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They break rules.

	They break hearts.

	And they never play safe.

	 

	Step into a world where power, passion, and danger collide—and the men you should avoid are the ones you can’t resist.

	From a scandal-plagued hockey star who lives for temptation…

	to a hardened loner hiding secrets on a remote ranch…

	to a relentless detective chasing a crime no one wants exposed…

	these unforgettable outlaws don’t follow the rules—and they don’t ask permission.

	Inside this electrifying collection, you’ll find:

	✦ A charming bad boy on his last chance—and the woman assigned to control him

	✦ A dangerous stranger who turns refuge into a battleground of desire

	✦ A high-stakes investigation where trust could cost everything

	✦ A time-bending encounter that rewrites fate and family

	✦ A second chance shaped by memory, regret, and undeniable pull

	✦ A fight for survival where love is the ultimate risk

	These stories span suspense, humor, heart, and heat—each one delivering a different kind of dangerous man… and the woman strong enough to stand beside him.

	 

	Featuring:

	 

	Stephanie Queen – He Has Charm

	A scandal. A second chance. A man who never learned restraint.

	When a notorious hockey star lands in trouble, the last thing he expects is a handler who refuses to fall for his charm. But keeping him in line might be harder than resisting him.

	 

	Patricia Rosemoor – Lucky Devil

	He’s dangerous. He’s watching. And he might be her only chance.

	Fleeing her past, she finds herself face-to-face with a man who doesn’t trust easily—and doesn’t let anyone get close. But danger is closing in… and so is desire.

	 

	Taylor Lee – No Such Thing As Mercy

	Some crimes are too big to hide. Some truths are too dangerous to uncover.

	When a brilliant surgeon is pulled into a deadly mystery, a hardened detective must decide if she’s part of the problem—or the only one who can help him stop it.

	 

	Dani Haviland – Big Mac

	He came searching for answers… and found a past that shouldn’t exist.

	When time, family, and fate collide, one man must face the truth about where he comes from—and what it could cost to change it.

	 

	Josie Riviera – Seeking Patience

	Some love stories don’t end. They wait.

	When the past resurfaces, unresolved feelings and buried truths force two hearts to confront what was lost—and what might still be possible. A Regency Romance for any era.

	 

	Mimi Barbour - Dear Hottie

	Survival brought them together. Love might tear them apart.

	In a world shaped by danger and hardship, trust is fragile—and love may be the greatest risk of all.
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HE HAS CHARM:

	A Boston Brawlers Hockey Romance
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	USA Bestselling Author

	Stephanie Queen

	 

	Copyright © 2022 Stephanie Queen

	 


Prologue

	Maddox

	“Being blindfolded isn’t a problem, sweetheart. I can smell and feel my way around you.” 

	She giggles as I sit up in bed. 

	But I really do want to see her, so I rip off my blindfold.

	That’s when I realize that being blindfolded actually was a problem. 

	A big problem. 

	Because now I can see that I’m faced with three lovely naked ladies. 

	And one of them has a camera aimed directly at me. 

	Me and my naked cock, larger than life and playing hard. 

	Fuck.



	
Chapter 1: Harper

	“Don’t you think if I knew there was a camera running I’d have kept my clothes on? Or at least I wouldn’t have—”

	“Never mind.” I put up a hand to stop him from going into detail about his exploits. “I’m sorry I asked. It hardly matters at this point.” I press my lips flat and I don’t know if I’m pissed or if I want to laugh hysterically. 

	Neither would be professional. Though in all fairness, it’s hard to behave professionally with the scintillating sex video of the most difficult client in our agency’s history stuck in my head. 

	“Your team negotiated a trade and we’ve been charged by your new team’s management with keeping you under control. The Boston Brawlers don’t fool around.”

	“How about you? Do you fool around?” the notorious charmer asks. 

	I roll my eyes and bite my tongue because a tiny part of me, the neglected and lonely part south of my belly button, wants to scream yes! But I’m no fool. And this assignment means everything to my career.

	“Don’t you even care that you’re being traded? You should read this agreement the Brawlers Management sent—”

	“Honey, as far as I’m concerned, it’s a win for me. Boston is a hockey town and a helluva lot better than being stuck down here in NOLA where the ice barely freezes and the fans would rather see me wrestle an alligator—or three naked ladies, as it turns out—than score a goal.” 

	He smiles, glances at the papers in front of him, then picks up the pen and dashes off his signature. 

	It’s smooth and pretty—just like him. He slides the papers back to me and when I go to take them, my hand brushes his and he smiles.

	“So tell me, sugar buns, what do you—?”

	“Did you just call me sugar buns?” He has the good grace to look chagrined. I mentally swear at Godfrey Collins, my colleague at the agency for ditching out on this assignment and leaving it for me. I hope he catches herpes on his stupid un-cancellable cruise of the Mediterranean.

	“To tell you the truth,” he says, crinkles branching from the corners of those unfairly beautiful eyes. “I don’t remember your name, so I’m improvising.”

	“Harper St. John. Remember it. Because I’m your new handler.” His eyes light up and shit, maybe that was the wrong thing to say, kind of like waving a lollipop in front of a toddler.

	“Sounds like we’re about to get real friendly, Harper.”

	“Ms. St. John.” I push away from the table and slide the signed agreement into the folder in my bag. 

	“What happened to Collins?” he asks, watching me. Why do I suddenly feel like a gazelle being tracked by a tiger? A very sexy tiger, with blue eyes better than Ol’ Blue-Eyes Sinatra himself. I’m not sure what the hell he’s seeing in me because today I wore the most anti-man-attracting suit in my closet, brown pinstripes with the skirt below my knees. I pick up my phone and check the time. 

	“He had other business.” I don’t know why I’m covering for the bastard Collins after he left this assignment in my lap, aside from the fact that I’m a professional. I hold in a sigh. “Go home and pack, Mr. Knight. We’re catching the next flight to Boston and it leaves in three hours.”

	He opens his mouth and closes it without saying a word. A thrill shudders down my spine at the fact that I’ve finally shaken the notorious too-cool-to-care lady charmer. Then he laughs. Of course. I stand and gesture to the door and he finally unfolds himself from the chair, standing a half foot taller than me, his light shirt straining against his wide shoulders and sinewy arms. He’s wearing shorts and sneakers like he just came from the gym. He probably did because those muscles are unnaturally sculpted like he should be in a painting.

	“We?” he asks. My brain scrambles to remember what I just said. Oh yeah, we are catching a flight.

	“Weren’t you listening to a thing I said? I’m your handler—as in I’ll be with you in Boston for the rest of the season, or until you prove you can be trusted not to cause a scandal.”

	“Define ‘with me’,” he says, his voice oozing flirtatious charm and innuendo. “Are we sharing a place?” He arches one brow and lifts the corner of one side of his mouth—the side with the dimple, as if—

	“Stop. Just stop. You think you’re so funny, but this is the kind of attitude that got you into trouble.”

	“Relax, St. John, I’m just toying with you.” Both dimples show and he looks all aw shucks, who me? If I hadn’t just watched that video and had an eyeful of what he’s really about, I would buy his harmless hockey-boy charm. Those eyes, though… never mind. I step out of the office of our client’s now previous team, and he falls in line with me.

	“A limo will pick you up in two hours and we’ll arrange to have your things shipped as soon as we find you a place. For now we’re staying at the Bostonian Hotel.”

	“You never did say if we’d be sharing—”

	“No. No sharing. I’ll be in the room next to yours at the hotel. With a locked door between us. You may as well start thinking of me as your jailer. Handler is a bad word. I don’t know why they use the term. I’m your prison guard, Maddox Knight. Get used to that.”

	He grins and I want to slap him, but I purse my lips and walk ahead of him out of the building and into the waiting car, closing the door on him as he follows. I lower the window.

	“Get your own car home. And be ready on time.”


Chapter 2: Maddox

	My grin defies logic and I’m not sure if the quick thudding of my heart is because I’m being fucked—metaphorically speaking—by one sexy, if ballsy, woman, or if I’m finally giving myself that heart attack that my family’s always promised would be my doom.

	By which I mean either my family’s genetic promise, since my dad died at thirty-seven from a faulty ticker, or their verbal promises—more like constant warnings by my overly worried mom and two sisters. Those warnings have played in the background of my life ever since I started playing hockey. But I’m determined to make the most of life, which was Dad’s last advice to me on his deathbed. 

	The street is crowded, mostly with the worker bees you never see in NOLA when you come for the fun. I’d visited before playing here and never stepped a foot near the business district where I stand now, taking a deep breath. A saxophone plays somewhere and the sound calms me.

	Raising a hand, I hail a cab and get inside. “Take me home,” I say absently, wondering if I have one anymore. I feel rootless since Mom moved to Myrtle Beach to live near her sister after my two sisters got married one after the other. I paid for all three life events, and was glad to do it. The cabbie gives me a puzzled look in the rearview and I rattle off the address of my soon-to-be-up-for-sale condo in the French Quarter.

	It’s been an expensive couple of years, not helped by the fact that I lost a major endorsement for athletic clothing when the sex video went viral three days ago. Settling back in my seat with my legs stretched diagonally, at least I’m no longer cringing at the thought that everyone I know—except my mom and sisters—has seen me. I made my sister Katy promise me when the shitstorm hit that they wouldn’t look at the video. Seeing me naked I could handle, but the rest, not so much. It was the action part of the video that caused the riot among all those powers that be controlling the purse strings of my future.

	Now I have a feeling that the road ends here—or in Boston with the Brawlers to be precise. A one-time chance, according to my agent, Hamish Jett, Ms. Sugar Buns’ boss. He tried to shop me everywhere and there were no other takers. Living large has a price tag and I can’t afford to blow this last opportunity. 

	So it doesn’t matter if they keep me in a cage at night with a rabid dog watching me, I need to go along with it. 

	The fact that my rabid dog is a hottie named Harper St. John curls my lips. Don’t go there, you fucking idiot. The last thing I need is an accusation of sexual harassment to round out my folly.

	Besides, harassing women is the exact opposite of who I am. I love women, everything about them. Always have. I love nothing better than to please them and I get a kick when I find out exactly what it is that will please each and every woman I meet. No matter if it’s a box of candy for the widowed cleaning lady or a single rose attached to a gift certificate to a grocery store for the hardworking waitress at the diner down the street who has three kids at home. 

	When the cab pulls up to the building with my top-floor condo—which was a mistake to buy as it turns out, now that I need to leave—I toss a fifty to the cab driver and he widens his eyes in disbelief.

	“Thanks, man.” He does a double take. “Hey, aren’t you the guy—”

	“Probably,” I say as I get out and close the door on that conversation. Fuck. That video and story are going to follow me around for a long time unless I can change the narrative. I go up the stairs to my third-floor penthouse in the old building and let myself in the double doors. The converted space is wide-open and high ceilinged and has served me well. 

	Saluting farewell to the great room, I pass through to my bedroom, grab my team duffel, and stuff as many of my clothes and personal belongings as I can into the extra large bag. Fuck. This is messed up. I check my phone for the time and I only have an hour. 

	As I grab a bottle of water from the open kitchen on my way to the door, my stomach growls. But I don’t have time to eat and no way can I afford to be late, so I leave my home of the past two years without a backward glance.

	There were a lot of good times had in that penthouse—it’s one of those if walls could talk kind of places—but I’m turning over a new leaf. I’m changing from the Madman to Maddox, the boring guy who stays home by himself every night. Or maybe not. Maybe staying home every night with Harper St. John won’t be so boring. She has spunk. And she’s one gorgeous picture to look at. Making her smile is about to become one of those challenging pleasures of my life.

	As soon as I get to the sidewalk out front of my building, my phone buzzes and I drop my bag to answer it, hoping it’s Harper. Why? I can’t say.

	But it’s not—it’s my sister and I grin as I answer her call.

	“Hey, Katy. You caught me on my way out,” I say.

	“Where you going? It’s early. I thought your game wasn’t until tonight.”

	“It would be if I were still playing for NOLA.” She sucks in a breath. “I got traded. I’m headed for Boston.”

	“I shouldn’t be surprised,” she says. “After that unfortunate video. On the bright side, you’ll practically be down the street from where I live in Connecticut. So we’ll get to see you play.” 

	“That’s a very bright side. You have to promise you’ll come to all the games.”

	“Promise you’ll get me tickets to all the games and I’ll be there.” She takes a deep breath as I grin with the relief of nearby family to look forward to. “Until the baby comes.”

	“The tickets are yours… Wait—what? Did you say baby?”

	“Yes, I did. Surprised?”

	“Fuck, Katy. Damn.” 

	She laughs. “That all you have to say? Proving hockey players really do have vocabularies worse than sailors and pirates.” 

	“You shocked me. My brain is fucking short-circuited.” I swallow hard. “That’s the kind of news that makes a sex video and a trade seem like pebbles on a mountain. A kid. Fucking awesome. Wish I was there to smother you in a hug.” 

	She laughs and I can hear the slight crack of emotion. “I wish you were here for a hug too. I’m so happy, Mad. Who would have thought?” Now her laugh is half crying and my hand tightens on my phone as I watch for the limo.

	“I hope it’s a girl,” I say, silently praying for a healthy healthy baby of any kind, but unwilling to bring up the family’s genetic history. “That’ll teach your lucky bastard husband a lesson about what it’s like to be the only guy in a house of females.” She laugh-sniffs. “He’s okay with it, right?” I ask quietly.

	“Of course he is. You’d think we just won the lottery or the Stanley Cup.” She pauses. “Mad, I’m sorry about your… misfortune. I know you didn’t do anything wrong no matter what anyone says. That video was bad luck—”

	“Or bad judgment in my choice of bedmates.” I’ve skirted the line between a carefree lifestyle and bad judgment too long for it not to catch up to me. “It’s my own fault.”

	“You think? Look, I know you can’t help that you’re a chick magnet, but you need to be far more careful about—” I interrupt her to put her mind at ease.

	“That’s no longer a problem.” I tell her about my so-called handler-jailer. She snorts out a belly laugh at my expense and I feel like a twelve-year-old all over again having my ten-year-old kid sister getting the last laugh. She always was the smart-ass, too-old-for-her-britches one of the Knight kids.

	“That’ll keep you out of trouble—at least temporarily. But what happens after Harper the warden decides you’re an angel disguised as a hockey hunk and she moves on? What then?”

	Fuck, I hear my least favorite lecture coming.

	“Maybe you should consider finding a woman—one woman—to settle down with. Seriously, Mad.”

	“You know what I think of that. My mind hasn’t changed.”

	“Maybe you can see a new doctor and revisit the issue—”

	“Whatever they want to do to resolve the problem will end my hockey career and I’m too young for that.”

	“You’re too young to die of a heart attack.”

	“I’m only twenty-eight, in my prime. I have another five years at least, maybe ten.”

	“I hate when you talk this way. It’s ridiculous. You could settle down and not have children. You don’t have to worry about passing down the—”

	“Seriously? You should talk. Have you ever met a woman who wanted to get married and not have children?” Silence. Katy always claimed she wouldn’t have kids, but here she is announcing her pregnancy and happy about it. A change of subject is needed.

	“Mom still hasn’t seen the—”

	“Hell no.” The way she says that makes my chest tighten.

	“You haven’t…” Silence. Shit. I don’t have a chance to confirm my suspicion that she’s seen the video against my orders because a limo pulls up to the curb. “Gotta go, Katy-girl. I’ll call you when I get to Boston and let you know where I am.” We end the call and I open the back door before the driver has a chance to, but I let him throw my bag into his trunk.

	“Nice to see you dressed for the trip,” Harper says before I slide into the back of the limo next to her.

	“Air travel is casual these days, Harper. Welcome back from the sixties.” She rolls her eyes and I stifle a laugh. I need to behave. But as soon as the driver gets in and we pull from the curb, the cool, private space scented in something exotic sucks me in and she’s hard to resist. Her scent, that smart mouth, her vivid green eyes…

	“Stop staring at me,” she says. “You know it’s colder in Boston, right?” 

	I laugh and then stop myself and look out the window. “No problem. I’m a warm-blooded guy.” She tosses a pointed look at my shorts and I wonder if she’s checking out my cock while she’s at it.

	“Like what you see?”

	“What? Don’t flatter yourself.” She turns away and I’m sure I saw a rush of pink heat her cheeks. Fuck, this is going to be more fun than I thought. Forget the imprisoned Maddox of my imagination. Instead, I envision myself playing the role of stay-at-home-with-the-pretty-lady Maddox.

	“I’m sorry,” I say, no repentance in my voice whatsoever. “My mistake. I thought you were checking out my crotch. I’ll behave.”

	She snorts.

	“Behave? Were you planning to get a lobotomy? Because I don’t see you changing much and you are—”

	“A natural-born charmer, so I’m told.” 

	She laughs and gives me an assessing look. “Some ladies might find you charming. Most of us think you’re—”

	“Most of us?” I raise my brows.

	“Yes, those of us who are interested in a real relationship and not a quick… “ she looks away, but not in time to hide her blush. “Never mind.”

	“That’s it? That’s all you’re interested in? A real relationship?”

	“Never mind.” She tries to shut down the conversation, but I’m not discouraged in the least.

	“It’s important for us to come to an understanding, don’t you think? Since you’re going to be my handler?”

	“Handler is the wrong word. Think of me as your warden…” She goes on, but my mind gets stuck because those emerald eyes of hers hypnotize me. 

	“Knight, are you even listening to me?” 

	I nod, wearing my reaction on my face, flat-out admiration. 

	She rolls her eyes. “Don’t pretend like you’re looking at a sex kitten in a G-string. I’m a professional in a suit.”

	“It’s not the suit that makes a woman.” I want to say more, but I have no idea what, so I keep my mouth shut for a change and limit my response to a genuine-as-all-fuck smile. Because she doesn’t even get how fucking sexy she is. When the hell does that ever happen in my world? Never. Fucking never.

	Every puck bunny, hell, every woman whether they knew a puck from a fuck, that I’ve been with in the past two years here in NOLA was all about the sexiness and only the sexiness. I’m not complaining, but my handler is the kind of woman I haven’t been around for a while. 

	On purpose.

	“We won’t have time to check luggage so I hope that duffel of yours fits in the overhead bin,” she says as the limo pulls up to the departure gate.

	“Sorry. I’ve been used to flying on private jets.” Fuck. That sounded dickish.

	“Of course you have.” She gives me a look dripping with dismissal and I should want to speak up, defend myself, but her green eyes spark and her fiery hair glows in the car light as the door is opened. I’d rather kiss the fucking dismissal from her and my eyes lower to her lips.  

	“Change of status, Madman. Get used to it. The Brawlers are nothing like your former team.” Her eyes rove my face and one side of her mouth twitches up like she’s enjoying my comedown.

	“Your current status is so low you’ll be lucky not to end up living in a sub-basement apartment.” She steps out of the open door and I follow her. I grab our bags and have to fucking wrestle her for the privilege of carrying hers while I try to keep my dick under control and worry about my recently acquired submissive kink. 

	But then I understand the real attraction I have for her. And it’s nothing to do with this temporary submissive-dominance routine she’s trying to sell.

	“I got this,” I tell her, taking firm hold of her luggage and swinging it away from her reach. “It’s not a statement about your femininity or position in society. Think of it as a polite gesture by a guy who happens to have some spare muscle power.”

	She blows out an exasperated breath and gives me a stony glare.

	“Fine. A polite gesture. Good boy. Keep up the Boy Scout act because you have a long way to go.” She takes off with her heels clicking across the tile floor and I keep up with her only because I have long legs and I’m wearing sneakers. Shit.

	“You’re a woman on a mission, aren’t you?”

	“Yes, Mr. Knight. I believe we covered that.” She stops when we reach the preferred flyer desk and we check in. “You’re my mission.” She hands me my boarding pass. “And I’m not going to fail.” 

	I believe her and that comforts me like a warm blanket on a frigid night. Maybe she doesn’t hate me. I feel her lust, that attraction between two adults that’s purely physical, but she’s convinced me she may not like me past my cheeky smile and strong body. She may not be into my brand of charm. That would be the first time in a very long time that’s happened to me.

	And it would be sad. 

	When we get to the boarding area, I pull my cap down in defense of recognition. Normally I don’t mind signing autographs and shooting the shit with fans, but since the video… Well, let’s just say the conversations have tended to be less pleasant, more awkward

	First class is called to board the plane.

	“That’s us,” she says and picks up her bag. “I’ll carry it onto the plane myself.” She inhales and adds, “Thank you anyway.” 

	I nod and follow, happy to watch the hypnotic sway to her hips and perfect peach shaped ass as we walk through the jetway. And if I’m not mistaken, I see a peek of red on the soles of those sexy heels she’s wearing. There’s definitely more to Harper St. John than a business suit.

	When she reaches the plane’s hatch, I’m right behind her, within touching distance. But as she steps across that gap between the bridge and the plane, she stumbles. I reach out and grab her from behind, preventing her fall.

	“Oh shit. My shoe.” I hold her against me with one arm and she looks up at me, her face close to mine, her brilliant eyes filled with shock, the kind that I can feel running through my entire body from each point where we touch. 

