



[image: Cover image for Playing to Win]









[image: image]


[image: image]







Copyright © 2012 Jaci Burton


Excerpt from Thrown by a Curve by Jaci Burton copyright © 2012 by Jaci Burton




The right of Jaci Burton to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




First published in this Ebook edition in 2014


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP




Published by arrangement with Berkley,


a member of Penguin Group (USA) LLC.


A Penguin Random House Company.




Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.




All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library




eISBN 978 1 4722 1548 2




HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


338 Euston Road


London  NW1 3BH




www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk


Cover Images © Claudio Marinesco




About the Author


[image: Author]


Jaci Burton is a USA Today and New York Times bestselling author who lives in Oklahoma with her husband and dogs. She has three grown children, who are all scattered around the country having lives of their own. A lover of sports, Jaci can often tell what season it is by what sport is being played. She watches entirely too much television, including an unhealthy amount of reality TV. When she isn’t on deadline, Jaci can be found at her local casino, trying to become a millionaire (so far, no luck). She’s a total romantic and loves a story with a happily ever after, which you’ll find in all her books.










Praise for Jaci Burton:




‘It’s the perfect combination of heat and romance that makes this series a must-read’ Heroes and Heartbreakers


‘Plenty of emotion and conflict in a memorable relationship-driven story’ USA Today


 

‘Strong characters, an exhilarating plot, and scorching sex . . . You’ll be drawn so fully into her characters’ world that you won’t want to return to your own’ Romantic Times




‘A beautiful romance that is smooth as silk . . . leaves us begging for more’ Joyfully Reviewed




‘A strong plot, complex characters, sexy athletes, and nonstop passion make this book a must read’ Fresh Fiction


 

‘Hot, hot, hot! . . . Romance at its best! Highly recommended!’ Coffee Table Reviews




‘[She] has a way of writing intense scenes that are both sensual and raw . . . Plenty of romance, sexy men, hot steamy loving, and humor’ Smexy Books Romance Reviews




‘A wonderful contemporary erotic romance that I recommend!’ The Romance Dish




‘Spy the name Jaci Burton on the spine of a novel, and you’re guaranteed not just a sexy, get-the-body-humming read, but also one that melds the sensual with the all-important building of intimacy and relational dynamics between partners’ Romance: B(u)y the Book




‘A compulsively readable sexy story’ Book Lovers Inc.









By Jaci Burton




Play-by-Play Series


The Perfect Play


Changing the Game


Taking a Shot


Playing to Win


Thrown by a Curve


One Sweet Ride


Holiday Games (e-novella)


Melting the Ice




Hope Series


Hope Flames





[image: image]


Someone’s going to have to let down their guard. . .


Football star Cole Riley is notorious for doing as he pleases – on the field and off. But if he doesn’t clean up his act, his career is over – so Cole reluctantly agrees to work with image makeover consultant Savannah Brooks. He’s not used to being told what to do, especially by some (admittedly hot) southern belle. As for Savannah, she’s not convinced she can transform this cocky (and aggressively sexy) force of nature. But she’s determined to give it her best shot.


When the sparks start to fly, Savannah lays down the ground rules: no personal complications. But for two people determined to have it all, a hands-off policy can only last so long before one of them yields.






To Charlie.


When it’s fun and when it’s not so fun,
I know I can always reach for you and you’ll be there.


Love you.
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COLE RILEY HAD BUILT HIS REPUTATION ON BEING tough, especially on the football field. He didn’t yield, and when he had the ball in his hands, there was only one thing on his mind—the end zone. He was hardheaded and single-minded, and he liked to win.


Same thing with women—once he had a target in mind, he went for her until he scored.


So even though tonight’s team party was a target-rich environment, and more than a handful of the sexy women who’d come tonight were giving him the once-over, he hadn’t set his mind on anyone during the few hours he’d been here.


Which was unusual for him. He liked the ladies. The ladies liked him. No ego on his part; he just enjoyed women, and he loved being around them. They were sweet, fun to be with, smelled great, and made him feel good. There was nothing bad about that. In return, he showed them a good time, spent money on them, and never lied to them or tried to be anything other than who he was.


He’d learned a long time ago that women liked honest men. His mother would slap him sideways if he ever lied to a woman. He might be a little wild and reckless, but he wasn’t dishonest. He never promised a woman anything he wasn’t willing to deliver.


Which meant steering clear of women looking to hook a boyfriend, a husband, or any kind of commitment. He gravitated toward the party girls, like the hot redhead and the statuesque brunette who’d been hovering near his radar all night. Those were the women who wanted to have the same kind of no-strings-attached fun he did. It was only a matter of time before he went in for the kill. After all, the hunt was part of the fun. All the circling, eyeing, and flirting was a game. He did love the game—and he played the game to win.


Trying to figure out a woman’s angle was the fun part. They each had an angle, an ulterior motive. Some wanted nothing more than an autograph or a picture they could post on some social media site so they could show their friends they’d partied with football player Cole Riley. Others wanted to hook up for the night, hoping to share his bed so they’d have more permanent memories. If they wanted a good time, he was more than willing to show them one.


