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			Author’s Note

			I wrote this book in my early twenties, and believe me when I say I’d never experienced the kind of 
				joy I felt on the day an editor from Harlequin Blaze called me up and said she wanted to buy my book.

			And let me tell you—reading it again nearly two decades later was a surreal experience for me. 
				As an author, I am honing my craft every 
				single day. I might look at a book I wrote last year (let alone last decade) and think, 
				holy moly, I’ve gotten so much better. What makes Body Check special, though, 
				is that it was my very first contemporary romance and my first hockey romance, to boot.

			If you’ve read my other books, then you know that one of my top-selling series is set in the college hockey world. 
				I adore sports romance, and it makes me so happy that my first traditionally published category  romance was a hockey story.

			Being asked to add words to a book that released so long ago was both a pleasant surprise and incredibly daunting, 
				but it was a challenge I was excited to take on. Hayden and Brody will always hold a special place  in my heart, and I’m so grateful I was granted the opportunity to take this trip down memory lane. I hope you enjoy this updated and extended version of Body Check.

			Happy reading!
Elle
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			ONE

			“I really need to get laid,” Hayden Houston said with a sigh. She reached for the glass on the smooth mahogany tabletop and took a sip of red wine. The slightly bitter liquid eased her thirst but did nothing to soothe her frustration.

			The pictures staring at her from the walls of the Ice House Bar didn’t help, either. Action shots of hockey players mid–slap shot, framed rookie cards, team photos of the Chicago Warriors—it seemed as if the sport haunted her everywhere she went. Sure, she was a team owner’s daughter, but occasionally it would be nice to focus on something other than hockey.

			Like sex.

			Across from her, Darcy White grinned. “We haven’t seen each other in two years and that’s all you’ve got to say? Come on, Professor, no anecdotes about life in Berkeley? No insightful lectures about Impressionist art?”

			“I save the insightful lectures for my students. And as for anecdotes, none of them involve sex so let’s not waste time with those.”

			She ran her hand through her hair and discovered that all the bounce she’d tried to inject into it before heading to the Ice House Bar had deflated. Volume-enhancing mousse? Yeah, right. Apparently, nothing could make her stick-straight brown hair look anything other than stick-straight.

			“Okay, I’ll bite,” Darcy said. “Why do you have sex on the brain?”

			“Because I’m not getting any.”

			Darcy sipped her wine. “Aren’t you seeing someone back in California? Dan? Drake?”

			“Doug,” Hayden corrected.

			“How long have you been together?”

			“Two months.”

			“And you still haven’t had sex?”

			“Nope.”

			“You’re kidding, right? He’s not down with getting it on?” Darcy paused, looking thoughtful. “Or should I say, he’s not up with it?”

			“Oh, he’s up. He just wants, and I quote, ‘to get to know each other fully before we cross the intimacy bridge.’”

			Her friend hooted. “The intimacy bridge? Girl, he sounds like a total loser. Dump him. Now. Before he brings up the intimacy bridge again.”

			“We’re actually on a break right now,” Hayden admitted.

			“After two months?”

			“Yeah. Before I left I told him I needed some space.”

			“Space? Uh-uh. I think what you need is a new boyfriend.”

			God, that was the last thing she wanted. Toss her line in the dating pool and start fishing again? No, thank you. After three failed relationships in five years, Hayden had decided to quit falling for bad boys and focus on the good ones. And Doug Lloyd was definitely a good one. He taught a Renaissance course at Berkeley, he was intelligent and witty, and he valued love and commitment as much as she did. Having grown up with a single father, all Hayden had ever wanted was a partner she could build a home and grow old with.

			After her mom died in a car accident when Hayden was a baby, her dad had given up on finding love again, opting instead to spend more than twenty years focusing on his hockey-coaching career. He’d finally remarried three years ago, but she suspected loneliness, rather than love, had driven him to do so. Why else would he have proposed to a woman after four months of dating? A woman who was twenty-nine years his junior. A woman he was in the process of divorcing, no less.

			Well, she had no intention of following her dad’s example. She wasn’t going to spend decades alone and then jump into marriage with someone totally unsuitable.

			Doug held the same mindset. He was a traditionalist through and through, a believer that marriage should be valued and not rushed into. Besides, he had a rock-hard body that made her mouth water. He’d even let her touch it...once. They’d been kissing on the couch in the living room of her San Francisco town house and she’d slid her hands underneath his button-down shirt. Running her fingers over his rippled chest, she’d murmured, “Let’s move this into the bedroom.”

			That was when he dropped the no-intimacy bomb on her. He assured her he was unbelievably attracted to her, but that, like marriage, he didn’t believe sex should be rushed. He wanted the first time to be special.

			And no amount of chest rubbing could persuade him to let go of his chivalrous intentions.

			And therein lay the problem. Doug was simply too nice. At first, she’d thought his views on making love were really very sweet. But two months, coupled with eight months of celibacy prior to meeting Doug, added up to extreme sexual frustration.

			She loved that Doug was a gentleman but...fuck. Sometimes a girl just needed a man, gentle be damned.

			“Seriously, this Damian guy seems like a wimp,” Darcy said, jerking her from her thoughts.

			“Doug.”

			“Whatever.” Darcy waved a dismissive hand and tossed her long red hair over her shoulder. “Screw intimacy. If Dustin won’t have sex with you, find someone who will.”

			“Believe me, I’m tempted.”

			More than tempted, actually. The next couple months were bound to be pure hell. She’d come home after the semester ended to support her father through his messy divorce, to be the good daughter, but that didn’t mean she had to like the situation.

			“Have you become a nymphomaniac since you left town?” Darcy asked.

			“No, I’m just stressed-out and need to unwind. Do you blame me?”

			“Not really. The evil stepmother is throwing poison apples all over the place, huh?”

			“You saw the morning paper, too?”

			“Oh, yeah. Pretty crappy.”

			Hayden raked her fingers through her hair. “Crappy? It’s a disaster.”

			“Any truth to it?” Darcy asked carefully.

			“Of course not! Dad would never do the things she’s accusing him of.” Hayden tried to control the frustration in her tone. “Let’s not talk about this. Tonight I just want to forget about my dad and Sheila and the whole messy business.”

			“All right. Wanna talk about sex again?”

			She grinned. “No. I’d rather have sex instead.”

			“Then do it. There are tons of men in this place. Pick one and go home with him.”

			“You mean a one-night stand?” she asked warily.

			“Hell yeah.”

			“I don’t know. It seems kind of sleazy, hopping into bed with someone and never seeing them again.”

			“How is that sleazy? I do it all the time.”

			“Of course you do. You’re a commitment-phobe.”

			Darcy went through men like socks, and some of the details she shared made Hayden gape. She certainly couldn’t remember ever experiencing seven orgasms in one night or indulging in a ménage à trois with two firefighters she’d met—figure this one out—at an illegal bonfire in Chicago’s Lincoln Park.

			Darcy raised her eyebrows, blue eyes flashing with challenge. “Okay, let me ask you this—what sounds more fun, having a few screaming orgasms with a man you may or may not see again, or hiking across the intimacy bridge with Don?”

			“Doug.”

			Darcy shrugged. “I think we both know my way is better than the highway. Or should I say the bridge?” She fluttered her hand as if waving a white flag. “Sorry, I promise to refrain from any further bridge comments for the rest of the evening.”

			Hayden didn’t answer. Instead, she mulled over Darcy’s suggestion. She’d never had a one-night stand in her life. For her, sex came with other things. Relationship things, like going to dinner, spending a cozy night in, saying I love you for the first time.

			But why did sex always have to be about love? Couldn’t it just be purely for pleasure? No dinner, no I-love-yous, no expectations?

			“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “Falling into bed with someone when last week I was still with Doug? It feels wrong.”

			“You asked for space for a reason,” Darcy pointed out. “Might as well take advantage of it.”

			“By going to bed with someone else.” She sipped her wine, thoughtful and hesitant at the same time.

			“Why not? Look, you’ve spent years searching for a guy to build a life with—maybe you should try looking for one who jump-starts your libido instead. The way I see it, it’s time for you to have some fun, babe. I think you need fun.”

			She sighed. “I think so, too.”

			Darcy’s grin widened. “You’re seriously considering it, aren’t you?”

			“If I see a guy I like, I just might.”

			Her own words surprised her, but they made sense. What was so wrong with hooking up with a stranger in a bar? People did wild things like that all the time. Maybe right now she needed to be a little wild.

			Darcy leaned back in her seat, pensive. “What’s your pseudonym going to be?”

			“My pseudonym?” she echoed.

			“Yeah. If you’re going to do this right, you need total anonymity. Be someone else for the night. Like Yolanda.”

			“No way,” she objected with a laugh. “I’d rather just be myself.”

			“Fine.” Darcy’s shoulders drooped.

			“We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Shouldn’t I pick the guy first?”

			Darcy’s enthusiasm returned. “Good point. Okay. Let’s spin the man wheel and see who it lands on.”

			Stifling a laugh, Hayden followed her friend’s lead and swept her eyes around the crowded bar. Everywhere she looked, she saw men. Tall ones, short ones, cute ones, bald ones. None of them sparked her interest.

			And then she saw him.

			Standing at the counter with his back turned to them was the lucky winner of the man wheel. All she could see was a head of dark brown hair, a broad torso in a navy blue sweater and long legs encased in denim.

			Oh, and the ass. Hard not to notice that tight ass.

			“Excellent selection,” Darcy teased, following her gaze.

			“I can’t see his face,” she complained, trying not to crane her neck.

			“Patience, grasshopper.”

			Hayden watched the man drop a few bills on the sleek mahogany counter and accept a pint glass of beer from the bartender. When he turned around, she sucked in an impressed gasp. The guy had the face of a Greek god. Chiseled, rugged, with intense blue eyes that caused her heart to pound, and sensual lips that made her mouth tingle. And he was huge. With his back turned he hadn’t seemed this big, but now, face-to-face, she realized he stood well over six feet and had the kind of chest a woman wanted to rest her head on. She could see the muscular planes of his chest even through his sweater.

			“Wow,” she muttered, more to herself than Darcy.

			A shiver of anticipation danced through her as she imagined spending the night with him.

			Beer in hand, the man strode toward one of the pool tables at the far end of the bar and headed for the cue rack. Setting his glass on the small ledge along the wall, he grabbed a cue and proceeded to rack the balls on the green felt table. A second later a tall, lanky college-age kid approached and they exchanged a few words. The kid snatched up a cue and joined Mr. Delicious at the table.

			Hayden turned back to Darcy and saw her friend rolling her eyes. “What?” she said, feeling a bit defensive.

			“What are you waiting for?” Darcy prompted.

			She glanced at the dark-haired sex god again. “I should go over there?”

			“If you’re serious about getting laid tonight then, yeah, go over there.”

			“And do what?”

			“Shoot some pool. Talk. Flirt. You know, look under the hood before you commit to buying the car.”

			“He’s not a car, Darce.”

			“Yeah, but if he was, he’d be something dangerously hot, like a Hummer.”

			Hayden burst out laughing. If there was one thing to be said about Darcy, it was that she truly was one of a kind.

			“Come on, go over there.”

			She swallowed. “Now?”

			“No, next week.”

			Her mouth grew even drier, prompting her to down the rest of her wine.

			“You’re seriously nervous about this, aren’t you?” Darcy said, blue eyes widening. “When did you become so shy? You give lectures to classes of hundreds. He’s just one man, Hayden.”

			Her eyes drifted back in the guy’s direction. She noticed how his back muscles bunched together as he rested his elbows on the pool table; how his taut backside looked practically edible in those faded jeans.

			He’s just one man, she said to herself, shaking off her nerves.

			Right.

			Just one tall, sexy, oozing-with-raw-masculinity man.

			This would be a piece of cake.

		
	
		
			TWO

			Brody Croft circled the pool table, his eyes sharp as a hawk’s as he examined his options. With a quick nod, he pointed and said, “Thirteen, side pocket.”

			His young companion, wearing a bright red Hawaiian T-shirt that made Brody’s eyes hurt, raised his eyebrows. “Really? Tough shot, man.”

			“I can handle it.”

			And handle it he did. The ball slid cleanly into the pocket, making the kid beside him groan.

			“Nice, man. Nice.”

			“Thanks.” He moved to line up his next shot when he noticed his opponent staring at him. “Something wrong?”

			“No, uh, nothing’s wrong. Are—are you Brody Croft?” the guy blurted out, looking embarrassed.

			Brody smothered a laugh. He’d wondered how long it would take the kid to ask. Not that he was conceited enough to think everyone on the planet knew who he was, but seeing as this bar was owned by Luke Stevens and Jeff Wolinski, two fellow Warriors, most of the patrons were bound to be hockey fans.

			“At your service,” he said easily, extending his hand.

			The kid gripped it tightly, as if he were sinking in a pit of quicksand and Brody’s hand was the lifeline keeping him alive. “This is so awesome! I’m Mike, by the way.”

			The look of pure adoration on Mike’s face brought a knot of discomfort to Brody’s gut. He always enjoyed meeting fans, but sometimes the hero-worship went a little too far.

			“What do you say we keep playing?” he suggested, gesturing to the pool table.

			“Yeah. I mean, sure! Let’s play!” Mike’s eyes practically popped out of his angular face. “I can’t wait to tell the guys I played a round of pool with Brody Croft.”

			Since he couldn’t come up with a response that didn’t include something asinine, like “thank you,” Brody chalked up the end of his cue. The next shot would be more difficult than the first, but again, nothing he couldn’t manage. He’d worked in a bar like this one back when he’d played for the farm team and was barely bringing in enough cash to feed himself. He used to hang out after work shooting pool with the other waiters, eventually developing a fondness for the game. With the way his schedule was now, he rarely had time to play anymore.

			But with rumors about a possible league investigation swirling, thanks to allegations made in a recent interview with the team owner’s soon-to-be ex-wife, Brody might end up with more free time than he wanted. Mrs. Houston apparently had proof that her husband had bribed at least two players to bring forth a loss. And that he’d placed substantial—illegal—bets on those fixed games.

			While there was probably no truth to any of it, Brody was growing concerned with the rumors.

			Around five years ago, a similar scandal had plagued the Colorado Kodiaks. Only three players had been involved, but many innocent players suffered, their reputations dragged through the mud thanks to the tarnished franchise.

			Hell would freeze over before he’d accept a payout, and he had no intention of being lumped in with any of the players who might have. His agent was in the process of renegotiating his contract, since his current one was due to expire at the end of the season. He’d be a free agent then, which meant he needed to remain squeaky clean if he wanted to sign with a new team or remain with the Warriors.

			He tried to remind himself that this morning’s headlines were nothing but rumors. If something materialized from Sheila Houston’s claims, he’d worry about it then. Right now, he needed to focus on playing hard, so the Warriors could win the first playoffs round and move on to the next.

			Resting the cue between his thumb and forefinger, he positioned the shot, took one last look and pulled the cue back.

			From the corner of his eye, a woman’s curvy figure drew his attention, distracting him just as he pushed the cue forward. The brief diversion caused his fingers to slip. The white ball sailed across the felt, avoided every other ball on the table and slid directly into the far pocket. Scratch.

			Damn.

			Scowling, he lifted his head just as the source of his distraction drew near.

			“You could do it over,” Mike said quickly, fumbling for the white ball and placing it back on the table. “It’s called a mulligan or something.”

			“That’s golf,” Brody muttered, his gaze glued to the approaching brunette.

			A few years ago an interviewer for Sports Illustrated had asked him to describe the type of women he was attracted to. “Leggy blondes” had been his swift response, which was pretty much the exact opposite of the woman who’d now stopped two feet in front of him. And yet, his mouth went dry at the sight of her, his body quickly responding to every little detail. The silky chocolate-brown hair falling over her shoulders, the vibrant green eyes the same shade as a lush rainforest, the petite body with more curves than his brain could register.

			His breath hitched as their eyes met. The whisper of an uncertain smile that tugged at her full lips sent a jolt to his groin.

			Fuck. He couldn’t remember the last time a single smile from a woman had evoked such an intense response.

			“I thought I’d play the winner.” Her soft, husky voice promptly delivered another shock wave to Brody’s dick.

			Stunned to find he was two seconds away from a full-blown erection, he tried to remind his body that he wasn’t a teenager any longer, but a twenty-nine-year-old man who knew how to control himself. Hell, he could control the puck while fending off elbows and cross-checks from opposing attackers; getting a hold of his hormones should be a piece of cake.

			“Here, just take my place now,” Mike blurted out, quickly pushing his cue into her hands. His gaze dropped to the cleavage spilling over the scooped neckline of the brunette’s yellow tank top, and then the kid turned to Brody and winked. “Have fun, man.”

			Brody swallowed, then focused his eyes on the woman who’d managed to get him hard with one smile.

			She didn’t look like the type you’d find in a sports bar, even one as upscale as this. Sure, her body was out of this world, but something about her screamed innocence. The freckles splattering the bridge of her nose maybe. Or perhaps the way she kept biting on the corner of her bottom lip.

			Before he could stop it, the image of those plump red lips nibbling on one particular part of his anatomy slid to the forefront of his brain like a well-placed slap shot to the net. His cock pushed against the fly of his jeans.

			So much for controlling his hormones.

			“I’m guessing it’s my turn,” she said. Tilting her head, she offered another endearing smile. “Seeing as you just blew your shot.”

			He cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah.”

			Snap out of it, man.

			Right, he needed to regroup here. He played hockey, yeah, but he wasn’t a player anymore. His fuckboy days were in the past. Not only that, but he was sick to death of women fawning all over him because of his career. Nowadays, all he had to do was walk into a place—club, bar, the public library—and a warm, willing woman was by his side, ready to jump his bones. And he couldn’t even count the number of times he’d heard, “Do you like it rough off the ice, baby?”

			Well, screw that. He’d been down the casual road, had his fun, scored off the ice as often as he scored on it, but now it was time to take a new path. One where the woman in his bed actually gave a shit about him, and not the hockey star she couldn’t wait to gush to her friends about.

			The sexual fog in his brain cleared, leaving him alert and composed and completely aware of the flush on the brunette’s cheeks and the hint of attraction in her eyes. If this woman was looking to score with Mr. Hockey, she had another think coming.

			“I’m Hayden,” his new opponent said, uncertainty floating through her forest green eyes.

			“Brody Croft,” he returned coolly, waiting for the flicker of recognition to cross her features.

			It didn’t happen. No flash of familiarity, no widening of the eyes. Her expression didn’t change in the slightest.

			“It’s nice to meet you. Brody.”

			Her voice lingered on his name, as if she was testing it out for size. She must have decided she liked the fit, because she gave a small nod and turned her attention to the table. After a quick examination, she pointed to the ball he’d failed to sink and called the shot.

			Okay, was he supposed to believe she genuinely didn’t know who he was? That she walked into a sports bar and randomly chose to hit on the only professional hockey player in attendance?

			“So...did you catch the game last night?” he said with a casual slant of the head.

			She gave him a blank stare. “What game?”

			“Game one of the playoffs. Warriors and Vipers. Seriously good hockey, in my opinion.”

			Her brows drew together in a frown. “Oh. I’m not really a fan, to be honest.”

			“You don’t like the Warriors?”

			“I don’t like hockey.” She made a self-deprecating face. “Actually, I can’t say I enjoy any sport, really. Maybe the gymnastics in the summer Olympics?”

			He couldn’t help but grin. “Are you asking or telling?”

			She smiled back. “Telling. And I guess it’s very telling that I only watch a sports event once every four years, huh?”

			He found himself liking the dry note to her throaty voice when she admitted her disinterest in sports. Her honesty was rare. Most—fine, all—of the women he encountered claimed to love his sport of choice, and if they didn’t truly love it, they pretended to, as if sharing that common interest made them soulmates.

			“But I love this game,” Hayden added, raising her cue. “It counts as a sport, right?”

			“It does in my book.”

			She nodded, then focused on the balls littering the table. She leaned forward to take her shot.

			He got a nice eyeful of her cleavage, a tantalizing swell of creamy skin spilling over the neckline of her top. When he lowered his eyes, he couldn’t help but admire her full breasts, hugged firmly by a bra he could only see the outline of.

			She took the shot, and he raised his brows when the ball cleanly disappeared into the pocket. She was good.

			All right, more than good, he had to relent as she proceeded to circle the table and sink ball after ball.

			“Where’d you learn to play like that?” he demanded, finally finding his voice.

			She met his eyes briefly before sinking the last solid on the table. “My dad.” She smiled again. Those pouty lips just screamed for his mouth to do wicked things to them. “He bought me my own table when I was nine, set it up right next to his. We used to play side by side in the basement every night before I went to bed.”

			“Does he still play?”

			Her eyes clouded. “No. He’s too busy with work to relax around a pool table anymore.” She straightened her back. “Eight ball, corner pocket.”

			At this point, Brody didn’t even care about the game Hayden was certain to win. The sweet scent of her perfume, a subtle fruity aroma, floated in the air and made him mindless with need. Man, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so drawn to a woman.

			After sinking the eight ball, she moved toward him, each step she took heightening his desire. She ran her fingers through her dark hair, and a new aroma filled his nostrils. Strawberries. Coconut.

			He was suddenly very, very hungry.

			“Good game,” she said, shooting him another smile. Impish, this time.

			His mouth twisted wryly. “I didn’t even get to play.”

			“I’m sorry.” She paused. “Do you like to play?”

			Was she referring to pool? Or a different game? Maybe the kind you played in bed. Naked.

			“Pool, I mean,” she added quickly.

			“Sure, I like pool. Among other things.”

			A cute rosy flush spread over her cheeks again. “Me, too. I mean, I like other things.”

			His curiosity sparked as he stared at the enigma in front of him. He got the distinct impression that she was flirting with him. Or trying to, at least. Yet, her unmistakable blush and the slight trembling of her hands betrayed the confident air she tried to convey.

			Did she do this often? Flirt with strange men in bars? Looking at her again, now that he was able to see through the fog of initial attraction, it didn’t seem like the case. She wasn’t dressed to seduce. Sure, the top was low-cut, but it covered her midriff, and her jeans weren’t skintight like those of most of the other women in this place. And hot as she was, she didn’t seem to be aware of her own appeal.

			“That’s good. Other things can be a lot of fun,” he answered lightly.

			Their gazes connected. Brody could swear the air crackled and hissed with sexual tension. Or maybe he just imagined it. He couldn’t deny the hum of awareness thudding in his groin like the bass line of a sultry jazz tune, but maybe he was alone in the feeling. It was difficult to get a read on Hayden.

			“So... Brody.” His name rolled off her lips in a way that had his body growing stiff. That didn’t say much, considering that every part of him was already hard and prickling with anticipation.

			He wanted her in his bed.

			Fuck.

			Five minutes ago he was telling himself it was time to quit falling into bed with chicks who didn’t give a damn about him. To look for something more meaningful. So why the hell was he anticipating a roll in the hay with a woman he’d just met?

			Because she’s different.

			The observation came out of nowhere, bringing with it a baffling swirl of emotion. Yes, she’d somehow managed to elicit primal, greedy lust in him. Yes, her body was designed to drive a man wild. But something about her seriously intrigued him. Those damn cute freckles, the shy smiles, the look in her eyes that clearly said, “I want to go to bed with you but I’m apprehensive about it.” It was the combination of sensuality and bashfulness, excitement and wariness, that attracted him to her.

			He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but promptly closed it when Hayden reached out to touch his arm.

			Looking up at him with those bottomless green eyes, she said, “Look, I know this is going to sound...forward. And don’t think I do this often—I’ve never done this actually, but...” She took a breath. “Would you like to come back to my hotel?”

			Ah, her hotel. An out-of-towner. That explained why she hadn’t recognized him. Yet, he got the feeling that even if she did know what he did for a living, she wouldn’t care.

			He liked that.

			“Well?” She fixed him with an expectant stare.

			He couldn’t stop the teasing note to his voice. “And what will we do in your hotel room?”

			A hint of a smile. “We could have a nightcap.”

			“A nightcap,” he repeated.

			“Or we could talk. Watch television. Order room service.”

			“Maybe raid the minibar?”

			“Definitely.”

			Their eyes met and locked, the heat of desire and promise of sex filling the space between them.

			Finally, he shoved his pool cue in the rack and strode back to her. Screw it. He’d told himself no more sleazy bar pickups, but damn it, this didn’t feel sleazy. It felt right.

			Barely able to disguise the urgency in his tone, he curled his fingers over the hot, silky skin of her arm and said, “Let’s go.”

		
	
		
			THREE

			Dear God, he’d said yes.

			She’d invited a gorgeous stranger back to her hotel room for a nightcap—translation: sex—and he’d actually said yes.

			Hayden resisted the urge to fan her hot face with her hands. Instead, trying to remain cool and collected, she said, “I’ll meet you outside, okay? I just need to tell my friend I’m leaving.”

			His smoldering blue eyes studied her for a moment, making her grow hotter. With a quick nod, he exited the bar.

			Tearing her attention away from his criminally sexy backside, she spun on her heel and hurried back to Darcy, dodging people along the way. When she reached the table, her friend greeted her with a delighted grin.

			“You bad girl, you,” Darcy teased, wagging her finger.

			Sliding into the chair, Hayden swallowed hard and willed her heartbeat to slow. “Jesus. I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

			“I take it he said yes?”

			She ignored the question. “I just propositioned a complete stranger. Granted, he’s a very attractive stranger, but hell! I’m not sure I can do this.”

			“Of course you can.”

			“But I don’t even know him. What if he hacks me to pieces and hides my dismembered body parts in the air-conditioning system of the hotel or something?”

			“You have your phone?”

			She nodded.

			“If you see any sign of trouble, call the cops. Or call me and I’ll call the cops.” Darcy shrugged. “But I wouldn’t worry. He doesn’t seem like the serial-killer type.”

			Hayden blew out a breath. “That’s what they said about Ted Bundy.”

			“You can back out, you know. You don’t have to sleep with this guy. But you want to, don’t you?”

			Did she want to? Oh, yeah. As the image of Brody’s chiseled face and ripped body flashed through her brain, some of her nervousness dissolved. He was hands down the best-looking man she’d ever met. And she got the feeling he knew his way around a bedroom. The raw sex appeal pouring out of him told her she might be in for a very stimulating night.

			“I want to.” Newfound confidence washed over her. “And I probably shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

			Darcy winked. “Have fun.”

			“Are you going to be okay here alone?”

			“Of course.” Darcy gestured to her wineglass. “Just going to finish this and then find my own one-night stand.”

			Hayden laughed. “Good luck.”

			“Won’t need it.”

			With a quick wave, she threaded through the crowd toward the door. When she stepped into the cool night air, she spotted Brody standing near one of the potted plants in the entrance, his hands slung in the pockets of his jeans.

			A shiver tickled her belly as she took in his profile. He really was spectacular. Her gaze lowered to his lips. She wondered what they would feel like pressed against her own. Would they be soft? Hard? Both?

			“Hey,” she said, her voice wavering.

			She took a step forward just as he turned to face her. His expression, appreciative and anticipatory, sizzled her nerves.

			“Your car or mine?” he asked in a rough voice that made her toes curl.

			“I don’t have a car. My friend drove here.” A squeak. Her voice had come out in a damn squeak.

			“My car’s over there.” He nodded, then began walking toward the parking lot. He didn’t check to see if she was following. He just assumed she was.

			This was her chance to walk away. She could hurry into the bar and pretend she’d never asked this man to come back to her hotel. She could call Doug, have a heart-to-heart, maybe entice him into engaging in some phone sex... Ha. Fat chance.

			She hurried to keep up with Brody’s purposeful strides.

			“Nice car,” she remarked when they reached the shiny black BMW SUV.

			“Thanks.” He pulled a set of keys from his pocket and pressed a button. The car’s security system beeped as the doors unlocked, and he reached for the passenger door and opened it for her. Hayden settled against the leather seat and waited for Brody to get in.

			After he’d buckled his seat belt and started the engine, he turned to her and asked, “Where to?”

			“The Ritz-Carlton.”

			He raised his eyebrows but didn’t say anything, just pulled out of the parking lot and made a left turn. “So where are you from, Hayden?”

			“I was born in Chicago, but I’ve been living in San Francisco for the past three years.”

			“What do you do out there?”

			“I’m a professor at Berkeley. I teach art history, and I’m also working toward my PhD.”

			Before she could ask him what he did for a living, he said, “Sounds exciting.”

			She got the feeling he wasn’t talking about her career anymore. Her suspicions were confirmed when his gaze swept over her face and dropped to her cleavage. Under his brief scrutiny, her nipples tightened against her lace bra.

			She played with the sleeve of the green wool cardigan sweater she’d brought instead of a coat, focusing on the scenery along South Michigan Avenue, afraid to look at him again. If he got her this aroused from one hooded glance, what on earth would he do to her in bed?

			She couldn’t wait to find out.

			The rest of the car ride was silent. When they reached the hotel, Brody pulled into the lot and killed the engine. Still, neither of them spoke. As she unbuckled her seat belt, her pulse began to race. This was it. An hour ago she’d been complaining to Darcy about the lack of sex in her life, and now here she was, walking into the lobby of the Ritz with the sexiest man she’d ever encountered.

			Her heart thumped against her rib cage as they rode the elevator up to the penthouse. Shooting her a quizzical look, he said, “You must make good money at Berkeley.”

			She simply nodded, her expression vague. She didn’t want to tell him that the lavish penthouse actually belonged to her father. Her dad had lived here up until three years ago, before he’d married Sheila. He kept the place so Hayden would have somewhere to stay when she came to visit. But she couldn’t reveal that to Brody, mostly because it would lead to questions like what does your father do? Which would then lead to questions about her dad’s hockey team, and that was one topic of conversation she tried to avoid.

			With the exception of Doug, most of the men she’d dated over the years went a little crazy when they found out her father owned the Warriors. Once, she’d dated a man who badgered her constantly to get him season tickets, which had driven her to promptly break up with him. And even after the breakup, he kept texting, begging her for those tickets. Eventually, she had to block him.

			She understood the sports obsession that came with most males, but just once it would be nice if she was the source of a man’s infatuation.

			The elevator doors opened right into the living room. Decorated in shades of black and gold, the room boasted four enormous leather couches in the center, all positioned in the direction of a massive television mounted on the far wall. The suite had three large bedrooms, and a private covered balcony with a ten-person hot tub. In the corner of the main suite was a wet bar, which Hayden made a beeline for the second they stepped inside.

			She wasn’t a big drinker, but her nerves were shaky, making her hands tremble and her heartbeat erratic. She hoped the alcohol might calm her down.

			“What can I get you?” she called over her shoulder. “There’s beer, scotch, whiskey, bourbon—”

			“You.” With a soft laugh, Brody eliminated the distance between them.

			Oh, God, he was huge. She had to fully tilt her head to look at him. At five feet three inches, she felt tiny next to him.

			Her heart jammed in her throat when he stepped even closer. She could feel his body heat, his warm breath tickling her ear as he leaned down and whispered, “That was the nightcap you were referring to, wasn’t it?”

			His low, husky voice heated her veins. When she met his eyes, she saw the unmistakable desire glittering in their cobalt blue depths.

			“Well?” he prompted.

			“Yes.” The word slid out of her mouth.

			He rested his hands on her waist, yet didn’t press his body against hers. Despite the pounding of her heart, anticipation began to build in her belly, slowly creeping up to her breasts like a vine and making them grow heavy, achy. She wanted him closer, wanted to feel his firm chest on her breasts, his hardness between her thighs.

			Brody lifted one hand and brushed his thumb against her lower lip. “If you want to change your mind, now’s the time.”

			He waited for her answer, watching her closely. Her throat grew dry, while another part of her grew wet.

			Did she want to change her mind? Maybe she should call her own bluff now, before things got out of hand.

			But as she studied his handsome face, she realized she didn’t want him to leave. So what if this wouldn’t result in I-love-yous and cosigning a mortgage for a house? Tonight wasn’t about that. Tonight she was stressed and tired and sexually frustrated. And just once she wanted to be with a man without thinking about the future.

			“I haven’t changed my mind,” she murmured.

			“Good.”

			He skimmed his hand over her hip, moving it to her back, grazing her tailbone. Then he stared at her lips, as if pondering, debating.

			His slow perusal lasted too long for her throbbing body. She wanted him to kiss her. Now. She let out a groan to voice her anguish.

			Amusement danced across his face. “What? What do you want, Hayden?”

			“Your mouth.” The words flew out before she could stop them.

			“All right.” He dipped his head and planted a soft kiss on her neck, lightly biting the tender flesh with his teeth.

			She whimpered and he responded with a chuckle, his warm breath moistening her skin. He trailed his tongue up to her earlobe, flicked over it, licked it, then blew a stream of air over it, making her shiver.

			Fire began simmering in her blood, heating all the parts that already ached for him. She reached up and touched his dark hair, relishing the silky texture. She’d never known a simple kiss could have such a slow buildup. Most of the men in her past had thrust their tongues into her mouth and quickly followed suit by thrusting themselves into her.

			But Brody... He took his time.

			He tortured her.

			“Your skin tastes like...” He kissed her jaw, then nipped at it. “Strawberries. And honey.”

			All she could do was shiver in response.

			“Take off your clothes,” he said roughly.

			She swallowed. “Now?”

			“Now would be a good time, yes.”

			She reached for the hem of her sweater, trying to fight the insecurity spiraling through her. She’d never stripped for a man before. Was she supposed to put on a show? Dance? Well, forget that. No matter how much she wanted him right now, she wasn’t going to pretend to be the sexy seductress she wasn’t.

			She shrugged her sweater off, then pulled her tank top over her head, pleased to hear Brody’s breath hitch at the sight of her lacy wisp of a bra. When she reached for the front clasp, he shook his head.

			“No. Not yet. First the jeans.”

			Well. Commanding, wasn’t he?

			Obligingly, she wiggled out of her jeans and let them drop to the floor. Her black panties matched her bra, and they, too, left little to the imagination.

			Brody’s eyes narrowed with approval. She was starting to get the hang of this stripping thing. Hooking her thumbs under the spaghetti-thin straps that constituted a waistband, she pulled her panties down her thighs, slowly, bending over a little so he could get a peek at her cleavage.

			Naked from the waist down, she held his gaze. “Like what you see?”

			His serious expression never faltered. “Very much. Now the bra.”

			In one slow, fluid movement, she unclasped her bra and tossed it aside. Strangely enough, she no longer felt insecure.

			“I like—” he stepped closer and brushed his thumb over the swell of one breast “—these. A lot.”

			She wondered if he realized he still hadn’t kissed her lips. Though the way his eyes burned every inch of skin she’d just exposed to him, she felt thoroughly kissed.

			“Why am I the only one naked?” Hayden complained. “Your turn. Get rid of your clothes.”

			He grinned. “Why don’t you do it for me?”

			The thought of undressing him was so appealing that her nipples hardened. He didn’t miss the reaction, and his grin widened.

			“Gets you going, doesn’t it, the thought of getting me naked?”

			“Yes,” she confessed.

			“Then do it.”

			With a shaky breath, she grasped his sweater, bunching the material between her fingers before lifting it up his torso and over his head. That first sight of his bare chest stole the breath from her lungs. Every inch of him was hard. His defined pectorals, the rippling abs and trim hips. He had a two-inch scar under his collarbone, and another under his chin that she hadn’t noticed before, but the scars only added to his appeal, making him appear dangerous.

			An intricate tribal tattoo covered one of his firm biceps, while the other boasted a lethal-looking dragon in mid-flight. It reminded her of her own tattoo, the one she’d gotten for the sole purpose of pissing off her father after he grounded her for missing curfew when she was seventeen. Even now the spontaneity of her actions surprised her. Darcy always teased that she had a secret wild side, and maybe she did, but it rarely made any appearances.

			Tonight, though, her wild side had definitely come out to play.

			“Like what you see?” Brody mimicked, the heat in his eyes telling her he was enjoying the attention.

			She licked her lips. “Yes.”

			Then she reached for his fly, unbuttoned it and pulled the zipper down. She bent over to slide his jeans off, admiring his long legs and muscular thighs and the erection that pushed against the black boxer briefs he wore, a thick ridge that made her mouth water.

			Dear God, this was insanity.

			Stumbling to her feet, she tugged at his waistband. Leaving him as naked as she was.

			His body was toned, sculpted and unbelievably male. She eyed his impressive erection, then trembled at the thought of that hard, pulsing cock buried deep inside her.

			Suddenly, she could no longer bear it.

			“Would you fucking kiss me already?” she blurted out.

			He laughed.

			“Are you laughing at me?”

			“Yup. You’re so impatient.”

			“Maybe if we weren’t standing here naked, I’d have extra patience to spare, but...” She gestured to his impressive body. “Look at you. You’re...”

			“I’m what?” He sounded amused.

			“Hot,” she grumbled. “You’re hot, and you’re still not kissing me. It’s like some new form of torture.”

			“You’re great for a man’s ego.”

			“And you’re terrible for mine! Just kiss me already.”

			“So demanding...” Eyes gleaming, Brody pressed his body against hers and finally bent down to capture her mouth.

			Oh, my God.

			The moment his lips touched hers, it was like an electric current surging up her spine. The kiss was soft at first. Teasing. And then his tongue lightly swept over her bottom lip, seeking access. She moaned eagerly, and he took full advantage of her parted lips, his tongue sliding past them to slick over hers.

			He felt and tasted like heaven. With skilled ease, he explored her mouth, hot and greedy. When he sucked on her bottom lip, she let out another moan, louder this time. At the desperate sound, he broke the kiss, searching her expression. She was pretty sure she was staring at him in awe.

			“Was that up to par, Professor?” he asked cheerfully.

			“It was all right.”

			That got her a smile. A flash of perfect white teeth that sped up her pulse.

			This man was too attractive for his own good.

			He cupped her cheek, lazily trailing his thumb along her jaw. Then he dipped his head and kissed her again. As hungry as before, only this time, whenever she tried driving the kiss deeper, he eased his mouth back, chuckling softly.

			He dragged one hand from her shoulder to her collarbone and then lower, his knuckles grazing the swell of one breast. His other hand joined in the exploration, and he groaned as he squeezed her breasts.

			“I love these,” he muttered. Those magnetic blue eyes focused on the tight nipples he was now tweaking with his fingertips.

			He seemed to know exactly what to do, turning her on in a way she’d never anticipated. He fondled her breasts for an excruciatingly long time before finally dipping his head and sampling one with his tongue.

			He sucked the nipple, flicked his tongue over it, nibbled on it until she cried out with pleasure that bordered on pain, and just when she thought it couldn’t possibly feel better than that, he turned his attention to her other breast.

			She could barely stay upright, her knees wobbling as she sagged into his mouth. Arousal drummed through her body, until her thighs grew slick from her own wetness, and she found herself choking out, “We need a bed. Now.”

		
	
		
			FOUR

			Damn, he hadn’t expected her to be like this. Deliciously demanding and so gorgeous. Something about Hayden sent lust and curiosity spinning through him, the need to both claim her and unravel the mystery of her.

			And there was plenty to learn about this freckle-faced professor who had initiated a random hookup when it was obviously not in her nature.

			He teasingly sucked on her nipple before pulling his head away and straightening his back. His mouth went dry as sawdust as he stared at the evidence of his handiwork on those perky, full tits. His stubble had chafed the hell out of her skin, leaving splotches of red, and the tips of her dusky pink nipples glistened with moisture, making him want to feast on her again.

			His eyes dropped to the wispy line of dark hair between her thighs. The sparse amount of hair offered a mouthwatering view of her swollen clit.

			His already hot and hard body grew hotter and harder.

			“Where’s the bedroom?” he groaned.

			Hayden’s mouth quirked. Without answering, she turned on her heel toward the unlit hallway.

			Brody took two steps, then stopped when he noticed the tattoo on her lower back. Oh, man. In the shadowy corridor he could just make out the shape of a bird. A hawk, or an eagle. Dark, dangerous, incredibly sexy and completely surprising. He’d known this woman was different. Her tattoo was so tantalizing he marched up to her and gripped her slender waist with both hands.

			The top of her head barely reached his chin. How had this saucy little woman reduced him to a state of mindless hunger?

			As his hands trailed down her hips, she twisted her head slightly to send him a look that said she was curious about his next move.

			His next move consisted of dropping to his knees and outlining the tattoo with his tongue.

			Hayden shuddered, but he kept one hand on her waist, keeping her steady. “Why an eagle?” he murmured, kissing her lower back.

			“I like eagles.”

			A very simple answer from a very complicated woman. He stroked her ass with his hand, then lowered his head and bit into the soft flesh.

			“Bedroom,” she gasped.

			“Screw it,” he muttered.

			Still holding her secure with one hand, he slid the other around to her front and ran one finger over her clit. She hissed out a breath, then jerked forward, pressing her palms to the wall and raising that firm ass so that he got a very naughty view of her glistening pussy.

			He moved closer as if being pulled by a magnet. While his pulse drummed in his ears, he licked her damp folds from behind and used his finger to stroke her clit.

			Hayden shuddered again. “That feels—” she moaned “—amazing.”

			“What about this? How does this feel?”

			He shoved his tongue directly into her opening.

			Her breath hissed.

			He chuckled at her reaction, then thrust his tongue right back in before she could catch her breath.

			Hayden’s soft moans filled the hallway. Her breathing grew ragged, her clit swollen beneath his thumb, her pussy wet with arousal. He kissed her again, then moved his mouth away and replaced it with two fingers.

			“Are you trying to make me come?” she choked out.

			“That was the plan, yeah.”

			He explored her silky heat, fingering her deftly, enjoying her soft whimpers of pleasure while at the same time trying to ignore his dick, which was threatening to explode.

			Any second now his control would shatter, he knew it would, but he held on to that one tiny thread of restraint, feeling it slowly unravel and fray inside him. Hayden’s cry of abandon made him move faster, increase his pressure over her clit and add another finger into the mix. And then she came. Loudly. Without inhibition. She pushed her ass into his hand as her inner muscles tightened and contracted over his fingers.

			“Oh, my God... Brody...” Her voice dissolved into a contented sigh.

			A moment later she slid down to the carpeted floor, her bare back pressing into his chest as he continued to trace lazy figure eights over her clit.

			She shifted so they were face-to-face, her green eyes burning with need, her face flushed from her climax. She looked so good that he leaned forward to push his tongue through her pliant lips, intent on exploring her hot, wet mouth, desperate to taste every part of this woman.

			Without breaking the kiss, he rolled her gently onto her back and covered her body with his.

			“I need to be inside you,” he muttered.

			It was a primal urge, an overwhelming desire to possess, and one he never knew he had, but sure enough it was there, making his entire body tense with need, waiting to be released.

			Tearing his mouth from hers, he stood up and left her in the hall. He returned a moment later with the condoms that had been tucked in his wallet.

			Only three, he realized as he glanced down at his hand. Maybe he was being overly optimistic, but as he looked at Hayden, he suspected he might need to make a trip to the drugstore. She hadn’t bothered getting up and she looked ridiculously sexy lying there on the carpet beneath him. Sexy and so damn appealing his cock twitched with impatience.

			The air was thick with tension, the hallway quiet save for their heavy breathing. Before he could tear open the condom packet, she sat up and murmured, “Not yet.”

			Then she wrapped her lips around him.

			“Jesus,” he mumbled, nearly keeling over backward.

			The feel of her eager mouth surrounding him brought on an unexpected shudder. She took him deeper into her mouth, cupping his balls, stroking his ass and licking every hard inch of him.

			A few moments of exquisite torture were all he could bear. Difficult as it was to pull back from the best blow job of his life, he gently moved her head, so close to exploding he wasn’t sure how he managed to hold back.

			He lowered himself onto her again and Hayden sighed as one palm closed over her breast. “It’s been so long...”

			“How long?” he asked.

			“Too long.”

			He lightly pinched her nipple before bending down to kiss it. “I’ll take it slow, then.”

			She forced his head up and kissed him. “No.” Then she took his hand and dragged it between her legs. “I want fast.”

			He swallowed when he touched her pussy, still wet from her climax. He grew even harder, wanting so badly to put the damn condom on and slide into her slick heat. But the gentleman in him argued to go slow, to taste every inch of her body and bring her over the edge again before he took his own release. So once again, he tried to slow the pace, stroking her with his thumb.

			His gentlemanly intentions got him nowhere.

			“I’m ready,” she said between gritted teeth. “I don’t need slow. I need you to fuck me.”

			His cock jerked at the wicked request.

			Oh, man. He’d never have pegged this woman as a dirty talker. But damn, he liked it.

			Without another word, he rolled the condom onto his shaft, positioned himself between her thighs and drove deep inside her. They released simultaneous groans.

			Burying his face in the curve of her neck, Brody inhaled the sweet feminine scent of her and withdrew, slowly, torturously, only to thrust into her to the hilt before she could blink.

			“You’re so tight,” he muttered in her ear. “So wet.”

			“Told you I was ready,” she said between gasps of pleasure.

			He slammed into her, over and over again, groaning each time she lifted her hips to take him deeper. It was too fast for him, and yet it felt like everything was moving in slow motion. The way she dug her fingers into his ass and pulled him toward her, squeezing his cock with her tight wetness. The rising need in his body, the impatient throb in his groin, that forced him to move even faster.

			She came again, quivering, shuddering, making little sounds that had his entire body burning with excitement.

			He continued plunging into her until finally he couldn’t take it anymore. He came a second later, kissing her harshly as his climax rocked into him with the force of a hurricane. Shards of pleasure ripped through him, hot, intense, insistent. Uncontrollable. He fought for air, wondering how it was possible that the woman beneath him had managed to bring him to the most incredible release of his life.

			They lay there for a moment, breathing ragged, bodies slick, his cock still buried inside her.

			Hayden ran her hands along his sweat-soaked back, then said, “Not bad.”

