
  
    [image: The Wilde Card]
  


  
    
      THE WILDE CARD

      

    

    
      
        ASHLEY R. KING

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: City Owl Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE WILDE CARD

        By

        Ashley R. King

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2022 Ashley R. King

      

        

      
        Edited by Charissa Weaks

        Cover Design by MiblArt.

        All stock photos licensed appropriately.

      

        

      
        Published in the United States by City Owl Press.

        www.cityowlpress.com

      

        

      
        For information on subsidiary rights, please contact the publisher at info@cityowlpress.com

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior consent and permission of the publisher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Ashley R. King

          

        

      

    

    
      “King debuts with a delightful, character-driven rom-com, Painting the Lines about two underdogs working toward redemption… an expert at balancing chemistry and tension to create a couple readers will root for. Fans of slow-burn romance will be swept away.” — Publisher’s Weekly

      

      “Forever After is SUCH a fun read-the perfect blend of paranormal and contemporary romance with a side of mystery. The unique premise of a vampire reality show hooked me instantly, and the descriptions and details from the confessional booth to the coffin beds kept me absorbed in the fantastical world that Ms. King created.” – Kat Turner, author of Hex, Love, and Rock and Roll

      

      “Painting the Lines is a fast-paced, chemistry-filled, feel good sports romance! Who knew tennis could be so sexy? Game. Set. Match. You’ll fall for Amalie and Julian in straight sets, guaranteed.” — USA Today Bestselling Author Natasha Boyd

      

      “Lovely characters, smart dialogues and a great romance! Both characters were lovable, and I couldn't get enough of them!” — Read More Sleep Less

      

      “The characters in The Wilde Card are so sweet and their connection is so so genuine. I cried and I laughed, and I laughed until I cried. My heart is so connected to this story, and I'm honestly blown away.” — Colby Bettley, author of Christmas at the Grotto

      

      “I really cannot wait to see what Ashley comes up with next! There was absolutely no hesitation in deciding to rate this book five stars, it's truly well deserved!”– Naomi, This Ginger Loves Books Blog

      

      “I love Autumn. I love Oliver. I love the whole concept of this book. I loved it all so much I got a paperback so I can read it all over again. If you want to read a paranormal romance with memorable characters, a clever premise, and a compelling mystery, you *need* to read Forever After!” – Gabrielle Ash, author of The Family Cross and For the Murder
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      Officer Luciana "Lulu" Martinelli prefers to work alone. Who wouldn’t, after falling in love with their partner, only to have him up and leave? Unfortunately, her captain, who’s also her father, is determined to pair her with someone. His latest recruit, former Boston detective Dominic Delgado, is turning out to be harder to shake than the others. Dom’s as talented at his job as he is gorgeous, and the worst part is...he knows it.

      Lulu can’t understand why a big-city cop would want to work for a small Rhode Island police department—until he’s brutally attacked after his first day on the job. Dom didn't exactly give up his old life by choice, and some pretty terrifying bad guys want him dead. Things only get stickier when Lulu's ex-boyfriend Rob resurfaces with a far-fetched explanation for leaving her, and an interesting connection to Dom.

      Forced to team up with the man who shattered her heart, her dangerously charming new partner, and even her bored teenage sister home on summer break, Lulu discovers her little town isn't as crime-free as she thought — and that maybe, just maybe, having a partner to watch her back isn't the worst thing in the world.

      
        
        GET IT NOW!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Mom and Dad. I miss you both every day but am so thankful for your love and encouragement. Thank you for teaching me to go after my dreams. I love you.
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          SIMONE

        

      

    

    
      The last thing Simone Warner expected when she walked into the Victoria ballroom at the Fairmont Chateau in Lake Louise was to have the wildest night of her life.

      She stepped into the crowded room—replete with a rented disco light spinning over a parquet dance floor, a free bar, and thumping music—and read the sign near the main doors. Welcome to The Tennis Ball, hosted by Alex Wilde.

      Simone rolled her eyes, hard, and glared down at Amalie, the beloved little sister who’d convinced her that a vacation out of the country was exactly what she needed. Amalie hadn’t been wrong. So far, the trip to Canada had been a relaxing break from Simone’s busy life as Tallulah’s worn-out mom and Warner Hotels’ hanging-by-a-thread CEO. But attending this party? That had taken a lot more convincing on Amalie’s part. Yet somehow, as always, Simone gave in.

      “The Tennis Ball?” She couldn’t help but laugh, shouting over the music. “Really?”

      Who knew Alex Wilde had a thing for puns?

      Simone glanced around the ballroom. Was he even here?

      Though she’d watched Wilde’s tennis game devolve over the last few years, she had to admit that she found his whole persona intriguing. He was passionate, gorgeous, and didn’t seem to care what anyone thought of him. Still. Being that they were at one of Alberta’s most elegant resorts, she’d expected more from the French-Canadian tennis star than a college-style kegger, though she wasn’t sure why. Wilde was a legendary lothario and not even thirty yet. She supposed a kegger with fangirls bouncing around everywhere fit him perfectly.

      “Don’t start.” Amalie strained her voice over the music. “It’s the perfect place for you to mingle and get your single on.” Donned in a stunning black cocktail dress, she made an elegant, sweeping gesture toward the gyrating masses of tennis players, agents, coaches, and one too many admirers.

      If Simone glared at her sister any harder, laser beams were going to shoot out of her eye sockets. She and Damien divorced a year ago, after one hell of a public scandal. With his cheating exposed, and what felt like the whole world scrutinizing their lives, Simone withdrew. It wasn’t easy going from the working mom and wife life to single mom. Being a party of one had yet to become her new skin.

      And dating? That was totally out of the question. At this point, even walking across a dance floor in a ballroom packed with hot tennis players made her want to melt into the wall.

      She shrugged. “I’m not really feeling it. I think I’ll stick with you for now.”

      The truth? She’d been there less than five minutes and already wanted to leave.

      Simone clutched her bag under her arm, turned on her stiletto heel, and took one step toward the exit.

      “Oh no you don’t!” Amalie dragged Simone away from the door. “No one knows who you are here, and they don’t give a damn about what Damien did. Besides, you haven’t had a fun night out in forever. Just promise me this one night. Pretty please?”