The redhead and the brunette were definitely good-time girls. He could tell by the body language and the looks they gave him. They wanted a lot more than an autograph or a picture.


Easy score, right?


So why did his focus keep drifting to the cool blonde sitting by herself at a table in the corner? She wasn’t his type at all. She wasn’t wearing a skintight dress that showed ample amounts of tits and ass. She wore a simple, black short-sleeved dress that fell to her knees. Though she did have killer legs—legs he’d like to see a lot more of. She just wasn’t showing off her assets.


She was beautiful, sure, with a face that would stop traffic. And the way she was put together screamed money or high society. Her hair was twisted up behind her head, she wore a pearl necklace that didn’t look cheap or fake, and he’d been with enough women to know that little designer purse sitting on the table in front of her cost a lot of money.


Maybe she was related to the team owner. But he hadn’t seen anyone come within ten feet of the table in the past two hours. She was no wallflower, but she wasn’t giving off vibes that said, Come talk to me.


Wasn’t his problem. He didn’t know her and he intended to have fun tonight. Team parties were always a blast, and even better, this one was media free. He could down a few drinks, chill with the ladies, and have a good time.


There were plenty of women here to have the kind of fun he was looking for, and the blonde wasn’t the right type. He could tell from the rigid set of her shoulders and the stick-up-her-ass way she sat that she wasn’t a partier. She surveyed the room and gave off definite “keep the fuck away from me” signals, which was likely why no one approached her.


Still, his gaze kept gravitating back to her. He hated seeing anyone sitting alone. He went up to the bar and nudged Grant Cassidy, the Traders quarterback.


Grant turned, then nodded. “Hey, Riley. What’s up?”


“Do you have any idea who that blonde is sitting by herself over in the corner?”


Grant followed the motion of Cole’s head, then frowned. “No. Who is she?”


“No idea. I figured you know everyone on the team. Is she related to the owner?”


Grant shook his head. “Ted Miller’s daughter is a brunette. And she isn’t here tonight. I have no idea who the blonde is. She looks mean.”


Cole laughed. “That’s what I thought, too.”


He should ignore her and concentrate on the two other women. But for some reason she kept grabbing his attention and wouldn’t let go.


Maybe it was because she kept staring at him. Not in the way other women looked at him—the take-me-home-with-you-tonight plea. Her gaze was cool and assessing. An occasional brief glance and then she’d look away, like she wasn’t at all interested in him.


Oh, she was interested all right. They all were.


So maybe she was a game player after all, and this was a new kind of game.


He pushed off the bar and headed her way. She could throw off all the stay-away signals she wanted, but he was curious now. Someone that beautiful was alone for a reason.


He stopped at her table and her gaze lifted, slowly assessing him. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t frown, either.


“You here alone?” he asked.


“As you can see, I am.”


Southern accent. It fit her. She was all peaches-and-cream complexion, full lips, and the prettiest eyes—the color of his favorite whiskey.


He slid his hand out. “I’m Cole Riley, wide receiver with the Traders.”


She slipped her hand in his and finally gave him a smile—the kind of smile that made a man glad to be a man.


“Hello, Cole. I’m Savannah Brooks. Won’t you sit down?”


Bingo.


LORD HAVE MERCY, BUT COLE RILEY’S PHOTOS AND videos did not do the man justice.


In person he made a woman go weak in the knees. Savannah was glad she was sitting down, because now she understood the mystique she’d read about in the tabloids and all the articles about him as a lady-killer.


Sure, she’d seen all the photos, and he was certainly pretty. Great body, beautiful dark hair. She could see how some women might be attracted to him, but she hadn’t understood why he was such a hot commodity.


But in person? Oh, yes, definitely. He had charisma, a way of looking at a woman that would make her drop her panties faster than he could flash those unusual eyes in her direction.


She’d felt the heart palpitations when he slid his very large hand in hers and graced her with one look of his drop-dead—what color were his eyes anyway? They were gray, tinged with blue, like a sky coloring up for a storm.


Amazing. When he looked at her it was as if everyone else in the room fell away and she was the only woman on earth. Which she knew wasn’t true, because she’d studied him all night long, and there were at least twenty women focused on him as if they were a starving pack of wolves and he was meat.


He wasn’t meaty at all. He was perfect and absolutely delicious. About six foot one and 215 pounds of sex on a stick would be her guess.


If she were out scouting for a man—which she wasn’t—she’d pick him out of a crowd. With his inky black hair and gorgeous, well-toned and muscular body, he stood out, even if he did wear his hair a little long and shaggy. There was a certain presence to him. Arrogance, maybe. She’d read his file, and so she was surprised when she hadn’t found him commanding the room or involved in a brawl or wrapped around two or three women in a dark corner.


Maybe the media had blown his off-the-field antics out of proportion. Maybe his reputation was more hype than anything.


But she’d reserve judgment until she got to know him better.


“So, Savannah Brooks. Why are you sitting here all alone?”


“I’m observing.”


He cocked a brow, his defenses obviously up, as he leaned forward on the edge of the chair like he was ready to take flight. “You’re not a reporter, are you?”


She smiled at him. “No. I’m not a reporter.”