			Even in his state of orgasmic numbness Brody managed a mock frown. “Not bad? That’s all you can say?”

			“Fine, it was tremendously good.”

			“That’s better.”

			With a small grin, she disentangled herself from his embrace and got to her feet. Her gaze ruefully drifted in the direction of the bedroom they’d never managed to reach. “Five more steps and we could’ve been on my big, comfortable bed.”

			He propped himself up on his elbows, the soft carpet itching the hell out of his back. “Don’t you worry,” he said with a rakish glint in his eye. “The night is still young.”

		
	
		
			FIVE

			There was a naked man in her bed.

			Well, he’d been there the night before when they fell asleep after the gazillionth round of hot, mind-blowing sex. But it was odd waking up next to a naked stranger.

			Stranger being the operative word because, despite how well she knew his body, Brody was essentially still a stranger to her. They’d barely exchanged a single important sentence last night aside from “Please don’t stop” and “I’m about to come, baby.” Between rounds, he’d held her against his warm, muscular body and they would either lie there quietly or lazily make out until the need built up again.

			This morning, the heated whispers and soft moans of last night almost felt like a figment of her imagination.

			Until the naked man beside her began to stir, reminding her that last night did indeed happen.

			“Mornin’,” he mumbled, his lips curving in a smile when his gaze met hers.

			“Morning.”

			Hayden rolled over to slide away, but Brody wrapped one big arm around her and pulled her against him. Her ass was now pressed up against a very prominent erection.

			“Don’t go yet,” he said, his body serving as a big spoon, curling around her smaller frame and making her feel dainty and safe.

			“It’s almost nine,” Hayden told him. “We should get up.” In fact, she should’ve gotten up two hours ago. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept this late.

			“Not yet.” His hand found her breast, caressing gently.

			Despite herself, she pressed herself against his exploring fingers. After last night’s sex marathon, she was shocked she could still feel desire. But she did. The need was building again, throbbing between her legs.

			Brody’s lips tickled her shoulder as he brushed a kiss over it. Then his voice grew rough. “I want to start my day with that noise you make when you come.”

			Oh, my God.

			Hayden took a breath, trying to ignore her pounding heart. “What noise?”

			“It was like a cross between a gasp and a moan.” His hand teasingly moved down her body. “I want to hear it again. Will you let me?”

			Who the fuck was this man? How was he so skilled at driving her this crazy?

			She knew she ought to say no. This was supposed to be a one-night stand. It was time for him to go, damn it.

			But...

			“Yes,” she whispered.

			What was the harm in just one more orgasm?

			He slipped his hand between her thighs, once again proving how attuned with her body he truly was. Within minutes, he was stroking her to an orgasm that summoned a desperate noise from her lips, and as she shuddered against him, he chuckled in her ear and murmured, “Yeah. That’s what I wanted to hear.”

			For a moment, Hayden forgot her name, her surroundings and the reason she’d brought this man home in the first place.

			But as the aftereffects of pleasure wore off, reality slowly crept in.

			She was expecting him to ask her to return the favor, but he simply rolled onto his back, grinning. “You good?” he asked lightly.

			She managed a nod, then awkwardly climbed out of bed in search of some clothing. She grabbed the first thing she found—the filmy, flowery dress she’d worn to lunch with her dad on her first day back in town.

			The white material was a bit too thin and required a bra, though, which she wasn’t wearing right now. As Brody sat up in bed, stretching those powerful arms over his head, his amused gaze fixed on her chest.

			“I can see your nipples.”

			“I know.” She sighed.

			His gaze tracked her as she walked to the dresser where she’d left her phone. When she checked the screen, her uneasiness only heightened. She had several text messages from Doug, and two missed calls from her father.

			“Hayden.” She heard a rustling sound behind her, turning to see a gloriously naked Brody approaching her. Lord, even his abs had abs. “You sure you’re good?”

			“I’m fine,” she assured him. “But you should probably go. I have a ton of stuff to do today.”

			He nodded slowly. “All right. Any idea where my clothes might be?”

			Her lips twitched. “Somewhere out there,” she said, waving a hand toward the bedroom door. “Near the bar, I think.”

			Chuckling, he strode toward the door, and she couldn’t help checking out his ass. Why was it so muscular? What on earth did he do for a living? She hadn’t thought to ask last night; she was too interested in other aspects of the man. Like his dick.

			And she couldn’t ask him now, because then he’d think she was trying to get to know him and...she couldn’t go there. This was supposed to be a hookup. A one-night, no-strings encounter with the hot stranger from the bar. It was a bit too late to try to connect on a deeper level.

			She found him in the living area of the penthouse, zipping up his pants. His smoky blue eyes appraised her as she slowly walked toward him.

			“I want to see you again,” he said bluntly.

			Hayden startled. “Oh.”

			“Let me add your number to my contacts before I head out.”

			She hesitated.

			He lifted a brow. “Is that a problem?”

			After a beat, she let out a breath. “Sort of.”

			That got her a laugh.

			“Look... Brody...”

			“Oh. Wow.” Now both his eyebrows had soared.

			“What?”

			“I just know where this is going, and, well—” He shrugged. “Honestly never had it happen to me.”

			She couldn’t stop a smile. “You’ve given this speech before, then?”

			“More times than I’d like,” he admitted.

			His honesty was refreshing. And he looked utterly edible standing there with his dark hair tousled from sleep and stubble shadowing his chiseled jaw.

			But his hotness didn’t change her circumstances. Hayden hadn’t come home to start up a fling with a total stranger. She was here for her dad, plain and simple. To support him while her stepmother attempted to take what mattered most to him.

			Presley’s soon-to-be ex was determined to squeeze him for every dime he had. And that was a lot of dimes. Though he’d spent most of his life coaching, Hayden’s dad had always dreamed of owning a team, a goal he’d finally reached seven years ago. Thanks to the substantial insurance settlement he’d received after her mom’s accident, and his wise investment in a pharmaceutical company that had made him hundreds of millions, he was able to purchase the Chicago Warriors franchise. Over the years he continued investing and building his fortune, but his main priority was the team. It was all he ever thought about, and that was what made coming home so difficult.

			Her childhood had been chaotic. Traveling with her dad across the country for away games, living in Florida for two years when he’d coached the Aces to a championship victory, five years in Texas, three in Oregon. It was tough, but their close relationship had made the constant upheaval bearable. Her father had always shown an interest in her life. He’d listened while she babbled about her favorite artists. Taken her to countless museums over the years.

			Now that she was an adult and he was busy with the team, he no longer seemed to care about making time to connect with her outside of the hockey arena. She knew other team owners didn’t get as involved as her father did, but his background as a coach seemed to influence his new position; he had his hand in every aspect of the Warriors, from drafting players to marketing, and he thrived on it, no matter how time-consuming the work was.

			That was why three years ago she decided to accept the full-time position Berkeley offered her, even though it meant relocating to the west coast. She’d hoped the old absence-makes-the-heart-grow-fonder cliché might kick in and make her father realize there was more to life than hockey. It hadn’t.

			But maybe this time would be different. Maybe now that his personal life was falling apart, her father would want to lean on her. She was home not only to see him through his divorce, but also in the hopes that they could finally reconnect.

			“I had an amazing time last night,” she told Brody. She gave him a sheepish look. “That was the best sex I’ve ever had.”

			His lips quirked.

			“But I wasn’t looking for anything beyond one night,” she finished awkwardly. “I have too much going on these next couple of months.”

			Brody continued to watch her, his expression unreadable.

			She shifted in discomfort. “What?”

			“I just can’t believe you’re going to deprive us of...that.”

			He pointed in the direction of the hallway, where last night’s stupidly dirty encounter began.

			Hayden fought a smile. “I’m sure you’ll be able to find someone else who will screw you on the hallway floor and give you carpet burn on your butt.”

			His eyes went molten. “I don’t want someone else. I want you.”

			She wasn’t allowed to look into those eyes anymore. They were liable to shatter her resolve.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, avoiding his gaze. “I had a great time, but this isn’t happening again. I hope you understand.”

			“You’re really not going to give me your number?” A trace of astonishment rang in his voice, and Hayden got a feeling he wasn’t used to rejection.

			“Sorry.” She shrugged again.

			After a beat, Brody started to laugh. “Shit. Don’t I feel humbled.”

			Still chuckling, he wandered toward the credenza against the far wall in the living room. Hayden watched warily as he picked up a pen and started scribbling something on the small notepad next to it.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Leaving you my number.” He glanced over his shoulder. “In case you change your mind.”

			He strolled back to her, running a hand through his hair and drawing her attention to his flexing biceps. God. Why was he so attractive?

			“Thanks for a great night,” he said, his voice a bit gruff. Then he leaned in and pressed a light kiss to her cheek, surrounding her with his spicy, addictive scent.

			Hayden forced herself not to inhale until he’d stepped back. “I’ll walk you out.”

		
	
		
			SIX

			“How many?” Darcy demanded, her curious voice coming out of the rental car’s speakers.

			Hayden maneuvered the rental through late-afternoon traffic. Chicago’s downtown core was surprisingly busy; tonight’s Warriors game had probably compelled more than a few people to leave work early. Hayden, on the other hand, didn’t have a choice in the matter. Whether she wanted to or not, she was about to spend the evening sitting next to her dad in the owner’s box, watching a sport she not only found dismally boring, but also one she’d resented for years.

			God, she couldn’t even count how many games she’d been dragged to over the years. Hundreds? Thousands? Regardless of the final tally, she was no closer to liking hockey now, at twenty-six, than she had been at age six, when her father took her to her first game. To her, hockey meant constant uprooting. Traveling, moving, sitting behind the bench with a coloring book because her dad hadn’t felt right hiring a nanny.

			A shrink would probably tell her that she was projecting, taking out her frustration with her father on an innocent little sport, but she couldn’t help it. No matter how hard she’d tried over the years, she couldn’t bring herself to appreciate or enjoy the damn game.

			“I don’t kiss and tell,” she said, stopping at a red light. An El train whizzed overhead, momentarily making her deaf to anything but the thundering of the train as it tore down the tracks.

			“Like hell you don’t,” Darcy was saying when the noise died down. “How many, Hayden?”

			Suppressing a tiny smile, she finally caved. “Five.”

			“Five!” Darcy went silent for a moment. Then she offered an awe-laced obscenity. “You’re telling me that dude gave you five orgasms last night?”

			“Last night? Four. Plus one this morning.” The memory alone brought a spark of heat to her still-exhausted body. Muscles she hadn’t even known she had were still aching, thanks to the man who could definitely give the Energizer Bunny a run for its money.

			“I’m stunned. You realize that? I’m utterly stunned.”

			The light ahead turned green and Hayden drove through the intersection. A group of teenagers wearing blue-and-silver Warriors jerseys caught her attention. She groaned at the sight of them. She was so not in the mood to watch a night of rowdy hockey with her father.

			“So how was the big goodbye and ‘thanks for the five Os’?” Darcy asked.

			“Awkward.” She made a left turn and drove down Lakeshore Drive toward the Lincoln Center, the brand-new arena recently built for the Warriors. “Before he left, he asked for my number.”

			“Did you give it to him?”

			“No.” She sighed. “But then he left me his number.”

			“It was supposed to be a one-night stand!”

			“Yeah...but...he looked so dismayed. I made it clear it was a one-night thing. You’d think he’d be thrilled about that. No strings, no expectations. But he was disappointed.”

			“You can’t see him again. What if things get serious? You’ll be going back to the west coast in a couple months.”

			Darcy sounded surprisingly upset. Well, maybe it wasn’t that surprising, seeing as Darcy found the idea of falling in love more petrifying than a flesh-eating virus.

			“Nothing will get serious,” Hayden said with a laugh. “First of all, I won’t see him again. And second, I won’t allow myself to develop a relationship with any man until I figure out where things stand with Doug.”

			Darcy groaned. “Him? Why do you continue to keep him in the picture? Turn your break into a breakup, before he mentions the intimacy bridge and—”

			“Goodbye, Darce.”

			She hung up, not in the mood to hear Darcy make fun of Doug again. Fine, so he was conservative, and maybe his comparison of sex to a bridge was bizarre, but Doug was a decent man. She wasn’t ready to write him off completely.

			Uh, you slept with another man, her conscience reminded.

			Her cheeks grew hot at the memory of sleeping with Brody. And somehow the words sleeping with Brody seemed unsuitable, as if they described a bland, mundane event like tea with a grandparent. What she and Brody had done was neither bland nor mundane. It had been crazy. Intense. Wild and dirty. Hands down, the best sex of her life.

			Was she a complete fool for sending him away this morning?

			Probably.

			Fine, more like absolutely.

			Brody made it clear he wanted to see her again, and sure, that would be nice...

			Okay, it would be incredible. But sex wasn’t going to solve her problems. Her issues with Doug would still be there, lurking in the wings like a jealous understudy, as would the stress of her father’s recent struggles. And if Brody wanted more than sex, if he wanted a relationship—as unlikely as that was—what would she do then? Throw a third complication into her already complicated personal life?

			No, ending it before it began was the logical solution. Best to leave it as a one-time hookup.

			She reached the arena ten minutes later and parked in the area reserved for VIPs, right next to her father’s shiny red Mercedes convertible. She knew it was her dad’s, because of the license plate reading: “TM OWNR.”

			Real subtle, Dad.

			Why had she even bothered coming home? When her father asked if she could take some time off to be with him during this whole divorce mess, she’d seen it as a sign that he valued her support, wanted her around. But in the week she’d been home she’d only seen him once for a quick lunch in his office. The phone had kept ringing, so they’d barely spoken, and it was unlikely they’d get any time to talk tonight. She knew how focused her dad was when he watched hockey.

			With a sigh, she got out of the car and braced herself for a night of watching sweaty men skating after a black disk, while listening to her father rave about how “it doesn’t get better than this.”

			Gee, she couldn’t wait.

			

			“Watch out for Valdek tonight,” Sam Becker warned when Brody approached the long wooden bench on one side of the Warriors locker room. He paused in front of his stall.

			“Valdek’s back?” Brody groaned. “What happened to his three-game suspension?”

			Becker adjusted his shin pads then pulled on his navy blue pants and started lacing up. For thirty-six, he was still in prime condition. When Brody first met the legendary forward, he’d been in awe, even more impressed when he’d seen Becker deke out three guys to score a shorthanded goal, proving to everyone in the league why he still belonged there.

			But what had impressed him the most was Becker’s complete lack of arrogance. Despite winning two championship Cups and having a career that rivaled some of the greats, Sam Becker was as down-to-earth as they came. He was the man everyone went to when they had a problem, whether personal or professional, and over the years, he’d become Brody’s closest friend.

			“Suspension’s over,” Becker answered. “And he’s out for blood. He hasn’t forgotten who got him suspended, kid.”

			Brody ignored the nickname, which Becker refused to ease up on, and snorted. “Right, because it’s my fault he sliced my chin open with his skate.”

			A few more players drifted into the room. Their goalie, Alexi Nicklaus, gave a salute in lieu of greeting. Next to him, Derek Jones, this season’s rookie yet already one of the best defensemen in the league, wandered over and said, “Valdek’s back.”

			“So I’ve heard.” Brody peeled his black T-shirt over his head and tossed it on the bench.

			Jones suddenly hooted, causing him to glance down at his chest.

			What he found was a reminder of the hottest sexual experience of his life. Over his left nipple was the purple hickey Hayden’s full lips had branded into his skin, after he’d scooped her off the hallway floor and carried her into the bedroom—where he’d proceeded to fuck her all night long.

			This morning he’d woken up to the sight of Hayden’s dark hair fanned across the stark white pillow, one bare breast pressing into his chest and a slender leg hooked over his lower body. He’d cuddled after sex plenty of times in the past, but he couldn’t remember ever awakening to find himself in the exact post-sex position. Normally, he gently rolled his companion over, needing space and distance in order to fall asleep. Last night he hadn’t needed it. In fact, he even remembered waking up in the middle of the night and pulling Hayden’s warm, naked body closer.

			Figure that one out.

			“Remind me to keep you away from my daughter,” Becker said with a sigh.

			Next to him, Jones guffawed. “So who’s the lucky lady? Or did you even get her name?”

			Brody’s back stiffened defensively, but then he wondered why it bothered him that his teammates still viewed him as a playboy. Sure, he’d been a playboy, once upon a time. When he’d first gone pro, he couldn’t help letting it all go to his head. For a kid who’d grown up dirt-poor in Michigan, the sudden onslaught of wealth and attention was like a drug. Exciting. Addictive. Suddenly, everyone wanted to be his friend, his confidant, his lover. At twenty-one, he’d welcomed every perk that came with the job—particularly the endless stream of women lining up to sit on his dick.

			But it got old once he’d realized that 90 percent of those eager girls cared only about his uniform. To make matters worse, he’d suddenly found his face all over social media and the sports gossip websites. Pictures of him leaving a club with a different woman each night. A compromising shot of him with his tongue down the caterer’s throat at a team event.

			The Warriors’ PR people eventually pulled him into the head office and told him to tone it the fuck down or he’d be cut from the team, star player or not. It scared him enough that he’d kept his extracurriculars more covert from that point on. But he hadn’t stopped fucking around altogether.

			These days, he didn’t mind being in the limelight, but he was no longer interested in going to bed with women who thought of him only as the star forward of the Warriors.

			Unfortunately, his teammates couldn’t seem to accept that he’d left his fuckboy days in the dust.

			Ah, well. Let them believe what they wanted. He might not be a Casanova anymore, but he could still kick their asses any day of the week.

			“Yes, I got her name,” he said, rolling his eyes.

			Just not her number.

			He kept that irksome detail to himself. He still wasn’t sure why it bugged him, Hayden’s refusal to give him her phone number. And for the life of him, he also couldn’t make sense of that bomb of a speech she’d dropped on him earlier.

			I had a great time, but this isn’t happening again. I hope you understand.

			Every man’s dream words. He couldn’t remember how many times he’d tried to find a way to let a woman down gently when she asked for something more the morning after. Hayden had pretty much summed up the attitude he’d had about sex his entire life. One night, no expectations, nothing more. In the old days he would’ve sent her a fruit basket with a thank-you card for her casual dismissal.

			But these days he wanted more than that. That was why he’d gone to Hayden’s hotel room after avoiding random hookups for months now. Because something about her made him think she was the one who could give him the more he desired. A sexy professor who hated sports and set his body on fire? Talk about his dream girl.

			“Hope you didn’t tire yourself out,” Becker said. “We can’t afford to screw up tonight, not in the playoffs.”

			“Hey, d’you guys get a look at the Tribute sports page this morning?” Jones asked suddenly. “There was another article about the bribery accusations Houston’s wife made.” He frowned, an expression that didn’t suit his baby face. At twenty, the kid hadn’t mastered his badass hockey glare yet. “Like any of us would take money to purposely put a loss on our record. Fuck, I want to toilet paper that chick’s house for all the trouble she’s causing.”

			Brody laughed. “Grown men don’t toilet paper people’s homes.”

			“C’mon, you like my pranks,” Derek protested. “You were laughing your ass off when I replaced Alexi’s pads with those pink Hello Kitty ones.”

			From across the room, Alexi gave Jones the finger.

			“Simmer down, children,” Becker said with a grin. He turned to Brody, his eyes suddenly growing serious. “What do you think about the articles?”

			Brody just shrugged. “Until I see the proof Mrs. Houston allegedly has, I refuse to believe anybody on this team threw a game.”

			Jones nodded his agreement. “Pres is a good dude. He’d never fix games.” He chuckled. “I’m more intrigued by the other allegation. You know, the one from an unnamed source claiming that Mrs. H is banging a Warriors player?”

			What the hell?

			Brody hadn’t been online today, so this was news to him. The idea that the owner’s wife was sleeping with one of his teammates was both startling and absurd. And worrisome. Definitely worrisome. He didn’t like how this scandal seemed to be snowballing. Bribery, adultery, illegal gambling.

			Shit.

			Jones turned to Brody. “Come on, admit it. It was you.”

			Yeah, right. The thought of hopping into the sack with Sheila Houston was about as appealing as trading in his hockey skates for figure skates. He’d only needed a handful of encounters with the woman to figure out she had nothing but air between her ears.

			“Nah. My bet’s on Topas.” Brody grinned at the dark-haired right-winger across the room. Zelig Topas, who’d won Olympic silver playing on Team Canada at the last Games, was also one of the few openly gay players in the league.

			“Funny,” Topas returned, rolling his eyes.

			The chatter died down when Craig Wyatt, their team captain, strode into the room, his Nordic features solemn as always. Wyatt stood at a massive height of six-seven, and that was in his shoes. On skates he was a sheer monster. With his bulky torso and blond buzz cut, it was no wonder Wyatt was one of the most feared players in the league and a force to contend with.

			Without asking what all the laughter was about, Wyatt dived right into his usual pregame pep talk, which was about as peppy as a eulogy. There was a reason Wyatt was nicknamed Mr. Serious. Brody had only seen the guy smile once, and even then it was one of those awkward half smiles you pasted on when someone was telling you a really unfunny joke.

			Needless to say, he’d never clicked with his somber captain. He tended to gravitate toward laid-back guys like Becker and Jones.

			Promptly tuning out the captain’s voice, he proceeded to rehash this morning’s conversation with Hayden, musing over her insistence that they leave things at one night. He understood wanting to end with a bang but...

			Nope, wasn’t going to happen.

			Hayden might’ve neglected to hand out her number, but she’d left her calling card by inviting him to her hotel suite. After tonight’s game Brody planned on calling her room at the Ritz and convincing her to continue what they’d started last night.

			Just one night?

			Nah. He was a hockey player. He didn’t give up that easy.

		
	
		
			SEVEN

			“There’s nothing better than this,” Presley Houston boomed as he handed his daughter a bottle of Evian and joined her by the window overlooking the rink below.

			They had the owner’s box to themselves tonight, which came as a great relief. When she was surrounded by her father’s colleagues, Hayden always felt as if she were one of those whales or dolphins at SeaWorld. Frolicking, swimming, doing tricks—all the while trying to figure out a way to break through the glass, escape the stifling tank and return to the wild where she belonged.

			“Do you get to any games out in California?” Presley asked, picking an imaginary fleck of lint from the front of his gray Armani jacket.

			“No, Dad.”

			“Why the hell not?”

			Because I hate hockey and always have?

			“I don’t have the time. I was teaching three classes last semester.”

			Her father reached out and ruffled her hair, something he’d done ever since she was a little girl. She found the gesture comforting. It reminded her of the years they’d been close. Before the Warriors. Before Sheila. Back when it was just the two of them.

			Her heart ached as her dad tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and shot her one of his charming smiles. And her father undeniably had charm. Despite the loud, booming voice, the restless energy he seemed to radiate and the focused and often shrewd glint in his eyes, he had a way of making everyone around him feel like he was their best friend. That was probably why his players seemed to idolize him, and definitely why she had idolized him growing up. She’d never thought her dad was perfect. He’d dragged her around the country for his career. But he’d also been there when it counted, helping with her homework, letting her take art classes during the offseason, giving her that painful birds-and-bees talk.

			It brought a knot of pain to her gut that her father didn’t seem to notice the distance between them. Not that she expected them to be best friends—she was an adult now and leading her own life. Nevertheless, it would be nice to at least maintain some kind of friendship with her dad. But he lived and breathed the Warriors now, completely oblivious to the fact that he’d pushed his only daughter onto the back burner of his life these past seven years.

			She noticed that gray threads of hair were beginning to appear at his temples. She’d seen him over Christmas, but somehow he seemed older. There were even wrinkles around his mouth that hadn’t been there before. The divorce proceedings were evidently taking a toll on him.

			“Sweetheart, I know this might not be the best time to bring this up,” her father began suddenly, averting his eyes. He focused on the spectacle of the game occurring below, as if he could channel the energy of the players and find the nerve to continue. Finally, he did. “One of the reasons I asked you to come home...well, see... Diana wants you to give a deposition.”

			Her head jerked up. “What? Why?”

			“You were one of the witnesses the day Sheila signed the prenuptial agreement.” Her dad’s voice was gentler than she’d heard in years. “Do you remember?”

			Seriously? Did he actually think she’d forget? The day they’d signed the prenup happened to be the first meeting between Hayden and her only-two-years-older stepmother. The shock that her fifty-seven-year-old father was getting remarried after years of being alone hadn’t been as great as learning that he was marrying a woman so many years his junior.

			Hayden prided herself on being open-minded, but her mind always seemed to slam shut the second her father was involved. Although Sheila claimed otherwise, Hayden wasn’t convinced that her stepmother hadn’t married Presley for his money, prenup or not.

			Her suspicions had been confirmed when three months into the marriage, Sheila convinced Hayden’s dad to buy a multimillion-dollar mansion—because living in a penthouse was so passé, a small yacht—because the sea air would do them good, and a brand-new wardrobe—because the wife of a sports team owner needed to look sharp. Hayden didn’t even want to know how much money her dad had spent on Sheila that first year. Even if she worked until she was ninety, she’d probably never earn that much. Sheila, of course, had quit her waitressing job the day after the wedding, and as far as Hayden knew, her stepmother now spent her days shopping away Presley’s money.

			“Do I really have to get involved in this?” she asked, sighing.

			“It’s just one deposition, sweetheart. All you need to do is go on record and state that Sheila was in her right mind when she signed those papers.” Presley made a rude sound. “She’s claiming coercion was involved.”

			“Oh, Dad. Why did you marry that woman?”

			Her father didn’t answer, and she didn’t blame him. He’d always been a proud man, and admitting his failures didn’t come naturally to him.

			“This won’t go to court, will it?” Her stomach turned at the thought.

			“I doubt it.” He ruffled her hair again. “Diana is confident we’ll be able to reach a settlement. Sheila can’t go on like this forever. Sooner or later she’ll give up.”

			Not likely.

			She kept her suspicions to herself, not wanting to upset her father any further. She could tell by the frustration in his eyes that the situation was making him feel powerless. And she knew how much he hated feeling powerless.

			Hayden gave his arm a reassuring squeeze. “Of course she will.” She gestured to the window. “By the way, the team’s looking really good.”

			She had no clue whether the team looked good or not, but her words brought a smile to her father’s lips and that was all that mattered.

			“They are, aren’t they? Wyatt and Becker are really coming together this season. Stan said it was tough going, trying to make them get along.”

			“They don’t like each other?” she said, not bothering to ask who Wyatt and Becker were.

			Her dad shrugged, then took a swig from the glass of bourbon in his hand. “You know how it is, sweetheart. Alpha males and their pissing contests. The league is nothing more than an association of egos.”

			“Dad...” She searched for the right words. “That stuff in the paper yesterday, about the illegal betting... It’s not true, is it?”

			“Of course not.” He scowled. “It’s all a bunch of lies.”

			“You sure I shouldn’t be worried?”

			He pulled her close, squeezing her shoulder. “There is absolutely nothing for you to worry about. I promise.”

			“Good.”

			A deafening buzz followed by a cheesy dance beat interrupted their conversation. In a second Presley was on his feet, clapping and giving a thumbs-up to the camera that seemed to float past the window.

			“Did we win?” she asked, feeling stupid for asking and even stupider for not knowing.

			Her father chuckled. “Not yet. There’s five minutes left to the third.” He returned to his seat. “When the game’s done how about I take you for a quick tour of the arena? We’ve done a lot of renovations since you were last here. Sound good?”

			“Sounds great,” she lied.

			

			Brody stepped out of the shower and drifted back to the main locker area. He pressed his hand to his side and winced at the jolt of pain that followed. A glance down confirmed what he already knew—that massive check from Valdek at the beginning of the second period had resulted in a large bruise that was slowly turning purple. Asshole.

			“You took a shitty penalty,” Wyatt was grumbling to Jones when Brody reached the bench.

			The captain’s normally calm voice contained a hint of antagonism, and his ice-blue eyes flashed with disapproval, also uncharacteristic. Brody wondered what was up Wyatt’s ass, but he preferred to stay out of quarrels between his teammates. Hockey players were wired to begin with, so minor disagreements often ended badly.

			Derek rolled his eyes. “What are you complaining about? We won the fucking game.”

			“It could’ve been a shutout,” Wyatt snapped. “You gave up a goal to Franks with that penalty. We might be up by two games, but we need to win two more to make it to the next round. There’s no room for mistakes.”

			Still glowering, Mr. Serious strode out of the locker room, slamming the door behind him.

			Jones tossed a what-the-hell’s-up-with-him? look in Brody’s direction, but he just shrugged, still determined to stay out of it.

			Dressing quickly, he shoved his sweaty uniform into the locker, suddenly eager to get out of there.

			“Later, boys,” he called over his shoulder.

			Then he stepped into the brightly lit hallway and promptly collided with a warm wall of curves.

			“I’m sor—” The apology died in his throat when he laid eyes on the woman he’d bodychecked.

			Not just any woman, but the one he’d been thinking about—and getting hard over—all day.

			A startled noise flew out of her mouth. “Brody?”

			His surprise quickly transformed into a rush of satisfaction and pleasure. “Hayden.”

			Looking her up and down, Brody was taken aback by the white silk blouse she wore and the knee-length floral-print skirt that swirled over her legs. A huge change from the bright yellow top and faded jeans she’d worn last night. In this getup she looked more like a prim professor and less like the passionate vixen who’d cried out his name so many times last night. The shift was disconcerting.

			“What are...” Hayden’s eyes darted to the sign on the door beside them. “You play for the Warriors?”

			“Sure do.” He lifted one brow. “I thought you said you weren’t a hockey fan.”

			“I’m not. I...” Her voice trailed off.

			What was she doing in this part of the arena? he suddenly wondered. Only folks with ID badges were allowed back here.

			“Sorry to keep you waiting, sweetheart,” boomed a male voice. “Shall we continue the tour—” Presley Houston broke out in a wide smile when he noticed Brody. “You played well out there tonight, Croft.”

			“Thanks, Pres.” He looked from Hayden to Presley, wondering if he was missing something.

			Then a hot spurt of jealousy erupted in his gut when he realized that Presley had called Hayden sweetheart.

			Oh, fuck. Had he screwed around with Houston’s mistress?

			A dose of anger joined the jealousy swirling through him. He eyed the woman he’d spent the night with, wanting to throttle her for hopping into bed with him when she was very much taken, but Presley’s next words quickly killed the urge and brought with them another shock.

			“I see you’ve met my daughter Hayden.”

		
	
		
			EIGHT

			What was he doing here? And why hadn’t he told her he played for the Warriors?

			Hayden blinked a few times. Maybe she was imagining his sleek, long body and devastatingly handsome face and the hair that curled under his ears as if he’d just stepped out of a steamy shower—

			He’s not a hallucination. Deal with it.

			All right, so her one-night stand was undeniably here, flesh and blood, and sexier than ever.

			He also happened to be one of her dad’s players.

			Was there a section in the league rule book about a player sleeping with the team owner’s daughter? She didn’t think so, but with all the rumors currently circulating about her father and the franchise, Hayden didn’t feel inclined to cause any more trouble for her dad.

			Apparently, Brody felt the same way.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Hayden.” His voice revealed nothing, especially not the fact that they were already very much...acquainted.

			She shook his hand, almost shivering at the feel of his warm, calloused fingers. “Charmed,” she said lightly.

			Charmed? Had she actually just said that?

			Brody’s eyes twinkled, confirming that the idiotic reply had indeed come out of her mouth.

			“Hayden is visiting us from San Francisco,” Presley explained. “She teaches art at Berkeley.”

			“Art history, Dad,” she corrected.

			Presley waved a dismissive hand. “Same difference.”

			“What position do you play?” Hayden asked, her voice casual, neutral, as if she were addressing a complete stranger.

			“Brody’s a left-winger,” Presley answered for him. “He’s one of our best players. A superstar.”

			“Oh. Sounds exciting,” she said mildly.

			Presley cut in once more. “It is. Right, Brody?”

			Before Brody could answer, someone else snagged her dad’s attention. “There’s Stan. Excuse me for a moment.” He quickly marched away.

			Hayden’s mouth curved mischievously. “Don’t mind him. He often takes over conversations only to leave you standing in his dust.” Her smile faded. “But you probably already knew that, seeing as you play for his team.”

			“Does that bother you?” Brody asked carefully.

			“Of course not,” she lied. “Why would it?”

			“You tell me.”

			She stared at him for a moment, then sighed. “Look, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell my father about what happened between us last night.”

			“Okay, so you do remember.” Amusement danced in his eyes. “I was starting to think you’d put it out of your mind completely.”

			Sure. Like that was even possible. She’d thought about nothing but this man and his talented tongue all day.

			“I haven’t forgotten.” Her voice lowered. “But that doesn’t mean I want to do it again.”

			“I think you do.”

			The arrogance in his tone both annoyed her and thrilled her. Like, how hadn’t she figured out he was a hockey player last night? The man practically had pro athlete branded into his forehead. He was cocky, confident, larger-than-life. Something told her he was the kind of man who knew exactly what he wanted and did everything in his power to get it.

			And what he wanted at the moment, disconcerting as it was, seemed to be her.

			“Brody—”

			“Don’t bother denying it. I rocked your world last night and you can’t wait for me to do it again.”

			She snorted. “There’s nothing like a man with a healthy ego.”

			“I like it when you snort. It’s cute.”

			“Don’t call me cute.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I hate it. Babies and bunny rabbits are cute. I’m a grown woman. And stop looking at me like that.”

			“Like what?” he said, blinking innocently.

			“Like you’re imagining me naked.”

			“I can’t help it. I am imagining you naked.”

			His eyes darkened to a sensual glitter, and liquid heat promptly pooled between her thighs. She tried not to squeeze her legs together. She didn’t want him seeing the effect he had on her.

			“Have a drink with me tonight,” he said suddenly.

			The word no slipped out more quickly than she’d intended.

			His features creased with what looked like frustration. He stepped closer, causing her to dart a glance in her father’s direction. Presley was standing at the end of the hall, engaged in deep conversation with Stan Gray, the Warriors’ head coach. While her dad seemed oblivious to the sparks shooting between her and Brody, Hayden still felt uncomfortable having this discussion in view of her father.

			It didn’t help that Brody looked so damn edible in gray wool pants that hugged his muscular legs, and a black button-down that stretched across his chest. And his wet hair... She forced herself to stop staring at those damp strands, knowing that if she allowed herself to imagine him in the shower, naked, she might just come on the spot.

			“One drink,” he insisted with a charming grin. “You know, for old times’ sake.”

			She couldn’t help but laugh. “We’ve known each other for all of twenty-four hours.”

			“Yes, but it was a very wild twenty-four hours, wouldn’t you say?” He moved closer and lowered his head, his lips inches from her ear, his warm breath fanning across her neck. “How many times did you come again, Hayden? Three? Four?”

			“Five,” she squeezed out, then quickly looked around to make sure nobody had heard her.

			Her entire body started to throb from the memory. That she could experience arousal in a hallway full of people—one of them her father—made her blush with embarrassment.

			“Five.” He nodded briskly. “I haven’t lost my touch.”

			She resisted the urge to groan. He was too damn sure of himself, which gave him a definite advantage, because at the moment she wasn’t sure of anything.

			Except the fact that she wanted to tear off her clothes and hop right back into bed with Brody Croft.

			But nope, she wouldn’t do it. Sleeping with him again had Bad Idea written all over it. It had all been much simpler last night, when he’d just been an exciting stranger.

			But now... Now he was real. Even worse, he was a hockey player. She’d grown up around enough hockey players to know how they lived—the constant traveling, the media, the eager women lining up to jump into bed with them.

			Not to mention that Brody was so...arrogant, flirtatious, bold. Yesterday it had added to the allure of sex with a stranger. Today it was a reminder of why she’d decided bad boys no longer played a part in her life.

			Been there, done that. Her last boyfriend had been as arrogant, flirty and bold as Brody, and that relationship died a fiery death when Adam dumped her on her birthday because the whole “fidelity thing” cramped his style. His words, not hers.

			She wasn’t sure why she had such terrible judgment when it came to men. It shouldn’t be so hard finding someone to build a life with, should it? A home, a solid marriage, great sex, excitement and stability, a man who’d make their relationship a priority—was that too much to ask for?

			“Why are you so determined to see me again?” she found herself blurting, then lowered her voice when her father glanced in their direction. “I told you this morning I wanted to leave things at one night. I came home to support my father, not get involved with someone.”

			“You were pretty involved with me last night,” he said, winking. He uncrossed his arms and let them drop to his sides. “And you can’t deny you liked it, Hayden.”

			“Of course I liked it.”

			“Then what’s the problem?”

			“The problem is I wanted one night. Seeing you again wasn’t part of the plan.”

			“Plan, or fantasy?” he drawled, a knowing glimmer in his eyes. “That’s it, isn’t it? You fantasized about indulging in one night with a stranger, right? I’m not judging you, just pointing out that the fantasy doesn’t have to end yet.”

			The word fantasy sounded intoxicating the way he said it. Before she could stop herself, she wondered what other fantasies they could play out together. Role-play? Bondage? Her cheeks grew warm at the latter notion. It turned her on, the idea of tying Brody up...straddling him while he lay immobile on the bed...

			No. No, she was so not going there. She seriously needed to quit letting this guy jump-start her libido.

			“The way I see it, you’ve got two options,” he said. “The easy way or the hard way.”

			“I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

			“Sarcasm doesn’t become you.” His cheeks dimpled despite his words. “Now, the easy way involves the two of us heading over to the Lakeshore Lounge for a drink.”

			“No.”

			He held up his hand. “You haven’t heard the rest.”

			“Fine. What’s the hard way?”

			A devilish look flickered across his face. “Why did you look at my dick when you said the word hard?”

			“Oh, my God. I didn’t.”

			“You totally did. You’re still looking.”

			Well, yeah, now she was. And heat spilled over her cheeks when she realized he was totally sporting a semi. The second she noticed it, her nipples grew even harder.

			“It’s cool, we’ll just pretend you’re not ogling me.” He winked. “Anyway, I just realized there is no hard way. Because this is pretty fucking easy. You want to say yes to that drink.”

			Hayden bit her bottom lip. He was right, damn it. Despite every single logical objection in her head, she did want to say yes.

			“Better hurry up and say it, though,” Brody teased. “Because your father seems to be nearing the end of his conversation—yup, he’s shaking Stan’s hand now. Which means he’ll get back here just in time to hear you say yes, and then he’ll ask you what you’re saying yes to, and I’m sure neither one of us wants to open that can of worms.”

			She turned her head and, sure enough, her father was walking toward them. Great. Although she knew her dad could handle the knowledge that his twenty-six-year-old daughter wasn’t a virgin, she didn’t want him privy to her sex life. Especially a sex life that involved one of his players.

			Her dad might be totally obsessed with his team, but he always warned her about the turbulent nature of hockey players. The latest warning came during her last visit, when she’d been hit on by an opposing player after a Warriors game. She’d declined the dinner invitation, but it hadn’t stopped Presley from launching into a speech about how he didn’t want his daughter dating “brutes.”

			If he knew she’d spent the night with Brody Croft, it would just add to his stress.

			“So how about that drink, Hayden?”

			Her pulse quickened when she realized if she agreed to Brody’s request, chances were they wouldn’t get around to the drink anyway. The second he had her alone, he’d be slipping his hands underneath her shirt, palming her breasts, sucking on her neck the way he’d done last night, as he’d slid inside her and—

			“One drink,” she blurted, then chastised herself for yet again letting her hormones override her common sense. What was wrong with her?

			With a soft chuckle, Brody rested his hands on his trim hips, the poster boy for cool. He grinned. “I knew you’d see it my way.”

		
	
		
			NINE

			The Lakeshore Lounge was one of those rare bars in the city that offered an intimate atmosphere rather than a loud, intrusive one. Plush, comfortable chairs and sleek wood-top tables were situated far enough apart that patrons could enjoy their drinks in privacy, and a pale yellow glow took the place of bright lighting. It was also one of the only establishments that still adhered to a strict dress code—blazers required.

			It was a damn good thing he was Brody Croft, though. Even better that Ward Dalton, the owner of the lounge, claimed to be his number-one fan and turned a blind eye to Brody’s casual attire when he and Hayden arrived.

			Dalton led them across the black marble floor to a secluded table in the corner of the room, practically hidden from view by two enormous stone pots containing leafy indoor palms. A waiter clad in black pants and a white button-down appeared soon after, taking their drink orders before unobtrusively moving away.

			Brody didn’t miss the baffled look on Hayden’s gorgeous face. “Something wrong?” he asked.

			“No. I’m just...surprised. When you said we were going for a drink, I thought...” Her cheeks turned an appealing shade of pink. “Forget it.”

			“You thought I’d drive you right back to your hotel and pick up where we left off?”

			“Pretty much.”

			“Sorry to disappoint you.”

			She bristled at the teasing lilt of his voice. “I’m not disappointed. In fact, I’m glad. Like I said, I’m not interested in getting involved.”

			He didn’t like the finality of her tone. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why Hayden didn’t want a repeat performance of last night. They’d been so good together.

			He also couldn’t decide whether she’d known who he was all along. Her father was Presley Houston, for chrissake. She didn’t need to like hockey to know who the players were, especially the players on her own father’s team. And yet, the shock on her face when she’d bumped into him outside the locker room hadn’t seemed contrived. He’d glimpsed authentic surprise. Not to mention a flicker of dismay.

			No, she couldn’t have known. It wouldn’t bother her this much if she had.

			He appreciated that she liked the man and not the hockey player, but that only raised another question. What was holding her back from getting involved with him? Was it the fact that he played pro hockey, or was it something else? Someone else?

			His jaw tightened at the thought. “What exactly is stopping you from pursuing this?” he asked in a low voice. “It’s more than Presley’s current problems, isn’t it?”

			The way she stared at the silk cocktail napkin on the table as if it were the most fascinating item on the planet deepened Brody’s suspicions.

			He narrowed his eyes. “Is there a husband waiting for you in California?”

			Her gaze flew up to meet his. “Of course not.”

			Some of the suspicion thawed, but not entirely. “A fiancé?”

			She shook her head.

			“A boyfriend?”

			The blush on her cheeks deepened. “No. I mean, yes. Well, kind of. I was seeing someone in San Francisco, but we’re currently on a break.”

			“The kind of break where you can sleep with other people?”

			“As I keep telling you, my life is complicated,” she said pointedly. “I’m in the process of making some serious decisions, figuring out what my future looks like.”

			He opened his mouth to reply, only to be interrupted by the waiter, who returned with their drinks. The waiter set down Brody’s gin and tonic and Hayden’s glass of white wine, then left without delay, as if sensing something was brewing between them.

			“And this boyfriend,” Brody said thoughtfully. “Do you see him in your future?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Her tentative answer and confused frown were all he needed. He wasn’t an asshole; if Hayden had expressed deep love for the other man in her life, Brody would’ve backed off. But the fact that she hadn’t answered a definite yes to his question told him this was fair game.

			And nothing got him going more than a healthy bout of competition.

			He lifted his gin and tonic to his lips and took a sip, eyeing her over the rim of his glass. Fuck, despite the modest outfit, she looked unbelievably hot. He could see the outline of her bra beneath the white silk of her shirt, and the memory of what lay beneath it sent a jolt of electricity to his groin.

			“We’re not doing it again,” she said between gritted teeth, obviously sensing the train of thought his mind had taken.

			He laughed. “Sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself of that.”

			Frustration creased her features. “We had sex, Brody. That’s all.” She took a sip of wine. “It was amazing, sure, but it was only sex. It’s not like the damn earth moved.”

			“Are you sure about that?”

			He pushed his chair closer, so that they were no longer across from each other, but side by side. He saw her hands shake at his nearness. Her cheeks flushed again, her lips parting. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see she was aroused. And, damn, but he liked knowing his mere proximity could get this woman going.

			“It was more than sex.” He dipped his head and brushed his lips over her ear. She shivered. “It was a sexual hurricane. Intense. Consuming.” He flicked his tongue against her earlobe. “I’ve never been that hard in my life. And you’ve never been wetter.”

			“Brody...” She visibly swallowed.

			He traced the shell of her ear with his tongue, then moved his head back and lowered his hand to her thigh. He felt her leg shaking under his touch. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

			“Fine,” she grumbled. “You’re right. Happy?”

			“Not quite.” With a faint smile, he slid his hand under the soft material of her skirt. Running his knuckles against the damp spot on her panties, he gave a brisk nod and murmured, “Now I’m happy.”

			Hayden’s focus darted around like a Ping-Pong ball, as if she expected their waiter to pop up in front of them any second. But the table was well secluded, and nobody could approach it without entering Brody’s line of sight. He took advantage of the privacy, cupping Hayden’s ass and gently shifting her so that her body was more accessible. He dragged his hand between her legs again, pushing aside the crotch of her panties and stroking her damp flesh.

			The soft sounds of people chatting at neighboring tables excited the hell out of him. He was no stranger to sex in public, but he couldn’t say he’d ever pleasured a woman in an upscale bar where any minute he could get caught.

			A sharp breath hissed out of her mouth as he rubbed her clit in a circular motion. “What are you doing?” she whispered.

			“I think you know exactly what I’m doing.”

			He continued to boldly rub her clit, then danced his fingertips down her slick folds and prodded her opening with the tip of his index finger. The wetness already pooling there made his cock twitch. He wanted nothing more than to shuck his suit pants and thrust into that wet paradise. Right here. Right now. But he wasn’t that bold.

			“We should stop,” she murmured, but her body said otherwise.

			Her thighs clenched together, her inner muscles squeezed his finger and a soft moan slipped out of her throat.

			“You’ll come if I keep doing this, won’t you, Hayden?”

			He looked from her flushed face to the neighboring table, several feet away and barely visible through the palm fronds separating the two tables. He hoped to hell the couple seated at that table hadn’t heard Hayden’s moan. He didn’t want this to end just yet.

