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        Eric

      

      

      

      I can name a hundred places I would rather be right now than a nightclub.

      Most of the time, I can get away with an excuse or flat out tell my teammates to fuck off, but this is different. These are new teammates, a new city, and I’m signing a contract tomorrow that will make me their point guard. I have to put in the time with them, show my face, earn the kind of trust that will translate to the basketball court. Unfortunately, a lot of that faith is earned off the hardwood.

      If my skill spoke for itself, I would be home right now instead of this dark, noisy establishment, a row of untouched drinks in front of me. I massage the bridge of my nose, attempting to get rid of the pounding in my head, the overwhelming mixture of cologne and perfume making me nauseous. These places are exactly the same, no matter what the city. Dallas, New York, Minnesota, Los Angeles.

      It’s all become a blur.

      “Bentley!” One of my new teammates falls onto the leather banquet of the VIP section beside me, throwing an arm around my shoulders. “Welcome to LA, man.”

      I force a quick smile onto my face for the team’s power forward, Rashid. “Thanks. Looking forward to putting ink to paper tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow is a hundred years away, my dude. We’ve got the whole night ahead.” With a hand the size of a pizza pan, he gestures to the writhing mass of bodies on the nightclub floor, one section below us. “You’re Eric “The Silent Assassin” Bentley. Take your pick of these women. Let’s get you a celebrity welcome to LA.”

      I start to say no thank you. For a lot of reasons.

      The last time I slept with a woman, my freshman year of college, the unthinkable happened. Now? I don’t let loose anymore. I don’t take my eye off the ball. Don’t drink or party or bring home strange women, no matter how badly I need relief. Whenever I get the urge to be self-destructive or forget my scruples for the night, I remember what happened that night and the impulse goes away.

      “I’ll pass this time…”

      That’s what I start to say, but then I see her.

      This cute little blonde who looks like she wants to murder someone.

      Her nose is screwed up, fists balled at her sides and she’s staring up at a man twice her size, ready to throw a punch. My stomach trades places with my heart. Who is that? Why do I have a hard time breathing when I look at her? Before I even know I’m moving, I’m standing up and demanding to be let through the red velvet rope of the VIP section to the main club floor below. Behind me, my future teammates high five, assuming I’ve spotted the female I want to take home.

      “Bentley!” one of them shouts behind me. “Just crook your finger at her. She comes to you. Not the other way around.”

      Something tells me this girl doesn’t come when a finger is crooked at her.

      Just a hunch.

      It might have something to do with the right cross she just delivered to the man’s jaw. A sound halfway between amusement and worry leaves me, swallowed up by the pumping club music. The crowd is parting around me, people taking selfies and asking for autographs, but I plow ahead, determined to reach the pissed off angel, because God forbid the man she just punched decides to retaliate. If he lays a finger on her, I’ll be in prison for murder instead of LA’s new starting point guard.

      The closer I get to her, the more everything starts to move in slow motion.

      She’s…goddamn. She’s something else.

      Not dolled up or dressed to entice. Just subtle in a black tank top tucked into tight, little shorts. Sneakers. Hair all windblown, cheeks flushed. No jewelry, except for an oversized watch on her wrist. God, I’ve never seen a fiercer expression on anyone. She can’t be taller than five foot two, yet there’s no denying she’s a warrior. What is she doing to my chest? I can’t seem to slow my heart rate or pull in enough oxygen. The music distorts around me and all I can hear is pounding in my temples.

      Everything shoots back into sharp focus, however, when the man she punched grabs her by the shoulder. She winces—and I see red. The club goes into fast motion around me and I lunge the remaining distance, pushing my way between them and dislodging his hand in the process, knocking the bastard back several paces. That’s when it hits me that I’ve just intervened in a situation I know nothing about. For all I know, this man is her boyfriend. Or husband.

      I’m surprised to find I don’t care.

      I’m taking her home either way.

      If this prick is her boyfriend, they just broke up.

      If they’re married, we’ll get those papers signed.

      I’m not going anywhere without her. And that certainty…is insane. I hear my thoughts and know they’re crazy, completely unlike me, but as soon as I saw her, it was like a shot of adrenaline and possessiveness, all at once. A Molotov cocktail of lust and guardianship. Mine. Fate has whispered in my ear for the first time in my life. I don’t get it, but that’s the end of the story.

      The man I’ve just pushed starts to charge me, until he realizes who I am and he holds up his hands, stammering over the music. “Hey man. I was just being friendly. She’s overreacting.”

      “Friendly?” repeats the blonde. “I saw you put that powder in my drink.”

      She tries to charge past me, but I catch her around the waist at the last second, holding her several inches off the ground. I bite off a groan when she tries to get free, her butt wiggling around in my lap. God help me, my dick is rock hard in an instant and an animal inside me gnashes its teeth, wanting to throw her facedown over the closest table and claim her in front of everyone. Mark her as mine. And I should be ashamed of myself for even thinking it, considering the accusation she just made. One I believe, one hundred percent.

      “Listen up a second, angel?” I manage through my closing throat. “I’m going to make sure this asshole goes to jail, all right? Trust me on that? But if you punch him again and he retaliates, I’ll be the one in an orange jumpsuit. Understand?”

      She twists in my arms, trying to pry my hold open. “I can fight my own battles. I don’t need you to do it for me.”

      “That’s pretty obvious. You’ve got a mean right hook.” Some of the struggle goes out of her and she cranes her neck to look up at me curiously, frown still intact, and Jesus Christ, she’s the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen in my life. Can she feel my heart slamming against her back? “But if he’s the kind of man who’ll dose a girl’s drink, I don’t trust him not to hit back. If that happens, I’ll tear down the fucking ceiling of this place with my bare hands.”

      “That doesn’t sound very ‘silent,’” she says, briefly dropping her head back against my pec. “So much for your nickname.”

      Amusement tickles my throat. “You know who I am.”

      She finds something about that amusing, green eyes twinkling. “Maybe.” A beat passes. “Get him out of here before he does it to someone else.”

      Nodding, I set her down, my hands lingering on her hips, unable to resist giving them a squeeze, listening to her quick intake of breath. For a basketball player, I’m on the shorter end of the spectrum, but I’m still six foot four, meaning she has to tip her head back to meet my eyes, her lips parted slightly, her medium-length blonde hair falling down her back.