	“Is it stuck?” 

	She nods, then pushes away from me, drops her bag and jerks her foot free. 

	“Shit.” She looks down and so do I. Her shoe-clad foot is free, but the heel is missing from her fancy red-soled pump. 

	“Is that your heel stuck between the gangway and the plane?” She’s bent down, too busy trying to pull it free to acknowledge me. One of the flight attendants intervenes to help as some people pile up behind us waiting to get on the plane..

	“This happens all the time,” he says, smiling at her. “Let me help.” He puts a hand on her shoulder and I feel the sting as if he’s touching me and I don’t like the familiarity. My protective instincts jump from the deep recesses of my soul, unbidden and whether those instincts are appropriate or not, they take over.

	“I’ll get it.” I drop my bag, and as I grab hold of the stuck heel and wiggle it free, she reaches in around me.

	“I can get it.” She grabs for it, looking at me with determination. But before she can get hold of it, the heel loosens and slips through the crack. I hear the clicking sound of the heel as it hits the tarmac below like its a lock clicking into place and shutting me out..

	“Oh shit—I mean—” She sounds stricken.

	We both stare for a second and then I straighten, taking her hand and pulling her to a stands. “I’m sorry. You almost had it,” I say because she looks undone.

	A kaleidoscope of emotions crosses her face and after a few beats, she yanks the broken shoe from her foot and turns away from me, holding the scuffed half-shoe in her hand.  

	“Thanks for trying,” she says in a wobbly voice. “It was my own fault for—never mind.” Her cheeks are pink and her mouth tight with annoyance. Can’t say I blame her.

	“Like the guy said, it happens all the time, right?” I pick up both our bags and she steps into the plane, limping, without another word. The flight attendant gives her an apologetic look and murmurs something, but it doesn’t improve her wound-up expression. Shit. This is bound to put a damper on her already frosty mood.

	We get to our seats three rows in and she turns to me.

	“Give me my bag. I’ll have to change shoes. I can’t walk around Logan airport like this when we land.” I hand it to her and she lays it on her seat and opens it while I stow my bag. Moving out of the aisle to let others board, I spy her neatly packed array of clothing organized like I’ve never seen before. She snatches a pair of sparkly shoes and takes off her remaining pump, sliding the old ones into the empty slot and then shutting the bag.

	Not before I noticed a lacy bit of red undergarments, or it could have been a nightie. She meets my eyes.

	“What?” She frowns and I put a hand on hers as she stands there barefoot with her dress shoes in her hand and frustration oozing from everywhere.

	“It’s only a pair of shoes. Why are you so stressed?” My tone is earnest, not sarcastic, because I really want to know what’s bothering her and I hope to hell it’s not all about me.  She huffs out another breath and looks away, waving a hand.

	“They were my special shoes. They were a … gift and they’re very expensive and I really liked them.”

	“A gift from your boyfriend?” I ask with no shame but some unnecessary apprehension waiting for her answer.

	“No. I … don’t have a boyfriend. I’m focused on my career. Like you.” My eyes pop wide and my grin spreads reflexively. She doesn’t really mean exactly like me. I can hardly picture her as a player catting around four or five nights a week bringing home different guys each time. 

	She puts the bag under the seat and sits, then looks at me with a tilt of pride to her chin. “Okay, they weren’t exactly a gift. I bought the shoes for myself. They were a splurge, a reward to myself for landing this job.” She shakes her head and looks away. “And now they’re gone.”

	“Not necessarily. They can be fixed. You’re a fixer aren’t you?  Hell, you’re fixing me and my fucked-up reputation, right? A pair of designer shoes with a broken heel ought to be a piece of cake.” Then she smiles. And fuck if I don’t feel that smile like a punch to my gut. But it keeps going, blowing past my dick and hitting me straight where it counts. Exactly where I don’t want her to be.

	“You’re right. Thanks for listening, Knight. I’ll see if I can get the shoes fixed. Eventually.” She drags her smile away from me, clears her throat, and goes back to business-minded Harper.


Chapter 3: Harper

	I should feel a tiny bit silly that we’re sitting in first class when I was trying to tell Maddox he’s being demoted to less than special status. But he doesn’t give me a hard time about it unless I count his borderline goofy grin. I feel a whole lot sillier about losing my heel and nearly tripping. My poor shoe. I shouldn’t mourn, but that was my Christian Louboutin Pigalle Follies patent red sole pump. And I loved it. It’s stupider than silly that I want to cry or spit or both that I broke my heel and it fell to its death on the tarmac below. Gone forever .

	Then for my further humiliation, I had no choice but to dig through my bag for backups so I don’t have to schlep through Logan airport on one and a half shoes when we land in Boston. But all I have are my evening sandals.

	My professional appearance will be nearly impossible to pull off with these sparkly spikes. Shit. The least I can do is behave professionally. 

	I grab my Kate Spade bag and slip out my tablet to check emails and act businesslike. But even with the larger first-class seats, Knight’s presence is overpowering, distracting me. I can smell him and it’s a crazy knockout combination of soap, mint, and man. 

	Did I mention his special personal man-scent? Whatever it is, whatever’s in his sweat, I wish I could bottle it and sell it. Or better yet, keep it all to myself…

	“Working?” he asks. I jerk my head up, hoping he can’t read my mind or see the flustered guilt on my face.

	“Yes," I say quickly and launch into my most official and extended explanation in an effort to convince him I'm all business. "I’m reviewing some of the apartment and condo listings sent to me by our real estate agent.”

	“The agency has a real estate agent?”

	“Not exactly ours, but we do work with her frequently when—

	“She?”

	“Oh my god—can you just stop it already? Get your mind off women. No dating for you.”

	“I wasn’t thinking of dating.” He’s serious. I squeeze my eyes shut. He adds, 

	“And I’m pretty sure you can’t stop me if I wanted to.”

	“You’re right. I can’t make you do anything.” He gives me a wary look, so maybe he’s not in complete denial of the seriousness of his situation. “But according to the agreement you signed with the Boston Brawlers today, the addendum, you need to confine yourself to monogamous relationships only, no multiple women…” Shit. I don’t even know where I’m going with this. My cheeks heat up, yet again, and I turn away.

	“You mean no orgies?”

	I suck in a breath and ignore him.

	“Monogamous relationships? Does it really say no multiple sex partners in the contract?” 

	I can’t help looking up at him. His grin is barely suppressed and there's amusement in that damn twinkle in those killer blue eyes of his. But I keep on track.

	“Not in so many words. Would you like to reread the agreement?”

	“No. Bottom line is it’s all temporary. Just until the end of the season. I can stand anything for four months. I won’t break.”

	I half laugh. “I’m not worried about you breaking. I’m worried about the contract getting broken. But no worries, I’m here to keep you on the straight and narrow.”

	“Did you once work in a convent?” he deadpans.

	Heat rushes to my cheeks and my muscles clench. My arm comes up instinctively in my defense to strike back as if he’s accused me of being a whore or called me an unmentionable four-letter word. He catches my hand in his before I can do any harm.

	“Whoa there, sugar buns. Just joking.” He smiles. “Let’s face it. That would be some convent if they had women like you in it.”

	“What do you mean by that?” Stupid question. I pull my hand from his. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. Just… forget about women and concentrate on hockey for the duration. Do you think you can do that? Honestly?”

	“Absolutely, except…” He stares at my eyes so hard I wonder if my mascara is disastrously smudged making me look like I was on the wrong end of a punch.

	“Except what? No holding out, no secrets, Knight. Seriously. We both have a lot riding on this contract. It’s your only chance to finish the season and my chance to get a promotion.”

	“A promotion? From handler to what?” 

	I sigh. “From junior agent to senior agent.” 

	“Big raise in it for you?” 

	I nod. 

	“All right then, St. John. Now that I know the stakes, we have a deal. No women.” He grips my hand in some kind of crazy handshake.

	I almost let myself smile because he is like an overgrown kid—if it weren’t for those killer hormones or whatever that irresistible aura of sex-inducing chemistry he has surrounding him. 

	A girl could  get hopelessly lost or even drown in it—if it weren’t for the stakes. The stakes my boss made abundantly clear. I didn’t mention to Maddox the flip side of what might happen to my job if I fail, if he breaks his agreement.

	“Except there is one problem,” he says, causing my heart to stutter.

	“What the—what problem?” I say, sounding like I’m doing a Minnie Mouse impression.

	“You.” He arches a brow. 

	I have no idea what he’s talking about but I draw my brows together in an effort to puzzle it out. 

	“You’re a woman, Harper, and if we’re spending time together, you can’t ask me not to…”

	“I can. Yes I can ask—insist. Don’t think of me as a woman, Knight. I’m a jailer. A mean, nasty prison guard who—” He starts grinning and shaking his head. “What?”

	“You’ll never carry it off. You don’t have a mean bone in your body.” Then he has the nerve to give my body a once-over, lingering on my boobs as I try shrinking into my shapeless suit.

	“Yes, I am. Very mean. You bring it out in me. I’m an angry bitch.” I make a stern, angry bitch face and he, of course laughs. But I don’t have a chance to say something scathing—not that I have any idea what it would be—because the flight attendant, a lovely slim dark-haired woman about my age with doe eyes, approaches us with a big fat drooling smile aimed at Mr. Hockey Hunk.

	“Welcome aboard, Mr. Knight.” She turns to me and nods. “Ma’am. Can I get you something to drink?” She returns her adoring gaze to Mr. Knight and I feel like the invisible woman. But Maddox turns to me.

	“What would you like to drink, Harper?” With all his attention focused on me and his signature grin in place, I heat up. But then he leans in, his eyes crinkling at the corners, and whispers. “How about if we splurge on champagne to seal our deal?” His breath skates over my skin and I shiver involuntarily. 

	“I don’t know…” My breathy voice trails off and I clear my throat. Shit. He winks at me and then tells the flight attendant we’ll have two champagnes and she takes off to get our drinks. Shit. What am I doing? 

	“Maybe you shouldn’t have ordered two.”

	“One glass of champagne isn’t going to make you reckless, St. John. Is it?” 

	He has me. There’s no good answer to that and I’m already sounding like a wimp, not giving him a firm yes or no. So I improvise.

	“It wasn’t me I was worried about.” I give him a warden face, narrowing my eyes. He laughs.

	“We both know I can handle a glass of champagne and a fuck-load more.” He leans in and I barely hold back the flinch of excitement at the whiff of his intoxicating maleness and realize a little champagne isn’t the problem compared to his potent presence. 

	“Besides, I gave you my word I’d behave. So I will.”

	“What if behaving means no drinking for the rest of the season?”

	“Won’t be the first time I limited my alcohol in the name of hockey. My senior year in high school the whole team went on the wagon in our quest to make it to the state championship.”

	“Did it work?”

	“What do you think?”

	“You won the championship.” 

	He nods and a grin spreads so hard on his face that his shadowy dimple dents the right side of his face. Geez, I hope that flutter I feel below my belly button has nothing to do with his dimple and everything to do with the idea that he has the determination to succeed in our current mission. 

	Either way I need to get over his Playgirl poster-worthy body and that damn vision I have of him buff and naked and so ready—

	Stop it. Now.

	“Let’s keep drinking to a minimum,” I say. 

	“Did you just include yourself in that promise?” 

	“Why not? I’m not much of a drinker anyway.”

	“I didn’t think so.” He smiles but it’s not one of those warm, harmless friendly smiles. No, there is a mischievous glint in those killer eyes. I straighten in my seat.

	The flight attendant brings our champagne and her gaze lingers on Maddox, though to his credit, he doesn’t give her more than a nod of thanks, keeping his attention on me. 

	Is that good or bad though? I don’t know how I feel. It’s good that he’s not flirting with a random flight attendant, but having his undivided attention on me feels too titillating to be good for me, or for our mission.

	“How about you? What did you give up to win your job with the best sports agency in the business?” He stares with unabashed interest, forcing me to answer honestly.

	“Only ninety-nine percent of my social life. If it’s not a wedding, a funeral, or the birth of a baby, I don’t go. No drinking, no socializing—not unless you count work-related events, which I don’t. Or I didn’t used to. It’s almost like now the agency is my family and work is my social life.”

	“I know what you mean. But you must have some time to get away from work.” 

	“I go to games and work parties and charity events representing the agency on my so-called nights off.”

	“Those are fun. Some of the charity events I’ve gone to for hockey have been a fucking rush—pardon my language.”

	“We have to work on your language. You drop the F-bomb in interviews more than any professional athlete I’ve seen  and that covers a small village of men and women.”

	“That bad, eh? I’ll work on it. You haven’t convinced me that you don’t have any fun. How about the games and the parties afterwards?”

	“I don’t usually go out after the games. I guess that means one of us is going to have to change because I’ll be going everywhere you go—or don’t go.” 

	His eyes crinkle in a smile that makes my lady muscles contract.

	“Oh yeah? I won’t mind staying in with you. But but you’ll have to come out after a game at least once with the guys. It’s a bonding thing.”

	“What about the no drinking rule?” I ignore his insinuation about staying in with me. Or I try to because I truly don’t know which I’ll find more stressful, going out with him to try and keep the women off him or staying in with him and… never mind. 

	“No problem. I can go out and stick to tonic water.” He pauses and I know he has more to say and for some reason he has my nerves rung out. So what if he’s good-looking? Okay that’s the understatement of the year. His gorgeous dark-fringed blue eyes are better than Paul Newman’s. But that’s still no reason for my lady parts to react like a starving girl at an all-you-can-eat-buffet. He finally says what he has on his mind.

	“Going out after games is an important ritual, an important way to fit in with a new team.”

	“You’re an excellent cajoler, did you know that?” 

	He grins. Of course.

	With the effort of the perennial underdog that I am, I force myself to get back to business. “Let me get back to work.”

	“One more question?” 

	I can’t help the deep sigh. “Shoot.”

	“Tell me about your family. Where does Harper St. John come from?”

	“Are you serious?”

	“As fuck.” His easy going demeanor doesn’t hide the fact that he’s one hard-nosed, determined SOB and I know I have no choice.

	“Okay, on one condition. You tell me about your family first. About where you come from.” Why do I ask? Because I’ll do anything to deflect him from talking about my family. And I know full well he’s not going to let me work. Besides, ignoring him would be not only rude, but increasingly impossible for my worn-out resistance.

	“I thought you knew everything there was to know about me with your shameless spying in the name of the job?” he says with that tease in his voice that sets me on edge. 

	Not the bad kind of edge where I’m annoyed. No. The sexy kind of edge where I want him to ravage me right here on the plane in full view of all until I come writhing and screaming in his arms. Shit. Stop.

	“Tell me something I don’t know,” I say with faux calm.

	“Okay. You ready for my big secret?” 

	I nod and force myself to breathe. 

	“I feel truly lucky to have the two best sisters in the world. They are my weakness. I love to spoil them. And my mom? Well I would crown her queen of the universe if I could. She deserves so much more than a son like me.” 

	Surprise hits me right in my heart and then shoots down to my hot, melting pussy. I hope to hell he doesn’t notice me actually clenching my thighs. Because who doesn’t love a hunky superstar who adores his sisters and mom and spoils them with such obvious pleasure?

	“Wait—what do you mean, son like you? You’re a fine son—you bought your mom a house. I mean—I saw the transaction… sorry. I’m not spying, I swear.” 

	He chuckles. “It’s oddly pleasing to know you’re watching everything I do, that you’ve been watching everything I’ve been doing all this time.”

	“Not everything. Clearly. Because believe me when I tell you, I would have stopped you from that last excursion.”

	“Tell me about it. I wish you had.” He shakes his head. “Since you really do know more about me than I want to think about, it’s your turn to divulge a secret. What other wild indulgences do you have besides expensive red-soled shoes?”

	“Shoes are it. But they are gorgeous princess shoes—the ones I broke. When I’m in the room with VIPs as I often am, those shoes make—made me feel like I was one of them, like I belonged there.” I shrug, not embarrassed, but vulnerable. His intense blue-eyed stare says you’re the only person in the world, reassuring me that he gets it and he’s not judging. 

	“Which leads to the question of how you got to the Jett Agency and why?”

	“Honestly? I used to be an athlete. Back in the day.” I can’t help a wistful pause, but he waits for more details and so I give them to him. It’s not exactly what I want to give him and not exactly what he really wants, but it’s all I can afford. “I played hockey and made it to college on a scholarship—UNH. But that was it. Full stop. No such thing as pro hockey for women. At least not the kind that pays the bills. And I’m not saying that I was good enough to go pro.”

	“Impressive. Explains why you look so fit rather than skinny.”

	“Thanks. I think.”

	“Also explains this … thing we have.” He moves his hand back and forth between us.

	“We don’t have a thing.” Panic wells with the intense pleasure spreading through my belly, tightening my chest.

	“Sure we do. I get a zing every time I look at those gorgeous eyes of yours or take a deep breath of your scent. I can’t place it, or describe it, but it knocks me sideways like a good hip check.” 

	“Don’t be ridiculous.” I barely stop myself from an indulgent giggle.

	“That’s all you got? Not much of a denial.” His eyes see right through me and I shiver. 

	He smirks at my telltale response.

	“No,” I insist, forcing conviction into my voice. “There’s nothing—” 

	“Yes, there is. And I can prove it. If you’ll let me. Or you can prove me wrong—if you’ll let me.”

	“Let you?” 

	He nods, his eyes softening and hypnotic with their sensual pull as he moves close, leaning his head down toward mine. And even though I should, I don’t move. Not one single muscle. I don’t even take a breath.

	His mouth touches my temple in a soft kiss of my sensitive skin, and though it’s a breathy, warm kiss, the effect is a shock to my system that sends a shiver of need racing down my spine. After the initial jolt I pull back, putting as much distance as possible between us as I look around to see if anyone saw us. He puts a hand on mine resting on the divider between us and takes my cheek in his other hand, forcing me to turn back and face him.

	“You can’t do that,” I say before I get lost in his eyes and touch. “Don’t do that again.”

	“I proved my point.”

	“No you didn’t. There’s nothing—” He arches a brow and I huff out a breath. Denial is useless because he’s not stupid. In fact he’s an expert at seducing women, so he absolutely knows I’m a sucker for him. “Okay, so there’s an attraction, but so what? Every female in the known universe is attracted to you, so it proves nothing. And you can’t do that again. We can’t have any… hanky-panky.”

	“Hanky-panky?” He snorts. “None of that. I disagree about the attraction between us. At least from my end. The kind of chemistry I feel with you doesn’t happen with every female in the universe—in fact, I don’t remember the last time it happened. Not like this.” He strokes his finger down my jaw and along my throat and then takes it away. He stops talking and frowns, then looks at the seat in front of us. “But you’re right. It doesn’t matter. We can’t have any hanky-panky. Not if you don’t want any.”

	“It’s not up to me—not that I would. Want any hanky-panky. It’s the rule. The agency’s rule.”

	“Ah. I get it. Rules. No problem. Strictly business between us.” He’s still turned and I miss the connection of his eyes on mine. But I have no right to his attention—at least not that kind of attention.

	“Exactly. I’m glad you get the picture.” I’m the opposite of glad, if I’m being perfectly honest, and my face heats up along with the rest of me, acknowledging the extraordinary nature of my body’s reaction to him. He’s right. When does that ever happen?

	Never. Not that I’ve been looking for a fling. Though the throbbing between my thighs insists that I’ve been neglecting my needs and it’s true. Maybe that explains my hypersensitivity to his nearness. Explains half of it anyway.

	The other half can be explained by his manly jaw with that dark stubble, dreamy blue eyes, and the overpowering sensual energy of his perfectly proportioned Thor-like muscled body. He could play a leading man in the movies for real as well as in my daydreams, where he has a recurring role. If only Godfrey Collins hadn’t squirmed out of this assignment, I wouldn’t be in the difficult predicament of being handler for my secret and very much forbidden crush. Shit.

	Maddox leaves me alone and I’m finally able to concentrate on work until the plane lands.

	He follows me off the plane, carrying our bags, and I can feel his eyes on my back and the heat of his body close to mine. Apparently he’s sticking close because he doesn’t trust my ability to walk without stumbling. Sure. That must be it.

	When we get to the exit area I wrench myself free from his gravitational force.

	“I need to call Ham.” Maddox nods and I step away from him as I tap the icon for Hamish Jett, my boss. “We’ve landed,” I tell Ham when he answers. 

	“Good. The driver should be there in a few minutes to pick you up. When you drop off your things at the hotel the car will wait because you need to get to the Garden for a press conference introducing Knight.”

	“As if all of Boston’s hockey world doesn’t already know exactly who he is,” I say. “We’ll put on our best face.”

	“I’m counting on it. Make sure Knight stays on script. It’s going to be a busy evening. The Brawlers have a command performance charity event for their foundation later tonight and you’ll need to escort Knight. It’s black tie,” my boss reminds me.

	“Got it. We’ll be there. No problem.” Shit. I forgot to tell Knight about the black tie. It’s so not like me to forget details, any details.

