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CHAPTER ONE


          

          WYATT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        October 8

      

      

      I’ve hated sunsets since I was sixteen. There was nothing magical about them. The world didn’t soften, and promises of love weren’t honored because the sky turned pink. No one rode off to their happy ending. The only thing that came after a sunset was the harsh reality of the sunrise. And maybe that was why I loved Las Vegas so much. From the Strip, the neon outshone any sunset. It glowed with all the possibilities that Las Vegas held.

      “When will you be back in LA?”

      Richard pulled my attention from the view. From the penthouse of the Starlight Sands, you could see the entire Strip. It was my favorite view. “I don’t know. Why?”

      “Because.” Richard took my chin, tipping my face to the light. He was searching for all the imperfections he could fix. “Your age is starting to show. You could use a little filler here and here.” He ran a fingertip from the corner of my eye to my jaw.

      Dr. Richard Valentine was a high-profile plastic surgeon from LA. His rich and famous clientele kept him too busy for a relationship. At least that was what he claimed on his profile. There were plenty of escorts in LA, but he didn’t fuck where he slept. And I had a reputation for keeping my life very private. Which meant his little secret wouldn’t be splashed all over the gossip page of the Los Angeles Times.

      “My age?” So was his. Richard was in his mid-sixties, an average-looking man who had a little too much work done to his face. His skin had lost its firmness, his hair was thinning, and a little filler wouldn’t fix his short performance problem.

      “Yes, your age. What are you now, thirty-six? In another year, you’re going to need a breast lift,” he said, cupping my left breast, ducking slightly to examine them. “They’re losing their firmness.”

      “I’m thirty-five. And my tits are fine.” I stepped away, pulling my robe closed.

      “I don’t pay for fine. I pay for perfection.”

      Nothing that came out of Richard’s mouth surprised me anymore. I would be concerned if he didn’t have something to complain about. I knew when I took him on as a client how particular he was. When I was twenty, he could find nothing wrong with me or my tits. I opened the bedroom door, ready for this session to be over. Richard was exhausting, and not because of his sexual prowess. “Well, Mr. Valentine, as always, my time with you was…” I looked him up and down. “Short.”

      Richard scoffed, tugging on the sleeves of his designer shirt. “I’m not here to please you. I’m here to enjoy the company of a beautiful woman.” He stopped in the doorway, looking me up and down. “I can have average for free. If you can’t live up to my expectations, I’ll have to find my entertainment elsewhere.”

      He was right about one thing: I was getting too old for men like him. “I don’t care.” I smiled before calling to my bodyguard, “Jackson, please show Mr. Valentine to the door.”

      “You’ll care when you don’t have my monthly ten grand coming in.” Richard stepped through the door, taking the suit coat Jackson held out for him. “I’ve recommended you to a friend. Gabriel. Show him a good time.”

      “My tits aren’t too saggy for him?”

      “He has much lower standards.” Richard checked for his wallet. “Call my office.”

      “Mr. Valentine.” Jackson motioned for the door. “Cassidy, Margo is waiting for you.”

      I walked into the large living area of the penthouse suite to find Maverick’s PA sitting cross-legged on the couch, her laptop in her lap.

      “God, what a fucking asshole. No wonder he has, like, ten ex-wives,” Margo said, not looking up.

      “It’s only three. How long have you been here?” Margo was my scheduler, part-time accountant, PA, and condom orderer. She, along with Jackson, was an employee of Star Light Inc. and Maverick Sands.

      “Long enough to hear Dickie is a one-minute lover. Is he always that loud?”

      “Louder,” Jackson said, coming back into the suite. “Do you need anything else, Cass?” he asked, gathering up his things.

      “No, last client of the night. Thanks, Jackson.” I waited for him to close the door. “Why are you here so early?” Ten o’clock was prime time for Maverick to need a babysitter.

      “Maverick had a thing at the Golden Serpent.” Margo rolled her eyes, her face lit by the screen of her laptop. “He should have named that place the viper’s den.” She glanced up. “He wants me to go over the next couple of weeks with you.”

      Only Maverick would have his PA schedule time with this whore. “You want a drink?”

      “No, still on the clock. What was Dickie’s issue this week?”

      Some men had normal kinks like being pegged or edged, but Richard liked degradation, not as a kink, as a personality trait. “That if women want equal treatment, they should do equal work.” I made a tequila soda before flopping down on the couch. Last month he was going to solve the abortion issue by putting girls on birth control when they hit puberty.

      “Does that include the bedroom?”

      I laid my head on the back of the couch. The crystals in the ceiling reflected the light back like stars. “I wish. He could do a little more work there. But that was better than listening to his almost two-hour tangent about his ex-wives and how they never worked. Which then rolled into my career choice and how I took the easy way out. I mean, how hard could it be to have sex for a living?”

      “What did you say?” Margo was half listening as her fingers flew over the screen on her phone.

      “Nothing. He doesn’t pay me to think or have an opinion.” Those were his words. The actual sex was the easiest part of my job. It was all the shit before. The foreplay of pretending I gave a shit about what men like Richard Valentine were talking about. Or that I was turned on by a sixty-five-year-old man who took the easy way out and had surgery instead of exercising.

