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CHAPTER 1


Dominik

There are those who think they know me. They see a man who’s generous with his money and attention, which makes them think they can command me. They’d be wrong.

I’m already wide awake when my alarm clock goes off at eight. Since it’s Saturday, I’d allowed myself the luxury of sleeping past my normal six o’clock wake-up call. I let the blaring go on a few moments, causing the woman beside me to stir before I finally shut it off. I turn on my side to face her.

Typical Southern California woman with golden hair and a fantastic bikini body. Stretching, she flutters her eyes open—gorgeous baby blues—and smiles. Her voice is husky with sleep. “I’m thinking we should go out for brunch, then maybe take a drive down the coast.”

She doesn’t know me at all.

Disabusing her of the notion we’re going to spend the day together, I roll off the mattress. Grabbing my robe from the foot of the bed, I shrug it on and give her a sympathetic look. “Afraid I have to work today.”

“But it’s a Saturday.” Pouting, she luxuriously stretches again, which causes the sheet to slither to her waist. I don’t even let my eyes flick to her breasts.

I tie the belt of the robe around my waist. “Still a workday for me.”

“I’m sure I could think of ways to make it worth your while.” She strikes a sexy pose. Admittedly, it’s slightly tempting.

But when a knock sounds on my bedroom door, I’m immediately refocused. “Come in, Mrs. Osborne.”

The door swings open and my executive assistant walks in, holding her iPad with her Bluetooth pen poised and ready to take notes. The woman in the bed quickly pulls the sheet over her breasts, her expression shocked.

Mrs. Linda Osborne is fifty-seven, and she has been my executive assistant for nine years. She dresses the same way every day—even though I continuously insist there’s no dress code—in a black pantsuit with a crisp, white, collared shirt underneath and modest, two-inch block heels. Her blondish-gray hair is pulled into a severe knot at the nape of her neck. She always has a pair of horn-rimmed glasses perched on the edge of her nose, secured around her neck with a nondescript, beaded metal chain.

“Your driver will be here to take you to the ESPN studios in half an hour,” she relays, reading off the iPad screen. “After that concludes, you’ll be returning here for your interview and photo shoot for Rolling Stone. Your plane is on standby, ready to fly you to Phoenix after that.”

I give her a short nod. “Thank you. Can you send someone out to pick up my dry cleaning?”

“Already handled.”

Mrs. Osborne motions with her hand to the woman in my bed. “Come along, my dear.”

The blonde whips my way, her eyebrows shooting up. She appears slightly affronted.

“Mrs. Osborne is my executive assistant,” I say with a smile. “She’ll make sure you get home safely.”

“But I thought—”

With a shake of my head, I put a knee to the mattress and lean over to take her hand. “Last night was great, but I’m going to be traveling for the next several weeks. Perhaps we can get together when I return in June.”

“June? But it’s April,” she whines, and I try not to grimace at her tone.

“And it’s the playoffs,” I say brightly. Releasing her hand, I rise from the bed.

“Playoffs?”

I cut my gaze over to Mrs. Osborne in time to see her roll her eyes. Biting the inside of my cheek, I try not to laugh.

The blonde sits up, still holding the sheet. “But I thought your team lost in the playoffs.”

She’s talking about my NBA team… the Los Angeles Quakes. They lost in the first-round last week, which was tremendously disappointing. But I’ve got a diva superstar who needs to be brought down a peg, along with a coaching issue to work out. I’m hoping next season will be better.

Frankly, I’ve put the Quakes out of my mind, instead focusing my attention squarely on my professional hockey team… The Arizona Vengeance. They’re an expansion team I bought last year, and they are in championship contention. For an expansion team to have done as well as they have is practically unheard of, and they are the talk of the sporting world right now. Hence the reason I have an interview over at ESPN studios this morning.

Over the next several weeks, I’m banking on my team to take it all the way to the finals.

It will take four rounds.