      Fucking hell, if my cock gets any stiffer, I’m going to spend down the leg of my jeans. I’m going to have her in every position tonight. I’ll be lucky if I manage to tear myself off her long enough to sign the contract with LA tomorrow. Might have to bring her along to limit the amount of time we spend apart. Because Christ, this little green-eyed beauty is under my skin and I’m not getting her out. I already know it. How did this happen so fast? One minute I’m aching for solitude, the next I don’t want to be without her.

      “Don’t move,” I tell her. “Wait right here for me.”

      After a small hesitation, she nods. “Fine.”

      Resenting the distance I have to put between us, I nonetheless gather the piece of garbage off the floor and drag him toward the security guard who is already approaching, walkie-talkie hovering in front of his mouth. His eyes go wide as silver dollars when he realizes who is escorting the scumbag and he nods solemnly through my explanation of what happened.

      “We’ll take care of it right away, Mr. Bentley.” He takes the struggling man from me, securing his hands behind his back with a zip tie. “The cops are already on the way.”

      “Lucky for him.” I look the perpetrator in the eye. “And extra lucky for him we’re surrounded by witnesses or you’d have to be carried out of here on a stretcher.”

      Hearing the truth in my voice, he pales.

      As soon as the guard hustles the man toward the door, I turn on a heel and stalk back through the shocked crowd, looking for my girl. I want her now. I want her standing in front of me, looking at me, smelling like crushed berries. From my vantage point, it’s not difficult to find her, though she’s not standing in the same spot I left her and it takes a few minutes, causing a cold sweat to break out at my hairline, panic to wrap around my vocal cords. Relief is a living thing when I get to the back of the club and she’s standing at the end of the neon bar, in one of the darker corners. I come up beside her in time to hear her request a glass of water from the bartender.

      “You moved,” I point out, barely checking the urge to sink my fingers into her hair. Or pull her into my arms, kiss her. Jesus, I have no idea what I’d do first—only that I need to touch this girl. “I asked you to stay put.”

      “I rarely do what I’m told.” She chews her lip a moment, considering me. “Listen, thank you for helping me out tonight, but the way you’re looking at me? Like you’re already picking out our china pattern? It’s not going to happen. I don’t date basketball players. It’s a personal rule and I never, ever break it.”
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        Greta

      

      

      

      Lord, he’s even more attractive in person.

      Deep brown hair, finger brushed. Tan, muscled skin. Stubborn jawline.

      Too bad I’ll never get closer than this. Fine, I let him get away with squeezing my hips a few minutes ago. Fine, I loved the hard contours of his chest against my back, how effortlessly he scooped me up off the ground. How he came to my assistance and didn’t ask for proof of my claim. He just stepped in, no questions asked, and joined my side of the battle. I already like way too many things about him and I wish I didn’t. If he was a jerk, that would make blowing him off a lot easier.

      I don’t date basketball players. It’s a personal rule and I never, ever break it.

      My statement lingers in the air between us, his eyebrows drawing together over shrewd baby blues. Do I know who he is? A pretty funny question, since my father has been dying to sign the Silent Assassin since he entered the league ten years ago. The point guard standing in front of me is already a legend at age twenty-nine, his court awareness unparalleled, his passing precision celebrated by sports journalists and commentators non-stop on ESPN. He’s the universal dude crush of every man in this club—and he doesn’t even seem to realize it. Or even be aware of the people snapping his image on their phones. He’s only looking at me.

      “Are you here alone?”

      Briefly, I glance past him, watching my friends find glory on the dance floor. “I’m here with some of my classmates. This is more their scene than mine.”

      “I can relate. You’re a college student?”

      I hum an affirmative response. “Too young for you?”

      “I don’t have an age range for women I date, because I don’t. Date. Whatever age you are is the right one.” A muscle ticks in his cheek, his hand gripping the edge of the bar beside me, and shoot, I liked that response way too much. “What is your reason for not dating basketball players?” He leans in to ask the question, his breath stirring the hair resting on my neck. “Maybe it doesn’t apply to me.”

      “It applies to all of you, I’m afraid,” I say, accepting my water from the bartender. “Professional athletes are given every little thing they want. Money, cars, women, influence. They get bored with a toy, they buy a new one. I’m not a toy and I never will be.”

      Dang it, he’s actually listening to me. Patiently, quietly, like his nickname suggests he would. He’s not just waiting for his turn to speak, he’s taking what I say and processing it, that line of concentration deepening between his brows. “I don’t disagree with anything you’re saying, but—”

      “But you’re not like that?” I take a long sip of the icy cold water, set it down. “A lot of women who’ve dated basketball players have heard that line before. I’m going to be smart and learn from them. I’m not going to make the same mistakes.”

      For several seconds, he remains silent. Then, “What is your name?”

      I hold my hand out for a shake. “Greta Welding. Nice to meet you.”

      He slides our palms together, satisfaction making his eyes bluer when I gasp over the jolt of electricity. “Welding. You’re not related to…”

      “Your new coach.” We’re still holding hands. I can’t seem to let go. “That’s right. I’m his daughter.”

      “Unfortunately for me, huh?” he murmurs, running his thumb in a circle around the inside of my palm, his attention on me rapt. “You might be young, but you’ve been in this environment long enough to see some bad behavior from the players, is that right? Now you’ve lumped me in with everyone who came before.”

      “That’s right,” I manage, with far less confidence than before.

      Because he’s closer now and he smells like a fistful of mint sprigs, his eyes tracing down the neckline of my tank top with such ownership, my nipples stiffen and a wave of heat travels up the back of my neck.

      “It’s not your f-fault, per-se…” Oh lord, I detect a ramble starting. “You’ve been handed everything a man could ever want. Why work for a woman when there are hundreds waiting in the wings?”

      “They wouldn’t be you. And I work for everything, no matter how much I’m given.” He drops his mouth to my ear, brushing the sensitive shell with a hint of his lips. “I’d work my ass off for you. Because I’m not stupid enough to think a hundred men aren’t dying to take my place. In fact, it’s more like thousands.”

      Despite the water I’m drinking, my mouth is suddenly dry. “I, um…I mean, that’s a really good answer.”

      He looks me in the eye. “Not just an answer, Greta. The truth.”