      “The confidence with which some men speak is something that should be studied.” Margo finished typing on her phone before tossing it down. “As much as I would love to hear all Dickie’s theories on women, I have my own dick I need to talk to you about. Maverick has a few events he wants you at. There’s this hockey thing next week, and then the annual Maverick Sands Halloween party. He wants his ‘best girls’ at both.”

      “I’m not one of his girls,” I said, watching my distorted reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows of the suite. Richard’s words were gaining more strength every minute I sat with them. In the blurry reflection, I couldn’t see the imperfections. But I knew they were there. I saw them every morning and every night. The fine lines around my eyes and mouth. The fact that I had to work so much harder now to keep up my appearance. I also saw it in the girls who were waiting to take my place with men like Richard and Maverick.

      “What if he’s right?” I was always the prettiest whore in the room. I didn’t know how to handle being the oldest.

      “He is. You are one of his best girls.” Margo glanced up at me.

      “Not Maverick. Richard. What if I am too old?”

      “For sex? I don’t think that’s possible. And Dickie will be singing a different song next month when he has blue balls. Now, back to your schedule. It looks like you’re free on that Friday the Coyotes are going to be here. And what about Thanksgiving? Maverick will want his time.”

      “He needs sex on Thanksgiving? Maybe he should spend it with his wife. Remind him I don’t work holidays.” I laid my head back on the couch, not really listening to Margo rattle off the dates and what Maverick wanted. As much as I hated what Richard said, he was right. My age was catching up with me. I was never supposed to be still doing this at thirty-five. When I was nineteen, I told myself I would do it until I had enough money saved to go back home. Then at twenty-three, I was going to quit at twenty-five. Then twenty-five came and went. Then I told myself thirty. Now thirty had come and gone, and I still had no idea what the future would hold. And at thirty-five, I should’ve had a plan.

      “How old is too old?” I asked.

      “For dinner?” Margo frowned at me.

      “No, for this. I’m going to be thirty-six next year, and after that comes…” I didn’t want to think about what came after thirty-seven and all the other numbers. Hell, I didn’t want to turn forty. I wasn’t even sure where all the days and years went. How I had let so much of my life slip away. “How long before the rest of my clients notice I’m not twenty anymore?”

      “Since most of them are in their sixties and probably have cataracts, never.”

      Typical response for Margo. “Forget it.”

      “Do you want to quit?”

      I brushed the wrinkles out of the designer silk robe I had on. It cost me two thousand dollars. The dress I had entertained Richard in, seven thousand. The shoes, another three. The tequila I drank, three hundred a bottle. Not to mention the thousands of dollars of skincare and hair products I had. All of it bought and paid for with sex. I didn’t want to go back to a normal-priced life with a nine-to-five and shitty apartment. “Not unless someone is going to pay me four thousand an hour to answer phones.”

      “They might, but you might have to be naked.” Margo’s fingers moved quickly over her laptop. “It looks like Noble’s has a seven fifteen on Friday. An hour for dinner, that puts you and Maverick back here at about eight thirty with traffic. His thing with the teams starts at… eight. So he can make his grand entrance.”

      “Yes to dinner, no to the hockey team. I don’t do athletes.” I tried once. I thought the sex would be better. Athletes were generally in much better shape than my normal clientele. But they also had egos and thought I should be thankful they chose me. Like Richard. Maybe it wasn’t just athletes. Maybe I should add plastic surgeons to my do-not-book list.

      “No, but you do rich white men, and there will be plenty of them there. The owners, the GM, the investors, and all their rich buddies will be there. You could use some younger clients. You’re going to run out of old white men before you’re thirty-seven.” Margo didn’t look up from her phone as she quickly texted something. “You ever thought about adding women?”

      It took me fifteen years to build up this client list. I trusted all of them. I knew their likes and dislikes and knew what to expect. They were safe. “Younger clients bring problems. And no women. I can’t even get myself off. I don’t want to worry about another woman.”

      “What?” Margo squeaked out. “You don’t get off, not even with Maverick?”

      “Between you and me, no. It’s been years since I finished with a man.” When I first met Margo, I thought she, too, was sleeping with Maverick. And it was her, not Maverick’s wife that would be my competition. But Maverick had a type. Tall and blonde. Margo wasn’t short, but she wasn’t blonde, nor would she get on her knees in the back seat of a limo to suck him off.

      “Shit. And I thought I didn’t have job satisfaction. All that work for nothing,” Margo teased. Her phone buzzed. “Speaking of needy dicks, it’s Maverick.” She stood. “Don’t forget about the Halloween party. It’s James Bond themed. Maverick ordered you a dress,” she said, answering her phone. “Yes, Mr. Sands. I’m coming.” Or not, she mouthed as she left.

      I drained the tequila and sat in the quiet room, alone. That was a side effect of this job.

      Loneliness.

      

      
        
        Post-Game Report, St. Louis vs Las Vegas Final Score 3-2

        City Center Arena, Las Vegas, NV

        October 9

      

      

      “And there you have it—St. Louis comes out on top with a three-two win over your Las Vegas Desert Coyotes. I’m Jon Lafayette alongside Shawn Hofstadter. Tough one tonight, Shawn.”

      “It was, Jon. Fans were hoping for a different Vegas team than the one that fell apart down the stretch last season. They started out strong, but a list of injuries—and Julian Silver’s six-game suspension in March—took them out of the playoff race.”

