the way, standing to the side as Val worked her way toward him. A few of the players made some teasing comments, but nothing that would draw his ire. Families were off-limits. That went especially true for his sister.


    "Make it quick, Michaels." Sonny barked the command as he pushed past Randy, not bothering to wait for an answer. Of course he'd make it quick. He wasn't safe yet, not by a long shot. He still had too much to prove, to his agent, to team management. To himself.


    He leaned against the boards and studied the tape on his practice stick, picking at a spot that was torn and frayed. Val came to a stop in front of him and he lowered the stick with a sigh, letting her know with that small sound that he wasn't exactly thrilled with her being here at practice.


    Not because she was bothering him. True, it wasn't like her to be here, but sometimes families showed up, usually the guys who had kids. No, she wasn't bothering him, not really. But he still wasn't completely comfortable around her, not since that night, not since he had nearly gotten her arrested. It didn't matter that she didn't blame him and treated the whole thing like some kind of insane adventure. What mattered was that he had been responsible for the entire thing, him and his temper. It would take some time before he could forgive himself.


    If he ever did.


    "Did you know that Alyssa has been recording hockey games to watch when she gets off work?"


    Whatever he had been expecting, it wasn't that. He took a step back and knocked into the boards, then tried to act like the move hadn't been a clumsy accident. But he didn't say anything, because he had no idea how to even respond to that. It didn't matter because Val didn't bother waiting for a response. She stepped closer to him, stabbing her finger in his direction as impatience flared in her eyes.


    "Did you hear me? Alyssa. She's watching hockey. She's recording the games!"


    "Uh, yeah. I heard you." He pushed her finger away from him then inwardly groaned when she placed both hands on her hips and stared at him.


    "So what are you going to do about it?"


    "What?" Randy was having trouble following her conversation, trouble understanding whatever point she thought she was making. It wasn't just because she really wasn't making sense, either. A low buzzing was ringing in his head, the hum working its way down to his gut, where it settled like some kind of weird vibrating rock. The sensation had started as soon as he heard Alyssa's name.


    Guilt? Yes, definitely. He should have called her, he knew that. He wanted to call her. But he couldn't because he was still so fucking screwed up, and she didn't deserve that. But that didn't stop him from thinking about her, didn't stop him from wanting what he couldn't have.


    "I said, what are you going to do about it?"


    "I heard what you said. I just don't know why you think I need to do something about it."


    "Did you not hear me? Alyssa. She's watching hockey games. She's recording hockey games!"


    "Yeah, okay. And?"


    "Alyssa doesn't do sports!"


    Randy stared at his sister, wondering if she was having some kind of breakdown or something, because she wasn't making any sense at all. He looked around to see if anyone was watching them. Relief went through him when he realized they were alone. "Val, I think you've been working too hard—"


    "Oh my God, you are so dense! You're thick-headed, stubborn, and so completely stupid sometimes, I don't understand why I even bother. Don't you get it? Alyssa doesn't do sports!"


    "I heard you the first time, you don't need to shout. But I still don't understand what that has to do with me."


    Val balled her hands into fists and held them to the side of her head before uttering a small scream. Randy looked around again, this time hoping someone would come out looking for him. He knew his sister, knew she was seconds away from some kind of explosion. But the practice arena was eerily vacant. Just his luck.


    "Val—"


    "Listen to me, you stubborn bonehead." She grabbed the front his damp jersey with both hands and stepped so close her forehead nearly banged his nose. "Alyssa is watching games because she's trying to learn more about what you do. Alyssa is watching you! Because you're a complete ass and that's the only time she sees you, because you won't call her."


    "Val, I think you're reading—"


    "No. I'm not. I've known Alyssa for almost half my life. I know her better than she knows herself. Just like I know you. What I don't know is why you're being such an ass when it comes to her."


    And there it was. He should have figured Val was still trying her hand at matchmaking. It didn't matter that he really liked Alyssa, it didn't matter how he felt. What mattered was that he wasn't in a position to give Alyssa anything, not with his entire future in limbo, not when each day brought a chance for complete upheaval. Alyssa didn't deserve that.


    He had already tried explaining that to Val, to tell her what was going on, but she hadn't listened. Maybe she would this time.


    "Val, you know what's going on. What happens if I'm suddenly traded? Or cut loose? What happens at the end of the season?"


    "What happens if you walk outside and get hit by a truck?"


    "What the hell are you talking about?"


    "You're making excuses, Randy. And they're stupid excuses. Nobody knows what's going to happen. That's never stopped you before."


    "But I have a temper, Val. What if I really lose it one day? This anger management therapy—"


    "Is bullshit and you know it." She tightened her hands in his jersey and gave him a shake, which he barely felt. "Do you want to know what Alyssa said when I told her about the anger management thing?"


    "You told her—"


    "She snorted!" She shook him again. "She actually snorted. Then she said you needed anger management therapy as much as she needed cooking lessons."


    "That's ridiculous."


    "Exactly! She thinks you're a teddy bear."


    "What?" Randy didn't know if he should feel insulted, or if he should smile. He didn't have time to make up his mind because Val shook him again and kept right on talking.


    "She said that you're supposed to be tough, because you’re a defenseman. She's actually watched enough hockey to know that!"


    "She told you she thought I was a teddy bear?"


    "Oh God, you're killing me. No, she didn't actually come out and say that, but I can tell. She gets this goofy dreamy look on her face when we talk about you and I just know."


    "You guys talk about me?"


    "Of course we talk about you. Are you not listening to me? Did you not hear what she said? Alyssa said you're supposed to be tough because you're a defenseman."


    "I heard you."


    "But you're not listening!" Val stepped even closer, her nose damn near touching him, temper and impatience flaring in her eyes. "Alyssa doesn't do sports. She doesn't know a damn thing about hockey. But she knows enough to know you're supposed to be tough. If she can see that, why can't you?"


    Neither one of them moved for several long seconds, each staring at the other. Randy tried to process her words, tried to understand whatever convoluted point she was trying to make. And maybe he did understand. Was she trying to tell him that he was being too hard on himself? That maybe he was reading too much into everything? He was going to question her, but she suddenly let go of his jersey and stepped back, like she couldn't put enough distance between them.


    "Oh my God, you reek." Her nose scrunched up, like she had gotten a whiff of something particularly foul. She covered her nose and mouth with one hand and shook her head. "You stink. I mean, really stink. It's disgusting. Do you always smell this bad after practice?"


    "I—" Randy snapped his mouth shut, not sure what to say. Val took another step back then waved her hand.


    "No more bullshit, Randy. Do you like Alyssa?"


    "Of course I like her."


    "Do you want to be with her? And I don't mean just sleep with her."


    Heat filled his face at her words. He did not want to be discussing his sex life with his sister, especially not when it concerned her friend. There were just certain things a man should never have to talk about with his sister, and that was pretty much at the top of the list.


    "Well? Do you?"


