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			To Jimmie,

			thanks for taking this road with me

		

	
		
			ONE
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			A bucolic bedroom community with easy access to Boston, only thirty miles away, West Bridgerton looked like a typical New England town as Harper Chase drove her rental car through its family friendly streets. This late, she was surprised they didn’t roll them up after dark. On her left, she passed a gazebo in War Memorial Park, on her right a steepled white church. Two Dunkin’s. No Starbucks. Farmland, a rail trail, a river, and a state forest spoke to its pastoral character.

			Hard to believe a lughead of a hockey player would feel at home amid such peaceful surroundings.

			The lughead in question? Remy DuPre, or Jinx, as he was better known with the Boston Cougars, a nickname earned because he was considered the unluckiest guy in the NHL. A little bird—in the form of his agent—had told her the Cajun was ragin’ about his trade out of Boston and would need a dab of soft soap to smooth his transition to the Chicago Rebels.

			Harper sighed. She had never met a bigger bunch of divas than hockey players. For all their supposed rough-and-tumble-warrior credentials, they were nothing but whiners when it came to their contracts.

			She had made this trade fair and square.

			Was it her fault DuPre was a bargain? Paying out the last year of his contract—a contract that should have been better negotiated by his loser agent when he came up for renewal with Boston two years ago—had cost her a pittance compared to what she’d have to pony up for someone younger. So he was thirty-five, positively elderly for hockey. And maybe his chances to go deep in a season were running out.

			There’s no room for sentimentality in this game.

			That was the mantra of Clifford Chase: three-time Stanley Cup champion, Hall of Famer, hockey franchise owner, notorious asshole.

			And Harper’s lately departed father.

			Two weeks ago the maverick owner of the Chicago Rebels had died following a massive heart attack at the age of sixty-two. A week later, Harper’s life was upended again with the reading of the will, leaving her to negotiate the rubble of her father’s final wishes for the team. Their relationship had been combative, to say the least, but she had never expected this.

			Over the past decade, the Rebels, once the most popular team in the city, had become a laughingstock, named “the worst franchise in sports” by ESPN, with the second-lowest attendance in the NHL. Having made the playoffs only once in the last fifteen years—an abysmal record considering half the teams qualify each year—the organization was also suffering through the longest championship drought in the league. Sure, they had a few good players—their poor results put them in prime position for the best draft picks—but not enough. Her father’s grip on the team had been tight enough to bruise. Harper, despite her official title of vice president, was his right-hand woman in name only.

			Now they needed to rebuild. And that rebuild began with the acquisition of veteran center Remy DuPre, who could take her band of talented misfits and make them shine.

			However, DuPre had decided he didn’t need to follow the rules. He didn’t need to hop on a plane within twenty-four hours of being traded and haul ass to Chicago. He didn’t even need to speak directly to Harper, as acting general manager, about his absence.

			The moment Coach Calhoun had shared DuPre’s travel plans, she had called and left a message. Fortunately—­for DuPre—she’d missed his returned call, so he didn’t get the full brunt of her wrath. If he truly understood how pissed she was that he had chosen not to show for practice in Chicago, surely he would not have fobbed her off with a casual “See ya for the game in Philly, Harper.”

			She had played his message several times. Not because she enjoyed that syrupy New Orleans drawl that crept over her body like a thief and made every hair stand at attention.

			No. She had replayed it to assure herself that she was indeed hearing the words of a man who thought he had some say in his to’ing and fro’ing. DuPre appeared to be under the impression that the Chicago Rebels’ organization did not own his ass. She was here to set him straight.

			A midnight visit to his home in Massachusetts had not been part of the plan. She’d intended for this smackdown to happen earlier. Fly in. Lay down the law. Fly out. But her flight had landed late and she’d been on her way to her hotel when she decided to drive by DuPre’s house first.

			She pulled into the drive of a classic Colonial—behind the eight million cars already lining the path. The steady thump of a distant bass echoed through the air. Blazing lights from the house set the October night sky aglow. All that was missing was a spotlight shooting upward announcing Here Lives Remy DuPre!

			Harper’s teeth, already in danger of being ground to dust, were now set on edge. Instead of getting acquainted with his new team in Chicago, her new acquisition was throwing a party.

			Sitting in the car, she considered her options. She would prefer not to get into a mud-flinging match with DuPre in front of an audience. It could wait until tomorrow. She checked her watch: 12:02 a.m.

			Past curfew.

			Hockey organizations implemented strict rules about how much sleep players should be getting. Their diets were regimented, workouts monitored, every aspect of their lives recorded to ensure they remained valuable assets to the team.

			Harper had invested considerable money in DuPre, and the man was throwing a party when he should have been sleeping off a hard practice and preparing for the game against the Philadelphia Liberty in two days.

			Lost in her indignation, she barely noticed that she’d left her car and reached DuPre’s front door. It rose before her, a barrier to her doing her job, and her mouth fell open at the words stenciled on the red-painted wood:

			Laissez les Bons Temps Rouler

			Let the good times roll, the motto of spring breakers everywhere. And Remy DuPre had it indelibly fixed to his door.

			Oh, God. Panic edged across her skin, making her heart pump madly.

			She had made a huge mistake.

			This was not the man she needed to lead the Rebels to a top-three finish in the Central Division. She would find a way to back out of the trade. Cite irreconcilable differences, buyer’s remorse, having her GD period. Anything!

			Ready to retreat, she turned away, but something popped in her chest.