He relaxed and leaned back against the chair, stretching his long legs out in front of him. “Okay, then.”


“I take it you don’t like reporters.”


“Nope.”


“And why is that?”


“They lie.”


“About you.”


“All the damn time.”


“What kind of lies have they told about you?”


“I don’t want to talk about me. Let’s talk about you. You have a beautiful Southern accent, Savannah. Where are you from?”


Not at all what she’d read about him. That he was an egomaniac, that every conversation centered on him, his stats, his prowess in the bedroom, that he hit on women as a second career, pressuring them to go home with him.


Maybe the media did have it wrong.


“I’m originally from Atlanta.”


“But you don’t live there now.”


“No.”


He smiled when she didn’t offer any more information. He had an amazing, off-kilter smile that made her stomach flutter. She had to stop being such a girl about him. He might be flirting but she was here on business.


“Do you want me to guess?” he asked.


“Not at all. I live in St. Louis right now.”


“Right now. Are you moving soon?”


“No. My job’s keeping me here for the moment.”


“A lady of mystery. I like that. But this hardly seems the city for a Georgia peach like you.”


“Really. And what kind of city should I be living in?”


“You seem perfectly bred for the south, obviously. All Southern-refined, laid-back beauty. Not here.”


He was certainly a smooth talker. “St. Louis is charming.”


“Agreed. It definitely has its charms. Does your job move you around a lot?”


He listened. A good quality. “It does.”


“And what do you do for a living, Savannah?”


“I’m a consultant.”


“Broad concept. What kind of consultant?”


“An image consultant.”


He frowned. “What does an image consultant do?”


“I assist clients who need help either boosting their image or changing it.”


“That must be an interesting job.”


“I love my work. To have a positive impact on people’s lives is very rewarding.”


He grinned. “Good for you.”


“And what about your job, Cole?”


“I’ve played football since I was a kid. To be able to do this for a living is a dream come true. I’m very grateful.”


He was poised, confident, and polite. Why didn’t he come across like this in interviews? Why was he portrayed in such a negative light? There was more to Cole Riley than what she’d read about in his file.


“Would you like a drink, Savannah?”


“No, I’m fine with the sparkling water, thank you.”


“Okay. You still haven’t told me what you’re doing at this shindig.”


“I’m meeting a new client.”


“You work in sports?”


“I work in all fields, but lately I’ve been concentrating a lot on sports figures.”


He cocked his head to the side and studied her. “Yeah? About to redo someone’s image?”


“As a matter of fact, I am.”


“Huh. I wonder who screwed up and needs a makeover.” He looked around the room, studying all the players in attendance. “Couldn’t be our star quarterback. Cassidy eats, drinks, and pisses charm.”


She resisted the laugh. It wouldn’t be appropriate.


He looked at her, then around again, zeroing in on a group of players clustered in the middle of the room. “It’s Moose Clements, isn’t it? That guy couldn’t give a decent interview if you gave him a personality implant. Or maybe Jim Highland, the Traders’ defensive end. You want to talk attitude issues? That guy has serious problems. He’s your new client, isn’t he?”


She stood, smoothed out her dress. “Unfortunately, it’s time for me to go. It was very nice meeting you, Cole.”


“You’re leaving?”


“I’m afraid so.”


He grabbed her hand. “Wait.”


She paused.


“I want to see you again.”


“Oh, you will.” She smiled as she walked out of the room. This was going to be very interesting.


COLE WATCHED SAVANNAH WALK AWAY, STRUCK BY her elegant beauty.


He was wrong. Definitely no stick up her ass. She walked with a slight sway to her hips—nothing obvious or attention grabbing about her, but she was all woman.


And dammit, he’d just stood there like a tongue-tied teenager and let her get away.


He should have gotten her number, or asked her out. Instead, he’d acted brain-dead.


That wasn’t his style. Probably because he never had to go after a woman. They always came to him.


He moved to go after her, but a hand on his arm stopped him. He turned to see his agent, Elizabeth Darnell, looking up at him.


He frowned. “Liz. What are you doing here?”


“We need to talk, remember?”


He frowned, recalling somewhere in the back of his mind he’d agreed to have a quick sit-down with her tonight. But right now his attention was on the door, where Savannah had disappeared. “Not now.”


“Definitely now. Did you forget the meeting we agreed to?”


He more than likely ignored Liz’s edict that they had some important business to talk about tonight. Since he’d signed with her a few months ago, there’d been a lot of orders. He didn’t like being given orders.


He tried for one of his patient, charming smiles. “Come on, Liz. We’re at a party.”


She raised her gaze to his in a look of disbelief. “Really? You’re going to try that smokin’-hot charm on me? I’m immune, you know.” She flashed her engagement ring at him.


“I wasn’t flirting with you, honest. Gavin would kick my ass.”


“You’re damn right, he would.”


“I was just trying to get back to the party. There’s this woman…”


Liz rolled her eyes. “You have plenty of time to party. And I’m sure about twenty women to choose from, if not more. I just need a few minutes of your time. And we had an agreement when I signed you,” she said, giving him that steely-eyed gaze. “Remember?”


“Yeah, yeah. I remember.”


“Good. Then let’s go.”