    He turned his head and looked out over the empty rink. Did he want to be with Alyssa? Yes. She was funny and smart and he could be himself around her. He had liked her from the start, had even had stupid thoughts of them being together. It was so easy to imagine. But just because it was easy to imagine didn't make it easy in real life. He couldn't let his feelings or any stupid fantasies get in the way of reality, and right now, reality was filled with too many unknowns.


    "You're thinking too hard, Randy. Do you want to be with her? Yes or no?"


    "It's not that—"


    "Yes or no?"


    Randy closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then opened them again. Val was studying him too intently, her clear eyes seeing too much. He sighed. "Yes."


    "Then stop being an ass and do something about it."


    "Like what? It's not that easy, Val. I don't even know where to start."


    "Well, here's a hint for you: pick up the damn phone and call her. Now go take a shower or something, because you stink." She waved her hand in front of her face with an exaggerated grimace, then walked away, leaving him standing there with something like shock seeping through him.


    Pick up the phone and call her.


    Val made it sound so easy. But it wasn't, not really. There was too much going on, too many other things he had to worry about. Yes, he could pick up the phone and call her. But then what?


    He didn't have an answer, but he didn't need one, because Val's voice rang clear in his head, telling him he wouldn't know unless he tried. Bonehead.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    


    Randy stood on the sidewalk, not exactly sure what he was doing. He had reached for the handle three times already. Each time, he let his hand drop back to his side.


    He was starting to feel like some kind of crazy stalker. In fact, he was kind of surprised that someone hadn't called the cops on him. Hell, he'd have called the cops on himself, if he had been watching from a nearby window. Only someone up to no good would be standing in front of an apartment door after one in the morning, trying to decide whether or not to open it.


    This was ridiculous. He was a grown man, thirty-four years old. He didn't need to be standing here like some confused stalker.


    So either open the door, or go home.


    Right. That's all he had to do, open the door. He took another deep breath then reached for the handle, his hand actually closing around it this time. He tugged, felt the door give just a little, but it wouldn't open. He ignored the urge to take that as a sign and pulled on the handle a little harder. There was a small give, then the door swung out.


    Great. He was inside the stairwell. Might as well go the rest of the way. He took another deep breath and climbed the stairs, not caring for the dim bulb that barely provided any light. Didn't Alyssa know that there were crazies out there? Anyone could come up here to her apartment. It wasn't safe. She should lock the front access door, and talk to her landlord about better lighting.


    Except he wouldn't be here if she did that.


    Randy reached the small landing and paused outside the door. He knew she was home, because he had seen lights on from outside, had seen a shadow cross in front of one the windows just a few minutes earlier. So yes, Alyssa was home.


    And he was standing in front of her door, once again questioning why he was here. No, he knew why he was here. He just wasn't sure it was a good reason.


    He reached out and rapped his knuckles against the wood door, wincing a little at the loud echo in the bare stairwell. A few seconds went by before he heard footsteps on the other side, quiet and hesitant. She didn't have a peephole in her door, which was something else she should talk to her landlord about. How else would she know who was there?


    "Who is it?" Her voice was faint, almost too soft to hear. And hesitant, almost like she was afraid of the answer. Randy took another deep breath.


    "It's me." Brilliant answer. Me. Like she would know who that was. He opened his mouth to clarify but he heard the click of a lock being turned, the slide of the security chain being moved. The door opened, just enough so he could see Alyssa framed in the light coming from the kitchen. Her hair was down, the ends slightly damp as they curled around her shoulders. She was wearing pink flannel pants and a soft baby blue t-shirt that failed to hide the fact the she wasn't wearing a bra. Of course she wasn't, she was dressed for bed. That realization hit him at the same time as the realization that she was scowling at him.


    Maybe coming here wasn't such a good idea, he thought. Maybe he should have taken Val's advice and just called.


    "How do you keep getting up here?"


    "Uh—" Randy snapped his mouth closed, not quite sure how to answer, when the answer should be obvious. "The front door was unlocked."


    "No, it wasn't. I locked it myself."


    "Well you didn't do a good job of it, because I opened the door with no problem."


    "Didn't you think of maybe using the buzzer and intercom before coming up here?"


    "What intercom?"


    "The one right next to the door!"


    "I didn't see..." Randy didn't bother finishing the sentence. This wasn't exactly how he had planned for this to go, with the two of them arguing over the front door and buzzers and intercoms. He clenched his jaw and thrust his left hand out to her. "Here. I thought you might like this."


    Alyssa stepped back then looked down at the offering. Her eyes widened for a split second, then she reached out with both hands, hesitating only a little before taking the stuffed bear. Randy didn't know if it was a good thing or not that her hands were shaking, just a bit. He shoved his hands into the back pockets of his jeans and stood there, wondering what the hell to do next.


    "He's so cute! Thank you."


    "It's just a stupid bear." He cringed at the grudging tone in his voice. Smooth, real smooth. But Alyssa either didn't hear him, or decided to ignore him, because she hugged the plush animal closer to her and opened the door. Randy stepped inside, then moved to the side as Alyssa closed the door with a soft click.


    "He really is cute. Thank you." She gave him a small smile then walked to the kitchen and placed the stuffed animal on the counter. "Oh. The rose is real? How sweet."


    Randy shrugged, watching as she pulled the single pink rose from the bear's paw. She reached into a cabinet and rummaged for something, then pulled out a small vase. A few seconds later, the bear was propped next to the vase, a new centerpiece for the kitchen island. Randy hoped the small smile on Alyssa's face as she stared at the bear was a good thing, because he was still feeling a little silly for bringing it. JP had sworn to him that women loved stuffed animals, that the fluffy things always made them smile.


    "He really is adorable. So fluffy. Oh, look. He's even wearing a hockey jersey. How cute." She looked over at Randy and smiled again, her expression causing a funny knot of something to form in his gut. He swallowed and tried to smile back, but figured it probably looked more like a grimace, if Alyssa's reaction was any indication.


    She moved around the counter island and pulled out a stool, then raised herself up on it. Randy tried not to watch as the fabric of her shirt pulled tight across her chest, molding to the soft roundness of her full breasts. She cleared her throat and he looked up, realizing he had been caught staring. He shifted and tried to pretend his face wasn't heating in embarrassment.


    "So. You stopped by at one-thirty in the morning to give me a teddy bear?"


    "And a rose."


    Alyssa nodded, a smile teasing the corners of her mouth. "And a rose."


    "Uh, yeah." Randy rocked back on his heels and looked around the small apartment, searching his mind for something to say. This wasn't going quite as he had planned. Not that he really had a plan, but still.


    "Why?"


    "Why?"


    "Yes. Why?" Alyssa's head tilted to the side as she studied him, her clear eyes filled with curiosity. At least she wasn't telling him to get out, which he figured he could take as a good sign.