      “In preseason, Coach Murry said this group was healthy, ready to make a run. The team may be healthy but they don’t look strong enough to make that run. Is this still about health, or are we seeing something else?”

      “Honestly? A little of both. They start off strong, but by the second period they’re losing momentum—too many turnovers through the neutral zone, not enough bodies in front of the net. And a lot of that ties back to Silver. Early last season, he was producing two, sometimes three points a night and driving the league’s top penalty kill. Then came the injury, then the suspension, and the team never recovered.”

      “And that’s the question now.  At thirty-four, can Julian Silver still be the guy to carry this team—or was he just a flash in the pan?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          JULIAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        October 9

        3-2 Loss to St. Louis

      

      

      “What the fuck was that? Huh?” Murry shouted, pacing the floor. “Can any of you explain to me what the hell happened? Seven turnovers. Seven in the last six minutes of the game. What the fuck? We are here to win. Not get our fucking asses served to us by the worst team in the league.” Murry surveyed the room. “Anders. You hit the post four times. Four. Walker, who the hell were you passing to in the third period? King, you have got to keep the fucking puck in the o-zone. And Silver.”

      I stayed quiet, waiting for him to lay out everything I’d done wrong. The five missed shots, the four minutes for stupid penalties, and the icing that cost us the game. The din of the locker room died down. I glanced up to see the team and Murry looking at me. “Yeah?”

      “My office, now.”

      “Can I shower?”

      “No.” Murry turned and headed down the hall. Anders caught my eye, and I could read the worry.

      “I’m sure he wants to congratulate me on a great game,” I joked. Murry’s office sat beyond the locker room, the hallway’s carpeting and artwork muffling the sounds of my teammates. “What did you want?”

      “Sit. And close the door.” Murry nodded to the chair.

      “I’ll stand.” Sitting hurt too much. My hip had started to bother me. Last season it had been my knee. The season before that, my shoulder. I was running out of joints.

      “Why, Julian?” Murry paced the small space behind his desk. On the wall behind him were photos of players and past championships. My photo with the GM in front of the Welcome to Las Vegas sign was front and center. Two showgirls on either side. I was the golden hope to bring home the silver.

      Murry ran a hand over his face. “McGrath wants to scratch you.”

      “What the fuck for? We’re only three games in.” They hadn’t been my best games, but there were other teams that were struggling.

      “Four,” Murry said, breathing out. “McGrath is worried that we are going to have a repeat of last year.”

      “And you think the same?” I was here because of Murry. This was the second team I played under him. He was a good coach and treated his players well. Murry promised Vegas was a good franchise and they would give me a cup. That was two and a half years ago.

      “I’m not sure I have a choice.” He flopped down in his chair, groaning. “This isn’t like you. Your head hasn’t been in the game.” Murry raised his eyes to me. I could see the doubt written across his face. “I’m worried about you. You’ve never let your personal life get in the way like this. Hell, you’ve never let anything get in the way of your game. You said you had it under control. You promised everything was fine.”

      “It is. I’m fine.” I didn’t believe those words, but if I said them enough, maybe they’d come true.

      Murry searched my face, looking for the lie. “Then why don’t I believe you? You haven’t had a shot on goal since February. You’ve had one stupid penalty after another, including the two tonight. You can’t let them get to you, Julian. If you can’t get your shit together, I’m going to⁠—”

      “I’m fine.” I cut him off, knowing where this was going. I didn’t need therapy or time off. I needed to play this game and forget last season had ever happened. “Don’t let them do this. Please. I just…” I turned away from the stupid photos, a reminder of all the hopes this city, this franchise, had placed on me.

      “You what?” Murry asked.

      “I’ll do better next game. I’ll train harder, I promise. Please don’t let them scratch me.” A healthy scratch for a player my age was the first warning. The team would say it was for a couple games to “let me rest,” but those two games would turn into ten games, then a season. My career would die on the floor of the press box.

      “I’ll see what I can do, but Julian, you have to do something. Show McGrath and the rest of the franchise that this isn’t going to be a season repeat. I’ll give you a month. After that I’m going to recommend you get some help. Go shower.” Murry nodded at the door.

      “What did he say?” Anders was waiting by the lockers.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” I pulled off my base layer.

      “Well, I do. So talk to me.”

      “McGrath wants to scratch me.” The reality of what could happen was sinking in fast.

      “Fuck.” Anders sat down on the bench. “What are you going to do?”

      I didn’t even know how to put into words what would fix this. “I don’t know. But I have a month to figure it out.”

      Anders tossed a roll of tape into his bag. “Maybe you should talk to someone.”

      “No. That will give them another reason to…” I sat down, the pain in my hip radiating down my thigh, into my knee and ankle. Admitting you needed help in the NHL was a tough thing. The team had to give you the time to fix your wrongs. But they didn’t have to save your place on the team. They could use it as a reason to send you down to the minors, freeing up cap space, or simply leave you in limbo, waiting for them to call. “It’s fine. I’ll figure it out,” I said, unwinding the tape around my shin guard.

      “Jules, this is serious.”

      “No shit, Andy.” I tossed the ball of tape on the floor. I had been bumped from the first line to the third. My ice time had gone from twenty minutes a game to ten. Murry didn’t ask me to do the press or intermission interviews. I knew this was coming, but it was easier to hope it wouldn’t.

      “I have an idea. But you got to keep an open mind.”