	“And remember Harper, the ironclad rule.”

	“I know. No dating the clients. No fooling around, not even flirting will be tolerated. Although I’m not sure how I’m supposed to communicate with Maddox Knight without flirting. It seems to be the only language he knows.” My boss chuckles. 

	"Professional flirting doesn't count. No relationship with the clients that isn't a professional one. And honey, if you do, it's a fireable offense." He pauses to let that sink in as if I don’t already feel the weight of extreme pressure. “On the other hand, if you’re successful and get Knight to the end of the season with the Brawlers, there’s a big fat bonus in it for you.” That makes me grin.

	“Now you’re talking,” I say. “How much?” I shouldn’t be surprised, because if there’s one thing that Jett is known for, it’s that he’s fair. He’s fair with owners, players and his employees, and generous.

	Ham is an ex-player—hockey player, that is—one of the most respected men in the NHL and now the best in the sports agent business. So if I mess this up, I know my career is over. I swallow a gulp of anxiety because I can already feel the stretch of professional flirting boundaries as sure as the heat waves that come over me whenever Knight’s charm gets too close.

	His charm isn’t even about his perfect square chin, those teasing blue eyes, or his chiseled body. At least not so much. Because I can control my physical attraction. Pretty much. But it’s that freaking boyish innocence combined with a hefty amount of confidence and genuine attentiveness that gets to a girl. That combination of gorgeousness and real decency mixed with fun is his real and deadly brand of charm. Shit.

	But one, or even a few lays in the hay with magical Maddox and all his heady charm would hardly measure up to my need for this job and the money. I scoff inwardly. I mean, it’s not like we’re talking about risking my career for a meaningful relationship. God no.

	“You got it. I’m all in,” I say to Ham to instill confidence. In him and in me too.

	“I’m not worried about you. But if Knight steps out of line, you let me know.”

	“I can handle him. You know I can or you wouldn’t have given me this assignment.”

	“Sort of.”

	“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Shit, there was a little more edge to my voice than I meant. “I mean—”

	“Settle down. I know what you mean.” He pauses. “Truth?” I eye Maddox as he glances around at several drivers holding signs identifying their passengers. “No one else was available after Collins refused. You were my last and only choice.”

	“So you were desperate and now you’re counting on me?”

	“Yeah. Pretty much. But that doesn’t mean I don’t think you can do it. It only means that I didn’t intentionally put you in this situation with a guy like Knight.”

	“Don’t worry about me. I’m an ex-hockey player, remember? I can handle Knight.”

	“I know you can do it. It’s only for four months. All you have to do is keep him out of trouble, and that means especially out of anyone’s bed—including your own. Keep him focused on hockey.”

	“You can count on me.” I should feel ashamed that all I see are dollar signs and that helps a lot to ignore all the other signs that this is going to be one tough assignment. But not because I can’t handle the likes of a hockey bad boy. 

	No, because I also need to handle myself and the stupid secret crush I’ve been harboring about this particular bad boy. I have no idea why, but there’s something vulnerable about him that calls to me more than his looks or his light-hearted charm. And whatever it is, I need to shut it down. Hard and fast.

	“I’ll leave it to you, but I know you can find plenty of wholesome activities—maybe some hands-on charitable work or something—to keep him out of trouble.”

	“You know, Jett, maybe we’re both underestimating Mr. Knight. Maybe he can keep himself out of trouble.”

	“You’re probably right, but we made a deal with the Brawlers that says we’re babysitting him. We need to make sure we’re making the effort whether we need to or not. And by we, I mean you. Clear?”

	“Crystal.” We end the call and I go back to Maddox’s side, a new and strangely familiar place.

	“There’s our driver,” he says, lifting that manly chin of his in the direction of a short man in a black cap holding a sign emblazoned with JETT, our agency’s name. Maddox lifts both our bags and I follow him. Feeling like his elderly aunt more than his escort or whatever the hell I am, when we finally get inside the car, I’m relieved. 

	Opening up my tablet, I angle it to carve out extra space between us. “What do your friends call you? Maddox?”

	“My family calls me Mad. My teammates call me Knight. Or they used to.” He shrugs, but I see the shadow of sadness cross his features and realize he’s lost all his friends from the team in one fell swoop and I doubt he even had a chance to say goodbye. I know it happens all the time in professional sports, but that doesn’t make it any less of an adjustment to lose your friends and your home and start over.

	“Don’t worry, I’m sure your new teammates will catch on.” My hand reaches out and pats his knee. The gesture of comfort is automatic and it’s so ingrained that I don’t realize I’m touching him until the heat of his bare flesh scalds my hand. His eyes meet mine in surprise and he smiles with appreciation, not one of those innuendo-implying smirks. But I snatch my hand back and look away too fast to deserve any credit for his appreciation.

	As I busy myself with emails,  the sparkle of my spike sandals made for evening wear catches my eye. The strappy glitter is so not appropriate with this business suit. Shit.

	“Killer shoes,” he says.

	“They’re all wrong, but my sneakers would be even more wrong—or maybe—”

	“No. I veto the sneakers. One of us wearing sneakers is all we can get away with for a press conference. We can’t have the reporters thinking I’m repped by a gym teacher, can we?” I suppress a smile. 

	“You’re keeping the broken shoes?” he continues.

	“They were my favorites. Eventually I’ll get them fixed.”

	“Do they still have shoe cobblers around? Might be tough to find a new heel like that.”

	“I’ll figure it out. Least of our problems.” I get myself back to business, feeling only slightly off wearing the glittery shoes with my business suit. I pull a sheet of paper from my bag to go over.

	“Here are your talking points for the press conference.” I hand it to him. “Study it and don’t stray off topic, don’t ad lib, and do not ramble. Fewer words are better.”

	“Got it.” He looks at me askance. “You know I’ve done this before, right?”

	“You’ve faced down a scandal at a press conference to save your career before?” I arch a brow.

	“Touché. Not exactly. But I’ve never had a problem handling the press.”

	“Until now. They’ll be out for blood today, to use you and any scintillating details they can wring out. You’re a big, juicy, salacious story, a ticket to a payday for them. You’re no longer Maddox Knight, hockey player. You are Maddox Knight, hot scandal. Remember that and do your best not to give them anything, of course while being cooperative and pleasant.”

	“Well, fuck,” he says. “How long do you suppose the press conference will run? I’m not sure I can take the torture more than a few minutes before they pull a full confession out of me.”

	“Ha ha. Take this seriously. Please.”

	“Don’t worry, St. John. I’ll follow your lead.”

	“I won’t be saying a thing. You’re on your own.”

	“Exactly. I can handle it.” He stares at me with a strange combination of amusement and seriousness wavering on his face and my heart speeds up. I’m counting on him and I hope he’s right.

	“Yes, you can.” I decide I need to believe in him or drive myself crazy. And I’m already crazy enough just breathing him in.


Chapter 4: Maddox

	At the press conference

	 

	Before Harper’s little pep talk I hadn’t been worried about the press conference, hadn’t given it much thought. Now? 

	Let’s just say having the shit spelled out didn’t improve my outlook, and so I find myself marching toward the door of the press room in the Garden with Coach Larry Green, the Brawlers’ management and owners, and a medium-sized lump of anxiety that I’m working on swallowing down before I get behind the podium. Harper follows slightly behind me and, in spite of the fact that these men are all part of my new team, I feel like Harper is the only one truly on my team at the moment.

	* * *

	Standing sandwiched between the owners, Feeney and Todd, and Coach Green at a mic-filled podium in front of a packed press room with more than fifty reporters, bloggers, and cameras of all kinds, I shift past the aforementioned lump and into game mode. This is the me I usually reserve for ice time where I’m serious, as focused as the devil on sin.

	Feeney introduces me with reserved praise for my scoring ability as the extra punch the team needs to get to the cup this year. The PR lady, Mary Delaney, doesn’t roll her eyes, but I can see that she wants to grab the microphone away from the newish owner and hit him on the head with it. 

	Or I could be projecting my own inner desire, which remains well hidden by my game face. Feeney extends his hand in my direction and steps aside. Coach gives me a warning look. And with that, I take center stage in front of a podium with too many mics to count at a glance and the goddam flash of lights nearly blinding me.

	“I already love Boston because you all have as much passion for hockey as I do.” I smile and the shouted questions begin. Delaney steps up and points at one reporter and the others settle back to wait thier turn.

	“Why and how did you get involved in the sex video and how do you explain the explicit nature of it?” 

	Well fuck.

	“Bad judgment for which I am extremely regretful.” I’d wish I had more to say, but I’m not a whiner or a finger-pointer by nature, so even though I might confess in a private conversation the accidental circumstances and the names of the other people who might have set me up, I’m not about to get into it here. I glance at Harper and she nods with approval, which she sure as hell should because my remark is more stark and succinct than even she suggested.

	“That’s it?” 

	I nod and look for the next question, taking over the finger-pointing from Ms. Delaney because she’s slow to respond. “Other questions?”

	“How do you expect us to believe you’re serious about hockey after that video?”

	“I don’t expect you to believe my words, but I intend to prove myself by my play on the ice and my behavior off the ice over the course of the season. All I can ask is a chance.” Murmurs follow this and I sense the mood changing and a lot of reporters crossing off half the questions on their lists.

	“What sort of behavior off the ice?” one woman shouts out of turn, but the others quiet down, ceding the floor to her. “You going to dress up as a monk and take an oath of celibacy?” The laughs in the room are far from subdued. I have a few smart-ass quips for her, but I keep Harper and my promise to her at the top of my mind. So I take a page out of Bobby Orr’s self-deprecating style book.

	“Not a bad idea,” I say. “Closer to my new reality than I’d like. But I’m committed to remain undistracted from my hockey goals, which are to contribute as much as possible to this team and win the Stanley Cup.” I pause, and when I should stop, I go on, deviating slightly from Harper’s advice to speak as little as possible. “Honestly, coming to Boston is a much needed and welcome new start for me and it’s a second chance I don’t intend to blow. It’s every hockey player’s dream to win the Stanley Cup from the minute they put on skates at four, five years old and I’m no different.

	“Now I’m convinced I have a chance to make that dream a reality this season with this team. And I’m going to work my sorry butt off to make it happen.”

	The questions about my indecent behavior ease up and after another ten minutes that seem like ten hours, the Delaney wraps up the questions and we leave through the same door we entered.

	“That wasn’t terrible,” Delaney says. I grin at her because I know the PR lady’s reputation courtesy of Harper. So I know that was a massive compliment.

	“You did great.” Harper beams at me and I wink. But Coach and the owners are reserved and do no more than nod and grunt.

	“See you at morning skate, Knight. Seven thirty sharp,” Coach says and he peels off, disappearing down a hallway to the left. The owners head to the elevator and Harper takes my arm to guide me to the parking garage.

	“Wait one second,” Delaney says. “Don’t forget tonight.” She eyes me like the cut of a knife, sharp and deep.

	“We’ll be there,” Harper says. Delaney glances at her and nods, but doesn’t look reassured.

	“Best behavior. No women,” Delaney says and turns on her heels, not waiting for any response. Harper loops her arm around mine and leads me to the street exit. The sidewalk bustles with energy in the refreshing cool air and the breeze ruffles my hair. 

	“Your hair is too long,” she says as she starts walking the short distance to our hotel in her sparkly sandals. 

	“I’d been scheduled for a cut today at my favorite NOLA barber. Which can be added to the tally of unfinished business along with my car, all my furniture, the rest of my clothes and my teammates.” I glance at her feet again as we walk. She’s slowed down considerably from earlier today. “You want to grab a cab or Uber?”

	“No, I like walking. Even with these pitiful shoes. Losing your friends is the shittiest part of trades,” she says, nodding as we walk.  I tip my Brawlers cap lower over my face. “I suppose you consider them friends?”

	“They were all good friends. And to answer your unspoken question, even the teammates who threw me what’s turning out to be the worst birthday party ever that night, I still consider good friends.”

	“Have you heard from them?” I’m not sure why she’s asking this line of questions, but an uncomfortable wave of emotion tightens my chest because this conversation is taking on the distinct aura of a certain emotional intimacy. The kind I never have with any female who’s not directly related to me.

	“Yeah. Texts. Messages. Apologies. Oaths to stand by me as a decent guy no matter what anyone says.” I kick a stray soda can. Then I bend, pick it up and toss it into the trash as we walk by a receptacle.

	“Good aim,” she says. “I’ll bet you haven’t responded to any of them, have you?” I stop and give her a look, probably confusion, and I don’t answer. She’s right, but I have no idea what to tell her. I can’t tell her about the searing shame and regret, it’s too raw. So I change the subject.

	“What’s for dinner?”

	* * *

	Back at the hotel

	“I’m glad that press conference is behind us,” she says as I let us into the room, carrying takeout from an Italian place we found on the way. Closing the door, I feel my first measure of real privacy and relief from the fishbowl pressure—except in Boston it’s more like aquarium-sized attention compared to NOLA.

	“I’ll drink to that,” I say, adding my smirk to make sure she knows I’m kidding. She barks a laugh.

	“Well,” Harper says, kicking her shoes off her feet immediately. “I really could use a drink after that. Too bad we’re on the wagon.” I snort.

	“I’m on the wagon. You can drink yourself silly if you want.” She snorts back at me.

	“And leave you in charge? You forget we’re on again tonight. The charity event. For a good cause. The Brawlers’ Foundation. Time to start your redemption tour and make good on the promise you made to the press.” She stands in the middle of the room, barefoot and vulnerable, and before I can stop myself, my hormones react like I’m a teenager looking at a photo of naked boobs. Shit. Don’t go there. 

	You’re on a mission and it doesn’t include hanky-panky with sugar buns, no matter how hot and adorable she is, no matter how much fun it would be to unwind all that uptight passion she has hidden. 

	Besides, she’s all wrong. She’s the kind of woman I don’t need, like poison to my system, the ruin of my career-focused bachelor life. Really, Maddox? Look where that lifestyle’s gotten you. She breaks into my war of hormones and habit over ambition and good sense with her next words.

	“Do you have a tux?”

	It takes a beat to get my head out of my ass and back to my new reality. An event. Tonight. Fuck. 

	“Sure. I have a tux, but not with me—”

	“Shit—I mean—excuse the language,” she says, picking up the hotel phone.

	“No need to excuse your language to me. In fact, let’s take foul language between us off the table of banned behavior.” One less crack in the ice to avoid with her. One less piece of eggshell I need to worry about chipping. She makes a vague gesture with her hands as she talks to someone on the line, then turns to me.

	“What’s your tux size?”

	“You’re ordering me a tux? For tonight? I have a perfectly good suit. I’ll change my shirt.”

	“Black tie. You need a tux.” She licks her lips, her eyes begging for my cooperation. I’d like to see them begging me for something else. Because apparently, I’m a dickhead. Literally.

	“Forty-eight tall. And don’t get me those skinny pants. I don’t care how fashionable they are. Those tight-ass pants are not made for guys who skate for a living.” 

	She nods, and her green gaze wanders down my body to check out my legs. I arch a brow and she shoots her eyes back up to my face and turns away, talking into the phone again. I keep my snicker to myself.

	God help me because I’ll need it if this dance between us goes on for the next four months. I don’t care how not my type she is, because she seems to be my cock’s type. Fuck. What’s worse is I seem to be her pussy’s type, if that look on her face as she checked out my body means anything. I’m confident my read on the tension between us is right.

	And  that’s fucking inconvenient since it’s damn clear, even with all the uncertainty surrounding my standing here, that fucking around with Miss Sugar Buns is the one absolute no-no to fitting in on the team. 

	She’s at the top of the list of things I can’t do. She’s the warden and I have a feeling no matter how hot she finds me, I wouldn’t get away with even an attempted seduction. She’d shut me down faster than my slap shot into NOLA’s nets when the Brawlers play them next fucking week. And I can guarantee that’s going to be goddamn fast. Faster than that team ditched me after one unfortunate—never mind. Sugar buns hangs up the phone and aims a self-satisfied smile at me.

	“Your tux will be delivered within two hours, with a white shirt, bow tie and all.”

	“Bow tie? Cool. I can pretend I’m the larger, younger, and more handsome brother of James Bond.” 

	She chuckles. “Sure. That’s you. Suave and sophisticated all day long.” I arch a brow in challenge. She adds, “Okay, maybe there is some resemblance between you and Bond. You both have a penchant for bedding dangerous women.” She walks past her discarded shoes and heads for one of the two bedroom doors in our suite.

	“Thanks, su—St. John.” I barely stop myself from calling her sugar buns.

	“No problem. I had to scrounge up some extra clothes for myself too. My friend will be stopping by to bring them over, but I’ll make sure we don’t disturb your nap.” I file away the fact that she has a friend in Boston and resist asking if said friend is a guy. I should assume he is.

	“Did you find a cobbler for your broken shoe?” I ask. She turns at the bedroom door.

	“What? No. No time for that now. I’ll get to it. Eventually.” I nod and she shuts the door behind her. I’d bet my right—and left—nut that my sugar buns is a card-carrying workaholic. I nod in silent understanding because I get it. If I worked for a living, I’d be a workaholic, but I can hardly consider what I do work. I love hockey too fucking much to think of it that way. So I guess that makes me a play-aholic.

	Smirking at the thought of her prickly disapproval had she heard my thoughts, I pick up the phone and dial the concierge because I have a mission of my own for him. There must be a Neiman Marcus in this city and they must carry Christian Louboutin shoes.

	* * *

	It’s crazy that I haven’t stepped a skate on the ice yet and I’m meeting my teammates for the first time at a formal charity ball. None of them were at the press conference earlier because they were all running drills, doing what they’re supposed to be doing as pro hockey players. Doing what I should have been doing because I’m itching like fuck to get back on the ice. First, because I miss it, and second, because I need like fuck to prove myself to this team.

	After a quiet, tense, thankfully short drive where I remind myself in a silent mantra do not touch Harper because she looks like a one-way ticket to nirvana with her short black dress over those long legs all topped by those fiery dark auburn tresses. Her green eyes are all glammed up, but the essence of her determined, authentic self remains in full force under all the sexy vibes. We arrive at an impressive glass building, which is 60 State Street according to the giant 3D sculptured sign. I’m surprised to see a half dozen cameras around, Hollywood red-carpet style on a modest scale.

	“Cameras on the street in Boston?” I say under my breath as I put my arm around Harper’s back as if we’re together because, damn, it feels like we are and she looks too hot to be arriving solo. Even if she’s half hidden under her long black coat.

	“Seems you’ve created a stir and have poked the interest of even the conservative Boston sports market.” We walk inside and take the elevator to the top, to the State Room, and when the doors open, I’m impressed. Through the tall window walls, the harbor views convince me there’s more to like about Boston than the Brawlers and sports.

	“What do you think?” Harper asks, knowing the answer.

	“Spectacular.” I take a deep breath and look around at the crowd. “Smells like money in here.”

	She elbows me and says, “Shh.” But her suppressed smile says she agrees. Another stuffy event. At least tonight’s event is for a damn good cause. Turns out the Brawlers foundation supports the children’s hospital in Boston among other things, and children’s hospitals are my favorite cause. 

	“I see some of the guys near the bar. Let’s join them,” Harper says and I follow her, keeping a hand on the small of her back. The contact seems appropriate, even important. 

	“Is Jett coming to this shindig?” I’m not sure why I want to know except the nagging feeling he wouldn’t appreciate my proprietary hand on sugar buns. Definitely wouldn’t appreciate me thinking of her as sugar buns. Or the way my fingers itch to touch those actual sugar buns of hers because she really does have a world-class ass.

	“Yes. I bet he’s already here.” 

	I immediately drop my hand from her. We reach the bar and the four huddled teammates all glance my way. After brief grunts and nods at me, they greet Harper with hugs and warmth as if she’s their long-lost kid sister. Her agency doesn’t rep all of them, but she knows them all, and it’s clear they know and respect her. I have a feeling this isn’t her first Brawlers charity event though she lives and operates in New York. But that’s only a stone’s throw in air travel.

	“How’s my favorite junior agent?” Ryan O’Rourke asks, letting her go from his embrace.

	“Getting close to graduating from junior status so I can get rid of that terrible title.”

	“Come on,” Finnegan Reed says. “You’ll always be Junior St. John to us. It has a ring.” She punches his arm and laughs, more relaxed than I’ve seen her yet. It’s like she’s one of us, a hockey player. I’m relieved to see her unwind. Not so relieved to realize I’m likely the reason for her wound-up, business-only vibe all day. 

	“Seriously, though,” Finn adds, “If Jett doesn’t promote you, him and my knuckles will be having a talk.” She snorts a laugh.

	“Guys, this is your newest teammate, Maddox Knight—who you all know. But be kind to him in spite of his rep because he’s been having a tough time.” 

	I’m shocked into silence at her request for kindness on my behalf as she goes down the row of four men with outstretched hands and smiles. She introduces Ryan O’Rourke, captain of the team. Finnegan Reed, goalie. Raphael Lemaire, hockey icon. And Aiden Cavanaugh, tough-ass defenseman.