      “Just because I haven’t heard…anything, really. About your extracurricular activities off the court…doesn’t mean anything.”

      “I ball and I go home.” Before I’m aware of his intentions, Eric wraps an arm around the small of my back, lifts me and settles me onto one of the plush, white leather chairs in front of the bar. “I want you to be there next time,” he rasps, stepping into the V of my legs, letting me feel his thickness against the inside of my thigh, his jaw flexing at the contact.

      It’s a struggle to replenish my lungs. “You want me waiting at home like a dutiful toy?”

      “No, angel. Waiting at home to get pleasured by your man.”

      “Calling yourself my man is seriously jumping the gun.”

      He gives me a slow devastating smile, a dimple popping up in his cheek and clenching everything south of my belly button. “By telling me I’m jumping the gun, you’re admitting there’s a chance.”

      “No, I’m not,” I protest, breathlessly.

      And I’m not.

      Eric was right. I’ve been raised in this world. I’ve been allowed way too close to the drama that often surrounds players and their significant others. Way too close. Close enough to be traumatized—and determined to never let that kind of pain and betrayal happen to me. Messy, public divorces. Scandals. Bitter fights. “I don’t date basketball players, Bentley. Deal with it. And by the way, I doubt my father would appreciate your hand on my thigh like that, let alone us…going out.”

      He looks down sharply, as if only realizing now that his big hand is sliding into the leg of my shorts, his thumb brushing up and back on the inside, sensitizing me head to toe. Despite being called out on it, though, he continues to touch me, petting the skin high up inside my shorts. Why am I not pushing him away? He’s taking serious liberties and yet, the worshipful way he’s stroking me feels so good. Feels like a promise. The flesh between my thighs is responding with slow, hot clenches that make me ache to cross my legs and squeeze.

      “No matter what your last name turned out to be, I’d still be starving for you.”

      “S-starving,” I stutter, watching his mouth come closer, hypnotized by the slicking of his tongue across his full lower lip. “That sounds serious.”

      “It is serious, angel.” He feathers his mouth over mine. “You don’t date basketball players. Okay. How about kissing? Isn’t that safe enough?”

      “Normally I would say yes.”

      He chuckles, sending happy little bubbles blowing through my bloodstream. “One kiss, Greta. Then I’m going to ask you out again.” He searches my eyes in that serious, thoughtful way of his. “We’ll see if your mind has changed.”

      “It won’t,” I whisper, sounding worried.

      Worried for good reason, it turns out.

      He launches a sensual attack against me, dragging me by the sides of my shorts to the edge of the seat and licking into my mouth. It’s so swift and blatant, I gasp, allowing him to sink deeper. To plant his sex directly on top of mine and lean, lean hard, creating plumes of light behind my eyes, eliciting the desire for more.

      For friction.

      But all he does is press and press that big shaft—right there—sliding his hands under my backside to knead, keep me steady, his chiseled mouth punishing mine like a wayward child, giving me strokes of his tongue, smooth nudges of his lips, our heads angling right, then left. Until I’m off the stool and being carried somewhere. Backwards several steps before my back hits a wall.

      I make an impatient, strangled sound and wrap my legs around his hips, demanding more without words. With a groan, he obliges, crashing his mouth down over mine, our tongues winding together, his hips beginning to hump me against the wall. That first thrust sets off a warning flare in my mind and I break away, sucking oxygen into my lungs, frantically taking stock of my surroundings. We’re in a deserted back room, reserved for parties, maybe? How did he do this? How did he cause me to completely forget my rules?

      To forget that I’ve never even been with a man before?

      Because the way things are going, he’s about to have me—all of me—in this club. And if I don’t find a way to break the spell, that’s exactly what’s going to happen. “Stop,” I say huskily. “S-stop. I…”

      “Angel.” His hips pump twice. Hard. Pinning me roughly to the wall and grinding, turning my legs to jelly. “Let me. Let me.”

      “I can’t.” It comes back to me, the reason I let him kiss me in the first place and the memory gives me the impetus to disengage from him, though he doesn’t like letting me go, not at all, his nostrils flaring ominously. I slide out from between Eric and the wall, righting my clothing with shaky hands. “I haven’t changed my mind.” Even as I say those words, my body is like, are you sure? Minds change! We like him down here! “Look…look at you, trying to sleep with me in a nightclub, ten minutes after we met. If that doesn’t prove you’re just another athlete used to getting anything he wants, nothing will.”

      “I got carried away,” he pants, plowing all ten fingers through his hair, coming toward me. “Fuck, the way you taste, Greta. I need more of it. Please.”

      “No.” Doesn’t matter that I want to. Doesn’t matter than I ache everywhere. Or that I’m rocked by the gritty sincerity in his tone. I’ve made myself a promise and I’m not going to break it, especially so quickly. There are good reasons that at twenty-one, I’ve trusted not a single man with my heart or body. I’m definitely not taking a chance on this basketball god who can have the world at his feet with a snap of his fingers. “It’s been nice knowing you.”

      His fingers flex at his sides. “I lost my head. That…that never happens and I apologize. Come home with me. Give me the chance to do this right.”

      I really come close to caving—and that scares me. After everything I’ve witnessed, after what I’ve been subjected to at the hands of my father, I should not be giving this man the time of day, yet I have to force out the words, “I’m not interested, Eric.”

      He rakes his eyes over me. “Those stiff little nipples make you a liar.”

      Flames steal up my cheeks. “I’m leaving. Good night.”

      I turn on the toe of my sneaker and power walk toward the main club floor, but Eric—once again living up to his nickname as the Silent Assassin, blocks my exit before I even hear him move, his mouth moving in my hair. “You really think this is the last time we’ll meet, angel?”

      It’s clear he believes the opposite.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper, honestly, forcing myself not to lean into him.

      “I’ll be seeing you real soon, Greta.”

      I escape by the skin of my teeth, his promise ringing in my head all night.
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      I didn’t sleep for a single minute last night.

      No, I paced the edges of my new house, replaying that kiss. Her tiny gasps. Replaying every second of my short acquaintance with Greta, from the moment I saw her facing down a man twice her size like a badass lioness, to the way she swung from vulnerable to determined to stubborn in that back room. Rubbing her pussy in my lap one second, telling me goodbye the next.