      “Alright.” I unlaced my skates.

      “Sex,” Anders said matter-of-factly.

      “Sex?”

      “Yeah. When’s the last time you got laid, man? I mean, like, really fucked someone. To the point the neighbors are wondering if they should call the cops or give you a standing ovation.”

      “Are you fucking serious right now? My career is on the line, and you think I need to get laid? Christ, Anders, that’s dumb even for you. Sex isn’t going to fix me.” If it were that easy, I’d pay someone. More than anything, I wanted my game back. I wanted to wake up without this weight pressing down on me. I wanted things to be back to normal. To be Julian Silver, winger for the Las Vegas Desert Coyotes.

      “No, I’ve had dumber ideas. Remember that night in Minnesota?” He smiled. “Think about it. You’re letting that fucking bitch get in your head. She’s out fucking half of LA. And what are you doing? Proving she was right?”

      “Proving her right? How? By not fucking half of Las Vegas?” I pulled off my skates.

      “By not fucking anyone,” Anders said.

      “I’m not getting into a relationship just to prove to the world that… I’m not…” A fuck-up. Washed-up. All the other things she had said that night.

      “Who said anything about a relationship?” Anders stood, stripping down to his compression shorts. “I’m talking about sex. No strings attached, mind-blowing sex.”

      “And what is that going to prove?” My cock wasn’t causing any issues.

      “That she was wrong. Prove it to yourself she was wrong.”

      “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

      “Then with who?” Anders asked. “Julian, I’m worried.”

      “About my sex life? Christ, get a fucking hobby.”

      “No, about your career. If they scratch you, what’s to stop them from never playing you again, or worse, sending you to the minors?”

      “I’ll retire before that happens.” I sat up, trying to stretch the ache from my back.

      “You’ll retire but you won’t try this? What is it going to hurt?” Anders finished undressing and wrapped a towel around his waist. “It might do something for your shitty attitude too.”

      “Maybe if I had better friends, I wouldn’t have a shitty attitude.”

      “Okay. I give up. Throw your career away.” Anders scoffed. “Let me know how retirement goes for you, old man.”

      “Andy, please.” I exhaled. This game was all I had. “I’m sorry. But you can’t honestly think sex is going to solve everything? Where am I going to find the time for a girlfriend?” Plus, I was bad at relationships. My marriage to Emily proved that. There were some days I didn’t want to be around myself. How could I expect someone else to put up with me? Not to mention the eighty-two game schedule, practices, PT, and everything it took to be Julian Silver, number thirty-five. There weren’t enough hours in the day to be everything everyone needed me to be.

      “Not a girlfriend, an escort.”

      “Seriously? I’m sure the podcast will love that. Julian Silver has to pay for sex.”

      “No one will know. She’s a professional.”

      “She? As in, you know one? Does Teigen know?”

      “No, and it’s not like that. She’s a friend of the family. Kind of.”

      “I know your family.” I stifled a groan as I stepped over the bench. “And no. I’m not going to pay for sex. I got enough to deal with.”

      “Jules, you gotta do something. Our season is tanking.”

      “Sex isn’t going to help, so drop it. Okay? I’ll figure it out.” I had been since I was thirteen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Listen, Matt, I hear what you’re saying, but Silver is too old to be playing this game. He is not his father. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if his dad didn’t demand Julian change his last name. He had two stupid turnovers tonight. He’s too old. Time for him to retire.”

      “Tom, you’re putting this all on the shoulders of one player. Silver is not the goalie. He’s one right wing, and the rest of the team was just as bad. The defense couldn’t keep the puck in play if it was glued to their stick. The entire team looks like shit. You can’t put this all on Silver.”

      “I can. Admit it, Matt, he’s too old. There are younger, better players out there that are chomping to prove themselves. And yet Vegas is stuck with the dead weight of Silver’s contract. I say cut him. I think Payton Hulton is…”

      I turned off the BlueLine podcast as I pulled into the garage. My phone buzzed again. It was my father. Maybe Tom West was right and my father would demand I change my last name. I was tarnishing the Silver name he had worked so hard to make a household name in the hockey world.

      Tonight’s game was bad, and I didn’t know why. I trained harder than last year. Dropped seven pounds and added five miles to my daily seven-mile run. I lifted every day and worked with a trainer every other day. My game should be better. And yet everything felt like it was spinning out of control.

      I didn’t want to believe that Anders was right. That all those things Emily had said somehow wormed their way into my head. I was Julian Silver, the highest scoring player in the league two years in a row.

      The son of the great Quinton Silver. I was hockey.

      And then one night changed everything.

      

      
        
        October 9

        11:59 p.m.

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Julian:

      

      
        I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this but whats her name

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Anders:

      

      
        Let me talk to her first

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Julian:

      

      
        Why

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Anders:

      

      
        She’s very particular about who she sees

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Julian:

      

      
        Forget it

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Anders:

      

      
        No give me a day

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Julian:

      

      
        No one can know

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Anders:

      

      
        They won’t

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          WYATT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        October 10

      

      

      “Are you booked tonight?” Maverick asked.

      “No. What did you have in mind?” I asked as Maverick’s driver maneuvered around the crowds of pedestrians waiting for the water show.

      “The owners of the Coyotes are coming in tonight. I’ve been asked to bring a few girls.”