“We’re leaving?”


“Just across the hall. There’s someone we need to meet with. When we’re finished you can get back to the party. And your women. And whatever it is that you want to do with them.”


Hopefully it wouldn’t take long. Maybe Savannah was still around somewhere and he could hook up with her again.


Elizabeth led him to a room across the hall. It was a small meeting room with rows of tables.


“Have a seat.”


“I’d rather stand.”


She gave him the look, the one that meant she was going to argue until she won. He was just as stubborn, but time was important right now, so he grabbed a chair, spun it around, and straddled it.


“What did I do now?”


“Tonight? Nothing so far. But I want to remind you about your attitude.”


He rolled his eyes. “That’s what you wanted to meet about tonight? We’ve already had this discussion.”


“I know. And we’re going to talk about it again. The hometown crowd likes a winner. They also like someone who isn’t constantly in the tabloids for an overindulgence of partying, for treading on his fellow players like they’re the shit beneath his Nikes, for accumulating more speeding tickets than the national debt, and for throwing the very expensive cameras of the paparazzi into a fountain. And if that wasn’t bad enough, following it up with a punch to the guy’s jaw.”


“Hey, he shoved the fucking camera in my face. Not just close to my face, but in my face. What was I supposed to do—say cheese and smile for him?”


“Yes. That’s exactly what you were supposed to do. Or turn around and walk away. You need to learn to control your temper and be taught how to behave in public. You need some lessons on how to interact with the media.”


Cole snorted. “I think I know how to handle myself just fine.”


Liz tapped her foot, though how she managed to stand upright on those five-inch heels was beyond him.


“And if you recall, when I agreed to sign you on as a client—mainly because no other agent wanted to be within five miles of you—and I managed to somehow get you signed with St. Louis, you agreed to do anything I asked of you.”


He thought that meant the slightly painful salary cut he’d had to take. At least Liz was savvy enough to put performance bonuses in the contract. He’d show them he wasn’t washed up. He was still an ass-kicker and this season would prove it. “I did what you asked, didn’t I?”


“Oh, the salary cut was just the beginning, Cole. Your image is toast. You know it, I know it, and Coach Tallarino knows it. If the coach wasn’t such a good friend of your cousin Mick—and if he didn’t owe me a few dozen favors—I guarantee you wouldn’t have this job.”


Cole wasn’t buying it. The Traders signed him because he had the talent and plenty of it. Agents liked to make threats to keep their players in line. He knew how this game was played. All he had to do was sit here and listen to Liz’s spiel for a few minutes, then he’d be outta here.


“The clock is ticking. It’s only a matter of time before no one will touch you, no matter how good you are on the field. You’re a PR nightmare.”


He stood and faced Liz, doing exactly what she said he wasn’t capable of. He took a deep breath and tried to keep his temper under control. “I’m a damn good wide receiver.”


“That might be true, but until you stop the nonsense off the field and prove to the coach, your team, the media, and the general public that you’ve grown up and your bad-boy days are over, it doesn’t matter if you score ten touchdowns a game. Reputation is everything in football.”


He blew out a sigh. Why couldn’t his stats be enough? What difference did it make what he did during his off hours? So he liked to party a little. So what? His bad rep was the media’s fault anyway. He was at the top of his game. After six years in the NFL, he’d damn well earned the right to relax and enjoy life.


But yeah. PR. He understood. And if he had to toe the line for a while until he got in the good graces of the fans and the coach, that’s what he’d do.


“What do you want me to do?”


“I’m bringing in someone to help you.”


He frowned. “Who?”


“Just hang on a second.” She sent a text message, and a minute later the door opened.


He was shocked when Savannah walked in.


Relieved to see her, Cole grinned, glad he hadn’t lost the opportunity to spend more time with her.


“Hey. I was wondering where you’d wandered off to,” he said.


“You two know each other?” Liz asked.


“Yeah. We met earlier.” Cole turned to Liz. “You know Savannah?”


Liz’s lips lifted. “As a matter of fact, I do. And you’re going to get to know her a lot better. Savannah is your new image consultant.”


He pivoted and looked at Savannah, who gave him a serene smile.


The pieces fell into place. He’d been screwed by the pretty blonde. The game player had been played.


“My image consultant? What the fuck?”
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TWO
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COLE NARROWED HIS GAZE AT SAVANNAH. “YOU played me.”


“I did not.”


“You didn’t tell me who you were.”


“As a matter of fact, I told you exactly who I was and what I did for a living.”


“That’s bullshit. You told me you were there to observe. You didn’t say you were there to watch me. Were you looking for me to make an ass of myself?”


“I was hoping you wouldn’t. And you didn’t. Until now.”


“Well, this is fun,” Liz said, stepping between Cole and Savannah. She turned to Cole. “Look, I have no idea what went on between the two of you, but the team has hired Savannah to work with you, so like it or not, she’s yours.”


Cole glared at Savannah. “I don’t like it. She isn’t mine, and I don’t want her.”


“Tough shit. She’s the best in her field, and you’ll do what she says.”


Great. Someone else to tell him what to do. An image consultant? He didn’t need anyone to change him. “And if I don’t?”