      Simone was defenseless when it came to her little sister.

      “Fine,” she groaned. “But I’m not dancing.”

      Amalie beamed, thoroughly pleased with her methods of persuasion, and looked out over the party. She motioned to the far side of the ballroom where her husband, Julian Smoke, and his former coach and business partner, Paul Mercado, stood chatting up some guy who looked vaguely familiar.

      Amalie wiggled her brows. “Now he’s cute. Let’s see if his personality matches his pretty face.” She grabbed Simone’s wrist and hauled her across the crowded space, just missing Paul as an older gentleman whisked him away.

      Amalie was determined to help Simone get out of her funk, and that meant letting loose and being open to whatever the universe brought Simone’s way—including men. But Simone hadn’t come to Canada to husband-shop or even fling-shop. Romance equaled complications, as did sex, and she wasn’t up for any of that in her life. After her divorce she’d tried to be as low-key as possible, for her and for her daughter.

      “Bastien, this is my wife, Amalie, and my sister-in-law, Simone,” Julian said as they arrived, slipping an arm around Amalie’s waist. He seemed tense, a rarity for him. “Ladies, Bastien Demers is a top ten player from Canada with his sights on his first US Open title.”

      Simone realized why he looked familiar—he was Alex Wilde’s stepbrother. She’d seen him on television once or twice.

      Julian and Paul were well known for their dream run at the US Open six years ago. Julian, a Cinderella story, won the Open even though he was an underdog. Now he owned the Oliver Smoke Tennis Center, named after his dad, back in Atlanta. He had a big meeting with someone at the chateau, which happened to be the current location of the US Open series kickoff party and this after-party, but everything was all very hush-hush. Was Bastien the focus of all the secrecy? Amalie had been tight-lipped on the subject as well, which had Simone doubly intrigued given that Julian and Paul had been hounded with offers over the last few years to coach players, including some of the biggest names in the sport. Still, the two always turned them down flat, so Simone knew without a doubt that the meeting didn’t have anything to do with coaching. Maybe some sort of sponsorship? Whatever it was, they were afraid to jinx it.

      “Pleasure to meet you both.” Bastien seemed chill when he shook Amalie’s hand, but when he took Simone’s, his demeanor shifted like the wind. His fingers danced over her bare ring finger, and his mouth ticked up into a smirk.

      Sure, she supposed Bastien could be deemed attractive, if one liked overly clean-cut—and young—preppy types, but that sleazy leer that suddenly took over his face, complete with narrowed eyes and puckered lips, made Simone want to roll her eyes. Again.

      Bastien’s gaze dropped to her chest. Granted, her cleavage was on display to the world thanks to Amalie’s insistence on this particularly low-cut dress. Simone loved the emerald green satin, but she did not like being ogled. No one had seen this much of her body since…

      Damn. It had been a really long time.

      Bastien bent to kiss Simone’s hand, but before he could bring his mouth to her skin, she jerked away from his grasp. He could’ve been as gorgeous as Alex Wilde himself and that look still would’ve made her want to run the other way.

      His eyes roved over her, from head to toe, and not in a welcome, seductive way. “Simone, you’re quite stunning, aren’t you?” He was still talking to her boobs.

      Julian elbowed Bastien, giving him a dangerous scowl, his voice menacing even over the music. “Easy, man.”

      Simone shot her brother-in-law a grateful look but would fight this battle herself. “Bastien,” she almost purred as she sidled closer, “tell me how you feel about women nearing forty with an eight-year-old child? You look like the paternal type.”

      When he paled, her lips tilted in a wicked smirk.

      “Um, a kid?” he croaked. “And forty? That’s amazing.” He glanced away and lifted his beer, aiming the bottle at a cluster of men who hadn’t acknowledged him in the least. “Tom!” he cried. “My man!”

      And just like that, he disappeared.

      Amalie nudged Simone in the side. “Do you pull that trick on all the hot guys who come on to you?”

      “It usually works on the younger ones. Besides, he wasn’t my type.” Simone looked at Julian. “No more introductions tonight. Please.” She eyed the exits again, wishing she was in her room reading a book.

      Julian held up his hands. “Hey, I had no idea Bastien would be such a douche when he approached us to ask about coaching. Trust me. I learned what kind of guy he was quick. You don’t have to worry about any more introductions from me.”

      Suddenly, Paul returned with an older man at his side. “Julian! Amalie! I want you to meet someone!”

      Amalie pointed at Simone. “Don’t leave. It’s still early.”

      The moment Amalie turned her back, Simone took her chance. She grabbed a glass of champagne off a nearby tray and slinked toward the exit that led to the balcony. She wouldn’t leave the party completely. She’d promised her little sister, and she never broke promises to Amalie. But fresh air and less noise and fewer people?

      Yes, please. Now maybe she could hear herself think. What better spot to do a little introspection about one’s life than somewhere beautiful like this?

      She stepped onto the chateau’s miraculously empty terrace. The light from the party spilled outside, and string bulbs hung above like twinkling stars. She released a sigh that made her entire body deflate before lifting the drink she’d pilfered to her lips, clutching her purse in her other hand. She was so glad to be alone. Coming to this party had obviously been a mistake.

      Simone strolled toward the stone-cobbled edge overlooking Lake Louise, admiring the way the moon reflected on the water. Along the way, her heel caught on a nick in the concrete, causing her to stumble and spill some of the champagne on her dress.

      “Shit!” She wiped frantically at the fabric. It was no use. It looked like she’d wet herself.

      Just wonderful.

      “Pardon, but I think if I go any longer without speaking, I’ll scare you,” a deep, rumbly, velvet voice spoke up—a voice with a strong French lilt.

      She turned and squinted into the darkness but couldn’t make anything out aside from a long silhouette leaning against the side of the chateau.

      “Fleeing the masses?” the lovely voice asked.

      Simone straightened, that voice sending a trail of soft chills along her arms. “Yeah, you could say that.” She studied her hidden companion, hoping for a better look. “Not really my scene.”

      “Mine either.”

      Finally. Someone who agreed with her.