			The news that the Rebels had been divided up among Clifford’s daughters like a Shakespearean tragedy was still a hot topic in the sports media. Add to that the team’s terrible start to the season—0 and 4—and the idea that a woman, or women, knew jack about running a professional hockey team was still getting plenty of airplay. Usually with jokes along the lines of:

			How many women does it take to screw up a sports franchise? 

			Just one. But three sure is prettier.

			Anger at her father evicted her panic. What had the man been thinking, leaving the team to be jointly run by a trio of estranged half sisters? Clifford had promised Harper the team. Not in so many words, no, but they had an understanding.

			No one expected him to go so soon, but she had hoped he’d involve her more and would recognize the value she could add to the organization. She’d majored in sports management, interned at Rebels HQ, made damn fine coffee, given a knowing wink and a smile while her ass was ogled by her male coworkers and those horndogs on the team. She’d sat in on every negotiation from player to equipment to concessions. And yes, all the ultimate decisions came from on high, but at thirty-one years of age, she was ready. Clifford had known she was ready.

			Yet he still hadn’t trusted her to do the job herself.

			She steeled her spine and stood as tall as her Cole Haan wedges would allow. She should have worn the Choos, but she was practical to her core, and the Cole Haans with the Nike Air insoles were perfect for traveling.

			She refused to let a dead man, two sisters who were practically strangers to her, and an overgrown frat boy named Remy DuPre dictate how she ran her team.

			Who’s the boss, Harper?

			You da boss!

			Determination in her sway, she pivoted and searched for a doorbell. Nothing. The knocker would have to do, but as she curled her fingers around it, the door gave way like something out of an old Hammer horror film.

			Of course. The good times would have a hard time rolling through a locked door.

			The music increased in volume. Hoots and hollers tinged the air. She moved forward, trying to force her feet to match the indignation in her chest. A few steps more, and she wished she had gone with her first instinct and turned tail the moment she read that door inscription.

			A woman was removing her clothes.

			Harper hadn’t just walked into a party, she’d walked into an orgy.

			Okay, cool it. It wasn’t quite as bad as all that. No one was having public sex . . . yet. But it looked increasingly likely.

			A curvaceous brunette in red hot pants was in the process of peeling off a teeny-tiny top, aaaaand there it went, revealing a sparkly bra with tassels. Really? She swung those tassels like a sixties burlesque queen.

			Everyone cheered. All of them men.

			A blood-chilling creep frosted over Harper at the sight of this woman surrounded by so much testosterone, powerful machines with more strength in their forearms than in that woman’s entire body.

			The burlesque queen straddled a man, her body hiding his face, her obvious self-confidence a direct repudiation of Harper’s fears. The man’s massive hands, as big as ham hocks, skimmed her hips and drew her flush over muscular, jean-clad thighs.

			“Tonight, Remy,” the woman said in a smoky purr, “you’re gonna get a send-off you’ll never forget.”

			She raised her hands to the back snap barely containing all that flesh ready to spill forth. The cups sure did runneth over with this one. Was she actually going to—

			Harper couldn’t stand it another moment. “DuPre!”

			Twenty-five sets of eyes turned on her, cold, accusing. So much for slipping in under the radar.

			Moving his head to the side of his “gift,” Remy DuPre raised the eyebrow of a rogue. She had never met him in the flesh, but seeing this warrior battling it out on the ice—both in person and on TV—should have prepared her. Every day in her job she dealt with mountains of muscle with the honed and sculpted bodies of gods. Some of them were good-looking. Some of them had faces only a mother or a woman looking to score with a million-dollar athlete could love.

			Remy DuPre’s face compelled her attention. Not classically handsome, instead he was all brute angles and solid planes that indicated both hard work and the ability to enjoy life. His was a lived-in face, that of a man who laughed often and knew pleasure. A sensualist.

			And those piercing blue eyes, brutish hands, and tree-trunk thighs were sensualizing all over the place.

			He tapped the woman’s ass once, twice, and issued a husky order. “Up, chérie.” She obeyed—of course!—turning to face Harper as she stood.

			“Who the hell are you?” Tassels demanded. Really, she should be thanking Harper for putting a halt to this demeaning display.

			“Chérie, don’t be rude to my guest. This is Harper.” Creases formed at the corners of DuPre’s cobalt-blue eyes. Incredibly attractive creases that reaffirmed her earlier impression of a man who enjoyed life. He nodded in her direction. “Glad you could make it.”

			As if he had invited her.

			At six and change, Remy towered above Harper’s five feet one and a half inches. Those hands, those thighs . . . everything about him was supersized.

			“Come on back to the kitchen.” He headed off, leaving her no choice but to follow.

			Suspicious eyes set in familiar Cougar faces bored into her as she marched through. Although her identity was well known, no one nodded in recognition. A basketball game on a huge wall-mounted TV riveted the attention of the crowd in one room, men so inured to strippers that they hadn’t even bothered to move next door for the show. Not even the skimpily clad women perched on the arms of sofas and armchairs could compete. A few tried their best, shoving surgically enhanced breasts into bearded faces, only to be met with cries of, “Baby, I’m tryin’ to watch the game!” Men.

			No sign, thank God, of the one person she’d prayed would be absent.

			Skipping ahead faster than her feet, her gaze collided with DuPre’s broad shoulders. Then traveled down a well-muscled back that tapered to slim hips and an ass that even Harper, who was on a strict man embargo, could appreciate. Purely from an aesthetic point of view, mind you. What woman wouldn’t like the sight of taut buns filling out a pair of jeans with such authority? She assumed DuPre worked lunges into his routine to get those perfect globes.

