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      Star quarterback, Drew Hazard, was never meant to be with me. He takes risks. I play it safe. He mingles. I prefer the corner. He’s sexy hot. I’m plain Jane.

      

      When I let a secret tear us apart rather than bring us closer, I take a risk. I don’t play it safe. I acted recklessly. Now he wants answers. There’s a saying, “don’t hate the player, hate the game.” I didn’t hate the player or the game. Football brought us together that godawful day.

      

      Lately though…lately, I’m hating the game.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “I will never regret being with you or say that I wish I’d never met you because once upon a time you were exactly what I needed.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Unknown
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      “Ready?”

      I eye the house. “Are you sure this will work?”

      My friend Eve leans forward and pats my knee. She is sitting across from me in the limo. “You look like me. He won’t know any better.”

      I disagree. We’re both petite and thin with long brown hair and brown eyes, but the similarities stop there. Eve likes to be the center of attention and can work a crowd. I’m fine with finding a corner and staying there until it’s time to leave.

      Eventually, I’ll find that corner, and that might tip Drew off. Once he realizes I’ve crashed his Mardi Gras party, will he demand I leave? At the thought of how humiliating that would be, I almost chicken out. But the hurtful words he said to me when we broke up… I bunch my dress in my hands.

      He said I played it safe and didn’t take enough risks. Translation: star quarterback, Drew Hazard, found me boring. Well, to hell with him. I’m going to crash his party. I’ll crash it so hard, I’ll be killing it. Yeah, that’s what I’ll do. No playing it safe here.

      I grab the door handle. “Wish me luck.”

      “Not luck but fun,” Eve says. “Have loads of fun, Em.”

      What’s with the mischievous twinkle in Eve’s eyes?

      Before my nerves can get the better of me, the limo’s door opens. A guy, decked out in a three-piece suit, reaches for me. I say a quick “see you later” to Eve and set my hand in the guy’s palm.

      He helps me out of the limo. Like me, a mask partially covers his face, leaving his identity a mystery. Will I recognize Drew? I’m certain I won’t have any problems finding him in a crowd. Usually, he is the crowd.

      The limo drives off, and my escort leads me to the party house. Or more like party mansion. A line of guests forms in front of the main doors. White lights light up the stone pathway and the steps. As my escort and I make our way up the steps, I check out the other women’s party-wear.

      The colors of their dresses are eye-grabbing, the necklines plunging, and the lengths range from butt-hugging to flowing just above ankles strapped into sky-high heels.

      I have on a conservative pretty plum-colored dress. As for sky-high heels? I had ogled four-inch silver platform sandals at the shoe store, love at first shoe, but in my condition, I decided on knee-high boots. I can’t risk falling on my butt.

      A cool breeze coasts across my bare shoulders and arms. I edge closer to my escort. Minutes go by. Finally, I’m next to be announced.

      My escort guides me inside the mansion and to the emcee standing next to a microphone. He leaves, and I glance after him. There goes my security blanket, my arm candy, my human heat pad. Accepting my decision to see this crazy idea of mine through, I focus on what the emcee is saying.

      “There are no rules except one.” He leans in close to me. “The host requests that guests keep their masks and clothes on at all times. Understood?”

      “Sure,” I say.

      My plan is to sneak a peek at Drew’s life in a new city and without me. I’m not here to have a one-night stand or to restart something with Drew.

      “Since this is a masquerade ball, you’ll be announced by your pseudonym,” the emcee continues. “Who should I say is here?”

      “Pseudonym?”

      Eve didn’t mention anything about a pseudonym, but the twinkle in her eyes… I excuse myself and make a phone call. Eve takes her time answering.

      “What’s up, Em?”

      Smug. Oh, so smug. Why did I agree to having Eve meddle in my personal life?

      “You left out vital information, like the piece about a pseudonym.” I scan the ballroom for an exit. “What’d you pick?”

      The ballroom is packed. My heart races. My mouth is dry. Sweat beads along my hairline.

      “Eve?”

      Above the music, the teasing sound of a woman’s laughter snags my attention. In a semi-dark corner of the room, I make out the silhouette of a woman standing close to a tall man. Like a firefly drawn to the heat of a mesmerizing light, the man leans into the woman, nuzzles her neck, and whispers something into her ear. I can’t miss that body or profile. Drew.

      “Did you hear me?”

      Eve’s impatience yanks me back from the wonderful fantasy I’m having of me throttling the woman with Drew. I’m not normally the jealous type, but the woman with Drew looks familiar.

      “Give it to me again.” I look everywhere but at the couple.

      She does.

      I push the pad of my palm between my eyes and groan. “Eve, I can’t.”

      “Don’t you see, Em? This is your chance to get Drew back.”

      “I’m not here to reconcile with him. I’m here to see if he’s happy.” Why don’t I sound more convincing?

      “Ma’am?” Annoyance in the emcee’s tone.

      “Gotta go.” I end the call and look over my shoulder, in the direction of the main doors. More guests wait for their turn. They shift from foot to foot and the women rub at their bare shoulders, glaring my direction.