“Then you’ll have to answer to the team owner, and as I mentioned earlier, you’re out of options.”


He took a deep breath and let it out. He’d make this work. Peaches there seemed like a pussycat, and he could be pleasant if he wanted to be. He’d just wrap her around his finger and then go about his business, and still make the owner, his coach, and Liz happy.


It was a win-win for everyone. “Fine.”


Liz smiled. “Good. I’m out of here. I’ve got wedding plans to finalize.”


“I’m so excited for you, Elizabeth,” Savannah said, turning her attention to Liz. “How are the wedding preparations going?”


“Everything’s moving right along, thanks to my future sister-in-law, Tara, who’s the best wedding planner ever. If it weren’t for her and Gavin’s sister, Jenna, I’d have slit my wrists by now.”


Savannah laughed, and the sound shot right to Cole’s dick. She had a throaty laugh, the kind you’d expect to hear in a smoky strip joint, not from Miss Image Makeover.


Savannah put her hand over Liz’s. “I’m sure you’ll be a beautiful bride.”


“Thank you.” Liz turned to Cole and gave him a glare. “You behave yourself. And please cooperate. This is the only chance you’re going to get.”


“I promise to be on my best behavior.”


“Why does that worry me so much?” She rolled her eyes and walked out the door, leaving him alone with Savannah.


He turned to face her. “Did you enjoy that?”


She gave him a benign look. “Enjoy what?”


“Leading me on. Letting me think you were some stranger alone at the party, when the whole time you’d been watching me and you knew who I was.”


“I can’t help what you thought, Cole. But you behaved like a gentleman. Not at all like the tabloids portray you.”


“I told you the media lies.”


“We’ll see.”


He’d wanted something different between them. His body wanted something more than what his mind wanted. He was still attracted to her, and now he had to work with her. This sucked. “Now what?” he asked.


“Now you can go back to your party. We’ll get started tomorrow morning.”


“Can’t. I work out with my trainer in the mornings.”


“Where, and what time?”


He told her.


“Fine. I’ll meet you there.”


He arched a brow. “You going to work out?”


“I might. But we’ll do our work after you’re finished.”


“Whatever.”


Her lips lifted. “I promise, these lessons won’t hurt at all.”


“Lessons? What lessons?”


“You’ll see. Good night, Cole.”


For the second time that night, she walked out on him.


SAVANNAH LAID HER PURSE DOWN ON THE GLASS table in her living room, kicked off her shoes, and headed into the bedroom, reaching for the zipper of her dress. She pulled the dress off and hung it up, then stopped in front of the bathroom mirror to stare at herself.


She’d worn her La Perla bra and panties tonight. They were so pretty, a blush pink, with lace and silk. Sexy, provocative.


Unfortunately, the only person admiring the ensemble was her. She inhaled and let out a long sigh, removing the clip and pins holding her hair up. She ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it forward.


She wasn’t bad-looking. Average breasts, her body a little on the curvy side. She liked to eat and she could easily slip into the overweight category if she wasn’t so active. She had a lot of restless energy, so she burned a lot of calories that way, which kept her metabolism rolling at a pretty high rate. But she had great legs. She worked out regularly so she could maintain her stamina at the level required to keep up with her clients.


Like her new client, Cole Riley, who’d hit all her hot buttons tonight. Actually, he’d been the first client she’d been assigned to who’d turned her head and made her think of him as something other than just a client.


That man had testosterone stamped on every inch of him. He was hard to ignore. The way he looked at her, pursued her, made her wish he wasn’t her client.


But he was. Starting tomorrow.


Tonight, though, she could think about what might have happened had she been able to indulge in the attraction that had been so obvious between them.


She’d always gone for the bad boys, the kind her mother warned her against, which made her want them all the more. And the one thing her mother had told her was that you could never change a bad boy.


But that’s what she did now, and she did a damn good job of it.


Too bad she was going to have to change Cole Riley. He was bad boy personified, and one look at him tonight had revved all her engines.


She rubbed her thumbs over her nipples, sucking in a breath at the sensitivity she felt even through her bra.


She moved to the bedroom and stretched out on her bed. The bed she’d be sleeping alone in tonight, just like every night. She dug in her heels and pushed backward until she lay in the center of the bed, then spread her legs, letting the ceiling fan bathe her body with cool air.


Cole Riley was interesting. If he hadn’t been her assigned client, what might have happened between them tonight?


She undid the clasp on her bra and freed her breasts, allowing her hands to wander. Not at all the same as a man’s hands—a man’s very large hands that would cover her breasts, rolling her nipples between his fingers.


She gasped as the sensation sparked between her legs. She clamped her thighs together, her pussy pulsing with the need to be touched. She brushed her thumb over her nipple while snaking her hand down her stomach, closing her eyes as the image of what she and Cole could do together flashed into her mind.


Cole shouldn’t be in her fantasies. He was her new client, and thinking about him as she slid her hand inside her panties was a monumentally bad idea. But she couldn’t get him out of her head. He was who she wanted touching her. His hands would be calloused and strong, not feminine and soft as she stroked the silken folds of her sex. She wanted someone who’d demand her response, who’d know what to do with a woman’s body.