			The bastard should be working those lunges in the workout room at Rebels HQ.

			Nearing what must be the kitchen, her nostrils flared in anticipation. Something smelled wonderful—not DuPre, who probably smelled like an unwashed gym bag—but something hearty. Her stomach growled, annoyed with her for allowing it to subsist on that half-stale bagel at O’Hare seven hours ago. Don’t even try to tell her that hungry was not an emotion, because, like every woman, she felt that shit in her soul. However, the delicious scent of cooking was soon ruined by a more potent sensory experience: DuPre draped over another woman in front of the stove.

			Poor guy couldn’t go more than a couple of minutes without female company, it seemed.

			His tanned forearm, sprinkled with dark hair, curled around the waist of a woman in a vagina-length Cougars hockey jersey and high heels. His other hand held a wooden spoon at a tempting angle to her pouty red lips.

			“Remeeee! You know I don’t do spicy.”

			A low rumbled chuckle, laden with sex and menace, mocked her protest. “Now, I happen to know that’s a lie, Doreen, ’cause a little bird told me you like it plenty spicy. My mawmaw taught me how to make the perfect jambalaya and you ain’t even gonna give it a shot?” He squeezed her waist in encouragement, and she leaned in closer, brushing her breast against DuPre’s substantial chest. Harper could almost hear the sigh of pleasure Doreen’s hormones released at that touch.

			Time to get down to business. Harper coughed. And went unnoticed.

			This rarely happened to her.

			“Mr. DuPre.”

			Both of them turned, Doreen’s pirouette guaranteeing she touched an entire hectare of boobage against Remy’s thick bicep. DuPre’s expression was one of mild annoyance that Harper was still here.

			“Doreen, go see if the boys are hungry. Tell ’em we got po’ boys and jambalaya.”

			With a world-class pout, Doreen tottered out.

			“You hungry, Harper?” DuPre asked with that lazy-as-shit drawl. She didn’t like the flutter in her belly when he said her name. Know what else she didn’t like? His inky-dark eyelashes, almost as though someone had painted them on around those blue eyes. Harper was immediately suspicious of a man with prettier eyelashes than her.

			“No,” she lied.

			He ladled a serving of jambalaya into a bowl. “Surprised to see you here.”

			“You’re on my dime, now, Mr. DuPre.”

			“Call me Remy. Didn’t you get my message? I told you I’d meet up with the team in Philly.” He gestured with the bowl, and at her moue of discontent, he grabbed a fork. In a display that threatened to turn her annoyance into apoplectic, hangry levels, he teased a piece of shrimp in rice and raised it to his lips. After a chew, a swallow, and a look of near ecstasy that had Harper’s mouth watering—because she was hungry, she insisted—he spoke again.

			“The boys wanted to throw me a party, so I figured one more day wouldn’t hurt. Been here a long time.”

			She knew that. Five years was an age in hockey, which by its very nature required men to be ready to upend their lives at a moment’s notice as soon as a trade came in. DuPre had been traded six times since he was the number one draft pick seventeen years ago. His file said he’d never married, had never even come close, so he wouldn’t have the comfort of a wife or girlfriend to smooth over his move to Chicago. Unless Tassels or Doreen had her bags packed . . .

			“It’s important you bond with the team sooner than later. There’s no time to waste.”

			“Not sure what you’re expecting here, Harper.” The easy tease that had laced his voice was gone. His accent was punchier than she remembered from postgame TV interviews, Brooklyn by way of the Bayou. “You could have brought on anyone.”

			“I need a leader. Someone who’s seen everything and can make something of—”

			“Nothing? You need a miracle. It’s gonna take two years to rebuild. Minimum. You need money, because good players don’t come cheap. You need patience.”

			Patience was for winners. She would lose everything if she didn’t employ drastic measures, because not only had her father screwed her over by not leaving her the team to run solo, he’d put another obstacle in her path. A time-sensitive requirement.

			“I’ve been patient.”

			“Would it have killed you to exercise that patience for another year? Because your lack of it has fucked me over royally. You saw how close we came in May. The Cougars have the makings of a dynasty, and I planned to inaugurate it this season. What you’ve done is rip that chance out of my hands.” He slapped the bowl down on the counter with a bang.

			Harper jumped, an involuntary reaction to his little temper tantrum. It was nothing, of course. Understandable, even. Every day she watched men fight over a rubber disc, violence seething from their pores, but she had always kept her distance from the players. She knew that would be impossible as acting GM. That she was going to have to face her deep-seated fears about being up close and personal with war-making machines that could break a woman in half.

			Those demons set to gnawing in her chest, so she inhaled a deep breath and used an old therapy trick: act normal until the panic “gets bored.” She looked around. Normal, even homey, kitchen. Normal stockpot on the normal stove. Normal employee with normal muscles and normal . . . hair. Pretty awesome hair, actually. Mahogany brown and perfectly mussed, but not trying too hard. So many hockey players wore their hair long—salads, they called it—but not Remy DuPre. No straggle for him, just enough on top to allow for a decent finger rake. Not that she was in the market for a decent finger rake.

			The monsters went silent.

			Well done, DuPre. Your awesome hair has just helped fight off my imminent panic attack.

			He was watching her curiously. “Okay there, Harper?”

			She squared her shoulders. “I’m fine. Just tired after my flight was delayed, the one I shouldn’t have had to take at all. I want you in Chicago tomorrow, and you’ll fly out with the team on Thursday. You won’t be swanning in like some diva in Philly. This isn’t how it’s going to work. You’re a Rebel now, and you play by my rules.”

