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      I can’t believe she’s here, asking that.

      The locker room is packed, full of reporters and bloggers, all of whom are looking for their next viral moment, and Isabelle—Belle—Harrison is here with her phone shoved close to my face, the screen showing she’s recording our conversation, all while she’s asking that.

      I grind my teeth, striving for patience.

      For control.

      Because I haven’t seen this woman since we were both sixteen and she dumped me right before I got on the bus for my first game in the juniors.

      I spent the long ass drive through frozen plains, desperate for a mountain or lake or rolling hill and only seeing dry and white and snow-covered, all while nursing a broken heart.

      No. Not broken.

      Eviscerated. Shredded. Stomped on.

      Then…the anger came.

      By the time I hit the ice, I was pissed. An angry motherfucker who wanted to draw blood—probably why I went out and had my best game ever.

      And I haven’t seen her since.

      Until now.

      Until she’s asking a question I don’t want to fucking answer.

      The only positive to this shit show is that no one is paying attention to us.

      The one reporter who was hovering near her shoulder, closing in, trying to edge her out has given up and moved on to another player, and because I’m not one of the stars on the team, Belle and the male reporter were the only two interested in speaking to me after the game.

      Meanwhile, Rome is surrounded, everyone wanting a sound bite from our captain.

      King is similarly encircled, his last name, Bang, synonymous with hockey royalty. He and his four brothers all play in the league, and their father before them had made his name in the NHL first.

      The Bang Brothers are famous…and infamous.

      And King is going to surpass all of them in records and games played and points garnered.

      Me? I’m a grinder.

      I’m living the dream—I’m doing the job I fantasized about as a little kid. I have a house, a nice car, money in the bank, and I’m secure in my life.

      So, of course she’s here now.

      Asking that shit.

      I glance to the right, see that my teammates are occupied with each other and the rest of the press corps.

      Then I glance to the left, seeing a similar scene playing out.

      Then I make a split second decision.

      I stand up.

      Okay, so that may not seem like much of a decision, but standing isn’t the only thing I do—or plan to do, anyway.

      Of course, Belle derails that.

      Funny that.

      Her derailing my plans.

      It’s like she’s born to do it.

      Like she’s planned to.

      When I stand, I do it quickly, so quickly that she stumbles backward, eyes going wide.

      Mine aren’t wide. They’re dragging down the front of her body—noticing that while her face has barely aged over the last decade, her body sure as fuck has grown up.

      She’s curved in all the right places. Tits I want to bury my face in. Hips that are perfectly shaped so that I can hold on tight as I plunge deep. God, I bet her ass is fantastic.

      I don’t get the chance to appreciate it, though.

      Because she’s still skittering backward…toward the Eagles logo on the carpet.

      “Fuck,” I mutter.

      I sway forward, wrapping an arm around her middle, drawing her to a halt.

      “Wh—?”

      “Don’t step on the logo,” I mutter.

      “The what—?” She freezes, eyes going wide again, head jerking to look over her shoulder and down at the eagle emblazoned on the floor. “Oh,” she whispers. “The logo.”

      I nod, and I know I have a choice—I can release her, ignore her question, finish getting changed, and go home to my nice house, my nice life, my nice bank account. Or I can do…

      What I do next.

      Which is to say, I don’t really have a choice.

      I’ve already made the decision.

      I tighten my arm around her middle, draw her flush against me, enjoying the feel of those lush tits against my side for a moment before she starts protesting and I start moving, bringing her along with me as I slip out of the locker room door and into the hall.

      The space is quiet, all the action taking place inside where the guys and press are.

      Still, I know it’s a lucky coincidence.

      After games are busy times, and it’s only a matter of time before someone comes along.

      Which is why I move quickly, dragging her forward, ignoring her sputtered protests, and shoving through one of the doors.

      I release her once we’re inside the empty office, flicking on the lights as I close the door behind us.

      Then I turn to the woman who broke my heart and ask a question of my own,

      “What the fuck are you doing here after all this time, Belle?”
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      Belle

      Right.

      So, I may have underestimated the all-grown-up-now West Stevenson.

      May have underestimated the boy who’d been my first love and how much he’d changed.

      Once he’d been devoted to me, would have grown wings and flown to the moon and back, picked his way through the Sahara in soul-crushing sandstorms, crawled for miles over broken glass…he would have done all those cliché idioms about love and devotion for me without a second thought.

      Which was why I had to let him go.

      But that’s not why I’m here today.

      This whole thing is dumb, probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.

      But…I’m desperate.

      And—

      I stifle my sigh.

      I’m desperate. I have no other choice and I’m fucking desperate and I had to know that he was still the same West as a decade ago.

      “Belle,” he growls, and I jump.

      “I—” But I don’t go any further. Because I can’t summon any words, an explanation that makes this make sense—me being here, me starting shit.

      Because it doesn’t make sense.

      Except to say that I’m the aforementioned desperate.

      “Why the fuck are you here?” he snaps. “Or should I say, why the fuck are you here asking that insulting ass question?”

      Desperate.

      D.E.S.P.E.R.A.T.E.

      “Belle!” he growls again and I jump again. But this time it unsticks the words in my head.

      “I wanted to…”

      Just as easily as the words came, the rest of my sentence fades out.

      Probably because it ends with ask you a favor.

      Fuck.

      My chest goes tight, and I struggle to hold his gaze, guilt rippling through me. I can’t screw up his life like this. Not when I already hurt him so badly all those years ago.

      His hands settle onto the outsides of my arms, gripping me firmly. Not painfully.

      But firmly.

      And as though he wants to shake me until I finish what I was going to say.

      “I’m just a bitch,” I say, and it’s not exactly a lie. The last decade hasn’t made me sweet, hasn’t made me pliable and easy-going. It’s made me a fighter.

      And increasingly isolated.

      His brows flick up in surprise, or maybe in question, but I don’t miss it in his eyes—the concern.

      For me.

      Crap.

      That seals it.

      “I wanted to push your buttons, knew I had the ammunition to do it.” I shrug, know it’s sure to piss him off, to distract him from all the things I don’t want him to see. “I was hoping for my viral moment. Gotta get those sponsors, you know.”

      Something slithers through his gray eyes.

      But it’s something I don’t recognize, and not because it’s here and gone in an instant.

      Mostly it’s because suddenly he’s encroaching on my space, his big frame bending, his face in mine, a thunderstorm in his eyes.

      “Liar,” he whispers.

      Right.

      I already knew this was dumb.

      Now I know I need to end this.

      “Since I didn’t get that viral moment,” I say, lifting my chin and deliberately taking a step back, breaking his hold on me, “I’ll go.”

      Silence, charged and hot and taut, fills the room.

      “You’ll go.” Quiet words.

      “Yes.”

      “You’ll go.”

      Quiet words that are laced with such rage that I take another step back.

      “Oh, no,” he mutters, reaching out and snagging my wrist. “You’re not just going.”

      I open my mouth, jerk at his grip, but it’s useless.

      A moment later, he’s spinning us and all the air whooshes out of my lungs as I find myself pressed to the closed door, his body flush against mine. “You don’t get to do this, to show up out of the fucking blue, asking that shit, and then waltzing right the fuck back out again.”

      What’s wrong with me that his furious words slide like velvet over my skin?

      That I wonder how else he might have changed, might have grown?

      If his hold shifted, if his hands skated down my body, slid into my clothes, and he fucked me right against this door, I know I wouldn’t protest.

      I know I would enjoy it.

      Crave it.

      Love it.

      That was the problem before.

      “Now, you’ve always been a shit liar, Belle⁠—”

      My
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