      “How many times do I need to remind you I’m not one of your girls?” I should have known there was a reason he had invited me to dinner on a Friday night. Thursdays were his night, and if dinner was involved, it was normally inside the Starlight Sands. Maverick had a very public life, including his marriage to Dana Westbrook. The Westbrooks were a prominent business family, and their son-in-law being seen with a hooker would be bad for their wholesome reputation. “And I don’t do athletes.”

      “Why is that?” Maverick watched the crowd of people cross in front of the car through the front window. “We have a hockey, a football, and soon a baseball team. Think of all those rich men looking for companionship.”

      “Companionship? You make me sound like a dog.” I flopped back into the seat. I was tired and not in the mood to deal with rich men looking to get their cocks wet.

      “Not a dog but an escort. That is your job. Margo said you had another client retire.” Maverick tugged on the cuffs of his dress shirt as we got closer to the Sands. “Pull into the back,” he told the driver.

      “Margo should keep her mouth shut.” Sometimes I forgot Margo wasn’t my friend; she was an employee of Maverick Sands. Anything I said could and would be used against me.

      “She’s worried. And so am I.”

      “Aren’t there some starving children you should be more worried about than me running out of people to fuck?”

      “Dana worries about the starving children,” Maverick said. “He’s wrong. You know that, right? What Richard said, it’s not true.”

      God, could Margo not keep her mouth shut about anything? I bet if I shit myself, she’d tell Maverick about that too.

      “Wyatt.” Maverick touched my chin, and his eyes skated over my face.

      I wondered if he was looking for proof that Richard had been right. I wondered if he hated that my face no longer held the roundness of my youth or the glow of hope. Life had cut that all away.

      “Richard is intimidated by things that are naturally beautiful. He can’t hold it over your head if you’re already perfect.” He ran the back of his hand down my face. “That’s all it was. You are still so stunning.”

      Maverick and I had a weird relationship. He was a client, and yet sometimes it felt like more. There were moments like these when there was no one around and he didn’t have to put on a show. When I actually believed that he saw me as more than the woman he screwed on Thursday.

      Maverick slid a little closer. “I mean it.” He pressed a kiss to my bare shoulder. “Let me prove it to you. Come with me tonight. There won’t be a man in that room that will be able to keep his eyes off of you.”

      And then reality burst that bubble. “I don’t do athletes.” I moved away from him. “Are we done here?” The Starlight Sands came into view, its gold and blue neon lights flashing.

      “No.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue box. “Here.”

      I took the small blue box that contained a diamond ring. “Does your wife know about this?”

      “She picked it out.” He took the tiny platinum band with diamonds and slipped it on my little finger. “It’s been sixteen years,” he said, running his thumb over each of my knuckles.

      “You kept track of that?” I had been fucking Maverick since I was nineteen. He had been my third client.

      “Dana does. I think she does it to get back at me.” He let go of my hand and checked his watch. “If you don’t like it⁠—”

      “No, I love it. Tell her thank you.” The stones sparkled in the low light. Dana would remember something like that. I didn’t know if it was out of spite for Maverick or pity for me. “How is your wife?”

      “Fine.” Maverick checked his phone. “You should have lunch with her. I’m sure she’d love to fill you in on all the ways I’ve wronged her.”

      “I’ll pass.” Dana tolerated me. Or the fact that Maverick had a mistress. She once told me she’d rather know about me than have him hiding me away. Because I deserved better. We both probably did, but unfortunately, we both needed Maverick. Dana because she feared the cancer would come back. And I because I owed him my life.

      “Are you sure you won’t come with me tonight? There will be a lot of rich men there. Men who like pretty things standing next to them.” His pale blue eyes scanned my face.

      Maverick would know. I had been standing by his side anytime he needed to prove how virile he was. At fifty-five, Maverick was still handsome. But his lifestyle and age were starting to catch up with him. His dark hair was streaked with silver, and his once strong jawline had started to soften. “Then hire better looking things down at the Golden Serpent.”

      “I can’t afford to. I spend all my money on you.” The car pulled into the parking garage.

      I rolled my eyes. “Then get a better job.” The driver put the car in park.

      “Or a cheaper whore.” Maverick checked his phone again. “This is a big deal tonight. The Coyotes’ season has been shitty, which means ticket sales have been low. City officials are afraid the owners will pull the team. I need to work my magic. Save the franchise. You would be doing your civic duty if you came with me.”

      “How? By fucking the owner?” Maverick saw everything as a business opportunity. People’s suffering, a sports team. Me. “I’m tired, and it’s been a long week.”

      “One hour. Then you are free to go do whatever it is you do. I’m asking as a paying client.”

      “Fine. One hour,” I said, sliding out behind him.
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      It had been three hours. My feet hurt from my heels, and my head hurt from all the overpriced cologne and cigar smoke. Maverick had led me to the Orion Room, where the richest of the men crowded around a table. I’d been passed from hip to hip. Asked to blow on dice and kiss cards. This was below my pay grade. That was what the girls from the Golden Serpent were for. And they were better at it. They had the patience to put up with men.

      I stepped out into the hallway when I heard someone call my name. Margo’s younger brother, Anders, caught up with me. “Anders?” I looked past him to the table he had come from. “I thought you had a girlfriend.”

      “I do. What does that have to do with playing cards?” He flicked his eyes toward the table. “Can we talk?”