      Jesus, she’s got me so hot, I can’t think straight.

      Beating myself off holds no appeal whatsoever. I’m rock hard, distended in my briefs, but I refuse to touch it. Next and last person to lay a finger on that cock is going to be Greta Welding, end of story.

      She’s going to be mine.

      But I’ve made a living out of reading my opponents and one thing is clear.

      If I want her, I’ll have to play dirty.

      I’m up against a brick wall when it comes to her past, whatever she’s witnessed as the daughter of a coach of a professional basketball team. Having been around a lot of drama, infidelity and lying myself over the last decade, I have an idea of what’s turned her off regarding athletes. Hell, it’s hard to blame her. But I’m not waiting around for my future wife to meet and marry a doctor or a fucking accountant. It’s going to be me. I’m going to give her everything she’s ever dreamed of. Now. Today. If I have to spend another night without her thighs wrapped around my hips, I’m going to buck my level-headed reputation and go ballistic.

      Growing up poor in a backwater Louisiana town, I learned a lot about persistence. No one was going to hand me a career in sports. I had to get up earlier than everyone and practice twice as hard. When it came time for college, I had to send my highlight reel to scouts to bring them down south to recruit me. No one helped me and no one gave a crap. Everything I’ve ever gotten has been a battle. A fight. Maybe that’s why I don’t squander my wealth like my teammates. It’s too easy to blow through money. There’s no challenge in it.

      I’m up to the challenge of winning Greta.

      Without a doubt, it’s the worthiest one I’ve faced.

      That’s why at this very moment, sitting across from her father in the conference room, I know what I have to do in order to make her mine. In order to maintain my sanity. I’ve never been pushed to do something so corrupt or unethical. Never in my life. Honesty and hard work are my modus operandi. But it’s been mere hours since I tasted her and I’m already steadily losing my mind. I haven’t shaved. Haven’t eaten. I’m looking a man in the eye while my cock is hard for his daughter and I don’t give a good goddamn. I need her. Now.

      “Well, now, Eric. I don’t mind admitting I’ve been trying to get you in purple and gold since your rookie year.” Rick Welding turns the contract to face me, nodding at me, my agent. Also sitting in the room is the general manager of the team and several executives. “I’m thrilled we’ve finally done it with this Denver trade.”

      “Me too. I’m going to do big things in LA.” I turn to look out through the glass wall that overlooks to arena, but I’m really only seeing Greta’s beautiful face. “This time next year, there will be a new banner to hang.”

      Rick booms a laugh, slaps a hand down on the table. “There’s that casual confidence that makes you so unique.” He passes me a pen and reaches over to slap the shoulder of his general manager. “We’re pleased as hell to welcome the Silent Assassin into the fold, let me tell you. We—”

      “Can we have a minute alone?” I say to the room in general, without taking my attention off Rick. I’m usually a good judge of character and I’ve always liked him well enough, based on our brief meetings. But if he’s the reason Greta is so jaded when it comes to athletes, he might be my new least favorite person. Unless he says yes to what I’m about to propose. “Just something between player and coach.”

      Everyone looks thrown off by the request, but the executives, GM and my agent all comply, getting to their feet and leaving the room, closing the door behind them. Coach Rick stares across the table at my curiously, smile intact.

      “I know what this is about,” Rick says, leaning forward, elbows on the table. “You’re worried about clashing with some of the bigger personalities on the team—”

      “It’s about your daughter.”

      The older man does a double take. “My daughter? Greta?”

      I nod slowly. This should feel a lot more wrong than it does. But I had her in my arms last night and my heart, my gut, my soul knows she’s supposed to be mine. I knew it before I even touched her. There isn’t a law or code between men that I wouldn’t break to make her mine in every sense of the word. “She’s now a condition of the contract.”

      “What does that mean exactly?”

      Gone is the jovial middle-aged man. Sitting in front of me now is an old, battle-worn bastard who knows how to cut through bullshit and get down to brass tacks. “It means, if you want me to play for LA, she’s part of the deal. She wears my ring.” My cock pulses, the weight of my balls brutal. There’s a buzzing in my skull, too, a tick behind my eye. Am I getting physically sick without her? “And I get everything that comes with her being my wife,” I finish thickly.

      He sputters. “I can’t just give you my daughter.”

      “You will if you want the banner.”

      Rick leans back in his chair, folding his fingers together on his broad stomach, considering me closely. “If you want Greta to be your wife, you must have met her. And if you’ve met her, you know she ain’t easy to convince of anything.”

      I say nothing. I just wait.

      This man has been hounding me for years to consider a trade. I could ask him for real estate on the moon and he’d make it happen. I’m beginning to feel guilty for cornering Greta like this, but I shove it into a box and slap a lid on top. Like I said, I learned from age one that the only way to win is to fight. To find the means of making something happen and commit.

      Tongue tucked into his cheek, Rick picks up his phone where it’s resting on the table. He taps the screen a few times and holds the device to his ear. “Greta.” Even the tinny, muffled version of her voice through the speaker turns my blood into a river of fire. “Would you mind coming in to the main conference room?”

      He listens a moment and hangs up.

      “She’s here,” I say, my attention already on the door, fists balling up in my pockets. “Where?”

      “Greta uses the training facilities to work out in the off season,” he explains quietly. We face off across the table until a few minutes later when the handle turns on the door and Greta appears in the entrance, dressed in a white sports bra and red yoga pants, hair in a sweaty bun on top of her head. She looks so wide-eyed and innocent, her gaze bouncing between me and her father that I encounter another hostile flash of guilt, but I banish it quickly. I let the lust win. Let the hunger and need and infatuation with her win.

      “What is this about?” she asks, taking a hesitant step into the room.

      Rick, looking a little seasick, pushes out a chair. “Have a seat, please.”

      Greta sinks into a chair at the far end of the conference table, only a second passing before she peeks up at me through her thick eyelashes, her nipples pebbling inside her sports bra. And this, this is why I shouldn’t feel guilty. When I kissed her last night, it was obvious she felt this electricity between us. This…intensity. This rightness. I’m not letting some rule she made before we met get in the way.

      “Mr. Bentley has a condition for signing the contract,” Rick says, staring down hard at the paperwork. “You, Greta. He wants you for his wife.”