	“And here he is, our new resident porn star,” Finn says with bald candor and a giant dose of mischief in his grin. The guys laugh, but I feel Harper tense up. I like the goalie and not only because I sense a fellow mischief-maker, a play hard in and out of work type of guy, but also because he’s the best badass goalie in the league in my not-so-humble opinion. As a top scorer in the league, I make it my business to know these things. 

	“Soon to be your resident scoring star,” I say, returning my hand to that spot on Harper’s lower back like I own it, willing her to relax, wishing I could do more to relieve her stress, but I stick to being a wiseass to crack the ice with my new teammates. “I bet you’re glad you don’t have to face my wrist shot into the upper left corner of your net again this season.” 

	“You’re not all wrong,” Finn says.

	“I know I’m right because I spent hours studying film of last year’s playoffs when you beat us in the first round.” I acknowledge his expertise and his team’s success and hope that gets us past the need to talk about my porn-star status. He nods, but his smile fades and, as the obvious spokesperson for the guys, he’s not letting me off the hook.

	“Hockey aside, man, because we have nothing but respect for your hockey,” Finn says, “we do need an explanation for the video.” He stops and waits. All four of the guys look at me at me. No way around it except to give them what they’re asking for.

	“Guys that’s not fair—” Harper says, but I cut her off.

	“Afraid it is fair, sug—St. John.” I slip, almost using her secret endearment, and notice the hardened stare from O’Rourke and the way Lemaire leans forward, frowning. Finn goes still and quiet. “She’s been protective and practical about the whole incident. That’s what I love about St. John, don’t you?” I pause and barely get a grunt out of Aiden.

	“Are you going to give us an explanation or not?” Lemaire says with a fancy French accent and some edge. “We don’t want any shit to deal with. We’re on a serious run for the cup. We need to know you’re serious and committed same as we are.”

	“Let’s get straight to it then,” I say. “Because I am seriously committed and not taking the chance I’m being given with the Brawlers for granted.” I look each of them in the eye before continuing with the story about what happened because I want them to understand I’m telling the truth, not holding back. I need them to trust me. Satisfied that I have their attention, I nod.

	“That night, barely a week ago now, happened to be my birthday and my teammates thought they’d surprise me with my own private party at the end of a long night of drinking. I’m usually up for anything, though I had no fu—no idea what I was in for that night.” I take a deep breath. “I thought it was good fun with a couple of willing ladies, local puck bunnies, though I only knew one of them. I figured I could trust her friends, but it turns out I was wrong.”

	“You’re saying you had no idea you were being filmed?”

	“No fucking clue—pardon my French,” I say automatically to Harper. She’s looking at me like I just told her someone shot my puppy, a combo of sad and mad that I like on her, giving her brilliant eyes another dimension.

	“That’s just so… so mean,” she says. 

	“Mean?” I glance at those sparking green eyes and feel her real emotional investment. “Don’t feel sorry for me. No excuse. I drank too much and used fucking poor judgment. My teammates were only taking my lead with their idea of a fun birthday because of my generally reckless behavior.” 

	“Are you up to leaving the extracurricular activities behind to focus on hockey?” O’Rourke asks, dead serious.

	“Abso-fucking-lutely.”

	“He’s already committed to a puck-bunny-free lifestyle. No more carousing,” Harper says.

	“That’s tough the way it went down,” Finn says. “I know something about being set up by a dishonest female.”

	Ryan snorts and slaps Finn on the back.

	“Turned out all right for you. You’re on your way to getting a wife and baby out of it.”

	“Maybe in that order,” Finn says, “If we can settle on a time and place for the wedding.”

	“There’s always the JP,” Rafe says and winks. “Worked fine for me.”

	“That’s because it was your second marriage. I’d never get away with that.”

	“So I just got traded to the most boring team in the NHL with a bunch of married guys, right?” I joke. Aiden laughs and gives a thumbs-up. Finn claps me on the back.

	“This is exactly what you need, Knight.” Harper says. “A nice low-key, boring team. Should make it easy to stick to the script. You’ll have nothing to distract you from hockey.” 

	Nothing except you. I try like hell to keep that sentiment off my face, to not give away the fact that my balls are tight as hell and I’d love to whisk her away to a coatroom right now for some extracurriculars. But I won’t because that would be reckless as fuck. Not to mention unfair since it’s clear she’s all kinds of off-limits, the kind of girl who is the opposite of a puck bunny.

	She’s the kind of girl a guy marries, the kind who should have a family filled with children. The kind I can never have. I shake off the idea. I need to stay in the moment and not worry about the future beyond the season. That’s the only way to deal with my problem.

	“Easy as cake,” I say. “Because I have you. My warden.” I smile and clap her on the back like she’s one of the guys and she gives me a mock glare.

	“Your warden?” O’Rourke says.

	“I’m his handler. I’m helping him get situated, accustomed to the new city.”

	“I get it,” Finn says and he winks at me. It’s more playful than suggestive, but it hits me wrong all the same, like I’m worried about Harper’s reputation.

	“Strictly a business deal,” I say. He looks pointedly at my hand, the one that’s wandered back to the small of her back without my notice like it belongs there, like she belongs to me. I stare back and remove my hand, slipping it into my pocket. Finn gives me a mysterious nod and I have no idea what to make of it.

	“All business. You know me,” she says. It’s not exactly a defense, but I’ll take it. More like a kid sister putting up with a troublesome brother. All part of the zone she belongs in, anywhere but the fool-around, fun-times zone.

	Why do I wish she was defending me like a lover or even, heaven forbid, a girlfriend, but I know the difference. I’m in the bound-by-duty zone, a very poor cousin to the friend-zone, possibly not even related except illegitimately. I feel exactly like a bastard as I throw an arm around her shoulder in a mock-familiar way.

	“You know St. John. Business twenty-four-seven, makes an excellent jailer.” She turns to me and gives me the finger, right there in front of the guys, and they laugh at me as she steps out of my hold. 

	“Is one of you reprobates going to buy me a drink, or what?” she asks.

	“You’re the agent. Aren’t you supposed to be buying the drinks?” Finn jokes.

	“Ordinarily.” She gives me a sidelong glance. “But this is a mercy drink. To take the edge off my assignment.” She points her thumb at me and the grunts and laughs are all at my expense, but good-natured. Ryan catches the bartender’s attention and orders a Chardonnay. Then he turns to me.

	“What are you drinking, Knight?”

	“Ice water with a twist of lime.” He raises his brow and I keep my mouth shut. I don’t tell him I need my wits about me to keep my promise about remaining all-business where Harper is concerned. She moves back to my side as the guys talk about the best whiskey and whispers to me.

	“Good boy. But don’t put your arm around me like that again. It doesn’t look good for business and I don’t want anyone to get the wrong impression. They don’t know you as well as I do so they don’t know you’re harmless.”

	Fuck.

	“Harmless? I don’t know whether I’m wounded or grateful for such high praise coming from you.” She elbows me in the ribs like she means it.

	“You know what I mean. About our understanding.” Ryan hands Harper her Chardonnay and me my ice water and I lift my glass in a salute before I take a sip to cool me off. If I could get away with pouring the ice down my pants right now, I would.

	Because the more she shoves me to the anything-but-lovers zone the more everything in me surges in protest. Most notably my dick. I can hardly look at her, especially not her eyes. Not her sleek auburn hair, not her creamy-as-a-milkmaid skin, not at her long shapely legs tipped with those sparkly sandals that scream take me. And definitely not at the shimmery silk of her dress draped over the luscious round shape of her ass. I wonder where she works out because she must—

	Never mind, Maddox. Her peaches are forbidden fruit. The kind that could kill at least your career and possibly your heart and soul.

	Fuck. I’m not a big drinker, my birthday notwithstanding, but right now I could use one of those whiskeys the guys are talking about.

	A young woman comes over to our group. She’s hot and I’m thinking she must belong to one of these guys until she pushes in between me and Finn and takes hold of my arm instead of his.

	“And here he is. Is someone going to introduce me?” The dark-haired woman with long black fingernails is dressed an inch away from Goth in a long black velvet dress. The only thing saving her from looking like Morticia Addams’s twin is the pearl necklace. But I think the only reason she’s wearing it is to draw everyone’s eye to the mounds of lace-covered tits that must choke her when she lies down at night. Shit. I move my eyes up to her face and keep it there.

	“You don’t need an introduction. It’s your job to know Maddox Knight, Nora.” Harper closes in and takes my other arm as if she’s preparing for a tug-of-war with Goth chick Nora, who laughs.

	“I know him, but he doesn’t have a clue who I am.” The guys drift away from us leaving me to the mercy of these two women who, it’s becoming clear to me, do not exactly have BFF icons next to each other’s names on their contact lists.

	“Maddox, this is Nora Olak. She’s a reporter for the Brawlers organization sports network.” She closes in on Nora, creating a triangle between the three of us, and gets close enough to whisper.

	“He’s off-limits,” she says. Nora smiles and arches a brow.

	“What are you, his mother or his agent? I think Maddox is a big enough boy to make up his own mind.”

	“Off-limits,” I say. “Mind made up. No offense. I’m concentrating on hockey for the duration. Had enough of the—”

	“Fun?” she says, but I remember she’s a reporter and whether or not she works for the organization, I mind what I say to her. It’s been ingrained since high school that you don’t talk to reporters, that you watch every syllable you utter in their presence.

	“That’s right,” Harper adds in a tone that’s more than protective. Interesting.

	“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to keep Mr. Knight here all to yourself,” Nora says. Harper tenses up and sparks fly from her eyes as the lady in black smiles. “But of course we all know there’s a strict non-frat rule at the Jett Agency. So that would be impossible.”

	“That’s right,” Harper says, her voice slightly strangled, and I wonder what’s between these two women.

	“Can I buy you a drink, Nora?” I use my kill-‘em-with-kindness routine because it always works to diffuse tensions. Almost always. The witch in black ignores me, keeps Harper pinned with her dark beady eyes, and I reflexively put an arm around Harper’s shoulders as if to protect her, or at least send a message that if you mess with her, you mess with me. 

	The witch arches one brow and her smile deepens. Could she be any more stereotype? I half expect an off-key organ to pipe up in the background.

	“I guess some rules were made to be broken.” She looks at me. “Thanks for the drink offer, Knight. But I’ll take a rain check.” She looks us up and down and I feel Harper flinch with discomfort as if we’ve been caught with our pants down. But it’s a friendly arm around her shoulder and I’m not backing down from the bitch’s accusing stare. That’s right. She’s gone from witch to bitch. “I’ll see you around.” She saunters off and Harper pulls from my hold.

	“How about if you buy me that drink?” She drains the rest of her wine and hands me the glass. “Make it a whiskey.”

	“Seriously? Do you even drink whiskey?”

	“Sure. I’m a sports agent, aren’t I?” 

	I laugh at that. “What kind of whiskey?” 

	She doesn’t hesitate. “Maker’s Mark Kentucky Straight Bourbon. Didn’t you hear Aiden? It’s the latest and greatest with the guys. Keep up, Knight. This is your team now and I won’t always be here to run interference.”

	“Run interference? Is that what you were doing with Nora the … witch?” She snorts a laugh as I get the bartender’s attention and order her a shot. I have no trouble resisting ordering a shot of my own because one of us has to stay sober and one-hundred-and-fifty percent in control. Or this thing between us could go off the rails completely. Something the witch noticed inside a five-minute conversation.

	“Is Jett coming tonight? I think we need to talk to him about this arrangement,” I say. “If not, I’ll call him.”

	“Don’t bother calling,” she says, her voice tight and her eyes seized with worry. “He’s here and walking toward us now. Behave yourself. My job is very important to me.”

	Ham Jett puts a hand on my shoulder as I turn around, then he shakes my hand with the other, his signature greeting. His smile is part grimace like he’s tasted something sour halfway through a joke, turning it bad. That sour something would be me—or more to the point, my sex video. I haven’t talked to him personally since my porn debut went viral. He had his secretary call and arrange the meeting with Harper and it’s been all Harper since then. Glancing between the two now as I retrieve my hand from his and step back, I can’t say I mind him assigning her to handle me.

	“Good to see you, Knight. I watched the press conference. Good job. Hope you’ve found a home here in Boston.”

	“Boston’s great. Harper’s done an excellent job.” I clear my throat. “But you know I don’t need a handler. I can handle myself. I’m not about to blow the perfect landing here in hockey town.”

	“I’m sure you’re right. But the Brawlers were adamant. It was the one caveat they insisted on before they’d offer a contract. I don’t see that changing anytime soon.” He smiles and claps my back. “It’ll be fine. We originally had you set up with Godfrey Collins, but he’s unavailable. There’s not enough money in your account to get you two apartments or even two hotel rooms, so we’re setting you up in a two-bedroom spacious enough—”

	“No way. I’m not living with her,” I blurt like a little boy being forced to dance with a girl. Her eyes light up like firecrackers.

	“I don’t want to live with you either, but I’m an adult and—”

	“Calm down, both of you. We’re in public and people are glancing our way. Get a grip.” Ham looks between us and my heart races, feeling like he holds my fate in his hands. Taking a deep breath, I will my cool to return. Problem is I don’t remember the last time I felt cool—oh yeah, it was before I met Harper Sugar Buns St. John.

	“It’s the fact that we are adults that I’m worried about.” I whisper the words low and steady into the space near Harper’s ear. She’s back to Harper because I can’t keep thinking of her as sugar buns—not with Ham’s fucking pronouncement that we need to live together.

	“Don’t worry. I have a friend I can stay with,” she hisses, and her words spike the bubble of my pent-up whatever and I deflate all at once. Shit. I should feel relieved, but the sense of loss and disappointment overrides me. I’m a sick fucking bastard. That’s the only explanation there is. Because any way to avoid spending a lot of time in close quarters with Harper should be applauded. 

	Those are the kind of circumstances where I’m setting up my balls to turn all kinds of blue and possibly fall off altogether from a terminal case of wanting what’s so close I can taste it, but it’ll kill me if I eat it. Or even touch it—it being sugar buns and all the gloriously mysterious parts of her. Fuck. Now my mouth is watering with wanting a taste.

	I exchange an uneasy glance with Harper. Her mouth is tight, but she doesn’t argue with Jett and I get it, because he’s her boss and she’s looking to get ahead. Apparently by any means possible. She gives a tight nod.

	“I don’t want to force you, Harper,” Jett says expectantly and we both look at her, I hold my breath in anticipation of her answer. 

	Part of me is horrified at the prospect of living with temptation incarnate and part of me looks forward to having her with me, spending time with her, having her strength and optimism light my space. Her positive energy is a good thing, right?

	She nods. “All set.” Her mouth is locked in a grim line like she just signed up for suicide duty.

	“Then it’s decided,” Jett says, “except for one thing.” He aims a cold stare at me as if he’s the one in charge and I guess he is. That’s how fucked up things are when my agent is calling the shots because he’s just bailed me out of a career-ending hole. 

	The owner of the NOLA team would have benched me and not renewed my contract if he couldn’t have traded me. Then I’d have been damaged goods—even more damaged than I already am—when it came to shopping me for next year. The bad boy who may not be serious enough about hockey to compete after all.

	“What’s that?” I bite.

	“You keep your fucking hands and all other body parts away from Harper. She’s off-limits to you. She’s like kryptonite. If I find out you’ve sneezed wrong near her, I will destroy you.” He tosses a deadly glare at me before easing up. “Are we cool?”

	“Frigid,” I say, shuddering. It’s truer than I’d like because I believe him. I have the distinct impression that Harper is universally liked and respected here, and Jett may even think of her as family, the way he also likes to treat his clients. Which explains him acting protective enough to give me real shit.

	One more reason to keep my hands, mouth, and dick away from her. Far away.

	Ham’s face changes to all business. “In the meantime, seems you’ve even managed to offend your sponsor Mamma Regina’s Pizza, and they want to drop you.”

	“Shit.”

	“I’ll talk to them,” Harper says, “see if I can convince them to reconsider and explain the circumstances.” She doesn’t meet my eyes, but I see her tension and the flash of desperation in her green eyes. There must be some damn compelling reason why she needs this promotion and I wonder what that’s all about. Money? Does she need money that much?

	Nah. She can’t be that desperate. A girl who wears designer shoes can’t be desperate for money. Except she did seem awful upset about breaking that heel.

	As the size of the crowd grows, I feel the stares become less surreptitious and more like pinpricks of conscience, accusations whether they are or not. But I rally against the discomfort and stand as tall as my spine will stretch, shoulders back, and smile at whatever flickering looks I can catch.

	We join O’Rourke and Lemaire, who are buying drinks for their wives at the bar. Jett shakes their hands and I’m introduced to the two women. O’Rourke’s wife, Zoey, gives me a baldly curious stare and Rafe’s wife gives me a knowing, almost understanding look.

	“You look familiar,” I say. Rafe wraps a possessive arm around her and points a deadly stare at me.

	“She was once a supermodel. Now she’s a mother, coach, and runs a foundation that benefits disadvantaged children.” I raise my brows, duly impressed, and she elbows her husband with a chuckle.

	“You’re so adorably ridiculous, Rafe.” She kisses his temple, almost as tall as he is, and I can see the supermodel still in her. She’s comfortable being stared at. “You’ll have to come to our event next week,” she says. “Both you and Harper.”

	Harper pulls out her phone out and scrolls.

	“When is it and where? You know I love supporting your cause.”

	“It’s a celebrity volleyball game in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. It’s on the team’s night off after the road trip.”

	“We’ll be there,” Harper says, and I nod. Zoey gives me a speculative look.

	“You’re a tall guy, Maddox. Play any volleyball? How about if you join the team? We can always use another player.” I grin wide.

	“If you’re looking for a ringer, you’ve just found one.” Harper turns her green eyes on me.

	“Is there anything you’re not good at?”

	“I make a terrible porn star. Can’t keep up the reputation. Pun intended.”  She shakes her head as the others snicker, but I don’t miss the tug of a smile. “On a different note, any idea where we can find a two-bedroom apartment quick?.”

	“The Brawlers’ town house on Beacon Hill would be perfect,” Zoey says, her face lighting up. “We’d be neighbors.” She looks pleased, but Rafe and the others give me a darker look.

	“We?” O’Rourke says. His eyes flick between me and Harper, so I know he knows who I mean by we. And I know he doesn’t like it. A surge of resentment hits me because the distrust is misplaced. They understand the sex video was at least partly bad luck and the kind of thing that probably could have happened to most of them when they were single. Sure, I may be a baller, but I never fooled with anyone who didn’t want to fool back, who didn’t know what they were getting into, or more like not getting into because they knew it was always fun-only.

	“Yes,” I say. “Harper and I will be living together. Because she’s my handler and—”

	“It’s a strictly professional arrangement,” Harper adds quickly. Finn snorts and O’Rourke’s expression remains tight with concern. “I’ll look into the Brawlers’ town house if it has plenty of room.” Harper says, looking to Zoey for reassurance.

	“Absolutely,” Zoey says.  

	“I admit I don’t know you very well,” Ryan says to me, “but what I know makes me question your moral character when it comes to women. So I just want to make sure you understand that we consider Harper a good friend, and the kind of woman who deserves respect and a far better man than—”

	“Don’t worry about Knight,” Harper scoffs as my blood boils, even though I half agree with him because when it comes to Harper I seem to have trouble keeping my head. Besides, if the shoe were on the other foot, I’d be more forceful about it than he’s being. Although from the disconcerted look on his wife’s face, I’d say she’s the influence for his toned-down lecture. “He’s been nothing but a gentleman,” she says. “Sex video and man-whore status notwithstanding, he’s perfectly trustworthy.” Even I look askance at her confident statement.

	“You make sure Harper’s faith in you isn’t misplaced,” Ryan says. “Rafe’s big fists will make sure you regret it if you step out of line. Even a little.”

	* * *

	When we get back to the hotel, Harper announces that she’s tired and says good night.

	“Thanks for sticking up for my less than perfect character tonight,” I say.

	“Don’t make me regret it. Besides,” she gives me a conspiratorial look, “I’ll only be living with you on an as-needed basis. I’ll pop in on occasion. I’ll be like the roommate with a boyfriend across town. I’m sure you can handle an occasional night with me under the same roof without caving to temptation, Knight.”

	“Sure, but the question is, can you?”

	“I’m not tempted by you in the least.” She rises to my bait.

	“I meant, it’s your job to be my handler. If you’re only here on occasion aren’t you worried I’ll have an orgy when you’re gone?” I smirk because joking is my only defense when I’m wondering about my poor dick’s survival. She rolls her eyes, but I see the twitch of uncertainty. Then I have to ask. 

	“Is that where you’ll be staying? With a boyfriend across town?” My gut clenches because it’s one of those questions I don’t really want to know the answer to, but I need to know. 

	“No. Not that it’s any of your business.” She picks up a pillow from the couch as she walks by and throws it at my head. I duck, but she has good aim. “But you’re right.” She bites her lip and I suppress a groan at the surge in dickish interest. But it’s not my dick’s fault if I’ve trained it to have expectations at the end of a night out. Though, not counting my birthday a couple of weeks ago, it’s been a while.