      “Sure.” I stepped out to the cool, clean air of the hall.

      “Are you working?” He followed, closing the door behind him.

      “Anders, you know the rules.” He was Margo’s little brother, and that was not a line I wanted to cross. I was sure at some point I had slept with someone’s little brother. But I didn’t want to think of it that way.

      “Not for me.” He cast a quick glance behind him and led me farther down the hall. “What does one charge for your services?”

      “More money than you make.”

      “Tell me. Five? Six⁠—”

      “Twenty,” I said.

      “Twenty thousand? For how long?” Anders’s voice pitched higher.

      “Five hours.” Most didn’t last five hours. Three was the longest. But two and a half of those hours were spent talking about how much money he made and how important his job was. Add in twenty minutes for a shower, and there wasn’t really a lot of sex happening.

      Anders stepped away, running his hand through his hair. “That’s, like, four thousand an hour. Fuck.”

      “This from the man who signed a five-million-dollar contract.”

      “It was seven, thank you. And I get the shit beat out of me. You…” He gave me a once-over.

      “Have to pretend to enjoy having sex with old men. If the only reason you came here was to insult me, you⁠—”

      “I have a friend.”

      I waited for Anders to say more. “Good for you, Anders.”

      “He’s gone through some shit, and I think you could help him.” Anders rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m worried about him.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, not sure where Anders was taking this. “Do you want to sit and talk?” I motioned to the two chairs.

      “No.” Anders paced a couple of steps. “You won’t say anything to anyone, will you?”

      “About what?” I arched a brow.

      “This.”

      “No, I abide by the strict escort and client confidentiality code. Not even the cops could drag it out of me.”

      “Okay, good.” Anders nodded, pacing a couple steps. There was no code. “His game has been shit, and if he doesn’t change something soon, I’m afraid this could be the end of his career. And he deserves more than being labeled as a has-been or washed-up.” He shifted his attention to the floor, chewing on his bottom lip. “He, uh… he’s the reason I’m even here in Vegas. Hell, he’s the reason I play hockey.”

      Normally, Anders came off cocky and loud. He was quick with a smile and quicker with a smart-ass comment. But this felt different.

      “He’s lost his confidence for a lot of reasons. But there is one really big reason that’s not mine to tell.” He seemed to struggle with what to say. “He’s a nice guy. Some women think he’s attractive. Not as good-looking as me, of course. He works out every fucking day. Some might say he looks good naked. He’s only thirty-four. Brushes his teeth, wears clean underwear. No kids. Or pets. He did hurt his knee last season and⁠—”

      “Anders.” I held up my hand. “Are you trying to hire me for your friend?”

      “Yeah. He needs a confidence boost. And, well, what better way than sex with some hot chick? You could do that, right?”

      “Have sex, yes. But sex will not fix him. Maybe he should try therapy.”

      “He said the same thing about sex. So there, you have that in common.” Anders gave me a hopeful smile. “He won’t get therapy. He’s afraid the NHL will find out. And no one has to know about you. You have to make him understand that what she said about him was a lie. Because it is. He’s better than Payton.”

      “Anders, I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about. Who is she?”

      “Emily, his wife. I mean, they’re separated. She said…” He paused, eyes drifting to the door. “It doesn’t matter. He’s a really good guy, and we’ve tried everything. We tried getting him high. That made things worse. Coach thinks we should give him a lobotomy. And I thought about it. Then I realized that had to do with his brain, and, well, he plays hockey, so…” Anders met my eyes. “I think he’s depressed. They’re threatening to take him out of the lineup. That will destroy him. Hockey is all he has. Please, Wyatt.”

      “What are you asking of me?” Men came to me willingly. They choose to pay for sex. I wasn’t about to pursue some hockey player because he was depressed.

      Anders chewed on his thumbnail. “To fake it. I mean, maybe he’s good and you won’t have to. But if you fake it, maybe that will help him.”

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. I really didn’t want to deal with this. Not the faking part; I did that all the time. “There are, like, five girls from the Golden Serpent in there.” I pointed down the hall. “He could have any of them. They’ll all fake it. They’ll cry to heaven and praise any god you ask them to. And they’re cheaper.”

      “It’s not like that. They aren’t you.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “Wyatt, you are stunning.” He studied me, a crooked smile forming. “Don’t tell Tee that. She’s perfect for me. But not for Julian. He needs someone like you. Someone unforgettable.”

      “I’m flattered, but I don’t do athletes.”

      “Don’t mix us up with those athletes. We’re hockey players. We are a different breed. And he’s not like us. Which is why he’s struggling.” Anders gave me sad eyes. “Come on. The city would owe you.”

      “Is there some billboard with that printed on it?” Sex: the thing that saved Las Vegas.

      “If this helps him and we make it to the playoffs, you’ll be able to claim that you helped the team. Maybe they’ll dedicate an arena to you. Or…” He pointed at me. “A statue right outside of City Center Arena. You could be sitting in the cup.”

      “Naked, I hope.” I shook my head.

      “Me too.” He winked. “Julian is really a great guy. He let one evil woman ruin everything.”

      “Julian? Is that his name?” I wondered what a Julian looked like.

      “Yeah. Julian Silver. Please, Wyatt. You are our last hope. The Las Vegas Desert Coyotes’ empire depends on you.”

      “Some would say he looks good naked?” Maybe I could try enjoying sex for once. Maybe that would make my life feel fuller. Or something.