They’ll have to battle through two divisional rounds against elite teams, a conference final round, and then the actual Cup final. Each round is the best of seven games. Right now, by virtue of our winning record, we’ll have home-ice advantage. That means the first two games out of seven will be played in Phoenix, then the next will be at our opponent’s arena. The last three games will be alternated back and forth.

Our first round is against the Seattle Storm and they are a formidable opponent, having the hottest rookie on their first line and a veteran netminder.

But I feel victory within my grasp. Deep down, I’m confident we’re going to take it.

Mrs. Osborne starts picking up the woman’s clothes, an indication she needs to hurry along. She’s a gem—my Mrs. Osborne—and my most trusted and valued employee. It’s not the first time she’s had to rid me of an overnight companion so I can get my day going, which makes her irreplaceable.

I incline my head to the blonde in my bed, who seems extremely confused. “Thank you for a lovely evening, Tamara.”

Given my abrupt brushoff this morning, she appears almost surprised I remember her name.

But I do, of course.

When a woman is with me, she has my undivided attention. I listen attentively, and I remember every detail she gives me.

Now, will I remember her next week?

Probably not.

Without a backward glance, I pad through my master suite into the bathroom, my thoughts now on another woman.

I have not forgotten her name, nor one single detail about her.

Willow Monahan is absolutely unforgettable.

She’s actually the sister to one of my star players on the Vengeance—Dax Monahan. We’ve had a few encounters, and when I say “encounter,” I mean one spectacular coming together of two people with explosive chemistry. Sadly, though, she is annoyingly frustrating because she’ll no longer give me the time of day.

She has become a bit of a challenge, but one I intend to conquer.

Within a short fifteen minutes, I manage to get showered, shaved, and dressed in a custom-tailored suit paired with a green-and-blue tie representing the colors of the Arizona Vengeance.

When I make it into the kitchen, Mrs. Osborne waits with my coffee and a chastising expression. “Your lady friend was quite disgruntled. Perhaps it would be easier if you took them to hotels. That way, you could leave without a confrontation.”

Taking the steaming cup of java from Mrs. Osborne, I flash my most endearing smile. “But I love my house. I love my bed. Besides, I have you.”

Mrs. Osborne snorts as I make my way to the dining table overlooking a view of the Pacific Ocean. Why would I want to be anywhere else?

I take a seat as Mrs. Osborne grabs her own cup of coffee from the counter before joining me. “It’s a good thing you pay me an exorbitant amount of money.”

“Indeed,” I murmur as I surf through the news headlines on my smartphone.

“Just a few other things I need to go over with you before you leave,” she says, once again referencing something off her iPad. “I have a reminder for your annual donation to The Miller House. How much would you like to give this year?”

“Five million,” I reply without batting an eye. Mulling over it, I take a sip of my coffee. “And let’s add some new scholarships this year. Another million should do it.”

“Got it,” she replies as she makes a few notes with her Bluetooth pen.

“I’ve also confirmed your furniture has been delivered at the new home in Phoenix. Would you like me to take the liberty of having some groceries and other essentials stocked today?”

“That would be great. Thank you.”

It might be an extravagant purchase, but I felt a home in Phoenix would be a good investment. I’m going to be spending a great deal of time there throughout the playoff months. Besides, I have high hopes for this team in the coming years. Sure, plopping down eighteen million on an eleven-thousand-square-foot mansion might seem a little obscene for a home I plan to stay in probably a quarter of every year, but I’m worth billions. It’s a drop in the bucket.

The doorbell rings, and Mrs. Osborne pops out of her chair. “That will be your driver.”

As she strides toward the door to answer it, I take another leisurely sip of my coffee. They always arrive a little early so I have some time to finish it. However, had they been right on time, I’d force myself to leave. I’m never late for any appointment, something that’s incredibly important to me as a businessman.

Pulling up my texts on my phone, I scroll to find the last one I sent to Willow. It was three days ago, and she still hasn’t responded.