	“Glad you agree, but I was kidding.”

	“This is no joking matter,” she says, an inner struggle clearer on her face than if she had good and bad angels sitting on her opposite shoulders shouting at each other. “I’m committed to watching you—whether you need it or not. Jett made it clear. As much as I’d rather stay with my friend,” she heaves in a big breath, “I can’t. Damnit.”

	I laugh and throw the pillow back at her.

	“You’re quick,” she says. “You ever think of becoming a professional athlete?” 

	I do a shit job of repressing my grin and she tosses the pillow back at me, hitting me in the shoulder this time, because she was quick enough so that I couldn’t dodge it.

	“This should be fun, St. John.” I force myself to call her St. John because I need to stop thinking of her as sugar buns and make sure I never utter that name—my personal name for her now etched in my head forever—out loud again.


Chapter 5: Harper

	After a night of tossing and turning to X-rated dreams featuring the sex-video version of Knight where I’m his costar, I peel myself from bed and wonder how I’m going to look him in the eye without feeling a clench in my pussy. Since when did I become a sex maniac?

	Since I’ve been sex deprived for almost a year and had a sexy hockey hunk dropped into the bedroom next to mine with a giant Do Not Touch banner splashed across his mouthwatering pecs. Nothing like off-limits temptation to inspire the imagination. And boy do I have one. So vivid I’m not sure I can face myself in the mirror, let alone Maddox. 

	But there’s only one way to get my family out of the mess my dad left us in, and that’s to suck it up and earn the bonus Ham promised me if—no when—Maddox finishes out the season with the Brawlers, and without incident. No trouble means big bucks.

	Sex with Maddox—I can feel my temperature go up at the thought—means big trouble and possibly losing my job. Bigger trouble. So, yes. I can face him. I’m tough and this is a job. Once I’m dressed in my business suit, I fling open the door and step into our shared living space. But he’s not there. I check my watch—one of those multipurpose gadgets Jett bought for all the agents and my favorite self-indulgence next to my shoes—the ones I ruined—and I see it’s still early so I don’t panic.

	When Knight emerges from his room a second later, shirtless, his hair still wet and tousled, his blue eyes bright like an irresistible beacon, I seize up for an instant. Shit. Poise. Business. All business. Picture him covered in the pages of his lucrative contract.

	“You’re up early,” he says, smiling like nothing’s amiss. Because nothing is amiss, Harper. He doesn’t know you had dreams about him that make it a miracle your bed didn’t go up in flames.

	“Practice is in thirty minutes. Are you ready?”

	“You’re coming to the morning skate? What the hell for?”

	“I’m to deliver you to the coach and pick you up. I’m your escort and warden whenever you’re not with Coach Green and the team. He’s in charge of you for games, practices and on road trips. That’s the deal.”

	“Fuck, that’s crazy. Don’t you have a life of your own?”

	“This is it, Knight. Babysitting you is my life for the duration.”

	“That’s just wrong.” He rakes his fingers through his hair then grabs his jacket. “It’s not like I’m going to go off the rails at seven in the morning. Not unless you consider stopping for coffee in the lobby dangerous living.”

	“It’s all about keeping the Brawlers’ management happy, giving them a measure of confidence.” He levels those blue eyes on me, telling me without words that I’m being an ass and that he doesn’t actually deserve it. Or at least that’s what my conscience is telling me. “Look, I’m sure things will ease up after a few weeks and you start fitting in. Score a few winning goals without any drunken orgies and I’ll see if I can leave you in peace, go back to New York City.” In the meantime, I don’t dare share my secret strategy about escaping to my friend Shelly’s place when I feel myself slipping. That’s the best way to keep from getting either of us into trouble, because I’m coming to realize there’s more danger in our proximity melting down my walls of resistance than of him going off the rails with a puck bunny.

	He’s silent, so I hold up my paper cup. “Want some coffee?”

	“Fuck yeah, but not that hotel room shit. How can you stand drinking it?”

	“Look who’s the princess now,” I say. He grunts on his way past me, but his one-dimpled, lopsided grin shows up and gives me a satisfying sensation, right in the gut. Not like the nerve-tingling excitement from before. This is softer and kinder and totally unexpected.

	And possibly even more dangerous than the sizzling, sexy vibe. Shit.

	“Let’s go then.”

	“You drink your coffee black?” I nod in answer to his question as we leave the room.

	We stop at the lobby coffee shop and he gets a shake and a pastry, which doesn’t surprise me. It does surprise me when he orders me a black coffee. 

	“Something to eat?” he asks. I shake my head, feeling disoriented at his kind yet ordinary gesture.

	“I don’t eat until lunchtime.” He raises his eyebrows.

	“That’s just not right. How do you keep up your strength?” I chuckle.

	“Not everyone is a professional athlete burning ten thousand calories a day, Knight.” We push through the revolving door together and it’s tight, but he manages the maneuver gracefully without stumbling and we get into a waiting cab. It’s a short drive. He sucks down his shake in under a minute. He takes a bite of his pastry and looks at me, because I’m rudely watching him eat.

	“Sorry,” I say and turn away.

	“You’re hungry, aren’t you? How about a bite?” I turn back and he holds the pastry out close to my mouth.

	“No thanks. Really, I’m not hungry. I…” But I can’t tell him I was staring because he’s beautiful to watch, not because I wanted his food. In fact, I want him for food. Shit.

	He nods. Then he smirks and devours the rest of the pastry as if he knows I’m imagining it’s me he’s eating. When he licks each finger, his blazing blue eyes arrowed on mine as if he’s sending me a sensual message, I nearly moan. We arrive at the Garden in the nick of time and I jump from the taxi, letting him pay when I should be paying. But I rush through the door. I need to escape him. But it’s me and my overwrought hormones I need to escape.

	* * *

	At the rink

	I hadn’t planned to stay, but there’s something about an empty ice rink that makes me linger—the hollowness up to the rafters, the cold air swirling on the surface, and the peace that forces my imagination to fill it all with images. So I follow him inside the dark hallway and take a left toward the ice, where I’m surprised at the presence of members of the press. Including my nemesis Nora Olak. Shit. I always try to avoid talking to her, but she never fails to track me down, as if she thinks I’m stupid enough to repeat that one mistake I made literally the first day on my job where I spilled a private detail of a not-to-be-named client’s contract. It was a flat-out wondrous miracle to me that Jett didn’t fire me on the spot that day. Because he didn’t, he’s become nearly heroic in my mind and I will bestow on him my firstborn—if I ever have kids, which I doubt I will. 

	As I scan the various clusters of people milling about, I spot Ham and rush over to him, firm ground in my shook-up world. He breaks away from the man he was talking to when he sees me and I settle in next to him.

	“Did you know the press was going to be at this morning’s skate?” A cloud of air puffs from my mouth in the cold. 

	“No. But if the team doesn’t go out of their way to announce a closed practice, an ambitious reporter might show up to milk the story about the new guy, which is apparently what happened. I only stopped by on the way to management’s office for a quick meeting. Make sure you stay and monitor the narrative. Don’t let him talk except in one-syllable words.”

	“Will do.” 

	“And one other thing,” my boss says, pulling me aside to talk. “We can cancel the apartment hunt. Your tip about the Brawler’s town house panned out. The meeting is to finalize their agreement to make it available for you and Knight. It’s in Beacon Hill not far from the Garden. You’ll move in tomorrow and stay until the end of the season.

	“It’s a good-sized place. . It’s out of date and needs repairs but the kitchen is good. They don’t use it much so they’re planning to fix it and sell it after the season. The cost has been factored into Knight’s compensation. You okay being roommates with Knight for the next four months?” I nod and he nods back.

	“And just to warn you, I wouldn’t put it past that ballbuster Mary Delaney in PR to stop in and make sure there are no wild parties now and then since she lives in the neighborhood. In fact, Rafe doesn’t live far and I wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t keep an eye on you, too.”

	“Great—then let them babysit Knight. What do they need us for?” My desperation for money has me kicking myself for the comment. 

	“Look, Harper, bottom line is this is your assignment because we’ve been contracted to do it, and we can’t go back on it even if the Brawlers are using us as a potential scapegoat if things go south. They’re making a big investment in Knight and he’s a risk, so this is their failsafe clause. I wish I could tell you that if you don’t want the job, I can find someone else who will take your place.” He heaves a sigh. “But I can’t.”

	“I know you’re counting on me. I’m counting on me too.” I stop short of telling him how much I need the bonus. 

	My chest feels like it’s being squeezed tight. I look away to gather myself because I can’t admit to Ham the reason for my desperate need for money. Dad’s old gambling debt is the kind of thing the agency doesn’t want to be associated with. Gambling is a big no-no in this business and any whiff of that would be deadly to my career. And I love my career, being involved in hockey, going to games, meeting all the players, the owners, spending time at the arenas all across the country.

	Next to playing hockey, it’s a dream job and I’m living it. Plus, after I get this bonus at the end of the season I’ll be able to pay off the last of the gambling debt and put that financial disaster behind us. Then maybe I’ll be able to start mourning my dad or think about him again as he used to be.

	Maddox skates by on the other side of the boards and I tell myself it’ll be fine. He’ll be on best behavior and of course I don’t want to lose this job with my dream agency just when I’m on the cusp of reaching the place I’ve been striving and scraping for, full agent status. I square my shoulders and turn back to Jett.

	“I’ll get us to the end of the season intact.” My words are confident, as if I’m in the negotiating room, and Jett grins. “You’ll be so pleased you may want to promote me ahead of schedule,” I say, because I see the angle. He laughs.

	“You’re right, Harper. This is one of those assignments that could either make or break your career.” His words slap me with the realization, making my heart beat fast like I’m running away from a nightmare, but it’s only my own imagination that taunts me as I picture myself in that video with Maddox and shudder at the horror and the pleasure.

	I’m putting everything on the line, my dream career, the chance to put my family’s financial struggles behind us, and unbeknownst to my boss, possibly my heart. Because that little crush I had on Knight from afar is bound to grow now that we’re going to be up close and personal.

	Unless I can keep him at arm’s length and be rational about the stupid crush.

	What am I so afraid of? My own sensuality and need for sex? My vulnerability to Knight’s other nonsexual charms? How about a big fat yes to both in a bone-jarring nod? Do I have the resolve to withstand the onslaught of constant temptation? 

	I haven’t been able to resist wanting him yet in the short time I’ve known him, having wished that small kiss on my temple on the airplane was so much more.

	He’s the personification of that intrinsic basic necessity to want and own and embrace, to breed. Oh my god, no. The horrific idea of having his children provokes a surge of defiance against him in spite of my strong instincts otherwise, and the war inside silences me, freezes me with confusion. I feel sick.

	Until one need trumps both the horror of the idea of having his children and the need to have his children. And that’s the need to survive, to put food on my table, to earn a living and provide for myself and my family. I need this job.

	“I’m nothing but professional,” I say.

	“That’s what I thought.” He reaches out, squeezing my shoulder. “Don’t look so depressed. It’ll be fun. I bet you guys get along and make the best of it. You’re both hardworking professionals, right?”

	I nod, feeling like an arctic wind just blew through me, robbing me of my blood and energy. I’m drained and barely functional because the compass of who I am is pointing in all kinds of crazy directions right now, none of them familiar. Having his children? Where the fuck did that notion come from? 

	How can I go from a serious professional to a simpering woman overridden by her most basic biological needs? I thought I was more evolved, more ambitious, more sane than that. I can’t go from finding Knight attractive all the way to desperate to have his children—or wanting to fuck him like a mindless rabbit because I’m at the mercy of my hormones. 

	There has to be a cure for this short-circuit in my system that Knight’s presence has wreaked and I have to find it if I’m going to last until the end of this season. I nod more firmly and find my voice.

	“One hundred percent professional.” Do I have my fingers crossed behind my back, metaphorically speaking? Maybe, but I’ll start with fake it till you make it and will myself to mean it, because I have no choice.

	There are only two outcomes. Succumb to Knight’s charms and lose my job, my livelihood, my family’s salvation, literally everything, or resist him and get that promotion and raise securing my future. Should be no contest. 

	He stays late to take slap shot practice with Finn, so I stay and wait for him to let him know we’ll be moving into  the team’s town house sooner than later. Nerves have me jumpy, but the sound of his stick hitting puck after puck in a steady rhythm of fury settles me. I must be insane.

	He’s driven me insane. And it’s only been two days.


Chapter 6: Maddox

	After practice, I find a North Face jacket waiting in my locker , courtesy of Harper, or I should say the agency. When I put it on I feel warm for reasons having nothing to do with the material and everything to do with how Harper is taking care of me, job or not.  

	“Nice jacket,” Finn says as he passes by me on his way out. “You finally got smart. I was worried about you freezing your ass off.” He looks at my gym shorts.

	“I’m sure you were losing sleep at night. Don’t worry about me. My legs never get cold. I’m a hockey player.” I arch a brow in a mock macho challenge and he chuckles and punches my arm before walking away.

	“Glad to see you’re making an effort to fit in here in Boston,” he shouts over his shoulder, and I realize my attire is just one more thing that screams not from around here and maybe not staying long and decide I need to go shopping. Even when all my things arrive I won’t have the winter wardrobe I know I’ll need to stay—and I’m determined to stay here. That much I know. 

	I find Harper busy with her phone, leaning against a wall near the locker room, the curtain of her hair hiding half her face, but I can see her lush lips. Their color perfectly matches her hair down to the shine. As I drift toward her, heat simmers in my belly and I take some breaths to calm down that damn natural—or I should say unnatural—attraction I have for her. It works until her tongue darts out to lick her bottom lip. Fuuuck. 

	Does she know I’m watching her? I stop short a few feet away. O’Rourke passes by, thumping me on the back, and says hello to Harper. That’s when she looks up, skates her glance past me, and smiles at O’Rourke, a smile unmarred by business distractions or concerns about propriety. I move closer, blocking her field of vision. 

	“Nice jacket,” she says, trying not to look pleased. “Let’s go. I have news.”

	“Thank you for the jacket. It was thoughtful—”

	“Just doing my job, Knight. Don’t make a deal out of it.” We walk side by side to the exit, and a blast of frigid air hits me. I automatically put an arm around her and pull her to my side. I shove my other hand into my pocket. 

	“Looks like you saved my life. If I didn’t have this jacket today I would have frozen to death.” She snorts, slips from my hold, and looks away, clutching her oversized bag filled with work-related shit to her chest. I keep my smile to myself. At the end of Causeway Street, we stop and wait at the lights. There aren’t many people walking around but the car traffic is insane.

	“Jett talked to the Brawlers’ front office and they want you to stay in the team’s town house on Beacon Hill. For a fee of course, to be deducted from your compensation. And we’ll practically be neighbors with Mary Delaney.”

	“The ballbuster,” I say. Shit. “What if I want to look for a different place?”

	“Nope. Nonnegotiable. Brawlers have to approve of your accommodations. It was in that addendum you signed—”

	“Damn addendum.” I half-laugh. “The Brawlers’ town house it is. Like I said, I can handle anything for a few months. Time I proved it.”

	“That’s the spirit.” Her voice drips with sarcasm and doubt. “But don’t worry, I’ll be right there suffering with you if it’s any consolation.”

	“That’s the way to encourage a guy.” She looks up at me and I grin at her wary gaze.

	“You’re right. We’ll make the best of it. We’re both on the same mission so it’ll be a lot easier if we’re….”

	“Friends?”

	“Civil. Professional.” 

	I nod. I thought she might be warming up, but no.  She goes on about how she’s arranging for my furniture to be put in storage since the town house is furnished and how there are three bedrooms but one is set up as a nursery.

	She clears her throat and says, “I’ll stay in the guest room.”

	“Sounds like the perfect setup, like we’re playing house as the perfect working couple.” I give her a pointed smirk. “Except for the most important part of being a couple.”

	“Sex isn’t the most important part of being a couple,” she blurts, and my grin pops in triumph.

	“I never said I was talking about sex.” The delicious look of embarrassed realization on her face makes me want to kiss her silly. She ignores my comment, or tries to, even as her face pinks up. She looks straight ahead. 

	“I arranged to have your personal things and your car shipped from New Orleans and delivered to the town house. Everything will arrive in two days.” 

	“Good, but I still need to buy some winter clothes,” I say as the hotel comes into sight along with a cold harbor breeze. “What about you and your clothes?” I have a hard time keeping the innuendo from my voice, but she has no problem ignoring me.

	“I had my things sent up to my friend Shelly’s place. She lives in the North End not far from Beacon Hill where the town house is. She’ll be dropping them off for me later today.” She turns and looks at me. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

	I grin at the spark in her eyes and the slight resentment in her words and tone. I love setting her off and it shouldn’t be so enjoyable, but I can’t help myself. She shakes her head.

	“You’re such a freak,” she says, huffing out a breath. “Why aren’t you frowning or swearing at me right now?”

	“Why should I?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I’m turning your world upside down and I’m moving in with you for the sole purpose of spying on you and keeping you locked up like a monk.”

	“Guess I’m getting used to the idea and making the best of it.” I suppress my smile because I have no right to be looking forward to our situation even a little, and I’m way out of line toying with her. She heaves a big sigh. 

	“What about you?” I say. “It could be fun living in Boston for a while, right? Nice change from the Big Apple.”

	“Could be. I’ll need to sublet my place in New York, but it should work out.” She beams a forced smile with too much fake energy in it, her green eyes not exactly meeting mine.

	“Really? What’s up with subletting? It’s only for four months. Can you even manage a sublet for that short a time? By the time you get someone in—”

	“You’re kidding, right? Our realtor is plugged in and she knows plenty of companies who need short-term rentals. I could make a good chunk of money—by my standards. In fact this could be a financial boon for me and I should be jumping for joy.” The change in her face to a genuine smile takes my breath away, but it’s short-lived. The way all her emotions show amazes me because she’s been so closed off for the most part. And there it is again, that wall of serious business closing off all that authentic passion.

	“Cool.” I blow out a breath and watch the cloud form in front of my face. “Literally. It’s fucking cold.” Luckily the hotel is up ahead. She keeps her head down as we walk fast to the hotel’s front door in the stiff breeze. I follow her through the lobby and we ride up in the elevator standing on opposite sides of the small space, silent until the doors open and she rushes through them.

	I have no problem catching up to her, and I slip my key card into the door to our suite before she can, letting us in. She walks past me. At the center of the room, she kicks off her party shoes and drops her bag onto the chair.

	“Time to pack up so we can move first thing in the morning.”

	“I’m taking a nap. Right after I eat,” I say. She nods and picks up the room’s phone.

	“What do you want to eat?” she asks, pretending to be indifferent. She’d fool me into thinking I was about as human as an expensive car she had to take care of, except I see the nerves, hear the small vibration in her voice.

	“One of everything. No—make that two.”

	“I get the picture.” She struggles to maintain the straight line of her mouth and turns away to talk into the phone, presumably placing a room service order for lunch. Though I’d enjoy staying and pinning her with my gaze until I could make her flinch, that would be selfish. She’s not here for my amusement, and I want us to… get along? Guess that’s the best I can hope for under the circumstances—meaning my forced four-month monkhood. 

	I head to my bedroom and collapse on my bed without taking off my jacket. Exhaustion takes precedence over everything now and I close my eyes. As I let myself doze off, the raised voice in the room beyond my half-open door pulls me back to the awake side of the blurry line.

	“I’ll do my best, but I can’t promise. Maybe an extra thousand dollars.” 

	It’s Harper. Her voice is filled with anguish more than anger, almost sounds desperate. Does she owe some leg-breakers some money? Does my all-business, straight-as-an arrow Harper have a gambling problem? 

	“You don’t need to keep calling. I’ll take care of it.” Her words are angrier now.

	Fully alert, my body tenses at the distress in her voice and reacts like a fire alarm went off and I need to save all the women and children. No, more like the game is down to thirty seconds and I’m the sixth man on the ice who my teammates are counting on to score the winning goal.

	Ripping off my coat because I’m suddenly overheated, I rise from the bed and storm out my half-open door to find her. More importantly, to find out who or what is causing her a problem. Because money problems I can handle. I’ve solved more than a few of those for my family.

	But Harper isn’t family. And I’m not exactly as financially secure now as I was a week ago. Shit.

	She tosses her phone onto the chair then turns and we come face-to-face. Her color is high, her cheeks flushed, her eyes blazing, and if I didn’t just overhear her conversation, I would think she’d just finished bringing herself to a pleasant little orgasm. Fuck. I clear my throat, trying to remember she’s a woman in distress.

	“What the hell, Maddox. Did you just—were you listening to me?” A combination of embarrassment, fear, and anger rises with her voice.

	“I heard… something. Are you in some kind of trouble?”

	“What? No. And how dare you eavesdrop.” She pushes past me, avoiding my eyes, the pink shade of her cheeks deepening.

	There’s a knock on the door. It’s room service with the food, and she takes care of the tip. The food temporarily gets me a reprieve from her scolding about the eavesdropping and I take a seat at the table. She lifts the covers from the plates.