    And who the hell was he kidding? Nobody but himself. He pulled his right hand from his back pocket and dragged it through his hair with a heavy sigh. He was here, that was half the battle, right? Now he had to do what he had to do. He didn't have the right words planned, no rehearsed speech or carefully chosen words. All he had was what he was feeling. Now he just had to find the courage to tell her.


    He looked over at her, watching her. It was a huge risk, trying to open himself up even a little bit. Did he really want to take it? He watched her for a long minute, almost too long if the way she shifted on the stool was any indication. Something settled inside him, something not quite calming, but close enough. He swallowed back his hesitation and closed the distance between them, until he could reach out and place his hands on her shoulders. Her head tilted back, her lips parting slightly in invitation. But instead of leaning forward and claiming her mouth, instead of taking what he really wanted, he pressed his lips against her forehead and stepped back.


    "I've been an ass. A real ass. And I wanted to say I was sorry."


    "Oh." Was it his imagination, or did she look disappointed? "Well, okay. Apology accepted. I guess."


    "I'm not sure what we're doing, Alyssa. We've been together for over six months, but I don't even know if you think we're together. I fu—screwed up. Everything. I don't even know what's going to happen at the end of the season, if I'm going to stay here or go somewhere else or even if I'm going to play at all. But the thing that bothers me the most is the way I've treated you. I don't think I've done a very good job of letting you know how I feel, of letting you know that I want to be with you."


    Randy paused from his rambling and took a deep breath. Alyssa kept looking up at him, her eyes kind of shiny, and he wondered if he was fucking this up, too. Why in the hell was this so hard? Why in the hell couldn't he find the right words?


    "Did any of that make sense?"


    "I...no. Well, maybe. I'm not sure."


    "Shit. Of course not." He gave her shoulders a little squeeze then stepped back and ran his hand down his face. "I guess what I'm saying is...Hell, I don't know. I mean, would you like to—" No, no, that wasn't right either. He closed his eyes and tried to think.


    "I don't remember it being this tough in high school. What the fuck is wrong with me?" Randy muttered the words, then opened his eyes in surprise when Alyssa laughed. That wasn't exactly the reaction he had been hoping for.


    "High school? Like, when you asked someone to go steady?"


    "Yeah, like that." Shit. No. How the fuck could he be so stupid? He opened his mouth to correct her, but didn't get a chance to say anything because Alyssa was suddenly in his arms, her mouth pressed against his in a kiss that was entirely too short.


    "I don't think I've ever had such a sweet offer before."


    "I'm not trying to be sweet." The words came out in a growl but she laughed again, her arms wrapping more tightly around his waist. She sighed and rested her head against his chest, the fresh scent of her hair teasing him. He wrapped his arms around her, slowly, in case she changed her mind, then pulled her against him.


    No, he hadn't quite been able to say what he wanted to say, but maybe this was just as good. For now, at least.


    "So." He cleared his throat and tried again. "Would you mind giving this thing a second chance? Let me prove I'm not really as big an ass as I've been the last few months?"


    She looked up at him, her eyes wide and bright. Randy held his breath, almost afraid of her answer. But she finally nodded, her small smile so sweet that it felt like taffy was suddenly running through his veins. He let his breath out in a rush and smiled, but couldn't find the right words to say what he needed to say.


    And then the words didn't matter, because Alyssa's mouth was pressed against his, soft, warm, welcoming. His reaction was instantaneous, damn near debilitating. The kiss exploded, the heat searing as Alyssa fumbled with his jeans.


    He stepped back and pulled his shirt over his head, then toed off his shoes. He reached out and gently pulled Alyssa's shirt over her head, tossing it to the side then filling his hands with her full breasts. He flicked his thumbs over each nipple, then leaned down and gently sucked. A soft sigh escaped her as she tangled her hands in his hair, holding her against him.


    He straightened, his breath catching in his chest at the sight of the soft flush on Alyssa's face, her gently parted lips. He bent over and lifted her into his arms, cradling her as he carried her the short distance to the bedroom.


    He wanted this to be slow, he wanted to take his time and make love to her, to draw her pleasure out all night. But Alyssa had other ideas. She shimmied out of the flannel pants then pushed his jeans down past his hips. Her hand closed over him and his head fell back, his jaw clenched against the sheer pleasure of her torment.


    Then she fell onto the bed and pulled him with her. He braced himself on his elbows and looked down at her, felt himself fall into the deep whiskey-colored depths of her clear eyes.


    "Alyssa—"


    "I need you, Randy. Please."


    The soft plea was his undoing. He rolled to the side and kicked his jeans off, pausing only long enough to grab a condom from his wallet. He sheathed himself then moved back to Alyssa, her body soft and warm beneath him.


    He thrust into her, the move bold and sudden, claiming, possessing. Her head fell back on a long sigh as her hands gripped his ass. He drove into her, harder, faster, giving her more of himself with each thrust, losing himself to her with each drive.


    He pushed up on his elbows and clasped her face between his hands. He needed to see her, to watch her. Needed her to see him. The urge was sudden, desperate almost.


    "Alyssa. Alyssa, look at me."


    Her eyes fluttered open then drifted close. Randy stilled, the action almost painful. But he needed this. He didn't question, didn't hesitate, only knew that he needed her to watch him.


    "Alyssa, look at me. Please." Maybe it was the way he cupped her face, or maybe it was something in his voice. But this time, when her eyes fluttered open, they stayed open.


    He moved deep inside her, burning with each slow stroke, falling deeper with each thrust. Something flared in her eyes, something he was too afraid to name, something he was afraid was nothing more than a reflection of what was showing in his own eyes.


    It sent him flying over the edge, shattering. He called her name, felt her climax explode around him. He claimed her mouth with his, swallowing her cries as her arms tightened around him.


    And he fell even deeper, swept away in a torrent of pleasure and pain that shattered him in a deep place he hadn't even realized existed.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    


    Excitement permeated the atmosphere, contagious, thrilling, almost electric in its intensity. It was like a fever, jumping from one person to the next to the next.


    And Alyssa was swept up in it.


    She stopped at another stand on the concourse and browsed the items for sale. Her eyes automatically went to the mixed strands of red, white and blue beads. Or maybe the beads with the little hockey pucks on them—


    "Alyssa, don't you think you've got enough stuff already?" Val stopped beside her and gently wrapped her hand around her wrist before Alyssa could dig for her wallet. "Seriously, you don't need anything else."


    "I'm just getting into the spirit of things."


    "How? By buying one of everything they sell?"


    Alyssa looked down at herself. Maybe Val had a point. She was wearing her new jersey—the custom one, with Randy's name and number on the back—plus she had a small pennant emblazoned with the Banners logo. Not to mention the baseball cap and logo puck, a new t-shirt, and the bobble head and window cling, all safely wrapped and stored in the brand new logo tote bag hanging over her shoulder. Okay, so Val really did have a point. At least she hadn't bought the foam finger. She wasn't that tacky.