		

	
		
			TWO
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			Remy couldn’t help congratulating himself: damn, he made a great jambalaya. Not too spicy, bursting with flavor, each mouthful a perfectly self-contained meal.

			He raised his eyes from the bowl in his hand to the woman before him. Not too spicy and far too skinny. Barely an ounce of flesh on her, only a couple of inches above five feet, she stood before him like a pissed-off toothpick. Her blond hair was pulled back in a bun, a move one of his old girlfriends told him women employed to remove wrinkles. It had the effect of drawing attention to her eyes, big sea-green saucers that flashed silver when she got emotional. And boy, was this woman emotional.

			Her rage waved from ten feet across the kitchen, so he took another bite and chewed slowly, because he suspected Harper Chase wasn’t used to delays. Everything would be Now, there. No, there! Bet she was bossy as all get-out in bed.

			His cock stirred. No idea why—okay, it was probably because it’d been a while since he’d gone sheet diving. However, Harper Chase was not his type in the slightest. He liked his women with meat on them, unafraid a laugh might give them lines around their eyes or reveal a side they’d rather remain hidden.

			A crying shame, because she had that husky, sex kitten voice he knew men mistook for a bimbo’s. Harper Chase was no bimbo. She was a savvy businesswoman. But she would need to lower that voice by several octaves before anyone took her seriously in the NHL. Barely weeks since Clifford Chase’s death and the subsequent reveal of how he’d given the middle finger to everyone from the grave, and the jokes were still flying about how the Rebels’ estrogen influx would likely send them from second last to bottom.

			Didn’t help that they’d just lost their general manager, Brian Rennie, and already had an open position for an assistant.

			If it was just Harper, Remy might’ve given them a shot. It was no secret that she’d been itching to get her hands dirty and turn the org around. The woman had balls of steel, but having to rule by family committee when by all accounts said family couldn’t stand to be in the same room together? Hell, he had four sisters he liked and he wouldn’t have wished that on his worst enemy. Now, with no GM or assistant, the Rebels were up merde creek, paddle in smithereens.

			“Did you hear me, Mr. DuPre?”

			Mon dieu, the flavor in that tone, like a sweet blues ballad. He bet she could serenade his cock to full mast if he let her. Marveling at where his brain had already gone, he shook his head. Women should not be running hockey teams.

			“I was sorry to hear about your father.” Guy was a complete fils de putain, but he was also a helluva center back in the day.

			She inhaled a short, sharp breath, and for a moment looked young. Vulnerable. “Thank you.”

			Doreen finally must have made an impact, because the next sound was a herd of wildebeest pounding the antique Java hardwood flooring he had installed a year ago.

			“Let’s talk outside, Harper.”

			He stepped out onto the deck he had built with his own hands last summer, irked by the constant reminders of how much he’d invested in his life in Boston. Once she’d joined him, he closed the door. This conversation was not for the ears of his teammates.

			Former teammates.

			Fuck, that stung. After five years, these men were his coworkers, his friends, the guys he’d lay down everything for. The Cougars had started to come together last spring, getting as far as the semifinals, and had just missed the big time by a lucky goal in double overtime.

			When it came to Remy, fortune always seemed to favor the other side.

			He’d been saddled with the label of unluckiest guy in the NHL. Made three finals, each run ending in heartbreak. Traded six times, and in four of those instances, the team he left went on to win the Cup the year after. Matt Stein, Boston’s GM, had laughed his head off when he acquired Remy five years ago.

			No one’s that unlucky, DuPre. A guy who works as hard as you eventually has to get the right call. 

			Not even Remy’s agent knew that he’d planned to retire after this season, and he had high hopes of going out in a blaze of glory. This was supposed to be the Cougars’ year. His year. Finally, he’d get to hold the Cup, not gaze at it in the fucking Hall of Fame like some drooling rookie. But the only certainties were death, taxes, and that you could be traded at the drop of a hat. Sure it was a business, but he didn’t enjoy Harper Chase’s methods.

			“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the Adirondack chair he liked to kick back in with a cold beer on his days off.

			Her eyes widened briefly, a flicker of something unnameable in them, and he could have sworn she took an incremental step toward the door. Did he look like the sort of jerk who’d make an unwanted move on a woman? This femme sure thought she was the shit.

			“Don’t worry, Harper, you’re not my type.” If she wouldn’t sit, then neither would he, ’cause that’s how his momma raised him. He leaned against one of the deck’s wooden beams.

			“Mr. DuPre—”

			“It’s Remy.”

			“Remy,” she said, clearly exasperated. “Leaving a voice mail to say you’ll make your own way to Philly for the next game is not how you conduct yourself on my team. If I say you need to be in Chicago, then you need to be in Chicago.”

			“I don’t take orders, Harper. I barely take suggestions.” He sighed, realizing that was not terribly respectful. Time to let the facts speak for themselves. “The Rebels’ record this season already sucks. Oh and four. Whether I show for practice today or tomorrow is not gonna make one blind bit of difference to that game. Hell, two months of practice and team building and whatever horseshit you have in mind to make this crew work is not gonna matter.”

			Earlier she’d said she needed a leader. Well, baby-­sitting was not part of his job description. Move forward on the ice or die—that was his job. He’d put his time into being an inspiration after he won the Cup.

			If he won. Because now that was looking less and less likely.

			She fisted her hands at her hips. Skinny bones in skinny jeans that looked like they’d been ironed. Everything about her pissed him off.