			“Brody, anyone can walk by.”

			“Then you’d better be quick.”

			He pushed his finger into her core, smiling when she bit her lip. The look on her face drove him wild. Flushed, tortured, excited. He was feeling pretty excited himself, but he managed to get a handle on his own rising desire. He’d pressured her to spend the evening with him because he had something to prove, and what he wanted to prove wasn’t that he was dying for a second go, but that she was dying for it.

			Applying pressure to her clit with his thumb, he worked another finger inside her, pushing in and out of her in a deliberate lazy rhythm. His mouth ached with the need to suck on one of her small pink nipples, but he tightened his lips before he gave in to the urge and tore her shirt open. Instead, he focused on the heat between her thighs, the nub that swelled each time he brushed his thumb over it and the inner walls that clamped over his fingers with each gentle thrust.

			Keeping one eye on Hayden’s blissful face and the other on his surroundings, he continued to slide his fingers in and out, until finally she let out a barely audible groan and squeezed her legs together. He felt her pulsing against his fingers and resisted a groan of his own as a soundless orgasm consumed her eyes as well as her body.

			She came silently, trembling, biting her lip. And then she released a sigh. Her hands, which at some point she’d curled into fists, shook on the tabletop, making her wineglass topple and spill over the side of the table.

			He quickly withdrew his hand as Hayden jumped at the startling sound of the glass rolling and shattering on the marble floor. Her sudden movement caused her knee to hit one of the table legs, making the table shake and the ice cubes in his drink collide into the side of the glass with a jingling sound.

			From the corner of his eye Brody saw the waiter hurrying over, and yet he couldn’t fight a tiny chuckle. Turning to meet Hayden’s dazed eyes, he laughed again, swiftly fixed her skirt and said, “Still want to tell me the earth didn’t move?”

		
	
		
			TEN

			About twelve hours after experiencing her very first public orgasm, Hayden strode into Dreams, the downtown lingerie boutique owned by her best friend.

			She was in desperate need of Darcy right now. Darcy and her one-night-stand mentality would definitely help her get her thoughts back on the right track and off the track that sent her hurtling straight into Brody Croft’s arms.

			Funny thing was, he hadn’t pushed her after their interlude at the lounge last night. He simply paid for their drinks and then succeeded in finally getting his number in her phone. She still hadn’t offered hers, but “BRODY CROFT” was officially part of her contacts list, which was definite progress on his end. Afterward, he’d walked her out to her rental car and left her with a parting speech she couldn’t stop thinking about.

			The next move’s yours, Hayden. You want me, come and get me.

			And then he left. Just hopped into his shiny SUV and left her sitting in her car, more turned on than she’d ever been in her entire life. She’d been ready to go home with him, even hinted at that, but he’d made it clear it wouldn’t happen that night, not when he’d had to twist her arm to get her there.

			Nope, he wanted her to initiate their next encounter. Something she was seriously tempted to do.

			Which was why she needed Darcy to talk her out of it.

			The bell over the door chimed as she walked into the boutique. She sidestepped a mannequin wearing a black lace teddy and a table piled high with thongs and approached the counter.

			“Something terrible has happened,” Darcy groaned the second she saw her.

			“Tell me about it,” Hayden mumbled.

			But the look of dismay on Darcy’s face made her push the memory of last night aside for the moment. She caught a whiff of a sweet floral scent, looked around and finally spotted a bouquet of red and yellow roses peeking out of the metal wastebasket next to the counter.

			“Courtesy of Jason,” Darcy sighed, following her gaze.

			“Who’s Jason?”

			“Didn’t I mention him? I hooked up with him last week after yoga class. He’s a personal trainer.”

			Like she could actually keep track of all the men Darcy hooked up with. Hayden didn’t know how her friend did it, wandering aimlessly from guy to guy.

			“And he sent you flowers? That’s sweet.”

			Darcy looked at her as if she’d grown horns. “Are you insane? Don’t you remember how I feel about flowers?”

			Without waiting for an answer, Darcy leaped to her feet and checked to make sure the store was void of customers. Then she marched over to the front door, locked it and flipped the Open sign so that it read Closed.

			With her kitten heels clicking against the tiled floor, Darcy gestured for Hayden to follow her, drifting over to the fitting-room area. Along with four dressing rooms, the large space offered two plush red velvet chairs.

			Hayden sank into one of the chairs and reached for the bowl of heart-shaped mints Darcy left out for her customers. Popping a mint into her mouth, she studied her friend, who still looked upset.

			“Wow, this flower thing is really bugging you.”

			Darcy flopped down and crossed her arms over her chest, her face turning as red as the hair on her head. “Of course it bugs me. It’s not normal.”

			“No, you’re not normal. Men give women flowers all the time. It’s not poor Jason’s fault he picked you as the recipient.”

			“We went out for smoothies after yoga and fooled around in his car when he dropped me off at home.” Darcy made a frustrated sound. “How in bloody hell does that warrant flowers?”

			“What did the card say?” Hayden asked curiously.

			“‘I hope to see you again soon.’”

			She was about to comment on Jason’s thoughtfulness but stopped herself. She knew how Darcy felt about relationships. The first sign of commitment had her fleeing for the exit and looking for the next one-night stand. But it really was too bad. This Jason guy sounded as nice as Doug.

			Fuck. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t think about Doug today.

			She still hadn’t returned his call, and when she woke up this morning there’d been another message from him. How could she call him back, though? She’d only been gone a week and already she’d jumped into bed with another man. She wondered how nice Doug would be when she told him about that.

			“I’m going to have to find a new gym,” Darcy grumbled, her blue eyes darkening with irritation. She started fidgeting. Crossed her legs, then uncrossed them, clasped her hands together, then drummed them against the arms of the chair.

			Hayden could tell her friend was about to explode. Any minute now...

			No, any second now...

			“What is the matter with the penis species?” Darcy burst out. “They claim that we’re the needy ones, calling us clingy and high-maintenance, accusing us of being obsessed with love and marriage and babies. When really, it’s what they want. They’re the mushy ones, sending flowers as if a smoothie and a back-seat blow job qualify as a monumental event that needs to be celebrated...” Darcy’s voice trailed as she heaved a sigh. “I’m obviously going to have to set him straight.”

			“At least thank him for the flowers.”

			“I already called and did that. But I think I need to make another call and make sure Jason knows what happened between us won’t go any further. Like the way you set your hottie straight.”

			“Right. About that...you’re not going to believe this.”

			She quickly filled her friend in on her visit to the arena and how she’d run into Brody outside the locker room.

			“He’s a hockey player? I bet you were just thrilled to find that out.” Darcy grinned. “You told him to get lost, right?”

			“Um...”

			Darcy’s jaw dropped. “Hayden! You slept with him again, didn’t you?”

			“Not exactly. I did go out for a drink with him, though.”

			“And?”

			Hayden told her about the under-the-table orgasm. When her friend shook her head, she added, “I couldn’t help it! He just started...you know...and it was really good...” Her voice drifted.

			“You have no self-control.” Darcy shot her a weary look and asked, “Are you going to call him?”

			“I don’t know. God knows I want to. But calling him defeats the purpose of a one-night stand.” She groaned. “I just wanted some stress-busting sex. And now I’m even more stressed out.”

			“So tell him to take a hike. You’ve got enough on your plate without an arrogant hockey player demanding overtime sex.”

			Hayden laughed. “He is pretty determined.” She remembered the passion flaring in his eyes when he’d brought her to climax yesterday. “He’s driving me crazy, Darce.”

			“Good crazy or bad crazy?”

			“Both.” A shaky breath exited her throat. “When I’m with him all I can think about is ripping off his clothes, and when I’m not with him all I can think about is ripping off his clothes.”

			“I don’t see the bad part here.”

			She bit her bottom lip. “He’s a hockey player. You know how I feel about that.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “I don’t want to date anyone involved in sports. God, I fucking hated it when Dad used to coach. No real place to call home, no friends. Hell, my friendship with you is the only one that lasted, and half of it took place via text.”

			Reaching for another mint, she popped it into her mouth and bit it in half, taking out her frustration on the candy.

			“I don’t want to date a guy who spends half the year flying to other states so he can skate around an ice rink. And besides, I’m dealing with too much other stuff at the moment. The franchise is taking some heat, Dad’s dumping all his Sheila problems on me, and Doug has already called twice wanting to talk about us. I can’t launch myself into another relationship right now.” She set her jaw, practically daring Darcy to challenge her.

			Which, of course, she did.

			“You know what I think?” Darcy said. “You’re making too big a deal out of this.”

			“Oh, really?”

			Darcy leaned back in her chair and pushed a strand of bright red hair behind her ear. “You’re only in town for a couple months, babe. What’s the problem with having some fun in the sack while you’re here?”

			“What happened to your one-night-stand speech?”

			“Apparently, it isn’t working out for you.” Darcy shrugged. “But you seem to believe it’s black-and-white, one-night stand or relationship. You’re forgetting about the gray area between the two extremes.”

			“Gray area?”

			“It’s called a fling.”

			“A fling.”

			She’d never been a casual-fling girl, but then again, she hadn’t thought she was a one-night girl, either. Maybe a fling with Brody wouldn’t be so disastrous. It wasn’t like he wanted to marry her or anything. He just wanted to burn up the sheets for a while longer, continue the fantasy...

			But if she agreed to let one night lead into a fling, who’s to say the fling wouldn’t then lead to something more?

			“I don’t know. Brody is a distraction I can’t deal with at the moment.” She paused, her mouth twisting ruefully. “But my body seems to have a mind of its own whenever he’s around.”

			“So take control of your body,” Darcy suggested.

			“Okay. How do I do that?”

			“I don’t know, next time you get the urge to jump Brody Croft’s bones, try an alternative. Watch some porn or something.”

			A laugh tickled Hayden’s throat. “That’s your answer? Watch porn?”

			Darcy grinned. “Sure. At least you won’t be thinking about Mr. Hockey when you’re busy getting turned on by other men.”

			“Right, because the men in porn are so wildly attractive,” Hayden said with a snort.

			“Just don’t look at their faces. Focus on the huge dicks.”

			Hayden rolled her eyes. “If I watch anything tonight, it’ll be that new van Gogh documentary on Netflix.”

			Darcy released an exaggerated sigh. “A man who cut off his own ear is not sexy, Hayden.”

			“Neither is porn.” She glanced at her watch, eyes widening. “Shit. I’ve gotta go. I’m supposed to give a deposition today about Sheila’s state of mind when she signed the prenup.”

			“Sounds like a blast. Unfortunately, I left my party shoes at home so I can’t come with you.”

			They wandered over to the door. Darcy unlocked it and held it open, her attention straying back to the flowers poking out of the wastebasket.

			“At least your guy only wants sex,” Darcy said, looking envious.

			“Brody is not my guy,” she responded, hoping if she said the words out loud she might convince her traitorous body of it. “Are we still on for dinner tomorrow?”

			“As long as it’s Mexican. I’m feeling spicy. Enjoy the deposition,” Darcy called as Hayden slid out the door.

			“Enjoy the flowers,” Hayden called back.

			She turned in time to see her best friend flipping her the bird.

			

			“Thank you, Hayden,” announced Diana Krueger, Presley’s divorce attorney. “We’re finished here.”

			Hayden smoothed out the front of her black skirt and rose to her feet. Next to her, her father stood as well. On the other side of the large oval conference table of the Krueger and Bates deposition room, Sheila Houston and her lawyer were huddled together, whispering to each other.

			Hayden couldn’t help but stare at her stepmother, still as startled by Sheila’s appearance as she’d been when the woman first strode into the law office. The last time Hayden had come to town, Sheila looked as if she’d stepped from the pages of a fashion magazine. Long blond hair brushed to a shine, features flawless and perfectly made up, expensive clothes hugging her tall, slender body.

			This time Sheila looked...haggard. Much older than her twenty-eight years and far more miserable than Hayden had expected her to be. Her hair hung limply over her shoulders, her normally dazzling blue eyes were distressed and she’d lost at least fifteen pounds, which made her willowy shape look far too fragile.

			Though she hated feeling even an ounce of sympathy for the woman who was making her father’s life hell, Hayden had to wonder if Sheila was taking this divorce process a lot harder than Presley had let on. Either that, or she was devastated by the thought of losing that yacht she’d forced Presley to buy.

			“Thanks for doing this, sweetheart,” her father said quietly as they exited the conference room. “It means so much that you’re going to bat for your old man.”

			For the third time in the past hour, Hayden noticed her dad’s slightly glazed, bloodshot eyes and wondered if he’d had something to drink before coming here. His breath smelled like toothpaste and cigars, but she got a wary feeling when she looked at him.

			No, she was being silly. He was probably just tired.

			“I’m happy to help,” she answered with a reassuring smile.

			He touched her arm. “Do you need a ride back to the suite?”

			“No, I’ve got my rental.”

			“All right.” He nodded. “I forgot to mention it last time I saw you, but the annual Gallagher Club fundraiser is next Sunday. Eight o’clock.”

			Which you will attend, was the unspoken rest of that sentence.

			Awesome. She hated those kinds of events, especially the ones held at the prestigious gentlemen’s club her dad was a member of. It was always a bunch of creepy older men hitting on her while their wives pretended not to notice.

			Her father must have noticed her reluctance because he frowned slightly. “I’d like you to be there, Hayden. A lot of my friends want to see you. When you were here over the holidays you declined all their invitations.”

			Because I wanted to see you, she almost blurted. But she held her tongue. She knew her father liked showing her off to his wealthy friends and boasting about her academic credentials—something he didn’t seem to care about when they were alone.

			She swallowed the slight sting of bitterness. Considering they’d just spent an hour with the woman determined to bleed him dry, Hayden figured she ought to cut her dad some slack.

			“I’ll be there,” she promised.

			“Good.”

			After they said their goodbyes, she watched her father hurry out of the elegant lobby onto the street as if he were being chased by a killer. Not a stretch, seeing as the law firm was called Krueger and Bates. Hayden wondered if she was the only one who’d made the connection.

			“Hayden, wait.”

			She stopped at the massive glass entrance doors, suppressing an inward groan at the sound of her stepmother’s voice.

			Hayden turned slowly.

			“I just...” Sheila looked surprisingly nervous as she plowed ahead. “I wanted to tell you there are no hard feelings. I know you’re trying to protect your father.”

			Hayden’s eyebrows said hello to her hairline. No hard feelings? Sheila was in the process of sucking the money out of Presley’s bank accounts like a greedy leech and she wanted to make sure there were no hard feelings?

			Hayden could only stare at the woman, dumbfounded.

			Sheila hurried on. “I know you’ve never liked me, and I don’t blame you. It’s always hard to watch a parent remarry, and I’m sure it doesn’t help that I’m only two years older than you.” She offered a timid smile.

			“We really shouldn’t be talking.” Her voice was cool. “It’s a conflict of interest.”

			“I know.” Sheila ran one hand through her hair, looking sad. “But I just wanted you to know that I still care about your father. I care about him a lot.”

			To Hayden’s absolute shock, a couple of tears trickled from the corners of Sheila’s eyes. Even more shocking, the tears didn’t look like the crocodile variety.

			“If you care, then why are you trying to take everything he owns?” she couldn’t help but snap.

			A flash of petulant anger crossed Sheila’s face. Yup. There was the Sheila she knew. Hayden had seen that look plenty of times before, usually when Sheila was trying to convince Presley to buy something outrageous and not getting her way.

			“I’m entitled to something,” Sheila said defensively, “after everything that man put me through.”

			Right, because Sheila’s life was so unpleasant. Living in a mansion, wearing haute couture, not paying a dime for anything...

			“I know you think I’m the bad guy here, but you need to know that everything I’ve done is a result of... No, I’m not going to blame Pres.” The tears returned, and Sheila wiped her wet eyes with a shaky hand. “I saw that he was spiraling, and I didn’t try to help him. I was the one who sent him into another woman’s arms.”

			“Pardon me?” A knot of anger and disbelief twined Hayden’s insides together like a pretzel. Sheila was actually insinuating that Presley had been the one to stray? That was preposterous, and her dislike for the woman quickly doubled.

			Sheila eyed her knowingly. “I guess he left out that part.”

			“I have to get going,” Hayden said stiffly, her jaw so tense that her teeth were beginning to ache.

			“I don’t care what you think of me. I only want you to take care of your father, Hayden. I think he’s started drinking again and I just want to make sure someone is looking out for him.”

			Without issuing a goodbye, Sheila left the building.

			Hayden watched as her stepmother disappeared down the busy sidewalk, swallowed up by Chicago’s afternoon lunch crowd.

			She couldn’t will herself to move.

			Lies. It had to be lies, right? Her father would never break his marriage vows by hopping into bed with another woman. Sheila was in the wrong. She had to be.

			I think he’s started drinking again.

			The comment replayed in Hayden’s brain, making her toy nervously with the hem of her thin blue sweater. She’d thought her father’s eyes had looked bleary... And, fine, maybe he did have a drink or two before coming here, but Sheila’s remark implied that Presley’s drinking went beyond today. That at some point in time he’d suffered from an alcohol problem.

			Was it true?

			And if so, how hadn’t she known about it? She might not visit often, thanks to her hectic schedule at the university, but she spoke to her father at least once a week and he always sounded normal. Sober. Wouldn’t she have suspected something if he had a drinking problem?

			Lies.

			She clung to that one word as she pushed the strap of her purse higher on her shoulder and stepped through the doors. Sucking in a gust of fresh air, she headed for her rental, forcefully pushing every word Sheila had spoken out of her mind.

		
	
		
			ELEVEN

			Brody left the locker room after a grueling practice on Thursday afternoon, wondering if he’d made a big mistake by telling Hayden the next move was hers. It had seemed like the right play at the time, but today, after two hours of tedious drills topped off by a lecture from Coach Gray, he was rethinking the action he’d taken.

			Or more specifically, regretting the action he wouldn’t be getting.

			His body was sore, his nerves shot, and he knew a few hours in Hayden’s bed was all the medicine he needed.

			He also knew she wouldn’t call.

			You got cocky, man.

			Was that it? Had he been so confident in his ability to turn Hayden on that he just assumed she’d want him to do it again?

			Damn it, why hadn’t he taken her home with him? He’d seen the lust in her eyes, known that all he had to do was say the word and she’d be in his arms again, but he’d held back.

			No, pride had held him back. He hadn’t wanted to go to bed with her knowing he’d twisted her arm into joining him for that drink in the first place. He wanted it to be her choice. Her terms, her desire.

			It was almost comical, how this stubborn art history professor had gotten under his skin. She was so different from the women he’d dated in the past. Smarter, prettier, more serious, definitely more pigheaded. He knew he should just let her go, seeing as how she obviously didn’t want to pursue a relationship. But his instincts kept screaming for him not to let her out of his sight, that if he blinked, she’d be gone and someone important would be slipping through his grasp. It made no sense to him, and yet he always trusted his instincts. They’d never failed him before.

			He kicked a pebble on his way to the car, feeling like kicking something harder than a rock. His own thick skull, perhaps.

			As he unlocked the driver’s-side door, he swore when he realized his wrist was bare. Shit. He’d left his watch in the rink. He always forgot that damn thing. He hated wearing a watch to begin with, but it had been a gift from his parents in honor of his first professional game eight years ago. His folks were ferociously proud of him, and he witnessed that pride every time he went home to Michigan for a visit and saw them staring at that watch.

			Sighing, he turned and headed back to the entrance of the sprawling gray building. The Warriors practiced in a private arena a few miles from the Lincoln Center. It was a little unorthodox, but Brody found it somewhat of a relief. It meant the media never filmed their practices, which took the pressure off him and the guys to always be on top of their game.

			The double doors at the entrance led to a large sterile lobby. To the left were the hallways leading to the locker rooms, and when Brody strode into the arena he immediately noticed the two people huddled by the locker-room corridor. Their backs were turned, allowing Brody to quickly sidestep to the right, ducking into another hall with a row of vending machines.

			“You shouldn’t have come here,” came Craig Wyatt’s muffled voice.

			Brody hissed in a breath, hoping the Warriors captain and his companion hadn’t spotted him.

			He sure as hell spotted them, though.

			Which posed the question: What was Craig Wyatt doing whispering with Sheila Houston?

			“I know. I just had to see you,” Sheila said, her voice so soft Brody had to strain his ears to hear her. “That meeting with the lawyers today was terrible...” There was a faint sob.

			“Shh, it’s okay, baby.”

			Baby?

			Deciding he’d officially heard enough—and that he’d return for his watch another time—Brody edged toward the emergency exit at the end of the hallway. He turned the door handle, praying an alarm wouldn’t go off. It didn’t. Relieved, he exited the side door of the rink and practically sprinted back to his BMW.

			The drive to his Hyde Park house brought with it a tornado of confusion that made his head spin. Craig Wyatt and Sheila Houston? The player rumored to be having an affair with the owner’s wife was Wyatt? Brody would’ve never expected it from the straitlaced Mr. Serious.

			Fuck. And if that rumor was true, that meant the idea of bribes exchanging hands in the franchise might not be a lie, either. Craig Wyatt might have the personality of a brick wall, but he was the captain of the team, as well as the eyes and ears. He frequently kept track of everyone’s progress, making sure they were all in tip-top shape and focused on the game. If he suspected anyone had taken a bribe, he would’ve investigated it, no doubt about it.

			Was Wyatt the source Sheila had referred to in that interview? Had he been the one to tell her about the bribes?

			Or...

			Shit, had Wyatt taken a bribe himself?

			No. That didn’t make sense. Sheila wouldn’t draw attention to the bribery and illegal betting if her lover was one of the guilty parties.

			Brody pulled into his driveway and killed the engine. He reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose, hoping to ward off an oncoming headache.

			Damn it. This was not good at all.

			He didn’t particularly care what or who Craig Wyatt did in his spare time, but if Wyatt knew something about these rumors...

			Maybe he should just confront the man, flat out ask what he knew. Or maybe he’d ask Becker to do it for him. Becker was good at stuff like that, knew how to handle tough situations and still keep a clear head.

			He rubbed his temples, then leaned his forehead against the steering wheel for a moment. Fuck, he didn’t want to deal with any of this. If he had his way, this entire scandal would just disappear; he’d play out the rest of the season then re-sign with the Warriors or land on a new team. His career would be secure, and his life would be just fucking peachy.

			Oh, and Hayden Houston would be back in his bed.

			But her name was still conspicuously absent from his phone, the lack of notifications revealing he clearly hadn’t won her over with the Lakeshore Lounge orgasm.

			As he walked up the porch steps to his front door, he typed out a quick text to Becker.

			BRODY: Any chance you can make it over for a beer tonight? Need to talk to you about something.

			Becker’s response came faster than he expected. Usually, the man didn’t check his phone much when he was at home with his family. Sam always said that time with his daughters was far more important to him than looking at a “damn screen.”

			BECKER: Didn’t I just see you at practice?

			BRODY: I know. It’s important, though.

			Brody could see his friend typing, and those three dots rippled in the chat thread for quite a while before another message finally popped up.

			BECKER: Yeah sure. I’ll be there after Tamara’s bedtime. Around 8.

			BRODY: Sounds good. See you later.

			

			He let his teammate in a few hours later, grinning when Sam shrugged out of his jacket and splashed water droplets all over Brody’s face. “Thanks,” he said wryly.

			“It’s raining like crazy out there,” Becker grumbled. “You better have a good excuse for dragging me over here tonight.”

			“Trust me, it’s a good one.”

			He tossed Becker’s coat on one of the hooks in the front hall. The two men headed for the kitchen, where Brody grabbed a pair of beer bottles and handed his friend one.

			“What’s this?” Sam asked, peering at the open laptop on the white granite counter. “Is it your mom’s birthday or something?”

			Brody swiftly walked over and flipped the computer shut. Fuck. He’d left the florist website tab open when he went to answer the door. “Oh. Yeah. It’s for Mother’s Day.”

			“Mother’s Day was last weekend.” Sam leaned his jean-clad hip against the counter, chuckling.

			“Right. And I forgot to send my mom flowers, hence the belated Mother’s Day gift.”

			“You’re such a shit liar.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “Who says I’m lying?”

			“Kid, it was my assistant who arranged the flower deliveries for both our mothers.”

			Oh, right. Fucking hell.

			Sam laughed harder at the defeated look on Brody’s face. “So who are the flowers for?”

			Sighing, he lifted the beer to his lips and took a long swig. “Take a seat. This might take a while.”

			His friend gave an answering sigh. “Seriously? You brought me over here to talk about your love life?”

			Technically, he hadn’t. But now that Becker was here, he might as well hit the man up for some advice. Sam had been happily married for the past fifteen years, so clearly the dude knew a thing or two about relationships.

			“Not just that, but we can get into the rest of it later,” Brody said as he collapsed onto the leather sectional in the living room. “I did a dumb thing.”

			“What else is new?”

			“Fuck off.”

			Sam sank into the recliner opposite the couch, balancing his bottle on his knee. “Fine. I’ll bite. What did you do?”

			“Presley Houston’s daughter.”

			There was a beat, and then Becker barked out a laugh. “Fuck’s sake.”

			“See? I told you it was dumb.” He took another hasty sip of beer. “In my defense, I didn’t know she was his daughter when I hooked up with her.”

			“So, what, now you’re worried he’s going to find out and bench you indefinitely?” Sam rolled his eyes. “Because that ain’t gonna happen, kid. We’re playing our next game two nights from now. He’s not going to risk not having his pretty boy superstar on the ice for it.”

			“First of all, I’m not his superstar. That’s Wyatt.”

			Fuck, which was who they should be talking about right now. He’d asked Becker to come by so he could tell him about Craig Wyatt and Sheila Houston, not to whine about his sex life.

			“I notice you didn’t deny the pretty boy part.”

			Brody grinned. “Why would I? It’s true. Anyway, Pres finding out is a concern, yeah. I don’t think he’d bench me, but he definitely wouldn’t be happy about it. Dude used to be a coach. I don’t know a single coach who’d be cool with their daughter hooking up with a hockey player. Unless it’s you. You’re so pathetically perfect, any dad would happily marry their little girl off to you.”

			“Did you ask me over here for advice or to insult me?”

			“I said you were perfect, you asshole. How is that an insult?”

			Becker snickered. “Are you ever going to get to the point of this conversation?”

			Setting his beer on the coffee table, Brody quickly filled his teammate in about his two encounters with Hayden, and how both had ended with her not calling him. Becker’s shit-eating grin at hearing this didn’t make him feel any better.

			“You could at least pretend to sympathize,” Brody grumbled.

			“Seriously? I’ve spent the last eight years watching women fall at your feet. Remember the chick that broke into your hotel room when we were playing Denver and handcuffed herself to your bed? Oh, fuck, or the twin sisters in San Jose who got your name tattooed on their ass cheeks and then tried to lure you into a threesome in the rooftop pool?”

			Man. Those days were wild.

			“So, yeah, it’s about time your ego took a few hits.” Becker grinned. “Also, do you really think a bouquet of roses is going to convince her to see you again? Because these days, that’s considered low effort. You need a bigger gesture than a few flowers.”

			He offered a shrug. “It would at least get me a thank-you call. Then I could work my magic and...” He trailed off suggestively.

			“Get rejected again?” Becker supplied.

			“Fuck off.” He grabbed his bottle and took another swig. Then, thoughtful, he met Becker’s amused gaze. “What do you consider a big gesture? Like what’s going to win this girl over?”

			“Last time I pissed off Mary, I had to remodel our downstairs bathroom.”

			“That’s not at all helpful.”

			That got him another laugh. “I’m shit at this romance stuff, kid. Ask my wife. She’ll tell you how bad I am at groveling.”

			“I’m not trying to grovel. I just want to see her again.” He could hear the frustration in his tone, and Becker didn’t miss it, either.

			The other man raised a brow. “This one’s really gotten under your skin, huh?”

			“Yeah,” he said glumly. “I don’t like it. Since when do I give a fuck about impressing a woman?” Brody groaned. “Come on. Help me out here. How do I get her to see me again?”

			Sam just grinned again. “I don’t know. Be creative.”

		
	
		
			TWELVE

			“We should put on the game,” Darcy suggested. She flopped down on one of the leather couches in the penthouse and flashed an evil grin.

			“We certainly shouldn’t,” Hayden chirped in response.

			It was Friday night and they’d decided not to go out for dinner but stay in and order room service from the hotel restaurant. Well, at first Hayden suggested they cook dinner themselves, but Darcy had very emphatically said, “I refuse to cook.” So room service it was.

			“It’s the playoffs,” Darcy pointed out.

			“So?”

			“So would it kill you to support the team?” Raising a brow, Darcy snatched the remote control off the coffee table and began flipping channels.

			Hayden rolled her eyes. “You don’t even care about the Warriors. You just want to see Brody.”

			“Obviously.”

			Darcy found a sports network that was airing the game, but she hit Mute so the sound of chattering announcers and screaming fans was no longer blasting out of the speakers.

			Although she was trying to force herself not to, Hayden’s gaze kept darting toward the screen. But each time she looked, all she saw was a blur of silver-and-blue blobs speeding across the ice while a blur of black-and-red blobs tried to steal the puck from them.

			The game stayed on in the background while they ate their dinner, which was delivered on ornate trays with crisp tablecloths and silver lids.

			“I swear, your life is unreal,” Darcy sighed after the Ritz employee left.

			“This isn’t my life,” she pointed out. “You’ve seen my place in San Francisco. It’s a normal-person town house.”

			“True.”

			She gestured around the lavish living room. “This is my father’s life. All of it belongs to him.”

			“For now,” Darcy said with a snort. “Sheila will be here redecorating in no time.”

			“I hope not. Dad really loves this penthouse.”

			“Oh, you didn’t tell me how it went yesterday with the evil stepmother. The deposition.”

			“It was as painful as expected.”

			Well...aside from the unexpected part, when Sheila ran after her to accuse Presley of having an affair and a drinking problem. Hayden bit her lip, wondering whether to confide in Darcy about that. For some reason, it felt like betraying her father’s confidence, even though he wasn’t even the one to bring any of it up. If it were true.

			After a long beat of hesitation, she decided not to mention it. Not now anyway. But Sheila’s accusations continued to gnaw at her brain.

			In an attempt to distract herself, she once again glanced at the screen. But that was a mistake, because for the first time in two hours, the camera provided a clear shot of Brody Croft’s gorgeous face. He was grinning from ear to ear, almost feral in his excitement, as he returned to the team bench, where his teammates proceeded to smack his shoulders and helmet.

			“Did they score?” Hayden asked, just as a shot of the scoreboard flashed across the screen.

			3-2, Warriors.

			And there were only ten seconds left, hardly enough time for Los Angeles, their opponent, to tie it up. As the final buzzer sounded, the camera panned over the crowd, showing a mixture of devastated home fans and jubilant Warriors fans. Another pan, and Hayden was looking at one of the private boxes, where her father was on his feet, shaking hands and cheering wildly.

			“I should text him.” She reached for her phone and sent a quick message to her dad congratulating him on the win. She wasn’t surprised when he didn’t respond. He was likely already on his way out to celebrate with his entourage.

			“Ooh, let’s watch the postgame interviews. Maybe we’ll see your dude without his shirt on.” Darcy’s blue eyes sparkled as she leaned forward to unmute the television.

			The camera now showed a sports reporter from the network on her way down the hallway toward the away team’s locker rooms. A few minutes later, the camera cut to that same reporter, who introduced herself as Jess Thompson, navigating through towering hockey players in various stages of undress.

			“God, imagine having this job,” Darcy said, sighing enviously.

			“It’s definitely a sweet gig,” Hayden had to agree.

			“I’d be in a constant state of arousal.”

			She snickered. “That’s already your natural state anyway. I don’t think interviewing a bunch of half-naked hockey players would make a difference.”

			“Good point.”

			Hayden’s heart sped up when Jess Thompson stopped in front of a very familiar bare chest.

			“Jeez,” her friend groaned. “His abs are delicious.”

			No, everything about him was delicious, from the aforementioned abs to the chiseled jawline to the piercing blue eyes hot enough to melt ice. Seeing his face on a huge TV screen only highlighted his stupidly good looks. The man was stunning.

			Ugh. Why did he have to be a hockey player?

			“Brody, phenomenal game tonight!” gushed Thompson, shoving a microphone in his face. “You were on fire out there. Were you confident that the Warriors would bring home the W tonight?”

			Brody grinned, a bead of sweat trickling down his temple. “Of course. Each time we go out there it’s with every intention of winning.”

			Thompson proceeded to ask him a few more questions about the game, but Hayden was only half paying attention. She couldn’t stop staring at that sweat droplet. It was sliding down his collarbone now, winding a tempting path down his smooth, golden skin.

			“You have it bad,” Darcy accused, snorting from the other end of the couch.

			“I know. It’s disgusting. What am I supposed to—”

			“Quiet,” her friend interrupted, grinning suddenly. “I want to hear his answer.”

			“Answer to what?”

			“Jess Thompson is prying about his love life.”

			Hayden’s pulse once again quickened. Despite herself, her attention was now fully on the screen.

			Thompson’s eyes sparkled with mischief as she leaned in a little closer. “Oh, Brody, throw us a bone. You know the fans are dying to know. Is there a special someone in your life, or are you still skating solo?”

			“You’re trying to get me in trouble, aren’t you?” Brody gave the camera a sly grin that was undoubtedly causing hearts to flutter across the nation.

			“Lord,” Darcy grumbled. “This man is potent.”

			“It’s fucking obnoxious,” Hayden grumbled back.

			Why did he have to be so hot?

			“How about a hint?” the reporter was pressing, still shoving the mic at him. “Just a tiny peek into the love life of Brody Croft?”

			His eyes took on a thoughtful glint. Then his lips curved slightly, and he offered a shrug. “Well, now that you mention it... There might be someone on my mind at the moment.”

			Hayden’s jaw fell open. “Oh, my God.”

			“Oh, my God,” echoed Darcy, although she appeared more delighted than horrified. “He’s talking about you.”

			On the screen, Jess Thompson was damn near salivating like a dog who’d stumbled upon a raw steak. “Please, tell us more.”

			Brody chuckled, his gaze never leaving the lens. “I probably shouldn’t. I mean, it’s sort of embarrassing. This girl is dodging my invites like they’re opposing players on the ice. But...” He shrugged again. “I don’t give up. So let’s try this again, shall we?”

			Hayden stared wide-eyed at the screen, a sick feeling creeping up her spine. “Swear to God, if he says my name on live television...”

			But his next words showed that he clearly recognized he’d be a victim of murder if he outed her.

			“To the woman who keeps turning me down, even though we both know she’s totally into me...” He flashed another grin at the camera. “If you’re watching this right now, what’s it going to take for me to see you again? Candlelit dinner? Sunset skate on the rink? Name your game, and I’ll play it.”

			Beside him, Thompson looked utterly stunned.

			Hayden groaned, sinking into the couch cushions in a sudden need to disappear. “Is this guy for real?”

			“I love him,” Darcy declared, jaw agape.

			Brody winked at the reporter. “Any other questions?”

			It took a few seconds for Thompson to snap out of her stupor. The woman was probably already counting the millions of views that clips of this video were going to garner.

			The interview continued briefly with Brody elaborating on his game-winning goal and the team’s strategy. Hayden wondered if he had any strategy when it came to women. Apparently, relentless pursuit was his go-to play.

			“You know you have to see him again,” Darcy told her.

			Hayden shook her head stubbornly. “I’m not having a fling with him. He’s too high-maintenance.”

			She got the feeling that if she gave Brody an inch, he’d take a mile. That if she suggested a fling, he’d show up with an engagement ring.

			Before her friend could argue, Hayden started cleaning up the table, taking their trays to the dinner cart. Fortunately, Darcy dropped the subject. She stayed for another hour before begging off, and Hayden hugged her friend goodbye and then went to take a shower before bed.

			Barefoot, she stepped out of the bathroom into the master bedroom, pushing wet hair out of her eyes. She’d finally gotten around to unpacking her suitcase this morning, but the suite’s huge walk-in closet still looked empty. She changed into a pair of gray sweatpants and a cotton tank top, brushed her hair and tied it into a ponytail, then headed for the kitchen to make a cup of decaf tea.

			Normally, she hated hotels, but her father’s penthouse surpassed any ordinary hotel suite. He’d lived here before marrying Sheila, and the apartment had everything Hayden could possibly need, including a large kitchen that was fully stocked and surprisingly cozy. It reminded her of her kitchen back home, making her homesick for the west coast. In San Francisco, she hadn’t needed to worry about anything except how she was going to get her boyfriend into bed.

			Here, she had her father’s problems, her stepmother’s lies and Brody Croft’s incessant attempts to get her into bed.

			She wasn’t tired yet, so she took her tea to the living room and switched on the TV again. Time to finally watch that van Gogh biography. Since she was teaching an entire course on him next semester, she figured she ought to get reacquainted with the guy.

			She scrolled through Netflix, searching for the documentary.

			You want me, come and get me.

			The sound of Brody’s sandpaper-rough voice suddenly filled her head. She let out a long breath, exasperated. Why couldn’t she stop thinking about the guy? And why couldn’t she stop wanting him? She wanted him so badly she could practically feel those big muscular arms around her waist.

			But sometimes the things you wanted weren’t necessarily the ones you needed.

			At the moment, she needed to concentrate on supporting her dad through his divorce and maybe finally calling Doug back to tell him she’d slept with someone else and that it was time to turn their break into a breakup.

			But what she wanted was one more night with Brody Croft.

			It doesn’t have to be black-and-white.

			She sat there for a moment, chewing on her lower lip as Darcy’s words buzzed around in her brain.

			Was her friend right? Was she overanalyzing all of this? She’d always had the tendency to pick and prod at each situation until she’d sucked every last drop of fun or enjoyment from it. This wasn’t an art history lecture she needed to plan for—it was just sex. Was there really anything wrong with delving into that gray area and enjoying a carnal ride with a man she found wildly attractive?

			No sooner had that thought entered her mind than her phone buzzed with an incoming text.

			Her heart stopped when she saw the name on the screen.

			BRODY CROFT.

			How was he texting her? She had his number, but she hadn’t given him hers.

			The text was equally puzzling.

			BRODY: Did you now?

			Did she now what?

			Eyes narrowed, Hayden opened the chat thread, only to curse out loud when she solved the mystery.

			Sometime, maybe when she was in the bathroom or calling the front desk to take the dinner tray away, someone took it upon themselves to send Brody a message from her phone. It was four words and one emoji. Clear evidence of Darcy White’s betrayal.

			I liked your interview ;)

			Fucking hell. She was going to kill her friend.

			Grumbling with irritation, Hayden quickly typed a response.

			HAYDEN: I’m not the one who sent you that. My friend did. Ex-friend now. Please delete this number.

			He was quick to text back.

			BRODY: You don’t really want me to delete it. And aren’t we too old to use the “my friend did it” excuse?

			HAYDEN: It’s not an excuse! She’s a traitor.

			BRODY: So you didn’t like the interview?

			HAYDEN: Nope. It was presumptuous.

			BRODY: What was presumptuous about it? I was simply being honest. I want to see you again and I want to know what it’ll take. I’ll put in the work...

			HAYDEN: No work required.

			BRODY: Great! I’m back from LA late Sunday night. I can come by straight from the airport or see you Monday. You pick.

			She blew out an exasperated breath. This man really didn’t give up.

			You don’t want him to give up, a little voice taunted.

			Oh, wonderful. Now her own subconscious was against her!

			HAYDEN: I pick neither.

			BRODY: Are you always this stubborn?

			HAYDEN: Yep. Have a good night, Brody.

			Jutting her chin, she clicked the phone to its lock screen and reached for the remote again. Maybe if she watched this van Gogh documentary for long enough, she would eventually forget about Brody Croft and how badly she wanted to see him again.

		
	
		
			THIRTEEN

			The raucous cheers of the crowd and the echoes of skates scraping against the ice filled the air as Brody and his teammates celebrated their hard-fought victory. Despite the sweat dripping down his face and the sore ribs from the forecheck he’d taken in the second period, Brody was high on adrenaline and the contagious joy sweeping through the rink.

			Fuck yeah. They’d swept the first round of the playoffs. Four games, four wins. The Vipers hadn’t even stood a chance.

			The home fans looked dejected, shoulders sagging and faces stricken as bodies began leaving their seats and heading for the exits. Brody knew the feeling. Michigan, his home team, hadn’t made it past a first playoffs round in more than a decade.

			“What? No interviews about your love life tonight?” Erik Levy mocked. The defenseman’s eyes twinkled as he chortled to himself.

			“Nope, not tonight,” Brody answered with a wry grin. Although his attempt at a big gesture hadn’t completely failed. It had gotten him Hayden’s phone number, after all.

			On the other hand, he hadn’t heard from Hayden since their text exchange on Friday night. Now it was Sunday, and not a peep. So...maybe begging her on live TV for a candlelit dinner or a sunset skate date was an epic fail.

			“That was such a baller move,” Derek Jones assured him as they filed into the locker room. Jones smacked Brody’s shoulder. “Chicks love the big romantic gestures.”

			Not this one. Hayden was a tough fucking nut to crack.

			Peeling his sweaty jersey off, Brody quickly undressed and headed for the showers. When he returned to his locker, he discovered all his teammates had already left for the bus that would take them to the private airfield where the team plane awaited. He dressed quickly, then checked his phone. No texts from Hayden, but there was one from his agent asking him to call her.

			Instantly, Brody was on guard. Maria never bothered him on game nights unless it was important.

			“Hey,” he said after she answered his call. “You texted?”

			“Great game tonight,” Maria told him in that brisk, no-nonsense voice of hers. “You looked sharp.”

			“Thanks. The bus is waiting on me, so I can’t talk long. What’s up?”

			She paused, as if choosing her next words carefully. “I just got off the phone with the Warriors’ head of legal. She’d like to put a pause on the contract renegotiations until the end of the season. She’s claiming the higher-ups are slowing things down, but...”

			“But what?” he asked warily.

			“It smells funny, and I don’t like it.”

			As always, Maria never minced words.

			“Funny how?”

			“I think the franchise is waiting to see if it can weather this storm of scandals before offering a multimillion-dollar contract to a player who may or may not be involved in said scandals.”

			Every ounce of blood in his body ran cold. All the elation from tonight’s win drained away, replaced with a mixture of anger and dread twisting in his gut.

			“What the fuck?” he growled. “They think I fixed games? Or that I fucked the owner’s wife?”

			“No, no. You’re not being accused of anything. But I think they’re leery of committing to such a huge contract while all this shit is brewing.” Maria’s calm tone resonated through the phone. “I just wanted to keep you in the loop about why everything has slowed to a snail’s pace. And to ask you something—on a scale of one to ten, how badly do you want to stay with the Warriors?”

			Brody swallowed. Well, shit. That wasn’t a notion he entertained often. Sure, he’d known that when his contract was up, there was a chance another team might want him, but he hadn’t actually planned on leaving the team he’d been playing for since he was twenty-one years old.

			“Why?” he said slowly. “Do you think I should consider making a move?”

			“Honestly? Yes. The entire Warriors organization is in disarray right now, thanks to these allegations. And the fact that negotiations have stalled concerns me. I’d like to put some feelers out, see which other teams in the league might be interested in snapping you up. Discreetly, of course. How do you feel about that?”

			He hesitated. “Fine,” he finally replied. “But it needs to be beyond discreet. I don’t want Presley thinking I’m trying to jump ship behind his back.”

			He was already screwing the man’s daughter. Didn’t need to screw him over any further.

			“Understood,” Maria said. “All right. Get on that bus. I’ll be in touch. Oh, and in the meantime, lay low, avoid the media as much as possible and let me handle the press inquiries.” She paused meaningfully. “In other words, don’t blab about your love life to sports reporters while you’re half-naked.”

			His lips twitched. “Understood,” he mimicked.

			

			HAYDEN: Come over.

			Brody stared at the message on the screen for a good, long moment, assuring himself he wasn’t hallucinating it. It was Monday night and he’d just stepped out of the shower, where he’d stood under the hot spray for a good half hour to get the kinks out of his muscles. He was still sore as fuck from yesterday’s game, his ribs aching every time he bent over.

			Now all the pain seemed to fade as he kept staring at those two words.

			Come over.

			Clearly, she’d finally changed her mind and taken him up on his offer to continue the fantasy, but was it still just sex she craved? Or was she looking for something extra this time around?

			Shit, he was getting ahead of himself. Hayden was simply inviting him over, not offering to make a commitment.

			He quickly put on a pair of jeans and pulled an old Warriors jersey over his head. He grabbed his car keys from the credenza in the hallway, shoved his wallet into his back pocket and left the house, breathing in the damp night air.

			It was mid-May, which meant the nights were still cool and the chances of a thunderstorm or even a freak blizzard weren’t all that far-fetched, but Brody loved this time of year, when spring and summer battled for domination over Chicago’s climate. He’d lived in this city almost eight years now, and had grown to appreciate and enjoy everything about it, even the indecisive seasons.

			When he pulled up in front of Hayden’s hotel, a light drizzle of rain was sliding across the windshield. He hopped out of the SUV and entered the lobby just as a bolt of lightning filled the sky. Thunder roared ominously in the distance, growing louder until the rain became a steady downpour.

			He approached the check-in desk and asked the clerk behind it to ring Hayden’s suite. A moment later, the woman walked him over to the elevator and inserted a key into the panel that would allow Brody access to the penthouse, then left him alone in the car.

			The elevator soared upward, its doors opening into the suite, where Hayden was waiting for him.

			“I have some ground rules,” she said in lieu of a greeting.

			He grinned. “Hello to you, too.”

			“Hello. I have some ground rules.”

			He tossed his keys on a glass table beside one of the couches and moved toward her.