	“Pasta Bolognese with meatballs, homemade bread, a Caesar salad, and spumoni for dessert.”

	“This came from room service? No way.” I don’t waste time getting a forkful of pasta into my mouth.

	“No, I arranged to have it ordered from a local Italian restaurant, Monica’s Trattoria, and sent up.”

	“You can do that?” 

	She arches a brow at me. “Enjoy.” She turns.

	“Where are you going? You’re not off the hook yet. You didn’t tell me what’s going on to make you so upset.”

	“I’m not telling you. That was a private conversation. And you’re not off the hook for eavesdropping.”

	“I wasn’t eavesdropping. You were loud. You woke me.” I put down my fork. “Sit down, Harper. Have something to eat.” She sits, reluctantly, and predictably puts some salad on her plate, not meeting my eyes. I stare until she looks up. I recognize true distress when I hear it.

	“Tell me about it. Do you have… gambling debts?” The words sound ridiculous the second they come out of my mouth and I wish I could snatch them back. She stops with her fork midair and I swear she wants to throw it at me, but I’m not about to wait and find out. Instead I take hold of her wrists and pin her hands down on the table between us.

	“How—why would you make such a … ludicrous accusation?” The way her eyes skitter away from mine tells me I’m dead-on and my stomach knots up with excruciating disappointment that Harper may not be as sweet as I first thought. So what? She’s nothing to me but a temporary babysitter.

	“Because I overheard you saying that you owe someone money and it sounded like you were being threatened.” I wait a beat and she meets my eyes. The storm cloud in her look threatens to erupt and I’m pretty sure that’ll mean tears. All disappointment about her relative innocence disappears and all I see is a strong, smart woman reduced to a vulnerable mess. “Tell me.” I hold her gaze.

	“It’s none of your business. It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it. I’m fine. Don’t let your imagination run away with—” 

	I cut off her rambling. “My imagination thinks you’re in trouble. If you don’t want me to worry, you’ll tell me what the fuck that conversation was all about.”

	“I don’t owe you—” 

	“It’s not about anyone owing anyone. But for the next four months, we’re housemates and partners in this mission. We’re going to be relying on each other to come out of this season whole. And the last thing I want to worry about is some leg-breakers coming around and—”

	She snorts. “Don’t worry about leg-breakers. There are no leg-breakers. Besides, I can pay what I owe. Soon enough.” She meets my eyes directly, her eyes fierce, her chin up. “Okay. So there is a gambling debt—how did you know?”

	“Lucky guess.” My stomach clenches. “Though I wouldn’t have pegged you for—”

	“Me?” She squeaks like an old door closing and the shock on her face is real, but she pulls her wrists from my grip and before she closes the door on me, I jump in.

	“Whose debt is it, Harper? Why do you have to pay someone else’s debt?” My voice is as gentle as I can make it because I have this driving need to know what’s going on so I can fix it, an irrational need because in spite of the fact that we’re partners like I told her, it’s not like she’s family, or even a close friend. I barely know the girl. 

	But I don’t back off or take my words back. I wait for her to confess everything because nothing else will satisfy me.

	“It’s nothing. I don’t have gambling debts. I have law school loans and a bill collector—the harmless variety—calling me regularly to remind me to make payments because I missed one lousy payment six months ago. You’d think I was—”

	“Law school loans? Why would you cop to gambling debts if this is all about law school loans?” I have no idea what the real story is here. If I had to trust my instincts, I’d say she was telling the truth about the law school loans and it makes sense. 

	Except her missing a payment doesn’t make sense because she’s meticulous when it comes to details. That much I’ve learned about her in the past couple of days.

	“Because you—I didn’t—never mind.” She pushes back, making the table rock and the dishes clatter with the sudden move. 

	I stand to come around the table. At the same exact time she stands. We’re close, almost body-to-body. We stare at each other for a beat, within a breath of each other as I take in her scent. Fuck. If I bend my head, I could brush my lips against hers, taste them. She breaks eye contact first, turning away and stepping aside.

	“Wait a sec—why did you miss a loan payment and why haven’t you caught it up? Doesn’t Jett pay you enough? I’ll have to talk to Ham about underpaying you—”

	“No, it’s not like that. He’s more than generous. Sit down and eat before you starve. I don’t want to be responsible for you being too depleted to play hockey.” I sit back down because my stomach gnaws in agreement with her suggestion and the smell of the food draws me in like a cartoon character transported by the aroma.

	“You sit and eat too. Same reason. Except about playing hockey.” She almost smiles, hesitates, and then relents. When she sits, she picks up a piece of bread and butters it. Hallelujah. She’s a living, breathing woman with needs and an appetite after all.

	“Maybe I can subtly suggest to Jett that he should give you a raise,” I say, digging into the pasta again because I could swear it’s the best homemade pasta I’ve ever eaten and that’s saying a lot. I’m a legit pasta slut, or connoisseur as my mom would say, though it’s a guilty pleasure left over from when my dad and I used to make it from scratch together. 

	I’m a connoisseur of women too. I wonder if Harper knew how much I love pasta when she ordered it? Impossible. How could she? I never eat it now except on rare occasions like holidays.

	“No, don’t talk to Jett.  Really there’s no need because if I can get your promo deal with Mamma Regina’s back he’ll share the commission and give me a bonus, which is unheard of at other agencies.” I chew on her words, and on a meatball. The problem may not be Ham Jett, but I know something’s not right. She’s holding back and I need to crack her. God only knows why.

	“Then what’s the problem? Why did you miss a payment?”

	“None of your business.” She shoves half a roll into her mouth as if that’s going to stop me from prodding her. 

	“Tell me. Two heads are better than one and I have a feeling we can resolve your issue if we put our minds to it.”

	“Not really. It’s my issue to resolve.”

	“So you admit there’s an issue and it’s not that you’re underpaid. It’s that you have extraordinary expenses. Tell me,” I repeat because I’m stubborn by nature. 

	“Oh my god. You’re not going to leave this alone until I tell you, are you?”  

	I shake my head and work hard not to let my mouth twitch even a little.

	“Fine. But it’s still none of your business.” She pauses a beat and studies the harbor view outside our window as she speaks in a low voice like she’s revealing a horrible secret. “I need to send two grand a month home to my mom to help her with her mortgage and household expenses or she’ll be on the street.”

	“What the fuck? On the street? What’s that all about?” A familiar sense of outrage at the unfairness of life grips me. “I know how family can be expensive and how important it is for everyone to be whole. My family is like that. One person’s problem is everyone’s problem, especially the financial ones.”

	“Your family is lucky to have you to lean on. You cover everything.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“You have a generous streak visible from outer space,” she says. Then she shuts up and looks away again.

	“How would you know about my generosity?” I take precautions to make sure my charitable work is all anonymous. It works best all around that way. No need for children’s hospitals to worry about their benefactor being a porn star for instance, even an accidental one, if no one knows who the benefactor is.

	“I know all about your theoretically anonymous charitable donations and other expenses.” She waves around her half-eaten roll as she speaks. “Including how you paid for your sisters’ weddings and your mom’s new house. I have privileged access to all the accounts and information held by the Jett agency—but don’t worry. I would never say a word to anyone.”

	“Shit. I guess you would know. You must be Ham’s right-hand man—I mean woman.” 

	She nods.

	“So it’s only fair that you tell me about your finances since you know all about mine,” I say. “What happened to your mom to put her on the verge of being homeless if you don’t cover her mortgage?”

	“My dad… recently passed.”

	“I’m sorry—” 

	She snorts. “Me too. You have no idea.” There’s less sorrow than frustration in her voice. But she doesn’t expand on her answer as she picks at her salad. I finish the last of the pasta and take the extra piece of bread lying untouched on her plate.

	“Eat the spumoni before it melts completely and finish your story.”

	“What makes you think I want dessert?”

	“I know you do. I can see it in your face, that sparkle in your eye when your glance grazes over it, stopping for a half a beat like a stutter, a distraction you can’t stop.”

	She raises her middle finger at me and scoops a spoonful into her mouth.

	“Finish your story,” I repeat, wiping my mouth. No dog ever held onto their bone more tightly than I do.

	“Story is finished.”

	“No it’s not. I know it isn’t, the same way I knew you wanted that spumoni.” She laughs for a beat but then gives me a wary look, so I explain. “There’s some baggage about your father. I can tell by the way you referred to him, the tone of your voice, a hint of displeasure, like maybe he didn’t leave your mother taken care of when he passed?”

	“Understatement of the year.”

	“Now we’re getting somewhere.” She shakes her head, folds her arms across her chest, and just when I think she’s shutting down, she talks. But she keeps her voice as detached as if she’s reading the dictionary and her expression firmly back in all-business mode.

	“My father left my mom and younger brother with no money. With a second mortgage on the house and with serious debt.” She stops, her eyes gleaming, full of fierce challenge in her otherwise passive face.

	“Let me guess. Gambling debt?”

	She nods, then stands. “You want to know the worst part?” I don’t say a thing because the empty despair in her voice catches me by the heart and squeezes. “We never even knew he gambled.” 

	She turns away, trying to cover the crack of vulnerability.


Chapter 7: Harper

	“Fuck.” He rakes one hand through his tousled mane of gorgeous dark hair and I almost drool with envy because I’d love to run my fingers—stop that. No daydreaming about your professional meal ticket in that very unprofessional way.

	No matter how much current circumstances have blurred the line of professionalism, I know where the bright red line is and that’s squarely in front of any physical contact. Correction, I shouldn’t even be daydreaming about physical contact. Let’s double the width of that red line.

	“I’m sorry,” he says.” I nod and shut down the discussion, closing myself off so tightly I’m not sure the sound of his voice could penetrate the barrier if he spoke another word. He’s finished with lunch, which means he’s eaten every last morsel of food on his plate and whatever was left on mine, not that I mind. He dismisses himself  to take a nap, refraining from quipping the innuendo I can see and feel is perched on the tip of his tongue. But true to his promise to behave, he shuts his mouth and shuts the bedroom door behind him.

	I wish I could say his removal from the room eases my tension, but he’s right about the weight of my family’s financial problems straining me.

	Retreating to my bedroom, I slip my phone out and stare at it a minute, torn between the need to check up and the fear about what Mom might say. In the end, I hike up my big girl panties and hit the icon for Mom’s phone number. 

	“Are you coming home for your brother’s graduation?” Shit. I hesitate, not sure what to say, but surely the Brawlers’ season will be over by then, right?

	“I think so—when is it?”

	“In mid-May. A kid only graduates high school once, Harper. You have to be there. Charlie would be so disappointed.”

	“I’ll do my best. You know that. It’s just that I have this assignment and it’s really big and I stand to make a bonus—enough to pay off the debt once and for all.” There’s silence on the other end of the line and I don’t have to see my mom to know that abject sorrow drains her face of all joy at the nasty subject. No sense in asking the next question on my mind about what Charlie’s going to do after high school. It’s all but a foregone conclusion that he’ll have to work instead of going to college because we can’t afford it and the guilt tightens my gut. Loans are out of the question because the debt killed our family’s credit rating. He’s a long shot for a hockey scholarship and we’re all hoping, but we can’t count on that.

	“If we’re successful—and I know we will be—I’m all but guaranteed a promotion too and then Charlie doesn’t have to worry about college—”

	“Let’s not jump the gun, sweetheart. I know you’re trying hard. We all are. I’m putting in extra hours and Charlie is working hard too. A little hard work never hurt anyone. But still, you need to take time off to come home to your brother’s graduation. No matter what.” She’s right, of course.

	“I’ll be there, Mom. Promise.” It’s not the first time I’ve made a rash promise, letting my heart lead and overtake all reason. But I can do it. What’s the worst that could happen? I miss a game? My family lives in Connecticut, so I can drive there and get back in a matter of hours. I could pull it off if I had to. Shit. Don’t borrow trouble, Harper. Chances are graduation will be on an off day and if I have to, I’ll take Maddox with me. The idea causes all kinds of excitement to race along my nerve endings and I snort out loud at how ridiculous I’ve become about the man. Another good reason to look forward to the end of the season. The end of my family’s debt, thanks to a raise and promotion. And the beginning of a new work-life balance where I date. Nonclients.

	Taking a deep breath, I plunge into my next phone call in a reasonably confident frame of mind. 

	“Mr. Vizzy, thank you for taking my call.” I explain to the CEO of Mamma Regina’s that with Knight’s new team, the Boston Brawlers, I’m personally handling all his social engagements, including good works and charitable causes.

	“I can personally guarantee he will be the best behaved hockey player in the NHL, sir. We’re so confident at the Jett Agency that we would be happy to cover the cost of a new commercial shoot and Knight would be happy to do one as long as it’s local.” This last part I got permission for from Jett with great reluctance, but we both agreed the agency could afford it, and once we got one company to cut Maddox a break others would follow. It’s a sad fact that people in this business are like sheep, following the herd or the trend. As soon as one sponsor re-signs him, others will follow suit. I explain my idea to shoot the commercial at Boston’s Children’s Hospital, with their cooperation, and highlighting both Mamma Regina’s and Knight’s generosity and everyone’s love of their pizza..

	“That’s a very interesting offer, Ms. St. John.”

	“Call me Harper.”

	“Of course. Harper, you obviously have a lot of confidence and real loyalty for your man Knight. That’s admirable.” He pauses and I force myself to not speak since the puck’s still in his zone, so to speak, and I need him to commit under the pressure of my waiting him out. An old trick Jett taught me. He said he learned it on the ice, though he never explained how it worked. One of my boss’s quirks is he likes to be a little bit mysterious, hold his cards close to his vest, and savors the ability to surprise whoever’s on the other side of the negotiation.

	And that means everyone and anyone who’s on the other side of any given conversation. I swear he negotiates with his mother over morning coffee.

	“I’ll tell you what,” Vizzy says. “I’ll agree to your proposition if we do the shoot now, say within the next two weeks when the Brawlers’ schedule allows, and wait to air it at the end of the season. No payment until that decision is made.”

	“Sounds perfect,” I say. “I’ll ensure that we can fit it in his schedule. And I’ll be there too. Handling Mr. Knight.” 

	He chuckles. "I'm sure you will."

	“Professionally,” I add in a cool voice. I promise to send him some dates for the shoot and we end the call. Maybe I took Vizzy the wrong way, but I let the innuendo slide off my shoulders because I still have work to do.

	I need to get the hospital on board. Luckily I have an influential contact there who owes me a favor. And she knows very well that whatever Knight has been accused of lately, he’s always been good to children’s hospitals, generous with his time and money, even if the money part has been well hidden. And this is important enough for Knight for me to call in a favor.  

	There’s a knock at the door and my friend Shelly shouts at me from the other side to open up. I drop my phone and the Mamma Regina promo vanishes from my head. The ache in my chest that I didn’t realize was all about needing a friend pushes everything else aside and propels me to the door so fast you’d think I was back on the ice at the arena. I throw open the door, and my need to hug Shelly for all I’m worth is thwarted by the giant box of my things that I had shipped to her place and that she’s now carrying in front of her as she stumbles into the room.

	“I made it!”

	“Shelly, I’m so glad you’re here.” I grin like a girl in an orphanage desperate for a real family. I hug her around the box and help her with it into my room. We dump it on my bed and I give her a real hug.

	“This is going to be great—like old times in college. Maybe I can find us a pickup game.”

	“I don’t think I’ll have time for that. I’m on call 24/7 to… handle Maddox.” Although I’m not sure about away games. Jett was going to confirm that the Brawlers agree that Coach is in charge of him on the road, or this proposition could get costly. We have a nice reunion and chat and I promise to take her to the next home game.

	“How about inviting to me a party so I can meet one of those hot hockey hunks?” she asks. I laugh, but I have to let her down.

	“No parties. Maddox is off parties. We’re concentrating on hockey.” 

	“Not even a charity event or somewhere I can meet—maybe even hook up with one of those notorious Brawlers I hear tell about?” 

	I snort at her. “You’re crazy. Most of them are married and the rest are harmless. Maddox is the only one you could classify as notorious.” And privately, I’m not even sure his notorious rep is deserved.

	“Well then, maybe I can hook up with big bad Maddox unless you’re already—”

	“No! I’m not.” She laughs. “And no, you can’t—he’s on good behavior. Strict orders for no hooking up and I can’t very well make an exception for my friend. How would that look? My boss would kill me if anyone found out.”

	“Well, I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble, but damn, girl. That’s one tough assignment you got there.”

	“Tell me about it.”

	“So when can we get together and hang out?”

	“How about at the next Brawlers home game?” 

	She squeals her acceptance to the invitation. “I bet you get damn good seats as the star player’s handler.” She shoves my shoulder and I roll my eyes.

	“We’ll have the best seats and a blast. Having you around will keep me sane.”

	“Why is that? He driving you crazy?”

	“Out of my mind.”

	“Sounds like a story I want to hear about, but I have to get back to work. Managing Paul Revere College’s rink is fun, if challenging. But don’t you worry. I’ll make sure I get time off for every single Brawlers home game for the duration. Wouldn’t miss this little adventure with you for the world.”

	“You’re the best, Shelly. It’s been too long and now I remember why you were my bestie.”

	“What’s this with past tense? We’re still besties.” She gives me a hug and I walk her back out to the door, sneaking a look in the direction of Knight’s room. His door is still closed and in my mind’s eye I see him splayed across the bed sleeping, hair all mussed. Shirtless…

	“Call me tomorrow with the deets to meet at the Garden for the game,” Shelly says as she steps into the hallway. I nod and give her one last hug because she really is going to be my lifesaver for the next four months.

	I return to my room and sort through all the clothes, relieved that I finally have a suitable pair of pumps to wear with my business suits, though not as special as the ones I lost. Checking my phone, I see it’s getting late and Knight has a haircut appointment coming up. 

	I arrange for some food to be brought up ahead of the barber appointment then wander out to the main room. His door is still closed and I’m staring at it, considering knocking to wake him, when it flies open.

	He emerges half naked. He’s dressed only in his boxers and looking far better than I recently imagined. I suck in a breath and snap my eyes back to his face, determined to keep them there.

	“I need a shower,” he says, “but the one in my bathroom’s not working. Is yours?” He walks past me, his hair looking deliciously rumpled, his face dark with unshaven stubble making my palm itch with the need to touch and feel the scrape. His have that half-lidded sleepy look that somehow translates to sexy AF. He heads into my bedroom and I snap from my stupor rushing in behind him.

	“Hey, wait a minute.” Too late. He stands in the middle of the room, taking in the array of clothing and other things still spread out on my bed. It’s all out in the open, laid out like a display of my personal life. Shit. He turns and gives me a smirk.

	“Nice underwear.” He winks, and there’s nothing half asleep about him right now, his muscles on display from his broad sinewy chest, sculpted abs, and… so much more. My eyes wander down, unable to resist checking out the trail of dark hair down to his waistband, slung low like a half-open door inviting me in, and the tenting in his boxers clearly marking his morning wood.

	He’s too busy checking out my intimate to notice me checking out his… lack of apparel. His eyes are on my hot pink VS matching bra and thong. They’re part of my arsenal of secret weapons along with my Christian Louboutin heels to combat occasional feelings of inadequacy in my daily dealings with the super men and women of the sports world.

	When he returns his gaze to me, I withstand his wink without flinching and he saunters into my bathroom. My automatic reflex is to follow him, but I stop short and thank god he didn’t notice. 

	I stand outside the bathroom door and hold myself back from going in and pulling it closed behind us.

	I hear the spray of water in my shower and before my imagination can get the better of me, he calls out, “Looks like yours is working.” 

	When he reappears from my bathroom, he’s wearing only a towel.

	Oh. My. God. I struggle between staring at his towel and his face.

	He has no problem staring directly at my face.

	Without a word, he loosens his grip on the towel in a silent game of chicken. I hear the unspoken question: who’ll flinch first? 

	I flinch first, almost immediately, spinning away from him as if my eyes have been scorched. In truth, my whole body feels scorched.

	“I’ll call the hotel manager.” I pick up the phone, willing away the shake in my hand, I tap on the button. 

	He chuckles, moving behind me toward the door. Glancing over, I can’t tell if he’s disappointed or amused with my response to his flirting.

	No, it has to be disappointment that I didn’t give him permission to use my his shower. His flirting is automatic, like breathing to him. He probably doesn’t even realize he’s doing it.

	After a few seconds on the phone, I hang up. “They’re sending someone. I’m sure they’ll have your shower fixed in no time.” 

	I lead him out of my bedroom, careful not to touch him, to keep my hands off those impressive hard and bulging biceps, those broad shoulders and torso covered in a light sheen of sweat that makes him glisten. 

	Even from behind, watching his back and shoulders rippling, his thigh and calf muscles bunching and un-bunching with each purposeful step, like a precise dance, into the living area, I feel the power and energy coming off him. 

	I make the mistake of breathing deep, taking in that ridiculously intoxicating male scent of his.

	“Why don’t you get dressed while we’re waiting?” My voice comes out unnaturally high, but otherwise calm and reasonable. 