      She grinned at the shadow. “It’s really awful in there, right? I mean, The Tennis Ball? Come on.” She rolled her eyes playfully before taking another sip from her glass. She might be wearing most of the alcohol, but she was determined to at least drink the last drop.

      A husky laugh, decadent and warm, emanated from the darkness before a man stepped into the light. “I don’t think the host is much of a party planner.”

      Simone choked on the champagne, spitting it out…

      ...and onto the very expensive-looking shoes of Alex Wilde, aka “The Wilde Card.”

      Of course, she’d just insulted him and spit on his shoes. It was on par for her night.

      Simone looked up at him, and her mouth went dry. Holy hell, he was close. She could even smell the woodsy scent of his cologne. To be honest, she felt a little overwhelmed, because this man was a lot to behold.

      He tilted his head, such a subtle movement, savage beauty sharpening the planes of his face. It should be illegal to look like that.

      He scrubbed a hand over a neatly kept beard that was a shade darker than his shoulder-length, sandy blond hair. Simone might’ve had a slight beard fetish, which made this moment even more awkward. And those eyes. Were they brown? Or black as the night itself? She couldn’t tell in the light, but she felt absorbed by his gaze, felt its heat caress her skin. But unlike with Bastien, the moment wasn’t uncomfortable. It made her...hot. Was her heart beating faster?

      She drew in a deep breath to steady herself. She was not interested in men right now. Nope. None of them.

      Not even Alex Wilde.

      Alex studied her a moment longer, and then a slow, heart-stopping grin unfurled across his face. He glanced down at his feet. “It’s all right, chérie. I didn’t like these shoes anyway.” He shifted, and the golden glow from the string bulbs accented the rich, tawny color of his skin.

      Simone cleared her throat, even though it still burned from coughing. Her cheeks threatened to do the same, and she fought the urge to squirm, to do anything aside from standing there blushing like a schoolgirl.

      Unable to stifle said urge, she brought her clutch under her arm and toyed with its clasps. “Oh, ah, no. I actually like your shoes. Very...shiny.”

      Brilliant words there, Simone. She turned, placed her champagne flute on one of the tables, and let out a huge but very silent exhale, trying to get herself together.

      Feeling slightly better, she twisted back around and shot him a nervous smile.

      Alex held out a hand, his handsome face still illuminated with mischief. “I’m Alex Wilde, and I swear, I had nothing to do with that train wreck inside. The party planner is the one to blame for that.”

      Simone hesitated but finally took his hand, trying to ignore how good his skin felt when his long fingers folded around hers. “It’s so nice to meet you. Sorry about what I said. About the party. It’s really great, I’m just...a little too old for this kind of thing.”

      After a long beat, their hands fell apart. Alex slipped his fists in his pockets, the corners of his mouth quirking. “You? You can’t be a day over twenty-five.”

      She shot him a smirk, knowing full well he was flattering her. “I’m many days over twenty-five, actually. Enough that that—” She pointed at the party. “—gives me a headache.”

      He laughed, the skin around his eyes crinkling. “Age is just a number. Hasn’t anyone told you?”

      Simone’s voice was bone-dry when she volleyed back. “Says the twenty-nine-year-old tennis star.”

      Oh geez. She wanted to yank those words back inside her mouth.

      His eyebrows shot up. “You know how old I am?”

      Saving her from further embarrassment, Simone’s phone buzzed. Normally, she wouldn’t scan her messages in front of someone, but with Tallulah being at camp, she wanted to make sure it wasn’t her.

      “Sorry, I need to look at this.” She pulled her phone from her clutch.

      Alex nodded, and then her eyes were on the screen.

      Not Lula. It was a text from her father. Again.

      Simone clenched her jaw, as she shoved her cell back into her clutch. Her father hadn’t noticed that Simone had been less enthused lately with her work as Warner Hotels’ CEO. Everyone still looked at her with pity, asking how she was handling Damien’s indiscretions rather than asking about the latest business deal she just closed. Besides, the CEO life wasn’t exactly something she’d chosen for herself. She wanted out but hadn’t figured out how to handle disappointing her father in such a massive way.

      “Is everything okay?” Alex asked.

      Simone lifted her head and shoulders, realizing she probably looked as adrift as she felt. “Yes, thank you. It’s nothing that won’t eventually work itself out.”

      “Want to talk about it? I’ve been told I’m an excellent listener.” He propped against the wall and crossed his legs, his slim black pants hugging muscular thighs.

      She scanned him from head to toe, her focus quickly traveling back to his face. She didn’t doubt that he was an excellent listener—among other things. Things she really didn’t need to be concerned with.

      She fought the urge to smack her forehead. “In all honesty, I came outside because it was stifling in there, and I wanted to have a moment to process some things going on in my life, but now I find myself not wanting to think about any of it at all.”

      He folded his arms over his gray dress shirt, black tattoos dancing along his forearms. “I can absolutely distract you if needed. But before I can do that, I think I should know the name of who I’m distracting, non?” He angled his upper body toward her, his eyes glinting, a small smile playing on his full lips. Warmth radiated from him, the smoky scent of his vetiver and amber cologne mixed with musk tickling the air between them.

      Being distracted by the enigma otherwise known as The Wilde Card was the absolute last thing Simone had expected out of this night.

      “I’m Simone.” It was funny. Just moments ago, all she wanted was to leave this party, and now she wasn’t sure if anything could drag her away, which surprised her to no end.

      Alex dipped his head. “Enchanté, Simone.” Her name rolled off his tongue, drenched in an accent that made her toes curl.

      She gripped her clutch, grounding herself. Her confidence had wavered the past year—something about a husband of ten years cheating on you will do that. Throw in the fact that she was only three years away from forty? Yeah, it had been rough. Turning forty wasn’t precisely the issue, but for someone whose life had always been planned to the letter, she was approaching the milestone less sure of herself than she’d like.

      “Now that we’ve properly met, may I ask why you’re not inside? This is your party, after all, and you’re out here lurking instead of mingling.”

      Yikes, did she really just say that?

      Alex laughed, a sweet, honeyed sound that reminded her of the summer nights of her youth, filled with lightning bugs, stolen kisses, and broken curfews.