She never responds, though—unless it’s to tell me to quit bothering her.

It’s so annoying. She often makes the palm of my hand itch with the need to take it to her backside.

Her “playing hard to get” doesn’t stop me though from whipping off another message. I’m flying into Phoenix today. Dinner?

I don’t explain how I know she’s returned from her job in Kosovo. She’s a photographic journalist, and she’s staying at her brother’s house in Phoenix. I’ve curried enough favor with some of my players on the Vengeance for them to feed me the information. This particular nugget came straight from Bishop Scott, the team’s captain. I expect this little favor was an overdue thank you for lending him my private jet to chase his fiancée across the country last year.

Yes, it’s good to have some of the Vengeance helping me out where Willow’s concerned. God knows her brother Dax won’t give me anything. If I thought Willow was annoying in her refusal to talk to me, her brother is ten times worse in his disdain about my interest in his sister.

But truly, he’s no concern of mine. Even though he’s repetitively made it clear he wants me to leave his sister alone, the truth of the matter is that I’m his boss and I can do what I want.

For the life of me, though, I simply can’t understand why Willow won’t see me again. The two times we have been together were earth-shattering—not only for me, but for her as well.

Like I said, she’s unforgettable, and I intend to have her again. She’s no match for my persistence and dedication in obtaining what I want, so I hope she’s ready for me to continue the chase until I get my prize.


CHAPTER 2


Willow

“Are you about ready?” Regan, my sister-in-law, asks as she leans against the doorjamb of the guest bathroom.

After a critical study of my face, I decide I need another layer of mascara. “Just five more minutes.”

Regan doesn’t move, just settles in to watch me pretty myself up. I flew into Phoenix four days ago from Kosovo—where I’d been on an assignment covering the twenty-year anniversary of the war there. It had taken me three days of sleeping after I returned to start feeling human again.

But I love it. The travel, meeting interesting people, beautiful scenery, the danger… everything. I wouldn’t trade my job as a photographer who memorializes newsworthy events all over the world for anything. It’s what I was born to do.

I can’t wait until I’m off again but for now, I’m going to enjoy my break. While I’ve received some interesting contract offers, none have been fabulous enough to pull me away from here. I want to spend time with Dax and Regan—my brother and his new wife—and cheer him and the Arizona Vengeance on during the playoffs.

Today, Regan and I are house hunting while Dax attends the last team practice before the first game tomorrow. She and Dax currently live in a smallish condo he’d been renting before they got married. Regan is content here, but Dax wants to give her a dream home and he’s determined to do it. He’s given her carte blanche to pick out whatever she wants, and she’s insisting I help in doing so.

I love my sister-in-law. Loved her long before we ever became legally related as her family and mine were the closest of friends back in Michigan. Lance, her brother, was Dax’s best friend.

But then their parents died, and Lance took over raising Regan.

Then Lance died, and Dax was next in line for that responsibility.

Except he’d found Regan wasn’t a kid anymore. She was a stunning woman who he—quite by surprise—found out was suffering from an exceedingly rare blood disease she had kept hidden from us.

Dax did the honorable thing by marrying her to give her health insurance.

He then promptly fell in love with her and the rest is history.

“I really don’t feel good about this, you know,” Regan says.

Through the reflection of the mirror, I see her arms are crossed over her stomach and she’s chewing on her lip with a frown.

“That’s ridiculous,” I scoff while doing my mascara. I feather a bit more on before continuing. “Dax loves you. He wants to give you something beautiful. You should be happy to accept it.”

Regan rolls her eyes. “I love your brother, Willow. Not his money.”

I push the mascara wand back into the tube, twisting it shut. Turning to face my sister-in-law, I tilt my head slightly. “You don’t think he knows that? That I know that? I don’t know one person who can’t see the two of you are crazy in love. So why in the hell are you balking about him wanting to buy you a nice house?”