She gasped as she slid her fingers down, teasing the folds of her pussy with the light drag of her fingernails. Would Cole be gentle with her, or would he be rough as he dipped two fingers inside her, using the heel of his hand against her clit.


She arched against the sensation, closing her eyes and imagining him next to her, his lips closing over her nipple, drawing it into the wet heat of his mouth. She’d reach out and hold him there—her nipples were so sensitive. She’d want it harder, would need more of that delicious pain.


Moisture coated her fingers, spasms tightening around them as she pulled them out, then thrust them inside her again, fucking herself.


“Yes,” she whispered, digging her heels against the mattress as she lifted against the spiral of need that raged inside her. She needed to come. She needed it hard and deep. “Fuck me, Cole.”


He’d remove his fingers and take off his clothes, leaving her throbbing and wet and pulsing with anticipation, his cock hard and ready. And when he plunged inside her, she’d cry out. It had been so long. She’d wrap her legs around him as he filled her, so ready to climax that he’d shove her over the edge in only a couple thrusts.


“Oh, god, I’m going to come,” she whispered to the empty room as she rubbed her clit, her mind whirling with the imagined act. Cole was buried deep in her imagination, as hard as she imagined him buried inside her. She shoved her fingers deeper inside her pussy, using her other hand to strum her clit until she exploded, whimpering at the wash of incredible orgasm that sent wave after wave over her until she relaxed, limp on the bed, her legs splayed out while she caught her breath.


Mercy. She tried to swallow, but her throat had gone dry. She got up and went into the kitchen to grab some ice and a glass of water, her legs still quaking with the aftereffects of her climax. She headed back into the bathroom, stopping to stare at herself in the mirror.


A totally different picture now. Naked from the waist up, her hair was mussed from thrashing about on the bed. She wore only her panties and a decided blush on her cheeks.


Good Southern girls didn’t think about new clients the way she’d just done, and certainly didn’t masturbate thinking about them. Then again, she wasn’t a good Southern girl, was she? She had naughty thoughts and wicked desires and a need for a man to bring it all out of her. Too bad she didn’t have the time—or the right guy.


Of course, Cole Riley might have been the right guy, given the right circumstances. Tomorrow she was going to have to work with him, and she’d just had very dirty thoughts about him. That was wrong on so many levels.


She’d been tense lately, that was all. And had gone a very long time without a release. Cole had merely been—convenient. And attractive. And loaded with sex appeal. It had been natural for him to pop into her fantasies. But that was a one-time occasion, and it wasn’t going to happen again.


She was going to have to wipe this event from her thoughts.


Cole Riley was a client and not fantasy fodder.
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THREE
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“ONE MORE REP.”


On the bench press, Cole looked up at his trainer, Mario, at the moment wishing he could kick his ass. But since he currently held two hundred pounds of weight balancing precariously over his chest, he’d have to put a hold on that ass-kicking. He held the bar in his hands, sweat pouring off his brow, his arms shaking like a goddamned first-timer at the gym.


“Come on, you pussy, three more reps.”


He pushed, hoping like hell Mario would be there to catch the bar in case it came crashing down on his chest.


“That’s it, Cole. You’ve got it. You’re almost there.”


“Eat. Shit. And.” He racked the bar, sat up, and leaned over, feeling like he was going to puke. He swung his legs over the side of the bench and glared at Mario. “Die.”


Mario patted Cole on the back. “I knew you could do it.”


“Fuck you.”


“See, I’ve always suspected you had the hots for me. But you’re not my type.”


“Bullshit. I’m totally your type. Tall, well-built, and athletic.”


Mario laughed. “Exactly. Just like my boyfriend. But if you’re interested, I could set you up with a few really hot guys.”


Cole rolled his eyes at Mario, pushed off the bench and stood. “No, thanks. I have enough trouble dealing with women.” He looked at the front door, where Savannah was coming in. “Speaking of, here comes my newest problem.”


Mario followed Cole’s gaze. “Wow. She’s a stunner.”


Admittedly, Mario was right. In a conservative, short-sleeved red dress that clung to her curves and high heels that showcased her long legs, Savannah commanded attention.


She was beautiful. And irritating. And untrustworthy.


She walked through the doors into the gym, smiling when she saw him. She headed toward them, and Cole was struck again by her walk. And her legs. Damn her legs, anyway. He needed to remember the untrustworthy part.


“Good morning, Cole,” she said, then turned to Mario and held out her hand. “I’m Savannah Brooks.”


Mario shook her hand. “Mario Genino. I’m Cole’s trainer.”


She gave Cole the once-over. “You do a fine job of it, Mario.”


Mario laughed. “Thanks. I work him over pretty good. What do you do for Cole, Savannah?”


Oh, shit. The last thing he needed was for Mario—or anyone—to find out the team had hired a fucking image consultant for him. “She’s—”


“I’m doing some consulting work for him. Someone with Cole’s talent and vast portfolio needs expert assistance, as you can probably imagine.”


Mario nodded. “Hell, yeah. Have to protect his assets.”


Savannah smiled. “Indeed, we do.”