      “Yeah, the internet says he does.” Anders winked. “He’s here tonight if you want to judge for yourself.”

      “No. That’s not how this works.” I pulled out a black card from my handbag, not sure what would come of this. There was nothing on the card but numbers. One was a phone number; the other a code to get to Margo. “If he is serious, give him this. He’ll need to pay the deposit. Half now, the other half the night of. Submit a clean record of health. No STDs. No drugs. And agree to a criminal background check.”

      “Is there a friends and family discount?” Anders asked, taking the card.

      “Are you shitting me right now?”

      “No. How much for four hours? And remember, we are hockey players. We don’t make the big bucks.”

      “Are you negotiating for him?” I couldn’t decide if I should be impressed by their friendship or feel insulted that Anders was negotiating with me.

      “Yeah. He won’t agree with twenty. But four?”

      “No.” I reached for the card.

      “Come on, Wyatt, be a team player. This city needs a cup. And he really needs to get laid. How about seven? I’ll pay the other two.”

      I closed my eyes, regretting ever agreeing to this. “Five, and he pays it all. I’m not having your sister think you and I are fucking.”

      “Deal.” Anders stuck out his hand. “Don’t tell him about the price. And make sure he believes you’re enjoying yourself.”

      “I know how to do my job.” I shook his hand. “But Anders, this is the one and only time I do one of your friends. Do you understand? And don’t tell him my name.”

      “Boy Scout’s honor.” He held up three fingers and gave me a bright smile. “You will not regret this.” He pulled me into a hug.

      “He better look good naked.”

      

      
        
        BlueLine Podcast

        Henderson, NV

        Recorded October 15

      

      

      “It doesn’t matter that he had a hundred-point season then. He hasn’t had one since he’s been in Vegas.”

      “Come on, Matt, you can’t put this all on Silver. Vegas hasn’t given him a team that can give him a hundred-point season. LA gave him a team. He had Shaw and Host. Both big d-men. And Blais. The chemistry those four had has not been replicated by Vegas. I think now with Blais as his center and Cole on that first line, we’ll see what Silver is really made of.”

      “He’s made up of an AARP card and the blue plate special at Denny’s. Julian Silver is going to be thirty-five at the end of this season. He’s injury prone, which was one of the reasons LA got rid of him⁠—”

      “LA had to trade him because Payton Hulton couldn’t keep it in his pants.”

      “Bullshit, Tom. This whole shitshow with Hulton didn’t start until Silver was traded.”

      “That’s not what my lovely and very smart wife thinks.”

      “She’s listening, isn’t she? Leave the gossip to her show. LA was smart. If Vegas was, they’d be looking to offload him come July 1.”
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      “We have a problem,” Margo said, walking into the bedroom. “Hockey boy only paid five k, and he’s supposed to be here in an hour.”

      I checked my reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirror in the bathroom. Julian hadn’t specified a choice of clothing. So I chose a short black pleated skirt and an oversized long-sleeved cream sweater.

      “That’s the right amount.” I pulled my hair up into a high ponytail. It always made me look a little younger.

      “He’s booked for four hours.” Margo pointed to her tablet. Money was always exchanged before they entered the suite. It felt less like prostitution and more like a first date.

      “Yep.” I checked my reflection one more time. Julian was my youngest client and by far my most attractive. His photos were plastered all over social media. He was tall, and from his shirtless photos, I bet he did look good naked. He didn’t smile much, especially in recent photos. I couldn’t blame him—some of the comments were brutal. Fans blamed him for every loss, and when the team won, they complained that he didn’t score enough. Half wanted him fired, and the other half worshiped him. And then there was his age. If Julian Silver so much as got a hangnail, they blamed it on him being thirty-four.

      “Did Anders talk you into this? He’s always had a hard-on for Julian. Ever since he was a kid. Christ, Julian could have killed the family dog and Anders would have said the dog deserved it.”

      “For the record, he didn’t kill the dog, right?” I asked, walking into the bedroom. The maid services had been in to clean and change the sheets. Margo had made sure there was a dish full of condoms on both nightstands. “Does this look okay?” I was torn. The thigh highs and heels nailed the naughty schoolgirl look, but it still felt immature.

      “No, we didn’t have a dog. But you get the point. Lose the thigh highs. You look like you’re cosplaying an escort.”

      “How long has Anders known Julian?” I slipped off the heels.

      “Since he was eight. Julian lived with them when he was in Juniors.”

      I sat down on the bed and took off the nylons. “Which shoes? And, like, a junior in high school?”

      “The flats. And no, Juniors in the CHL.”

      I frowned at her. That still meant nothing to me.

      “I forgot you didn’t grow up with a little brother that played hockey. Julian’s family lived in Minnesota, and for him to play in the CHL, the Canadian Hockey League, he needed a billet family. And that was my dad and stepmom. I spent summers with the famous Julian Silver.”

      “Really? What was he like?” I examined the few shoe options I kept in the suite.

      Margo shrugged. “Quiet. But cute in that teenage boy kinda way. Had a couple of girlfriends, but hockey always came first. He mostly sulked around. I guess the NHL had been looking at him since he was sixteen. His dad was some famous player. Everyone thought he’d be better than his father.”