      Gradually, it sinks in and her chest starts to heave. “But…what? No.”

      “He won’t sign otherwise.”

      My throat starts to hurt. I don’t like her looking cornered. Or betrayed. So I remind myself I’m going to make her so fucking happy. I’m going to prove her theories about athletes wrong and we’re going to lead a blissful, loyal life together. This is just an obstacle we have to get through.

      “What did I tell you?” she says, clearly at a loss for breath. “Athletes and their shiny toys. Money and power get you anything you want, don’t they?” Her eyes flash toward her father. “Same goes for coaches, doesn’t it?”

      “Greta…”

      “I won’t do it. I don’t care if he signs. You’re can’t just marry me off.”

      “You’ll do what’s best for this family, you ungrateful—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence,” I growl, not liking the impatient, warning tone he takes with her. Nor do I like that he barely put up a token resistance to what I’m doing. I expected a fight. Then I realize I have no right whatsoever to be mad. Look at what I’m doing. Taking away her choices. Letting my obsession with her cloud my sense of right and wrong. It’ll be a cold day in hell before I let her walk away, but I don’t want to fulfill her assumptions of me. “Take a walk with me, Greta.”

      She wants to tell me to go to hell. That much is painfully obvious.

      But she wants a reprieve from making this agreement even more.

      When we walk back into this room, I need there to be an understanding between us. Right now, she’s looking at me like the devil and it’s burning me alive. All I want is to be her savior and for her to be mine.

      I push back from my place at the table and stand, gratified when her eyes go a little dazed over my height, my strength. I’m built to satisfy you, angel.

      Does she read my mind?

      When I reach her chair and find those beautiful legs crossed so tightly, it seems possible. I hold out my hand, and after a slight hesitation, she takes it, letting me pull her up and guide her to the door. I’m holding her hand and she isn’t resisting time alone with me, so I incorrectly assume things are going well.

      That misconception is cleared up as soon as we step outside the conference room. The second the door closes behind us, Greta rears back and slaps me.
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        Greta

      

      

      

      I’ve always had a volatile temper. Once, in second grade, my father had to come pick me up from school early from the principal’s office. I’d kicked over a bookshelf in class because the pudding cup was missing from my lunchbox. Some might say that’s an overreaction, but hey. When you’re expecting chocolate, the absence of chocolate is unacceptable. That’s just a basic fact.

      Do I not have every right to slap this cocky bastard?

      Who demands a wife as a contingency to a sports contract?

      That is insane.

      Also insane? The fact that when I walked into the conference room and saw the relentlessly gorgeous point guard—the one who haunted my dreams last night—my first reaction was excitement. It started in the crown of my head and traveled all the way down to my toes, leaving a trail of fire behind. That heavy-lidded way he watches me, his strapping body poised to move at all times, touches a place deep inside of me. Makes me ache, makes me want to forget that I don’t trust athletes.

      The slap I deliver across his chiseled face is a reminder to the both of us. Furthermore, it’s a rebuke for trying to trap me. For using his influence to steer my life in a direction I didn’t choose myself.

      The sharp sound rings down the empty, carpeted hallway.

      He doesn’t react how I expect.

      I expect him to call me crazy or recoil in shock.

      But without missing a beat, Eric surges forward, grabs both of my wrists and walks me backward, pinning me to the wall. Hard enough to make me gasp. His mouth moves open and hot down my neck, then back up to breathe my name heavily into my ear. Cutting sideways to my mouth and kissing me roughly. Possessively.

      Eric’s tongue rakes over mine, his thumbs pressing into the pulses of my wrists, hips locking me between him and the wall. Rocking into me, letting me feel the huge outline of flesh behind the belt of his dress pants. The kiss is blatant, sexual. Frenzied. And it pulls me along in its swift current, demanding participation.

      Lord, oh lord, he tastes good. Our kiss has this perfectly suctioned pull and push, give and take, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m opening my mouth in shameful invitation, moaning for more of his invasion. Rubbing my breasts on the front of his crisp white button-down, growing lightheaded when my nipples coil.

      Just when I’m beginning to wonder if a woman can climax from a kiss alone, Eric breaks away. Frames my jaw in his hand, squeezing lightly, tilting my face up. I’ve never been more physically vulnerable in my life than in this moment, caught between this athlete in his prime and a hard place, my body weakened from the kiss, jaw cradled in a hand big enough to equal two of mine.

      “Are you calm now?” he asks through labored breaths.

      The word calm turns my vision red at the edges and I start to struggle, shoving at his chest, only to have his hips scoop me up and flatten me again, this time with that hard, male appendage pressed up tight between my thighs. And he’s still holding my jaw, not in a way that hurts, just in a way that leaves no doubt about who is in charge. God help me, my panties turn sodden. The fight goes out of me and I whimper, rubbing my sex against his, toes curling in my sneakers.

      “We don’t hit, little girl,” he rasps in my ear. “You use your words.”

      Those words—little girl—should make me want to throat punch somebody, namely Eric, but they don’t. They steal my breath. The way he speaks to me is disciplinary, like I’m a child, but I definitely don’t feel like one. I feel like more of a woman than ever. His tone and chastisement make me feel feminine and coveted and sexy. What is happening here?

      “Now I’ll ask you again.” He sucks the sensitive spot just beneath my earlobe. Sucks it long and hard enough to make me pant, my eyelashes fluttering. “Have you calmed down?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, unevenly. “Yes.”

      “Next time you slap me, angel, you’ll be sucking me off from your knees before the sting wears off. I’ll find a way to make that temper work for both of us. Is that clear?” I think he’s going to back off, but he fists my hair, instead, pulling my head back and slowly licking all the way up my exposed throat. “I’m going to give you this later,” he says hoarsely, bucking his hips once and catching my sharp cry with his mouth. “But right now, angel, we’re going to talk.”

      I don’t think I regain consciousness until we’re halfway down the hallway.

      Our fingers are interlocked and he’s guiding me toward the luxury boxes, located on the same floor. He opens the door of a box owned by a famous beer company, pulling me inside. The space is air conditioned, smelling of expensive leather, lavishly furnished. The arena where people will chant Eric’s name is spread out below, quiet, but impressive. When I was a kid, I thought the arena was a magical place, but as I grew older, it became a synonymous with my lack of power. My lack of control over my own life.