      He kicked off the wall, looking completely roguish as he fully faced her. “Lurking? That makes me sound like some kind of stalker, non? Besides, aren’t you the one who knew my age?” He shrugged playfully. “I’d rather like to think I was brooding.”

      She couldn’t contain the surprised laughter that burst from her lips, happy to gloss over the part where her brain had saved tiny little factoids about this man.

      “Brooding? Is that what you’d call it?”

      Alex shifted his shoulders, still smiling. “Why not? Maybe I grew tired of talking about tennis and wanted some air.” His voice was lighthearted, but she sensed a tightness stretching out his words.

      Simone knew he’d been struggling with his game lately, but she didn’t know why, exactly. He had a killer serve, but there was still something...off.

      He spoke again, looking out toward the lake. “Or maybe I’m avoiding someone.”

      Of course. “Ah. An ex?”

      “Non. I don’t have exes. It would be my stepbrother, Bastien.”

      Simone put away that first part for later but scrunched her nose at the mention of the guy who’d ogled her. “Oh, yes. I met him earlier. He’s…” Well, really what was there to say? He was horrid.

      “Trust me, I know.” Alex rubbed his bearded chin and leveled her with his stare. “Simone, may I ask you something? Why did you come to this party?”

      That was a loaded question, yet suddenly, she found herself more comfortable with Alex Wilde than she had any right to be. Besides, it wasn’t as if she’d ever see him again after this tête-à-tête.

      “My sister made me.” Her lips formed a small smile at that. “But also, I came out of curiosity I suppose.”

      His captivating eyes sparkled. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s hard to explain,” she confessed, “but I feel like I’ve done everything I’m supposed to do, and yet I still ended up in the wrong place. Now I wish I would’ve taken a few chances along the way, maybe even made a few bad choices.” She lifted a shoulder. “I thought this party could get me out of a rut.”

      A breeze blew in off the lake, ruffling her hair. Alex reached out and tucked a flyaway strand behind her ear, his fingers dancing over her skin so delicately, yet electricity sparked between them. It wasn’t hard to see how Mr. Wilde attained his playboy status.

      He was bewitching.

      With a quick sweep beneath her chin, he drew back to catch her eye. “Perhaps we can help each other, if only for a night. What do you think about that?” His hand fell back to his side, but he was still close enough that she felt fully enveloped by him.

      Her body swayed toward his, of its own volition, a coquettish answer on her tongue. “I think you have my attention.”

      But was that all that came out? No, of course not. She also yawned—the kind that made her eyes water and her mouth stretch wide enough to pop her jaw. She shielded Alex from most of that, but still. Without question, she felt a thousand years old.

      “Sorry.” The apology was part yawn. Could she possibly get any sexier? Yeesh.

      He chuckled, not bothered in the least. “Listen, if bad choices are what you’re looking for, I can spend the rest of the night sharing my terrible advice. Trust me, I have plenty, with experience too. And then you can make all kinds of poor choices.”

      She arched her brow and bit back a grin. “And what do you get out of it?”

      “Maybe you’ll rub off on me, and I’ll never make another bad choice.” He tilted his head. “Maybe it will help get my awful tennis under control.”

      Simone liked that idea...a lot. Suddenly, she wanted to get messy and make mistakes.

      Alex continued before she could reply. “As a matter of fact, I can be your first bad choice.” His words were pitched low, and he punctuated them with the sexiest wink she’d ever witnessed. Good God, this man had skill.

      Emboldened, she brazenly held his stare when she spoke. “And what exactly do you suggest?”

      “Tennis. Do you play?”

      The confidence in Simone’s shoulders faded a little. “Hold on, is that your move?”

      Maybe she’d misread him. Maybe she was that old, old enough that she couldn’t even recognize flirting anymore.

      But then the corners of his mouth curved, and his voice was nothing more than a dark melody. “I have other moves, chérie, but you might not be ready for those yet.”

      She smirked, somehow bolstered by the innuendo. “You’re not the only one with moves. I used to play, and I was really good.”

      Alex lifted his chin, a challenge glittering in his eyes. “Show me.”

      Show him?

      “There’s a court on the grounds,” he continued. “Just waiting for us.”

      “Wait.” She blinked, her breath coming out in a rush. “You want to play with me? Now? Tonight?” God, that sounded way more sexual than she intended. “I mean, tennis. Play against me. In tennis.”

      He laughed, clearly catching her faux pas, but then he moved closer, his voice a little quieter, a little more serious. “Yes,” he said. “I want to play with you. Very much.”

      She could barely breathe. She was definitely skirting her comfort zone here, but something told her she’d regret it if she walked away now. She shouldn’t be so intrigued by Alex Wilde. Her ex had a thing for the ladies too—any and all of them. But it seemed that, for tonight at least, tennis-playing men with sandy blond hair, fuck-me eyes, and a slightly wicked reputation were Simone’s catnip, despite the fact that she’d been staunchly against any sort of romantic entanglements approximately ten minutes ago.

      Funny how things change.

      “Sure,” she finally said. “I’ll just go up to my room to change my clothes. Meet you down there in half an hour?”

      Alex dipped his chin, and when she turned to walk away, a light touch grazed her hand. It was the barest whisper, a few fingertips, and then it was gone.

      “See you soon, Simone.”

      She offered a small wave, her entire body vibrating. After all, she had a feeling Alex Wilde might be the best bad decision she’d ever make.
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      The tennis court lights flickered and buzzed as Alex flipped the switch, the night air holding its usual chill. The court was state-of-the-art pristine green. Fairmont Chateau spared no expense.

      Alex had visited the chateau a few times as a child with his parents. It was home to one of the few happy memories from his childhood—of the time before. Before his mom died. Before his dad remarried and sent Alex to the Archambeau Tennis Academy in France. Before his dad died, leaving Alex’s stepmother and stepbrother everything and Alex with nothing, in a foreign country at sixteen.

      But that was in the past, even if it always crept up on him, like Bastien showing up, uninvited, to his party. He did things like that, constant needling, and Alex didn’t feel like dealing with it. Thankfully, he’d found the perfect distraction.

      Simone.