      I knew what it felt like to have someone else’s expectations thrust upon you. My mother had done that. She had wanted to be the pretty thing everyone looked at. But a pregnancy at nineteen changed everything for both of us.

      “None of that explains why Julian Silver, who makes plenty of money, is only paying five k. You owe my little shit of a brother nothing.”

      “I set my rate. And this has nothing to do with Anders.”

      “Does it have to do with what Dickie Valentine said?”

      “No.” It kind of did. “And by the way, why did you tell Maverick?”

      “Because you let things get to you. Every time.”

      “I do not, and I would appreciate if you kept what my clients disclose to yourself. You signed an NDA.” And I did not let things get to me.

      “For the press. Don’t let him get in your head.”

      “This has nothing to do with Richard.” Okay, it did a little. Maybe I needed Julian to find me desirable as much as he needed to believe I enjoyed having sex with him. People didn’t understand what it felt like to have your whole life wrapped up in your physical appearance.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Fine, you want the truth?” At least the truth I was going to tell her. “I would like to enjoy sex for once. You’ve seen Julian. Even if he is horrible in bed, at least he looks good. And my body, my choice,” I reminded her as I put on a couple of bracelets. The ring Maverick gave me caught the blue neon that filled the room.

      “Just be careful. Behind that pretty face is still a man.”

      It was a strange paradox, being an escort. Men were my predator but also my customer. “Jackson will be here all night.” I checked my reflection one last time. In the low light, I couldn’t see the flaws. Hopefully, he wouldn’t either.

      She checked her phone. “He’s here.”

      I took a deep breath, settling my nerves. Normal new client nerves. This had nothing to do with Julian—or how he looked.

      He was just a man with a cock.

      And all cocks work the same.
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      I wondered if this was what rock bottom looked like. A casino with postmodern decor and a blue velvet couch. An STD test, a background check. A cryptic text message sent to a woman named M and five thousand dollars.

      All done as a last-ditch effort to unfuck my life and my career.

      On the drive over here, I actually let myself believe that this would fix me. Fix my game. My life. That these four hours with some random woman—I didn’t even know her name—would change everything. That somehow, having sex would make everything better. But now, sitting here in the warm glow of the mood lighting in a suit I normally wore for game day, I doubted anything would fix whatever this was.

      I didn’t even know what this was.

      “Mr. X.”

      Margo, Anders’s sister, was standing there. “Oh shit.”

      “He didn’t tell you? Typical Anders. Don’t worry, you’re no one to me but Mr. X.” Margo tapped something on her tablet.

      “It’s not what you think.” I wasn’t sure why I said that.

      “You’re not here for sex?”

      “No, I am, but…” I was told this entrance was only used for private parties. No one would see me or know I was here tonight.

      “This is my job, Mr. X, and I take it very seriously. Whatever reason you’re here is between you and her. I simply take the money and make sure you’re clean. Follow me, please.” She turned and headed to a wall of elevators.

      Here’s to rock bottom.

      “Before I take you up, you understand that the activity you are about to participate in is illegal within the city limits of Paradise and Las Vegas. Should you be caught, you will be responsible for your own legal fees. We do everything we can to ensure your anonymity, but nothing is one hundred percent. Do you understand?”

      I was pretty sure all the podcast and sport reports were wrong. Last night’s game was not the end of Julian Silver; this moment was. “Yes.”

      Margo smiled and pushed the button, and we both stepped inside the mirrored space. It was weird, seeing her again here like this. Last I heard, she had been dating some drummer from a band. She and Anders had the same dad, but Margo grew up with her mom here in the States. “So this is where you ended up.”

      Margo was scrolling on her tablet. “Yep. And this is where you ended up.” She flashed a quick smile at me. “Listen, Mr.—”

      “Cut the shit. You know my name.” I spent two summers with her. We lived in the same house for three months out of the year. We couldn’t undo that.

      “I’m not judging you, and I don’t give a shit why you’re here. My concern is her. So whatever you have going on, don’t bring it into that room. Jackson is her security and takes his job seriously. He’s there to protect her, not you. And you keep your mouth shut about her. No bragging to your teammates. And never give that number out. Do you understand?”

      “I could say the same for you. What’s stopping you from telling the fucking world that Julian Silver has to pay for sex? How much is that worth? Huh?” Anders and she weren’t close, so I knew very little about Margo. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

      Margo pushed the stop button. “I’m bound by an NDA. If I say anything, I will not only lose my job but open myself up to a lawsuit. One that would ruin me.” Her words came low and sharp.

      “That hasn’t stopped people before.” Ex-teammates had sold photos of me. Their sins for selling my secrets were forgotten long before mine were.

      “You are not her only famous client, and you’re pretty minor compared to some. I could get a lot more money from selling those secrets. I don’t give a shit who you are or were. You are a client to me, like all the others.” Margo took a deep breath, looking at me. “Listen, if you don’t want to do this because of some moral or religious reasons, fine. But don’t make this about me because I don’t care who you fuck and how you find them. Once we get to the penthouse, there is no turning back. You don’t get a refund. So tell me now, Julian, whether or not you want to continue.”

      In the smoky mirror, I saw a man in a designer suit who seemed to have the world by the balls. But up close, the cracks showed—his grip was slipping, and he was inches from losing everything. I had to do something, or my career was over. And I didn’t have a backup plan.

      “What else do I have to lose?” I leaned over to hit the button.
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