      Okay, I get it. It’s cold. I drop my phone inside the small, satin clutch dangling from my wrist, and straightening my shoulders, I walk over to the emcee as confidently and as regally as I can.

      He tilts his head. I give him the pseudonym. He moves his finger over the screen of his tablet.

      “You sent a late change request.” He taps on the microphone. A hush goes over the crowd. “Didn’t like Marie Antoinette, eh?” He laughs. “I don’t blame you.”

      His laughter is loud, and everyone stares at us. With an exaggerated bow and a smile, he introduces me. “May I present Marguerite St. Just.”

      The conversation in the ballroom picks up again. Apparently, no one knows who Marguerite St. Just is other than the man in the corner shooting daggers at me with his eyes. Clearing my throat, I reach up and check my mask, making sure it hasn’t slipped. With the anonymity the mask gives me, I can become anyone, including a woman that can resist the sexy hunk of a guy who continues to stare at me from across the ballroom.

      The force of his glare can level a building. I tip my chin at Drew and hitch up my dress. I make my way down the marbled steps and onto the ballroom floor. At my sides, men offer me their arms. I accept the closest man’s and steer him anywhere but toward Drew.

      The last I saw, before I disappear into the crowd, is Drew with his arms crossed tight over his chest and a scowl on his face. I know that pose well. The predator on the hunt for its prey. My ex-boyfriend is planning on hunting me down.

      “By the way, name’s Red.”

      “Red, huh?” I sneak a peek at the man at my side. His mask can’t conceal his square jaw, bright blue eyes, or friendly smile.

      “Red’s my favorite color.”

      I laugh. “And I bet the color of your jersey.”

      His smile widens. “How’d you guess?”

      I tip my face to him, shrug, and cross my eyes. Red is the color of the San Francisco Spartans’ jerseys.

      “How are you, Emma?” His baby blue eyes twinkle.

      “Jaxson McCallister, don’t you dare⁠—”

      “I don’t know nothing about yours and Drew’s secret relationship. Scout’s honor.” He tugs at his collar. “You flew here for a party?”

      I have two hours before the limo swings back to pick me up. Then I’ll catch a redeye flight back home to the small town of Willowbrook in northwestern Oregon.

      “Call it crazy⁠—”

      “Or call it love,” he says slyly with that charming smile on his handsome face.

      I puff out an exasperated sigh. “You saw me that one time. One time,” I remind him.

      “Coming out of Drew’s hotel room. How can I forget? A classic Drew move sneaking in a run for the goal line when Coach adamantly demanded there be no hanky panky on the road.”

      I sputter laughter. “Hanky panky?” This guy…

      Jaxson talks football. I take in my surroundings and search the ballroom for an exit. Just in case.

      The marbled dance floor is the color of my favorite ice cream flavor—mocha. On each round table, dressed in crisp, white tablecloths, are bouquets of red roses. The extravagance is more than I’m used to in my frugal and ordinary life. A whistle edges out from between my teeth.

      Jaxson chuckles. “Yeah, Drew’s place is unbelievable.”

      Unbelievable is an understatement. We walk along the periphery of the dance floor. I beeline for the banquet table in the back with Jaxson in tow. He has other plans. He tugs me toward the dancing crowd. I shake my head.

      The bright lights, the noise, my nerves in overdrive, not eating or drinking much after my flight touched down, oh, three hours ago…

      “Not feeling good, darling?”

      Swaying, I close my eyes. Strong hands grip my waist from behind and steady me against a solid, muscular body.

      “You need a quiet place to lie down.” Low, gruff, and too familiar for my taste.

      My eyes shoot open. Jaxson isn’t in the crowd. “Where’s Jaxson?”

      “He saw me and took a hike,” Drew whispers in my ear.

      I detest the arrogance in his tone. Just because he led his team to the Super Bowl doesn’t mean he rules my world.

      “Point me to the back exit, and I’ll leave. Quietly.”

      “No go, babe.” He tightens his hold on my waist. “You crashed my party. The infraction comes with much-needed punishment.”

      I slump against his body. I’m in trouble with a capital T.
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      “How’d you guess it was me?”

      “Do you have to ask, Emma?”

      I groan. No. Once the pseudonym was out there, Drew would know it was me and not Eve beneath the mask. Both Drew and Eve know I love Marguerite St. Just, the heroine from The Scarlet Pimpernel.

      “Come on, Em.” He curves his arm behind my lower back and anchors me to him. “I’ll help you to one of the bedrooms.”

      No way will I stay in a room where he might’ve brought other women to for sex, and I tell him so. He ignores me and hoists me over his shoulder.

      “Put me down.” I resist the urge to pound on his muscular back. “You can’t possibly carry me.”

      I don’t doubt that he can physically carry me. Or that we’re making a scene. The men whoop their encouragement, and the women shoot me envious glances. What worries me is our close contact. Being near him again… Tears burn the back of my eyes, and I swallow past the lump in my throat.

      It’s been too long, and I want to badly set my hands on either side of Drew’s face and lose myself in the intensity of his crystal-blue eyes. Two months ago, when we’d been a couple, I would have. Now… I sigh. Now, I hang on to my pride, and again insist he puts me down.
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