			Even in sweats, she looked amazing. He liked how she’d pulled her hair back in a messy ponytail, how a few haphazard strands framed her face, which was devoid of makeup. He especially liked how her thin tank top didn’t hide the fact that she wore no bra.

			His mouth ran dry as he dragged his gaze across those gorgeous tits, the outline of her dusky nipples visible through the white shirt.

			Her cheeks flushed at his perusal. “Don’t ogle. It’s unbecoming.”

			“Ah, I was wondering where Miss Prim and Proper had gone. Hello, Professor, nice to see you again.”

			“I am not prim and proper,” she protested.

			“Not in bed anyway...”

			“Ground rules,” she repeated firmly.

			He released a sigh. “All right. Get it out of your system.”

			She leaned against the arm of the couch, resting her hands on her thighs. “This is only going to be a fling,” she began, her throaty voice wavering in a way that brought a smile to his lips. “Continuing the fantasy, or whatever it was you said. Agreed?”

			“I’m not agreeing to anything yet. Is there more?”

			“My father can’t know anything about it.” She paused, looking uncomfortable. “And I’d prefer if we weren’t seen in public together.”

			He lifted a brow. “Ashamed of being linked to a hockey player?”

			“Ashamed? No. But you already know the franchise is taking some heat. I don’t want to make things worse for my dad by giving the media more fuel for the fire they’re determined to start.”

			He had to admit her words made sense. After seeing Wyatt whispering with Sheila Houston at the arena, Brody had no interest in stoking the fire.

			Best-case scenario, if he was spotted with Hayden, the press would sensationalize the relationship the way they were currently sensationalizing everything else associated with the Warriors.

			Worst-case scenario, an asshole reporter would insinuate that the team owner’s daughter knew of her father’s guilt and was either trying to shut Brody up because he was involved, or sleeping with him to find out what he knew.

			He didn’t particularly like either of those scenarios.

			Still, he wasn’t about to let Hayden get her way entirely. He had a few demands himself.

			“If I agree to your rules, you have to agree to mine,” he said roughly, crossing his arms over his chest.

			She swallowed. “Like what?”

			“If you’re in my bed, that’s the only bed you’ll be in.” He set his jaw. “I won’t share you, especially not with the guy waiting for you in California.”

			“Of course.”

			“And you have to promise to keep an open mind.”

			Interest flickered in her gaze. “Sexually?”

			“Sure. But emotionally, too. All I’m saying is, if things between us get deeper, turn into more than a fling, you can’t run away from it.”

			After a beat of silence, she nodded. “I can do that. And you agree to keep whatever we do here to yourself?”

			“I can do that,” he mimicked with a grin.

			“Then what are you waiting for?” she asked. “Take off your clothes already.”

		
	
		
			FOURTEEN

			Hayden could barely contain her amusement as Brody pulled his jersey over his head and tossed it aside. He reminded her of a kid on Christmas morning. The eagerness practically radiated from his tall, powerful body, but when he pushed his jeans down his legs there was nothing comical about the situation anymore.

			His cock sprang up against the material of his boxers, demanding attention and making her mouth grow dry.

			No matter how unsettling she found Brody’s terms, it was too late to reverse her decision. He wanted her to keep an open mind, fine. But she highly doubted things between them would get deeper, as he’d suggested. Their one-night stand may have turned into a fling, but she was confident it wouldn’t go further than that.

			Besides, right now, she didn’t want or need to think about the future, not when there were more important things to focus on. Like Brody’s spectacular body and all the things she wanted to do to it.

			An impish grin lifted the corner of her mouth as she remembered what he’d done to her body at the Lakeshore Lounge. Her next move suddenly became very clear.

			“The keeping-an-open-mind part,” she said mischievously. “It goes for you, too, right?”

			He kicked aside his boxers and fixed her with an intrigued stare. “What do you have in mind?”

			She didn’t answer. Crooking her finger at him, she gestured for him to follow her down the hallway. They entered the bedroom, where she turned her finger to the bed and said, “Get comfortable.”

			Brody raised his brows. “Are you planning to join me?”

			“Eventually.”

			He lowered himself onto the mattress and leaned against the mountain of pillows at the headboard.

			Fighting a smile, Hayden swept her gaze over his naked body sprawled before her.

			“I’m feeling lonely,” he murmured, eyes gleaming. “Are you going to stand there all night and watch me?”

			“Maybe.”

			“What’ll it take to get you to come here?”

			She chewed on the inside of her cheek, thoughtful. “I don’t know. You’d have to give me a good reason to get into that bed with you.”

			He chuckled and grasped his shaft with his hand. “This isn’t reason enough?”

			She laughed. “God, you’re arrogant.”

			She stared at his erection, the way his fingers had curled around the base, and moisture gathered in her panties. There was something seriously enticing about watching this man touch himself.

			“C’mere,” he cajoled. “You don’t really want to make me do this alone, do you?”

			His gruff voice sent shivers through her, making her nipples poke against her tank top.

			“I don’t know,” she said again. “I’m getting pretty turned on watching you right now...”

			Still eyeing his hand, she strode toward the desk under the curtained window, pulled the chair out and lowered herself on it. “Tell me what you’d want me to do, if I was lying there with you.”

			Something raw and powerful flashed in his smoky blue eyes. “I think you already know.”

			“Humor me.”

			A hint of a smile lifted one corner of his mouth. Without breaking eye contact, he moved his hand up his shaft. From where she sat, she could see a bead of moisture at the tip. Her pussy throbbed in response.

			“Well, I’d definitely encourage you to bring your tongue into play,” he said, his voice lowering to a husky pitch.

			He squeezed his erection.

			Uncontrollable need raced through her body and settled between her legs.

			“Some licking would have to be involved,” he continued, propping one hand behind his head while his other hand continued stroking. “Sucking, of course.”

			“Of course,” she agreed.

			Brody shot her a wolfish look.

			She gasped when he quickened his pace. No man had ever done that in front of her before, and the sexual heat pulsating through her body was so strong she could barely breathe. There was something so kinky about the way he was lying there, stroking his dick while she watched. And that she was still fully clothed only made the situation hotter. It gave her the upper hand, reminding her of a fantasy she hadn’t dared to think about in years.

			She licked her lips, debating whether or not to bring it up.

			“What are you thinking about?”

			She was certain her embarrassment was written all over her face. Yet, the pang of embarrassment was accompanied by a jolt of excitement, because for the first time in her life she was thinking about making that particular fantasy come true.

			“Hayden?”

			He stopped stroking and she almost cried out in disappointment. “No, keep doing that,” she said, meeting his eyes again.

			“Not until you tell me what’s on your mind.”

			“I... You’ll probably think it’s silly.”

			“Try me.”

			She couldn’t believe she was considering confessing her fantasies to a man she’d known less than a week when she’d never raised the subject around guys she’d dated for months. That in itself said a lot.

			Try him.

			She swallowed and got to her feet. Eyeing her expectantly, Brody let go of his cock and leaned his head against both hands.

			“Well?” he prompted.

			“Promise not to laugh?”

			“I won’t laugh. Scout’s honor.” He held up his fingers in a sign that she was fairly certain did not belong to the Boy Scouts, but hell, at least he’d promised.

			She took a breath, held it, then released it at the same time she blurted out the words. “I’ve always wanted to tie a man to my bed.”

			He laughed softly.

			“Hey!” Heat seared her cheeks. “You promised.”

			“I’m not laughing at the request,” he said quickly. “You just took me by surprise.”

			Relief washed over her, dimming her humiliation. “You’re into it?”

			“Fuck yeah, I’m into it.”

			Her focus dropped to his groin, which confirmed his admission. He was thick and hard, a sight that caused every last drop of hesitation and embarrassment to drain from her body. That spot between her legs began to ache, pushing her to action.

			“Keep your arms just like that,” she ordered, drifting toward the walk-in closet. She grabbed what she needed from the top drawer of the built-in dresser and sauntered over to the bed.

			Brody looked at the sheer pantyhose in her hands and grinned. “No fuzzy pink handcuffs?”

			“Sorry, I left them in California.”

			“Damn.”

			Laughing, she looped the pantyhose around his wrists, brushing her fingers over the calluses on his palm. His hands were so strong, fingers long and tapered.

			“Gentle,” he warned when she lifted his arms over his head. He nodded to his left side. “Ribs are still sore from last night.”

			Her gaze lowered. She didn’t see any bruising, but she noted the way he winced when she lightly pressed her palm to his rib cage. “Should we stop?” she fretted.

			“Don’t you fucking dare.”

			A smile tickled her lips. “You sure?”

			“Positive. Keep going, baby.”

			A thrill shot through her as she tied those sturdy hands to the headboard. That he let her do it, without moving, without complaining, only deepened the thrill.

			She liked it, this feeling of control, something she’d never really felt in the bedroom before. She was all about control when it came to her life, her job, her goals. But sex? Not so much.

			With Brody, she was discovering a part of herself she’d denied for a long time. That first night when she’d propositioned him. Then letting him touch her in a public bar. Now tying him to her bed...

			How the hell had he managed to unleash this side of her?

			“So what now?” he said hoarsely. “How does this bondage fantasy of yours play out?”

			“Well, the fantasy includes some payback, actually.” She made sure his hands were secure, then straddled him, still fully clothed. “You tortured me last week, Brody.”

			“You seemed to enjoy it.”

			“But you enjoyed it, too, didn’t you? You loved having that control over me, driving me wild with your fingers and knowing I wasn’t going to fight it.” She arched one eyebrow. “It’s my turn.”

			He tested the bindings. The headboard shook. “I could easily get out of this position, you know.”

			“But you won’t.”

			“You sound sure of that.”

			She bent down and pressed a kiss to his jaw, then licked her way to his earlobe and bit it. He shuddered, his cock jutting against her pelvis.

			“You’re dying for it,” she mocked.

			A crooked smile stretched across his mouth. “Do people out on the west coast know how evil you are?”

			“They don’t have a clue,” she said with a self-deprecating sigh.

			He laughed. The desire and awe dancing in his eyes sent a wave of confidence rushing through her. Brody made her feel like she could do anything she wanted, be anyone she wanted, confess to any naughty longing she wanted, and he wouldn’t judge her.

			“Well, it’s your turn,” Brody reminded her. “Let’s see what you’ve got. I warn you, I don’t lose control easily.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

			She pressed both palms to his chest, relishing the hard feel of him, running her fingers through the light sprinkling of hair covering his golden skin. Dipping her head, she traced his collarbone with her tongue.

			He chuckled. “You can do better than that.”

			She narrowed her eyes. Was he really convinced he could stay in control? Arrogant man. She’d just have to show him.

			Not rising to his bait, she bent down and covered one flat nipple with her mouth.

			He drew in a breath.

			She ran her tongue down his chest, scraping her nails along his skin. He tasted like heaven—spicy and masculine—and the hair leading to his groin tickled her lips as she kissed her way south. Her mouth finally reached his erection, but she made no move to wrap her lips around it. Instead, she gently flicked her tongue against his tip then blew a stream of air over the moisture she’d left there.

			Brody jerked and let out a soft curse.

			“Everything okay?” she asked politely, lifting her head in time to see the arousal creasing his rugged features.

			“Is that all you’ve got?” he groaned.

			“Nope.” She licked her lips and sent him a heavy-lidded look. “I’m just getting started.”

			Oh, boy, there was nothing more empowering than driving a man like Brody Croft into sheer and total orgasmic oblivion. Flames of satisfaction licked through Hayden’s body as she circled the tip of his cock with her tongue, savoring the taste of him.

			Curling her fingers around his shaft, she licked him again, then sucked him into her mouth, trying not to smile when he released a low moan of pleasure. God, why hadn’t she done this before? She wanted to berate herself for everything she’d been missing.

			In the back of her mind a little voice suggested that maybe she’d never shared this fantasy because she hadn’t found the right man to do it with, but she forced the voice and its unsettling implications out of her brain. No more thinking. She didn’t want to analyze anything about this.

			She moved her mouth up and down his dick, and when she reached a hand down to cup his balls, he shuddered and grew even harder. Her mind spun from the incredible feel of him against her lips.

			Lightly stroking his rock-hard thigh, she kissed his sensitive underside, then pumped him with her hand while she took him deep in her mouth again.

			“You’re evil,” he wheezed out.

			She lifted her head. “What happened to the master of control?”

			“He didn’t stand a chance.”

			Hayden laughed. With one final kiss to his tip, she moved up to straddle him. She could feel the heat of his naked body searing through her clothing, making her pants feel like a tight, hot nuisance. But she didn’t undress. Not yet.

			Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to his in a teasing kiss. He made a frustrated sound and yet again tugged at the bindings constricting his hands. He was right—one forceful tug and the knots would come apart—but he continued to lie there at her mercy. His biceps flexed as he tested the knots again. He let out a strangled curse.

			“Damn it, Hayden, I need to touch you.”

			“Touch? Nope, sorry.”

			She lifted her tank top over her head and threw it aside, baring her breasts. “But I’ll let you taste.”

			Bending closer, she offered him a sampling. She drew in a breath when he captured one nipple in his mouth and began feasting. He sucked on the rigid bud, hard, biting it gently until she cried out with pleasure that teetered toward pain.

			“More,” he rasped, pulling away and staring at her pleadingly.

			She laughed. “Define more.”

			His gaze lowered to her thighs, a clear message of what he desired, and her pussy instantly clenched in response. If she gave him what he wanted, what she wanted, then the domination game would be shot to hell...but did she really care at this point? Could she last one more second without having this man’s hands all over her?

			The moisture between her legs provided the answer to that question—a big fat no.

			As he inched down a little, so that his head was flat on the pillow, she quickly slipped out of her pants, tore off her panties and knelt over him.

			His tongue darted out and flicked over her clit.

			“Oh,” she moaned, nearly falling backward at the jolt of excitement that ran through her. She was closer than she’d thought. The rippling wave of pleasure swelling inside her confirmed that she was on the brink, her orgasm about to crash to the surface.

			Her thighs trembled as she tried to move away from his probing tongue, but he wouldn’t let her.

			“I want you to come in my mouth,” he mumbled, the husky sound reverberating against her flesh.

			She reached for the headboard, gripped his bound hands and twined her fingers with his. Her heart thumped, knees shaking, and the moment she leaned into his warm lips again, the second he suckled her clit, she exploded.

			Her climax tore through her, fierce, reckless. She gasped, sucking in oxygen as shards of light danced before her eyes and prickled her flushed skin. Still shaking, she sagged against the headboard, struggling to regain her sense of equilibrium while she fumbled with the knots on his hands.

			“I need you inside me. Now,” she begged, finally untying him.

			With a grin, he rotated his wrists to get the blood flowing again, but made no move to flip her over and plunge into her as she’d requested. “It’s your show, remember?”

			Then he curled his fingers around her waist and pushed her down so she was straddling him again. From the end table, he swiped a condom she hadn’t even noticed him bring into the bedroom and handed it to her.

			“Do with me what you please.”

			Swallowing, she rolled the condom onto his erection and shifted her legs. She was wet and ready for him, more than ready, but she didn’t guide him inside her. Instead, she brushed her nipples over his chest, enjoying the way his eyes narrowed with pleasure.

			She ground her pelvis against him, teased him by pushing against his dick and then edging away from it. Feeling bold and wanton, she leaned forward, let her breasts graze his mouth and whispered, “Tell me what you want, Brody.”

			His voice hoarse, he said, “You.”

			“Me what?”

			A wicked gleam flashed in his eyes. “What was it you said to me that first night? Oh, right. I want you to fuck me.”

			Without another word, she lowered herself onto him, taking him all the way in, and began to ride him. The pleasure cascading through her body was almost too much to bear. He felt so good inside, so right and perfect.

			She increased her pace, moving over him faster, harder, his husky groans urging her on. He lifted his hips and met her thrust for thrust. Then he grasped her ass and rolled her over, his powerful body covering hers as he drove into her.

			Yes. Her insides clenched, pleading with her for release.

			“Will you come for me?” he said, slowing his pace.

			She made an unintelligible sound.

			He chuckled. “What was that?”

			“Yes,” she choked out.

			With a satisfied nod, he plunged into her, hard and rough, stealing the breath right out of her lungs. He reached down and stroked the place where they joined, continuing to pump inside her until she finally came again.

			She gave herself to the orgasm that raced through her body. In the haze she heard Brody’s deep groan, felt his fingers dig into her hips as he jerked inside her.

			Struggling to steady her breathing, she ran her hands up and down his sweat-soaked back, enjoying the hard planes and defined muscles under her fingertips. “God, that was...” She trailed off.

			He touched her chin, lightly dragging his thumbnail over her jaw. “That was what?”

			“Incredible.” A sigh of resignation slipped out. “Let’s do it again.”

		
	
		
			FIFTEEN

			Doug was calling.

			Again.

			Hayden stared at his name on her screen, knowing she needed to answer the damn phone. Sure, she’d called him back last week, but she’d phoned in the afternoon, knowing he would be in a seminar for the summer course he was teaching. Maybe it made her a chicken, but she hadn’t been ready to talk to him yet, opting instead to leave a brief message on his machine.

			She hadn’t mentioned Brody in the message, either, mostly because the thought of telling Doug about Brody—on his voicemail no less—had made her palms grow damp. It would’ve been one thing if the situation with Brody hadn’t gone beyond that first night, but it had. Their one-night stand had turned into an actual fling.

			How the hell was she supposed to tell Doug she was already sleeping with someone else mere weeks after they’d agreed to go on a break?

			Answer the phone, you coward.

			Ugh. Fine.

			Stifling a groan, Hayden swiped her finger over the screen before the call went to voicemail.

			“Doug, hey,” she said quickly.

			“Hayden!” Relief echoed on the other end of the line. “It was ringing for so long, I assumed it would go to voicemail.”

			“Sorry, I couldn’t find the phone.” She drew her knees up, leaning her elbow against the arm of the couch. On the TV, highlights from last night’s Warriors game flashed across the screen.

			Yup. God help her, but she was watching hockey.

			Well, not the game itself. She was mostly searching the blur of players for quick glimpses of Brody’s sexy face. Ever since Monday night, when they’d agreed to keep seeing each other—or rather, banging each other’s brains out—she’d basically become obsessed with the man. He was in Colorado now for the second round of the playoffs, so seeing him on TV was the only way she could get her Brody fix until he got home tomorrow night.

			“I’m sorry we keep playing phone tag,” she added, although she felt more guilty than regretful, since it had totally been intentional on her end. “Dealing with my father has been a headache.”

			“I can imagine.” His deep, gentle voice was so familiar. Like a warm hug. “Your message said something about a deposition?”

			“Yeah. It sucked.”

			She quickly filled him in, and then he told her about his summer course, and despite their casual tones, Hayden could practically hear the airwaves crackling with awkward tension as they navigated the post-break conversation.

			“Hayden,” he blurted out, cutting her off midsentence. “I miss you.” The three words carried a blend of vulnerability and desperation.

			“Oh.” She swallowed. For some reason, she couldn’t say it back. “Doug...”

			“I know, I know. I shouldn’t say that. You wanted to take a break, and I wholly respect that decision. I just... I’ve been thinking a lot about us, and I guess I need more clarity.”

			“Clarity,” she echoed uneasily.

			“You said something might be missing. But I don’t know if I agree with that. I just feel like we’re great together, you know? On paper, we’re perfect. So what’s missing?”

			She hesitated, searching for the right words. “I...don’t know. That’s why I wanted some space. To really think about things. Because we should be more than just great on paper.”

			Silence hung between them, broken only by the buzzing of an incoming text message.

			She tilted the phone back and bit her lip when she saw who it was.

			BRODY: I can’t fucking wait to see you tomorrow night.

			That, she almost said out loud. Doug wanted to know what was missing? Well, that was what was missing. Brody’s text was like a neon sign displaying the answer. Not once, in the two months they’d been together, had Doug texted her something like that. Maybe a quick message to confirm the time and place for dinner. Maybe a brisk, “How was your day?” But he’d never seemed overly eager to see her. He’d never been in any rush to take her clothes off. Hell, he hadn’t even seen her naked—and didn’t seem at all bothered by that. There was taking it slow, and then there was Doug.

			One short text message from Brody Croft was more flirtatious and passionate than any message Doug had ever sent her.

			He interrupted her thoughts, a newfound intensity in his voice. “Hayden, I don’t want to lose you. I care about you too much to let it end like this. So I’m going to give you all the space you need, but I’m not giving up. I need you to know that.”

			He promised he’d call her again in a few days, and she ended the call feeling the weight of the conversation pressing on her.

			She was still thinking about it the next day, running through the two months she’d spent with Doug. There was a reason she’d started dating him, and a reason she’d kept dating him despite the lack of physical intimacy.

			Truth was, she’d placed a lot of importance on sex in previous relationships. And somewhere along the way, she’d convinced herself that off-the-charts chemistry was the most important factor. That without it, a relationship was doomed. Turned into one of those dead-bedroom situations that led people to have affairs.

			She and Doug didn’t have explosive sparks, but she enjoyed his company. She liked how compassionate and generous he was. His dry art jokes made her smile.

			And that was why she couldn’t fully close that door. She’d hoped that asking for space would help her pinpoint what was lacking between her and Doug, but all she’d done with that space so far was fall into bed with another man. Fall right back into old patterns of prioritizing chemistry over stability.

			And yet, when Brody messaged that afternoon asking if she still wanted him to come by later, she wasted no time responding with one eager word.

			Yes.

			

			“Let’s order room service,” Brody said later that night, slipping his boxers on.

			He watched as Hayden put on her tank top and then attempted to fix the ponytail that had seen better days. Wayward strands of dark hair fell into her eyes, and he smiled at the knowledge that her disheveled state was the result of rolling around in bed with him. She looked rumpled and beautiful and so damn cute he marched over and planted a kiss on her lips.

			With a little whimper, she pulled his head closer and sank into the kiss, flicking her tongue against his in a tantalizing way that made him hard again.

			Just as he lowered his hands to her breasts, she pushed him back. “What happened to room service?” she teased.

			“Screw it.”

			“Knock yourself out. I, for one, am starved.” With a grin, she brushed past him and left the bedroom.

			He stared down at the erection poking against his boxers. Fuck, how did this woman turn him on so fiercely? He felt like a horny teenager again.

			He put on his jeans, then drifted toward the living room.

			“How do cheeseburgers sound?” she called when she spotted him lingering in the hallway.

			His stomach growled with approval. “Great.”

			He joined her on the couch. As she dialed room service and placed their order, he noticed a stack of papers sitting on the table. Curious, he leaned forward and examined the first sheet. It looked like a biography on Rembrandt, neatly typed. The margins were full of handwritten notes.

			“What’s this?” he asked when she hung up the phone.

			“Ideas for the Color Theory class I’m teaching in the fall. I plan to focus on Rembrandt for a few lectures.”

			“Rembrandt, huh? I thought all of his paintings were pretty dark and foreboding.” The snippet of information stored in his brain came as a surprise to him. He hadn’t thought he’d paid any attention during art history class his senior year of high school.

			Hayden also looked surprised, but pleased. “Actually, that’s what I want to focus on, the misconceptions about certain artists and their use of color. Did you know that Rembrandt’s Night Watch is in fact a day scene?”

			A vague image of the painting surfaced in his mind. “I remember it being very dark.”

			“It was—until the painting was cleaned.” She grinned. “The canvas was coated with loads of varnish. When it was removed, it turned out to be daylight. A lot of his paintings ended up looking very different once they were cleaned or restored, proving that he definitely knew what he was doing when it came to color.” She grew more animated as she hurried on. “Same with Michelangelo. People didn’t view him as much of a colorist, but when the Sistine Chapel was cleaned, it was so vivid, the colors so vibrant, that everyone was shocked.”

			“I never knew that.”

			“It took longer to clean that ceiling than it did to paint it,” she added. “It was covered in so much soot and dirt that when they were removed the entire scene looked different. That’s one of the things I want to talk to my students about, how something as simple as cleaning or restoring can change your entire view of a piece of art.”

			He nodded. “Sort of like when the Zamboni cleans the ice during second period intermission. Changes the entire playing surface.”

			He saw her mouth quirk and suspected she was trying not to laugh. “Yeah. I guess there’s a similarity there.”

			Setting down the papers, he said, “You’re really into art, huh?”

			“Of course. It’s my passion.”

			A smile reached his lips. He hadn’t spent much time with women who were passionate about anything outside the bedroom, and the light in Hayden’s green eyes tugged at something inside him. He realized this was the first time she’d opened up to him, engaged in a conversation that didn’t include ground rules, and he liked it.

			“So do you paint, or just lecture about painters?” he asked curiously.

			“I used to draw and paint a lot when I was younger, but not so much anymore.”

			“How come?”

			She shrugged. “I was always more fascinated with other people’s work than with my own. My undergrad was mostly studio work, but I did my master’s in art history. I realized I liked studying great artists way more than trying to become one myself.” She drew her knees up into a cross-legged position and asked, “What did you study in college?”

			“Sports sciences,” he answered. “You know, kinesiology, sports medicine. And I minored in athletic coaching.”

			“Really?”

			Her expression revealed nothing, but he got the feeling she didn’t believe him, which made him feel like he was in high school all over again. The kid who’d been written off by his teachers as a big dumb oaf just because he happened to be good at sports. They’d stuck the jock label on him, and no matter how hard he’d tried to tear it off, the judgmental attitudes remained intact. One time he’d even been accused of cheating on an English test he’d spent hours studying for, all because his teacher decided that a kid who spent all his time handling a puck couldn’t possibly finish a book like Crime and Punishment.

			Hayden must have sensed his irritation because she quickly added, “I believe you. It’s just...well, most of the athletes I knew growing up only went to college for the athletic scholarship and just skipped all the academic classes.”

			“My parents would have killed me if I’d skipped class. They only allowed me to play hockey if I maintained an A average.”

			Hayden looked impressed. “What do your parents do for a living?”

			“Dad’s a mechanic, and Mom works in a hair salon.” He paused. “Money was always tight during my childhood.” He resisted the urge to glance around the lavish penthouse, which was an obvious sign that Hayden hadn’t had the same problem growing up.

			He wasn’t quite sure why he’d brought up the money part, either. He hated talking about his childhood. Hated thinking about it, too. As much as he loved his parents, he didn’t like to be reminded of how hard life had been to them. How his mom used to stay up at night clipping coupons and how his dad walked to work—even when Michigan’s winter was at its worst—each time their beat-up Chevy truck broke down. Fortunately, his parents would never have to worry about money again, thanks to him.

			The phone rang, putting an end to their conversation. Hayden picked up the receiver, then hung up and said room service was on its way.

			As she headed for the elevator to greet the bellhop with the cart, Brody turned on the television, flipping through a few channels until finally stopping on the eleven o’clock news.

			After rolling the cart into the living room, Hayden uncovered their food and placed a plate in front of him. The aroma of fries and ground beef floated toward him, making his mouth water.

			He’d just taken a big bite of his cheeseburger when a familiar face flashed across the screen. He nearly choked on the burger as a wave of unease washed over him.

			Hayden had also noticed her father’s image, and she quickly grabbed the remote to turn up the volume. They caught the anchor in midsentence.

			“—came forward this afternoon and admitted there is truth to the rumors surrounding the Chicago Warriors franchise. The player, who refused to be named, claims that the bribery and illegal betting activities Warriors owner Presley Houston is accused of are, in fact, true.”

		
	
		
			SIXTEEN

			Every muscle in Brody’s body coiled tightly as he stared at the screen, wondering if he’d misheard the anchor. Next to him, Hayden made a startled sound.

			“An hour ago, the league announced they will be launching a full investigation into these allegations.”

			The newscaster went on to recap the allegations that Presley bribed players to throw at least two games at the start of the season, and that he’d placed bets on the outcomes. The divorce was also mentioned, as well as Sheila Houston’s alleged affair with a Warrior, but by that point Brody had tuned out the news segment.

			Who the fuck had come forward? It couldn’t be Becker. His friend would’ve called him with a heads-up before he did anything like that.

			Craig Wyatt, though, seemed like a likely candidate, especially after what Brody witnessed at the arena that day. The reporters had been pretty rough on Sheila, many of them holding the firm belief that she was lying. If he was having an affair with her, it made sense that Wyatt would step in and try to support the woman.

			Brody reached up to rub his throbbing temples. Fuck. He wished he knew which one of his teammates had confessed. Whoever it was, this probably didn’t bode well for tomorrow’s home game. How would anybody be able to focus with a possible criminal investigation hanging over their heads?

			“It’s not true.”

			Hayden’s soft voice jarred him from his thoughts.

			He glanced over to see her big eyes pleading with him.

			“Right?” she said wearily. “It’s not true.”

			“I don’t know.”

			He raked a hand through his hair, then absently picked up a french fry. Not that he had an appetite anymore. The news report had destroyed any desire he had for food. He dropped the fry and looked back at Hayden, who seemed to be waiting expectantly for him to continue.

			“I really don’t know. So far, there’s been no proof that your father bribed anyone.”

			“So far. But if that report is true...”

			Her breath hitched, and her pained expression tore at his heart.

			“Were you... Did he...” She sounded tortured, as if saying each word took great effort. “Did he offer you a bribe?” she finally asked.

			“Absolutely not.”

			“But he could have bribed someone else, another player.”

			“He could have,” Brody said guardedly.

			She grew silent, looking so achingly sad that he reached over to draw her into his arms. Her hair tickled his chin, the sweet scent of her wafting into his nose. He wanted to kiss her, but it was totally not the time. She was upset, and the way she pressed her head into the crook of his neck and snuggled closer told him she needed comfort at the moment, not sex.

			“This is such a mess,” she said, her breath warming his skin. “Dad is already stressed because of the divorce, and now...” She abruptly lifted her head, her lips set in a tight line. “I refuse to believe he did what they’re accusing him of. My dad is a lot of things, but he’s not a criminal.”

			The certainty in her eyes was unmistakable, and Brody wisely kept quiet. He’d always admired and respected Presley Houston, but experience had taught him that even people you admired and respected could screw up.

			“Whoever came forward has to be lying,” Hayden said firmly. “This will all get cleared up during the investigation. It has to.” She slid close to him again. “I don’t want to think about this anymore. Can we just pretend we didn’t see that? And while we’re at it, we can pretend I came home for a vacation rather than to deal with my father’s problems.” She sighed against his shoulder. “God, a vacation would be so good. I could really use some fun right now.”

			He smoothed her hair, loving how soft it felt under his fingers. “What did you have in mind?”

			She tilted her head and smiled. “We could go see a movie tomorrow. It’s been ages since I’ve been to the movies. Or we could walk along the waterfront, go to Navy Pier. I don’t know, just have fun, damn it.”

			As much as he hated disappointing her, Brody smiled gently and said, “I would love to, but I can’t. I’ve got game three tomorrow night.”

			The light drained out of her eyes, but she gave him a quick smile as if to hide her reaction. “Oh. Right. I keep forgetting it’s the playoffs.”

			His arms felt empty as she disentangled herself from the embrace and inched back, absently reaching for a fry on her plate. She popped it into her mouth, chewing slowly, not looking at him.

			“How about Sunday?” he suggested.

			“I have this Gallagher Club party to go to.” She pushed her plate away, apparently as uninterested in eating as he was. “It’s important to my dad.”

			“Then another time,” he said. “I promise you, I’ll take you out and give you the fun you need.”

			Her expression grew strained. “It’s okay. You don’t have to indulge me. It’s probably a silly idea to go out on a date anyway.”

			He bristled. “Why is it silly?”

			She blew out an exasperated breath. “This is just a fling. Playing out a few sexual fantasies. That doesn’t really involve going on dates.”

			A fling.

			Something inside him hardened at the word. Casual flings had pretty much been his entire life for the past ten years, serious relationships never even making a blip on his radar. And then he’d met Hayden and suddenly he wasn’t thinking about casual anymore. He liked her. A lot. Hell, he’d actually experienced a flicker of excitement when she’d mentioned engaging in normal couple things like going to the movies or walking by the lake. He’d never felt the urge to do stuff like that with the previous women in his life. He hadn’t cared enough, and that would have sounded awful if not for the fact that they hadn’t cared, either.

			Crazy as it was, Hayden was the first woman, aside from a reporter, who’d ever asked him about his parents or his college major. Mundane little questions that people asked each other all the time, and yet something he’d been lacking.

			He’d seen the potential when Hayden first walked up to him in that bar. Somehow, he’d known deep down that this was a woman he could have a meaningful relationship with.

			And it was fucking ironic that she only wanted a goddamn fling.

			“What happened to promising to keep an open mind?” he asked gruffly.

			“I plan on keeping that promise.” She shifted her gaze. “But you can’t blame me for being skeptical about this becoming anything deeper.”

			“You don’t think it will?”

			“Honestly?” She looked him square in the eye. “No, I don’t.”

			He frowned. “You sound convinced of that.”

			“I am.” Pushing an errant strand of hair from her eyes, she shrugged. “I’m going back to San Francisco in a couple months, and even if I were staying here, our lives don’t mesh.”

			Irritation swelled inside him. “How do you figure that?”

			“You’re a hockey player. I’m a professor.”

			“So?”

			“So, our careers alone tell me how different we are. I’ve lived in your world, Brody. I grew up in it. Dad and I had most of our conversations on airplanes on the way to whatever city his team was playing in. I lived in five states during a fifteen-year period. And I hated it.”

			“Your father was a hockey coach,” he pointed out.

			“And the travel requirements are not much different for players. I had no say in the career my father chose for himself. But when it comes to what I want in a partner, I can choose.”

			“The guy in San Francisco, what does he do?”

			Her discomfort at discussing the guy who Brody now thought of as the Other Man was evident as she began to fidget with her hands. She laced her fingers together, unlaced them, then tapped them against her thighs. “Actually, he teaches art history at Berkeley, too.”

			How fucking convenient.

			“What else?” he demanded.

			She faltered. “What do you mean?”

			“So you’re both interested in art. What else makes this relationship so rewarding?”

			He almost winced at the sarcasm he heard in his tone. Damn it, he was acting like a total ass here. From the cloudy look in Hayden’s eyes, she obviously thought the same thing.

			“My relationship with Doug is none of your concern. I promised to remain sexually exclusive, but I never agreed to sit around and talk about him.”

			“I don’t want to talk about him,” he growled. “I just want to get to know you. I want to understand why you feel I’m not a good match for you.”

			“Don’t you see it?” She sighed. “I want, I want. You said so yourself, you always get what you want. And that’s why I feel the way I do. I’ve dated too many guys who want. But none of them want to give. They’re too concerned with getting their way, advancing their careers, and I always come in second. Well, I’m sick of it. Doug may not be the most exciting man on the planet, but he wants the same things I do—a solid marriage, a stable home, and that’s what I want out of a relationship.”

			A deafening silence fell over the room, stretching between them. Brody felt like throwing something. He resented the fact that she was projecting her frustration with her father and the previous men in her life onto him, but hell, he’d opened this can of worms. Pushed her too far, too fast. Needled her about her former relationship and demanded she give him a chance she wasn’t ready to give.

			Fuck.

			Would he still get that chance now? Or had he blown it completely?

			“Maybe this fling is a bad idea,” she said.

			He’d blown it, all right.

			Big-time.

		
	
		
			SEVENTEEN

			The last thing Hayden felt like doing on Sunday night was attending a fundraiser hosted by a wealthy entrepreneur she didn’t even know, but when she’d called her father to try to get out of it, he wouldn’t have it. He insisted her presence was essential, though she honestly didn’t know why. Every time she socialized with her father and his friends she ended up standing at the bar by herself.

			But she didn’t want to let down her dad. And considering how she’d left things with Brody on Friday night, maybe it was better to get out of that big penthouse and away from her thoughts.

			It was just past eight o’clock when she neared the Gallagher Club, a prestigious men’s club in one of Chicago’s most historical neighborhoods. It had been founded by Walter Gallagher, a filthy rich entrepreneur who’d decided he needed to build a place where other filthy rich entrepreneurs could congregate.

			The Gallagher Club was by invitation only, and it took some men decades to gain membership. Her father had inherited the membership when he’d purchased the Warriors from their previous owner, and he loved flaunting it. When Hayden was in town, he never took her anywhere else.

			She drove down the wide, tree-lined street, slowing her rental car when she spotted a crowd at the end of the road. As she got closer, she noticed a few news vans. The dozen or so people milling by the curb were reporters.

			And since she couldn’t think of anyone else currently involved in a possible criminal investigation, she knew the press was there because of her father.

			This was not good.

			Taking a few calming breaths, she drove through the wrought iron gates leading to the Gallagher Club, turning her head and averting her eyes when a few of the reporters started to peer in at her. She exhaled as she steered up the circular cobblestone driveway and slowed the car behind the line of vehicles waiting near the valet area.

			Had the reporters harassed her father when he’d driven in? Had he stopped to speak with them, to deny the absurd news report?

			A voice interrupted the troubling thoughts. “Good evening, madam.”

			She lifted her head and saw a young man in a burgundy valet uniform hovering over the driver’s window.

			“May I take your keys?” he asked.

			Her gaze flitted to the massive mansion with its enormous limestone pillars and the stone statues lining the marble entrance. Her father was probably already in there, most likely smoking cigars with his rich friends and acting as if the presence of the media didn’t bother him. But she knew it had to bug him. Presley’s reputation mattered to him more than anything.

			With another sigh, she handed the valet her keys and stepped out of the car. “Davis will escort you inside,” the young man informed her.

			Davis turned out to be a tall, bulky man in a black tuxedo who extended his arm and led her up the front steps toward the two oak doors at the entrance.

			He opened one door and said, “Enjoy your evening.”

			“Thank you,” she answered, then stepped into the lavish foyer.

			Miles of black marble spanned the front hall, and overhead a sparkling crystal chandelier dangled from the high ceiling. When she took a breath, she inhaled the scent of wine, cologne and all things expensive.

			She paused next to the entrance of the coat check and quickly glanced down to make sure there were no wardrobe mishaps happening. She’d worn a slinky silver dress that clung to her curves. Not to mention that it was slit up to the thigh, revealing a lot of leg. A light touch of eye makeup and some shiny pink lip gloss, and the ensemble had been complete.

			Annoyingly, she’d thought about Brody the entire time she’d gotten ready. How much he’d probably enjoy seeing her in the dress—and how much he’d love taking it off her.

			It still bothered her, how they’d left things. Brody hadn’t spent the night, and he’d headed for the elevator with the air of a man leaving a battlefield in defeat.

			She’d felt pretty defeated, too. What was she thinking, suggesting they go out on a real date? She was the one who’d made it clear she wanted a fling.

			She’d just really enjoyed their conversation—talking to him about art, hearing about his parents. It was really nice. Comfortable. And before she knew it, she was falling right back into her old ways, looking to embark on a new relationship.

			Their argument was just the wake-up call she’d needed. It reminded her precisely what she wanted—someone stable. Someone who wouldn’t be out of town for half the year, while their relationship took second place.

			As wildly attracted to Brody as she was, she knew he couldn’t be that someone.

			“Quade has outdone himself this year,” a male voice boomed, interrupting her thoughts and reminding her where she was.

			Smoothing the front of her dress, she followed the group of tuxedo-clad men into the large ballroom off to the left. It was a black-tie event, and she found herself surrounded by beautifully dressed people, some older, some younger, all strangers. A dance floor graced the center of the room, in front of a live band that was belting out an upbeat swing song. Before she could blink, a waiter handed her a glass of champagne.

			Just as she was about to take a sip, a familiar face caught her eye.

			“Darcy?” she called in surprise.

			Her best friend’s silky red hair swung over her shoulders as she spun around. “Hey! What are you doing here?”

			“My dad demanded I make an appearance.” She grimaced. “And to think I almost believed he wanted to spend some time with me.”

			Bitter much?

			Fine, so she was bitter, but really, who could blame her? She’d come here to support her father and bridge the distance between them, and yet he seemed determined to avoid spending quality time with her.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked Darcy, who was clad in a white minidress that contrasted nicely with her bright red hair and vibrant blue eyes.

			“I know the host. He’s a regular at the boutique and pretty much threatened to take his business elsewhere if I didn’t come.” Darcy snorted. “To be honest, I think he’s dying to get into my panties. Like that will ever happen.”

			“Who exactly is the host? Dad neglected to mention.”

			“Jonas Quade,” Darcy answered. “He’s filthy rich, calls himself a philanthropist and spends thousands of dollars on his many mistresses. Oh, and he’s also a pompous ass, but I can’t complain because those thousands I mentioned, well, he spends them at my boutique. He likes getting his lady friends to try on lace teddies and model them for him, that sleazy bastar—Shit, here he comes.”

			A gray-haired man with the build of Arnold Schwarzenegger and an orange tan made a beeline in their direction. A plump blonde woman tagged on his heels, looking annoyed by her escort’s obvious enthusiasm for Darcy.

			“Darcy!” Jonas Quade boomed, grinning widely. “What a treat to see you here.”

			“Nice to see you, Mr. Quade,” Darcy said politely.

			Quade turned to his companion. “Margaret, this is the owner of the shop where I buy you all those intimate gifts.” He winked at the blonde. “Darcy, this is my wife, Margaret.”

			Hayden could see the barely contained mirth on her friend’s face. She had to wonder if Quade’s wife was aware that her husband wasn’t buying intimate gifts only for her.

			“And who is your lovely friend?” Quade asked, peering at Hayden.

			Since she didn’t particularly enjoy being ogled, Hayden felt a flicker of relief when, before Darcy could introduce them, Quade’s wife suddenly latched on to his arm and said, “Marcus is trying to get your attention, darling.” She proceeded to forcibly drag him away from the two women.

			“Enjoy the party,” Quade called over his shoulder.

			“That poor woman,” Darcy said. “She has no idea...”

			“I’m sure she knows. He might as well have adulterer tattooed on his forehead.”

			She and Darcy started to giggle, and Hayden decided this party might not be so bad after all. She hadn’t spotted her father yet, but with Darcy by her side, she might not have such an awful time.

			“Can I interest you in a dance?”

			But she should’ve known her best friend, with that indecently short dress, wouldn’t be available for long.

			The handsome, dark-haired man in a navy blue pin-striped suit eyed Darcy expectantly. After a moment she shrugged and said, “I’d love to dance.” She handed her champagne flute to Hayden, adding, “I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”

			“Sure. Have fun.”

			Hayden’s shoulders sagged as her friend followed Handsome Man onto the dance floor. Great. Seeing Darcy had been a pleasant surprise, but now her enthusiasm returned to its original level: low.

			Then it swiftly dropped to nonexistent.

			“Hayden, honey!” Her father’s commanding voice sliced through the loud chatter and strains of music. He strode up to her, a glass of bourbon in his hand and an unlit cigar poking out of the corner of his mouth.

			She stood on her tiptoes and pecked his cheek. “Hey, Dad. You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

			“I am.” He squeezed her arm and beamed at her. “You look gorgeous.”

			Something about his overly broad smile troubled her. She wasn’t sure why—he was just smiling. And yet, an alarm went off in her head. She examined him more closely. His face was flushed, his eyes a touch too bright.

			Like an unwanted visitor, Sheila’s words filled her head. Your father’s drinking again.

			“Are you okay?” she asked, unable to stop the wariness from seeping into her tone. “You look a little...tense.”

			He waved a hand dismissively. “I’m absolutely great.”

			“You sure? Because I saw those reporters outside and...”

			And what? And I wanted to make sure that they’re all just lying about your involvement in illegal sports betting?

			Presley’s eyes darkened. “Ignore those bloodsuckers. They’re only trying to cause trouble, conjuring up their delusional stories to get clicks.” He took a slug of bourbon. “This isn’t the time to discuss this. Martin Hargrove was just asking me about you. You remember Martin. He owns a chain of restaurants—”

			“Dad, you can’t just ignore this,” she cut in. “What about the announcement that one of your players came forward? I tried calling you yesterday afternoon to talk about it, but I kept getting your voicemail. I left you two messages.”

			He ignored the last statement and said, “I was golfing with Judge Harrison. No cell service out on the course.”

			God, why was he acting like none of this was a big deal? One of his own players was alleging that Presley fixed games, and her father was brushing it off like a fleck of lint on his sleeve. Going to parties, smoking cigars, mingling with friends. Did he honestly think this would all just blow over? Hayden refused to believe her father had done the things he was accused of, but she wasn’t naive enough to think they could just close their eyes and blink the whole mess away.

			“Did you at least talk to Judge Harrison about what your next move should be?” she asked.

			“Why the hell would I do that?”

			“Because this is starting to get serious.” She clenched her fists at her sides. “You should give a press conference maintaining your innocence. Or at the very least, talk to your lawyer.”

			He didn’t bother replying, just shrugged, then lifted his drink to his mouth. After swallowing the rest of the liquid, he signaled a passing waiter and swiped a glass of champagne.

			Hayden took the opportunity to place her and Darcy’s drinks on the waiter’s tray, suddenly losing any taste for alcohol. Both times she’d seen her father this past week, he’d been drinking, but tonight it was obvious he was drunk. His rosy cheeks and glazed eyes, the way he was swaying on his feet. The blatant case of denial.

			“Dad...how much have you had to drink?”

			His features instantly hardened. “Pardon me?”

			“You just seem a little...buzzed,” she said for lack of a better word.

			“Buzzed?” He frowned. “I can assure you, Hayden, I am not drunk. I’ve only had a couple drinks.”

			The defensive note in his voice deepened her concern. When people started making excuses for their inebriated state...wasn’t that a sign of an addiction problem?

			She cursed her stepmother for putting all these absurd ideas into her head. Her father wasn’t an alcoholic. He didn’t have a drinking problem, he hadn’t had an affair and he certainly hadn’t fixed any Warriors games to make a profit.

			Right?

			Her temples began to throb. God, she didn’t want to doubt her dad, the man who’d raised her alone, the man who up until a few years ago had been her closest friend.