			“You’re already giving up?”

			He was too old to fall for that reverse psychology bullshit. “You’ve got injured players, guys with low morale, skaters that don’t give a crap, and last season’s worst record in the league.”

			“Second worst.”

			“You just lost your GM—”

			“I fired him.”

			He closed his eyes. This was worse than he’d thought. How could this be worse than he’d thought?

			“Damn, when you step up to the plate, you swing for the fences, don’t ya?”

			“I need you to take us to top three in the division by the end of the season.”

			Remy had met a lot of women in his life, and in his younger days, he’d gravitated toward crazy. Ginny Calderon in the ninth grade, who jumped into the St. Louis Cathedral fountain because the Virgin Mary told her to. Sharon Townsend, whom he hooked up with the night of his first game with the Sharks, barely nineteen years old and three days into the league. She called him every day for a week afterward because she thought he was going to lose if he didn’t wave to her on TV. Total whack job. They dated for five months.

			But he didn’t do crazy anymore. He wanted to knuckle down in what would likely be his last year in professional hockey and win a fucking championship. Standing on his deck listening to Harper Chase spouting off about her pie-in-the-sky dream of making top three in the—hold up.

			“You’re talking about making the playoffs.”

			“I am.” Calm as a clam.

			“Now I know you’re nuts.” He was all for can-do and visualizing an endgame, but hockey players were far too superstitious for that kind of corporate goal setting. “There’s nothing about the Rebels that can take them from a bottom two to a top three in one season. Even a wildcard spot is a long shot.”

			She smiled, and fuck him sideways, wasn’t that something? That no-shit demeanor was completely transformed. “That’s where you’re wrong, Mr. DuPre. This season, we have you.”

			Anger boiled up, swift and sharp. This was his dream she was stepping on with her crazy ambition. She might be within her legal rights, but she knew the minute she made that call to Matt Stein she was screwing him over.

			“What’s your game, Harper?”

			She looked taken aback. “My game?”

			“You know what’s on the line for me. You know what you’ve done in bringing me on.” That this year was his swan song might not be common knowledge, but he was thirty-five and on the downside of his career. Everyone and his aunt Lucille knew the Cup was the last thing Remy needed to scratch off his bucket list to finally retire in peace. He shouldn’t have to explain it.

			“This is a business—”

			“Yeah, I know. There’s no cryin’ in hockey. Okay, let’s talk business. You want my help whipping your team into shape, then I need something from you.”

			She bristled, on the defensive again.

			“Already told you you’re not my type, Harper, and frankly, I’m insulted you think I’d sell my body for a shot at the Cup.”

			No smile, not even a hint. So, humorless in the extreme. Just perfect.

			“Nothing surprises me,” she said. “Most people will do anything to win.”

			True that, and Harper was certainly giving off that vibe. A curious energy twanged between them, which could be labeled only one way: affinity.

			She felt it, too. They recognized something in each other. Now, wasn’t that interesting.

			Seeming to realize that she had revealed too much, she rolled her shoulders back in an obvious attitude adjustment. “What can I do for you, Mr. DuPre?” All business again.

			Remy, minou, call me Remy in that sex-bomb voice of yours. “Trade me.”

			Her face crumpled in disbelief, then she broke into laughter. Soft and musical, that laugh hit him right in the balls. “Tell me who your dealer is, because that’s some mighty fine product you’re smoking.”

			He remained silent, a tough proposition for him because he liked to talk. Ask him the time and he’d build you a watch.

			Those big eyes of hers widened. “You’re serious.”

			“Completely.” He held up his hand to stall her inevitable protest. “Now, I’m not expecting you to dump me purely because I ask you. Neither am I expecting you to do it tomorrow—”

			“How about not at all?”

			“If you want my cooperation, I’ll need certain assurances.”

			Pure incredulity sizzled off her. “Assurances? How about you do the job I’m paying you to do?”

			“I could do that, I s’pose. Play the puck, put in what my body will allow. Not sure how much I have to give at this point.”

			“You need incentivizing, DuPre?”

			“I need the Cup.”

			Four little words, clear as the New England night sky above their heads.

			“There are no guarantees,” she said. “We can try—”

			“I don’t mean with the Rebels. I know that’s not happenin’. You know it’s not happenin’. But I’ll give you half a season. I’ll light a fire under your team, do everything in my power to get them in a good position for a playoff spot. Can’t promise anything, but it’ll be my mission for the next three months. I’ll play every puck like it’s my last. Then you trade me to a team that’s in with a real shot of going all the way.”

			“I can’t do that. You can’t lead, then rip the ice out from under them.”

			He snorted. “They’re adults. Most of ’em, anyway. They’ll get over it, especially if they’ve got some wins under their skates. This is your rebuild year, Harper. Don’t even pretend you can get any further than a half-decent showing in the conference. I’ll help, but only if you help me.”

			“I won’t be blackmailed so you’ll agree to do your damn job!”

			Fair enough, so endeth the fun and games. He moved in, towering above her, but she seemed to draw herself up to twice her height to go toe-to-toe with him. Admiration almost beat out his annoyance.

			“Guess I’ll see you in Philly, then,” he said, easy as can be.

			She didn’t like that, not one bit, but then neither of them were in this business to be liked. If Harper wanted war, he’d bring the artillery. She’d get his feet on that ice, but the rest of him would be in the locker room.

			“I’ll walk you out, Ms. Chase.”

			“No need. I wouldn’t want to deprive your chéries of the pleasure of your company for a second longer.”