Regan sighs and spins away from me, walking toward the master bedroom. I toss the mascara into my makeup bag, grab my phone off the sink, and follow.

“Regan,” I call. “Talk to me. What’s the problem?”

“No problem,” she mutters, then huffs in frustration before turning just as she steps inside her bedroom. Throwing her hands out, she exclaims, “I don’t mind him buying a house if that’s what he really wants. But to give me the power to decide it all? It’s just too much responsibility, and I don’t want it. He needs to help with this decision.”

“But he can’t,” I point out. “He starts the playoffs tomorrow. You’re just going to have to buckle up and do it.”

“Or we could just wait,” she grumbles. “We could wait until after the playoffs to make the choice together.”

And I hear it in her voice.

The doubt. The fear.

“He doesn’t think you’re going to die,” I say bluntly, and she blinks in surprise before ducking her head in embarrassment because I called her out.

Regan’s disease can be fatal, but she’s getting the necessary treatment thanks to having health insurance now. And Dax may have been a little wigged out at first and worries about her constantly, but he’s settled down now.

I guess she’s not so reassured, and I know Regan… she’s merely worried Dax is worried, which bothers her.

“I swear,” I say firmly as I step forward to put my hands on her shoulders. Leaning in, I get eye to eye. “Dax is good. You don’t need to worry about him. He is not rushing to buy this house because he’s worried you’ll die soon.”

“I don’t think that.”

“Stop it,” I order. “You do think that.”

“Okay, I think that,” she whines. “I just want his head focused on the playoffs instead of on me. I don’t want him worried about my condition. As a matter of fact, I’m great. The best I’ve felt in a long time.”

“And it’s obvious,” I promise. “You and Dax are in such a great place. Truly… he’s excited about getting a home for you to share and fill with little Monahans. So how about you and I go out and do some house hunting, then we’ll have a nice lunch—”

The buzzing of my phone startles me. I flip it over, only to roll my eyes when I see a text from Dominik Carlson.

There’s no denying the tiny thrill that runs up my spine when I see his name. He’s relentless, and that’s a turn on to me. Despite the fact I’ve been adamantly opposed to seeing him again, I can’t deny that just the man’s name gives me the shivers.

I read the text. I’m flying into Phoenix this afternoon. Dinner?

A slightly more robust tremor moves through me.

Dinner?

That translates into having some mind-blowing sex with a man who may be the most skilled and amazing lover I’ve ever had.

Damn it.

“Who’s that from?” Regan asks. By her lilting, teasing tone, she suspects exactly who the text is from.

“No one,” I say as I snap my head up and defiantly meet her eyes.

“Liar,” she murmurs with a knowing grin. “It’s from Dominik, isn’t it?”

I roll my eyes. “Why would you even say something so stupid?”

She smirks knowingly. “Because it’s the same expression you get on your face whenever I ask you about him. Like when he sent you those flowers.”

“Whatever,” I mutter, shoving my phone in my back pocket. “Now, shall we go house hunting?”

“Oh, come on…” Regan sighs, once again throwing her arms out. “How can you possibly not be interested in that man?”

God, that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?

I can’t admit it, but I’m more than interested—especially in what he’s got going on in between the sheets—but I cannot go there again. He’s way too dangerous. Presents the type of temptation that would be hard to give up down the road, and I don’t ever want to be addicted to someone. That comes too dangerously close to letting my heart get involved.

Regan continues to prattle. “He’s so good looking. And rich. And he’s so nice. Always helping his players, and…”

Her voice dims as I recall with crystal clarity our first meeting at the Vengeance rookie party two months ago.

He was indeed damn good looking and, of course, rich. An absolute force with a confidence that’s so sexy no man can really compare. But Regan says he’s nice, which I find laughable. He was not nice that night. He was bad. Quite dirty. Domineering and controlling and, God help me, I loved every bit of his nasty side.