			She opened her mouth to apologize, but he cut her off before she could. “I’m sick of these accusations, you hear me?”

			She blinked. “What? Dad—”

			“I get enough flak from Sheila. I don’t need to hear this shit from my own daughter.”

			His eyes were on fire now, his cheeks crimson with anger, and she found herself taking a step back. Tears stung her own eyes. Oh, God. For the first time in her life she was frightened of her own father.

			“So I made a few bad investments. Sue me,” he growled, his champagne glass shaking along with his hands. “It doesn’t make me a criminal. Don’t you dare accuse me of that.”

			She swallowed. “I wasn’t—”

			“I didn’t fix those games,” he snapped. “And I don’t have a drinking problem.”

			A ragged breath escaped his lips, the stale odor of alcohol burning her nostrils and betraying his last statement. He wasn’t just drunk—he was wasted. As she stood there, stunned, a tear crept down her cheek.

			“Hayden...honey... I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you like that.”

			She didn’t answer, just swallowed again and swiped at her face with a shaky hand.

			Her father reached out and touched her shoulder. “Forgive me.”

			Before she could respond, Jonas Quade approached with jovial strides, clasped his hand on Presley’s arm and said, “There you are, Pres. My son Gregory is dying to meet you. He’s the Warriors’ number-one fan.”

			Her father’s dark green eyes pleaded with her, relaying the message he couldn’t voice at the moment. We’ll talk about this later.

			She managed a nod, then drew in a ragged breath as Quade led her dad away.

			The second the two men ambled off, she spun on her heel and hurried to the French doors leading to the patio, hoping she could keep any more tears at bay until she was out of sight.

		
	
		
			EIGHTEEN

			“I really wish you hadn’t dragged me here,” Becker groaned as he drove his shiny silver Lexus in the direction of the Gallagher Club. “My wife is pissed.”

			“Come on, Mary doesn’t have a pissed bone in her body,” Brody replied, thinking of the tiny, sweet woman who’d been married to Sam for fifteen years.

			“That’s what she wants you to think. Trust me, behind closed doors she’s not very nice.”

			Brody laughed.

			“I swear, she almost tore my head off when I told her I was going out with you tonight. It was last minute, so we couldn’t get a babysitter for Tamara. Mary had to cancel her plans.” Becker grumbled under his breath. “I’ll never hear the end of this. Thanks a lot, kid.”

			Sam’s words might have evoked guilt in some men, but Brody couldn’t muster any. All day he’d been trying to come up with a way to see Hayden and make things right. Sure, he could’ve just called her, but the way things ended at the penthouse the other night left him cautious.

			Luckily, Hayden had mentioned she’d be at the Gallagher Club tonight, and he’d spent the entire afternoon wondering how he could show up there without appearing desperate. The answer had come to him during a call from Becker, who’d phoned to discuss a charity event they were participating in next month.

			Brody wasn’t a member of the Gallagher Club, but Becker was, and so he’d promptly ordered his best bud to brush the dust off his tuxedo.

			He felt bad that Becker had been raked over the coals by his wife, but he’d make it up to him.

			“Why didn’t you get Lucy to watch Tamara?” Brody asked. He’d been over to Becker’s house dozens of times, so he’d spent quite a bit of time with Becker’s two daughters. Lucy was fourteen, ten years older than her sister, Tamara, but it was obvious to Brody how much the teenager loved her baby sister.

			“Lucy has a—God help me—” Becker groaned “—boyfriend. They’re at the movies tonight.”

			Brody hooted. “You actually let her leave the house with the guy?”

			“I had no choice. Mary said I couldn’t threaten him with a shotgun.” Becker sighed. “And speaking of threats, she said to tell you she’ll be pissed if you don’t agree to spend a week at our lake house this summer. She renovated the entire place and is dying to show it off.”

			Brody usually tried to spend his summers in Michigan with his parents, but for Becker, he was willing to alter his plans. “Tell her I’ll be there. Just name the date.”

			Becker suddenly slowed the car. “Oh, shit.”

			A small crowd of reporters hovered in front of the gates of the Gallagher Club. A few turned their heads at the Lexus’s approach.

			Rolling up the windows, Becker said, “Obviously, the vultures are following Pres.”

			He suppressed a groan. “Are you surprised? Someone on the team came forward and confirmed the rumors. The press is salivating.”

			Becker drove through the gate and stopped in front of the waiting valet. Lips tight, he got out of the car without a word.

			The second Brody’s feet connected with the cobblestone driveway, one of the reporters shouted at them from the gate.

			“Becker! Croft!” a man yelled, practically poking his entire bald head between two of the gate’s bars. “Any comment on the allegations that Presley Houston fixed Warriors games and...”

			Brody tuned the guy out, choosing instead to follow Becker up the front steps toward the entrance of the club.

			“Fuck, I hate this place,” Becker muttered as they entered the foyer.

			“How’d you get to be a member anyway?” Brody asked the question without caring too much about the answer.

			He’d much rather talk to Becker about Craig Wyatt and the possibility that he was the one who’d come forward, but his teammate’s body language clearly said he didn’t want to discuss the reporters or the scandal. His massive shoulders were tight, his square jaw clenched. Brody could understand. He’d been feeling tense himself ever since he’d watched that news story with Hayden.

			And yesterday’s loss against Colorado hadn’t helped. Losing a playoffs game was bad, but losing 5–0 was pathetic. They’d played like a team of amateurs, and though nobody had brought up the scandal, Brody knew it was on their minds. He’d found himself glancing around the locker room, wondering which one of the guys had confessed to knowing about the bribes.

			“My wife is involved with one of Jonas Quade’s charity foundations,” Becker was saying. “When he offered to put in a good word for me with the members’ committee, Mary pretty much threatened divorce unless I joined.” Becker muttered a curse. “I’m telling you, man, she’s not a nice person.”

			He snorted. “You must have seen something good in her considering you married the woman.”

			“These days? I’m not sure I remember what that something was.”

			Concern flickered through him. “Everything okay on the home front?”

			Becker was quick to reassure him. “Oh, ignore me. Mary and I are good. I’m just being dramatic.”

			The two men entered the massive ballroom, and Brody’s eyes instantly began darting around the room.

			“Is she here?” Becker asked with a sigh.

			He blinked. “Who?”

			“Come on, Croft. Only reason you dragged me here is because I belong to this pretentious society of snobs and you needed to score an invite. And since you’re no social climber, that means you came here to see Houston’s daughter. Which, by the way, is still a terrible idea.”

			“Is it really, though?”

			Becker accepted a glass of wine from a passing waiter. “Beyond terrible, kid. You don’t want to get involved with a Houston, not while this betting bullshit is going on.”

			His tuxedo jacket suddenly felt too tight. “Hayden has nothing to do with that. She’s just visiting from California.”

			“And if the media finds out you’re sleeping with her, they’ll start drooling. It’ll be all over the headlines, how Pres’s daughter is screwing one of the star players in order to shut him up.”

			“You say that as if you think there’s something I need shutting up about.” The hairs on the back of Brody’s neck stood on end. “Sam...do you know something about this bribery shit?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“You sure?” He hesitated. “You didn’t... You didn’t take a bribe, did you?”

			Becker looked as if he’d been struck. His mouth dropped open. “Seriously? You actually think I’d take a fucking bribe? I’ve been playing in this league for half my life. Trust me, I earn enough.”

			Brody relaxed. “I didn’t think you took a bribe,” he said, trying to inject reassurance into his voice. “But what you just said...it sounds like you know more about this scandal than the rest of us. Did Pres tell you anything?”

			Though he looked calm now, the vein on Becker’s forehead continued to throb. “I don’t know anything,” he said firmly.

			“Well, I think I might,” Brody found himself confessing.

			Becker’s head jerked up. “What are you talking about?”

			Although this was probably not the time, and definitely not the place, Brody told Becker about what he’d seen at the rink. He spoke in a hushed tone, revealing his suspicions that Sheila Houston had confided in Craig Wyatt about whatever it was she knew, and that Wyatt was the one who’d spoken to the league.

			He finished with, “Do you think I should do something?”

			The other man released a ragged breath, looking a bit shell-shocked. “Honestly? I think it would be a bad idea.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“You don’t want to get involved,” Becker warned in a low voice. “You’ll only cast suspicion on yourself.”

			He mulled over his friend’s advice, knowing Becker did have a point. But then he thought of the team captain, and how subdued Wyatt had been lately. Sure, Wyatt was perpetually serious, but he’d barely spoken a word to anyone in weeks, and when he did, it was to yell at them for making a mistake on the ice. Brody got the feeling Wyatt might be in need of a friend, and as reluctant as he was to get involved, he wasn’t sure he could watch a teammate struggle without doing a thing to help.

			But Becker remained firm. “Don’t confront Craig, kid. If it bothers you this much, I’ll talk to him, okay?”

			He glanced at his friend in surprise. “You’d really do that?”

			Becker gave a faint smile and said, “Unlike my old-timer self, you’ve still got a lot of years ahead of you. I don’t want to see your career tank just because Presley Houston might’ve decided he needed some extra cash.”

			“My two favorite players!”

			Speak of the devil.

			Brody shot Becker a look of gratitude, then pasted on a smile as Presley approached them, holding a glass of champagne in his hand. Considering there were reporters outside just dying to roast Pres for these bribery charges, the man seemed surprisingly jovial. Either the allegations didn’t concern him, or he was doing a damn good job covering up his distress.

			“Having a good time?” Pres asked.

			“We just got here,” answered Becker.

			“Well, the party’s just getting started.” Pres lifted his glass to his lips and emptied it. A second later he flagged down a waiter and promptly received a full glass.

			“Is your daughter here tonight?” Brody asked. His voice came out more eager than casual. His peripheral vision caught Becker’s mouth creasing in a frown.

			Pres looked distinctly ill at ease at the mention of Hayden. “I think she went out on the patio,” he said.

			And there was his cue.

			Brody didn’t feel bad leaving Becker in the clutches of the obviously plastered team owner. Sam had been in the business long enough to know how to handle every situation thrown at him, and he usually handled them as well as he did the puck. The man was a pro, through and through.

			Brody stepped away, glancing around the enormous ballroom for the patio entrance. Finally, he spotted the French doors and made his way toward them.

			His breath caught at the sight of Hayden’s silver-clad figure. She was leaning against the railing overlooking the grounds of the estate, her long brown hair cascading down her bare shoulders, her delectable ass hugged by the silky material of her dress.

			Christ. She was fucking edible.

			He paused at the doors, admiring her. To his surprise, she turned abruptly as if sensing his presence. Their eyes locked. And that was when he saw that her eyelashes were spiky with tears.

			He was by her side in seconds.

			“Hey, what’s wrong?” he demanded, resting both hands on her slender waist and pulling her toward him.

			She sank into his embrace and pressed her face against his shoulder as she mumbled, “What are you doing here?”

			“I tagged along with a friend.” He gently stroked her back. “And I’m glad I did. You look awful.”

			“Gee, thanks.” Her voice came out muffled against the front of his tuxedo jacket.

			“Oh, quit sulking. You know you’re the sexiest woman at this party.” He swept a hand over her firm ass. The feel of her warm, curvy body made his pulse quicken, but he reminded himself that now was not the time.

			“Now, tell me the reason for these.” He brushed the moisture from her lashes. “What happened?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Hayden.”

			She lifted her head, chin tilting with defiance. “It’s not a big deal, Brody. Just go inside and enjoy the party.”

			“Screw the party. I came here to see you.”

			“Well, I came here to see my dad.” She turned her head away and stared out at the landscaped grounds.

			The temperature had dipped drastically and the thick gray clouds littering the night sky hinted at a storm. Already the endless carpet of flowers on the lush lawn was starting to sway in the wind, sweeping a sweet aroma in the direction of the cobblestone patio.

			It was the kind of night he usually enjoyed, the moistness of the air, the hint of rain and thunder, but he couldn’t appreciate it when Hayden looked so distraught.

			And beautiful. Damn, but she also looked beautiful. The silver dress, the strappy heels, the shiny pink gloss coating her full lips. He wanted her, as strongly and as violently as he’d wanted her that first night in the bar. And not just sexually. Something about this woman brought out a protective, tender side in him he’d never known he possessed.

			“Please. Tell me what happened.”

			She hesitated for so long he didn’t think she’d say anything, but then her mouth opened and a string of words flew out.

			“I think my father is drinking too much. He blew up at me when I questioned him about it, and then he made a few remarks about bad investments.” She looked up, her eyes wide with anguish. “I’m worried he might have done some of the things everyone is accusing him of. Fuck, Brody, I think there’s actually a chance he might have bribed players and bet on games.”

			His heart plummeted to the pit of his stomach. He shoved his fists into the pockets of his jacket, hoping to bring warmth to hands that had suddenly grown ice-cold. Damn it. He didn’t want to have this conversation, especially with Hayden. Not when his own flags were risen.

			So he just stood there in silence, waiting for her to continue and hoping she wouldn’t ask him any questions that might force him to reveal something she probably wouldn’t want to hear.

			“I don’t know what I should do,” she murmured. “I don’t know how to help him. I don’t know if he’s guilty or innocent. I have no proof he has an alcohol problem, but it’s obvious after tonight that something is going on with him.”

			“You need to talk to him when he’s sober,” Brody advised.

			“I’ve tried,” she moaned with frustration. “But he’s determined not to be alone with me. And then when we are alone, he changes the subject every time I try to bring up my concerns. He won’t let me in.”

			They stood there for a moment, silently, his arms wrapped around her body, her head tucked against his chest.

			“I never thought my relationship with my dad would get to this point,” she whispered. “He treated me like a stranger tonight. He snapped at me, cursed at me, looked right through me, like I was just another headache he didn’t want to deal with instead of his only daughter.”

			Brody threaded his fingers through her hair and stroked the soft tresses. “Did you two used to be close?” he asked.

			“Very.” She gave a sigh. “Nowadays, the team comes first.”

			“I’m sure that’s not true.”

			She raised her chin and met his eyes. “Tell me, in all the years you’ve played for the Warriors, how many times has my father mentioned me?”

			Discomfort coiled in his gut. “A bunch of times,” he said vaguely.

			Her eyes pierced his. “Really?”

			“Fine, never,” he admitted. “But I’m just a player to your father. He’s certainly never treated me as a confidant.”

			“My dad is obsessed with the team,” she said flatly. “He’s always loved hockey, but when he was just a coach, it wasn’t this bad. Now that he owns a franchise he’s almost fanatical. It used to be about the game for him. Somehow it’s become about making money. Being as powerful as he can be.”

			“Money and power aren’t bad things to want,” Brody had to point out.

			“Sure, but what about family? Who are you supposed to rely on when the money and power are gone? Who will be there to love you?” A cloud of sadness floated across her pretty face, her expression growing bittersweet. “You know he used to take me fishing a lot? Every summer we’d rent a cabin up at the lake, usually for an entire week. We moved around so much, but Dad always managed to find a place to go fishing. I hated to fish, but I pretended to love it because I wanted to spend the time with him.”

			She moved out of his arms and walked back to the railing, leaning forward and breathing in the cool night air. Without turning around, she continued speaking.

			“We stopped going once I moved to California. He always promised we’d go back to the lake during my visits home, but we never got around to it. Though we did go out on the yacht last summer. Sheila spent the entire trip talking about her nails. And Dad was on the phone the whole time.”

			The wistful note in her voice struck a chord of sympathy in him. Despite his busy schedule, he always made sure to return to Michigan a few times a year to see his parents. In the offseason he stayed with them for a month and spent every available moment with his folks. Although it pissed him off a little that his mom refused to quit her job and take advantage of her son’s wealth, he loved being home. And they were always thrilled to have him. He couldn’t imagine his parents ever being too busy to hang out with their only child.

			Presley Houston was an idiot. There was no other explanation for why the man would pass up the opportunity to spend time with a daughter as incredible as Hayden. She was intelligent, warm, passionate.

			“You know what? I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” she blurted out. “There’s no point. Dad and I have been drifting apart for years. I was stupid to think he might actually value my support.”

			“I’m sure he does value it. It’s obvious he’s been drinking tonight. It was probably the alcohol that made him snap at you like that.”

			“Alcohol is no excuse.” She raked her fingers through her hair and scowled. “God, I need to get out of here. I want to go someplace where I can hear my own thoughts.”

			He glanced at his watch, nodding when he saw it wasn’t that late. “Come on. I know just the place.”

			She studied him warily, as if she’d suddenly remembered what transpired between them two nights ago. He noted her hesitation, her reluctance to let him back in, but thankfully, she made no protest when he took her hand.

			Instead, she clasped her fingers in his and said, “Let’s go.”

		
	
		
			NINETEEN

			“This is it? The place where all my thoughts will become clear?” Hayden couldn’t help but laugh as she followed Brody into the dark hockey rink twenty minutes later.

			She’d let Brody drive her car, but hadn’t thought to ask where he was taking her. She’d been content to sit in silence, trying to make sense of everything her father said to her tonight. Now she kind of wished she’d been more curious about their destination.

			The night guard, who Brody addressed as Bob, had let them in. He’d seemed surprised at the sight of Brody Croft showing up at the practice arena way after hours, but didn’t object to Brody’s request. After digging up an old pair of boys’ skates for Hayden from the equipment room, Bob the guard had unlocked the doors leading out to the rink, flicked on the lights and disappeared with a smile.

			“Trust me,” Brody said. “There’s nothing like the feel of ice under your skates to clear your head.”

			“I should probably mention I haven’t ice-skated since I was a kid.”

			He looked aghast. “But your father owns a hockey team.”

			“We’re not allowed to talk about my father anymore tonight, remember?”

			“Right. Sorry.” He flashed a charming grin. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you don’t fall flat on your ass. Now sit.”

			Obligingly, she sat on the hard wooden bench and allowed Brody to remove her high heels. He caressed her stockinged feet for a moment, then reached for the skates and helped her get a foot into one.

			“It’s tight,” she complained.

			“It belongs to a twelve-year-old boy. No figure skates here, so you’ll have to make do.”

			He laced up the skates for her, then flopped down on the bench and kicked off his shiny black dress shoes. He’d retrieved a spare pair of skates from the bottom of his locker, and he put them on expertly, grinning when he saw her wobble to her feet. She made quite a fashion statement in her party dress and scuffed black hockey skates.

			She held out her arms in an attempt to balance herself. “I’m totally going to fall on my ass,” she said.

			“I told you I won’t let it happen.”

			He took two steps forward and unlatched the wooden gate. Like the pro hockey player he was, he slid onto the ice effortlessly and skated backward for a moment while she stood at the gate and muttered, “Show-off.”

			Laughing, he moved toward her and held out his hand.

			She stared at his long, calloused fingers, wanting so badly to grab on to them and never let go. Yet, another part of her was hesitant. When she’d picked him up at the bar, she hadn’t imagined she’d see him after that first night. Or that she’d sleep with him again. Or that she might actually start to like him.

			But she did like him. As much as she wanted to continue viewing Brody as nothing more than a one-night stand who’d rocked her world, he was becoming unnervingly real to her. He’d listened when she’d babbled about art, he’d let her cry on his shoulder, he’d brought her to this dark rink just to take her mind off her worries.

			“Come on, I won’t let you fall,” he reassured her.

			With a nod of acceptance, she took his hand. The second the blades of her skates connected with the sleek ice, she almost keeled over. Her arms windmilled, her legs spread open and her skates moved in opposite directions as if trying to force her into the splits.

			Brody promptly steadied her, grinning. “Well, fuck. You’re not very good at this, are you?”

			“I told you I wasn’t,” she returned with an indignant glare. “Ask me to lecture you about Impressionist art, I can do that. But skating? I suck.”

			“Because you’re trying to walk instead of glide,” he pointed out. He clamped both his hands on her waist. “Quit doing that. Just take my hand and do what I’m doing.”

			Slowly, they pushed forward again. While his strides were effortless, hers were clumsy. Every few feet, the tips of her skates would dig into the ice and she’d lurch forward, but Brody stayed true to his word. He didn’t let her fall. Not even once.

			“There you go,” he exclaimed. “You’re getting the hang of it.”

			She couldn’t help smiling. Once she’d taken his advice and stopped treating the skates as shoes, her movements had become smoother. She felt giddy as they picked up speed, gliding along the ice.

			The boards, the benches, the bleachers—it all whizzed by her, the cool air in the arena reddening her cheeks. Although there were goose bumps dotting her bare arms, she didn’t mind the cold temperature. The chill in the air soothed her, cleansing her mind.

			She cast a sideways glance at Brody and saw he was enjoying this, too. God, he looked delicious in his tuxedo. The jacket stretched over his broad shoulders and powerful chest. When she noticed his bow tie sat a little crooked, she resisted the urge to reach out and straighten it. She didn’t want to move her arms and risk falling, so she tightened her fingers around his instead.

			He looked down at their intertwined fingers, his mouth parting slightly, as if he wanted to speak but was being cautious. She knew exactly what was on his mind, because the same thing was running through hers. God help her, but she really liked this guy.

			He was arrogant, yes. Pushy sometimes. But he also turned her on in the fiercest way, and every time he fixed those midnight blue eyes on her, every time he wrapped those big arms around her, she melted.

			They slowed their pace, and she forced her thoughts away from the dangerous territory they’d crossed into and tried to come up with a neutral topic of conversation. One that didn’t make her think of Brody, naked and hard as he devoured her body with his tongue. She’d been second-guessing their fling ever since Friday night, and now she was second-guessing her second-guessing of the fling.

			“When did you start playing?” she finally asked, deciding his career was as safe a subject as any.

			“Pretty much the second I could walk, I was learning to skate. My dad used to take me to this outdoor rink near our house in Michigan.” He chuckled. “Well, it wasn’t much of a rink. Just a crappy pond that froze over every winter. My parents couldn’t afford the membership fee for a real rink, so I used to practice my slap shots on that pond while Dad sat on a folding chair in the snow and read car magazines.”

			“Did you play on a school team?”

			“What team wasn’t I on?” He dropped her hand and began skating lazy circles around her. “In high school I played hockey, rugby and baseball in the spring. Oh, and I was on the lacrosse team until the practices started to interfere with my hockey schedule.”

			“Got it. So you were one of those guys. I bet you were voted Most Likely to Become a Pro Athlete in your high school yearbook.”

			“Actually, I was.”

			He told her a bit about his early years in the league, then made her laugh with some anecdotes about his parents and their overwhelming pride in him. At times, a twinge of bitterness seeped into his voice, giving her the feeling that his childhood was tougher than he let on, but she didn’t pry. She remembered him saying that money had been tight for his family, and it was obviously something he didn’t like talking about.

			A few minutes later, a cramp seized her leg and she wobbled to a stop, leaning against the splintered sideboards as she rubbed the back of her thigh. On the west coast she jogged every morning before heading to the university, but she was obviously not in the great shape she’d believed herself to be in. Her legs were aching, and they’d only been skating for twenty minutes.

			“Wanna take a break?” Brody offered.

			“Please.”

			They stepped off the ice and climbed up to the bleachers. Brody was an expert when it came to walking on skates. She wasn’t so fortunate. She almost pitched forward a half dozen times before she finally sank down on the bench and exhaled with relief.

			“I think I pulled a muscle in my butt,” she grumbled.

			“Want me to rub the kinks out?”

			She sighed, wishing his voice didn’t contain that husky note of erotic promise. Damn it. She couldn’t fall into bed with him. After how their conversation had ended on Friday night, continuing the fling probably wasn’t a great idea.

			As if sensing her concerns, Brody let out an unsteady breath. “I’m sorry about the other night. I came on a bit too strong, and I apologize.”

			She didn’t reply, just offered a pointed nod.

			“I know I’m rough around the edges. I’m demanding. I like getting my way and I’m definitely not the kind of man who’s content with playing second fiddle.” He held up his hand before she could cut in. “I shouldn’t have hassled you about, you know, Doug—” he said the name like it was contagious “—but damn it, Hayden, it drives me crazy knowing there’s someone else in your life. I’m not used to sharing.”

			“You’re not sharing. Doug and I are on a break.”

			“There’s a giant difference between a break and a breakup.” He hesitated, frowning. “Do you think you’ll go back to him?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Deep down, though, she knew the answer to that question. And it probably wasn’t one Doug was going to like. But she couldn’t talk about it, not now, and definitely not with Brody.

			She could tell he wasn’t happy with her answer, but instead of challenging her the way he had two nights ago, he simply nodded. “Guess I’ll have to live with it, then. And I can live with it, especially if it means I get to spend more time with you.”

			“But why? What do you see in me that makes you so sure we should pursue this?” She wasn’t prone to insecurities, but she couldn’t quite figure out why this sexy man wanted her and not some supermodel.

			“What do I see in you?” He leaned closer. “You want a list? I can do that. I’ll skip how beautiful you are. That’s all just superficial.”

			“I’m not above superficial.”

			He chuckled. “So you’d like me to start with your green eyes that have been knocking me out since the second you strolled up to that pool table?”

			She bit her lower lip. “Okay.”

			Carefully, he took a lock of her hair between his fingers. “Or should I start with this silky brown hair that keeps making me want to reach out and touch it?” His attention dropped to her chest. “Or these tits I can’t get enough of?”

			The fingers that had been toying with her hair moved to brush over her nipples, which were pushing against the thin fabric of her dress. Her pulse quickened, every inch of skin heating under his raw appraisal.

			“Or maybe these lips that keep begging me to taste them?” He brushed a thumb over her bottom lip.

			Her lips parted, eyelids growing heavy, and thankfully, she was sitting down because she didn’t think she could hold up the weight of her body in her weakened state. This man was one smooth talker.

			“Any of those places are fine,” she breathed.

			Strong hands cupped her face. “Then there’s the intelligence that practically radiates from you. Did I ever tell you smart women seriously turn me on?” His thumbs began caressing her cheeks, and he bent to whisper close to her ear. “You’re a walking contradiction, baby. Serious and proper one moment, wild and uninhibited the next. And the more I get to know you, the more I like what I find.”

			Each word softened her heart, and every warm wisp of his breath against her ear made her quiver with need.

			“When I left the penthouse the other night you wouldn’t let me kiss you,” he said, his lips mere inches from hers. “I promised myself I wouldn’t kiss you again until you asked me to.”

			She drew a breath, desire gathering between her legs, throbbing wildly. Then she exhaled in a fast rush.

			“Kiss me,” she begged.

			In an instant, his lips touched hers, unleashing a trickle of warmth that rivaled a shot of fine brandy. She moved a hand to his cheek and relished the light prickles of his five o’clock shadow. And despite his tender touch, the hardness of his chest and roughness of his cheek reminded her he was all man.

			He groaned softly and deepened the kiss. She parted her lips, inviting him to explore. She wanted to surround herself in his embrace. Her father’s behavior tonight had frightened her, hurt her, but Brody’s kiss made her forget about everything except this moment, the feel of his mouth on hers, the flick of his tongue and warm caress of his fingers on her cheek.

			She slid her hand to the nape of his neck, allowing the soft hairs to tickle her fingers. She took hold and pulled the kiss deeper. Each time her tongue touched his, he made a low, growled sound in the back of his throat.

			He lightly caressed the sides of her breasts with his thumbs, sending a pulsing charge through her system. It was the gentlest he’d ever been with her, a stark change from his rough, drugging kisses and eager hands. And as much as she was enjoying the kiss, she wanted more. She lowered her hand to the growing bulge in his trousers, but he moved it away and broke the kiss.

			For a moment, her eyes wouldn’t open and her mouth wouldn’t close. She was held in transition, her body still tingling from his touch. As she slowly raised her lids, she saw the deep, glittering need in his eyes. Need that matched hers.

			“Close your eyes,” he murmured.

			“Why?”

			“Just do it.”

			Curious, she let her eyelids flutter shut. She heard a rustling sound, felt Brody move closer and lean forward, then gasped when his hand circled her ankle.

			“Don’t move.” His voice was barely above a whisper.

			She swallowed. Waiting. Sighing when he ran his big hand up her leg, bunching her dress between his fingers as he traveled north.

			His touch suffused her with heat, made her pulse race. He glided his fingers along her inner thigh, leaving a trail of fire in his wake. And then his palm was pressed against her lace panties.

			“What are you doing?” she breathed out.

			“De-stressing you.” His tongue was suddenly on her ear, flicking against the tender lobe before suckling it.

			Silent laughter shook her as her eyes popped open. “What’s with you and your need to touch me in public?”

			He rubbed his palm over her pussy, his breath hot against her ear as he whispered, “Want me to stop?”

			“God, no.”

			“Good.”

			He slid his hand into her panties and pushed one long finger inside her.

			Hayden gasped, a bolt of pleasure sizzling up her spine.

			“You’re always so ready. So tight and wet,” he muttered.

			Before she could tell him that he was the reason she was always ready, he covered her mouth with his.

			The kiss sucked the breath from her lungs, his tongue matching the strokes of his finger. Long, deep, languid strokes. When she started rocking her lower body against his hand, he released another groan.

			“Fuck. I want to get on my knees so bad right now. I want to lick you up.”

			A thrill shot through her. “What’s stopping you?” Her voice came out hoarse, shaky.

			“It’d be too hard to explain if Bob walked in.” He slowly withdrew his finger, his lips brushing the side of her jaw in a teasing kiss. “This—” he pushed the finger back in “—is easier to hide.”

			Hayden’s thighs were trembling now. She squirmed against his touch, pinpricks of pleasure dancing over her flesh.

			“Let me hear that noise,” he said as he kissed her neck.

			She knew the noise he meant. His favorite noise, as he always maintained. The one she supposedly made when she came. And Brody Croft was stupidly skilled at drawing it out of her.

			He slid another finger into her aching pussy, kissing her, murmuring encouraging pleas against her lips, and then his thumb circled her clit and she exploded.

			She cried out against his mouth, grinding against his fingers, her mind nothing but a big pile of mush while her body convulsed.

			When she finally crashed back down to earth, she found Brody watching her with surprising tenderness.

			“You’re gorgeous,” he told her, withdrawing his fingers and fixing her dress.

			Her heart squeezed. She opened her mouth to thank him—for the compliment, the orgasm, the shoulder to lean on—but he didn’t give her the chance.

			“Will you let me come home with you tonight?” he asked in a gruff voice. When she hesitated, he quickly added, “No big deal if you say no. I just thought I’d ask.”

			He was so polite, so careful, when the heat in his eyes and his unsteady breathing told her he’d probably die from arousal if she said no. But it touched her that he’d asked instead of assumed.

			“If we go to the penthouse,” she began slowly, “what exactly will we do?”

			A carnal gleam lit his eyes. His voice lowered to a husky pitch as he said, “Well, I noticed there’s a removable showerhead in the master bathroom.”

			She burst out laughing. “Do you make it a habit of scoping out the shower when you use other people’s bathrooms?”

			“Who doesn’t?”

		
	
		
			TWENTY

			BRODY: Can’t wait to see you tonight.

			A warm flush spread across Hayden’s cheeks as she read Brody’s message. She was glad she was alone so nobody could see how hard she was blushing. Although when her dad said he’d send a car to drive her to the charity event, she thought he meant a regular car. Instead, she was sitting in a limousine by herself. Which was a little much, but not a surprise. And it gave her all the privacy she needed to text with Brody, as she’d been doing for the past five days.

			He’d left for Colorado the morning after the Gallagher party and had been there all week, so tonight would be her first opportunity to see him again. She couldn’t wait, either. She just wished it didn’t have to be at another one of her dad’s stuffy team events.

			HAYDEN: Don’t forget—we’re not supposed to know each other.

			HAYDEN: But me too.

			Three dots appeared to indicate he was typing again.

			BRODY: I missed you.

			Don’t say it back, a stern voice ordered.

			Right. Saying it back was not a wise move. This was a fling. You weren’t supposed to be missing your fling partner as much as she’d missed Brody this week.

			HAYDEN: Missed you too.

			Oh, God. This was bad. She needed to get herself in check before she got too attached to the man.

			The limo came to a stop, but rather than get out, she quickly gave her appearance one last look in the lighted mirror. Her crimson lipstick was the perfect dash of color against her curve-hugging black gown.

			“We’ve reached our destination, ma’am,” the driver announced, and a moment later he was opening the door for her.

			She stepped out, gazing at the beautiful venue with its marble columns lining the front entrance. Wow. She didn’t know if she’d ever seen so many giant windows on a building, and her artistic eye instantly recognized the way the light inside the windows illuminated the smooth white exterior. For the first time in a long time, she felt the urge to paint. It startled her.

			A woman in a navy pantsuit greeted Hayden when she walked into the entryway. She hadn’t brought a coat, so there was nothing to check, and the woman directed her toward an enormous arched doorway across the lavish lobby.

			Hayden adjusted her evening gown as she entered the grand ballroom where the charity gala was being held. The room buzzed with conversations and the clinking of glasses, and she could feel the weight of the evening ahead as she made her way through the sea of people. She was painfully aware of the scrutinizing gazes that followed her every move. As the daughter of the team owner, she was always under the watchful eyes of the public whenever she attended these events.

			God, she was so sick of this shit. If she’d known how this extended visit would turn out, she would’ve just agreed to teach that summer course on the Impressionists. In the three weeks she’d been in Chicago, she’d barely seen her father. Unless it was time for another fancy party—then he was suddenly more than eager for her company.

			“Sweetheart!”

			Her father stood near the bar with a group of his colleagues, his face lighting up at the sight of her.

			She couldn’t help wondering if he was faking that happy expression. God knew he hadn’t been happy to see her last week at the Gallagher Club. She’d tried making plans with him since then, but he’d canceled both their scheduled lunches, claiming to be too busy with the playoffs.

			The more time that passed, the less optimistic she was about reconnecting with the father she’d once adored.

			She took a deep breath and approached him, a forced smile on her face. “Hi, Dad,” she greeted him, attempting to sound casual.

			“Ah, Hayden! Perfect timing. Let me introduce you to Rita,” he said, gesturing to one of the women in the small group. “Rita is the chair of the foundation we’re raising money for tonight.”

			After seven years of being a team owner’s daughter, Hayden had perfected the art of small talk. For the next twenty minutes, she exchanged pleasantries and engaged in bland conversation, all the while fidgeting with the stem of her champagne glass and stealing glances at her father, who seemed more concerned with his colleagues than with her presence.

			She was chatting with Stan Gray, the Warriors’ head coach, when the room’s atmosphere shifted subtly. Maybe it was the murmurs from another group to their right, consisting of several women in their twenties, but Hayden found herself glancing toward the arched entrance.

			Sure enough, Brody had just entered.

			His presence was magnetic. And his sharp gray suit accentuated every hard line of his tall, broad body. He stood several inches taller than all the men in his vicinity. His head shifted as he scanned the room. Hayden’s heart skipped a beat when their eyes met.

			“Ah,” her father said, noticing Brody’s arrival. “There’s Croft and Jones.” He raised his hand to wave them over.

			A moment later, Brody was in front of her. His blue eyes once again met hers, a mischievous twinkle hidden in their depths.

			“Hayden, right?” he said easily.

			She nodded. “Yup. And you’re... Brady?”

			“Brody,” he corrected, his lips twitching with humor. “It’s good to see you again.”

			Brody’s teammate, who introduced himself as Derek Jones, kept stealing looks at Hayden, his gaze dipping to her cleavage. “You’re Mr. Houston’s daughter?” he said.

			“I am. And you’re a rookie this season?”

			“Sure am. And killing it.” Jones’s boyish smile triggered a smile of her own.

			“Good to hear,” she said, patting him on the arm. Man, the kid’s biceps were bigger than her thigh.

			The conversation continued, but Hayden had a hard time concentrating with Brody standing so close to her. Why did he have to smell so fucking good?

			“Brody, can we get a quick photo?” one of the event photographers called out.

			Brody glanced over. “Of course.” He turned back to Presley and the others. “Excuse me. This will be just a moment.”

			The quick photo turned into ten minutes of pictures, including several shots with a swimsuit model in attendance. The girl was tall, blond and had huge boobs accentuated by the plunging vee of her red dress. She and Brody, both ridiculously attractive, looked good together, and Hayden felt her shoulders stiffening as the thought registered.

			She forced her muscles to relax. Nope. She refused to be jealous. So what if he had his arm around a beautiful model? He wasn’t her boyfriend.

			When he returned, Brody surprised her by extending a hand to her. He spoke in a polite tone. “Would you like to dance?” He gestured to the shiny floor in the center of the room. Large tables adorned with ornate centerpieces ringed the dance floor.

			“Oh.” She hesitated, aware of her father’s sharpening gaze. “Um. Sure.”

			They kept about three feet of distance between them as they left the group. Walking to the dance floor, Hayden could feel her father’s disapproving eyes on them the entire time. Brody, however, seemed unfazed.

			“Behave,” she warned under her breath.

			He held out his hand. “Where’s the fun in that?”

			A hint of a smile played on her lips. Then she took his hand, while raising her other one to his broad shoulder.

			His palm rested loosely over her hip as he pulled her closer, his voice a low whisper against her ear. “Think they can tell I want to fuck you senseless right now?”

			Her pussy clenched. “Oh, my God. Don’t say things like that.”

			“Why? Does it turn you on?”

			“Obviously,” she hissed, and he chuckled in response.

			Hayden sighed, her fingers tracing circles on his back. The dimly lit ballroom provided some cover, but the watchful eyes of reporters and curious onlookers made her tread carefully.

			“Don’t think I didn’t notice, by the way,” Brody said in amusement.

			“Notice what?”

			“The way you were looking at me and Bella Dawson.” He quirked a brow. “Jealousy looks cute on you, Professor.”

			“I was not jealous,” she grumbled.

			“Liar.”

			“Ha. I think you want me to be jealous. For your ego.”

			“Want to know what I think?” Brody’s lips dipped near her ear again.

			“Even if I said no, I’m sure you’re going to tell me anyway.”

			“Obviously,” he mimicked. He spun her around, then wrapped his arm around her waist again. “I think—” he gave her another spin “—you should meet me in the supply closet next to the coat check room in...let’s say ten minutes?”

			Hayden narrowed her eyes. “How do you know there’s a supply closet there?”

			“How do you think? I scouted it out before I walked in here.”

			She laughed, but the humor transformed into a jolt of heat when she saw the look in his eyes. “Oh, you’re being serious.”

			“As a heart attack.” His gaze was practically molten. “I haven’t seen you all week. I need to be inside you.”

			Her thighs involuntarily clenched. “And you can’t wait until later?”

			“Can you?” he challenged.

			The hungry eyes raking over her triggered another rush of desire. The ache between her legs deepened. Her nipples beaded against the bodice of her dress, which wasn’t ideal considering she wasn’t wearing a bra. Brody, of course, was quick to notice.

			“Fuck. I can see your nipples.” He let out a husky groan. “Ten minutes?”

			Hayden knew she ought to say no. They were at a Warriors event. Her father might notice her absence if—she almost snorted at the thought. No, her father would not notice. He was so absorbed with himself and his team that he wouldn’t have any idea if she left this gala and never returned.

			“Ten minutes,” she blurted out.

			With a grin, he released her, and they headed in opposite directions. Hayden went back to her father, while Brody joined a group of Warriors players. She noticed one of them eyeing her. A tall man with rugged features and dark hair. She recognized him from last night’s playoff game against Colorado. She didn’t remember his first name, but his surname was Becker. And she could swear he was frowning when their gazes briefly met.

			The next eight minutes ticked by interminably slow. Hayden’s pulse was racing, her feet eager to sprint toward the exit.

			But she played it cool as she lightly touched her father’s arm and said, “I need to use the ladies’ room. Be right back.”

			Rather than take the corridor that led to the restrooms, she turned the corner and headed toward coat check instead. Her heart pounded faster with each step, and by the time she reached the door marked Supplies, it was careening out of control. She glanced around the hallway making sure it was still empty, then pushed on the handle and crept into the cramped space.

			A second later, a warm, greedy mouth found hers in the darkness. She gasped in surprise, but it was impossible to resist Brody Croft. In a heartbeat, she was kissing him back, her tongue eagerly chasing his into his mouth. He tasted like mint and the gin he’d been drinking tonight, and he smelled like pure heaven. Spicy and masculine. Addictive.

			“Lock the door,” she mumbled against his lips.

			He backed her against it, one hand fumbling with the lock, while the other grasped the hem of her dress and dragged it upward.

			Hayden shivered when her bare legs were exposed to the air. She inhaled deeply, breathing in the faint odor of cleaning supplies and the intoxicating scent of the man who was determined to drive her crazy.

			“We have to be fast,” she whispered.

			He slipped his hand between her thighs. “I can be fast.”

			Kissing her again, he eased her skimpy thong down her legs and then shoved it in his pocket before reaching for his zipper.

			“How do you want me?” Her voice shook with lust.

			“So obedient.” With a quiet chuckle, he grasped her waist and turned her around so she was facing away from him. “Hands on the wall.”

			She lay her palms flat against the cool cinder blocks, shivering again when she felt the fabric of her dress bunching around her waist. Her bare ass was on display now, and Brody wasted no time stroking one big hand over it.

			“I wish I could take my time with you,” he muttered.

			So did she. But there was something thrilling about knowing they had to be fast. That someone could be walking down the corridor at this very moment. That a knock might come on the door. That someone might hear the anguished moan that escaped her lips when Brody’s hand disappeared.

			“Don’t stop touching me,” she begged.

			“Just putting on a condom.”

			He made her wait five, six seconds tops, but by the time he brought his dick to her aching pussy, she was practically sweating with impatience. When she felt his tip pressing against her opening, she moaned again.

			Brody’s mouth was suddenly by her ear. “You’re going to have to be quiet.”

			“That’s impossible.”

			“Try.”

			She tried. She really did. But when he plunged inside her without warning, the moan that escaped her throat was hoarse with pleasure. Chuckling, Brody stilled his hips and reached up to cover her mouth with his palm.

			“Moan into this,” he whispered.

			And she did, her breathy, muffled moans heating his palm as he fucked her from behind in fast, deep strokes. She’d never done anything like this before. It was dangerous and borderline foolish, but so damn exciting she couldn’t stop herself from pushing her ass back against Brody, trying to take him as deep as she could.

			The feel of him inside her was too fucking good. They fit together so well. He knew it, too, because he dropped his chin on her shoulder and growled at her ear.

			“You take me so good, Hayden.” He slowed the tempo for a moment, fucking her nice and slowly, making her squirm with anticipation for each thrust. “I can’t get enough of you.”

			She couldn’t get enough, either. Her clit felt tight and swollen, and she brought her hand between her legs to stroke it. Brody noticed and groaned softly.

			“Fuck. Yes. Get yourself close. I want to feel you squeezing my cock when you come.”

			It didn’t take long at all for her to get there. With his fingers digging into her left hip and his cock buried deep inside her, Hayden’s entire body clenched as release surged through her. She had to stop herself from crying out, biting the side of Brody’s hand instead.

			He cursed and fucked her harder, his hips snapping forward, his breath hot against the nape of her neck. “Coming, baby,” he mumbled, and she clenched around him, knowing it would make him come harder.

			They were both breathing hard as they recovered from their respective orgasms. Hayden almost wept from the loss when he slid out of her. She watched as he disposed of the condom in a nearby trash can, then grabbed a handful of paper towels from one of the metal shelves and gave them to her.

			She winced as she wiped up with the scratchy paper, but she couldn’t go back out there with wet spots all over her dress. She quickly smoothed the hem and put herself back together, smiling wryly when she noticed Brody grinning at her.

			“What?” she said.

			“You are the hottest woman on the planet.”

			Her cheeks warmed. “Hardly.”

			“Totally.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and bent down to kiss her. “The fucking hottest.”

			Her pulse sped up. She’d been complimented plenty of times before in her life, but the appreciation glimmering in Brody’s blue eyes hit on a different level. She loved the way this man looked at her. Loved the way she was able to turn him on so deeply by doing nothing at all.

			“I’ll go out first,” she said as she unlocked the door. “Wait a couple minutes before following?”

			He nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

			Licking her dry lips, Hayden turned the knob and inched the door open, trying to get a better look at the hallway. She couldn’t see much, but there were no voices out there, so she decided to chance it.

			She was just closing the door behind her when someone turned the corner. It was Brody’s teammate Becker.

			Hayden froze, but she recovered quickly. They’d never actually been introduced, so she simply nodded in greeting. He nodded back, but there was no mistaking the steel in his eyes. He glanced past her at the word Supplies that was written on the door she’d just walked out of, then flicked his cool gaze back at her.

			She gulped and straightened her shoulders, pretending nothing was amiss. She’d just come out of the supply closet, no big deal.

			Plastering a smile on her face, she murmured a soft, “Hello,” and then strode past him, her heels clicking on the hallway floor.

			But she could still feel his disapproving gaze on her as she walked away.

		
	
		
			TWENTY-ONE

			Colorado was not going to win tonight.

			Nope. Not winning.

			Brody repeated that mantra in his head as he dressed for game five of the series. Right now, the series stood at 3-1. If Colorado won tonight, the Warriors would be out of the playoffs.

			Luckily, Colorado wasn’t going to fucking win tonight.

			The roar of the crowd was deafening as Brody hopped out of the bench and stepped onto the ice for his first shift of the night, the chill of the rink biting through his gear. It was game time, and he could feel the adrenaline pumping through his veins. Fuck yes. This was where he thrived. In his element.

			He got in position next to Wyatt at center and Jones at right wing. A few seconds later the puck dropped, and it was a race to gain control. The opposing center lunged forward at Wyatt, knocking the puck away from Wyatt’s stick. It skittered sideways, and Brody dug his blade in, pushing as hard as he could. In a burst of power, he gained possession and deked out his opponent, then flicked the puck backward to Jones, who took off like a rocket.