    But she really wanted those beads. She shook off Val's hand and pulled out her wallet, pointing out the ones she wanted to the bored salesgirl. Val rolled her eyes but didn't say anything, just waited until Alyssa placed the beads around her neck.


    "That's it, okay? No more stuff. C'mon, let's grab some beer and get to our seats before we miss face-off."


    Alyssa dutifully followed Val as she wove through the crowds, stopping to get two large beers from another concession stand before they went to find their seats. Alyssa paused at the stop of the steps, momentarily stunned at the sight in front of her.


    Everything was so...big. The arena was huge, with the ice stretching out below them and seats everywhere she looked, stretching up so high just looking up made her dizzy. At least now she knew why they were called nosebleed seats. She had never been to a sporting event, ever, so this was completely new to her. And completely beyond her expectations.


    Val tugged on her arm to get her attention, then led the way down the stairs. Alyssa had no idea where they were sitting, but figured they must be good seats since Val picked them out.


    Her friend turned into a row of seats, mumbling "Excuse me" as they climbed over the people who had gotten there earlier. There were only two empty seats left in the row, directly behind a wall of Plexiglas that surrounded a long bench mid-ice. Alyssa placed her large cup of beer in the cup holder, carefully sat her tote bag on the floor, and then took her seat. Val looked over at her, a bright smile on her face.


    "Pretty good seats, huh?"


    "Yeah. I think." Alyssa looked around, taking everything in, then leaned closer to Val so she could whisper. "What's that in front of us?"


    "It's the sin bin." Val laughed at the blank look on Alyssa's face, then kicked the partition in front of her. "It's the penalty box. I figured we might actually get a chance to see Randy if we sit here."


    Alyssa nodded, not really understanding but not wanting to ask any more questions, not after the guy sitting next to Val had given them an odd look. She took a sip of beer then placed the cup back in the holder as the arena lights dimmed. Spotlights circled the ice as rock music blared around them, broken by the announcer's voice as he introduced the players. There was a loud chorus of boos as the opposing team from Pittsburgh skated out on the ice, then screams and cheers as the Banners came out. People around her jumped to their feet and clapped their hands, so Alyssa did, too. The energy level escalated, sucking her in, and she readily gave into it.


    The National Anthem was sung, then players from both teams lined up in the center of the ice, on either side of a referee. There was a quick second of inactivity before the puck dropped, then action exploded in front of her.


    "Oh my God. Wow." Alyssa murmured the words, her head spinning as she tried to follow the game. It would have been easier if she could keep her eye on the puck, but she couldn't see it. All she could see was bodies moving along the ice with a grace and finesse she would have never expected from grown men. She squinted, searching out Randy, trying to pick him out from the other players. There he was, skating backward, swinging his stick back and forth in front of one of the players from Pittsburgh, close to the net on their left. Alyssa had no idea what was going on but she held her breath anyway. She finally saw the puck as it shot across the ice, a tiny black blur. Randy swung at it and sent it flying back down the ice, away from the net.


    The crowd broke out in applause and cheers.


    Alyssa leaned over to Val. "Was that good?"


    "Yes, that was good. Now just watch."


    Alyssa turned her attention back to the ice, her eyes trying to follow the action. It was harder to do than she thought it would be. Everything moved so fast: the puck, the players, everything. She had no idea the game was so fast, so intense.


    At least now she knew why Randy was in such good shape.


    She pushed that thought from her mind, but the brief distraction was enough for her to miss the last few seconds. A loud horn pierced the air, followed by a catchy tune with a heavy bass beat. The crowd around her surged to their feet, and Alyssa jumped up, too, watching as the players on the ice hugged each other or gave each other high-fives.


    "Oh, look. They're almost like little kids celebrating!" Something nudged her in the side and she turned to see Val watching her with a smile. "What?"


    "I can't wait to tell Randy you just said that." Val took her seat, and Alyssa did the same.


    "I shouldn't have said that?" Alyssa was suddenly worried, wondering if she had just said something wrong. But Val just smiled and shook her head.


    And that quick, the action exploded once more on the ice.


    The game was fast, almost too fast, but by the middle of the second period, Alyssa was mostly able to follow the puck. She knew which net was which, once she learned that they switched sides each period, and quickly realized that it didn't matter who was shooting where, she tended to clench her fists and hold her breath whenever the play got close to the net.


    Like right now. There was a cluster of players from both sides, including Randy, around the net. The Banners' net, which meant Pittsburgh had a chance to score. Which, Alyssa knew, wouldn't be good, because they were tied 2 to 2. She held her breath and watched, her eyes focused on Randy as he pushed at one of the other players and did something with his stick. A shrill whistle pierced the air as a scuffle broke out. Alyssa wanted to lean over and ask Val what was going on, but she didn't want to look away from the ice. Whatever it was couldn't be good, though, because even she could feel the tension around her.


    "That's bullshit!" Val yelled, her anger clear. And she wasn't the only one who was upset by whatever was going on. Alyssa looked around, still not sure what happened, then turned back to the ice. Randy was skating toward the box in front of them, his long strides gliding across the distance. Someone Alyssa hadn't noticed in the box before opened the door to let Randy in, then closed it with a loud bang behind him.


    And then he was in front of her, sitting on the bench with his back to her. Alyssa swallowed, wondering at the funny little twist in her stomach and the quick flutter of her heart. She leaned forward, ready to tap on the glass to get his attention, but Val's hand shot out and wrapped around hers, stopping her.


    "What are you doing?"


    "I was going to say hi."


    "You can't do that!"


    "Why not? I thought that was why we were sitting here."


    "No. We're sitting here just to see him, not talk to him."


    "But I thought—"


    "Would you two ladies knock it off? There's a game we're trying to watch." The man next to Val leaned across and glared at them, urging them to be quiet. Val rolled her eyes then turned back to the ice, but Alyssa just leaned back in her seat and stared at the top of Randy's head. All she wanted to do was say hi. She didn't understand why she couldn't, since they were sitting so close.


    Randy shifted on the bench, and she could tell from the way his head was moving that he was watching whatever was happening on the ice. He shifted again, then rolled his head from side to side before running his gloved hand along the back of his neck. Alyssa kept watching him, wondering how heavy the gear was, wondering how hard it was to do what he did, every single day. Then she wondered if maybe the helmet was giving him a headache, or maybe it hurt his neck because he kept rubbing it.


    Maybe she could offer to give him a massage later. Sudden heat flared through her at the idea, because she knew it wouldn't be just a massage.


    Randy jumped from the bench, his hand tightening around his stick. Alyssa had been so focused on watching him that the sudden move made her jump, too. He took two steps toward the small door, his gaze focused on the giant screen hanging above the center of the ice. Then the door suddenly opened and Randy shot out onto the ice, his strong legs propelling him forward, toward the cluster of players fighting over the puck. The puck shot out, between the legs of the different players, and came to a stop just in front of Randy's stick.