	He gives me one of those looks that says I know what you’re thinking. I know you’re salivating over my half naked body and having a hard time resisting.

	Okay, maybe his look implies a general accusation and it’s mostly my guilty conscience projecting all the details, yet again. Either way, I heave a sigh of relief when he goes back into his bedroom without saying a word. 

	Busying myself with making coffee, when he comes back out a minute later in a T-shirt that says I Do my balling on Virginia Beach paired with his standard gym shorts, I resist commenting. 

	Handing him a cup, the knock on the door relieves me from having to carry on a conversation. I’m irrationally thrilled to open the door to let the hotel’s plumber and a manager inside.

	They gawk at Knight and address him as if I’m not in the room because after all, he’s the celebrity. I could really use my confidence-boosting Christian Louboutin heels about now.



	
Chapter 8: Maddox

	“Your bathroom will be fixed by the end of the day, sir.”

	“What am I supposed to do now?” I don’t want to be a bastard, but I also don’t want to go around stinking and grimy the rest of the day. The manager exchanges glances with the plumber.

	“Luckily the bathroom in the second bedroom works perfectly and perhaps you can use that.” He smiles and I notice Harper’s eyes flare like bright green fireflies and her mouth opens. But as soon as I catch her gaze with my smirk, she shuts her mouth and goes all official on me. She has quite a talent for being a quick emotional change artist. Except I know the change in her expression doesn’t run very deep. Whatever banked passions she’s hiding are simmering so close to the surface my hand itches to touch her, to caress her flesh until those passions bubble over into my hands. 

	“Isn’t there another room we can move to?” she says in a commanding voice, channeling a nun I used to know back in second grade, I swear.

	“No other suites. But there is one single room if you—”

	“No. That’s okay. We’ll stay here. It’s only one more night. No big deal.” She drops the commanding nun act right away and goes with scared little nun afraid of beds and men. She has range, I’ll give her that, and I wonder if it’s me who has her so confused and unable to be her true self. Of course it’s you, shithead. You’re a pariah porn star. Every good girl’s worst nightmare.

	After removing some faulty hardware in my shower, the plumber leaves with the manager. Harper does her duty, giving him the expected tip on the way out the door. When the door closes behind them, she stares me down with the return of that fiery passion I’m becoming addicted to, like my personal pretty fireworks display setting off all kinds of pleasure centers in my brain every time I watch her eyes snap and her nostrils flare under the tight rein of her control.

	I’m about to ask permission to use her shower when there’s another knock on the door. It’s room service and I’m ravenous as always when I wake up. For one thing or another. I flick my eyes at her auburn hair and wonder if it’s that color all over, then I breathe in the unmistakable scent of rosemary chicken and eye the covered platter.

	“You ordered me food. How’d you guess I’d be hungry again?” I raise an eyebrow to suggest my hunger for more than food. She rolls her eyes as the server sets up a table for two in the spacious room. I take a seat. I shouldn’t be surprised that she’s anticipated my needs. Since I’ve met her, she’s been on top of everything—everything but me. Stop the fucking depravity, Madman. You’re no longer that person. You’re the gentler, saner, more boring Maddox.  

	After she tips the server, she watches me.

	“You’re not eating?” I say.

	“Of course not. I don’t need a gazillion calories a day to make phone calls and tap keys on my computer.” She paces a small circle. I put a forkful of the deliciously seasoned chicken into my mouth.

	“Speaking of which, I have some good news for you,” she says. But her smile says she’s not convinced. I wait for her to deliver and she takes a deep breath, never a good sign, then licks her lips, distracting me. Until she sits at the table and talks.

	“I spoke with Mamma Regina’s and got them to agree to extend your  promotional contract.”

	“Great job, St. John.” The good news barely jolts my happy meter, but it is good news. I raise my hand and give her a high five across the table. I’m proud that I’ve managed to resist reaching over and giving her a big fat kiss not sparing the tongue. Now that would definitely fuck with my happy meter. She slaps my hand and her smile brightens for a second before it flickers and goes out like a dead candle. “But why do I have a feeling you’re not telling me the whole story.”

	“There’s a catch. A condition. The extension is temporary.” She fidgets with her hands and I stare at her with a forkful of chicken suspended halfway to my mouth. Not even the enticing smell of needed delicious food makes me shove it into my mouth until I’ve heard about the condition. My gut clenches with the unknown possibilities. 

	“We have to shoot a new commercial. And we have to pay for the shoot.” She stops and looks down and I’m confused because it doesn’t sound so bad, but I know there’s a catch to the catch. And then I realize she said we.

	“What do you mean by we?” She visibly gulps.

	“We, you and Jett Agency, will have to pay for the shoot, and they won’t air it until the end of the season, contingent on… your behavior.” She stops again, not looking at me. “It’s at Children’s Hospital. With the kids.” Boom. That’s the catch I didn’t want to hear and she sneaks it in as an afterthought. I put down my fork.

	“You’re exploiting sick children to bail out my reputation—”

	“It’s not like that. It’s about you in your natural habitat. Look, I know you visit children’s hospitals wherever you go. I know you donate money and time and send personal gifts to children.” She stops talking and my mouth hangs open because this is a well-guarded secret. For the exact reason that I don’t want to exploit these already too vulnerable kids, to use them for my personal promotion. All I want to do is give them a smile and a few bucks to ease their burdens.

	She meets my stare and I soften the glare because she is doing the best she can with the clusterfuck I handed her. She lifts her chin and her face clears of chagrin.

	“It will raise awareness for the cause, Maddox. Nothing bad will happen to the kids if they appear in a commercial with you. No lightning will strike them dead—I mean—shit. Sorry. You know what I mean.” She waves a hand, flustered and pink and all poise gone. But the fire remains. She has a spark of passion that never dies. No matter how much she tries to hide it.

	She also has a point, but it doesn’t sit well.

	“Can we cancel it?” I ask, knowing the answer and weighing the surrender of my integrity against the financial needs of my family. I’ve become my mom’s sole support and I can’t fuck up my contract with the Brawlers or any potential sponsor because my career could end at any minute. I need to make as much money as possible while I can to take care of mom and all of us for the rest of our lives. Because I could drop dead from heart failure like my dad.

	“Not a chance. I need this deal as much as you do and I worked hard—” 

	I put my hands up in surrender. She’s one more person relying on me for money. That’s a sobering thought I ought to remember next time I get any ideas about kissing her or… never mind. Focus.

	“Look, I know you’re trying to help, but I don’t like the idea. I don’t want the kids to think I’m there for the promotion. I want to be there for them, you know?” 

	“I get it. We’ll make a visit to the hospital without the cameras first. I’m sure they’ll get the message.” She closes up and retreats into her serious-business protective shell, no more apology in her words or demeanor. I want to shake her or, better yet, kiss the feigned coolness from her. That wouldn’t help. Wrong way to think. She’s trying to soldier on and I can’t stand that she’s been put in this situation.

	“You’ll come to the hospital with me?” She nods and looks away then stands. She walks  toward the window and shrugs from her suit jacket as if she’s hot and I watch every movement, especially the strain of her pristine white blouse over the large mounds of her breasts, disproportionately large for her frame. She’s in shape, fit with toned muscles, but she’s not a big woman. She must be fast as hell on skates.

	“What got you started playing hockey?” I throw my napkin onto the table and join her at the window, though she doesn’t turn to look away from the harbor view. Just as well since I can stare at her profile without censure this way, let my eyes wander.

	“Where did that question come from?” She gives me a brief, curious glance then turns back to the window. “My father. Back when… never mind. You have a haircut appointment.” She turns toward me abruptly and the move brings her close, within touching distance. Too close. I have nothing to contain my boner as it thickens in my shorts.

	“Although,” she says, her voice a whisper and her stare unwavering, her eyes glittering with what I could swear was hunger, “I kind of like your hair long.”

	“Cancel the appointment,” I say. If she likes it then I want it because I want to be everything she wants. My heart’s beating faster and I feel the pull to step closer, the need pulling me in her direction like my dick and her pussy are magnetized. She doesn’t say a word, isn’t even breathing, I realize. My hand reaches out and pushes a tendril of her wavy auburn hair from her face and I watch it flash with red fire in the sunlight.

	Tension chokes me and my balls and I need to relieve it, to get out of this cauldron without doing something stupid, something we’ll both regret.

	“Mind if I use your shower?” My voice comes out gruff and I see her eyes watching my mouth.

	“Didn’t you already take a shower at the rink?” Her voice is pitched high and panic flashes in those eyes before disappearing. She steps back. I step forward. She clears her throat. “Why do you need another shower now?” The look I give her is nothing short of simmering, relaying my meaning without spelling it out as I rake my eyes over her body, covering every sensual line, even what’s covered by the business suit.

	I can literally see her go from warm to volcanic in so short a time it doesn’t seem possible. But one look at those sizzling green eyes and I feel the answering passion reaching out and grabbing me by the balls. The need to escape to the shower intensifies because the alternative is to ravish her where she stands. Holding up to the invitation of her shiver, her mouth slightly open and her tongue darting out to lick her lips, whether she understands the siren call she’s screaming at me or not, is getting harder by the second. Literally. I swallow because there’s no mistaking that she knows what I want to do in that shower. And that I would so rather do it with her.

	“Take my word for it, Harper. I need a shower. Now.” Her eyes flare wide for an instant.

	“Maybe I should,” she says, then pauses and clears the rasp from her voice before continuing, “should take that extra room and leave you on your own tonight.”

	“And free the prisoner?” I can’t resist taunting her. And I don’t want her to leave in spite of the torture. “What kind of warden are you anyway?” Struggling to match my lighthearted words, the slight twitch in my jaw muscle betrays my tension, the raw sensuality of my posture and vibration in my voice impossible to control. The intensity of my passion scares the hell out of me. She’s wearing an unattractive brown skirt and we’ve never kissed let alone had any other real intimacy to tease my appetite for her. Yet it’s there in full, Technicolor, ball-tightening reality, and I can’t seem to control it. 

	And most unfortunately, there’s no relief in sight. Except the shower.

	“The kind who feels like the prisoner is in charge,” she says. I laugh, trying to dispel some of my tension though I know there’s only one way to do that. Staring at her doesn’t help, especially when I see the grudging upturn on one side of her lush, kissable mouth. God, I want to taste her, to own that mouth, to ravage those lips and plunge inside.

	Or maybe I’m not thinking about her mouth. 

	“Go ahead.” She waves a hand toward her bedroom, a fierce flush tinting her skin. “Take your shower.” Fighting the notion that she’s giving me permission to do what’s on my filthy mind, I force myself to turn away from her and head for her bathroom.


Chapter 9: Harper

	He’s showering in my bathroom, taking his time, and I know exactly what he’s doing. It’s impossible to keep my mind on anything else as I sit on the couch, scrolling my phone, unable to see what’s in front of my eyes because the image in my head is so strong. Of him pleasuring himself.

	Tossing my phone aside, I stand. I need my laptop with the large screen and files to distract me. But it’s in my bedroom. So what? He’s not in my bedroom, he’s in the bathroom. Before I can think twice about it, I go to my bedroom door and listen to see if I can hear the running water, wondering if I have the nerve to dash in and get my computer.

	What the hell? It’s my room and I can go inside and get my own stinking computer, can’t I? Plucking up my courage, or maybe giving in to my salacious need to spy and test my theory about his activities, my heart beats fast at the persistent image of his naked wet body that fills my mind. I open the door and step inside.

	Two things hit me at once. First, he’s left the bathroom door open. Second, I can hear the water running—and so much more.

	I hear him. The sound of his deep, strangled groan stops me as I stare at the open door, unable to turn away, unable to stop listening or quietly leave the room. Because the next word I hear sounds like… my name, a hoarse, choked version of Haaarper, drawn out and tortured. 

	My knees buckle and I stumble toward the door then clutch the edge of it. I hear him even more clearly. 

	“Fuuuck. ooooh, sooo fucking perfect… sugar buns….” The almost painful scrape of his voice penetrates every cell of my being, shaking me to the core, igniting the sparks of desire into an inferno. He lets out a loud guttural groan and I hold my breath, my body tense and my heart thudding loud in my ears. 

	The water stops and it’s just him and the sound of his hand pumping wet skin. I hear it so clearly, so vividly, that I feel the pulsing molten liquid pooling between my thighs, my head dizzy with the intense wanting for him, the response to his release as he calls my name again in a last guttural moan.

	One hand gripping the door, white-knuckle tight, holds me upright as I squeeze my thighs, clenching while my other hand presses between them as if in defiance, trying to get entry to relieve the extreme sensual urge to act. I press my fingers against my throbbing center unwillingly, helplessly, sucking in a breath at the desperate pull, at my brazen action.

	What the hell am I doing? He’s in my shower, naked, and he’s going to come out any second and see me standing here, wanting him, vulnerable and depraved, completely lost. I must have lost my mind. 

	Fear and panic rush to my rescue as I let go of the door and step back, taking my hand from my blazing pussy in an iron-willed move. As I attempt to gather my wits, backing up another step, he pushes the bathroom door wide open and walks out into the bedroom. 

	Right into my space, inches from me, before coming to a startled halt.

	“Fuck.” He says. He’s completely naked and still damp and so close I feel the spray of steamy water droplets coming off him, hitting me, stinging and paralyzing me like some kind of poisonous reptile in a reverse scene from the garden of Eden.

	And I can’t help noticing his apple is one gigantic juicy piece of fruit.

	Striking the crazy errant thought from my mind, the fear of death—as in the death of my career—takes over with more strength than my irrational yet vitally strong instinctive need for his apple.

	I run from the room, pulling the door closed behind me, and circle to a stop at the window, my pulse still pounding.

	Of course the closed door doesn’t stop the gorgeous, tempting snake from following me, since he’s perfectly capable of opening the door and perfectly capable of such bold action as to come right up behind me. But even as I hear him and more remarkably feel him coming, I suck in repeated breaths and concentrate on the scene outside the window as if to grasp for the real, rational world outside of my sex-depraved imagination and sex-deprived body and I hold onto the sight of the city to tether me, to bring me back to where I’m at. With my heart still pounding, but a firmer grasp on my baser instincts, though they’re barely buried beneath the thinnest veneer of reason, I turn and face him.

	His stark nakedness pummels at that thin veneer, but I keep my eyes riveted to his striking blue eyes and, even as I read the familiar need there—the pulsing, living pull between us like our attraction is an actual snake made of flesh and desire—I stand still but for the vibrations of my tense effort to remain calm.

	“Harper… what—?” 

	I know he’s going to ask what the hell I was doing at the bathroom door spying on him, and I don’t have an answer. Well, maybe I do, but my desperate attraction isn’t a real explanation because this is so complicated and inexplicable, really. And I can’t tell him any of this.

	“Don’t. Let’s not … discuss it.” He pins me with hot ice in his gaze, unrelenting and unreasonable. I gulp and squeeze my eyes shut, reverting to irrational behavior before I can stop it, but my heart pounds harder with the fear that I will give in if he moves in just the right way, or says just the right thing. My mind is fuzzy, clouding up, obscuring reality as I stare and see more than the naked man with a throbbing cock tempting me, making my mouth actually fucking water with the flash-forward image of me sucking on him relentlessly. Fuck.

	“We can’t let this go,” he says, his voice tense and shaky, the opposite of cool. His shakiness calms me. He’s in the same place I am. We’re in this impossible bind of desperately wanting forbidden fruit together.

	“I’m sorry, okay?” I aim my eyes toward the floor between us and back up a step. “I was… getting my computer and it was unforgivable and it won’t happen again. Whatever came over me—”

	“Desire?” he asks, his voice more shaky than mocking, and I make the mistake of looking up and meeting his eyes. My gut rolls in a fit of embarrassment and, yes, goddamn desire. But I can’t admit it because he’s forbidden. Whatever chemistry we have can’t go anywhere.

	“No.” I force my determination to overcome the pulses of need that fuel my hammering heart and the hot flush spreading through me at his nearness, the stark sexuality of his naked body, and those irrepressible sparks along my nerves. But I don’t lower my gaze to take another look at his forbidden fruit, no matter how much I want to see his reaction, whether he’s grown, if his words in the shower were real or a figment of my imagination trying to compensate for my starved lady parts. “You have my apology. I can assure you I want no part of you in spite of… my horrible invasion of your privacy. Now let’s leave this alone.”

	“No. I don’t believe you. I saw the look on your face.” He moves a step closer and it feels like the earth moved under my feet, like a seismic shift in energy has invaded my senses. His aura, his scent, surrounds me. The glistening droplets of water on his broad, heaving chest fill my vision, making me waver, almost lean into him. He groans.

	“Admit you want me or I’m going to prove it to you.”

	A strangled version of the word no escapes my lips and I turn from him, but he catches my arm, his hold searing my skin, melting through what I needed to be ironclad defenses, and he spins me around to face him.

	“Look at me.”

	I sweep my gaze up from the floor and almost faint, my legs rubbery at the sight of his long, hard, erect cock. I force my eyes to meet his. Then I utter the words that taste like the biggest lie of my life, that take the spin from my world because I know I’m robbing myself of something special, something I’ve never felt before.

	“Don’t be so sure of yourself, Knight.” I wave a hand in the direction of his breathtaking cock, careful not to touch him, but without backing down because I need to convince both of us. “You may have an enticing package, but you’re hardly worth ruining my career over.”

	His eyes flicker and I see the light of desire go out as he takes his hand from my arm and pushes it through his hair. He mutters fuck under his breath several times and reaches for the gym shorts strewn on my floor, pulling them up and over his cock. This completes the shutdown of my unfulfilled dream, keeps it in the never-to-be column of my life.



	
Chapter 10: Maddox

	“Don’t worry, Harper. If you don’t want it, you and I are not happening.” I let out a big breath of exasperation, because in spite of her words to the contrary, she looks and acts like a woman who wants to fuck. Who I want to fuck, hard and bad like a Mack truck barreling down the highway. And that is just unacceptable. Because like she said, she’s a no-go zone, but not because of warnings by Ham or the agreement with the Brawlers or Ryan O’Rourke’s directive or Coach’s veiled threat or any of that outside bullshit.

	Harper is off my table of female delicacies because she is who she is, and she is not someone to play with. I don’t want her to lose her job and I don’t want to mess up my season, but she’s all wrong because she’s the serious kind of woman, the kind … fuck. The kind I need to avoid because I could fall for her, get all kinds of lost in her green eyes, her lush red hair, and her sassy mouth. Shit. She’s too strong and determined and passionate to fuck with.

	“I’m leaving,” I say.

	“Where are you going? You can’t—”

	“Relax.”

	“Don’t say that.” She frowns, not diminishing the delicious look of her lips. I smirk because it’s all I’m allowed, all that’s left between us, that contrary scrape of teasing banter. 

	“O’Rourke texted me,” I say. “He invited me to his house to shoot pool with some of the guys.” I don’t tell her she’s invited too. Instead I watch the war on her face between her duty to keep track of me and her need to distance herself. I should be at least mildly insulted that she’s decided I must be avoided, but I’m not. Of course not. Why should I be? She’s not my type either, in spite of all the uncontrollable chemistry. That’s just fucking deprivation playing tricks on me and I need to get used to it like an addict going cold turkey. The first couple of weeks are going to hurt and then I’ll be okay.

	“Okay. Fine. O’Rourke can handle you for the night. According to Coach, he’s the one in charge when you’re on road trips.” She waves a hand. “But don’t stay out late because we have to move out in the morning and then you have a game.”

	“Yes, warden. Anything else?”

	“This is serious, Knight.” She deepens her scowl and stomps one foot, but it’s bare on carpeting so it doesn’t have the effect she’s going for, of putting her foot down. She doesn’t have the killer instinct of Delaney, who is filled with the innate ability to be mean when warranted. Not Harper. She’s soft.

	So fucking soft and sweet I want to bite into her. Fuck.

	“Yes you are, Harper. Serious as a nun.” And that’s exactly why you’re not my type. I enjoy her glare. Maybe I should tell her she’s not my type, but I have a feeling she might take it the wrong way and I’m not into causing anyone to feel bad about themselves. Most women don’t want to be told they’re not your type, especially when you’re a so-called tomcat. 

	Meanwhile we both know on some level she is my type because the fucking chemistry between us doesn’t lie. She’s right to push me away, to do the right thing, but I know it’s in spite of the fucking pull of lust between us.

	She keeps her mouth shut and her eyes on me, stormy and troubled. Giving her a wide berth, I head to my room to dress. Though after I shut the door behind me, it’s obvious that my cock is still far too ready and worked up over our close encounter. I consider locking myself in my room and relieving my pent-up tension for a second time in ten minutes. This has to be a record. I don’t think a woman ever drove me to jerk off twice in ten minutes before.  Forcing myself to shove the idea from my head doesn’t work.

	No, I’m sure Harper is the proud record holder of driving me to jerk off more than should be healthy. And I shudder at how easy it would be to do. All I need is to shut my eyes and remember the way her mouth parted, lips glistening and skin flushed, when she looked at me while I was naked and aroused with those glassy, promise-filled eyes like tempting emeralds.  She stared at me like I was her next meal and she hadn’t eaten in a fucking long time. 