			The voices in the arena became a distant buzz as the Warriors’ first line weaved through the opposition, snapping the puck back and forth with pinpoint accuracy. The rink seemed to shrink as Brody approached the opposing team’s zone. The crowd’s collective gasps and cheers were the only reminders of the world outside the plexiglass walls. He was somewhere else now, wholly focused on one goal—score. Because scoring first would set the tone for the rest of this game.

			The opposing defenseman, however, wasn’t going to let Brody through easily. He lunged, stick outstretched, trying to disrupt Brody’s attack. He snapped the puck back to Wyatt, but his captain didn’t have a shot. Elbowing the Colorado asshole who kept bumping him around, Brody saw Wyatt pass the puck back through a forest of legs and skates. The puck connected with Brody’s stick, and for a brief moment, time seemed to slow. He could see the openings, the angles, the goalie’s positioning.

			He wound up and released a blistering shot. The puck sailed through the air, seeking the back of the net like a guided missile. The goalie reacted, but it was too late.

			Goal.

			The arena exploded with noise. Cheers from Warriors fans, and disappointed groans and boos from the Colorado home crowd. Brody barely had time to enjoy the exhilaration before Coach Gray called for a line change and he was racing back to the Warriors bench.

			“You fucking beast, Croft!” Levy crowed, smacking him on the arm.

			“Atta boy,” their coach said with a nod of approval, before turning back to the action in front of them.

			Other than a few fist bumps and cheers from the others on the bench, there was no more time to revel in that moment. The game raged on.

			He gulped down some water, chest heaving, heart pounding. He was barely there a minute before it was time for another shift.

			Playoffs hockey was fucking intense. Faster, better accuracy, high pressure. The tempo was relentless. The puck moved like lightning, and the hits were bone crushing. Colorado wasn’t about to back down, and Brody wouldn’t have it any other way. Every shift was a test of will.

			By the time the final buzzer sounded and the Warriors secured the W, Brody felt like he’d fought a war. He hadn’t come away from it unscathed, his shoulder aching from a deadly cross-check in the third. Still, he was practically floating on air as he followed his teammates into the locker room.

			“That’s how we do it!” Jones shouted, jumping up on the bench as he celebrated the victory.

			“We’re not out of it yet,” their teammate Cody piped up. His face was flushed, eyes bright with satisfaction.

			No, they weren’t out of it. And the next game would be a home one, which gave them a solid chance of tying the series. Sure, that meant game seven would be back in Colorado, but hell, they needed to get to a game seven first.

			Brody hit the showers, then returned to his locker to check his phone. He couldn’t stop a smile when he found a text from Hayden, congratulating him for the win. He quickly sent a message in response.

			BRODY: Thanks, Professor. Means a lot.

			His smile widened when she immediately started typing.

			HAYDEN: I told you to stop calling me that!

			BRODY: Why? It’s hot.

			HAYDEN: How is me being a professor hot?

			BRODY: Babe, every guy has fantasized about his teacher at one point in his life. Trust me, it’s hot.

			HAYDEN: In that case, do you want me to wear some slacks and a blazer when I see you tomorrow?

			BRODY: Fuck yeah.

			HAYDEN: Maybe put my hair in a tight bun too...

			BRODY: I’m in public, stop turning me on.

			He shrugged his suit jacket on, which he was mandated to wear on away games, and especially during the playoffs. Then he typed out her another message.

			BRODY: What are you thinking for dinner tomorrow? I can bring Chinese.

			HAYDEN: Yes please! And make sure to get the broccoli eggplant and chow mein.

			BRODY: I hope you know that’s not the only eggplant you’re getting.

			“Did you just refer to your dick as an eggplant?” Jones asked from behind him, and Brody swore when he realized the rookie was reading over his shoulder.

			“Hey, privacy!” He quickly shoved the phone in his pocket.

			“And who’s Hayley?” Jones pressed, grinning widely.

			Brody swallowed his relief that Jones had misread Hayden’s name. “Hayley is none of your business,” he replied, giving his teammate the finger. From the corner of his eye, he saw Becker shaking his head at him.

			Jones laughed. “Dude, you are so lame.”

			“Yeah, well, she enjoys my lame ass. Unlike the chicks you date, who can’t wait to dump you.”

			His teammate blinked in surprise. “Wait, what do you mean date? Since when do you date?”

			Fucking hell. Why’d he have to open his mouth?

			Luckily, their team manager was getting impatient and starting to usher everyone to the bus. Their flight wasn’t until early tomorrow morning, so the bus took them back to the hotel where the team had booked an entire block of rooms.

			Brody stopped in his only to change from his dress clothes into jeans and a T-shirt. It was eleven thirty and he’d just played three strenuous periods of hockey, but he wasn’t tired, so he texted Becker telling him to meet him in the lobby bar for a drink.

			He got there first, finding the bar deserted save for one lone figure at the counter.

			Craig Wyatt.

			Brody hesitated. It had been weeks since he’d seen Wyatt whispering with Sheila Houston, but he’d yet to confront the guy about it. Mostly because it didn’t feel like it was any of his damn business. Brody knew he’d be resentful as hell if one of his teammates stuck his nose into his love life. Really, who the hell was he to confront Wyatt, let alone judge him?

			It was his suspicions that Wyatt had spoken to the press that complicated everything. His fear that Craig Wyatt knew something about the bribery and game-rigging allegations. His even bigger fear that those fucking allegations might actually be true.

			As if sensing his presence, Wyatt lifted his blond head and glanced at the door. He nodded in greeting when he spotted Brody.

			Brody nodded back and offered a quick smile, which Wyatt didn’t return. The man rarely smiled. Even after tonight’s win, he’d looked more somber than elated. After three years of skating with the guy, Brody was used to it. But he had to admit, it didn’t make Wyatt feel very approachable.

			“Hey.” Someone slapped his shoulder.

			He looked over at Becker. “Hey.”

			“Want to grab a high top?” Sam gestured to the sea of empty tables. It was Sunday and nearly midnight, and the lobby bar was a ghost town.

			Brody glanced in Craig’s direction again. “Think I should go over there?”

			Instantly, Becker’s expression sharpened. “What for?”

			“I still haven’t talked to him about what I saw.” He suddenly remembered Becker’s offer to talk to Wyatt, and he tipped his head in a question. “Did you ever ask him about it?”

			Becker shook his head. “Tried to, but he shut me down. Come on, let’s sit.”

			As they slid onto a pair of stools, the bartender drifted over to take their order.

			“He shut you down how?” Brody asked, his gaze once again flitting toward Wyatt.

			“I told him that someone told me they thought they saw him with Mrs. Houston, and he basically threw up a brick wall. Said he had nothing to say about that and then stalked off. I didn’t want to chase him and badger him with more questions. If he wasn’t going to talk about Sheila Houston, then he definitely wasn’t going to say anything about the bribery allegations. It was obvious he wasn’t going to talk to me, so I dropped it.”

			“But he didn’t deny it.”

			“Nope.” Becker smiled at the young man who returned with their drinks, thanking him. Then he took a quick sip of his whiskey, set the glass down and eyed Brody.

			“What?”

			“Can we talk about Hayley now?”

			Brody’s guard rose.

			“What, you’re using code names with her now?”

			“No, Jones just didn’t get a good look at my phone. She’s in there as Hayden.”

			Becker leaned in on his forearms, lowering his voice. “Kid. You know I love you. But you need to cut this out, man. I told you last week at the Gallagher Club—you can’t be fucking the team owner’s daughter.”

			Brody’s mood shifted from wariness to annoyance. “I’m not just fucking her. I’m dating her.”

			Well, sort of. Hayden still considered it a fling. But he was confident she could feel it shifting, same way he could.

			“Shit, that’s even worse.”

			“How is that worse?” Brody challenged.

			Becker sighed, running a hand through his hair. “We’re all under investigation right now. Every single one of us needs to look as clean as a whistle. And getting involved with the owner’s daughter? That’s not a good look.”

			Brody set his jaw. “Hayden has nothing to do with her father and any accusations being made against him.”

			“You don’t know that. If he did do it, maybe he confided in her. And maybe she’ll confide in you. Drag you into this whole mess.” Becker held up his hands in a calming gesture. “I’m just telling you this because I give a shit about you. Perception matters, especially in situations like this. You need to be careful until all this blows over.”

			Brody clenched his jaw, frustration bubbling beneath the surface. “I can’t control what people say or think. I haven’t done anything wrong, and I’m not about to stop seeing Hayden just because her father may or may not be guilty.”

			“This isn’t just about you. It’s about the team. The last thing we need is more drama and distractions.”

			“There is no drama. Hayden and I are being discreet. And I fucking like her. You want me to give up something real because of some damn investigation? I’m not doing that, Sam.”

			His teammate looked startled. “Something real?” he echoed warily.

			“Yeah, man. Something real. She makes me happy. I get excited to see her, and I miss her when she’s not around. So, no, I’m not giving that up.”

			Becker’s eyes flashed with frustration, then dissolved into resignation. “Fuck. Fine.” He shook his head and brought his glass to his lips, taking another swig of whiskey. “Just don’t come crying to me when it all blows up in your face.”

		
	
		
			TWENTY-TWO

			“You made it!” Hayden said in surprise when her father approached the corner table where she’d been waiting for the past fifteen minutes.

			It was Thursday morning, nearly a week since she’d seen him at the charity gala, and while they’d arranged to meet for breakfast in the city, she hadn’t actually expected him to show. She’d assumed his assistant would call to cancel at the last minute, and the fact that he was fifteen minutes late had only strengthened that conviction.

			And yet, here he was, clad in a tailored dark gray suit, his hair perfectly styled and his green eyes sparkling at the sight of her.

			“Don’t sound so surprised,” he teased as she rose from her chair to hug him hello.

			Presley kissed the top of her head, then helped her back into her chair. The restaurant his assistant had chosen for them was obviously in high demand, because even at eight thirty in the morning, it was completely packed. Apparently, it opened at seven thirty every weekday morning to cater to the high-powered professionals before they started their super-busy, super-important days. People like her father.

			“I am surprised,” she admitted. “I sort of thought you’d cancel again.”

			Regret flickered through his eyes. He opened his mouth to respond, but their server hurried over, interrupting them. He ordered an espresso, then waited until she was gone before addressing Hayden.

			“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I really am. When I asked you to come home, I truly thought I’d have more time to spend with you. But the playoffs have been so much more intense this year. And now we’re in the second round, and the pressure is on.”

			She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She knew her dad had an important job, but it wasn’t like he was out there on the ice every couple nights, putting his body through hell to secure a win. He acted like he was the reason for the Warriors’ successes, which could be partially true, but each time he boasted about it, he neglected to acknowledge the players. For some reason, she found herself getting defensive on Brody’s behalf.

			God. How was she this invested in a fling? It wasn’t supposed to be serious, damn it. It was supposed to be about sex. About playing out some fantasies. Getting each other off. Yet, she was constantly thinking about the guy. Wondering how he was. Worrying about him when he was on the ice. One of the Colorado players had left last night’s game and entered concussion protocol, which only highlighted how dangerous the sport could be.

			“Sweetheart?”

			She snapped out of her thoughts. “Sorry, what did you say?”

			“I said, once the season ends, my time will be yours. You don’t need to return to Berkeley until August—what do you say we plan a holiday in Italy for July?”

			Surprise flickered through her. “Really?”

			“Yes. We haven’t taken a trip together since you were, what, eighteen?”

			“Sixteen.”

			“So we’re long overdue.” He tipped his head. “How do you feel about Rome? Maybe a week there, and then head to the Amalfi Coast for another week or two? My assistant could plan everything. You wouldn’t have to lift a finger.”

			A rush of emotion flooded her chest. As unhappy as she’d been since she’d returned to Chicago, she couldn’t deny that the offer touched something inside her. She was twenty-six years old, and suddenly she felt like a little kid.

			“That sounds amazing,” she told him. “I’d love that.”

			“Excellent. I’ll tell Elizabeth to start making travel plans.”

			The server returned with his espresso and asked if they were ready to order, but Hayden had chugged two coffees already while waiting for her father and needed to hit the ladies’ room before she exploded.

			“Order me anything with eggs and avocado,” she told her dad as she slid out of her seat.

			She quickly used the restroom, returning to the table to find a fresh cup of coffee and a tall glass of water.

			“I got you the avocado toast, over easy,” her dad said. “And I ordered us some water.”

			“Thanks.”

			While they waited for their breakfast, they chatted about the playoffs, and for once, she didn’t mind talking hockey. Spending time with Brody made it hard to keep hating on the game. Besides, the more she reflected about it, the more she realized hockey wasn’t really to blame for the distance between her and her father. It was just a sport. It was Presley’s obsession with it that she actually resented.

			Although if she was to believe her stepmother, Presley Houston was obsessed with more than just hockey. The way Sheila had described him, he was a money-hungry philanderer who cared only about himself.

			“Is there any update on the divorce?” she asked as she cut into the last piece of her toast.

			Wrong question.

			Her father instantly stiffened. “No. The lawyers are still hashing it out. But Diana says it shouldn’t drag on much longer.”

			Hayden searched his face. “Are you okay?”

			He waved off her concern with a forced chuckle. “I’m fine.”

			She shrugged awkwardly. “You didn’t seem very fine the night at the Gallagher Club.”

			Fuck, why had she brought that up? She’d seen him since that night and hadn’t raised the issue. Hadn’t wanted him to flip out on her again. But it was too late to take it back, and she didn’t miss the way her dad’s eyes clouded over.

			Not with anger, though.

			With remorse.

			“I’m sorry. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that night, but I’ve been swamped with work. It’s not an excuse. But I’m sorry I snapped at you that night. I didn’t mean to.”

			She studied him intently, noting the lines of exhaustion etched on his face. “All right, I’m going to ask this again. Are you okay? Like, truly okay?”

			Presley picked up his water glass and took a deep swig, his long fingers tightening around the glass for a moment before he set it down.

			“For the most part,” he finally said.

			She eyed him in concern. “For the most part?”

			“I mean, I can’t lie—the divorce has taken its toll. Not to mention the rumors plaguing the franchise.” Her father offered a reassuring smile, but the shadows in his eyes betrayed a deeper struggle. “But I’m handling it, sweetheart. You don’t have to worry about me.”

			Despite his assurances, Hayden couldn’t shake the nagging suspicion that there was more to the story. “Are you sure that’s all it is? Because you seemed really...” She took a deep breath, deciding to address the concern that had been gnawing at her. “You were really drunk that night, Dad. And that’s not like you. I’ve never seen you drink too much at those events.”

			His eyes narrowed slightly, a hint of defensiveness in his tone. “What exactly are you asking me? If I have a drinking problem? Because I can assure you, I do not. You’re right, though—I drank too much that night. It had been a particularly tough week with all the rumors swirling, and I let everything get to me.”

			She nodded slowly. “I get it. It can’t be pleasant, all the stuff the media is saying about you and the Warriors.”

			“It’s not. But like I said before, you don’t have to worry about me. The franchise and I are going to weather this storm.”

			“I’m always going to worry about you. You know that.”

			His features softened. “I know, sweetheart.” He reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “And I appreciate it, I really do.”

			They were interrupted by the server again, who came to drop off the check. As her father handed over his black Amex, a text lit up Hayden’s phone.

			DARCY: I’m taking the day off. Want to do some shopping with me?

			She sent a quick response while her dad spoke with the server, telling her friend she was actually in the city, not far from Darcy’s apartment.

			DARCY: Oh nice! Stay put. I’ll come meet you there.

			“Ready to go, sweetheart? I can get my driver to drop you back at the Ritz.”

			“No need, but thank you. Darcy just texted. She’s coming to meet me. We’re going shopping.”

			“All right, then.”

			He didn’t give her a hug goodbye, but leaned in to squeeze her arm and plant a kiss on the top of her head.

			After he was gone, she ordered yet another coffee, resigning herself to being wired for the rest of the day and not sleeping a wink later tonight. Darcy arrived at the restaurant shortly after, greeting Hayden with a grin as she slid into Presley’s vacant seat.

			“Damn, you got here fast,” Hayden remarked.

			“I was already dressed and ready to go when I texted you.” Darcy smoothed out her red hair and tossed it over her shoulder.

			“Why’d you take the day off?”

			“I got in super late last night.”

			“Hot date?”

			“Hot fuck.”

			Hayden almost snorted out her coffee. “Sorry, my mistake.”

			Her friend’s blue eyes danced impishly. “Apology accepted. And don’t worry, I’ll tell you all about him while I drag you into every dress boutique on this block. I’m seeing him again tonight.”

			Hayden’s jaw dropped. “What? A repeat performance?”

			“Yup.”

			“He was that good in bed?”

			“Yup.”

			“Are you going to marry him?” Hayden asked hopefully.

			“Nope.” Grinning again, Darcy pushed the chair and started to rise. “Come on, let’s go. I want to find a really slutty dress for tonight.” As she stood, she picked up the half-full water glass Hayden’s father had left behind. “I’m parched. Mind if I chug the rest of this water?”

			“Sure, go ahead.”

			Darcy lifted the glass to her lips and took a deep swig.

			A second later she started coughing wildly, eyes widening as she spit the water out, getting it all over her shirt.

			“What the fuck!”

			The outburst drew the attention of several other patrons, and Hayden quickly shot them an apologetic look.

			“What’s wrong?” Hayden asked her friend.

			Darcy grimaced, wiping her mouth. “That’s not water, babe. It’s vodka.”

			Hayden stared at the glass in disbelief. “Seriously?”

			She snatched the glass out of Darcy’s hand and took a tentative sip. Sure enough, the sharp taste of alcohol burned her tongue.

			What the fuck was right.

			Her father had been pretending to drink water when he was consuming pure vodka? At eight thirty in the morning?

			And he was trying to tell her he didn’t have a problem?

			“Darce,” she said, as a queasy sensation churned in her stomach.

			“Yeah?”

			“Do you mind if I bail on the dress shopping?” Hayden bit her lip. “I need to go and talk to my stepmother.”

		
	
		
			TWENTY-THREE

			An hour later, Hayden was standing outside the lavish ten-bedroom home her father had bought for Sheila. It was only a few blocks from the Gallagher Club, in the heart of one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Chicago.

			After what happened at the restaurant, there was no way Hayden could ignore Sheila’s accusations anymore. Although a part of her still didn’t fully trust her stepmother, she knew this conversation was long overdue. And if she had more information, maybe she could find a way to help her dad.

			Because if his recent behavior was any indication, her father definitely needed some help.

			Sheila answered the door wearing sweats, her expression clearly conveying her surprise at seeing her soon-to-be ex-stepdaughter standing on the pillared doorstep. Hayden had called ahead, but Sheila still seemed startled to find her there.

			“Hayden, hi. I...uh... I’m still confused by your call. What’s this about?”

			Hayden fumbled awkwardly with the strap of her leather purse. “Like I said, I think we should talk.”

			With a nod, Sheila opened the door wider so Hayden could step inside. The enormous front parlor, with its sparkling crystal chandelier, was as intimidating as it had been the first time she’d seen it. The white walls were devoid of artwork, a sight that made her frown. She’d encouraged her father to pick up pieces at auctions she’d recommended, but it looked as if he hadn’t bothered.

			“So what’s on your mind?” Sheila asked after they’d entered the living room.

			Hayden sat on one of the fluffy teal love seats, waited for Sheila to sink down on the matching sofa, then cleared her throat. “I want you to tell me about my father’s drinking.”

			Her stepmother raked one delicate hand through her blond hair, then clasped her hands together in her lap. “What do you want to know?”

			“When did he start?”

			“Last year, about the same time the pharmaceutical company he’d invested in went bankrupt. He lost a lot of money, tried to recoup it by making more investments and lost that, too.”

			Sheila spoke in a steady, confident voice. It didn’t sound like she was lying, and Hayden fought back a wave of guilt as she realized that if this were true, she’d had absolutely no idea any of it had been going on. Her father always sounded so jovial on the phone, as if he had no cares in the world.

			Was she a terrible daughter for not seeing through the lies?

			“He didn’t want to worry you,” Sheila added, as if reading her mind.

			“So that’s when he started drinking?”

			Her stepmother nodded. “At first, it was just a drink or two in the evenings, but the worse the situation got, the more he drank. I tried talking to him about it. I told him it was becoming a problem, but he refused to hear it. That’s when...” Sheila’s voice drifted.

			“That’s when what?”

			“He slept with another woman.”

			A silence fell between them, but this time Hayden didn’t try to defend her father. That day at the law office, she’d believed Sheila to be a heartless lying bitch who was baselessly accusing Pres of adultery. But after his blowup at the Gallagher Club and discovering this morning that his water glass was full of vodka, Hayden couldn’t deny her dad had a problem. And if that problem had driven him to cheat, she needed to accept it. No point sticking her head in the sand and pretending things were okay, when they obviously weren’t.

			So she leaned back and allowed Sheila to continue.

			“He told me what he’d done the next morning, blamed me for his infidelity, said my constant nagging forced him to do it.” Sheila made an exasperated sound. “And he kept denying he had an alcohol problem. I might have been able to forgive him for the affair, but I couldn’t look away while he destroyed the life we’d built.”

			“What happened?”

			“I confronted him again and ordered him to get help.”

			“I take it he didn’t agree.”

			“No.” Sheila’s features twisted in distress and anger. “He only got worse. A couple nights later, I came home from the gym and found him in the study, drunk out of his mind. That’s when he confessed about the games he’d fixed.”

			A rush of protectiveness rose inside her. “It could have been the alcohol talking. Maybe he didn’t know what he was saying.”

			“He knew.” Sheila offered a knowing look. “And what he said was confirmed to me by a player on the team.”

			“The one you’re sleeping with?” Hayden couldn’t help cracking.

			Two red circles splotched Sheila’s cheeks. “Don’t judge me, Hayden. I may have turned to another man, but only after your father betrayed me. Pres pushed me away long before I did what I did.”

			Her mouth closed. Sheila was right. Who the hell was she to judge? What happened within a marriage wasn’t anybody’s business but the people who were married, and she couldn’t make assumptions or draw conclusions about a situation she hadn’t been a part of.

			And if she were to draw conclusions, it startled her to realize she actually believed Sheila. She might not approve of Sheila’s contesting of the prenup, but Hayden couldn’t bring herself to brush off what her stepmother had told her.

			If her father had really bribed players, what would happen to him if—when?—the investigation revealed the truth? Would he get off with a fine, or would she be visiting him in prison this time next year? Fear trickled through her, settling in her stomach and making her nauseated.

			With a sympathetic look and a soft sigh, Sheila said, “Things aren’t always as they seem. People aren’t always as they seem.” She averted her eyes, but not before Hayden saw the tears coating her lashes. “Do you want to know why I married your father?”

			For his money?

			She quickly swallowed down the nasty remark, but Sheila must have seen it in her eyes because she said, “The money was part of it. I know you probably won’t understand, but I didn’t have a lot of financial security growing up. My parents were dirt-poor. My father ran off with what little money we did have, and I was working by the time I was thirteen.” She shrugged. “Maybe I was selfish for wanting a man who could take care of me, for wanting some security.”

			Sheila paused, shaking her head as if reprimanding herself.

			“But the money wasn’t the only reason. If it was, I would have married one of the many rich jerks who showed up at the bar I waitressed at, pinching my ass and trying to get me into bed. But I didn’t marry one of those guys. I married your dad.”

			“Why?” Hayden asked quietly, strangely fascinated by her stepmother’s story.

			“Because he was one of the good guys. I wasted so much time on the bad boys, the guys who light your body on fire but end up burning you out in the end. I was sick of it, so I decided to find myself a Mr. Nice—a decent, stable man who might not be the most exciting man in the world but who’d always be there for me, always put me first. Financially and emotionally.”

			A wave of discomfort crested in Hayden’s stomach, slowly rising inside her until it lodged in her throat. She never thought she’d have anything in common with this woman, but everything Sheila just said mirrored the thoughts Hayden had been having for years now. Wasn’t that why she’d chosen Doug? Because he was nice, decent and stable? Because he’d always put her first?

			“But nice men aren’t necessarily the right men,” Sheila finished. “Nice men make mistakes, too. They can take you for granted and they can play with your emotions, just like those bad boys I wanted so badly to get away from.”

			“Did you ever love him?” Hayden couldn’t help but ask.

			“Was I madly, passionately in love with him? No. But that’s not what I wanted from our relationship. I don’t trust that feeling anymore. But I did love him deeply. And I respected him.” Sheila swiped at the tears staining her cheeks and lifted her chin. “Your father hurt me, Hayden. If he’d truly loved me, he would’ve seen that I was only trying to help him, that I wanted to be there for him the way I thought he’d be there for me. But he wasn’t there for me.”

			A sigh slipped out. “I’m sorry.”

			“I feel awful about not being able to get him help for the drinking, I really do, but I couldn’t accept the way he was treating me. He fucked another woman, he lied about his criminal actions and now he’s making me out to be a selfish gold digger.” With a bitter smile, Sheila leaned forward and stared at her with sad blue eyes. “How’s that for Mr. Nice?”

			

			Hayden left with no real idea how to help her dad, and even more concerned about his possible criminal activities. If anything, she was just as confused and upset as she’d been when she rang Sheila’s doorbell.

			Her phone rang the second she got into her car, and just when she thought this day from hell couldn’t get any worse, it did. Doug was calling.

			God, she couldn’t deal with this right now. But she couldn’t keep avoiding her issues any longer, either. Today she’d finally opened her eyes to the downward spiral of her father’s life, started to accept that her father might have become an alcoholic, adulterer and criminal.

			Maybe it was time to face the other man in her life.

			The last time she’d spoken to Doug, she told him she still needed space. But she didn’t need that space anymore. Because, somehow, over the past few weeks, her casual fling with Brody Croft had...changed.

			She couldn’t pinpoint when the change had occurred. All she knew was that since they’d gone skating after the Gallagher Club, she and Brody had been having fun not only in the bedroom, but out of it as well. They’d gone back to the Lakeshore Lounge for dinner. And Brody had even taken her to the Art Institute of Chicago yesterday morning after hockey practice, where he spent the entire day following her from painting to painting and listening to her rave about each one. She’d been a little worried going out with him in public, but nobody had recognized him, fortunately. The baseball cap he’d worn, pulled low over his eyes, had probably helped with that.

			What wasn’t fun, however, was having him fly to another city every other day. It just gave her flashbacks of her father’s coaching days. Having to say goodbye to him all the time. Being left at home to fend for herself while he gave all his attention to his team. Each time Brody left to catch his flight this week, she’d had to bite her tongue. Had to remind herself that no matter how much she was enjoying being with him, this was still a fling.

			And flings always came to an end at some point.

			As her phone continued to ring, Hayden took a deep breath.

			She needed to pick up. Doug had sent her three messages this week, growing more and more concerned with each text. He probably thought she was lying dead in a ditch somewhere, and she was disgusted with herself for her inability to deal with this head-on.

			No more stalling. She’d already endured one unwanted confrontation today. Might as well make it two for two.

			“Thank God,” Doug said when she answered. “I was beginning to think something terrible had happened to you.”

			His obvious relief caused guilt to buzz around in her belly. She felt like total slime for making him worry like this.

			“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” she replied, her fingers trembling against the phone. “I’m sorry I didn’t respond to your texts. Things have been hectic.”

			“I can imagine.” He paused. “Some of the papers here are running stories about your father, honey.”

			“Yeah, it’s happening here, too. I’m starting to get worried,” she admitted.

			Confiding in him came as naturally as brushing her teeth in the morning. She’d always been able to talk to Doug about everything. Whether it was problems at the university or something as minor as a bad haircut, he was always there to listen. It was one of the things she liked about him.

			Liked.

			The word hung in her mind, making her tap one hand against the steering wheel. She liked everything about this man. His patience, his tenderness, his generosity. And she was certain that once he finally decided the time was right for them to get physical, she’d like that, too.

			And that was the problem. She wasn’t sure she could spend the rest of her life with a man she simply liked. Sure, sometimes love took time to develop, feelings could grow, friends could realize they were soulmates...at least that was what she’d always believed.

			After meeting Brody, she was starting to reconsider.

			She didn’t just like sleeping with Brody. The sex was wild, passionate, all-consuming. When he kissed her, when he wrapped those big, muscular arms around her, the ground beneath her feet fell away, her body sizzled like asphalt in a heat wave and her heart soared higher than a fighter jet.

			When Doug kissed her...none of those things happened. His kisses were sweet and tender, and she really did like them—damn, there was that word again.

			“Hayden, are you there?”

			She forced her mind back to the moment, to this conversation she’d been putting off for too long. “Sorry, I just spaced out for a second. What were you saying?”

			“I want to come visit you in Chicago.”

			She nearly dropped the phone. “What? Why?”

			“I keep thinking about what you said when we last spoke. I know you asked for space, but...” A heavy breath resonated from the other end of the line. “I think space will only lead to distance, and the last thing I want is distance between us. Maybe if I come out there, maybe if we sat down together and talked this through, we could figure out why you’re feeling the way you are.”

			“Doug...” She searched for the right thing to say. Was there even a right thing? “This is something I need to figure out on my own.”

			“I’m part of this, too,” he pointed out.

			“I know, but...”

			Tell him about Brody.

			Fuck. Why did her conscience have to chime in right now? She already felt shitty enough, sleeping with a man a few short weeks after telling her ex she needed space. Could she really confess her sins, now, when Doug was so eager to patch things up between them?

			You don’t have a choice.

			As much as she wanted to fight her conscience, she knew that stern voice was right. She couldn’t hide something this important from him. He needed to know. No, he deserved to know.

			“I’ve been seeing someone,” she blurted out.

			Dead silence filled the car.

			“Doug?”

			A muffled cough sounded. “Pardon me?”

			“I’m seeing someone. Here, in Chicago.” She swallowed. “It hasn’t been long, and it’s nothing serious, but I think you should know.”

			“Who is he?”

			“He’s... It doesn’t matter who he is. And I want you to know that I didn’t plan on this. When I asked for space, the last thing I wanted was to jump into another relationship—”

			“Relationship?” He sounded upset. “I thought you said it wasn’t serious.”

			“I did. I mean, it’s not.” She tried to control her voice, feeling so unbelievably guilty it was hard to get out the next words. “It just sort of...happened.” When he didn’t say anything, the pretzel of guilt in her chest tightened into a vise around her heart. “Are you still there?”

			“I’m here.” He spoke curtly. “Thank you for telling me.”

			Her throat tightened. “Doug...” She trailed off, not sure what to say. Not sure there was anything else to say.

			“I have to go, Hayden,” he said after a long pause. “I can’t talk to you right now. I need time to digest all this.”

			“I understand.” She gulped, bringing much-needed moisture to her arid mouth. “Call me when you’re ready to...”

			To what? Forgive her? Yell at her?

			“To talk,” she finished awkwardly.

			He hung up without saying goodbye, and she shoved her phone back into her purse and leaned against the driver’s seat, raking both hands through her hair.

			Between Sheila and Doug, she felt as if she’d spent the afternoon waving a red flag in front of a bull determined to gore her to pieces.

			At least nobody could call her a coward.

		
	
		
			TWENTY-FOUR

			The atmosphere in the locker room was subdued, the usual pregame chatter absent as the players changed into their gear and spoke in hushed voices to one another. Brody would’ve liked to blame the serious mood on nerves; the series was 3–2, and once again, they needed a win to stay alive. But he knew it wasn’t the pressure that was weighing everyone down.

			Fifteen minutes earlier, a league executive had informed the team that an investigation into the bribery claims was officially underway. Players would be interviewed privately starting Monday of next week, and if the allegations bore any weight, proper disciplinary actions would be taken.

			And possible criminal charges executed.

			Lacing up his skates, Brody glanced discreetly at his team captain, who was adjusting his shin pads. Wyatt hadn’t spoken one word since the announcement, his sharp features furrowed with silent concern, his big body moving clumsily as he dressed. He was visibly worried.

			Fuck. Winning this game tonight was going to be tough. The morale was lower than the murky depths of the ocean, all his teammates behaving as if individual axes were hovering over their heads.

			Which one of them had taken a bribe? And was it only one?

			For all he knew, half the guys could be involved. The notion caused his blood to boil. You had to be a real fucking asshole to deliberately throw a game. The media claimed only one or two games had been fixed, and early in the season, but it didn’t matter to Brody when or how many. All it took was one game. One loss could be the difference between making the playoffs and ending the season in defeat. It was a good thing they’d played well enough to make up for those early losses.

			“Let’s give them hell tonight,” Wyatt said quietly as everyone began shuffling out of the locker room.

			Give them hell? That was the big pep talk for the night?

			From the wary looks on the other men’s faces, Wyatt’s words of encouragement were about as effective as dry glue.

			“You good?” Becker nudged his shoulder, his expression serious.

			Brody shrugged. “Not really. But there’s not much I can do about it. This investigation is happening whether we want it to or not.”

			Sam nodded bleakly. “Yup.” He hesitated, then muttered, “I really wish you’d take my advice.”

			He knew what his teammate meant, but he played dumb anyway. “What advice?”

			Annoyance flashed in Becker’s eyes. “About Presley’s daughter,” he said in a low voice. “I saw her coming out of a fuckin’ supply closet at the autism event, Brody. And then, what do you know, you walked out a minute later.”

			Shit. He’d thought they’d gotten away with that public quickie.

			“What the hell are you thinking, man? There’s playing with fire, and then there’s whatever the hell you’re doing. You’re just daring the media to catch you two together.” Sam shook his head in disapproval. “You need to stay away from her.”

			Stay away from Hayden? Yeah, right. At the moment, he was doing everything in his power to stay close to her. And he was succeeding. For the most part anyway.

			No matter how often Hayden called their relationship a fling, Brody didn’t view anything between them as casual. For the first time in his life, he was with a woman he actually liked hanging out with. Sure, he liked the sex, too—fine, he loved the sex—but there were other things he enjoyed just as much. Like watching art documentaries with her. Holding her while she slept. Teaching her to skate even though she wasn’t much of a student.

			He honestly couldn’t get enough of her. She was funny and smart, and her eyes lit up when she talked about something she loved. And it bothered the shit out of him that she seemed determined to keep him at a distance, at least when it came to admitting they were in a relationship. He desperately wanted to bridge that gap, make her realize just how important she was becoming to him.

			“Are you even listening to me?” Becker’s irritated voice drew him out of his thoughts.

			He lifted his head. “Look... As much as I value your advice, I can’t stay away from her, man.” He shrugged sheepishly. “I’m seeing her tonight, in fact.”

			Becker frowned, but before he could respond, Wyatt barked a command at them from across the room.

			“Croft, Becker, what the hell are you doing whispering over there? Get on the fucking ice.”

			Still frowning, Becker headed for the door, but Brody didn’t immediately follow him. Instead, he intercepted the team captain before he could exit the locker room.

			“Craig, wait a second,” Brody said.

			“We’ve got a game to play, Croft.”

			“It can wait. I just need a minute.”

			Wyatt tucked his helmet under his arm. “Fine. What is it?”

			What now? Did he come out and ask about the bribery bullshit? Bring up the affair with Sheila Houston?

			Fuck, maybe he should’ve come up with a game plan before initiating this conversation.

			“Well?” Wyatt said, looking annoyed.

			Brody decided to take a page out of his mom’s policy book: honesty.

			“I saw you with Sheila at the arena.”

			Wyatt’s face went ashen. Then he swallowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Don’t bother with denial. I saw you.” The collar of Brody’s jersey suddenly felt hot, and the padding underneath it became tight. Sucking in a breath, he added, “How long have you been having an affair with Presley’s wife?”

			The air in the locker room grew tense, stifling. Wyatt’s face was still white, but his eyes flashed with indignation. Shoving his helmet onto his head, he shot Brody a frown. “This is none of your business.”

			“It is if you’re the player who came forward and confirmed Sheila’s accusations.”

			A long silence fell, dragging on too long for Brody’s comfort. Wyatt’s expression was completely devoid of emotion, but it didn’t stay that way for long. After several more beats, weary resignation clouded Wyatt’s eyes.

			“Fine. You’re right. It was me.” Wyatt’s hands trembled as he fumbled to snap his helmet into place. “I went to the league, Croft. I’m the reason this fucking investigation is starting up.”

			Brody swallowed. His gut was suddenly burning, but he couldn’t figure out if he felt angry, betrayed or relieved. He studied Wyatt’s face. “How did you know Sheila was telling the truth?”

			“I had my suspicions at the beginning of the season, when we lost a couple games we had no business losing. Sheila only confirmed it.” Wyatt exhaled slowly, his breath coming out shaky. “I can’t play on the same team as a few assholes that would sabotage us for money. I can’t play for an owner who is willing to cheat.”

			Fuck.

			Fuck.

			Brody believed him. He didn’t want to believe him, but it was impossible not to hear the sincerity, the integrity, rippling in Wyatt’s voice. The man seemed legitimately torn up about all this.

			“You know who took the bribes, then?” Brody asked, a sick feeling crawling up his spine.

			Wyatt quickly averted his eyes. “Just drop it, Brody. Let the league conduct its investigation. You don’t want to get involved in this.”

			“Craig...”

			“I’m serious. It’ll all get cleared up eventually. Just...drop it.” Wyatt stepped toward the door. “Now get your ass out there. We’ve got a game to win.”

			Brody watched the other man stalk off. A part of him wanted to run after Wyatt and shake the names out of the guy, but another part was telling him to let it go. Trying to force Wyatt to confide in him wouldn’t achieve anything. Craig would just get angrier, more volatile, and the last thing Brody wanted to do was piss him off, not before one of the most important games of their season. This was do or die. Win or kiss the Cup goodbye. He needed his captain focused on the game, not on personal shit.

			And he needed to focus on the game, too. Lately, he’d spent too much time worrying, doubting his fellow players, wondering if his career would be blown to hell by the scandal. He had the truth on his side, the knowledge that he’d played clean and hard all season, but that didn’t mean shit. Guilty by association, or whatever the hell they called it.

			He would be a free agent in a few months, but another franchise might be loath to pick him up knowing he’d been investigated for bribery. All he could hope was that the investigation was quick, painless, and that his name wouldn’t be dragged through the mud for something he hadn’t done.

			Cursing softly, he left the locker room and headed down the tunnel. When he entered the arena, the deafening cheers of the crowd assaulted his eardrums. The Lincoln Center was filled to capacity tonight, the bleachers a sea of silver and blue. Seeing all the fans warmed Brody’s heart, but it also renewed his anger.

			All these fans who’d come out here tonight—the people yelling words of encouragement, the kids wildly clapping their hands. They deserved a team they could be proud of.

			Unfortunately, there was very little to feel proud about, especially when ten minutes into the first period, the Warriors were already down by two goals.

			And it was one of those games that went from bad to worse. The Kodiaks cleaned the ice with the Warriors. By the second period, Brody was drenched in sweat, gasping for air and wanting to bodycheck everyone from the refs to his coach. It didn’t even seem to matter how fast they skated, how many times they rushed the net, how many bullets they slapped at the Colorado goalie. The opposing team was faster, sharper, better. They had the advantage of good morale on their side.

			When the third period rolled around, Brody could tell most of his teammates had given up.

			“This is bad,” Becker muttered once they’d sunk down onto the bench after a line change.

			Brody squirted a stream of water into his mouth then tossed the bottle aside. “Tell me about it,” he muttered back.

			He could feel the entire season slipping away with each second ticking off the clock. They were down by three goals. Three fucking goals. With ten minutes left in the third. It was the kind of uphill battle that rarely had a good outcome.

			The ref’s whistle pierced the air, and Brody looked over to see who’d taken a penalty. Wyatt. Goddamn it.

			There was no more time for chatting as Coach Gray tossed them both back onto the ice for the penalty kill, and although Becker scored a ridiculously incredible shorthanded goal, it wasn’t enough. The buzzer went off, indicating the end of the third period and the game. The final score was 4–2, Kodiaks.

			The Warriors were out of the playoffs.

		
	
		
			TWENTY-FIVE

			It didn’t take a genius to figure out the Warriors had lost the game. Hayden could see it on every face that left the Lincoln Center. Her father was probably devastated.

			She was tempted to go up to the owner’s box and offer some sort of condolences, but she was in no mood to see her dad right now. If she were, she’d be inside the arena instead of loitering in the parking lot and waiting for Brody.

			She leaned against the back of her rental car, which she’d parked a few spots from Brody’s BMW, and scanned the rear entrance of the building, willing him to come out. She’d texted him after the game ended, telling him she was waiting in the players’ parking lot. He messaged back almost instantly to say he’d be out as fast as he could.

			God, this day had been pure hell. Listening to Sheila’s awful tale of Presley’s drinking, hearing Doug’s heart break on the other end of the line. She didn’t want to think about any of it anymore. That was why she’d left the penthouse and driven over here. The need to see Brody and lose herself in his arms was so strong she’d been willing to wait out here for nearly an hour.

			Other players had already come and gone, several of them giving her strange looks. Derek Jones was the only one to come over to say hello, and he’d seemed to buy her lie that she was waiting for her father.

			Now the private lot was empty. When Brody finally emerged from the building, she almost sobbed with relief. And when his midnight blue eyes lit up at the sight of her, she wanted to sob with joy. Maybe their lives didn’t mesh, maybe their careers were colossally different and their goals weren’t aligned, but she couldn’t remember the last time a man had looked so happy to see her.

			She couldn’t tear her eyes from him. He looked so good tonight. His hair was damp, his perfect lips slightly chapped. He’d confessed to licking them too much during games. He wore a loose wool suit that couldn’t hide the defined muscles underneath it, and the navy blue color made his eyes seem even brighter, more vivid. She knew the league expected the players to look professional on and off the ice and, she had to admit, she liked seeing him in a suit as much as she enjoyed his faded jeans and ab-hugging T-shirts.

			“Hey, sorry that took so long,” he said, approaching her. His expression was subdued. “Coach needed to talk to me about something.”

			“I’m sorry about the game. Are you okay?”

			“Not really. We got killed tonight.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			Unable to stop herself, she stood on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on his lips.

			Brody pulled back in surprise, a flicker of humor in his eyes. “What was that for?”

			“I don’t know. I feel bad that you lost. And I had a bad day, too. I just wanted to feel your mouth on mine.”

			His expression sobered. “What happened?”

			“I’ll tell you all about it later. Let’s get out of here first before anyone sees us.”

			“Meet you at the hotel?”

			She was about to nod when something stopped her. “No. How about we go to your place tonight?”

			He seemed baffled, and she honestly couldn’t say she blamed him. Since she’d agreed to explore this...thing...between them, they’d been doing things her way. Brody had asked her over to his place a dozen times, but she always convinced him to stay at the penthouse instead. She’d felt that being on her own turf, sticking to familiar surroundings, would stop things from getting more serious than she wanted.

			Yet suddenly, she found herself longing to see Brody’s house, to be with him on his turf.

			“All right.” He unlocked the door of his SUV. “You want to follow me in your car?”

			“Why don’t we just take yours? I can take an Uber back for mine tomorrow.”

			His eyebrows soared again. “You’re just full of surprises tonight, aren’t you? You do realize your father will see your car in the lot and know you didn’t go home?”

			“I don’t live my life to please my dad.” She sounded more bitter than she’d intended, so she softened her tone. “Let’s not talk about him. All I want to think about tonight is you and me.”

			He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Sounds like a plan.”

			Hayden stood on her tiptoes to kiss him again, and he made her laugh by giving her ass a firm squeeze.

			“Save it for later,” she warned.

			“Spoilsport.”

			The drive to his Hyde Park home was a short one. When they pulled up in front of his place, Hayden was genuinely shocked to see a large Victorian with a wraparound porch and a second-floor balcony. Flowers were beginning to bloom in the beds flanking the front steps, giving the house a cheerful, inviting air.

			“Weren’t expecting this, were you?” he said as he shut off the engine.

			“Not really.” She smiled. “Don’t tell me you actually planted all those flowers yourself?”

			“Fuck no. I didn’t choose the house, either. My mom flew out here when I was drafted by the Warriors, and she found the house. She did all the gardening, too, and she visits once a year to make sure I haven’t destroyed her handiwork.”

			They got out of the car and drifted up the cobbled path toward the front door. Inside, Hayden’s surprise only grew. Decorated in warm shades of red and brown, the interior boasted a roomy living room with a stone fireplace, a wide maple staircase leading upstairs, and an enormous modern kitchen with two glass doors opening onto the backyard.

			“Want something to drink?” he offered, crossing the tiled floor toward the fridge. “I don’t have that herbal tea you like, but I can brew you a cup of Earl Grey.”

			“How about something stronger?”

			He gave a faint smile. “You really did have a bad day, huh?”

			He moved to the wine rack on the counter and chose a bottle of red. Grabbing two glasses from the cupboard, he glanced over his shoulder.

			“Are you going to tell me about it or do I have to fuck it out of you?”

			“Hmm.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “I’m kind of leaning toward the fuck.” Her expression sobered when he shot her an evil look. “Fine... I’ll tell you.”

			Brody poured the wine, handed her a glass and then led her to the patio doors. The backyard was spacious, adorned with more flowers that Brody’s mom must have planted. The fence surrounding the area was so high she couldn’t see the neighboring yards, not even from the raised deck on the patio. At the very far corner of the lawn stood an idyllic-looking gazebo surrounded by thick foliage.

			They stepped onto the deck, where a surprisingly warm breeze met them. It was a gorgeous night, the warmest she’d experienced since coming home, and she breathed in the fresh air and tilted her head to admire the cloudless sky before finally releasing a long breath.

			“I paid a visit to my stepmother today,” she said.

			She filled him in on the details, leaving her conversation with Doug for the end. Brody’s jaw tensed at the mention of Doug’s name, but as he’d promised her the night they went skating in the deserted practice arena, he didn’t freak out about it. When she finished, he set his wineglass on the wide rail ringing the deck and gently caressed her shoulders.

			“You didn’t have to tell him about us,” he said.