    Alyssa had no idea what was going on, just knew that everyone suddenly jumped to their feet and started screaming as Randy pushed the puck in front of him, toward the net at the far side of the ice.


    Alyssa jumped to her own feet, her fists clenched as he got closer to the net. There was nobody else around him. Was that a good thing?


    He came to a sudden stop and swung his stick back, like he was going to shoot toward the left side of the net. But he stopped at the last minute and moved to the right, then shot hard.


    Alyssa didn't even see the puck go into the net, but she heard the loud horn and music, heard the roar of screams as Randy skated around the net and raised his stick in a small salute. His long legs propelled him around the ice, until he was directly in front of where they were sitting.


    Then he looked up at them and Alyssa could have sworn his eyes actually met hers. And when he smiled and gave her a little wave, she knew she hadn't imagined the eye contact.


    "Oh my God, Alyssa, did you see that?"


    "Of course I saw. He waved to us. Didn't you see?"


    "Not that. He scored. Randy scored!" She jumped up and down and gave Alyssa a quick hug, her excitement contagious.


    "I saw. That's good, right?"


    "It's freaking awesome! He's a defenseman. They usually don't score!"


    "Oh. They don't?"


    "No, they don't. God, I'm so excited for him. This is great!"


    Alyssa finished clapping then took her seat with everyone else, still trying to figure out why Randy scoring was so unusual. She really, really didn't understand the game. But she was still having fun, so she wasn't too worried about it. Maybe Val could give her some pointers on the way home.


    Better yet, maybe Randy could give her a private lesson.


    By the middle of the third period, Alyssa was exhausted. Not physically—she hadn't done more than jump up and down or stand in line for the restrooms during the second intermission. But she was mentally exhausted, worn out, her nerves on edge. The score was tied again, 3 to 3, and the stress was getting to her. Not to mention the Pittsburgh fan that was sitting two seats to her right. She didn't know why she hadn't noticed him before. Probably because she was so wrapped up in the game and trying to figure out what was going on. But she noticed him now. He was loud, obnoxious, and just plain rude. She figured he was also drunk, if the stack of empty cups under his seat was any indication.


    But she pushed him from her mind and focused her attention on the ice. Randy was out there, in the tangle of bodies fighting over the puck. She chewed on her lower lip, watching as the play got even more physical than what she had seen earlier. It was almost like the players were just as stressed as she was, and starting to take it out on each other.


    Her eyes followed the action on the ice, watched the puck as it shot dangerously close to the Banners' net. But Randy and another big guy raced to stop it, and the big guy sent it flying back to center ice. She exhaled, then sucked in a lungful of air. All this holding her breath couldn't be good for her.


    The players gathered around the puck, fighting for control, sticks colliding with loud smacks that even she could hear. One of the Banners took control of the puck and the players circled the net, passing it back and forth. Why did they do that? The move made her so nervous. It looked like it would be too easy for someone from the other team to just reach out and snag the puck, and then what would happen?


    Like right now. Sure enough, a player from the other team skated forward and made a grab for the puck. She held her breath, afraid to even blink, as the puck shot across the ice toward Randy. She let out her breath as he skated forward, then passed the puck to another player—who then slammed his stick against it and shot it into the net.


    The horn blared and music filled the arena as fans jumped to their feet. Alyssa looked up at the giant screen, clapping and screaming with everyone else. The score was now 4 to 3, which was much better than being tied.


    "Holy shit, this is unreal." Val jumped up and down before finally taking her seat.


    "What is?"


    "Randy just got an assist. That's completely unbelievable."


    "But isn't that good?"


    "Good? It's great! I've never seen him play like this. He's defense, not offense. This is unbelievable!"


    "Then that's good." Alyssa nodded, trying to act like she knew what was going on. Did it really matter if she didn't? No. The Banners were winning, and Randy was playing well, that was all that mattered.


    "Now all he needs is a fight."


    "What? Val, why would you say that? He shouldn't be fighting!"


    "For a Gordie Howe hat trick: a goal, an assist, and a fight."


    "What? I don't know what that means." Alyssa moved her head from the ice to Val and back again, not wanting to miss anything that was happening, but wanting to understand at the same time. Val waved her hand, letting her know she'd explain later, then leaned forward in her seat. Alyssa did the same, watching as bodies moved from one end of the ice to the other.


    The action seemed to go on forever, too fast for her untrained eyes to really follow. There was another cluster of bodies gathered neared the Banners' net, and Alyssa held her breath, waiting, not daring to even blink in case the other team scored. But no, there went the puck again, shooting back toward the middle of the ice.


    Alyssa kept her eyes on Randy, though, watching his large body move so gracefully, his powerful legs propelling him forward with ease. Then another player skated up behind him and did something with his stick, yanking Randy backward so hard he fell. Alyssa shot to her feet, ready to scream, but Val pulled her back down.


    Then Randy was standing, facing the other player, and she could see the anger in his face even from this distance. Then he suddenly threw his gloves to the ice and raised his hands, like he was in some boxing ring instead of balancing on metal blades on a sheet of ice.


    The other player took a similar stance, and the two circled each other. Alyssa knew they were saying something to each other, but she couldn't hear, she didn't think anyone could. A shrill whistle split the chilled air, and Alyssa expected the two men to stop and go back to their benches. But they didn't, they just kept circling each other as more players skated closer.


    Then the player from the other team took a swing at Randy. He missed, and that seemed to be all Randy needed. His arms came up and one fist reached out, connecting with the player's jaw. Then they were both swinging, sliding together on the ice, moving together like they were dancing to some kind of twisted waltz. Randy wrapped his left arm around the player's black and swung with his right, once, twice, before reaching down and grabbing the guy's jersey. He yanked, pulling it up by the back hem until it was stuck over the guy's head.


    There was another shrill whistle, then two refs were stepping between the fighting players, separating them. Alyssa watched, her heart in her throat, as the refs led both players over to the penalty box.


    The crowd was going crazy, standing and cheering and screaming. Alyssa stood, too, but she couldn't make a sound.


    And she realized, in that second, that she must have more animal instinct in her than she ever knew before. Animal and primal. Two conflicting sensations tore through her, making her legs so weak she was surprised they didn't collapse under her weight.


    Lust, hot and heavy and hungry, simmered in her veins and settled with a damp awareness between her legs. She swallowed and balled her hands into fists, not sure what to do. Because not only was there lust, there was a deep-seated anger, a protectiveness, raging through her. At that exact moment, if she could have gotten away with it, she would have completely decked the other player, then immediately jumped Randy.


    The instinct, the need, to do just that was so powerful, she was nearly frozen. The only reason she moved at all was because Val was tugging on her arm, pulling her back to her seat.


    "Alyssa, what's wrong? Are you okay? You look...I don't know, I've never seen you look like this."


    "I...no, I'm..." She cleared her throat and looked down into the penalty box, her eyes focused on the top of Randy's helmet. "I think I'm just really turned on right now."