			As she headed back into the kitchen with a switch in her hips that now looked pretty damn fine from this angle, he realized he might have been wrong about Harper Chase.

			She wasn’t crazy. She was certi-fucking-fiable.

		

	
		
			THREE
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			One week earlier . . .

			Harper leaned against the doorjamb of one of several guest rooms in what she half jokingly called the West Wing at her house in Lake Forest. The stone and cedar mansion, designed in the Hamptons style, boasted six bedrooms, four bathrooms, and stunning views of Lake Michigan. Left to Harper outright fourteen years ago when her mother died from ovarian cancer, it had always been far too big for one person. Now it looked like its population was about to double.

			Her sister Isobel sat on the bed, as if testing out its firmness. “You really think this is going to work?”

			What? Running the team together? Getting their little sister on board? Or the fact that Harper had just invited Isobel to stay at her place whenever the Rebels played at home?

			“I don’t see why not. This place is huge—”

			“And we never have to see each other,” Isobel finished. Named after Lady Isobel Gathorne-Hardy, the daughter of Frederick Stanley, Sixteenth Earl of Derby and donor of the Cup, Isobel was tall and dark compared to Harper’s fair and petite. At twenty-five years old and topping six feet, Isobel had a strong frame that echoed their father’s sporting prowess.

			Today she looked tired, dark circles under her green eyes, her chestnut hair lank and lifeless. Of all of them, she was the one taking Dad’s death the hardest, and Harper resolved to be gentler with her. Harper, on the other hand, knew the old man too well to be sucked into a grief she did not feel.

			“I know you don’t want to give up your coaching position in Montreal,” Harper said. Keeping Isobel invested in her other life as an assistant coach in the minors had an additional benefit: little sis wouldn’t mind if Harper handled the day-to-day operations at Rebels HQ.

			The terms of the will had shocked everyone. Harper could have tolerated the joint rule requirement with her usual bullheadedness but for the real sticking point: the team had to make the playoffs by the end of this season or would be sold to a consortium waiting in the wings. The revenue from the sale would pay each of his three daughters a sizeable inheritance with the rest funding a scholarship at the University of Wisconsin, her father’s alma mater, though he’d never shown them any particular loyalty before.

			In other words, playoffs or bust.

			It was outrageous, but then so was Clifford, a man who lived life mowing down everything in his path. Her father obviously didn’t think Harper could run the team. He didn’t think they could run the team. And now he was watching from below, because he sure as hell wasn’t viewing from on high, laughing his head off at the havoc he had wreaked.

			Faced with an almost impossible situation, Harper was offering an olive branch to Isobel. Unsurprisingly, Isobel viewed it as a thorn-studded twig. Harper couldn’t really blame her. At one time, Harper had legitimate reason to dislike Isobel, but those reasons were the reedy complaints of a little girl. Isobel couldn’t help being Clifford’s favorite. The blame for Clifford abandoning Harper’s mother when Harper was six years old could—and should—be laid squarely at the feet of the man himself.

			One of the will’s stipulations was that Isobel attend all home games. “This way, you could fly in when needed and not have to worry about keeping a place in Chicago for the next year.”

			“Until Montreal fires me when a Rebels game clashes with what’s happening in my real life. I worked really hard for that job.” A furious hurt tightened Isobel’s face. The only female coach in the AHL, her hockey pedigree was impeccable. NCAA champion, Olympic silver, a promising career in the new women’s league before it was cut short by injury.

			“Of course, I could coach anywhere.” Isobel must have seen Harper’s look of horror. “Yeah, Dad would have loved that. A woman coach for his precious team.”

			As he was on board for a female triumvirate of power, it seemed anything was possible, though this cluster had all the hallmarks of a cruel Clifford Chase joke. Besides, Harper had too many targets on her back right now; rocking the coaching staff with a new appointment that smacked of nepotism would not go over well.

			“One fire at a time. Did you read his letter?”

			At the will reading earlier that afternoon, they were each given a personalized letter from Clifford. Harper had hoped it would explain her father’s thought process.

			“It didn’t shed much light,” Isobel said cagily. “You?”

			“The same.”

			Harper had already read it enough times to recall it word for word.

			Harper,

			I know this isn’t what you expected, but it’s what you deserve. I’ve always had my doubts about your fitness to run the team—you know that already and you know why. But you’ve hung in there for so long that I’m going to give you one more shot. Maybe this test of your mettle will reveal some real balls on you.

			Clifford

			As last letters to the fruit of your loins went, this wouldn’t win any warm-fuzzies awards.

			“So what do you think?” she asked Isobel, wondering what was in her sister’s letter. Should Harper invest in Kevlar to defend herself against the coup Isobel might have in mind?

			“Sure, let’s play happy families, Harper. But as soon as it threatens my job in Montreal, we’ll have to figure out my place in the Rebels’ organization. And I don’t mean rolling me in for contract-signing parties purely so we can meet the will’s requirements.”

			“We’ll cross that bridge when it’s shoved in our faces. For now, we need to work on our bigger problem.”

			Meaning Violet Vasquez, their “new” sister. Unsurprisingly a no-show for the funeral, she had made an appearance at the office of Kenneth Bailey, lawyer for both the Rebels’ organization and their father personally. After the reading of the will, Violet said she needed some “space away from you crazy bitches,” but agreed to stop by the house in Lake Forest later that evening.

			Isobel stroked a finger along the Laura Ashley coverlet, her expression musing. “There was a time I would have done anything to have my big sister invite me to this house for a sleepover.”