			The remark surprised her. “Of course I did. I told you about him. Doesn’t he deserve the same courtesy?” She lifted her glass to her lips.

			“You’re right.” He paused. “So it’s over between you and Doug?”

			“Yes,” she admitted. “He hung up on me, which is very uncharacteristic of him. I don’t think he’s happy with me at the moment.”

			When Brody didn’t answer, she put down her wine and reached up to cup his strong chin with her hands. “You’re not happy with me, either, are you?”

			He looked her in the eye and said, “I am happy.”

			“You are?”

			“I love being with you, Hayden.” He blew out a ragged breath. “And I’m glad it’s over with Doug. It was frustrating as hell, knowing there was another potential man in your life. And not just any man, but one who works in your field, who shares your passion for art and is probably much better at those intellectual conversations you’re always trying to have with me. I feel like a dumb oaf in comparison.”

			A pained look flashed across his handsome face, and it took her a moment to realize it wasn’t really pain she saw in his eyes, but vulnerability. The idea that Brody Croft, the most masculine man she’d ever met, could be vulnerable stole the breath from her lungs. God, did he actually feel inadequate? Had she made him feel that way?

			Her heart squeezed at the thought, and she found herself reaching for him. She twined her arms around his neck and brushed her lips over his.

			“You’re not a dumb oaf,” she murmured, running her fingers over the damp hair curling at the nape of his neck.

			“Then you won’t mind if I make an intelligent, rational point about how difficult you’re being.”

			She raised her chin. “And what on earth am I being difficult about?”

			Brody let out a breath. “Come on, you think I don’t see that look in your eyes whenever I have a plane to catch? Every time I’ve left town for an away game, you’ve withdrawn from me. I felt it.”

			Discomfort coiled inside her belly, causing her to drop her arms from his neck.

			“See, you’re doing it again,” he pointed out, smiling faintly.

			“I just...” She inhaled slowly. “I don’t see why it’s an issue.”

			“If it keeps you from entering into a relationship with me, then it is an issue.”

			“We agreed to keep things casual,” she reminded him.

			“You agreed to keep an open mind.”

			“Trust me, my mind is very open.”

			“Your heart isn’t.” His tone was so gentle she suddenly felt like crying.

			She drifted over to the railing, curling her fingers over the cool steel. Brody moved so they were standing side by side, but she couldn’t look at him. She knew exactly where this conversation was going, and she had no idea how to proceed.

			“I think we have something really good here,” he said gruffly, resting his hand on hers and stroking her knuckles. “You’ve got to admit we’re good together. Sexually, sure, but in other areas, too. We never run out of things to talk about, we enjoy each other’s company, we make each other laugh.”

			She finally turned her head and met his eyes. “I know we’re good together, okay?”

			It was incredibly hard admitting it, but it was the truth. Brody made her body sing, he made her heart soar, and she couldn’t imagine any other man doing that. But she also couldn’t imagine them ever having a stable life together.

			“But I want someone I can build a home with.” Tears pricked her eyelids. “I want to have kids, and a white picket fence, a dog. I did the whole hockey lifestyle as a kid. I don’t want to be sitting on airplanes for half the year. And when I have children, I don’t want to be home alone with them while their father is gone.”

			He was silent for a moment. “I won’t play hockey forever,” he said finally.

			“Do you plan on retiring soon?”

			After a beat of hesitation, he said, “No.”

			Disappointment thundered inside her, but really, what was she expecting? That he’d throw his arms around her and say, Yes, Hayden, I’ll retire! Tomorrow! Now! Let’s build a life together!

			It wasn’t fair to ask him to give up a career he obviously loved, but she also wasn’t willing to give up her own goals and dreams. She knew what she wanted from a relationship, and no matter how much she loved being with Brody, he couldn’t give that to her.

			“I wish you’d reconsider.” He shifted her around and moved closer so that his body was flush against hers. “Fuck, we fit so well together.”

			She rubbed her pelvis against his. They did fit. Even though he was a head taller, their bodies seemed to mesh in the most basic way, and when he was inside her... God, when he was inside her she’d never felt more complete.

			A soft moan escaped her lips at the delicious image of Brody filling her, and suddenly the tension of the day drained from her body and dissolved into a pool of warmth between her legs. Suddenly, everything they’d just been talking about didn’t seem to matter. Brody’s job, her need for stability—it all faded away the moment he pressed his body to hers.

			“Let’s not talk anymore,” she whispered. “Please, Brody, no more talking.”

			Her arousal must have been written all over her face because he ran his hands down her back and squeezed her ass. “You’ve got a one-track mind,” he grumbled.

			“Says the man who’s fondling my ass,” she murmured, relieved that the tension had eased. The heavy weight of the painful revelations they’d just shared floated away like a feather.

			Brody bent his head and covered her mouth with his. The kiss took her breath away, made her sag into his rock-hard chest as his greedy tongue explored the crevices of her mouth. Keeping one hand on her ass, he moved the other one to the front of her pants. He deftly popped open the button and tugged at the thin material. Pulling back, he pushed her pants off her body, waited for her to step out of them, then tossed them aside.

			Goose bumps rose on her thighs the second the night air hit her skin. She wore a pair of black bikini panties that Brody quickly disposed of.

			“Your neighbors can see us,” she protested when he reached for her thin sweater.

			“Not where we’re going.” He quickly removed her sweater and bra, then lifted her into his arms and headed for the steps of the deck.

			Laughing, Hayden wriggled in his embrace, self-conscious about her naked body being carried around in his backyard, but he kept a tight grip on her. Quickening his strides, he moved across the grass toward the gazebo, ascended the small set of stairs and set her on her feet.

			Her heels made a clicking noise as they connected with the cedar floor of the little structure. She looked around the gazebo, admiring the intricate woodwork and plush white love seat tucked in the corner. When she turned back to Brody, he was as naked as she was.

			She laughed. “Let me guess, sex in the gazebo is one of your fantasies?”

			“Oh, yeah. I’ve wanted to do this since the moment this damn thing was built.”

			“What, none of your hockey groupies ever wanted to do it in the wilderness of your backyard?” she teased.

			“I’ve never brought a woman home before.”

			She forced her jaw to stay closed. Was he serious? He’d never brought a woman home before? The implications of that statement troubled her, but she didn’t feel like dwelling on them now. Like she’d said before, no more talking.

			Right now, all she wanted to do was fulfill this gorgeous man’s fantasy.

		
	
		
			TWENTY-SIX

			He’d startled her with his admission. He’d seen it in Hayden’s eyes the moment he confessed to never bringing a woman home, but fortunately that flicker of wariness had faded. Her eyes now glimmered with desire, and he loved that she wasn’t complaining about the way he’d stripped her naked and carried her out to the gazebo.

			Christ, she turned him on in the fiercest way. He’d sensed the untamed passion in her the moment they’d met. Experienced it that first night when he’d fucked her on the hallway floor. Reveled in it the night she’d tied him up to her bed and devoured his body.

			She was full of surprises, and he couldn’t get enough of her. He loved her sass and her intelligence and her dry humor, the way she challenged him and aroused him and made him feel like more than just a hockey player.

			“So what does the fantasy involve?” she asked curiously, resting her hands on her bare hips.

			He swept his gaze over every curve of her body, trying to put his needs into words. He had no idea how the fantasy played out, only that his hands tingled with the urge to fondle her full, perky tits and slip between her firm thighs.

			The night breeze grew stronger, snaking into the gazebo and making his cock swell and thicken as the warm air caressed it. The wind also succeeded in hardening Hayden’s pretty pink nipples, which now stood up as if demanding his attention.

			But instead of reaching out to touch her, he cleared his throat and said, “Lie down on the love seat.”

			There was no objection. Her high heels clacked against the floor as she walked over to the small couch and draped herself over the cushions. When she reached for the clasp on her right shoe, he held up his hand.

			“Leave them on,” he ordered.

			“Why do men always get turned on by a naked woman in high heels?”

			“Because it’s fucking hot,” he replied with a roll of his eyes.

			“Are you just going to stand there and watch me, or do you plan to join me?”

			“Eventually.”

			They were the same words they’d spoken to each other the night she’d admitted her bondage kink, only this time he was the one in charge.

			He leaned against the railing of the gazebo and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve gotta give me some incentive, baby.”

			“Hmm. Like this kind of incentive?” She slid her hands to her breasts.

			His breath hitched when she squeezed the lush mounds with her palms, the motion making her tits look bigger, fuller. With an impish smile, she stroked the underside of each breast, circling her nipples with her fingers and then dragging her thumbs over each hard bud.

			He almost fell over backward at the sight of Hayden fondling herself. His mouth was so dry he could barely swallow. He allowed her to play for a bit, then narrowed his eyes and muttered, “Spread your legs.”

			She did, and his breath caught in his throat again. From where he stood, he could see every tantalizing inch of her glistening pussy. He wanted to lick those smooth pink folds, shove his tongue inside that sweet paradise and make Hayden scream with pleasure, but he held back. His erection throbbed as he curled his fingers over his shaft.

			With slow, lazy strokes to his cock, he gave her a heavy-lidded look and said, “Touch yourself.”

			“Sure you don’t want to do that for me?” Her voice came out throaty, so full of unbridled lust he almost came on the spot.

			“Humor me.”

			“It’s your fantasy.” She grinned and promptly lowered her hand between her legs.

			Fuck, this woman was incredible. His eyes nearly popped out of his head as she dragged her index finger down her slick folds.

			“That’s it,” he said hoarsely. “Get yourself nice and hot, Hayden.”

			She replied with a soft whimper. Her cheeks grew flushed the more she kept stroking herself. The hazy look in her eyes told him she was close, but her fingers continued to avoid the one place he knew would drive her over the edge.

			She lifted her hand. “Brody,” she murmured anxiously.

			He chuckled. “Uh-uh. You won’t be getting any help from me.”

			Agitation flickered in her eyes, but still he remained on the other side of the gazebo. After a moment she gave a strangled groan, and her hand returned between her thighs. She rubbed her clit, her pace quickening, and her palm curled over her pussy.

			And then she came.

			His hand froze around his dick. He was one dangerous stroke from a release he wasn’t ready for, but for the life of him he couldn’t tear his eyes from the gorgeous woman climaxing in front of him. Arching her back, Hayden cried out, her moans filling the warm night. Any neighbor by an open window could’ve heard her, but she didn’t seem to care, and neither did Brody. He was a professional hockey player; his neighbors probably expected moans of ecstasy to drift out of his house.

			He leaned back against the rail and relished every moment, from the contented sighs that slipped out of her throat to the way she’d spread her legs even wider, her heels still strapped to her feet.

			When she finally grew still, he crooked his finger at her. Despite the sluggishly sated look in her eyes, she stumbled from the love seat and made her way over to him.

			“Has anyone ever told you you’re the sexiest woman on the planet?” he rasped before dropping a kiss on her lips.

			She responded with a lethargic smile. The remnants of orgasm he saw flashing across her face only made him harder.

			Suddenly impatient, he bent down and grabbed a condom from the pocket of his pants, then smoothed it over his throbbing shaft. Then he gripped her hips with both hands, maneuvered her so her ass was pressed against his hard-on and drove his stiff cock inside her.

			She moaned, leaning forward and clutching at the railing with both hands. The move caused her ass to rise, allowing him even better access. He withdrew slowly, rotated his hips the way he knew she liked, then plunged right back to the hilt.

			“This is going to be fast,” he warned, his voice sounding gruff and apologetic to his ears. He wanted to make it last for her, but the way his dick kept pulsating, he knew it wouldn’t be long before he toppled over that cliff into oblivion.

			“I love everything you do to me. Fast, slow, hard, I don’t care. Just make love to me.”

			The whispered reply brought a smile to his lips, but it was the phrase make love that caused his chest to tighten. It was the first time she’d referred to what they were doing as making love, and hearing the words brought a rush of pleasure so great his knees almost buckled.

			He suddenly felt the primal need to claim this woman. Quickening his pace, he thrust into her, again and again, until his orgasm slithered down his spine, clutched at his balls, and the world in front of him fragmented in shards of light. He shuddered, palming a sweet breast with one hand while stroking the small of Hayden’s back with the other, wanting to hold on to her for as long as possible. Breathing hard, he wrapped his arms around her from behind and nuzzled her neck, inhaling the scent of her vanilla-and-lavender body lotion.

			She gave a breathy sigh and murmured, “Your fantasies are almost as good as mine.”

			“Almost as good?” He laughed. “Wait until I tie you up. Then we’ll see who has the hottest fantasy.”

			She disentangled herself from his embrace and turned to kiss him. Then she inched toward the entrance of the gazebo. “Think any of your neighbors will see me streaking through the yard?”

			“Now you’re self-conscious?”

			She offered a rueful look. “I guess you’re right. The whole neighborhood probably heard me, huh?”

			“You are kinda loud...”

			He bent down and grabbed his pants, pulling them up his hips. Finding his shirt and jacket, he tucked them under his arm and extended his other arm to Hayden. “Shall I walk the unclothed lady to the house?”

			“You could at least let me wear your shirt.”

			“Nope. I want to experience the splendor of your body during this evening stroll.”

			“Screw strolling. I’m running.”

			Before he could blink, she bounded down the steps and tore across the yard, her firm ass pale in the moonlight. Laughing, he took off after her, hoping to keep her naked just a little bit longer, but she was already slipping her sweater over her head when he reached the deck.

			“Spoilsport,” he grumbled.

			She put on her panties and slacks. “You still have to give me a tour of the upstairs,” she reminded him.

			“Any room in particular you’d like to see?”

			“Definitely one that features a bed. Or a removable showerhead.”

			With a grin, he grabbed their wineglasses from the railing and followed her inside. “Do you want more wine?” he offered.

			“No, thanks.”

			She suddenly went quiet as he placed the glasses in the sink. When he turned to look at her, he saw her expression had grown somber.

			“You okay?”

			“I’m fine.” She let out a breath. “I was thinking about my dad.”

			Brody made a face. “We just had mind-blowing sex and you’re thinking about your dad?”

			“It’s just...the wine.” She gestured to the bottle still sitting on the counter. “It made me think about what Sheila told me today. You know, about his drinking...” Her voice trailed, the distress in her eyes unmistakable.

			“Are you going to talk to him about it?”

			“Yes. No.” She exhaled again. “I don’t want to confront him right now, not when he’s smack in the middle of this scandal.”

			“We’re all in the middle of it now. We were told today that the investigation has officially started. Which didn’t exactly help build any morale for tonight’s game.”

			Disappointment sliced into him as he remembered tonight’s loss. He’d managed to push it out of his mind while he was fucking Hayden, but now the memory returned. The taste of loss souring his mouth again. The Warriors weren’t moving on to the next round. Their season was over. Done.

			But... Fuck, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. As much as he wanted to hold that Stanley Cup in his hands again—it had been too many seasons since the Warriors had won that damn thing—maybe it was better that the season had ended.

			“If we won the championship this year, everyone would wonder if we’d earned it,” he said, the realization bringing a sick feeling to his gut.

			Hayden nodded slowly. “They might, yeah.”

			“There are too many questions around this season, all the games we played, the ones that might have been rigged. Maybe it’s better not to be moving on in the postseason. Who the fuck knows what this investigation is going to turn up.” He bit his lip. “All the players are being interviewed next week. Mine is scheduled for Monday.”

			“What kind of questions will you be asked?”

			He shrugged. “They’ll probably ask us what we know about the allegations, try to coax confessions out of us, quiz us about whether we know if another player was involved.”

			“Are they going to ask about my dad?”

			“I assume so.”

			Resting her hands on the counter, she went silent for a moment, her pretty features shadowed by worry. He could tell she was upset by all of this, especially with everything she was learning about her father, and though he had no intention of making her feel worse, he unwittingly did so with his next statement.

			“It was pretty much confirmed to me today that your dad fixed those games.”

			Her gaze rose to meet his, her mouth forming a startled O. “What? Are you serious?”

			He nodded.

			“You’re saying you know for sure that he did it?”

			Fuck. Maybe he shouldn’t have spit it out the way he had. But the confrontation with Wyatt had been eating at him all night, and he’d been hoping to talk it through with Hayden before the league’s investigator interviewed him. He knew he had to tell the truth if asked, but he wanted her advice, wanted her to tell him how to handle the time bomb in his hands without looking like he was betraying his teammates or the team owner.

			But he hadn’t realized confiding in Hayden meant confirming her doubts about her father. Up until now she’d only suspected Presley had fixed those games, but with that one sentence he’d turned those suspicions into reality, and the crestfallen look on her face tugged at his insides in the most powerful way.

			He wanted to comfort her, but he didn’t know how.

			So he kept his distance, releasing a slow breath. “He did it. I’m ninety-nine percent sure of it.”

			“Ninety-nine percent,” she repeated. “Then there’s still a chance Dad wasn’t involved.”

			“It’s unlikely.”

			“But there’s still a chance.”

			“Look, I know you want to see the best in your father, but you’re going to need to accept that he’s probably guilty.”

			Her eyes widened, the color in her cheeks fading fast. “Are you going to tell the investigator that? You’re going to say my dad is guilty?”

			“I don’t know what I’m going to say yet.”

			He could see her legs shaking as she walked across the tiled floor toward him. Eyes wild with panic, she touched his arm and tilted her head to look up at him. “You can’t do it, Brody. Please. Don’t turn against my father.”

		
	
		
			TWENTY-SEVEN

			Hayden didn’t know where the words were coming from, but she seemed to have no control over her vocal cords. In the back of her head she knew what she was asking of him was wrong, that if Presley was truly guilty he deserved to pay for his crimes. But this was her father, the only parent she had, the only constant in her life.

			“You want me to lie?” Brody said flatly.

			She swallowed. “No, I... Maybe if you just didn’t say anything...”

			“Lying by omission is still lying, Hayden. And what if they flat-out ask me if Pres bribed anyone? What do I do then?”

			Desperation clawed up her throat. She knew she had no right asking him to do this for her, but she couldn’t watch her father’s entire life shatter before her eyes.

			“He’s my only family,” she said softly. “I just want to protect him.”

			Compassion flickered in Brody’s eyes, but it quickly faded into annoyance. “What about me? Don’t I deserve to be protected, too?”

			“Your career isn’t at stake,” she protested.

			“Like hell it isn’t!” His eyes flashed, and he took several steps away from her. “My integrity and reputation are on the line here. I won’t throw away my career by lying to protect the team owner, not even for you.”

			Tears stung her eyes. Not because of what he’d just said, but because her mind was functioning properly again, and she suddenly felt so very stupid. What the hell had she been thinking, asking him to lie for her dad? Her only defense was that she hadn’t been thinking. For a split second there, the fear seizing her insides was so strong it had overpowered her ability to think logically. Suddenly, she’d been the lonely little girl who’d grown up without a mother, who didn’t want to see her father carted off to jail even if it meant breaking the rules to keep him out of a cell.

			Fuck. What was the matter with her? She wasn’t the type of woman who broke rules. And she didn’t condone lies, either.

			She couldn’t believe she’d just asked Brody to throw away his honesty and honor.

			With shaky steps, she closed the distance between them and pressed her face against his bare chest. She could feel his heart thudding against her ear like a drum.

			“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to lie. It was unfair of me to do that. I’m...” She choked on a sob. “I can’t believe I just did that.”

			His hand caressed the small of her back. “It’s okay. I know you’re concerned about him, babe.”

			“I just wish... Damn it, Brody, I want to help him.”

			“I know,” he said gently. “But your dad is the one who got himself into this mess, and I hate to say it, but he’s the one who’ll have to get himself out of it.”

			

			Hayden’s phone woke her early the next morning, rousing her from a restless sleep and making her groan with displeasure. She was on her side, her back pressed against Brody’s big, warm body, one of his long arms draped over her chest. She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the ringing to stop. There was a second or two of blessed silence, and then it rang again. And again. And again.

			With a sigh, she disentangled herself from Brody’s arms and slid out from under the covers. The sight of the alarm clock on the nightstand made her grimace. Six o’clock. Who on earth was calling her this early?

			“Come back to bed,” came Brody’s sleepy murmur.

			“I will after I murder whoever keeps calling,” she grumbled, padding barefoot to the armchair under the window. Her clothes and purse were draped over the chair, and she rummaged around in the pile until she found her cell.

			Glancing at the display, she immediately recognized Darcy’s number. Shit. This probably wasn’t good. Not if Darcy was giving up her own beauty sleep to make a call.

			Hayden quickly answered. “Darce, hey. What’s wrong?”

			“Have you been online at all this morning?”

			“That’s what you woke me up to ask?” Hayden edged to the door, not wanting to disturb Brody. She leaned against the wall in the hallway and added, “Of course I haven’t been online! It’s six in the fucking morning. And what are you doing up early enough to be online?”

			“I never went to bed last night.” Hayden could practically see the grin on her best friend’s face. “I just sneaked out of Marco’s apartment to call an Uber and—”

			“Who’s Marco?”

			“Oh, he’s my new personal trainer.” There was a pause. “We hooked up last night.”

			“At the rate you’re going, you’ll never be able to find a permanent gym.” She let out a breath. “Can you tell me why you’re calling or can I go back to sleep?”

			“You’re all over the internet, babe.”

			“What?”

			“No joke. It was the first headline I saw when I opened my phone. There’re pictures of you on the front page of every sports and entertainment blog, with your hockey player’s tongue in your mouth and his hands on your ass.”

			Horror lodged in her throat. “Bullshit.”

			“I’m afraid not.”

			Oh, fuck. Darcy sounded dead serious. And if Darcy couldn’t make a smart-ass remark about it, then it must be bad.

			“I’ll call you back in a minute,” Hayden blurted out, disconnecting the call.

			The T-shirt Brody had given her to sleep in hung all the way down to her knees, but her arms were bare and goose bumps had risen on her skin. The wooden floor was cool under her feet as she quickly descended the stairs down to the living room. She didn’t want to wake Brody, and her entire body felt weak and shivery as she sank onto the couch and pulled up one of the bigger sports sites.

			She gasped the moment the front page loaded. Darcy was right. The site boasted a large photograph of her and Brody in the Warriors parking lot. It must have been taken the moment she’d stood up on her toes to kiss him, and there was no mistaking it, his hands were totally squeezing her ass.

			The caption read: Warriors forward cozies up to Houston’s daughter.

			But it was the article beneath it that drained all the color from her face. She read it twice, not missing a single word, then set her phone on the cushion next to her and dropped her head into her hands.

			“What happened?”

			She jerked at the sound of Brody’s drowsy voice, glancing up to see him standing in the doorway. He was wearing nothing but a pair of navy blue boxers and a concerned expression.

			Without a word, Hayden pointed to the phone beside her. After a second of hesitation, Brody joined her on the couch and picked it up.

			She watched his face as he read the article, but he gave nothing away. He simply blinked a couple of times, frowned once and then rose slowly to his feet.

			“I need coffee,” he muttered before walking out of the room.

			Hayden stared after him in bewilderment, then shot up and rushed into the kitchen. He was already turning on the coffee maker, leaning against the counter with a look of utter disbelief in his eyes.

			“They’re saying I took a bribe,” he said weakly.

			She moved toward him and rested her hand on his strong biceps. “It’s just speculation. They don’t have any proof.”

			“They have a source!” he burst out, his voice resonating with anger. “Someone actually told this asshole reporter that I accepted bribes from your father. This isn’t a tabloid where they make up sources to suit their story. Greg Michaels is an award-winning sports journalist. And someone on the team told him I took a goddamn bribe!”

			Hayden’s mouth went completely dry. She could barely keep up with the range of emotions flashing across Brody’s face. Anger and betrayal and dismay. Shock and disgust. Fear. She wanted desperately to hold him, but his posture was so tense, his shoulders stiff, his jaw tight. Every aspect of his body language screamed, Back off!

			“Someone is trying to ruin me,” he growled. “Who the fuck would do that? I know Wyatt is up to his ears in this mess, but I can’t see him casting suspicion on me. He told me to stay out of it.”

			Brody’s eyes were suddenly on her. Focused, sharp, as if remembering she was in the room with him.

			“They think you’re fucking me to shut me up about your father’s part in it.” He laughed humorlessly.

			Sympathy welled up inside her, squeezing her heart like a vise. “It’s going to be okay. Everything will get cleared up when you meet with the investigator.”

			He released another chuckle, this time laced with bitterness. “All it takes is one black mark on your name, and teams look at you differently. I’m in the middle of contract negotiations. My agent already warned me things are stalling because of the allegations, and now some asshole is directly implicating me in this shit? I’m fucked, Hayden. Fucked.”

			The coffee maker clicked, and Brody stiffly turned his attention to it. Grabbing a mug, he slammed it down on the counter, then filled it to the brim with coffee and swallowed a gulp of the scalding liquid, not even wincing.

			Hayden had no idea what to say. How to make this better for him. So instead, she just stood there, watching his face, waiting for him to speak again.

			But she wasn’t ready for what he said next.

			“I think maybe we should cool things off for a bit.”

			Shock slammed into her. “What?”

			Setting down his mug, he rubbed his forehead. “I can’t be dragged down along with your father,” he said so quietly she barely heard him. “If you and I are seen together, the rumors and suspicions will only grow. My career...” He let out a string of curses. “I’ve worked my ass off to get to where I am, Hayden. I grew up wearing secondhand clothes and watching my parents struggle to afford anything. I worked hard to put myself in a position to support myself, to support them. I can’t lose that. I won’t lose it.”

			“You don’t want us to see each other anymore?”

			He dragged his fingers through his hair, his eyes tortured. “I’m saying maybe we should put...us...on hold. Until the investigation concludes and the scandal blows over.”

			“You want to put us on hold,” she echoed dully.

			“Yes.”

			She turned away, resting her hands on the kitchen counter to steady herself. He was ending things? Sorry, putting things on hold. Not that it made a difference. Regardless of the way he wanted to phrase it, Brody was basically telling her he didn’t want her around.

			Everything he’d said last night about how good they were for each other, how well they fit...what had happened to all that?

			The memory of the words he’d spoken only yesterday caused the bitterness inside her to grow stronger. It was like a current, forcing all reason from her mind and pushing her into an eddy of resentment she knew too well. How many times had her father chosen his hockey team over her? How many times had the men in her life let their careers take the front seat while she sat in the back begging to be noticed?

			“All right. If that’s what you want,” she said, unable to stop her tone from sounding clipped and angry. “I guess you need to look out for yourself, after all.”

			His expression clouded over. “Don’t make it sound like that. Like I don’t give a damn about you. Because I do give a damn. But you can’t fault me for also giving a damn about everything I’ve worked so hard for.”

			She edged away from the counter, suddenly wanting to flee. Maybe it was for the best, ending it now. They’d already reached an impasse yesterday when she’d told him his lifestyle didn’t fit what she wanted in a relationship. Maybe it was better to break things off now, before it got even harder.

			But although it made sense in her head, her heart couldn’t stop weeping at the idea of not being with him.

			Silence stretched between them, until Brody released a frustrated curse and raked his hands through his dark hair.

			“I care about you, Hayden. The last thing I want to do is end this.” He shook his head, looking determined. “And I don’t see it as an ending. I just want this mess to go away. I want my name cleared and my career unaffected. When it all dies down, we can pick up where we left off.”

			She couldn’t help but laugh. “Because it’s that easy, right?” Her laughter died, replaced with a tired frown. “Whatever. It would have ended anyway. Sooner or later.”

			Unhappiness flooded his gaze. “Come on, don’t say that. This break doesn’t have to be permanent.”

			“Maybe it should.” A sob wedged in her throat, and it took every ounce of willpower she possessed to swallow it back. “We’re probably doing ourselves a favor by letting go now. Maybe it will end up saving us both a lot of heartache in the future.”

			He opened his mouth to respond, but she didn’t give him the chance. Blinking back the tears stinging her eyelids, she headed back to the bedroom to find her clothes.

		
	
		
			TWENTY-EIGHT

			The Uber ride back to her car was probably the most mortifying experience of Hayden’s life. Somehow, while she’d gotten dressed, ordered the car, murmured a soft goodbye to Brody, she’d managed to rein in her emotions. But the second she slid into the back seat and watched Brody’s beautiful house disappear in the rearview mirror, she’d burst into tears.

			Looking stunned, the driver handed her a small packet of tissues then promptly ignored her. Despite the tears fogging her vision, she noticed the man shooting her strange looks in the mirror. Apparently, it wasn’t every day that a brokenhearted woman in tears rode in his back seat.

			And brokenhearted was the only word she could come up with to describe how she felt right now. Although she’d told Brody the breakup was for the best, her heart ached so badly it felt like someone had scraped it with a razor blade. All she wanted to do was go back to the penthouse, crawl under the covers and cry.

			The driver dropped her at the arena, where she got into her rental car and swiped at her wet eyes, taking a few calming breaths.

			Fifteen excruciatingly long minutes later, she was walking into the hotel, hoping nobody noticed her blotchy face. In the lobby, the clerk behind the check-in desk gestured at her.

			Hayden reluctantly headed over and was surprised when he said, “There’s a man waiting for you in the bar.”

			Hope and happiness soared inside her.

			Brody.

			It had to be. And he would’ve definitely had time to get here before her, since she’d had to pick up her car. Maybe he realized how foolish it was to end things because of something a reporter had written.

			She hurried across the marble floor toward the large oak doors leading into the hotel bar. Only a few patrons were inside, but when she searched for Brody’s massive shoulders and unruly dark hair, she came up empty-handed.

			Disappointment crashed into her. Of course he wasn’t here. He’d made it clear back at his place that he couldn’t risk his career by being seen with her.

			She glanced around again, then faltered when her gaze landed on a man she’d dismissed during her first inspection.

			Doug.

			Oh, God. What was he doing here?

			“Hayden!” He rose from his seat and walked toward her with a timid smile.

			She stared at him, taking in the familiar sight of his blond hair, arranged in a no-nonsense haircut. His pale blue eyes, serious as always. That lean, trim body he kept in shape at the university gym. He wore a pair of starched tan slacks and a crisp, white button-down shirt, and the attire kind of irked her. Everything about Doug was neat and orderly and unbelievably tedious. She found herself longing for even the tiniest bit of disorder. An undone button. A coffee stain. A patch of stubble he’d missed while shaving.

			But there was nothing disorderly about this man. He was like a perfectly wrapped gift that only used three efficient pieces of tape and featured a little bow with the same length tails. The kind of gift you hesitated to open because you’d feel like an ass messing it up.

			Brody, on the other hand... He was a gift you tore open the second you got it—the exterior didn’t matter because you knew what it contained was a million times better anyway.

			Tears stung her eyes at the thought.

			“Hi,” Doug said gently. “It’s good to see you.”

			She wanted to tell him it was good to see him, too, but the words refused to come out. They stared at each other for a moment, and then he was pulling her into an awkward embrace. She half-heartedly hugged him back, noticing that the feel of his arms around her had no effect on her whatsoever.

			“I know I shouldn’t have come,” Doug said, releasing her. “But after the way we left things... I thought we needed to talk. In person.”

			“You’re right.” She swallowed. “Do you want to come up?”

			He nodded.

			Without a word, they walked out of the bar and headed for the elevator. Silence stretched between them as they rode the car up to the penthouse. Hayden wanted to apologize to him again, and yet she wasn’t sure she felt apologetic anymore. She and Doug had been on a break when she’d started seeing Brody, and though she regretted hurting him, she couldn’t will up any regret about what she felt for Brody.

			“I was shocked when you told me that you were seeing someone else,” Doug began when they stepped into the suite.

			“I know.” Guilt tugged at her gut. “I’m sorry I just dropped it on you like that, and over the phone, but I had to be honest.”

			“I’m glad you were.” He stepped closer, his eyes glimmering with something she couldn’t put a finger on. “And it was the kick in the ass I needed. It made me realize how much I don’t want to lose you.”

			He reached out and tenderly stroked her cheek.

			Discomfort crept up her spine.

			“I love you, Hayden,” Doug said earnestly. “I should have said it a long time ago, but I wanted to go slow. I guess I was going too slow. I’m sorry.” He moved closer, but he didn’t touch her again, or try to kiss her. He just offered an affectionate smile. “I decided we’ve waited long enough. I want us to cross that bridge. I want us to make love.”

			Oh, God, not the intimacy bridge.

			Hysterical laughter bubbled inside her throat. “Doug—”

			“It’s finally the right time.”

			Maybe it’s the right time for you, she wanted to say. But for her, that perfect moment she might’ve shared with Doug had slipped away the second Brody Croft had walked into her life.

			He reached out for her again, but she moved back, guilty when she saw the hurt in his eyes.

			“It’s not the right time,” she said quietly. “And I think there’s a reason we never reached this point before. I think...it wasn’t meant to be.”

			He went still. “I see,” he said, his voice stiff.

			She took hold of his hand, squeezing his fingers tightly. “You know I’m right. Would you honestly be saying all of this now, if I hadn’t met someone else?”

			“Yes.” But his voice lacked conviction.

			“I think we got together because it was comfortable. We were friends, colleagues, two people who liked each other well enough...but we’re not soulmates, Doug.”

			Pain circled her heart. She hated saying these words to him, but there was no other choice.

			Being with Brody had made her realize that she wasn’t going to settle for a man just because he happened to be nice and dependable. As wild and sexy and unpredictable as Brody was, he was also honest and tender. More intelligent than he gave himself credit for. Strong, funny, generous. There was so much to love about him, so many things to—

			Wait, had she fallen in love with him?

			No, she couldn’t have. Brody was just a fling. He might have some wonderful traits, but his career would constantly keep him away from her. She wanted someone safe, someone solid. Not someone who was bold and arrogant and passionate and temporary and—fuck.

			She did love him. And wasn’t it ironic that she’d only figured it out the day he broke up with her.

			“Hayden? Please don’t cry, honey.”

			She glanced up to see Doug’s worried expression, then touched her cheeks and felt the tears. She quickly wiped them away. “Doug... I’m sorry,” she murmured, not knowing what else to say.

			He nodded. “I know. I’m sorry, too.” He tilted his head, looking a bit confused. “But I don’t see what’s so wrong with comfortable.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with it. But I want more than comfort. I want love and passion and...” She swallowed. “I want earth-shattering.”

			He gave her a rueful smile. “I don’t have much experience in shattering a woman’s world, I’m afraid.”

			No, but Brody did.

			Unfortunately, he also had plenty of experience in shattering a woman’s heart.

		
	
		
			TWENTY-NINE

			“You really haven’t heard from him? Not even a text?” Darcy demanded.

			Hayden wiggled her toes, which were being devoured by a swarm of tiny fish. Apparently, this was a spa treatment to get all the dead skin off, but it tickled so badly that she was afraid she was going to squish the poor things. Spa day had been Darcy’s idea, supposedly the best solution to Brody’s three days of complete radio silence, but Hayden didn’t feel at all better.

			If anything, she only missed him more. And now she felt even worse, because Darcy had closed up her shop on a Monday morning just to commiserate with her.

			“Not even a text,” she confirmed glumly. She jumped when she felt another tickle on the sole of her foot. “Oh, my God, can’t we just ask them to start the pedicure now?”

			“No! You’ve got to do this first. Trust me, your feet are going to be as soft as a baby’s bottom.”

			It was sweet of Darcy to suggest this girls’ day, but Hayden didn’t give a shit how soft her feet were. All she could think about was what the hell she was going to do now. About Brody. About her father.

			God, her father. She still hadn’t confronted him about Brody’s belief that her dad was guilty. They’d spoken a few hours after the photos of her and Brody had appeared on the internet, when her dad called demanding to know what the hell was going on. She’d still been so stunned about Brody ending things that she simply sat there and let her dad lecture her, and it was only after they’d hung up that it occurred to her the wrong person was asking that question.

			She was the one who should be demanding to know what the hell was going on.

			Presley had likely fixed those games. He’d cheated. Not just professionally, but on Sheila. Love her or hate her, Sheila was still his wife, and Hayden believed her when she said he’d slept with someone else.

			But she’d been too distraught to push him. All she’d gotten out of him was that he was being interviewed by investigators this afternoon.

			“Come on, smile a little,” Darcy pleaded. “I know life sucks right now, but I promise, it will get better.”

			“I can’t believe he ended it.”

			“I can’t believe it’s hitting you this hard.” Darcy shook her head. “You were the one who was so insistent about it being a fling and nothing more.”

			“I know.” Hayden groaned. “What the hell is wrong with me?”

			Her friend reached over and rubbed her forearm. “Nothing’s wrong with you, babe.”

			She closed her eyes and tossed her head back on the padded chair top, but her eyelids slid open when a spa employee walked into the room with a tray of mimosas in hand.

			“Care for a drink, ladies?”

			“I’ll take two.” Hayden shamelessly grabbed two of the long-stemmed glasses and placed them on the bamboo side table next to her.

			Darcy looked like she was fighting back laughter. “She’s had a long week,” Darcy explained.

			The young female employee flashed Hayden a wide-eyed look before moving on to the next room. When she was gone, Darcy snorted loudly. “Classy,” she said.

			Hayden chugged nearly half of the first mimosa. “I don’t care,” she grumbled. “I need this.”

			She’d woken up the past three mornings feeling confused, devastated and angry. The anger surprised her, but most of it was directed at herself anyway. Last night she was tossing and turning, thinking about what a mess she’d gotten herself into since she’d come back to Chicago.

			She’d propositioned a stranger, then proceeded to fall in love with him. She’d hurt Doug. Discovered her father had a drinking problem and was probably a criminal.

			And what exactly are you doing to fix any of it? a little voice chastised.

			Good point. How was chugging two mimosas going to help anything? She wasn’t the type to let problems pile up without looking for solutions, and although she might not be able to “fix” Doug’s broken heart or Brody’s decision to stay away from her, she sure as hell could do something about her father.

			“I need to talk to my dad,” she said flatly.

			In the chair beside her, Darcy nodded. “You do. Time to tear that Band-Aid off.”

			“The Band-Aid being that he’s probably a criminal and an alcoholic?” She couldn’t keep the misery out of her voice.

			“I didn’t say it wasn’t going to hurt. But it needs to be done.”

			Darcy pulled her feet from the tub. Apparently, the fish were done with her. Hayden quickly followed suit, breathing a sigh of relief when the tickling abated.

			“Are you okay if I abandon you mid-pedicure?” Hayden asked, biting her lip. “I don’t think I can sit around here all morning. I want to go see him. Force him to give me some answers.”

			Because enough was enough. She needed to look her dad in the eye and demand the truth from him. This scandal was affecting her, too, and she deserved to know whether or not the trust and faith she’d placed in her father was justified. Presley’s mess had taken her away from Doug and brought her to Chicago; it had broken up her and Brody, caused stress to tangle inside her.

			And now it was time to try to make sense of everything that had happened.

			

			She drove to the Lincoln Center with a heavy heart, knowing Brody was scheduled to be interviewed by the league investigator today. She hoped she wouldn’t run into him. If she did, she’d be tempted to hurl herself into his arms, and she had no desire to be pushed away again.

			It was so ironic. She’d been fighting this relationship from day one, set on keeping it a fling, and in the end he’d been the one to break things off.

			And she’d been the one to fall in love.

			Forcing the painful thoughts from her mind, she parked the car and walked to the building’s entrance. After greeting the woman behind the lobby desk, she rode the elevator to the second floor, which housed the franchise head offices.

			Her father’s office was at the end of the hall, through a pair of intimidating wood doors more suited for a president than the owner of a hockey team. Tucked off to the right was the desk of her dad’s secretary, a pleasant woman named Kathy, who was nowhere to be found.

			Hayden walked up to the doors but stopped when her dad’s voice practically boomed out of the walls. He sounded angry.

			She slowly turned the doorknob, then froze when she heard her dad say, “I know I promised to cover your ass, Becker, but this is getting out of hand.”

			Becker? Brody’s closest friend on the team?

			Her blood ran cold. She knew she shouldn’t stand there and listen, but she couldn’t bring herself to announce her presence.

			“I don’t give a damn about that...they won’t trace the money...”

			Enough. She’d had enough.

			Feeling sick to her stomach, Hayden pushed the door open and strode into her father’s office. He was standing behind his desk, clutching the phone to his ear, and he nearly dropped it when he saw her enter.

			“I have to go,” he said into the phone, disconnecting the call without giving the other person—Becker?—a chance to respond.

			Hayden inched closer, fighting the urge to throw up as she stared into her dad’s eyes. His face had gone pale, and she could see his hands trembling as he waited for her to approach.

			“So it’s true,” she said grimly, not bothering with any pleasantries.

			He had the nerve to feign ignorance. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, sweetheart.”

			“Bullshit!” Her voice trembled with anger. “I heard what you said just now!”

			Silence hung over the room. Her father looked stunned by her fury. After a beat, he lowered himself into his leather chair. He gave her a repentant look and released a heavy sigh. “You shouldn’t have eavesdropped, Hayden. I didn’t want you involved in any of this.”

			“You didn’t want me involved? Is that why you asked me to come home? Is that why you forced me to give a deposition in your divorce? So I wouldn’t be involved? Too late, Dad. I already am.”

			Her legs barely carried her as she stumbled to one of the plush burgundy visitor’s chairs and sank into it. It was hard to think over the roar of her pulse in her ears. Anger and disgust and sadness mingled in her blood, forming a poisonous cocktail that seared through her veins. She couldn’t believe this. The signs and suspicions had been there from the start, but hearing her father confirm his criminal actions was like a switchblade to the gut.

			If someone had told her that the man she’d loved unconditionally, whose flaws she’d always ignored, whose attention she’d always craved, could be capable of such dishonesty, she would’ve laughed in their face. And yet, it was true. Her father had broken the law. He’d lied. He’d cheated on his wife.

			When had this man become a stranger to her?

			“Sweetheart...” He gulped. Guilt etched into his features. “At least let me explain.”

			“You committed a crime,” she said stiffly. “What’s there to explain?”

			“I made a mistake.” He faltered. “I made some bad investments. I...” Desperation filled his eyes. “It was only two games, Hayden. Only two. I just needed to recover the losses, and... I screwed up.”

			Her belief in him slowly began to shatter, tiny jagged pieces of trust and faith chipping away, ripping into her insides. How could he have done this? And why hadn’t she seen it, damn it?

			“Why didn’t you call me?” she whispered.

			“I was too ashamed.” His voice cracked again. “I didn’t want you to know I’d destroyed everything I’d built.” His eyes looked so tortured Hayden had to turn away from them. “I never wanted another woman after your mother died. None of the ones I met even compared to her. So I focused on my job instead, first as a coach, and then as an owner. Money was tangible, you know? Something I didn’t think I could lose.”

			When she looked at him again, she was stunned to see tears on her dad’s cheeks.

			“But I did lose it. I lost it and I got scared. I thought I’d lose Sheila, too.” He swiped viciously at his wet eyes. “I know part of the reason she married me was for my money. I’m no fool, Hayden. But Sheila and I also loved each other. Sometimes I think I still love her. She’s so full of...life, I suppose. And after so many years of feeling dead, I needed that. I didn’t want to lose her. I started drinking too much, trying to forget about what was happening, I guess. Sheila tried to help me, but I wouldn’t listen. I didn’t want her to think I was weak...”

			His voice drifted, eyes glistening with pain, shame and unshed tears. Tears sprang to Hayden’s eyes, too.

			She’d never seen her father cry before. It broke her heart. And it hurt even more knowing that she hadn’t noticed that his life was spinning out of control. She knew how much his career and reputation and, yes, his wealth mattered to him. The threat of losing it had driven him to make such hideous decisions. And she’d been so busy living her own life that she’d failed to be there for her dad. Because no matter how dishonorably he’d behaved, he still was her father, and she couldn’t write him off just because he’d screwed up.

			She rose slowly from the chair and rounded the desk, placing her hand on his shoulder. His head jerked up, eyes widening with surprise, and then the tears flowed in earnest down his cheeks.

			“I’m sorry,” he choked out.

			She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tightly. “I know you are. Don’t worry. We’re going to get you some help.” She swallowed. “And you’re...you’re going to have to tell the truth today, okay?”

			Dropping her arms, she stared into her father’s eyes, seeing the remorse and guilt flickering in them.

			After a moment, he nodded. “You’re right,” he said weakly. “I know I need to face the consequences of my actions.”

			“I’m here for you, Dad. And if you want me to go to the interview with you, I will.”

			He shook his head. “It’s something I need to do alone.”

			“I understand.”

			Presley rubbed his cheeks, then looked up at her and sighed. “Croft is in the building, in case you were wondering.”

			Heat flooded her cheeks. “I wasn’t. Wondering, that is.”

			“And this affair...you really think it’s a good idea? Croft isn’t your usual type, sweetheart.”

			“It’s not an affair. I... I love him.” A lump rose in her throat. “I want to be with him, Dad.”

			She paused as the words settled between them. I want to be with him. And then she thought of what she’d told her father, just a moment ago. I’m here for you.

			Why was it so easy for her to say that to her father, but not to Brody? He might not have the stable life she’d always longed for, but didn’t he have so many other incredible qualities that more than made up for having to travel every now and then?

			She suddenly realized how unfairly she’d treated him, wanting to keep everything on her terms. Fighting him when he tried to make her see they were good for each other.

			Well, he was right. They were good for each other. Brody was the first man she’d ever been truly herself with. He made her laugh. He drove her wild in bed. He listened.

			Fuck, she didn’t deserve him. All she’d done since the day they’d met was set boundaries, have expectations, find reasons why he wasn’t right for her. Yet, he’d stayed by her side. Even when she came up with silly rules or insisted he was nothing but a fling. And wasn’t that what she claimed to want in a man? Someone solid to stand by her?

			And didn’t Brody deserve the same thing, a woman who stood by him? He cared about her, she knew he did, and if he thought putting their relationship on hold until the scandal blew over was best, maybe she needed to trust him.