    She must have said the words louder than she realized, because she saw Randy stiffen on the bench in front of her. Val's clear laughter rang next to her, which only made Alyssa's face heat more. She reached for her cup and took a large gulp of the beer, wishing that the floor would just open up and swallow her.


    Randy shifted on the bench, and she noticed that the official in the box with him was leaning over and saying something to him. Randy shook his head, then shifted again, turning to the side just enough that she could see his profile.


    She took another sip of beer, then slid even lower in her seat. Play was resuming on the ice, but she wasn't paying any attention. What was with her? She couldn't believe she had said that. No, what she really couldn't believe was her reaction. It was that more than anything else that embarrassed her. But then to come out and actually say what she said? Out loud? And apparently loud enough that Randy could hear her?


    And oh God, if Randy could hear her that meant the people near her probably heard her, too. And yeah, now that she was starting to notice everything around her again, she could see the rude guy two seats down leaning forward and to his left, like he was trying to get her attention. But she didn't want to look, didn't want to turn her head or even acknowledge him. She didn't think she'd have a choice, though, because the guy was leaning even closer, drawing comments from the poor guy sitting between them.


    "Hey sweetheart, don't waste yourself on that old geezer. If you're really turned on, I've got something for you right here!"


    Alyssa turned in time to see the guy stand up and grab his crotch. She looked away, mortified, not knowing what to do. Then anger surged through her, anger at his obscene suggestion, and anger on Randy's behalf. She pushed herself up from the seat, but she was a split-second slower than Val, who was already on her feet and pointing at the guy.


    "Hey asshole, you don't talk to women that way! Go back to Pittsburgh, before my brother kicks your damn ass!"


    "Val, stop."


    Alyssa heard the words but didn't know where they were coming from. She didn't care, either, because she was suddenly on her feet, damn near stepping on the toes of the poor man stuck between them, her hand wrapped around her nearly-full cup.


    "Yeah? And I should be scared why? I don't see your brother around."


    "Oh, he's here. Her brother, my boyfriend!"


    "Alyssa, no."


    "Really? And who's that?"


    Alyssa pointed to the penalty box, her peripheral vision registering the fact that Randy was now standing, turned sideways so he could watch the ice—and what was going on behind him.


    "Him!" Alyssa wasn't sure why she did what she did. Maybe it was the smirk on the man's face. Maybe it was left-over adrenaline or something from her earlier primal reaction. She didn't think, she acted. She upended her cup of beer and poured it over the man's head, then threw the empty cup at his chest. "That's for being an asshole."


    The crowd around them cheered and clapped as Alyssa went back to her seat. Randy looked over at her, a small smile teasing the corners of his mouth. He raised his stick and banged it against the glass then gave her a quick wink before turning to face the ice.


    But not before she saw the cut on his cheek, and the dried blood at the corner of his mouth. Her legs suddenly felt weak and she fell into her seat, grabbing Val's wrist in one hand.


    "Oh God, Val. He's bleeding."


    "Who?"


    "Randy. Didn't you see that blood?"


    Val gently peeled Alyssa's fingers from her wrist then gave her a smile. "Don't worry, he's not hurt. That's all part of the game."


    "It is?"


    "Yes. No big deal. He'll be—oh shit."


    "What? What is it?" Alyssa faced the ice, worried that she was missing something, but Val tugged on her arm and motioned at something behind her. Alyssa looked over her shoulder, wondering what was going on. Two big guys in bright yellow jackets were coming down the steps, their harsh faces serious. They stopped at the end of their row and pointed. Alyssa looked behind her, wondering who they were pointing at, then felt Val nudge her shoulder.


    "Us. They want us."


    "Why? What's going on?"


    Val sighed and reached for Alyssa's tote, then stood up. "I think we just got ejected from your very first hockey game."


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    


    Randy had barely knocked on the door before it opened, making him wonder if Alyssa had been expecting him. He tamped down the flare of excitement the thought gave him, telling himself not to read anything into it. That didn't stop the smile from spreading across his face when Alyssa opened the door wider, her hair loose around her shoulders, wearing an oversize jersey.


    And nothing else.


    "Hey." She gave him a shy smile and stepped back, waving him inside with one hand.


    "Hey." Randy watched her close the door, possessiveness engulfing him when he saw his name and number emblazoned on the back of the jersey. It looked right on her, perfect, like she was advertising to the world that she belonged to him, and only him. He wanted nothing more than to shout to everyone that she was his, just like the jersey claimed. And then he wanted to pull the jersey off her, see her lush curves and feel her soft skin under his palms.


    Randy shoved his hands into the back pocket of his jeans then rocked back on his heels. Alyssa probably wouldn't appreciate being mauled right now, no matter how sweet and inviting her smile was.


    "So." He cleared his throat and took an awkward step back when she moved closer to him. "You guys got thrown out of the game."


    Her smile was immediately replaced by a frown, displeasure clear on expressive face. "I still can't believe they threw us out. That was just wrong. We didn't do anything!"


    Randy chuckled and took another step back. "Alyssa, you threw beer on the guy."


    "No I didn't. I threw an empty cup at him."


    "Yeah, after you emptied it over his head." He chuckled again, his smile growing a little wider at the memory. "It was actually pretty funny."


    "You saw that, huh?"


    "Alyssa, everyone saw it—it was up on the screen."


    "Oh no. It was?" She covered her face with both hands and shook her head. "I'll never be able to go to another game again."


    Don't read anything into it, he warned. It doesn't mean anything. But the mental warning couldn't stop him from opening his mouth. "So. You liked it, hm?"


    Alyssa lowered her hands and smiled. "I had so much fun! I didn't understand all of it, and it was hard to keep up at first, but it was still fun."


    "Yeah? Maybe you should have someone give you some pointers. You know, for the next time you go."


    "Maybe I should." Her smile faded and she stepped closer, reaching out with one hand. Her finger gently caressed his cheek, the touch an electric jolt to his system. "Does it hurt?"


    "Does what hurt?"


    "The cut."


    He reached up and grabbed her hand, feeling the butterfly bandage just under her finger, high on his cheekbone. He had completely forgotten about the cut until she mentioned it. No, it didn't hurt. He didn't even feel it. But she looked so concerned, so worried, that he found himself shrugging, like he was just pretending that it didn't bother him. Her forehead creased as she stepped even closer, her mouth pursed with worry.


    Guilt crept over him. It didn't matter that her sympathy filled him with a weird warmth. He couldn't let her think he was really hurt, not when she looked so worried.


    "It doesn't hurt, honest. I don't even feel it."


    She gave him an odd look, like she didn't quite believe him, then tugged her hand from his and stepped back. Randy immediately regretted telling her the truth, not if meant she was going to pull away from him. "But it would probably feel better if you kissed it."


    Alyssa laughed, the sound clear and musical, then stepped past him and moved to the kitchen.


    Idiot. He couldn't believe he said something so juvenile. What the hell was wrong with him? He was a grown man, not some lovesick teenager.