      That name fit her perfectly—sexy, sophisticated, and so far out of his league. Earlier, when she’d stepped into the pool of light on the balcony, something in him sputtered to life. He’d been spellbound. It was ridiculous to feel so drawn to a woman from a mere glance, and yet the need to be near her had been—and still was—overwhelming.

      Despite that, she wouldn’t be more than a one-night stand. He didn’t do relationships. Ever. That had been his rule for as long as he could remember. As a matter of fact, he’d never had a serious relationship, and it suited him just fine. Hookups were much more manageable without the emotional effort.

      Movement at the corner of his eye drew his attention. Simone made her way down the pathway to the courts, that lithe figure taunting. Anticipation pulsed through his veins, his mouth curving into a genuine smile, the kind that he usually saved and parceled out.

      “Hey!” She stepped onto the court and strolled to his bench.

      He couldn’t resist staring as she approached, admiring the way those black leggings clung to long, shapely legs along with a gray sports top that hugged every single curve. Calice. Needing to do something other than stare, Alex grabbed two rackets from his bag and closed the short distance between him and Simone.

      “Mon Dieu, tu es belle,” he said, because she was beautiful, and a woman like that should be told often.

      Playing up the charm, he pressed a kiss to her cheek. He took his time, brushing his lips against her soft skin, trying not to think about how soft she was elsewhere. He let his breath skitter over her lips, his mouth close enough to kiss her, but he moved to the other cheek, kissing her there instead.

      When he pulled back, Simone bit her lip and met his gaze, her eyes wide. The air between them hummed, alive and exhilarating.

      What in the hell was that? He was supposed to be flirting with her, soaking in the way she trembled beneath his touch. But instead, he was just as affected.

      He tightened his grip on the rackets, inhaling deeply to clear his addled head. It didn’t help that her perfume now clung to his senses, a clean lavender and sugar scent reminding him of summer nights on the beaches in the south of France.

      Simone blinked a few times before touching an earring. She did that a lot, especially when trying to pretend she wasn’t flustered.

      Merde. He shouldn’t be noticing these kinds of things.

      “Ah, my French is a little rusty.” She squinted. “I’m not sure what you said...but I caught belle. Maybe you called me Belle from Beauty and the Beast? Which is fine because she’s my favorite.”

      Alex laughed and pretended to twirl a fake mustache playfully. “Oui, that was it. Would you like to see my library?” His brows jumped suggestively.

      She snickered. “Is library code for something else?”

      So many filthy responses filtered through his mind, but instead he shrugged. “I actually said that you’re beautiful.”

      Simone’s response was a tiny gasp. “Oh. Well, you don’t have to compliment me, sweet talker. I’m already here,” she joked, but her shaky voice belied nerves.

      “Yes, but what if I wish to take you somewhere else? After our game?”

      More like his suite on the fourth floor.

      His attention snagged on her lips, wondering what her mouth would feel like, taste like. What would other parts of her body taste like? More than anything, he wanted to know.

      “Then you better be as good at tennis as you claim,” she shot back, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

      “And what if I’m not? Are you trying to make a bet with me? Because I’m quite competitive, in case you didn’t already know that.”

      She cocked her hip. “Maybe I’m competitive too. And maybe you’re underestimating me.” She held out her hand. “So yes. Let’s make a bet. If you win, you can take me anywhere you’d like after this. If I win, I decide what we do next.”

      Alex narrowed his gaze, shaking Simone’s hand. He swiped his thumb over her pulse point, gently holding her a little closer than necessary.

      When he let go, he managed to form a playful answer. “Making a bet on whether you can beat a professional tennis player at his own game. Living dangerously, I see.”

      She crossed her arms, pushing her breasts up higher. Was she aware that each of these tiny movements slayed him?

      “Perhaps. See, the thing is, you know very little about me, but I promise you’re about to learn how good I am on the court.”

      He ran a finger across his bottom lip. “I always like a challenge, ma chérie. Shall we begin?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      He extended both rackets like a peace offering. Simone danced her lovely fingers over the strings of the neon blue one before she plucked it from his grasp and tucked her hair behind her ears. His hand twitched at the movement, itching to reach out and do the same. He’d done it earlier while on the balcony, but it happened too quickly. Still, her hair had been smooth against his fingertips, and even now, it shined like black silk beneath the tennis court lights. How would it feel fisted in his hands?

      Desperate to pull his attention away from all the things he wanted to do to and with this woman, he said, “Do you need something to tie your hair? I might have a band in my bag.”

      She absently patted her head. “Oh, that would be great actually. Thank you. I didn’t pack any since I sort of decided on this trip last-minute.”

      As he grabbed a hairband and handed it over to Simone, he opened his mouth, wanting to ask where home was for her, but figured it was best left for another time.

      Wait. There wouldn’t be another time. Tonight was all they had.

      He pushed wayward thoughts aside, ignoring the adorable way she put her hair in a ponytail and gestured to the court. “Any preference as to which side?”

      She pointed at the baseline behind her, walking backward toward it, a smirk playing across her pouty mouth. “I’ll take this one. And hey, Wilde? Don’t be too rough. Take it easy on me.” She winked.

      The things those words did to Alex. Suddenly, all he could think about was rough sex. With her.

      Alex bowed in concession and flashed a wicked grin. “I’ll give it to you any way you want, Simone.”

      He swore she brightened at that. Maudit.

      Shaking his head, he headed to the opposite end. When was the last time he’d tried this hard for sex?

      Never.

      Something inside him kept whispering that Simone was different though, but he disregarded that little voice and turned around, spreading his arms wide. “Don’t worry. I’ll take it easy on you…at first. You might need a minute to get used to me,” he quipped. “I can be a lot to handle.”

      She scoffed. “You’d be surprised at how much I can handle.” Her hips swayed from side to side as she waited for him to hit the ball.

      Seeing her bent over like that, coupled with her words, was nearly too much. Alex imagined taking her from that angle.

      Why had he even bothered with tennis? Why didn’t he ask her straight to his room?

      The answer was obvious, and he hated it. Alex wanted more time with her, even though that was something he never entertained. Her honesty and humor were refreshing—it wasn’t often a gorgeous woman spit on his shoes and told him how awful his parties were. Clearly, he wasn’t himself tonight.