			She stumbled away from the desk, suddenly knowing what she had to do.

			“Hayden?” her dad said quietly.

			“I need to take care of something,” she answered, inhaling deeply. “We’ll talk after your interview, okay? We’ll talk about everything.”

			Her father nodded.

			She was halfway out the door when she glanced over her shoulder and added, “And, Dad? I hope you remember to do the right thing.”

			

			Brody stood outside the conference room, anxiously tugging at his tie as he waited. Fuck, he hated this tie. It was choking the life out of him. Or maybe he found it hard to breathe because any minute now he’d be sitting in front of three people who could very well destroy his career.

			Both explanations were logical, but deep down he knew there was only one reason for the turmoil afflicting his body.

			Hayden.

			He hadn’t thought it was possible to miss someone this much. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since she’d left his house three days ago. Her absence upset him a thousand times more than being out of the playoffs. His season had officially ended, and yet he hardly cared. How could he, when his entire body ached for Hayden? Although his brain insisted he’d done the right thing by distancing himself from her, his heart refused to accept the decision. In fact, his heart had been screaming such vile things at him for days now that he was beginning to feel like the biggest asshole on the planet.

			He hadn’t wanted a permanent break, hadn’t intended to end the relationship. He’d just wanted the investigation to be done with, the scandal to be an unpleasant blip on his memory radar. But Hayden, well, she’d gone and made it permanent. Reverted to her belief that a relationship between them could never have lasted anyway.

			But he couldn’t bring himself to agree. She was wrong about them. If she let down her guard and opened her heart, she’d see that the two of them could be fucking amazing together. Not just in bed, but in life. So what if he traveled a lot for work? If his life wasn’t as stable as other men’s? He’d have to retire sooner or later, and when he did, he planned on settling down in one place. Maybe opening a skating rink that didn’t require a membership fee, so that kids from poorer families would have access to the same facilities as those who were better off. He might even coach a kids’ team. It was an idea he’d been tossing around for years now.

			But instead of planning a future with Hayden, he’d lost her.

			Hell, maybe he’d never really had her to begin with.

			“Croft.”

			He raised his head, frowning when he spotted Craig Wyatt walking toward him.

			Wyatt’s massive frame was squeezed into a tailored black suit, his shiny shoes squeaking against the tiled floor. The team captain’s blond hair was gelled away from his forehead.

			“What’s up?” Brody couldn’t stop the twinge of bitterness in his voice.

			A muscle twitched in Wyatt’s square jaw. “I saw the article about you and Presley’s daughter. With that said, I hope you know you have no reason to be nervous. We both know you didn’t do anything wrong.”

			“You’re right, I didn’t.” He lifted a brow. “Although I’m curious how you’re so sure about that.”

			Wyatt nodded to the left and said, “Follow me. We need to have a chat.”

			Brody glanced at his watch. He had another twenty minutes before they called him in for his scheduled interview.

			He and Wyatt walked silently toward the lobby, then exited through the front doors and stepped into the cool morning air. Cars whizzed by in front of the arena. Pedestrians ambled down the sidewalk without giving the two men a second look. Everyone was going about their day, cheerfully heading to work, while Brody was here, waiting to be questioned about something he wanted no part in.

			With a strangled groan, Wyatt ran one hand through his hair, messing up the style he’d obviously taken great care with. “Look, I’m not going to lie. I’ve been seeing Sheila, okay?” His voice shook slightly. “I know it’s wrong. I know I have no business sleeping with a married woman, but goddamn it, I was a goner from the moment I met her. I love her, man.”

			“Sheila told you who took the bribes, didn’t she?”

			Wyatt averted his eyes. “Yes.”

			“Then who was it, damn it? Who the fuck put us in this position, Craig?”

			There was a beat of silence. “I don’t think you want to know, man.”

			Another pause. Longer this time. Brody could tell that the last thing Wyatt wanted to do was name names.

			But he did.

			“Nicklaus did. And—” Wyatt took a breath. “I’m sorry, Brody, but...so did Sam Becker.”

		
	
		
			THIRTY

			The ground beneath Brody’s feet swiftly disintegrated. He sagged forward, planting both hands on his thighs to steady himself. He sucked in a series of long breaths. Waited for his pulse to steady.

			“Those are the only two Sheila knows about,” Wyatt was saying. “There could be more.”

			He glanced up in anger. “You’re lying. Nicklaus maybe, but not Sam. He wouldn’t do that.”

			“He did.”

			No. Not Becker. Brody pictured Sam’s face, thinking back to the first day they’d met, how Sam Becker had taken Brody’s rookie self under his wing and helped him become the player he was today. Becker was his best friend on the team. He was a stand-up guy. A champion. A legend. Why would he throw his career away for some extra pocket money?

			“He’s retiring at the end of the season,” Wyatt said, as if reading Brody’s mind. He shrugged. “Maybe he needed a bigger nest egg.”

			Brody closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, he saw the sympathy on Wyatt’s face.

			“I know you two are close,” Craig said quietly.

			“You could be wrong about this. Sheila could have lied.” Brody knew he was grasping at straws, but anything was better than accepting that Becker had done this.

			“It’s the truth.”

			Fuck.

			Fucking hell.

			They stood there for a moment, neither one speaking, until Wyatt finally cleared his throat and said, “We should go back inside.”

			“You go. I’ll be there in a minute.”

			After Wyatt left, Brody adjusted his tie, wondering if he’d ever be able to breathe again. His head was still spinning from Craig’s revelation. And yet, he couldn’t bring himself to believe it.

			Damn it, he needed to talk to Becker. Look his friend in the eye and demand the truth. Prove Wyatt wrong.

			Then he looked up and realized he was going to be granted his wish sooner than he’d expected.

			Because Sam Becker had just exited the arena.

			Becker spotted him and instantly made his way over. “You done already?”

			“Haven’t even gone in yet.” He tried to mask his emotions as he studied his old friend. “Are you scheduled to be interviewed today?”

			“Yeah,” Becker said. “And as a reward, I get to take Mary shopping afterward.”

			Brody smiled weakly.

			A frown touched Becker’s lips. “You okay?”

			“I’m, uh...” He cleared his throat. “I’m fine. All good.”

			“You sure about that?” Sam said, rolling his eyes.

			He swallowed through the lump in his throat. “All good. Just thinking about stuff.”

			“Don’t tell me you’re still obsessing over Presley’s daughter. I told you, man, you shouldn’t be seeing her.”

			Yeah, Sam had told him, hadn’t he? And Brody now had to wonder exactly where the advice had stemmed from. Was Becker really looking out for him, or had he wanted to keep him away from Hayden in case Presley decided to confide in his daughter? In case Brody learned the truth about Becker’s actions.

			The thought made his blood run cold.

			“Let’s not talk about Hayden,” he said roughly.

			“Okay.” Sam’s tone turned wary. “What do you want to talk about, then?”

			He released a slow breath. “How about you tell me why you let Presley bribe you?”

			Becker’s jaw hardened. “Excuse me?”

			“You heard me.”

			After a long beat, Becker scowled. “I already told you I wasn’t involved in that shit.”

			“Someone else says otherwise.”

			“Yeah, who?” Sam challenged.

			Brody decided to take a gamble. He felt like a total ass, but still he said, “Presley.”

			The lie stretched between them, and the myriad emotions Brody saw on his friend’s face was disconcerting as hell. Becker’s expression went from shocked to angry.

			To guilty.

			And finally, betrayed.

			And it was all Brody needed to know.

			With a stiff nod, he brushed past his former mentor. “Got it. I’m needed inside.”

			“Brody, come on.” Becker trailed after him, his voice laced with misery. “Come on, it wasn’t like that.”

			Brody spun around. “Then you didn’t sell out the team?”

			Becker hesitated a little too long.

			“That’s what I thought.”

			“I did it for Mary, okay?” Sam burst out, looking so anguished that Brody almost felt sorry for him. “You don’t know what it’s like living with a woman like her. Money and power. That’s all she gives a shit about. She’s always telling me to be better, richer, more ambitious. And now that I’m retiring, she’s going nuts. She married me because of my career, because I was at the top of my game, a two-time Cup winner, a fucking champion.”

			“And you could’ve retired knowing that you are a champion and a two-time Cup winner,” Brody shot back, anger coursing through him. “Now you’ll go out a criminal. How’s Mary going to like that?”

			Becker said nothing. He looked beaten, weak. “I messed up, kid.”

			“No fucking shit, Sam.”

			Brody shook his head, unable to even look at his friend for fear he might clock him in the jaw. He gritted his teeth, pressing his fists to his sides, wondering how the hell they were even having this conversation. Sam Becker was the last person he would’ve expected to do something like this. The very last person.

			“I’m sorry,” Becker whispered after several moments had passed. “I’m sorry about the games and the article and—”

			Brody’s jaw tightened. “The article?”

			His friend averted his eyes, as if realizing his slipup.

			Brody stood there for a moment, studying Becker. The article...the one that had been blasted all over the internet last week? The one that featured a “source” who insinuated Brody had taken a bribe?

			His blood began to boil, heating his veins and churning his stomach, until a red haze of fury swept over him.

			“You lied to a reporter about me?” he growled.

			Becker finally met his eyes, guilt written all over his face. “I’m sorry.”

			“Why? Why the fuck would you do that?” He clenched his fists, knowing the answer before Becker could open his mouth. “To take the blame off yourself. You were too close to being caught, weren’t you, Sam? You thought my relationship with Hayden would get the press going, put some pressure on me instead of you.”

			Jesus Christ. He wanted to hit the other man so badly his fists actually tingled. And along with the rage came a jolt of devastation that torpedoed into his gut and brought a wave of nausea to his throat.

			“I’m sorry,” Becker mumbled for what seemed like the millionth time, but Brody was done listening to his friend’s apologies. No, not his friend. Because a true friend would never have done what Sam Becker did.

			Without another word, he brushed past Becker and stalked into the building.

			Fuck. He still felt like slamming his fist into something. His best friend had betrayed him. Becker, the most talented player in the league, had cheated. And why? For money. Goddamn money.

			Money. Power. Ambition. She married me because of my career.

			Brody suddenly stopped mid-stride, as the truth of his own stupidity hit him. He’d thrown away the woman he loved because of his career. Because he was scared that being associated with her would affect his image, his contract negotiations.

			Who gave a shit about a contract when he had Hayden?

			He loved her. He wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened, but he couldn’t deny what he felt for the woman. He’d fallen for her.

			Maybe it happened when she first strolled up and proceeded to wipe the pool table with him. Or maybe it happened the first time they kissed. Or the first time they had sex. It could’ve been the night she put on a pair of skates and stumbled all over the ice, or the day she dragged him around the museum talking passionately about every painting on the walls.

			He didn’t know when it happened, but it had. And instead of clinging to the woman whose intelligence amazed him, whose passion excited him, whose soft smiles made him feel more content than he’d ever felt in his life—instead of hanging on to her, he’d pushed her away.

			And why? Because he’d been implicated in a crime he hadn’t committed? Because his family never had money when he was growing up? So what? His parents loved each other, and their marriage had thrived despite their financial difficulties. What did money and success really matter when you didn’t have someone to share it with? Someone you loved?

			A loud laugh suddenly slipped out of his mouth, and he noticed the receptionist giving him a funny look. Releasing a breath, he crossed the lobby toward the hallway and walked back in the direction of the conference room. Fuck, he was an ass. He’d been searching for a woman who’d look at him and see past the athlete, and he’d found her. Hayden didn’t care if he was a hockey star and she didn’t care how much money he made, as long as he was there for her.

			He wasn’t willing to lie to protect her father, but he should have told her he’d stand by her no matter what happened with her dad. His relationship with the team owner’s daughter might throw a negative spotlight on him, but it was worth it if it meant keeping Hayden in his life.

			“Brody?”

			He almost tripped when he saw Hayden standing at the end of the hall, right in front of the conference-room door.

			“Hey. What are you doing here?” he asked, quickening his pace.

			She stepped toward him, and he noticed her red-rimmed eyes. Had she been crying?

			“I came to talk to my dad,” she answered. “And then I remembered that you were being interviewed, too, so I thought I’d find you before you had to go in...” Her voice drifted, and she cleared her throat.

			The pain in her eyes tore at his insides. He hated seeing her this way, and he knew why she’d been crying.

			Resting his hand on her arm, he slowly pulled her away from the conference-room door and led her to the end of the hall.

			“I’m not going to lie,” he said gruffly.

			Confused, she tilted her head to meet his eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut in before she could.

			“But I want you to know that just because I won’t lie for Pres doesn’t mean I won’t be there for you. Because I will, babe. I don’t care what the blogs write about us. I don’t care how my career is affected. I don’t care about anything but you. I’ll stay by your side. I promise I’ll be here for you, as long as you need me.”

			He blew out a breath, waiting for her to reply, praying she didn’t say, Well, I don’t need you, asshole. It was just a fling.

			But she didn’t say that. She didn’t say anything, in fact.

			Instead, she burst out laughing.

			“Seriously? You think it’s funny?” he said in annoyance, raking both hands through his hair. “Remind me never to make a romantic speech again.”

			She giggled. “Sorry. I only think it’s funny because I came to tell you I’ll stay away from you until the investigation is finished. That I’m willing to do anything to keep you in my life, even if it means staying apart for a while.”

			“What?”

			“I respect your decision. So if you want to lie low until this blows over, I’ll do that.” She curled her fingers over his arm and looked at him imploringly. “But I don’t want it to be permanent. I don’t want us to end, Brody.”

			His features softened. “Neither do I. And I also don’t want us to lie low.”

			“Are you sure?”

			He moved closer, bending down to plant a kiss on her mouth, right there in the hallway. He didn’t give a shit if anybody saw them. All he cared about was kissing her. Because he hadn’t kissed her in days and he was fucking hungry. They both made a noise when his tongue slid past the seam of her lips and toyed with hers. He was semi-hard in seconds, desperate to drive the kiss deeper, to touch every inch of her body.

			Flushed, she broke the kiss and stepped back before he gave in to the urge to pull her into the nearest restroom and fuck her senseless.

			“Come to the hotel when you’re done?” she said, her voice coming out breathy.

			He grinned. “I’ll be there with bells on.”

			“No bells. But naked would be good.” Her smile was so beautiful it almost knocked him off his feet. “And don’t keep me waiting too long. There are definitely a few things I still need to say to you.”

		
	
		
			THIRTY-ONE

			A couple hours later, Brody stepped into the elevator at the Ritz and waited for the bellhop to turn the key that gave him access to the penthouse floor. When the guy left, Brody sagged against the wall of the car, feeling as if he’d just run the Boston Marathon and followed that up by climbing Everest. The interview with the league investigators had been pure torture. He’d sat there in his suit, with this fucking oxygen-depriving tie, and he’d had to sell out a man he’d once considered a friend and another he’d respected as a boss.

			Thank God this day from hell was over. He didn’t know what the investigation would turn up, how it would all end, but a load had been lifted off his chest.

			One load, at least. He still hadn’t quite accepted the fact that Becker had betrayed him. He knew it would take more than one afternoon to come to terms with it. But he’d walked out of that conference room today with his conscience clear, and now he couldn’t wait to lose himself in Hayden’s arms and forget about everything except the love he felt for her.

			“Babe?” he called as the elevator doors opened and he entered the living room.

			Her voice drifted out from the hall. “In here.”

			He found her in the bedroom, sitting cross-legged in the center of the bed, still clad in the flowy green skirt and yellow top she’d been wearing earlier. Well, damn. He’d been hoping to find her naked.

			But that could be easily amended.

			She slid off the mattress, her skirt swirling around her firm thighs as she moved toward him. “How was the interview?”

			“Terrible. But I think I convinced them I wasn’t guilty of any wrongdoing.”

			Relief flooded her features. “Good.” Then, looking somber, she added, “I found out something about Sam Becker that you’re not going to like.”

			He swallowed. “I know already. But who told you?”

			“I overheard my dad talking to him on the phone earlier.” She bit her bottom lip. “So it’s true? He really did do it?”

			“Yeah. Nicklaus took a bribe, too. Our goddamn goalie, Hayden.” His anger returned like a punch to the gut. “I can’t believe they would do that. Especially Sam.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said again, reaching up to touch his chin. “But I think forgiveness will come in time. If I can forgive my dad, maybe you’ll be able to forgive your friend.”

			He faltered. “And if I can’t?”

			“I’ll help you.” She smiled wryly. “I’m good at forgiveness. I mean, didn’t I forgive you for dumping me?”

			He snorted softly. “I panicked, okay? And I only suggested we put things on hold—” He stopped when he glimpsed the amusement in her eyes. “You’re not mad,” he realized.

			“Of course not.” She ran her index finger along the curve of his jaw. “I can’t stay mad at the man I’m in love with.”

			He held his breath, not daring to give in to the sheer emotion threatening to spill over. “You mean that?”

			“Yes.” She cupped his chin with both her hands. “I love you, Brody. I know I kept fighting you whenever you said we were perfect for each other, but... I’m not fighting anymore.” She exhaled slowly. “I’ve fallen for you, hockey star. The earth moves when we’re together and I love it.”

			The joy in his heart warmed his chest and made his pulse skate through his veins like it was on a breakaway.

			“I’m willing to be part of the hockey lifestyle for as long as it takes,” she added, certainty shining in her eyes. “I’ll even go to your games.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “But I’ll probably bring some lecture notes to work on. Because I still don’t particularly like hockey, but I’ll make an effort to—”

			He silenced her with a kiss, but pulled away just as she parted her lips to let him in.

			“I won’t play hockey forever,” he said gruffly. “And there’s always the possibility of me signing with a west coast team next season. That way you can keep teaching at Berkeley, and we could...I don’t know...get started on building a life together. A home.”

			As he voiced the words, he knew without a doubt that was what he wanted. A home with Hayden. A life with the one woman who looked past his uniform and saw the man beneath it.

			“I love you,” he said roughly. “More than hockey, more than being successful. I want to wake up every morning and see one of your smiles, go to bed every night pressed up against you. Hear that noise you make whenever you come. Maybe have kids with you one day.” He put his hands on her slender hips and pulled her toward him. “Will you let me do that?”

			Twining her arms around his neck, she leaned up to kiss him, a long, lingering kiss that promised love and laughter and hot, endless sex. Pulling back, just an inch, she whispered, “Yes,” and then raised her lips to his again.

			Deepening the kiss, he untucked her shirt from the waistband of her skirt and slid his hands underneath, filling his palms with the feel of her silky skin. His tongue sought hers while his hands found her breasts.

			Hayden moaned. “No, not here.”

			She darted over to the nightstand and pulled out a condom. Then, without another word, she grabbed his hand and dragged him out of the bedroom to the middle of the hallway.

			“Here,” she said, a playful light dancing in her eyes.

			He looked at the spot she’d chosen, chuckling when he realized this was where they’d fucked for the first time. On the hallway floor, while Hayden writhed beneath him and squeezed his ass and pushed him into her as deep as he could go.

			“Here is perfect,” he said roughly.

			He drew her into his arms, claiming her with his mouth, and they were both breathless by the time the kiss ended. He began peeling her clothes from her body. First her shirt, then the bra, the skirt, the panties, until she was standing naked in front of him, a vision of perfection. He marveled at her curves and perfect skin, those beautiful tits, the shapely legs... Fuck, he couldn’t believe she was his.

			“I love you,” he said, his throat thick with emotion. “I love everything about you.”

			She gave a soft sigh of pleasure as he cupped her breasts, stroking the swell of each one.

			He hastily removed his own clothes, kicked them aside, then dropped to his knees and peppered kisses on her flat abdomen before moving to nip at her inner thigh. He loved the sweet moan she responded with, loved the way she tangled her fingers in his hair and guided him to the spot between her legs that he knew ached for his touch.

			He kissed her pussy. Flicked his tongue over her sweetness, circled it around her clit. He would never be able to get enough of her, even if he spent the rest of his life trying. With a strangled groan, he planted one last kiss on her and then pulled her down to the carpet.

			With a look of pure contentment in her eyes, Hayden lay back, spread her legs and offered him a wicked smile.

			“Don’t keep me waiting,” she said with just a hint of challenge in her voice.

			“Don’t worry, Professor. I don’t intend to.”

			He covered her body with his. His dick, hot and hard, pressed up against her belly, and he shifted so that his tip brushed her wet pussy.

			But he didn’t plunge inside yet. First, he kissed her again, a long, lazy kiss. Then he lifted his head slightly and said, “No ground rules this time.”

			Her eyelids fluttered open. “What?”

			“When we first started seeing each other, there were ground rules.” He nipped at the hot flesh of her neck. “No rules this time. You’re getting not only my body, but my heart and my soul. Every night for the rest of your life. Or at least for as long as you want ’em. Got it?”

			She raised her brows. “Again with the demands, huh?”

			“Yup. You got a problem with that?”

			With a laugh, she gripped his hair with her fingers and tugged his head down. Slipping her tongue into his mouth, she kissed him until he could barely see straight, then reached between them, grasped his cock and guided it to her opening. She lifted her hips at the same time he plunged inside, and they both groaned happily.

			“I don’t have—” she moaned as she took him in deeper “—a single problem with that.” With a breathy sigh, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed a kiss to his collarbone. “I love you.”

			He slowly withdrew, then drove back in, filling her to the hilt. “It drives me wild when you say that,” he choked out.

			“What, I love you?”

			His cock jerked in response. “Yes, that.”

			She raised her hips off the ground and hooked her legs around his lower back, holding him prisoner with her wet heat. “Good, because I plan on saying it often.”

			Staying true to her word, she brushed her lips over his ear and said it again. And again. And again. With a groan, he buried his head in the crook of her neck, inhaled her sweet scent and sent them both to heaven.

			And when they were sated and happy and lying there on the carpet, Brody could swear that the earth had moved.

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			One year later

			“Seriously, babe, we need to do something about that shower,” Brody complained as he stepped out of the bathroom.

			Hayden couldn’t help but laugh at the aggravation on his handsome face. “The plumber will be here on Monday, babe. Quit getting your panties in a knot.”

			He strode into the recently painted master bedroom of their Santa Monica home, his frown deepening. “It really doesn’t bother you?”

			“No, Brody. It doesn’t. It’s just a removable showerhead, for fuck’s sake. We’ll live without it for a couple more days.”

			She rolled her eyes and rose from the bed. They’d purchased the house two months ago, at a bargain since the rambling three-story Victorian on Ocean Avenue was in desperate need of renovations. So far, they’d painted every room, gutted the living room, retiled the kitchen—and Brody was worrying about a showerhead. Her husband definitely had a one-track mind. Of course, she’d known that when she’d married him.

			“We should head over to the restaurant,” she said, swiftly putting an end to the subject Brody refused to drop. “Darcy will be wondering where we are.”

			Brody snorted. “Darcy is probably fucking one of the waiters as we speak.”

			She wagged her finger at him. “Be nice. She’s taken a vow of celibacy, remember?”

			Another snort. “Yeah, and I’m sure that’ll last for, oh, ten seconds. No, make that five.”

			Hayden laughed, knowing he was probably right. Leopards couldn’t get rid of their spots, lions weren’t about to grow horns and Darcy White certainly couldn’t “quit” men. But Hayden was glad her friend was finally able to take time off and visit them. Darcy was even considering moving to the west coast, and Hayden was avidly encouraging her friend to do so. She would love having Darcy around on a more regular basis, especially since she wouldn’t be able to travel with Brody to his away games for much longer.

			Although the Warriors hadn’t made it far in the playoffs last season, Brody’s stats had impressed the Los Angeles Vipers’ general manager, who’d made him an offer, to both Hayden’s and Brody’s relief. It put an end to the “where do we live” dilemma that had been plaguing them since the engagement. Brody had signed with the Vipers, and since the commute to San Francisco had been too much for her, she’d agreed to transition into teaching online-only courses at Berkeley. She missed the big lecture halls, but the new arrangement worked for both of them; the online seminars gave her the time to work on her PhD at UCLA, and getting to LA from the suburbs was an easier commute for Brody.

			They’d married in Chicago, though, deciding it was fitting to say their vows in the city where they’d met and fallen in love. Brody’s parents had flown in for the wedding. Darcy had been the maid of honor, and the guests were a mixture of academics and athletes, including Brody’s former captain Craig Wyatt, who’d brought Hayden’s ex-stepmother. Shockingly, Craig and Sheila were now engaged, and Sheila was happily planning the wedding and enjoying the money she’d gotten from her divorce; she’d eventually settled for half of Presley’s estate.

			Hayden’s father had attended the wedding, too, though he’d kept a low profile, asking her if it was all right that he didn’t make a speech. But he did walk her down the aisle, and he’d brought her to tears beforehand when he handed her a beautiful letter that stated how happy he was that she and Brody had found love. He’d also thanked her for supporting him through everything, standing by him when he was in rehab, helping him pack up his various houses after the divorce was settled.

			“Hey, you okay?”

			Brody’s concerned voice drew her from her thoughts. She managed a nod. “Yeah. I was just thinking about my dad.”

			Brody moved closer and wrapped his strong arms around her. “I know you wish he would move out here, but you can’t monitor every move he makes, babe. He’s sober now. Just have faith that he’ll stay that way.”

			“I know.” She sighed. “At least he’s not in jail.”

			Last year’s league investigation had resulted in criminal charges being brought up on her father, as well as the players he’d bribed, but Presley had gotten off with a fine and four years’ probation. Since he hadn’t been involved in a gambling ring or organized crime, he’d been lucky with his punishment. He’d lost the team, though, forced out by his board of directors, and Hayden knew that had been a big blow for her dad. The Warriors were now owned by none other than Jonas Quade, the man of many mistresses and god-awful tan.

			Sam Becker wound up with probation, too, and banned from ever playing in the league again, and Brody still hadn’t forgiven his former friend. Hayden hoped that in time the two men might reconcile.

			“Last time he called, he mentioned he’s thinking of buying a place by Lake Michigan,” Brody was saying, still talking about her dad. “Did he tell you that?”

			“No, he didn’t mention it.” She suddenly smiled, wondering if maybe there was hope for her dad after all. He might have lost the team, but he seemed much happier lately, and the two of them were on their way to regaining the close relationship they’d had when she was younger.

			“I told you he used to take me fishing when I was a kid, right?”

			“You did. Maybe if he buys that place, you’ll get to do it again.” Her husband kissed her on the cheek and took her hand. “Come on, we should go.”

			“You’re right. Darce will freak out if we don’t show up soon. She’s been really cranky lately. You know, the lack of sex and all.”

			“Actually, I think she’ll be more freaked out when she sees this.” Brody rubbed her protruding belly with his palm.

			Hayden sighed. She was only five months along, and already she felt huge. “Remind me again how you knocked me up when we decided to wait a couple years?”

			He shot her a cocky grin. “I told you. I never miss. It’s my fatal flaw.”

			“No, your fatal flaw is not getting me the ice cream I asked for last night.”

			They left the bedroom and walked down their brand-new winding staircase. The floor in the front hall still needed to be laid down, but Hayden didn’t care as long as the renovations were done before the baby came. She grabbed her purse from the hall table and slipped into her flat sandals.

			Then she followed Brody out on the porch, lifting her head to the late-afternoon sun and breathing in the warm air. She was so busy looking up that she almost tripped on the bottom step. Brody quickly reached out to steady her.

			“Careful, Professor,” he warned. “You’re carrying a future champion in that belly of yours.”

			Oh, brother. Not again.

			“I only need one champion in my life, thank you very much.” She offered a sweet smile. “Maybe I’m carrying a future Nobel Prize winner.”

			“Nah. Male or female, our kid is going to be a sports legend,” he said confidently, flashing a charming smile of his own. “Haven’t you figured out by now that I always get what I want?”

			“God, you’re arrogant.”

			“Yeah, but you like it.” His grin widened. “And if it weren’t for me, you’d still be hiking across some intimacy bridge—”

			“I should’ve never told you about that!”

			“And deprive me of endless bridge jokes?”

			She tried to scowl but ended up laughing. “Fine. I surrender. The intimacy bridge is funny. Now, let’s go before Darcy really does fuck a waiter.”

			Brody held her arm as they walked to the car. He opened the door for her, then rounded the vehicle and got into the driver’s seat.

			She stretched the seat belt over her stomach and buckled up, then tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Suddenly, she became aware of Brody watching her, and when she turned her head, her breath caught at the awe she saw shining in his eyes.

			“Have I told you today how beautiful you are?” he said gruffly.

			“Twice, actually.” Warmth suffused her body. “But feel free to say it as many times as you’d like.”

			“Believe me, I will.” He shifted closer and stroked her cheek. “You know, the happiest day of my life was when you walked up to that pool table and asked me back to your hotel.”

			She sighed. “You’re not going to tell our child that, are you?”

			“Nah. We’ll say we met at a museum and it was love at first sight.”

			He ran his thumb over her lower lip, sending a wave of heat and desire through her. She could never get enough of this man’s touch, not even if she lived to be a hundred.

			“Let’s skip dinner,” he murmured, then dipped his head to kiss her.

			Her pulse raced as his tongue teased hers with long, sensual strokes.

			It took all her willpower to pull back. “We can’t.” When he grumbled, she added, “Come on, it’s one little dinner. I’ll make it worth your while...”

			His eyes lit up. “How?”

			She laughed. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

			“For you, I’d wait forever. In fact, I’d do just about anything you asked.” His gaze softened. “I love you that much, Mrs. Croft.”

			She leaned in and brushed her lips over his. “I love you, too...so let’s get this dinner over with so I can get you home and show you exactly how much.”
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			Make Me Yours

			by Katee Robert

			ONE

			“Have I mentioned how much I loathe weddings?” Becka Baudin grabbed two champagne glasses and handed one to her best friend, Allie.

			“Only about half a dozen times—in the last hour.”

			She drained the glass and waited for her stomach to settle. Only then did she focus on her best friend’s amusement. “It’s not my fault. They give me hives. Even this one.” Especially this one.

			“Here.” Allie passed over the second champagne glass, her expression sympathetic. “You know you’re not losing her, right?”

			“Of course I know that. I’m not a child.” But she still glanced at her big sister gliding across the dance floor with her new husband. They looked like something out of a fairy tale, Lucy in a gorgeous white dress that hugged her lean form. It was overlaid with lace and gave a little sparkle with every move. Her dark hair was twisted in an intricate style that left her neck and shoulders bare except for the truly outstanding necklace Gideon had bought her.

			And Gideon.

			Lord, the man could wear a tux.

			But it wasn’t the clothes that made them the most beautiful couple in the room. It was the way they looked at each other.

			She sipped her second glass of champagne. “They seem happy.”

			“Yes, well, that generally happens on someone’s wedding day.”

			Becka rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m being an asshole. It’s not this wedding I object to—it’s the rest of them.” Weddings were nothing but false promises of happily-ever-after. They sold a dream most people never actually realized—more than half ended in divorce.

			She gave herself a shake and eyed her glass. “I think it might be time to start with the vodka.” She’d already done her duties as maid of honor, from the pictures to the people herding to the speech. Now it was just a matter of keeping her head down until it was time to see Lucy and Gideon off to the limo. Yes, a drink is exactly what I deserve for keeping my happy mask in place. If she didn’t do something to break the tension soon, she was liable to snap at someone and make an ass of herself, and end up on some Maids of Honor Behaving Badly list. She couldn’t do that to Lucy. Today was like playing through one of her personal nightmares, but Becka could do better than to act out like a spoiled child as a result. She was better than that. She had to be.

			Becka turned to the bar and froze.

			Blue eyes captured hers, rooting her feet in place even as her body tried to sway forward. Toward him. Square jaw, straight strong nose, sensual lips that quirked up as he gave her his own perusal. She straightened, suddenly glad that her sister hadn’t followed the shitty tradition of clothing her bridesmaids in the ugliest dresses imaginable. Her purple dress set off the rich blue color she’d settled on for her hair, and it hugged what few curves she had. The stranger wore a tux even better than the groom, his broad shoulders tapering to a lean waist.

			She’d never seen a more striking man in her life.

			“That’s Aaron Livingston.” Allie’s shoulder brushed hers, effectively grounding her. “He’s friends with Roman and sometimes business associates with Gideon, I think. I didn’t realize he’d be here.”

			Aaron. I like it. “I should go say hi, be hospitable...or something.”

			Allie snorted. “Yeah, sure. That’s exactly what you’re going to do.” She grinned. “Have fun. I’m going to go dance with my man.”

			“Yeah, yeah, rub it in that you’re deliriously domestically happy.” The words held no sting. She was happy her best friend had found the love of her life in Roman Bassani. Between Allie and Lucy, it was almost enough to convert Becka to a romantic way of thinking.

			Almost.

			Too bad I’m well acquainted with the downsides of romance. Hard to put on rose-tinted glasses when I’ve been up close and personal with everything that can go wrong.

			God, she was a mess. She needed to do something—fast.

			There was nothing quite as distracting as a man. The one currently staring at her as if memorizing every inch of her would fit the bill nicely.

			It’s just a Band-Aid.

			She shoved the knowledge aside and made her way to the bar, never taking her gaze off Aaron. He watched her but didn’t move from his spot. Letting her approach. Letting her set the tone. Smart man.

			Becka sidled up to the spot next to him and broke eye contact to order a vodka seven. This close, she could smell his cologne—something expensive that made her think of hot and dirty sex in the best way possible. Down, girl. If this wedding was for anyone else, she wouldn’t hesitate to haul him to a convenient closet or bathroom stall to silence the ugliness inside her, but she wouldn’t do that to Lucy. Her sister deserved the best on her wedding day, and damn it, Becka would make sure she had it.

			At least until Lucy got into the limo.

			Then all bets were off.

			“Maid of honor.”

			God, even his voice was wonderful, low and even with just a hint of growl. She twisted to face him. “Wedding guest.” He just raised his eyebrows, and she smirked. “Sorry, I thought we were throwing out labels.” She held out her hand. “Becka Baudin.”

			“Becka being short for Rebecka?”

			“Something like that.” No one called her Rebecka—not even Lucy. She certainly wasn’t going to hand out that name to this guy, no matter how magnetic he was or how he seemed to be so close to what she needed in that moment, it was a wonder she hadn’t conjured him into existence.

			But then, Becka didn’t believe in magic any more than she believed in romance.

			“I’m Aaron.” He took her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. His five o’clock shadow scraped against her skin, completely at odds with the softness of his lips. It would feel good to have him sliding his mouth along other parts of her. Better than good. Decadent and sinful and absolutely perfect.

			Not yet.

			She licked her lips. “I know.”

			“I see you’ve done your homework.”

			“More like your reputation precedes you.”

			“Can’t complain about that if it brings a woman like you my way.” He let their hands drop but didn’t release her. Aaron slid his thumb over the same path his lips had just taken, as if he had every right to seduce her with a single touch. His lips quirked into a smile and, damn it, it made him even more handsome. “Nice wedding.”

			Come on, Becka, you can do better than this. Stop staring at him like a lust-struck idiot. She cleared her throat and reclaimed her hand just in time for the bartender to deliver her drink. She turned to face the bar fully, needing some distance, even if it was only in her head. No matter what her plans for this man were, she couldn’t afford to lose focus until later. Maybe this is a mistake. Maybe you should find someone less magnetic, less overwhelming, to lose yourself in. Even as she thought it, she knew she wasn’t going to. A few short minutes of conversation and Aaron Livingston had dropped a lure she couldn’t have resisted if she tried. Better to just let things unfurl on the path they were both obviously heading down.

			It’s only one night. Tomorrow I’ll go back to my life and it will be nothing but a fond memory.

			What had he asked her? Right. The wedding. Of course it was the wedding. That was all anyone had been talking about for months, and they were at the damn event right now.

			She downed half her drink. “It’s a wedding. They’re all flavors of the same thing.” Damn it, that sounded bitter. She took a careful breath and pasted a happy smile on her face. “It’s what Lucy wanted, and she’s happy, so I’m happy.” That, at least, was the truth.

			“I take it you don’t subscribe to the American dream that ends with a white picket fence?”

			Becka shot him a look, trying to gauge where he was going with that comment. Even if he shared her views on marriage and weddings, this was hardly the event to start bitching about how cynical they were. “We live in New York. We don’t do white picket fences here as a general rule.”

			“True enough.” Aaron’s blue eyes took her in, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that he saw too much. That if he looked deep enough, he’d be able to trace her aversion to the fictional happily-ever-after right back to her parents’ destroyed marriage and...

			Enough.

			Keeping ahold of her drink, she gave him her full attention. No reason to avoid pulling the trigger on this. If by some miracle she’d misread the situation, she still had plenty of time to bounce back from any rejection he dealt and move on to someone else. “You want to get out of here?” She waved a hand at her sister still on the dance floor. “I mean, after this dog and pony show has reached its natural conclusion.”

			His grin widened, just a little. “I wouldn’t say no to another drink somewhere quieter, where we could have a conversation.”

			A conversation? Hard pass. The conversation, the drinks, the quiet place... It was all just frills to fancy up the fact that they wanted to bang each other’s brains out. Whatever his reasons, he seemed just as on board with this plan as she was. Except he wanted to talk. If he was anyone else, if the attraction was any more manageable... But he wasn’t, and it wasn’t. She knew her strengths, and while she didn’t believe in love at first sight, what she had with Aaron was definitely lust at first sight. Better for both of them to keep things simple and define clear boundaries from the start.

			Becka reached up and traced the top button of his dark gray shirt. “Is a conversation really what you’re after?”

			He opened his mouth and seemed to reconsider. “I’m after you.”

			The honesty washed over her, a fresh breeze that made the choking environment of this fucking wedding a little more bearable. I am happy for Lucy. I am. I just can’t look at her without seeing our mother, and we both know how that turned out. It’s not the same and it won’t have the same outcome, but that doesn’t change anything. Not really.

			Becka managed a smile. “In that case, let’s skip the drinks and you can take me back to your place for a nightcap.”

			If anything, his brows rose higher. “A nightcap.”

			“Yep.” It would be good with Aaron. Exactly what she needed. The lightning nipping at her fingertips from just this small touch told her as much. They could offer each other an enjoyable night, and then she’d get back to her life with only a fond memory to balance out her mixed feelings about her friend and sister leaving her behind.

			They weren’t really leaving her. Rationally, Becka knew that. Most days, she even believed that nothing would really change even though both Lucy and Allie had gone and fallen in love.

			Stop that.

			Becka finished her drink and set it on the bar. “Another, please.”

			Aaron covered the glass with his hand. “If you want that nightcap, then you’re done for the night.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he shifted closer, placing his free hand over hers, his broad shoulders blocking out the rest of the room. “Trust me—you’ll want to be sober for this.”

			His audacity made her laugh. “Yeah, no, you don’t get to decide when I’m done.” She was buzzed, but she wasn’t anywhere near drunk. Another drink or two wouldn’t make a difference.

			“All the same.” He removed his hand, but he didn’t move away. “You’re more than welcome to drink yourself stupid, but you won’t be coming home with me if you do.”

			Sheer stubbornness almost made her tell him to fuck right off. Becka responded to commands about as well as she did to ultimatums, and Aaron had issued both in the last thirty seconds. The whole point of a night of wild abandon was the abandon part, and that only worked if they were equal. Letting him set the pace and lay down the boundaries was not part of the plan.

			But then the DJ’s voice laughed from the speakers. “It’s about that time, ladies and gentlemen. All the single ladies on the floor to catch the bouquet!”

			Desperation clawed at Becka’s throat. She had to go out there and smile and be supportive, and all she wanted to do was crawl under the bar with a bottle of vodka. She glared at Aaron. “Fine. No more drinks.” She turned on her heel and stalked toward the group of women gathering in the middle of the dance floor.

			He’d better be as good as he thinks he is.

			

			Aaron spent the rest of the reception watching Becka. Taking her home was likely a mistake. He might be on decent terms with her sister, but her newly acquired brother-in-law was a different story altogether. Pissing off Gideon Novak wasn’t on his list of things to accomplish, especially with Aaron’s business on the verge of expanding. He’d need the headhunter in the future, which was part of the reason he’d accepted the invitation to this wedding.

			Becka’s laugh drew his attention, the sound just as bold as the rest of her. From her blue hair to the piercing glinting against her red lipstick to her tight little body... Yeah, bold summed up Becka Baudin pretty damn well. She couldn’t be more different from her straitlaced older sister, and even though he knew better, those differences intrigued him. She was the kind of woman who saw what she wanted and went after it, no holds barred.

			Tonight, it appeared that what she wanted was him.

			He set his empty tumbler on the bar as Becka grabbed a microphone and instructed the guests to head out front to see Lucy and Gideon off. She was the kind of woman born to stand in the spotlight. She held everyone’s attention easily as she laughed and made a joke, but still managed to be firm and get everyone moving toward the door. Most of them would be coming back into the reception to keep drinking while the bride and groom went off to do what new couples did on their wedding night.

			Aaron had other plans.

			Becka’s gaze found him across the small sea of people between them, and the barely banked heat in those blue eyes seared him to the bone. He started for the door with the rest of the guests. Despite all the jostling, he never lost sight of her in the crowd. How could he, when everything about her seemed designed to draw attention? Aaron let himself be borne along, but he managed to ensure he ended up close to her once they reached the sidewalk. As more people piled out in front of the venue, he had to step closer until he nearly bumped into her.

			She glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Hey there, handsome. You come here often?”

			Before he could answer, Lucy and Gideon walked out the door, hand in hand. A cheer went up from the people around him, and the crowd surged as guests started blowing bubbles at them. The movement sent Becka teetering in her sky-high heels, and Aaron instinctively grabbed her arm and steadied her. It pressed their bodies together, her back to his front. This close, there was no way to avoid noticing the curve of her ass, or the way it lined up so fucking perfectly with his cock.

			He gritted his teeth and tried to get his body’s reaction under control, but Becka chose that moment to lean back against him and roll her hips, ever so slightly. In case he missed it—not likely—she shifted his hand from her arm to her stomach, tucking them tighter together. Another roll of her hips had him cursing softly. He resisted the temptation to let his hand drop lower to brush the V between her thighs. They were in the middle of a goddamn crowd, and her sister was only a few feet away.

			But he wanted to.

			Fuck, he wanted to.

			Aaron wanted to hook his fingers beneath the hem of her dress and stroke her pussy right here. To bring her to the edge and leave her there, teasing her to see how long she could hold out from making a noise that would give them away.

			Holy shit, get ahold of yourself. This isn’t you. You don’t lose control like this—especially with a woman who’s barely more than a stranger.

			A few precarious minutes later, the newlyweds were safely tucked into the limo. Before he could decide how he wanted to play this, Becka turned in his arms and laced her hands around his neck. The move pressed her more firmly against his cock, and hell if her lips didn’t part and her blue eyes go hazy with need. For him. She leaned up until her lips brushed his ear. “You are the sexiest goddamn distraction I’ve ever seen.”

			He traced the curve of her ass and lost his battle with control. Aaron dipped his fingertips beneath the hem of her dress. “I’m not the only one.” Weddings made people crazy, and he’d always thought he was immune to that particular insanity, but then, he’d never met a woman like this before. The attraction was too strong to resist, and it came on too quickly to do anything but let go and see where it took them.

			Becka nipped his earlobe. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“One thing before we go.” He walked them back until his shoulders hit the brick wall, away from the people already disappearing through the door into the hotel. It took several long minutes before the sidewalk cleared of the wedding guests. All the while, he studied Becka’s face, the dark fringe of her lashes, the curve of her lower lip, the way her breath caught when she met his gaze.

			Aaron cupped her jaw and tilted her face up to claim her mouth. She tasted minty, a burst of freshness as intoxicating as the woman herself. Becka went soft in his arms, melting as she opened for him, her tongue eagerly meeting his, stroke for stroke. As if she’d been as impatient for this moment as he’d been.

			She’d called him a distraction.

			She was the distraction—one he wasn’t sure he could afford.

			He pressed his forehead to hers, trying to regain control. “Let’s go.”

			“How far is your place?”

			A forty-minute cab ride.

			Too far.

			Inside the building, a burst of laughter trailed down to them. Perfect. “About twenty yards.”

			She laughed. “That works. I don’t want to wait anymore.” She grabbed his hand and towed him back inside the building. They bypassed the entrance to the ballroom where the reception was being held and headed for the main desk.

			Ten minutes later, they stumbled through the door to a room and slammed it behind them. Aaron guided Becka to the bed and laid her on top of it. He kissed her neck, her shoulder, the line of her heart-shaped bodice. She was fire in his arms, arching to meet his mouth, her hands busy on the front of his shirt. She shoved it down his shoulders, and he released her long enough to shrug it off. Aaron tugged her dress up over her head.

			Need shot through him, rushing his movements even as part of him wanted to slow down.

			To savor every moment.

			He stopped short, drinking in the sight of her. She wore nothing but a silk thong in showstopping pink. Against her pale skin, the neon color practically glowed, just as brilliant as her hair. Aaron traced the rose tattoo nestled on the inside of her left hip, noting the thorns circling the full petals of the flower, and then he smoothed his hand up her taut stomach to her high breasts. She was lean, every muscle defined in a way that spoke of serious time spent in the gym. “Strong little thing, aren’t you?”

			“Well, I’m a spin and TRX instructor, so that goes with the territory.”

			He bracketed her ribs with his hands and then cupped her breasts. “Maybe I’ll take one of your classes sometime.”

			Becka laughed even as she twined her hands over her head, offering her body to him. “Honey, you wouldn’t last ten minutes.”

			“Think so?” He lightly pinched her pale pink nipples, gauging her reaction. Her sharp inhale only fanned the flames within him. He needed her. Now.

			“I know so.” She grinned. “But let’s be honest—there’s only one kind of exercise we’re interested in right now, and it doesn’t have a single thing to do with a bike. Now, stop teasing me and take off your pants.”
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