			Heart punch. Oh, God, what a bitch Harper had been. Isobel had done nothing wrong except be on the receiving end of the love Harper had always assumed was hers and hers alone.

			“Isobel, I—” The doorbell rang, cutting off whatever stilted apology was on her tongue.

			“Forget it, Harper. Water under the bridge. How about we present a united front?”

			Okay. Save hockey franchise dream now, repair fractured sister relationship later.

			Isobel trailing her, Harper headed downstairs and answered the door. Violet stood on the threshold, five feet five of ink and attitude.

			With raven-black hair, flawless olive skin, full red lips, and their father’s green eyes, twenty-three-year-old Violet rocked a Jessica Jones meets JLo vibe. Tonight, the most recent addition to the Chase Mental Asylum wore a skin-tight tee bearing the slogan “Men are like beer: Some go down better than others” above a short leather skirt and ripped tights with tattooed roses playing peekaboo. Every time Harper saw her—and this would be the fourth time since learning of her existence two years ago—Violet had a new round of ink adorning her skin.

			“Hey, thanks for coming over.”

			“Didn’t think I had a choice. You made it clear it was life or death.” Probably a defense mechanism, but she sounded amused, which put Harper’s back up. This might be a joke to her, but it was everything to Harper.

			Seeming to realize she’d spoken cavalierly, she added, “Look, I’m sorry, but this is pretty fucking awkward all around.”

			“It doesn’t have to be,” Harper said, glancing at Isobel for support. “It’s only for a season, nine months at most. We can do this.”

			“Rah-rah, go team,” Violet muttered.

			That’s the spirit! “Would you like a glass of wine?” Harper asked. Wine made everything better.

			Flourishing a hand that said pour away, Violet followed them into Harper’s salon and accepted a glass of Malbec. The air was thick with tension. Harper had done her best to dissipate it in the last few years, but her father had appeared to relish the fact his daughters did not get along.

			Exhibit A: Violet Vasquez.

			Two years ago, almost to the day, Harper had found out that Clifford fathered another child from a one-night stand with a hockey groupie and had elected not to share this with either of his ex-wives or his daughters. Covering up his marital indiscretion with money and lies made much more sense.

			“What proof is there?” Isobel had asked before Harper could. “How do we know this isn’t just some scam? Women are always accusing Daddy of knocking them up. He was a famous hockey player.”

			But Clifford had already done the legwork and confirmed it with a DNA test—then proceeded to shove the problem into the Chase family closet. As soon as Harper found out, she did the decent thing: she immediately contacted her new sister.

			Violet had ignored her.

			Harper tried again. Sent her gifts on her birthday and at the holidays. Visited Violet at the Reno tattoo parlor where she worked as a receptionist. Violet tolerated her for an awkward lunch where Harper played unsuccessfully at older sister and Violet played successfully at bored. That she had shown up for the reading of the will was a surprise in itself, but then there was a lot of money in play.

			No buyouts or transference of assets were allowed. If they refused outright to run the team jointly, it would be sold. If they didn’t make the playoffs this ­season . . . shit, Harper couldn’t think about that now.

			One foot in front of the other. They had to convince Violet to wait a year before she took her cut.

			“The way I see it,” Harper said after Violet had taken a sip, “is that you guys need to trust me to make this work. Sure, that’s asking a lot, but I know what I’m doing here. I’ve been preparing for this moment all my life.”

			Violet frowned. “If it was just a matter of showing up at a couple of meetings every few months, I’d say, screw it, let’s do it. But I know zilch about hockey. As for these terms, the ones that say we have to make the decisions together and I have to live in Chicago or commute here for the home games—I mean, what the hell was he trying to prove?”

			Harper heard more pain than annoyance in her voice. Clifford had learned of her existence about ten years ago and had handled the news terribly. Blaming Violet’s mother took precedence over making any effort to connect with his newfound daughter. Better to send hush money. Better to ignore this girl who must have been so hurt and confused.

			“I think this is his way of saying sorry,” Isobel said. “For being somewhat lacking in the daddy department.”

			Harper whipped her gaze to Isobel, who had never once criticized their father in her presence. He was a hero to her, a powerful counterpoint to Harper’s failed relationship with him. Was it possible he’d been less than perfect in Isobel’s eyes?

			Violet slumped in her chair and folded her arms, all sullenness. “By forcing us into this make-or-break arrangement? It’s bad enough I don’t know either of you, but now we’re supposed to play at sister-besties while trying to turn this crappy hockey team around. In what universe does that qualify as an apology?”

			Harper sipped her wine. Gulped, rather. Hell, she knew it was nuts, but didn’t crazy beget crazy?

			“It’s unorthodox, but then he was an unorthodox man. He wasn’t in this business to be loved. He wanted to leave a legacy.”

			Isobel shook her head. “By playing cheapskate and undermining every coaching decision? Ask any player if he’s happy with his contract, and I’ll bet the answer is hell, no. Ask any ex-coach if they’ll work for the Rebels again, and you’ll be laughed out of the room. In the last five years, we’ve lost at least twelve high-caliber players—­Martin, Rios, Tenkinov.” She counted off on her fingers. “And don’t get me started on Brian Rennie, our glorious GM. Did he do anything to argue for a new way forward with Dad? Three years in a row, voted the worst franchise in the league, and that’s down to our managing executive who couldn’t stand up to the great Clifford Chase.” Isobel frowned at Harper. “What’s so funny?”

			“I’ve never heard you say a single word against Dad.”