      Alex laid up one of the slowest serves he’d ever hit during the entirety of his career, feeling like he’d aged twenty years just watching the ball fly over the net. Simone wasted no time. Her racket connected with a satisfying thud as she smashed the ball back across the court and right past him.

      He wasn’t sure when he’d developed a liking to being dominated—things usually worked the other way around—but that move and the sound that left Simone’s body sent a jolt of desire through him. He wanted to hear her make that sound for him.

      Arching both brows, he turned from where the ball landed. “I see you have a few tricks up your sleeve.”

      Simone lifted a shoulder, completely nonchalant. “Like I said, I’m really good.”

      Alex scratched his beard, that strange stirring in his chest swelling with each moment, a sort of excitement he hadn’t felt in so long. “I see that. You’ve got quite a bit of power in you.”

      “I just thought of my ex-husband, which seemed to do the trick.”

      Alex balanced the ball on his racket while focusing on her. “Ex-husband?”

      What kind of dick would let someone like her go?

      “Yeah. Long story. Now are you going to serve again or just stand there all day?” Simone’s throaty laugh broke through the night as she strutted back to the baseline, twirling her racket.

      After playing a set, Alex won, to no one’s surprise. But sweat trickled down his brow, Simone surprising him with her skill. She was good—really good—yet there was no way she could beat him, and she’d known that when she made the bet. She’d known that he would get the chance to name their fate, at least for the rest of the night.

      And she’d wanted it.

      He didn’t celebrate too much—sportsmanship and such—but he couldn’t stop the smile that spread across his face when he met Simone on her side of the net. She looked tired yet exhilarated. He knew that feeling—the look suited her.

      “Okay.” She dragged the back of her hand across her forehead. “Consider me impressed.”

      “Did you think you wouldn’t be?”

      She appeared to mull over her next words. Finally, she looked up at him and said, “I guess I hoped I wouldn’t be. Yet I am.”

      He gravitated a little closer and whispered, “You haven’t seen anything yet. There are so many more things I could show you. Impress you with.”

      A blush bloomed across her already flushed skin. “I bet you say that to all the ladies.”

      “I think you’d be surprised to learn that I don’t.”

      Curiosity and eagerness—and maybe even a little fear—flickered in the ice-blue depths of Simone’s eyes. “Fair enough.”

      He gestured toward the bench where his bag lay. “Let me grab my things, and then we can continue with our night.”

      She followed alongside him, even if reluctantly at first. He knew exactly what was going through her mind: Should I? Or shouldn’t I? But by the time they reached the bench, everything about her held a different air, as though she’d found courage and made her decision in the short walk across the court.

      “So where are we off to next?” she asked.

      “I have a few ideas, but seeing as how I pride myself on being a gentleman in the streets, maybe I should let you have this one. Your call. Whatever you want.”

      She froze, the expression on her face one of momentary confusion, like he’d asked her a million-dollar question and she didn’t know the answer.

      He stilled too, studying her. He had a sneaking suspicion that the idea of “whatever you want” wasn’t a thing Simone was used to. What a shame.

      She shrugged and let her hair down. “I concede. You won fair and square. I’d kind of like to see what you have in mind.”

      Music from the party drifted across the court, something slow and jazzy, instantly sparking an idea. If Simone was going to let him pick, he knew exactly what to do. Lady Destiny herself smiled upon them.

      He set their rackets on the bench and moved closer, the toes of his shoes meeting hers as he reached for one of her midnight tresses, running it through his fingers. Like silk, just as he thought.

      When he spoke, his voice was gentle. “I want to dance with you.”

      Simone jerked her head back. “That’s what you’re spending your win on?”

      He couldn’t think of anything better. Of course, he hoped that the sexual tension simmering between them would come to a boil once he got her in his arms.

      Alex’s chest brushed against her arm as he leaned in. “Oui, more than anything. So will you dance with me, chérie?”

      Alex offered his hand, and she eyed it as if it were a snake. That wasn’t the reaction he was going for.

      He dropped his arm. “Did I do something wrong?”

      Simone took a deep breath and let it out in a whoosh. “No, sorry. I just feel a little like Molly Ringwald right now, and you’re my Jake Ryan. At least for the moment.” She faltered. “But I bet you’ve never watched Sixteen Candles, have you? Oh my God, you weren’t even alive in the ’80s.” She covered her face with her hands.

      Stifling a laugh, he gently pulled her hands from her face. “And what does that have to do with anything?”

      “I’m almost forty, and you’re you.” She gestured around him.

      She was cute when flustered.

      He couldn’t contain a chuckle any longer. “So? I told you earlier tonight that age is just a number. And it’s just a dance, non?” He paused and extended his hand again.

      She laced her shaking fingers with his. “You know,” she said, “I’m not the best dancer.”

      “I don’t care.” He grinned. “I’m just using dancing as an excuse to finally touch you.”

      Simone relaxed against him.

      He brought his lips to her ear. “Do you mind if I hold you close?”

      When he looked down at her, her eyelids were heavy, her breathing faster than before. She liked this game, and that sent a thrill through him.

      “Not at all.”

      He pulled her against his body, reveling in her softness. His nose grazed her cheek, and her breath hitched. He smiled against her skin, pressing a featherlight kiss at her temples, so weightless that he was sure Simone would question if it even happened at all. He tightened his grip on her waist as they swayed to the music.

      Simone surprised him by drawing even closer, her chest brushing against his with each ragged inhale, her chin resting on his shoulder. The song played on, weaving its spell as they danced beneath the fluorescent lights.

      Alex twirled Simone around before drawing her near once more. She caught herself against his chest, curving her hands around the muscles there.

      She laughed, the sound painting starlight between them. “This is kind of magical.”

      Alex couldn’t help but laugh as well, especially at seeing the wonderment on her face. “It is, isn’t it? It’s probably because you dance as well as you play tennis.” His voice was rough as he moved his hand to her cheek, caressing her skin. When she rested against him, he nearly fell apart right there.

      “As do you. This is lovely,” she whispered.