      That’s what I’m thinking about when Eric sits down on the leather couch and pulls me into his lap. If my posture is stiff, I blame it on the view. Blame it on the reminder I got in the conference room of how decisions are rarely mine to make.

      Why then do I like being manhandled by Eric so much?

      Isn’t his authoritative treatment the same as being told what to do?

      How can I loathe one and crave the other?

      “Greta,” Eric says, threading his fingers into my hair and gently tilting back my head. Holding me just like that, gaze on the ceiling, his breath in my ear. “I don’t want to make you agree to anything against your will. How do I make you mine? How do I make you need to be mine?”

      “You can’t.”

      He growls against my ear, that thick part of him pulsing between the split of my bottom. “Explain.”

      Dare I? Open up to this man like that? In surrendering to him physically (mostly) I’ve already given up so much ground. Telling him what’s in my heart seems like a risk. What if he gains ground there, too?

      That said, I can’t help but be grateful that he wants to listen. That he postponed the signing of an eight-figure contract to have this discussion when he probably could have strong-armed me into agreeing to his terms. And so I find myself confessing to this multi-faceted man. This man who defends me in a club, kisses me with violent passion, makes demands, then gentles his tone. I can’t seem to predict him for the life of me. They say the same thing about him on the basketball court. You never know which move the Silent Assassin will make next.

      “My parents got divorced when I was eleven.” I swallow, feeling his gaze on the movement of my throat. “I’d barely seen my father growing up. He was always coaching. Always on the road. So when they split, it was only natural that I’d go to live with my mother. But my father was worried about his reputation being hurt. So he…paid her off. He basically purchased me to avoid a custody battle and to make himself seem like a dedicated father.”

      I don’t realize my eyes are filling with tears until Eric swipes the moisture away with the warm pads of his thumbs.

      “It hurt. Being abandoned like that, just because a man desired it. Since then, I’ve watched money buy men whatever they want, making the women in their lives…commodities to trade. I swore that would never be me again, so I vowed to stay away from athletes. And what happened in the conference room is exactly why. You’re proving me right, Eric.”

      “No.” His voice is a harsh scrape of sound. “I only want to make you happy.”

      “You want to make yourself happy.”

      He throws me down on the leather couch and climbs on top of me, caging me in with his forearms and pressing our foreheads together. “I can do both.”

      Don’t rub against him. Don’t do it. “I’ll never be happy in an arrangement I was forced to make.”

      His breath pelts my mouth, his thick, athletic body vibrating with intensity on top of mine. For the second time since we’ve left the conference room, I’m pinned, unable to escape, and he seems incapable of not trapping me. It’s like he can’t help it. And the visible display of his infatuation with me is exciting when it shouldn’t be. My legs shouldn’t be eager to wrap around his hips, I shouldn’t be so breathless for another kiss. But I am. I want him to drop his weight completely and rock his hips into the cradle of mine. Want him to call me little girl again.

      Once again, he makes a move I wasn’t anticipating.

      “I want you to be with me of your own free will, Greta.” He tugs down the strap of my sports bra, exposing my right breast, touching my distended nipple with the very tip of his tongue and shooting a jolt of lust down to my toes. And when he laves it more thoroughly, looking me right in the eye, a moan breaks from my throat. “I won’t force you to be my wife. Not when it’ll hurt you and cause you not to trust me. Jesus, angel. That’s the last thing I want.”

      Did I hear him correctly? “Really?”

      “Really.” He pulls down the opposite bra strap, stripping the entire garment down to my waist. “I’m asking now, Greta. Not demanding.” He saws his tongue gently over my left nipple, sending wicked tingles to my core, making me restless underneath him on the couch. “I’m asking you to give me a chance. Just a chance.”

      I can’t believe it.

      He listened to me and…and changed course.

      My words mattered to him. They made a difference.

      It’s such an unusual occurrence in my life, I’m almost suspicious.

      “What does that mean?” He rubs the flat of his tongue over a hard bud and I whimper. “G-give you a chance?”

      Eric lifts his head, blue eyes brilliant with hunger. “It means come home with me, tonight, of your own free will. It’s my challenge to keep you there. Make you want to stay forever and be my wife.”

      “And you’ll sign the contract regardless?”

      He nods once, grudgingly. “I hate leaving this up to chance, but I want your trust too badly. I don’t want you to put me in the same category as the rest of the men in your life. I can’t expect you to believe I’m different if I don’t walk the walk.”

      I’m suddenly so turned on, I can barely form a coherent sentence. “It’s, um…hot. It’s so hot that you listened. What…who are you?”

      Eric leans down and speaks flush with my mouth. “I’m the man who is going to ride you ragged tonight.” He charts a path down my throat with his tongue, licking across my chest from one peak to the other, capturing the bud and sucking it noisily. “And we’re going to find out why you love being called little girl so much, aren’t we? Never called anyone that in my life. But you…that’s your name. Isn’t it, angel?”

      Flushing, I nod, unable to give him anything but the truth when I’m looking him in the eye. “I’m a virgin, Eric.”

      The way he pauses, tongue mid-lick of my nipple, hair falling into his eye, might be the sexiest vision available on all of planet earth. “A virgin.” He visibly turns that piece of information over and over in his head. When he speaks again, his voice is threadbare, deeper, resonating in my tummy. “I’m still going to ride you ragged, little girl. No help for it.”

      I start to tremble.

      Not in fear. No, I’m overcome by his words. What he’s doing to me. The flex of his thighs on mine, the way we’ve begun breathing in tandem, that promissory bulge wedged between my thighs, pulsing, elongating.

      “I want to go home with you now,” I whisper, my fingers gathering bunches of the front of his shirt, knees scooting open, inviting him to press deeper. “Eric…”

      “You’re horny,” he grates softly in my ear.

      My nod is embarrassingly eager.

      His groan raises goosebumps everywhere on my flesh. “One fuck and you’re going to be whining for it all the time, aren’t you?” He yanks my knees up around his hips and bears down, giving me one rough thrust and I scream into my closed mouth. “Yeah, I’ll be bringing you on the road with me, won’t I? Banging you before and after games. Halftime if you need it. Going to walk out onto the court smelling like your sweet little pussy and I’m going to love it.”

      He’s humping me now. Roughly. Through our pants.