    "Did you want a beer or something?" Alyssa opened the refrigerator, leaning over just enough to that the back of the jersey pulled up on her thighs, damn near to the gentle swell of her ass. Randy swallowed and shook his head, then realized she couldn't see him—which was probably a damn good thing.


    "Uh, no. Thanks."


    She pulled something from a shelf then closed the door, turning around with two bottles of water in her hand. She moved around the small island and hoisted herself onto one of the stools, holding one of the bottles out to him. Randy barely noticed, because he was completely focused on the way the hem of the jersey slid up her legs to the top of her thighs. Another inch—no, less than an inch—and he'd be treated to a sight of paradise.


    "Randy. Did you want this?"


    God yes, he wanted it. He shook his head and met her amused gaze, saw her still holding out the bottle of water. Damn, he was so busted. And damn if he didn't think she knew exactly what she was doing, too.


    He closed the distance between them, not stopping until mere inches separated them. He took the water bottle from her hand and placed it on the counter, his gaze never leaving hers.


    "So, about those lessons."


    Alyssa's head tilted back, her lips slightly parted. "What lessons?"


    "For your next game. So you know what's going on." Was it his imagination, or did a flash of disappointment cross her face. He bit back his smile, his gaze steady. "I think we should start with some of the different penalties."


    "We should?"


    "Definitely. I tend to get a few of them, here and there. Playing defense and all, you know." He settled his hands on her shoulders and gently squeezed, then ran his hands along her arms until his fingers threaded with hers. He stepped back, pulling her from the stool.


    "Let's start with fighting."


    "Fighting? That doesn't—"


    Randy placed his mouth against hers, the kiss warm but quick. "In fighting, it's important that you get your opponent's sweater up and off before he gets yours." He reached behind her and tugged at the hem of her jersey, bunching it in his fists and slowly dragging it up. His knuckles grazed her soft skin, her soft, bare skin, and he swallowed.


    "Sweater?"


    "Jersey."


    "But why is it called a sweater?"


    Randy silenced her with another kiss. Damn, didn't she know what he was trying to do here? Looking down at her, at the soft amusement in her eyes, he figured she knew exactly what he was trying to do. He grinned but didn't stop tugging at the oversized jersey, pulling until it was over her head.


    "I'll explain that later. Now, when you have your opponent's sweater over his head, he's at your mercy. Like this." Randy kept his hands fisted in the material, keeping the bulk of it over her head as he leaned forward and closed his mouth around one nipple. The peak tightened as he circled it with his tongue then gently grazed it with his teeth. Alyssa sagged against him, her soft sigh muffled in the bulk of the material as he moved to the other breast. He forced himself to move away, to pull the jersey completely off and toss it on the floor.


    Alyssa stood before him, completely naked, the soft light from above the stove casting her flushed skin in a gentle glow. She cleared her throat, her eyes glazed as she looked up at him.


    "Y-yes. I can see."


    "So can I." Randy grinned then leaned forward, his mouth gently closing over hers. She leaned into him and wrapped her arms around his neck as his tongue swept into her mouth, her spicy sweetness igniting a fire inside him. He groaned and pulled away, not missing her sigh of disappointment.


    "And then there's a body check."


    Something flared in Alyssa's clear gaze, something that stoked the fire within him even higher. "What's that?"


    "That's when a player uses his body to block another player. Like this." Randy stepped forward and gently pressed his body against hers, driving her back until she was up against the counter island. Her eyes widened and a small smile lifted one corner of her mouth as she pressed herself tight against him.


    "I think I like that one."


    "It's, um, usually a little harder."


    Alyssa ran her hand down his chest, down past his waist, and palmed his heavy erection through the zipper of his jeans. "It feels pretty hard to me."


    Randy groaned then dipped his head, crushing his mouth against hers with a fierceness that nearly undid him. He felt the shaking tips of her fingers graze his skin as she worked the hem of his shirt up between them, and he pulled back just enough so she could pull it over his head.


    "God, Alyssa, I need you." He closed his eyes and let his head fall back as she ran her mouth along his jaw, down his throat to his bare chest.


    "Show me how you score."


    God, she was killing him. Didn't she know what she was doing to him? He took a deep breath, let it in a ragged sigh. "I play defense, I don't score."


    "But you did tonight." Her teeth nipped at his flat nipple, sending even more blood south. He took another deep breath, the sound harsh to his ears.


    "That was a fluke."


    She trailed soft kisses along his chest, her teeth gently grazing his other nipple. "Bet you can score again tonight."


    Randy teetered on the edge of control, barely holding on, wanting to do nothing more than completely lose himself in the promising warmth of the woman in his arms. But not yet. Not yet.


    He gripped her shoulders and forced himself to take a step back, only a little surprised at the harsh sound of his breathing. She did this to him. This, and so much more.


    "Alyssa, wait. Not yet."


    Her head tilted back as she looked up at him, passion glazing her beautiful eyes, her mouth swollen from his kiss. God, he wanted her. Needed her. He cleared his throat and forced himself to not move.


    "I don't want to just score. Not tonight, not any night."


    "I don't—"


    "I want more than sex, Alyssa. I've been wanting more than that ever since that first night I kissed you in the parking lot."


    She blinked, once, twice. Her tongue darted out and swiped along her lower lip, the motion like a punch to his gut. "You mean that night when you didn't even know my name?"


    "I knew your name. I was just having a brain fart."


    "Liar."


    He leaned forward and pressed his mouth against hers, hard and fast. "No. I knew then I wanted more than just sex."


    She opened her mouth again, no doubt to argue some more, but he silenced her with another kiss. "I want you, Alyssa. All of you. All of it. I know we haven't had what you'd call a regular relationship, and that's my fault. I haven't done a very good job of letting you know what I want, and Lord knows I've fucked up a lot of things these last few months. But I'm letting you know now. I want you, Alyssa. Not just sex. Do you think...I mean, is this something..."


    Randy's voice trailed off, and he wondered if maybe he had said too much. Or maybe he was saying all the wrong things and fucking this up, too. Again. He racked his brain, trying to find the right words, trying to figure out what else he could say to let Alyssa know what he wanted, how he felt. He opened his mouth, but this time it was Alyssa who stopped him with a kiss. Then she tilted her head back and smiled, a smile so sweet and reassuring that Randy actually felt his heart stop for a few beats.


    "Did you know that you're the first thing I think about when I wake up, and the last thing I think about when I go to sleep?" She stepped closer and pressed herself against him, her skin soft and warm against his. "I can't see the future, Randy, nobody can. But I do know that I want more than sex, too. I want you. All of it, everything."


    Randy let out the breath he hadn't realized he had been holding, then pulled her to him, his mouth gentle on hers. He was too afraid to actually name what he felt, but he thought that maybe Alyssa could tell, that their bodies were communicating what their hearts felt without letting words get in the way.