Mario glanced up at the clock. “I hate to greet and run, but my next client will be coming in soon. Nice to meet you, Savannah. Cole, I’ll abuse you again tomorrow.”


“Of course. I wouldn’t want to keep you. Nice meeting you, Mario,” Savannah said.


“Yeah, see you, Mario.” Cole waited until Mario left, then turned to her. “You lied. Again.”


She lifted her chin. “I did not.”


“You didn’t tell him what you were really hired to do.”


“I don’t think it’s anyone’s business. And I merely altered the truth a bit, while not lying.”


He crossed his arms. “Whatever. What’s on the agenda for today?”


“Your workout is finished?”


“Yeah.”


“What are your plans after this?”


“Lunch. I need to load up on some protein after I work out.”


“Fine. We’ll have lunch, and I’ll go over the plans.”


“Okay. I need to shower.”


“I’ll wait for you in the lobby.”


She was being accommodating. Nice. He didn’t want her to be nice. He wanted to argue with her. He wanted her to be a bitch. Anything so he wouldn’t like her.


He showered and dressed, and when he went out to the lobby, she was talking to a couple of the guys from the team who’d come to work out. Single and a few years younger than him, Jamarcus Davis and Lon Fields were offensive stars on the Traders. Both had reputations for being lady-killers, and rightly so. Solidly built, damn good-looking, and friendly with women, they were loaded with charm, and even worse, neither of them had shitty reputations like he did.


Looked like they were charming Savannah, too. She had a smile on her face when he got close. She was even laughing—that damn laugh that made his balls quiver.


She caught his eye as he approached. “Oh, there you are.”


Jamarcus and Lon turned, too, and their smiles died.


“You’re with Riley?” Jamarcus asked, surprise on his face.


“Yes, I am. Are you ready to go, Cole?”


“Yup.” He took Savannah’s arm and led her to the door, winking at Jamarcus and Lon. “See you later, guys.”


“Yeah, later, Cole,” Lon said with obvious disappointment.


“We can take your car if that’s all right with you,” Savannah said, sliding her sunglasses on as they stepped outside. “You can just drop me off after we’re finished.”


“That’s fine.”


“Let me grab my briefcase first.” She stopped at one of those hybrid tree-hugger cars, grabbed a leather bag, then joined him at his gas-guzzler SUV.


“Sorry,” he said as she climbed in, hiking her dress up. “I didn’t know you’d be getting in with me or I’d have brought the car.”


“It’s no trouble.”


Especially no trouble for him since he got a glimpse of her spectacular thighs. Jesus, he’d have to focus on something else so he wouldn’t sprout a hard-on. Now that really would be unprofessional.


He started up the SUV and turned to her. “What do you like to eat?”


“I’m not fussy. Wherever you want to go is fine with me.”


“Okay.” He headed out, deciding that, instead of his favorite hamburger joint, they’d go to an actual restaurant, something that served a selection of stuff, since he had no idea what she liked. Though why that mattered to him, he had no idea. She was an imposition. He should make her eat big, fat, greasy burgers.


“You didn’t tell them I was your client.”


“Excuse me?” she asked, turning away from the window to look at him.


“Jamarcus and Lon. You know they thought you were my date.”


“Did they? I guess that’s their mistake then, isn’t it?” She returned to staring out the window.


He smiled, shook his head, and pondered the mystery that was Savannah Brooks. It was hard not to like her, even though he was opposed to working with her. Though he guessed it was the idea of an image consultant he didn’t like. He liked her just fine. Or maybe he was just attracted to her legs and her gorgeous face.


Since it was unlikely she was going to date him, it didn’t matter what he thought about her personally, so they might as well get this over with. He pulled into the restaurant parking lot.


“This place?” she asked.


“What about this place?”


“I don’t know. It’s charming. A little Italian restaurant named Carmen’s? You seem like a burger or steak kind of guy.”


“I come here a lot. Great food.”


He came around to her side and assisted her in getting out of his SUV.


“Thank you,” she said, smoothing her dress down over her legs as she stepped onto the parking lot. She grabbed her bag and they went inside, where Carmen was working as hostess today.


“Cole,” she said, kissing both his cheeks. “So nice to see you here.” She looked over at Savannah and a gleam sparked in her eyes. “Oh, you have a new girl.”


To Carmen, who was nearly eighty, every woman was a “girl.”


“Carmen, this is Savannah Brooks.”


Carmen enveloped Savannah in her ample frame. “Honey, you’re beautiful.”


“Thank you. Your restaurant is lovely.”


Carmen looped her arm in Savannah’s. “Thank you. My father opened this restaurant. It’s very special to our family. Cole’s parents come here a lot. I’ve known this kid since he was five years old. He used to throw spaghetti on the floor.”


Savannah laughed. “Is that right?”


“You bet. He and his sister would come in here with their parents every Friday for dinner.”


“That’s fascinating,” Savannah said.


Carmen threw Cole a look over her shoulder. “Come along, sonny.”


Maybe he shouldn’t have brought Savannah here.


Cole followed as Carmen showed them to their table. He shook his head when Carmen led them to the one in the corner. The dark corner. He could tell Carmen they weren’t on a date, but what would be the point?