      Staring me right in the eye, upper lip curled in a snarl.

      And I want it.

      I think I’ve had an orgasm before. Once when I was taking a bath, I found a spot between my legs that felt really nice to touch, but…wait, the more he drags that ridge up and down the seam of my yoga pants, the more I’m starting to think orgasms don’t merely feel nice. They’re like living things clawing to get free. That’s what I’m experiencing now, this burning grind of my intimate muscles, the lack of oxygen or rational thought. Just sinking my fingers into his juicy athlete’s butt and yanking, yanking him into the juncture of my thighs.

      Oh lord, oh lord, what’s coming?

      There’s a knock at the door.

      “Eric? Greta?”

      It’s my father.

      If anything, Eric’s hips move faster, his expression turning into a mask of possessiveness. “Not stopping. Can’t stop. Tell him we’ll be right there,” he grunts, shoving my knees higher, folding me in two, body punching and grinding into mine, couch springs complaining loudly beneath us, the sound mingling with our panting breaths. Deep in my sex, there’s a quickening. A glorious inferno of sensation that won’t be held back, scrambling my brain.

      And so I’m looking Eric right in the face when I call out, “I-I’m coming, Daddy.”

      Something primal flares in Eric’s eyes and he makes a choked sound, his hard body stiffening. Warmth rushes between my legs, his lower body making jerky, stuttered movements. He grinds down roughly, baring his teeth and pushing me over the finish line, which I am quite sure I’ve never been over before now, because my God, I’m whining into his mouth like a baby. He muffles the euphoric sound at the last second, his own throat issuing long, gritty groans that pulsate along my tongue. And there was something, an extra something about looking this man in the eye and saying the word daddy that holds me in thrall, makes me tremble that much harder on the way over the cliff.

      We lie there for long moments after the waves of pleasure fade into a glow, his mouth moving possessively but lazily over mine, his hips still pumping slowly, as if the movement is unconscious. Casual ownership that should make me want to slap him again. It doesn’t, though. I’m tripping through a forest of wonder, amazed than another human being can make me forget myself so completely.

      I’ll have to be really careful with this man.

      Or I might actually break my rules and end up his wife.

      The fact that I’m even contemplating such a thing jolts me, inviting Eric’s scrutiny. He opens his mouth to say something when there is another, more insistent knock on the door. “The press is here to get a shot of you signing the contract, Bentley,” comes my father’s voice from the other side. “We need you out here.”

      It seems to cause Eric physical pain to roll off me and stand. Immediately, he pulls me to my feet as well, rocking me side to side in the cradle of his arms, his chin resting on top of my head. “Do I get my chance with you, Greta?” he asks, gruffly.

      It’s no mystery that I’m as stubborn as they come, but I can’t help but want to give this man what he’s asking for. He took my concerns into account and adapted. He compromised…and I really like that. So I find myself nodding into his chest, letting him fix my clothing and smooth my hair. He brings me into the small bathroom and holds a hand towel soaked in cool water to my neck, kissing me on the forehead. And then he takes my hand and walks with me out of the private box, looking my father right in the eye as we pass, his expression communicating one thing and one thing only.

      Mine.
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      Greta arrives at my doorstep late that night. On purpose. That much is clear. She might be bending her own rules, but she’s making it known—loud and clear—that she’s at my home on her own terms. And Jesus Christ, the bratty look she gives me when she steps out of her little pink sports car makes my cock hard.

      The goddamn thing has been stiff as a pike since I signed the contract this afternoon and she breathed a sigh of relief. Surprise, too. That I put my signature on the dotted line without forcing her into marriage.

      She doesn’t need to know I signed the wrong name.

      Coach Welding was so glad to have it done that he didn’t check, either, shoving the documents back into the file and crowing about future championships to the gathered press. Maybe no one will ever need to know about the phony signature. It’s possible that I’ll win Greta entirely on my own and won’t need to point out the contract was never truly signed, but there is no way I would leave something so important to chance. This girl is the breath in my lungs. If her stubborn streak prevents us from being together, I’ll have to show her mine.

      When she stops in front of me at the front door, the light, crushed berries scent teasing my nose, I do encounter a flash of regret that I’ve duped her. She believes I’m a better man—and I will be. I will be as soon as I know she’s staying.

      Permanently.

      “Hi Eric,” she says, haltingly, her nervous tone totally at odds with the haughty set to her chin. This girl is going to be a handful. I knew this the moment I saw her, but I’m reminded now. Not only because she’s got a temper. Not only because she is stubborn as hell, but because she’s got a tender heart lurking beneath her beautiful surface—the kind that could gut a man for all its vulnerabilities. She’s trying to put me on the defensive by showing up late. Trying to act like she’s in charge, but the truth is, she’s feeling exposed. Her fingers are trembling around the handle of her overnight bag and her shoulders are tensed in the vicinity of her ears.

      That’s when I notice the textbook sticking out of her bag.

      Sports medicine.

      “What’s that?” I ask, nodding at it.

      She follows my line of sight. “In case you bore me and I need to study.”

      My laughter cracks and she smiles slyly, all while I make a mental note to check into private tutoring for the times she’ll be with me on the road. Female tutoring. “Studying, huh?” I take the bag out of her hands, tipping my head toward the open entrance so she’ll precede me. “Never really considered this dilemma.”

      “Which dilemma?”

      I follow after her into the house, salivating over the twitch of her buns beneath the short, white pleated skirt. God, if I don’t get her beneath me soon, I’m going to blow. “Who disciplines you for a bad grade now, when you haven’t agreed to marry me yet? Me or Rick?”

      She sends me a sniff over her smooth shoulder. “I discipline myself just fine, thank you.”

      “Is that right?” We stop in the foyer, coming toe to toe, making it necessary for Greta to tip her head back, and I’m momentarily struck speechless by having her here, looking so beautiful in my home. It was just another four walls until she walked in. “How do you do discipline yourself?”

      “When I get a bad grade, I force myself to watch basketball.”

      Again, my laughter catches me off guard, ricocheting off the white, Spanish-style interior of the house and I close in on Greta, setting down her bag, my hands settling on her hips. Squeezing. Circling around to her butt and gripping it tight on both sides beneath her skirt, kneading the taut flesh, watching her mouth fall open on a gasp. “I’ll make you a bet.”