			Her sister colored. “I’m just frustrated to see all that talent go to waste. This team had some great players and now it has a bunch of lazy fatties.”

			Violet looked skeptical. “I’ve seen some of those guys, and ‘lazy fatties’ wouldn’t be the first thing that springs to mind.”

			Isobel returned the skeptical expression with interest. “Cade Burnett is holding the defense together by a thread,” she went on, “but Dixon is a total sieve in goal. We need to offload him—”

			“And start with Erik Jorgenson. I know.” Harper’s body lit up with that familiar tingle in her blood when something good was building. Like a plan. Or an orgasm. Although it had been a while on that last one, or at least one that benefited from a man-made assist.

			Isobel waved a hand in frustration. “But Brian doesn’t want to spend—just like Dad—and he spends more time micromanaging Coach Calhoun than working on player development.” Most owners and GMs trusted their coaching staff to make the roster and game calls, but not Cliff or Brian. “Then there’s the elephant in the rehab facility.”

			Violet perked up. “Rehab facility?”

			“Bren St. James, our captain,” Harper said. “He’s coming off a three-month stint of drying out.” The broody Scotsman had relapsed last season, and management had ordered him to get his act together or risk being let go.

			Truth be told, Harper had ordered it. Both her father and Brian wanted to send him packing, but Harper had fought for him. He was a damn good center and deserved another chance.

			“I remember him. Looks like Jason Mamoa, talks like Ewan McGregor?”

			“Thought you knew zilch about hockey,” Isobel said with a barely stifled grin.

			“True, but I know plenty about men.” Violet looked thoughtful. “Worried you can’t trust him to be a team player?”

			Harper touched a finger to her lips, considering. “Right now, the players are the least of my concern. As for being a team player . . .” She let the insinuation hang in the air between them.

			Violet sat up straight. “Look, I have a life that does not revolve around hockey. I have a life in Reno.”

			Harper was unconvinced. She’d paid someone to run a background check on her sister. Not cool, but she had to know what she was dealing with. Violet lived in a shady part of town, was barely making rent while she worked two part-time jobs in a tattoo parlor and a biker bar. Her mother had moved back to Puerto Rico a year ago.

			“Are you telling me you couldn’t do with a little extra cash?” An understatement. If Violet agreed to the will’s terms, she’d get a generous stipend now and a cool half mil in a year just for signing a few contracts and watching a few games. If the team succeeded, Harper would buy her out, assuring her of a huge windfall.

			So she had to up sticks and move to a new city. Hang with the sisters she’d never met. Surely, no big deal.

			“Do you have a boyfriend?”

			“No one special.”

			Isobel cocked her head. “Plenty of manwhores in Rebel Land.”

			Nah-uh. Discomfort tightened Harper’s heart in a fist. “That’s not happening,” she snapped. “The players are off-limits. No fraternization whatsoever.”

			“You’re no fun.” Violet pouted while Isobel delivered a curious look at Harper getting her knickers in a twist about hockey romances. Harper was only too aware of the perils of traveling down that road.

			“I’m not supposed to be fun,” Harper chirped, trying to blow off her overreaction with a blithe comment. “I’m the oldest and I will give my right tit to make this team work.”

			She turned to Violet. “We have a chance to do something extraordinary here. There’ve been women team owners before, but none of them have taken a failing franchise and turned it around into something phenomenal.”

			Professional sports was a boys’ club from the top down. The rough-and-tumble world of major league ownership was a trying business, requiring deep pockets and hard work, and it was extremely difficult for a woman to ingrain herself. But three women working toward a common goal? Just think what they could achieve.

			“So you’re saying the fact that it’s so damn hard should be its own reward?” Violet grinned and, damn, it was like seeing her father smiling back at her.

			“It’s either this or we give up. I’m not giving up, so this is what we’re doing.”

			Isobel raised an eyebrow. “Just like that.”

			“Just like that.” Harper leaned toward Violet. “We could help you find an apartment or . . . there’s a coach house on the property. It’s small”—but bigger than your hovel in Reno—“and we’ll figure out your place in the organization’s structure. Isobel and I know hockey, so we can handle the bulk of it. You’re here to rubber stamp the paperwork and collect the checks.”

			“They could all do with someone to listen to their whining,” Isobel said. “There’s your salary right there.”

			“Okay,” Violet said, suddenly the picture of cheer. “I could do with a change of scenery and some new material for my novel.”

			Presumably that was a joke, but the moment Violet spoke, Harper knew. She’d made up her mind before they’d even had this conversation.

			Now, wasn’t that curious. She wondered what Violet was running from.

			Aren’t we all running from something? Still, Harper would take the win and worry about the why later.

			“What’s first?” Isobel asked.

			More like, who. “I want to bring someone in who can lead on the ice. I know that’s St. James’s job, but I can’t rely on him to pull everyone together if he’s Lord Jonesing-For-A-Drink. We need someone who’s been around the block, who can knit this team together.” She had an idea. A glittering hell yeah idea. “But before we do that, we need to make a few changes in the front office.”

			Izzy’s mouth dropped open. “You’re not wasting any time, are you?”

			Relieved that her sister understood without her needing to say it aloud, she asked, “Do I have your backing, ladies? This is our first big decision, and we have to be united on it.”

			“You’ll get no argument from me,” Isobel said.

			Violet frowned. “You’re going to have to explain it to the knucklehead in the room. What’s the big decision?”

			Harper smiled, and anyone who didn’t know her might have thought that smile was downright evil. “Time to lop off the rot.”
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