      Before he could reply, the song ended, but they remained wrapped up in each other. Alex drew back enough to see Simone’s face. His heart pounded, and when he slid his fingertips down her arm and over her wrist to take her hand, he could feel her pulse racing as well.

      “I...I don’t want to let go,” he said.

      She looked up at him, meeting his stare head-on. “Then don’t.”

      Now was his chance. Time to make his move or stay on this court all night, and while he’d take anything he could get when it came to Simone, tennis court dancing was the least of his desires right now.

      “I want to take you back to my room.”

      A breath shuddered out of her, and her hesitation from earlier returned, a war of indecision playing across her face.

      “You’re in control of what happens tonight,” he assured her. “Just like with the game. Whatever you choose, whatever you want, I will follow. I just don’t want to say goodbye yet.” He dipped down, speaking his next words so that she could feel them against her lips. “Will you come?”

      Her eyes sparkled, her gaze darting to his mouth and back again, a fire stoked within. “Yes.”
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      Alex’s palms were sweating by the time they reached his suite. He brushed his shoulder against Simone’s back as he scanned his key card, her nearness irresistible as he opened the door.

      He moved inside so he could hold the door open for her. “Please, come in.”

      Simone slipped past him and he followed, dropping the tennis bag at the door. He hadn’t zipped his bag all the way, and his worn copy of The Outsiders came tumbling out. Simone zeroed in on it right away.

      “You carry books in your tennis bag?” She bent to pick it up, running her delicate fingers over the cover.

      Alex hesitated for a split second. “Well, let’s just say my tennis game isn’t at its best, so I have a lot of free time. And I love to read—prose, poetry, you name it. I cut my teeth on E. E. Cummings.”

      “Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me.”

      He gave her a half-smile before turning on some jazz. He went to the bar while Simone flipped through the book, the inside just as worn as the outside, and not from neglect but from years of using it as a lifeline.

      “Would you like a drink?” he asked, pouring himself three fingers of scotch.

      Looking up from his note-covered margins, she said, “Wine, please. Any kind.”

      Simone seemed more comfortable than he’d expected, but he still noticed a little uncertainty and rigidness in the set of her shoulders. More than anything, he wanted her to feel at home.

      He grabbed their drinks and went to her. Closing the book, she accepted the wine and eyed him appreciatively, then handed the book over. She moved further inside the room, her gaze roaming over every corner of the suite. There was a large sitting room with a stone fireplace, the fire already burning thanks to a quick text to the staff. The windows were floor to ceiling, showcasing the beauty of Lake Louise.

      His bedroom could be seen from where Simone stood, the edge of a bed barely peeking out. He took a long swig of scotch and let the burn soak through him, thinking about the kind of heat he hoped the night before him held.

      Simone crossed to the windows, looking out over the lake as she sipped her wine. “I just can’t get over it. You’re nothing like I thought.” She faced him, her words pulling him toward her. “I don’t understand why the press makes you out to be someone else,” she continued. “They’ve given you all these personas, and I can’t quite figure out which is real or if they’re all real and you’re piecing them together.” Simone canted her head, bringing her hand to her chin as if in thought.

      Alex wasn’t shocked. People never knew what to expect from him, and he liked that, liked the wild card factor of it all, to keep people guessing. That kept them from getting comfortable. That kept his vulnerabilities safe.

      That kept his heart safe.

      Those thoughts spurred him forward. Setting his drink aside, he went to Simone, her body backlit by the starry night behind her, the moon glittering off the lake. No more talk. No more hesitation. No more waiting. It was time.

      He took her glass and placed it on the table beside them, then trailed a fingertip from her temple to her cheekbone, down the length of her jaw. Her pupils darkened with desire.

      Desire. Lust. Sex. This was what he was built for.

      “I suppose I should ask...” He bent his head so that his lips were at her ear. “Which Alex Wilde persona do you want right now? Do you want bad boy Alex, smart Alex, funny Alex, philanthropist Alex? The list goes on, Simone. What do you want?”

      He backed away just enough to notice her skin flushing, her chest rising and falling quickly. Catching a glimpse of her hardened nipples through the thin material of her shirt, he fought back a groan, but couldn’t resist cupping her face before he gently pushed her against the glass.

      She touched his hand. “Just be yourself, Alex.”

      He tensed. When had anyone asked for that version of him?

      Unable to help it, his hand trembled against Simone’s smooth skin. “For you? For tonight? Of course.”

      He’d wanted to pace himself with Simone, but with the halo of stars around her, her body so pliant, he knew he couldn’t hold back any longer.

      He pressed his thumb just beneath her bottom lip. “Simone, can I kiss you?”

      She slid her hands up his arms and tightened her grip around his biceps. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask me that all night.” She rose on her toes, and he realized that she looked him in the eyes. Simone was tall and willowy, and that whiskey and honey voice made the back of his neck heat.

      Alex gripped her waist and brought her fully against him. He was already hard, and he rocked against her core, eliciting the sexiest whimper.

      Her body melted into his as his mouth hovered at the curve of her neck, the scruff of his beard moving over her pulse. Then he kissed her there, reveling in the sigh that tumbled from her lips, becoming drunk off the way her head fell back against the window, offering more of herself to him. One hand held her neck, his thumb pressing lightly into her collarbone as he trailed kisses along her exposed skin.

      A moan escaped her just as she tightened her hands on Alex’s shoulders, her nails digging into the fabric of his shirt.

      His lips moved to hers, and finally he kissed her. Softly at first, coaxing, exploring, but then Simone ground against him, causing him to groan into her sexy little mouth.

      He pulled away. “You already know that I’m not subtle, so pardon if it offends, but I want to fuck you.”

      Simone’s eyes went hazy, and of all things, she giggled.

      That was certainly new for him, but it made him smile.

      He held her chin, tilting her head back, voice playful. “You’re laughing? I tell you I want to fuck you, and you’re laughing?”

      She giggled again. “I’m sorry, no. It’s just that...when I left my room earlier this evening, this is the last thing I imagined happening tonight. I mean, I’m glad it is. This is all just new to me. Not sex. I’ve had sex, obviously. Just not with someone I’ve just met.”

      He slid his hands through her hair. “It’s only one night if that makes you feel better.”