	Fuck. I slip a hand inside my shorts and grip my cock, giving it a squeeze.

	Her mouth on me would feel so good, but I wonder how tight she would be if she let me inside her. If she’s been without a man for a very long time, she would strangle my cock, squeeze it until I could barely breathe. I move my hand up and down my hardening shaft, not even giving a fuck if she hears me again. I’ve already given away the big bad secret that I’m a horny bastard and that I want to own her pussy in every way possible.

	I lean against the wall as my legs shake with the thunder of blood rushing and extreme arousal coming to a head as rapidly as I can make it, because I need to purge her from my system, to wrench back control and my senses. She’s not that sexy, I tell myself through clenched teeth as I squeeze and stroke, seeing her flushed face and glossy gaze in my mind’s eye, projecting how the hot ample flesh of her breasts would feel in my hands. How her aroused pussy would taste in my mouth, would feel clenched around my cock.

	And heaven help me, I let out a strangled cry of release as cum spurts across my belly and I sink to my knees, cursing the name of Harper St. John and her fucking forbidden pussy. The fucking forbidden pussy of every woman for the next four months. Fuck.

	Taking a minute to get my heavy breathing and thudding heart to settle down, I kneel on the plush carpet, shaking my head in self-disgust. This is what I’ve sunk to. But, I’m better than this.

	I push to my feet and stalk to my bathroom where I splash water from the sink on my overheated face and clean myself off with a wash cloth. The mirror accuses me of being a depraved animal with wild eyes, unshaven stubble, and disheveled hair, naked and still glistening with sweat, ripe for another cleansing shower. But that’s not happening. Instead, I throw on a pair of jeans and an old New Orleans hockey jersey because that’s all I have suitable for cold weather. 

	Fuck the guys if they can’t take a joke. But something tells me they won’t be offended by my old team’s jersey even if they pretend to be and use it as an excuse to give me shit. Tonight is my chance to get to know my new teammates, to really fit in, without Harper intervening. I might even find out a thing or two more about her from the guys that she’d never tell me about herself.

	After I run a comb through my unruly hair, I deem myself ready for a crowd of hockey players who won’t mind two days’ scruff on my face and a modicum of residual sweat on my body. Pausing a beat with my hand on the doorknob, I scoff at myself for the roll in my gut at facing Harper again and then curse at myself for the ghost of arousal that tremors through me at the mere anticipation of seeing her. 

	Fuck it. I fling open the door.

	She looks up from the computer on her lap. She’s working, of course. She sits on the couch, comfortable and cool as if nothing ever happened between us. Except that I see the telltale blush rise up her neck.

	“I’m going,” I say. “Don’t wait up for me.”

	“Of course I’ll wait up for you,” she says. “You won’t be late, right?”

	I shake my head, our eyes caught up in that seemingly perpetual force field of sexual energy between us. She looks away first and clears her throat. Then she waves her hand as if shooing me away like an errant child. Or maybe that’s how I feel though I’m far worse than that. More like the devil’s spawn of depravity daring to get caught up with the sex kitten dressed in sensible clothing. 

	* * *

	Finn picks me up and gives me a ride to O’Rourke’s place. He has a gem of a home in Charlestown not far from the Garden in a historical neighborhood of brick houses. The minute I’m let in the front door, his wife leads me back through the kitchen where the charm and chef-level equipment stun me into stopping to look around.

	“The pool room is out back and through a separate entrance,” O’Rourke says over his shoulder as he pushes through the back door, but I don’t move as I look around, my eyes drawn to the Fisher & Paykel six-burner double-oven range in particular, where something is baking.

	“Are we having Italian tonight?” I ask Chelsea. She laughs.

	“Homemade pizza. Nothing too fancy,” she says. I take a deep breath of the garlic- and oregano-laden air, and if I hadn’t already jerked off twice the delicious scents might have gotten a rise out of me. I smile.

	“Did you make your own dough?”

	“No. I’m not that dedicated. Do you cook?” She eyes me with speculative interest.

	“Yes. I—”

	“Come on, Knight,” O’Rourke says. “You can talk food later.”

	I give his wife an apologetic look.

	“Later then? Captain’s orders.” I give an eye roll and she giggles as I follow O’Rourke out the door. We cross the brick patio area and take a few steps down to an ornate doorway into a dark room I’d swear was a speakeasy in a past life. I blow out a whistle.

	“You need a license for this place?” I ask. O’Rourke elbows me and I nod at the others already gathered in the dark room. The walls are brick and the pool table that takes center stage must be older than dirt, a classic from an old pool hall or a Minnesota Fats movie set. The floors go from slate at the entry to dark burgundy carpeting farther in, giving the place a rich, old-world brothel vibe. Rafe and Aiden are playing pool, so I join Finn at the polished oak bar where he’s playing bartender.

	“We have Sam Adams on tap or—”

	“I’m sticking to ice water.”

	“What’s with the jersey?” he asks as I take off my jacket. “You trying to get yourself beat up?” He grins.

	“By my teammates?”

	“Not us, but if you walk around the neighborhood dressed like that we can’t be responsible.” He shouts, “Hey Ryan. You got an extra team jersey lying around for this reprobate?” Ryan takes a swig of what looks like whiskey and shouts back.

	“On it.” He goes through a door for a bit and I look around the space, which is set up with half a dozen barstools, a game table, and a corner with two leather couches and a fireplace. A couple of ladies sit talking amongst themselves and my conscience twinges at not extending the invitation to Harper. But we’re not together like that and I don’t want to give the wrong impression. Especially to my dick, who’s already abused and confused as it is.

	“Where’s Harper?” Finn asks as if he’s reading my mind.

	“Working.” I’m not lying. Finn snorts.

	“That girl is a certified workaholic. We need to get her out, get her to loosen up before her life disappears and she wastes her youth on a bunch of stupid contracts.”

	“Yeah, except those are our contracts she’s babysitting.”

	“True.”

	“She’s damn good at her job.” I don’t know why I feel compelled to state the obvious because it’s not like Finn doesn’t already know this.

	“True again.” He grins at me and I cut him off before he makes a wiseass remark.

	“Double or nothing in straight pool to one hundred,” I say.

	“Double what?” he asks.

	“A thousand clams.” 

	He lets out a whistle. “You a pool shark or just a guy with a big mouth and a need to be taught a lesson?”

	“That would be door number two. I’m learning my lesson. The Boston Brawlers are my teachers.” I grin and lead him to the pool table feeling reckless and unsettled, like my life is off its moorings. Funny, in the past few days with all the shit that’s gone down, all the changes raining on me, I haven’t felt it until now. My mind goes to Harper. Fucking Harper and her taking-care-of-business attitude. Damnit. I should have brought her with me because fuck if her presence doesn’t stabilize me, albeit in a deranged, tortured way.

	Rafe hands me his pool stick and I chalk it up.

	“You play pool or are you fooling around?” he asks.

	“Good question,” Finn says. Aiden hands over his stick and O’Rourke reappears with a Brawlers shirt in hand. He tosses it to me.

	“This should fit. Put it on before you do anything else. Make yourself at home, part of the family. Because our team is like our second family and I swear that’s the key to our success.” I put the stick aside and pull off the old NOLA shirt then slip on the new Brawlers colors.

	“Fits perfectly,” I say, though it’s snug. O’Rourke eyes me, looks me up and down.

	“Sure. If you like showing off your muscles. Just remember we’re a family-oriented team here.”

	“Not that you’re expected to be a monk as a single guy,” Finn adds, slapping my back.

	“Oh, but I am expected to be a monk,” I say, embracing the full-disclosure, all-in policy if these guys are going to be like family. And I hope they will be. Tension twists in my gut with the need, the realization that these men hold my future in their hands as much as I do, and fitting in here is more than a want. Feeling like the new kid in fifth grade all over again, I grin at Finn’s skeptical look and the chuckles from the others.

	“Whose rule is that?” Finn asks. “Harper dishing out that shit?”

	“There’s more to it than that,” I say, surprised at the defensiveness in my voice. Letting out a breath, I admit to the whole fucking nightmare. “I’m contractually obligated to behave. And by behave, I mean, I believe the words were, ‘no tomcatting around.’”

	“What the fuck?” Finn almost spits out his beer. O’Rourke and the others laugh. Rafe slaps my back.

	“Don’t worry, Knight. The season won’t last forever. Only until June, because we’re not going home until we win the cup of Lord Stanley.”

	“Fine with me. I’d do just about anything to win the cup.”

	“Including become a virtual monk?” Finn laughs, shaking his head. “You’re in a worse fucking mess than I was ever in and that shit was pretty messed up.”

	“I’ll be fine. Better than fine. I’ll be all about hockey twenty-four-seven. Nothing else.” I give Finn a back slap. “Except kicking your ass at pool for two grand right here and now.” A rumble of approval mixed with guffaws goes up and the guys gather round as I rack up the balls.

	“You want to break?” Finn asks.

	“That was your first mistake,” I say, “because you won’t see one shot before I’m done.”

	“You’re telling me you’re going to run a hundred balls?”

	“Abso-fucking-lutely.” I firm my resolve, hoping my skills haven’t deserted me, because in truth it’s been a good six months since I’ve played. But it’s one of those things you never forget, and I’ve played pool all my life in between playing hockey and cooking and eating. And sex, of course. “I’m a shark. My record is a run of two hundred thirty-six balls.” I nod at him, satisfied at the sudden slack in his jaw. “You?”

	A hundred three balls, four ice waters and a shit-ton of pizza later, I leave the O’Rourkes' house with Finn, my rep and my place on the team cemented. Truthfully, I’m not sure if it’s my recipe exchange with Chelsea or my run of eighty-six balls before Finn took a shot that impressed the guys more. Either way, once I donated the two thousand bucks to Rafe’s wife Zoey’s girls’ camp, the nods of approval felt genuine.

	“Don’t thank me. It’s Finnegan Reed’s money,” I say as I follow Finn out the door and he chortles.

	“Go ahead. Grind it in. You’re just lucky we don’t have a skate in the morning or I would have called this thing an hour ago.”

	“Good night, guys. Drive safe,” Chelsea says as she stands in the door with Ryan’s arms wrapped around her. Finn gives me a ride back to the hotel.

	“What time is it?” I ask absently as I get into his car, a solid-looking Audi.

	“After one a.m. I’m surprised Harper hasn’t sent the dogs out looking for you.” I laugh because he’s right.

	“Shit. I had my phone turned off.” She couldn’t have been serious about waiting up for me. He laughs.

	“Are you sure you’re not a couple?” he asks, and I jerk my eyes to his.

	“Fuck no. What would make you say that?”

	“Don’t get all pissy.” He shrugs. “But I saw the way you looked at her—not that I blame you because she’s—”

	“There’s nothing between us but business. That’s the way it has to be.”

	“Okay, okay. Whatever you say.” He drops it and says he’ll pick me up tomorrow to give me a ride to the Garden for the game.

	“Thanks, man. Enjoyed the night. I’m going to like it here.” He nods and I get out of the car wondering what the fuck I’m going to do or say if Harper is still up and divided down the middle on whether I want to find her awake or asleep.

	Wishing I could do something with her either way until I feel the ache of loss because I can’t. What the fuck is that about? Replaying the last pool shot in my head on a repeating loop, I get to the hotel room door and heave a breath, nerves firing up like well-timed fireworks sparking all at once. I open the door and step inside the dimly lit sitting room.

	Once my eyes adjust I see her on the couch. She’s asleep. Her computer is open on her lap with her screensaver flashing replays of a hockey shot. 

	Taking a closer look, I realize the player taking the shot is me. She has me taking a slap shot in my last playoff game as her screensaver. There’s a quote across the top. 

	“How lucky I am to have something that people want. And luckier still to give it.” 

	Fuck. A cascade of soft vibrations rumble through my chest and my breathing catches as I lean down to pick up the computer and put it aside.

	She stirs and I stop breathing, but then she settles back, still sound asleep. Fuck. If I pick her up to bring her to bed, she’ll wake up. Instead, I go into her bedroom and get a pillow and blanket. I manage to tuck the pillow under her head and lay the blanket over her without waking her. Her breathing is quiet and she looks so soft and vulnerable. I stand watching her for a few beats and I don’t know what I’m looking for, what I’m hoping to see, or what I’m feeling that makes me stay, but I finally force myself to move because it’s late.

	And there’s no way I’m sleeping tonight without dreaming about her. If I sleep at all.


Chapter 11: Harper

	“Get dressed, Knight. We’re moving out this morning.” I put my hands on my hips. He steps through the door of his bedroom wearing gym shorts. That’s all. 

	“What’s wrong with my clothes?” He brushes a sexy shock of hair from his face. I gulp down my whimper and double down on my prison warden persona.

	“What clothes? You’re half naked. And no gym shorts in public. Make yourself presentable. Pretend you’re going out to meet an attractive woman.”

	“I think we’ve already done that part. You and me.” He moves closer. I scream at my legs to back up, but they don’t. The need is so strong to finish what we started yesterday that I can smell it, taste it, feel it in the rush of my blood. Stop it, Harper St. John. He’s a client. My meal ticket and that’s all. And even if he wasn’t, he’s so not the type of man I’d be interested in. 

	On the rare occasions that I allow myself to imagine a future when I might be in the market for a boyfriend, that boyfriend would be someone serious. Not a player. Probably the exact opposite of Maddox Knight. Except maybe the hunky part and those dreamy blue eyes. I could so go for that in a man. Someday.

	“You have a game tonight,” I say. “Don’t waste your energy. Remember, you’re all about hockey.” He snorts.

	“Way to shut a guy down. But don’t worry. I was teasing.”

	“No teasing. Teasing is bad. Off the table. Forbidden.”

	“Don’t you know better than to use the forbidden card with me?” He smirks. Shit. He’s right. Forbidden fruit exemplifies the mess we’re in right now and the last thing I need to do is pile on another apple. Shit. I’ll never be able to eat an apple again without feeling dirty.

	He laughs. Not exactly a laugh. More like a low chuckle, the sultry kind that puts my nerves on edge, that cuts through too many barriers like my spine is made of butter and he’s wielding a machete.

	“Not forbidden then. How about inappropriate? We’re inappropriate, mismatched, polar opposites, impossible, oil and water—”

	“You ramble when you’re nervous,” he says like it’s news to me. Shit. I can’t admit to him that he makes me nervous, not if I’m going to have his professional respect. Although that ship may have sailed after my Peeping Tom act last night or whatever you call it when a person eavesdrops inappropriately. Or is there even such a thing as appropriate eavesdropping? Never mind.

	“You’re crazy. I’m not nervous,” I scoff. Nervously. “I ramble all the time. It’s the pressure of my job.”

	“Handling me’s got to you?”

	“No. Of course not. I can handle you just fine—or not handle you. Guard you, keep you out of trouble, make sure you stay on track, guide you toward your best behavior, help you redeem yourself with your sponsors—”

	“Jesus, Harper. Do you ever stop rambling? Maybe you need a sedative.” He’s suppressing a grin.

	“No. no sedatives.” I clamp my mouth shut before it runs off on another stupid ramble about the evils of sedatives and drugs. Instead I take a deep breath. It’s about time I do my job.

	“What time did you get home last night?” I ask. “I waited up.”

	“No you didn’t,” he says as he goes back into his room. He leaves the door wide open so I follow him. We need to have this conversation. I need to know that he didn’t go out tomcatting, don’t I? I’ll double check with O’Rourke and have to do damage control if he did. But O’Rourke would never let him get away with that, would he?

	“I tried to wait up,” I say. “I was up until at least eleven p.m. But never mind that I fell asleep. The point is, where were you? Where did you go so late? Please don’t tell me you went—”

	“Nowhere except where I told you I was going. Don’t worry. There were no women involved unless you count my teammates’ wives and girlfriends and I don’t go there. Ever.” I snort my disbelief, but I forget to talk when he plucks a T-shirt from his bag and pulls it on over his head and I watch every consequential rippling of every muscle in his torso, chest and arms.

	His body is magnificent, even covered by an orange T-shirt with a yellow smiley face. He could have posed for Michelangelo or any world-class sculptor and they’d pay him dearly for the privilege. Shit. I close my mouth as he pulls on socks and sneakers and stares at me, his eyes aimed at my mouth.

	“I would never cheat on you.” His smile drips with promise and I shake myself, metaphorically speaking, because he’s toying with me and I need to stay cool. But shit, ignoring his words is hard.

	“You expect me to believe O’Rourke and the others were up until all hours entertaining you?”

	“Nah. It was more like I was entertaining them. I’m a very entertaining guy, if you recall my recent starring role in a certain video.” He wiggles his brows and now I’m mad because he’s just caused a reflexive hot blush to rise up from the furnace of my center and heat up my face.

	“Stop it. You’re ridiculous. Why can’t you just give me a straight answer?” He chuckles and yet again I’m all worked up, losing my cool.

	“But getting a rise out of you is so much fun. And it looks like this is as close to flirting as I’m going to get for a while, so maybe you should let it ride.” I stare at him because he actually sounds serious. And if I think about it, he makes sense. I heave a sigh as he aims those baby blues at me like he needs a favor and I’m the only one in the world who can grant it. Shit. I roll my eyes and turn away, waving a hand.

	“Just… get dressed. In pants and a shirt that doesn’t light up the night sky and look like it belongs to a fourth grader.” I march from the room to get my bags and check my phone again for messages. I’ve already checked and responded to a dozen of them since I got dressed at seven this morning.  Everything is taken care of. But I need the distraction of scrolling through my phone as if I can actually register what I’m seeing. Focus, St. John. I reread Delaney’s text telling me she’ll meet us at the town house with the key and some papers to sign.

	“Get yourself packed and make it fast. Delaney won’t like it if we keep her waiting,” I call out in the direction of his bedroom in a desperate move to reassert some control. 

	A few seconds later he emerges in a Brawlers jersey and jeans, a denim jacket slung over his arm and his duffel slung over a shoulder. It’s a gigantic duffel bag and probably weighs more than me, but he carries it like he’s Thor’s stunt double. I thought hockey players were supposed to be lean and fast, not big and strong like—he cuts into my thoughts as he steps around me to the door.

	“We definitely don’t want to piss off the ballbuster Delaney,” he says. “Finn told me stories about her that would curl your toes. She has brass ones and a take-no-prisoners attitude.” He smiles as he pushes open the door, and his eyes crinkle at the corners. “Not like you.” He steps into the hall, grabs the handle on my luggage, and heads for the elevator. I’m left following behind.

	“Hey, what do you mean by that? I’m just as tough as Delaney. Don’t think you can get away with anything just because I’m—” 

	Not sure what I am. Nice? That’s what I was about to say, but nice hardly qualifies for prison guard material, does it? He punches the elevator button and turns to me.

	“Sweet. And soft. Warmhearted. That’s what you are.” He gives me that smile again with the crinkles and it looks so sincere my knees want to give in. My uterus lets out a moan I can feel vibrate through my tummy.

	“I’m none of those things. I’m tough and serious and professional and—”

	“Adorable. Can’t forget adorable,” he says as the elevator doors open and he puts a big strong hand on the small of my back to guide me on ahead of him. I have the feeling again like he’s in charge and that can’t be how this goes. I need to take back control.

	“No. You’re all wrong about me. Let me correct your picture. I’m relentless. I’m dogged and tireless in my quest to get things done and get them perfect. I dot every i and cross every t and never miss a detail. I work hard because I love work. In fact I love it so much it feels like play. I have ambition and—”

	“You ramble like a fucking maniac when you get going, and I don’t know when I’ve been more fascinated by a rambling mouth ever in my life. And that’s the fucking truth.” His eyes hold mine. No crinkles. No smirks. No tease in his voice. I forget to breathe because I think he could be serious but he’s never serious and if he is now then I’m doomed. But he can’t be. This is Maddox Knight, the madman of NOLA talking.

	The guy who visits sick kids at children’s hospitals in every NHL city and wants no one to know about it. Shit. I stare back, trying to think past the shock for something to say, but the elevator doors open and I rush out like I was about to drown and need a gulp of air to revive me, to live another day. He’s not serious. He’s not fascinated by me. And even if he is, it’s not the kind of fascination I’m interested in. He’s interested in sugar buns and that’s not me.

	So what if I had a momentary lapse when I overheard him… in the shower. I’m human, aren’t I? That could have happened to anyone. Any girl with a drop of estrogen would have responded the same way—or worse. I know a few who would have joined him in the shower without hesitating—like Shelly, probably. But not me. I restrained myself admirably, like a professional with bigger and better things to concern myself with.

	He’s a player. 

	He’s the guy who put a blanket on me and a pillow under my head last night. 

	We walk through the lobby and I get ahead of him to arrange a cab with the valet out front.

	“It’s fucking cold,” he says, slipping his jacket on then standing close to me and leaning in like we’re a couple waiting for a cab out front of a hotel after a tryst. A shiver runs down my spine. Where the hell did that thought come from? I turn to him.
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