He’s absolutely everything I would seek in a man if I wanted a relationship. Confidence oozes from his pores, and he knows exactly what he wants. Hell, he knows exactly what I want… and he gave it to me in spades.

That night in his hotel room, my body responded in a way that has never happened with another man. Or even by my own hand. He was simply the most amazing sexual experience of my life. It was special, no doubt.

But I had resolved that was all it would be… a great one-timer. When we parted ways, I did not look back because I don’t do relationships. The pain they cause isn’t worth the joy.

So, I’m resolved. I have no qualms about walking away from Dominik Carlson and his repeated requests to see me again.

Except… I did see him again. I flush hot thinking about the meeting in Detroit when my family gathered to watch Dax play. Dominik had shown up at the game, then invited my whole family into the owner’s box where he watched me like a hawk.

I’m not stupid, nor am I being full of myself when I say… he came to Detroit to see me. I know this because he told me.

Right after he cornered me in a private alcove at the restaurant where we’d all congregated after the game. Backed me right into a corner near the coat check, put a forearm against the wall near my head, and then leaned in super close.

“Why are you avoiding me, Willow?” he murmurs, voice all deep and velvety.

I lick my lips. “Because I’m not interested. Can’t you take a hint?”

“Little liar,” he growls with a feral smile. “Right now, your eyes are dilated, your chest is heaving and I bet you’re wet just thinking about all the dirty things I could do to you right now.”

I try to swallow, but my throat is so dry.

Noise behind us causes Dominik to swivel slightly, and he makes a rumbling sound of frustration deep in his chest. Then my hand is in his, and he’s pulling me right out the emergency door exit into the back alley behind the restaurant. He turns right, walks half a block down, and pushes me against a wall.

His mouth is on me, his hands on my face so I can’t escape, and then he’s obliterating every bit of common sense I’ve tried to hold on to where this man is concerned simply with the magic of his tongue.

I moan, put my hands on his hips, and pull him in closer. The rigid length of him is hard against my belly, and there is no acceptable outcome other than him to fuck me right here against this wall. All my resolve to ignore him—to pretend he was nothing more than a great hookup—are out the window.

One hand drops from my face, moves to my thigh, and then starts inching up my skirt. My entire body becomes electrified. I lean into him, wanting more, yearning for every long, thick inch of him. A fingertip toys with the edge of my panties.

“I’m not going to fuck you, Willow,” he murmurs against my mouth.

I freeze, disappointment chilling my blood.

He can feel, vibrating straight from my body into his, how much I don’t like his words.

But then he gives me something, biting into my lower lip before he says, “I’m going to give you just enough so every time you feel a rush of blood through your body, you’ll remember my hand between your legs and my name on your lips.”

And then the things he did with just his fingers in that back alley—twice—left me a trembling mass of hormonal female nerves that didn’t know if I ever had a drop of power over him, to begin with.

He hadn’t needed to fuck me that night.

The fact he pulled me out of that restaurant with only a wall separating us from my family, then banged two orgasms out of me with nothing but his fingers, was more than enough to shake me up.

“Your face is red,” Regan idly says. “And you’re perspiring.”

“Am not,” I mutter, turning away from her so she can’t see the truth in my eyes.

Dominik Carlson controlled me without any effort at all, and fuck me to high heaven… I loved it.

Damn it.

Regan latches on to my arm. She pulls, forcing me to face her. There’s no teasing or whimsy in her expression.

She’s dead serious. “Seriously, Willow… why won’t you go out with him? By all accounts, he’s a great guy and he’s proven that time and again.”

It’s true. He’s repeatedly stepped in to help members of the team on a personal level. He’s more than proven he’s a genuine man.

“He’s a serial dater,” I say in exasperation, desperate to give her something so she’ll leave me alone. He may have been chasing after me for the last few months, but I’ve seen plenty of articles and photos of him at celebrity events with a different woman on his arm every time.

“So are you,” she points out.