      Relief flickered across her face. She didn’t want more than one night, and that bothered him. But why should he care?

      She held his face in her hands, her expression ardent as she spoke. “I think I can handle that.”

      “Dieu merci,” was his simple yet revealing response. He was desperate at this point.

      She drew him down for another kiss. Her mouth was seven kinds of temptation. Criss, the things he wanted to do to that mouth.

      Simone slipped her hands over his shoulders and dragged her nails down his back, making him ache with desire. Her touch felt more intimate than his usual hookups. He wanted her to touch him everywhere.

      “I need you, Alex.” She fisted his shirt, her words tracing pathways across his lips.

      “You’re sure, Simone? You really want this?” He tightened his hold around her body. “You might never even see me again.”

      When she looked at him, her wide eyes sucked him in even further. It took a moment, but finally she answered. “Yes. I want you. Not forever. Just for now.”

      He knew she meant to ease him, but her words stung. He’d always been so easy for people to throw away. Still, she was in his arms and arching against him with want.

      He would not disappoint.
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      Simone liked soft and sweet, had thrived on it most of her life, but that was not what her heart yearned for tonight. Tonight she wanted rough and wild. Unknown. She wanted unbridled passion.

      Alex, being the experienced lover she was sure he was, picked up on her cue, deepening the kiss. He moved her against the window, his tongue delving deeper into her mouth. She tasted the scotch on him, knew he could taste her wine.

      Alcohol and wanting.

      This. This was what Simone craved. Nothing else existed outside this kiss, outside of them.

      One hand cradled the back of her head as Alex groaned, the sound sending a hot shiver dancing across her body. His other hand slipped up, up, up her shirt, his thumb brushing along the band of her sports bra, leaving fire in its wake. She cursed the barrier, wanting to feel him inch his way higher, to feel the roughness of his hand on her breast.

      His mouth returned to her neck, his teeth gently biting into flesh. She sighed and squirmed against his length. She couldn’t wait any longer.

      Was she really about to have sex with Alex Wilde? Her body screamed HELL YES, YOU ARE, but her mind, that evil bitch, desperately tried to convince her otherwise. That’s how she operated though—overthinking every move, constantly weighing it out.

      Simone had always imagined that when and if she ever did have a fling, it would have to be under the right circumstances, like the moon had to be full, and Jupiter had to be visible to the naked eye, and a wolf had to howl in the east, and the lights had to be off, and she had to have time to groom everything down below.

      This was so spontaneous. Not prepared for. Not expected.

      It was perfect.

      Amalie’s words came floating back to her. Her sister had taken her hands once and ever so seriously said, “Guys who play tennis are really good at sex. Like, they hit the right spot every time like it’s their job. Find yourself a tennis man. Trust me on this.”

      It had seemed so silly at the time. Yet now, the idea of sex with a tennis player—a younger one at that—sounded heavenly, her body burning even hotter with the prospect. Damien never knew how to hit the right spot and had no interest in figuring it out.

      She bet Alex could hit the right spot every single time, especially if his mere touch threatened to unravel her.

      His hand drifted away from her breast, settling on the bare skin of her waist, his touch a brand, a reminder. “Tell me how far you want to go tonight,” he rasped.

      Rubbing her thighs together, almost desperate for relief, a very inconvenient realization smacked her in the face. She wasn’t twenty-five anymore, and she wasn’t some sort of sex goddess.

      She was just Simone.

      An unhappy CEO.

      A disgruntled divorcée.

      A mom.

      Would Alex be disappointed?

      Somehow she found her voice. “I don’t know. I mean, I know, I’m just not sure you’re going to get what you might be expecting.”

      Alex shook his head, expression earnest as he tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’m not expecting anything other than what you want to give. I hold no expectations of you, Simone.”

      When was the last time someone had no expectations of her? When they simply allowed her to be herself? It was freeing yet terrifying at the same time.

      She brought a hand over his, flattening it against her cheek. “Are you sure? Because listen. Only one man has seen me naked since I had my daughter, and I don’t normally do this, and I don’t know how to do this, and what if I do it wrong? Do I stink from playing tennis? Do I need a shower first?” She fought the urge to lift her arm and sniff her armpit right there. Surely that would’ve been the death knell to this night.

      “You have a daughter?” He smiled, the edges of it sweet.

      She sucked in a breath, realizing what she’d said. Alex Wilde now not only knew that she was almost forty but that she had a kid as well, and yet he didn’t seem the least bit fazed by the news.

      Alex kissed her hairline, his mouth skating over her jaw, lingering, hovering over her lips. “You are beautiful. I don’t care about anything but being inside you. I will make you forget about everything but me tonight. But...” A wicked grin made her entire world tilt. “If it will make you feel better, I’ll shower with you so we can both get clean before getting dirty again.”

      Oh. Well then.

      Feeling brave, she smirked. “Where’s the shower?”
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      Warm water sluiced over her skin, sending a chill through her body. She faced Alex as he followed, stepping into the shower too. The space suddenly felt tiny, and it was all she could do to keep her eyes on his face.

      The corner of Alex’s lips kicked up. “You can look, ma chérie. I want you to look. To see what you do to me.”

      His words undid her, and her gaze dropped, lower and lower, until she let out a small gasp. Alex chuckled, the sound smooth and deep and impossibly sexy.

      The man had every right to be confident—Simone wasn’t sure how he was going to fit.

      Hell, it would definitely knock away the cobwebs, that was for sure. And at least he’d handled the condom situation without her having to ask.

      Simone brought her hands to his shoulders, taking her time as she ran her fingers across his tattoos, making a silent promise to explore each one later. She tugged him closer, his cock hard and slick against her stomach. Alex let out a deep groan, and she shivered. His desire for her was evident, and the thrill it sent through her veins made her heart pound like a drum against her ribs.

      She lifted her eyes. His dark stare spoke of every dirty thing he wanted to do to her, and Simone lost herself in his gaze as he shifted, sliding between her legs.

      Simone moaned, maneuvering so that she could feel him where she needed pressure the most—ready for him to be inside of her already. She reveled in the hot feel of his skin on hers, as if a fire blazed within his very bones.
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