“I’ll be sure to tell Mike not to bother you two so much during lunch, okay?” She kissed Cole on the cheek and left.


“Carmen’s sweet. Misguided, but sweet,” Cole said as he held the chair out for Savannah.


“Thank you. And yes, she’s very nice. Obviously, she’s practically family. You’ve been coming here this long?”


He shrugged. “I told you. I like the food.”


Savannah looked around. “It’s a great place. Very atmospheric. I love the dark tables, the cheery red-and-white curtains.” She inspected the olive oil and balsamic vinegar bottles. “So, your parents come here a lot?”


He knew what she was doing—trying to get to know him better. He should have hit the steak house.


Fortunately, Mike, their waiter, came over and took their order and brought their bread and drinks.


Cole took a drink of his water and looked at Savannah. “I guess you can tell me what I have to look forward to.”


“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather eat first?” Savannah asked with a smile.


“It’s that bad?”


She laughed. “I don’t think it’s bad at all. At first I’ll be shadowing you for a while, mainly to figure out your routine and watch your interactions. Then I’ll have some suggestions.”


“Shadowing me? You mean to monitor my behavior.”


“No. To get a feel for your routine.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a file.


Cole cocked a brow. “You have a file on me?”


“The team provided media reports, analysis of your on-field behavior from prior teams, and altercations you’ve had in the past, all contributing to a profile I’ve put together on you.”


They waited while Mike put their lunch in front of them. Since Cole was hungry, he dug into his chicken Parmesan while Savannah ate her chicken salad. All the while, he stared at the folder she’d pushed off to the side.


“So what’s your conclusion?” he asked.


“This is just a preliminary analysis, but my belief is that you have anger management issues.”


He let out a snort. “I do not.”


She speared a leaf of lettuce, and didn’t argue with him.


“Seriously. I don’t have anger management issues. Or any other kind of issues. I told you last night, the media lies. They blow everything out of proportion.”


“What about your issues with the teams you’ve been on?”


He shrugged. “Personality clashes. I’ve just been on the wrong teams.”


“I see. And you think it’ll be different with the Traders.”


“Yeah. I’ve already connected with them. This is a good fit for me.”


“So assuming this team is, in fact, a good fit for you and you have no skirmishes with anyone on your team, from players to management, what about your personal life?”


“What about it? I told you it’s not me, it’s the media.”


She laid her fork down and dabbed at the corners of her mouth with the napkin. “To some extent, you’re likely correct. The media has a tendency to overdramatize and exaggerate. But if you don’t give them anything to work with, they have nothing to report. You give them plenty, so even if what’s there is minor, they have the opportunity to blow it up.”


“That’s bullshit.” He pushed his empty plate to the side and finished his glass of water. Mike was right there to refill it, then blended into the darkness of the restaurant again. “I don’t give them anything. They make shit up.”


“You also have an issue of not being able to accept blame for your actions.”


“If I’m wrong, I’ll accept blame.”


She raised her fork, then paused, her lips lifting in a hint of a smile. “Let me guess. You’re never wrong?”


Irritation spiked. He pushed it down, refusing to get into an argument with her here. “I didn’t say that. And you’re baiting me.”


“I’m not baiting you, Cole. We’re having a conversation. Your anger is quick to spark. Once it does, you don’t back down. That’s why you get into trouble so easily. And so often.”


He sucked in a breath, trying to keep control. “So is this an exercise to see how fast you can piss me off?”


“No.” She looked down at her plate, then back up at him. “It’s lunch.”


“You think this is funny.”


“I wasn’t making a joke. I’m trying to get you to understand that you’re angry for no reason. We’re having a conversation. A conversation that you’ve turned into what you think is me attacking you.” She pushed her plate to the side and drew the file folder in front of her, opened it up and pulled out photos and articles. “If you’d like, you can explain these photos and altercations. Give me an understanding of you, of what was happening during these events.”


He took the photos. “This one was at a club. I was kicking back with some friends, and suddenly there are ten cameras in my face. Lights are popping, they’re pushing the woman I was with just to get closer to me. What the hell was I supposed to do? I shoved them out of the way so I could get my date out of there. She was freaked out.”


He pulled out an article, this one from some tabloid rag that said he’d been drunk and passed out in a club. He snorted. “Paparazzi tripped me while I was trying to get away from them. So they take this photo of me lying facedown in a club and then print that I’m drunk and passed out.”


At her dubious look, he shot her a glare. “I don’t drink during the season. It affects my performance. Look at the date.” He handed the article back to her.


“October fifteenth.”


“Exactly. Deep in the middle of the season. No alcohol. You can go to the club owners and ask them.”


She filed the article away. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”


“This one, I was out with my parents. My parents. That’s news? It was their anniversary and I wanted to take them out to dinner. Someplace nice and quiet, and the goddamned media shows up. I’m not an actor. I’m not Hollywood. I’m just a jock. Taking my parents out to dinner isn’t newsworthy. Yet they stalked me and hounded my parents, blinding them with their cameras.”


“Did you bring a date that night?”


He frowned. “What?”


“When you took your parents out to dinner for their anniversary. Did you bring a date?”
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