That would be true, so I don’t really begrudge him that.

“I don’t want to be just another notch on his bedpost,” I reply smoothly, folding my arms over my chest.

Regan rolls her eyes. “Again… you have no qualms with racking up your own notches, so try again.”

Damn it. I knew we shouldn’t have had such open sex talks.

Finally, I admit it to her. “He’s dangerous, Regan. As in, someone I could fall for and I just don’t want that.”

“Why not?” she asks, head tilted to the side.

“You know why,” I say pointedly.

Regan studies me, giving a thoughtful nod. Just when I think she might try to dissect my disastrous past love life, she simply says, “Listen, Willow… you’re a smart woman. You know how to handle yourself. If you don’t want it to get serious, then set the boundaries up front so it doesn’t. If you don’t want penis participation, make it optional. Then go and enjoy yourself. Simple as that.”

Could it really be? There’s no stopping my eyebrows from rising incrementally as I consider this.

“You know you want to see him again,” she taunts in a singsong voice, grinning impishly. “So just go have fun. You’re going to be around for the playoffs, and he’ll make a nice diversion. It doesn’t have to get serious if you don’t want it to.”

Regan should be a salesperson, because she’s sold it to me. She used all the right words.

Set boundaries.

Don’t let it get serious.

Have fun.

“I am a smart woman,” I muse, repeating her own words. “I can handle myself. I know how to set boundaries and stick to them.”

“Damn straight you do,” she chirps, raising her arm and letting her fist hover in front of me.

I give a hard nod back—affirmation I’ve got this—and knock my fist against hers in solidarity.

Whipping my phone out, I send Dominik a text.

Pick me up at 7.


CHAPTER 3


Dominik

I’m different than other professional sports teams’ owners in a lot of ways, but probably the most noticeable is in my hands-on approach to their personal welfare. Some call it being a busybody, but I don’t care. I like my guys to be happy and fulfilled because that translates into players with their heads fully in the game.

It’s simply good business, after all.

So it’s not much of a surprise to the team when I walk into the Vengeance training facility to get in a workout. I’ve got an afternoon full of meetings with the front office, so this is more convenient for me, but I also like the opportunity to be among my guys.

After I pick a treadmill, I launch into a steady run. I usually run several times a week, along with strength training, but there was no opportunity this morning given my early interview with ESPN and the shoot for Rolling Stone.

Both of those events went extremely well, and I may have had a little more pep in my step than normal given the fact Willow finally had the grace to text me back and had actually accepted my dinner invitation.

Her response was unexpected, yet perfectly Willow. A handful of words.

Pick me up at 7.

I didn’t respond. Didn’t ask her where I might pick her up because I want to show her that I know exactly where she’ll be. Of course, I know she’s staying with her brother during the playoffs because Tacker told me. His information about Willow has been free-flowing, and I’m forever grateful since her brother won’t give me anything. I guess Tacker is in a gracious mood since he found love with his beautiful therapist, Nora Wayne.

At any rate, I’m looking forward to seeing Willow. I refuse, however, to have any expectations of what may happen. I prefer to go in with the attitude that anything can happen, with endless possibilities.

I’ve learned a lot about Willow despite the limited time we’ve spent together and let’s face it, the time we have spent together has not been wasted on conversation.

But in her refusal to give me the time of day—in denial of her own desires—I’ve gained quite the understanding of who she is.

Willow Monahan is confident.

Smart.

Independent.

Doesn’t follow the norms.

Isn’t easily flattered.

Knows her own value.

Every bit of that is sexy as fuck and sadly, in my thirty-nine years of living, I’ve realized that not a single woman I’ve been with has attracted me with anything other than her looks.

Sure, Willow is a stunning beauty with dark brown hair and exotically tilted, amber-colored eyes. She’s on the small side, barely coming to my shoulders, whereas I normally date women who are statuesque, but she in no way appears breakable. If anything, she seems indestructible, which is probably by virtue of the immense amount of self-confidence she exhibits.