    Alyssa pulled away first, her face flushed, her lips swollen. She gave him a small smile then reached down and grabbed his hand, tugging as she walked backwards down the hall.


    "You haven't finished your lesson."


    "What lesson?"


    "The lesson where you show me how to score."


    Randy smiled and followed her to the bedroom, already knowing that this would be one lesson he'd have to repeat. And if he was lucky, she'd let him repeat it over and over.


    


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Seven Months Later


    Alyssa stepped back and eyed the feast with a smile, and more than a tinge of pride. Lou stood beside her, his hand patting her shoulder in reassurance.


    "It looks wonderful as usual. You outdid yourself." He placed his other hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her toward the swinging doors. "Now go. This is time to celebrate, not work. You should be out there with everyone else."


    Alyssa looked over her shoulder and tried not chew on her lower lip. "I know but—"


    "No buts. We will handle this. Now go, have fun." Lou opened one door then gently pushed her through, waving one finger at her before letting the door close. Alyssa stared at it, knowing he was right. Her staff was great, Lou was the best. There was no need for her to dally in the kitchen, micromanaging.


    Strong arms came around her waist and tightened. Alyssa automatically tilted her head to the side, giving free access to the warm lips caressing her neck.


    "Hmm. I love the way you smell."


    "I smell like food."


    "No you don't. You smell warm and spicy and delicious." Randy nuzzled her neck for a few more seconds, then stepped back and turned her in his arms. She looked up at him, smiling at the paler skin of his freshly-shaved jaw.


    "Is everyone here?"


    "Everyone's here, and Val has the champagne opened and poured and ready to go." Randy caught her hand in his and tugged her through the crowd. The restaurant was closed tonight for a private party, filled with hockey players and managers and their families. They had pushed most of the tables against the walls to open the floor, and brought in extra chairs to accommodate the crowd. Looking around, Alyssa worried that they might need more. Granted, not many people were sitting, but that would change later on. Another thought froze her in place with a startled exclamation. Randy stopped and looked down at her, his brows lowered in concern.


    "What's wrong?"


    "What if we don't have enough food?"


    Randy laughed and pressed a reassuring kiss against her forehead. "Trust me, there's enough food back there to feed a small army."


    "Yeah, but this is a big army. I've seen how you eat, remember? What if there's—"


    "Relax. There's plenty. Besides, it's not the food everyone's waiting for. Now come on, I told them we couldn't start until you got out here." He pulled her through the crowd, not stopping until they reached the bar. Alyssa finally saw the huge cup sitting in the center, and felt a little tinge of awe at the sight. Gleaming silver, it stood almost three feet tall, a magnificent centerpiece surrounded by the polished dark wood of the bar and what looked like hundreds of crystal champagne glasses filled with pale bubbling liquid.


    "Wow."


    "Impressive, isn't it?" Alyssa looked over at Randy, saw the smile that lit his face and danced in his eyes. Like a little kid on Christmas morning. No, he was even more excited than that. She squeezed his hand.


    "Just think, you get a chance to do it again next year."


    Randy looked down at her, his smile just as bright. "Yeah, I do."


    She laughed at his pretend grimace, even though she knew the two-year contract extension meant more to him than he wanted to admit. She squeezed his hand again then faced the bar, watching as Jodi and Renee busied themselves with opening even more champagne bottles.


    Val pushed her way toward them, her eyes darting to the cup every few seconds. "Oh my God, can you believe this? Isn't this great?"


    "Yeah, it is."


    "I think I've taken a gazillion pictures already. And—I even touched it. I touched it! How cool is that?"


    "Wait, you already got a chance to touch it? That's not fair! I haven't had a chance—"


    "Don't worry, you will." Randy leaned closer and nuzzled her neck, his breath warm against her skin when he spoke. "This party is just the beginning. It comes home with us tonight."


    "Seriously? I thought you were joking when you said each player gets a day with it."


    "Oh no. We don't joke about this. Never about this." Alyssa almost laughed at the seriousness in his voice, then stopped when she realized he really was serious. She squeezed his hand a final time then followed Val behind the bar.


    Staff worked quickly, passing around trays of champagne and sparkling cider to the crowd. Alyssa nodded at Randy, who moved behind the bar with a few of his teammates. They took the open bottles of champagne, then stepped up onto the platform so they were standing above the cup. Cameras and phones flashed and whirred as they poured the champagne into the cup until it overflowed.


    Alyssa knew that the team had already drank champagne from the cup, right after winning the last game. But this was something Randy wanted to do, this party just for the team and their friends and families. He looked out over the crowd, his dimple in full view as he smiled.


    "Okay, we all know I was sweating it this year." Chuckles and good-natured teasing erupted from the crowd. "So this one's definitely special. But there's one person who's made this even more special. Alyssa, come up here."


    Alyssa stopped, feeling her face heat at suddenly being the attention of the crowd around her. It didn't matter that she knew most of them, the feeling was still unnerving. But Val pushed her from behind, and JP jumped off the platform then offered her his hand, steadying her as she climbed up to stand next to Randy.


    Emotion was clear in his hazel eyes, emotion that filled Alyssa with a simmering warmth each time she saw it. He wrapped one hand around hers and pulled her closer, his mouth closing over hers in a quick kiss.


    "It's been a crazy year, but you've been with me every step of the way. I couldn't have done it without you. I want you to have the first drink tonight."


    "Randy, no. This is supposed to be—"


    He interrupted her with another kiss, which brought more cheers from the crowd around them. "I love you, Alyssa. And today's my day, and I want you to drink first."


    Alyssa melted, right there in front of everyone. She didn't think she'd ever tire of hearing those words from his lips. She pressed her lips against his. "I love you, too. Always. But there's no way I'm going to do this. Randy, I can't even lift it!"


    "Yes, you can. We'll help." Randy motioned to JP and Mat, and together the three of them hoisted the cup until all she had to do was tilt her head forward. Bubbles tickled her nose as the sweet dryness of the champagne filled her mouth. She swallowed, then leaned forward and pressed her mouth against Randy's, her tongue darting in and swirling around his, sharing the taste with him. His arms closed around her, holding her tightly as he deepened the kiss.


    She looked up at him, smiling at the heat in his eyes. Then she leaned forward and whispered in his ear. "No more. Champagne affects me worse than wine."


    Randy turned to her, mock horror etched on his face. "Well, in that case." He grabbed the cup and drank, his strong throat working with each swallow. Laughter and applause erupted around them as he passed the cup, then stifled a small belch. He looked over at her again, smiling.


    "I really do love you, you know. More each day."


    Alyssa cupped his face with one hand, leaning closer. She would never be able to get enough of this man, no matter how long they were together. "I love you, too. Always."


    The crowd applauded and cheered even more, raising glasses and toasting to them, to each other, to a winning season.


    Yes, the cup was there, proof of the winning season. But looking into Randy's eyes, feeling the warmth of his love, Alyssa knew that they were the biggest winners here.


    *****
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