Bottom line… I’m beyond intrigued. I’m not going to waste any opportunity to learn more about her.

As if the god of irony existed, the one man who would probably hate the direction of my thoughts at this moment walks into the gym.

I grin evilly, glancing at the screen on the treadmill. I’m barely over a mile into what I was hoping would be a five-mile run, but some things are worth giving up.

Tapping the button to turn the machine off, I let it decelerate enough before I hop off. Grabbing my towel and water bottle, I follow Dax through the maze of top-of-the-line workout equipment available.

He makes his way over to a squat rack, nodding and fist-bumping teammates along the way. Some look at me in shock as I pass, not realizing their ultimate boss is in their presence.

It’s when Erik sees me while swinging some kettlebells and says, “What’s up, Dominik?” that Dax jolts and turns around to find me just a few paces behind him.

He frowns, shakes his head, turns to the squat rack, and starts to load weight on the barbell.

I smile at Erik, giving a chin lift, and saunter up to Dax.

“So how are you feeling?” I ask, halting beside him. “Got your playoff head on?”

“Sure do,” he replies curtly.

I think in ordinary circumstances, Dax would actually like me. And he seems like a genuinely decent guy. Oh, I’ve heard all about his story… marrying his best friend’s little sister after he tragically died.

Very romantic.

But I think it’s just too much that I’m interested in his sister, especially since that first night we were together, I didn’t bring her home until close to three AM and he was well aware it was me dropping her off. I saw him peek out the window as my limo pulled in, and I remember how mussed up Willow had been when she walked into that house several minutes later after we’d continued to make out on the front porch.

“Got a hot date tonight,” I say casually. Dax’s spine stiffens, but he doesn’t spare me a glance. Merely adds another plate of weight onto the bar.

“Any idea with who?” I prompt.

His eyes finally come to mine. Although he tries for a pleasant tone, he fails miserably. “I’m going to guess it’s with my sister.”

“Good guess,” I reply smoothly, maybe relishing this a little too much. So I sober just a bit, because my intent was only to tease a little, but mostly to reassure. “I just want you to know… I don’t have any nefarious intentions with regard to Willow.”

Dax snorts and turns away, grabbing a twenty-five-pound plate to add on.

“I like your sister—”

He wheels around, leans in, and whispers harshly. “Don’t pretend otherwise. You want in her pants.”

Okay, I can’t argue because I most definitely want there. But I want something more than that.

“I like your sister,” I repeat, this time slowly and with articulation. “I will treat her with care and respect. What she and I do in our time together is nobody’s business but our own, but I promise you… she’ll have my utmost respect the entire time and that is in a large part because I respect you. I just need you to know that.”

Dax is totally taken aback, as evidenced by the round eyes that are repetitively blinking at me right now with a low burn of suspicion within them.

But I’ve said what I came to say. I only needed to make him that one promise, hoping it will suffice to cool him down. I’ve been a pain in his ass lately, hitting him up for information about his sister, and he has no reason to believe I’ll be good to her. He doesn’t know me.

I turn to walk away, but not before I hear him make a promise of his own. “You hurt her, and I’ll hurt you. Don’t care if you’re my boss or not.”

“Fair enough,” I reply without looking back. I would expect no less. It actually makes me respect him more.

I head to the treadmill, intent on getting back at it. I see Tacker and Wylde are assisting each other on bench presses and just to the left of them, Bishop and Legend are on rowers, appearing to be in a competition to see who can go the farthest the fastest.

Nice to see the entire first line in here and working so closely together, but these guys have had something almost magical bonding them together from the very first game last year. It’s just one of those perfect storms of talent and personalities that came together to make a championship team.

I couldn’t be prouder, and we’ve only just started the playoff season.

“Mr. Carlson,” I hear from behind me just as I reach my treadmill.

I turn around to see Rafe Simmons, the center for our second line, heading toward me. He’s dressed in workout gear and is covered in sweat, so I’m thinking he’s on his way out of the facility.

“I hate to bother you,” he says as he approaches. “But do you have a moment to talk privately?”

I glance between my treadmill and him. My time is dwindling since I wasted it goading Dax. “Think you can make an appointment?”

“It’s actually pretty urgent,” he replies, his eyes cutting down to the floor before popping up to regard me apologetically.

“Yeah, sure,” I say without hesitation. I can see on his face something is wrong, so I scan around the facility before I spy a private corner. “Let’s go over there.”

We weave among the equipment. I notice Bishop’s eyes on us—narrowed slightly in a concerned way. Not surprising given he’s the team’s captain, and he makes it his business to know everything that’s going on with his teammates.

Much the way I do.

When we reach the corner, far from anyone who might inadvertently hear us, I stop and face Rafe. “What’s up?”

Rafe looks incredibly tense, his face etched with some heavy thoughts. He shifts his weight from foot to foot, a nervous movement. He glances around the facility, his gaze lingering a moment on Bishop, and I realize that whatever Rafe is getting ready to tell me, Bishop already knows.

His attention returning, Rafe takes in a deep breath and lets it out in a rush. “There’s no easy way to say this, but I want to talk to you about trading me.”

There’s nothing that could have surprised me more and I’m not even sure I heard him right. But I immediately try to dispel that stupid-as-fuck request. “Listen, I know you’ve been moved back down to the second line with Tacker coming back, but—”

Rafe shakes his head in frustration, almost barking out his reply. “No. It’s not about that.”

I study him, spotting the grief deep within his expression. Taking a step closer, I lower my voice. “What’s wrong?”

“My father just got diagnosed with late-stage pancreatic cancer. He doesn’t have much time left.”

All the air comes rushing out of me as my gut churns with sorrow on his behalf. “Christ… I’m sorry, Rafe.”

He nods. “Look, I know it’s asking a lot—and I’m not even sure it’s possible—but I was hoping you could arrange a trade to the Cold Fury. I’m from Raleigh, and I’d like to get back to that area to spend…”

His words choke off with fear and grief. “You realize if you’re were traded, you’re not eligible to participate in the playoffs? You really want to give that up?”

Of course he does. Anyone in this league knows if a player is traded after the deadline, they lose eligibility.

“No offense, Mr. Carlson,” Rafe says.

I cut him off. “Dominik.”

I get a curt nod. “No offense, Dominik. But there are some things that are more important than a Cup championship. I know that might be a letdown to you, but I’d take spending time with my dad for just a day versus a hundred Cups if I could.”

Fuck… but I have to blink back a sheen of wetness in my eyes.

Still, I have to remember I’m a businessman first with a board to answer to. “The logistics would be a nightmare, even if I were inclined to release you. Just who do you think the Cold Fury would trade—”

“Rand Berkley,” he cuts in. “He’s got an injured ACL. He’s out for the rest of the season, but he’s a comparable player to me. He’ll be a good addition to the roster for next year.”

I cock an eyebrow. “So, you want me to give up a star player for an injured player who will do me no good? I see why that will work for the Cold Fury as it’s pretty even, but as a businessman trying to have the best possible team to win the Cup, you want me to let you go for that?”

Rafe flushes. “No, not at all. There are draft picks you can negotiate for as well. That’s something I’d figure you’d do. I’ll forfeit my salary to make it more appealing to the Cold Fury if that’s what it takes.”

Christ. He’s dead serious.

I consider his request, realizing I could get all the Cold Fury’s draft picks but it would still be a losing proposition for me. Rafe is playing hot right now. He effortlessly stepped into Tacker’s shoes, and he’s playing at the same caliber on the second line right now. Everyone tends to focus on the star players, but Rafe is someone who is probably more of a clutch player than any of the first line men because he has the ability to move back and forth between the two.
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