      “I…” Her eyes start to glaze over, but she visibly shakes herself and focuses. “What? What k-kind of bet?”

      “I make you enjoy basketball and you wear my jersey at the next game.”

      Her snort makes me want to bend the girl over my knee. “Deal.” She shakes her blonde hair back. “Because it’s never going to happen.”

      “Never say never, little girl.” I swat one of her buns and she whines a little in her throat, that vulnerability catching hold and lingering, slowly eclipsing her brat act and leaving her with big, obedient eyes and parted lips.

      There’s a chance I could have her now. Right this second.

      More than a chance.

      She’s all but pressing her juicy little ass into my hands, mewling sounds growing louder and louder in her throat, but there are few things I’ve wanted in this life more than to see Greta wear my jersey, so I toss her over my shoulder and head downstairs to the indoor basketball court, already forming a game plan.

      Greta sputters, poking me in the back. “I’ve only been inside your house for two minutes and you’ve already manhandled me twice.”

      I trail my fingertips side to side in the crease behind her knee. “Should I keep my man hands to myself?”

      “I didn’t say that,” she grumbles.

      “You can womanhandle me, you know.” I slide my palm up the back of her thigh, massaging as I go. “Any time you like. No objections.”

      “Of course I can. You’re a dude. All men want in life is a woman to stoke their egos and their, er…”

      I chuckle. Damn, I’m having fun with this girl. I knew she had a good sense of humor and a quick wit, but now that we’re getting more comfortable with each other, she’s getting even better. That doesn’t bode well for me trying to get a handle on my growing obsession. As if I could. “Their what?”

      “You know what I mean! That thing that men want stroked.” She pokes me in the back again. “Women don’t like being manhandled quite so much because we don’t have a choice. Men do. You can use your strength against me.”

      I frown at the gymnasium doors ahead, considering her words. And I realize she’s right. As badly as I want Greta, if I was the kind of man who didn’t wait for permission, I could still take what I wanted. I’m over a foot taller than her and more than double her strength. “God, Greta. That makes you pretty brave for going anywhere alone with me. Or coming here at all.” I tug her down from my shoulder, gratified when her legs wrap around my waist. “Especially considering I tried to strong arm you into marrying me.”

      She doesn’t know the half of it.

      Fuck. It hurts to look her in the eye and know I’m not being one hundred percent truthful. I’m going to tell her everything right now. Except, then she plants an innocent, little kiss on my lips and snuggles closer. “Want to know one of my favorite things about you, Eric?”

      “Yes,” I say gruffly, pressing my lips to her forehead.

      “You listen when I say something. You really think about it.” Her thighs tighten almost imperceptibly around my waist, but my dick takes notice and thickens about two hundred percent. “I really like that.”

      “I’m all ears when it comes to you, angel.” I slow to a stop when she looks up at me through her eyelashes, a little dazed, possibly from the feel of my erection. Suddenly it’s a crime that I haven’t laid the universe at her feet yet. I want to give her everything this world has to offer. Most of all, I want to make up for the fact that I haven’t been completely honest with her. The truth would be the best option, but she’s just got finished telling me I did something right. Do I want to screw myself so soon by telling her I signed a false name today on the contract?

      Still. I can give her something.

      I think back to what she just said to me. About being manhandled. How men can so easily press their advantage. God knows I’ve been aggressive in every way since we met. What sets me apart from the asshole that tried to drug her drink? Reflecting on that with no small amount of shame gives me an idea.

      “Tonight is your first time.”

      Swallowing hard, she nods. “Uh-huh.”

      I stroke a hand up her silken thigh, engaging her in a long, drawn-out kiss. By the time we finish, we’re both a little dazed, her legs beginning to tremble around me. “You’re in charge. I’ll talk you through it, but my hands can be tied. Literally.” I kiss her cheek, her ear. “If that’s what you want.”

      She blinks, softens like icing on a warm cake. “You’d…tie your hands for me?”

      “I’d do anything for you, Greta.”

      “Even skip the basketball lesson?”

      I stride for the gymnasium door. “Sorry, anything but that.”

      Her burst of laughter is like a shot of wonder to my soul. And I know I’ll stop at nothing to hear that sound every single day of my life.
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      I could get used to this womanhandling thing.

      Me and Eric stand at half court of his giant underground basketball court, the fact that we’re completely alone amplified by the sheer magnitude of space. And we’re…flirting. There’s no other word for it. He tickles me and I giggle. I run my hands up beneath his loose gray T-shirt and he hisses a curse. He whispers secrets in my ear about nonsense, just for an excuse to slide his hand up the back of my skirt and I retaliate by taking a hard nibble of his neck.

      My nude thong is soaked, stuck to my skin.

      Honestly, I can’t remember a single other time I’ve flirted with a man without doing it ironically or being sarcastic the whole time. This is pure, unadulterated enjoyment for both of us. It’s foreplay. At least, I assume so, since I’ve never done it before. Eric gently fondles my breasts through the soft material of my tank top, groaning into my neck, letting me just feel the ridge of his erection every so often…all of it combines to weave a sensual spell.

      At first, putting my hands anywhere I feel like putting them on Eric’s hard body feels like a violation, but his flesh is so hot and welcoming under my fingertips. When I use my fingernails on his abdomen, he hisses, tugs me closer by the buns. When I trail a finger down his belly, stopping just short of his bulge, he lets me stare at the heavy-looking sex tenting his red sweatpants. And I can’t stop myself from thinking what it would be like to touch him freely with no interference.

      With his hands tied.

      His offer to restrain himself during my first time was a surprise. Why can I never predict which direction this man is going to go? I came here determined to hold back. To get through the night without letting him past my emotional defenses. But then he opened the door and flashed me those dimples, he surprises me at every turn, constantly keeping me on my toes. Somehow, though, I never feel less than completely safe. Wanted. Needed. And it really makes me realize how long I’ve gone without that feeling of being important to someone.

      He asked me to choose him of my own free will.

      I never expected to consider it, but I felt the instant connection between us last night in the club and it’s getting stronger by the second.

      Now, Eric kisses my neck one more time and backs away, not taking his attention from me once as he retrieves a basketball from the rack on the sideline.

      Oh my.

      I’m not supposed to be attracted to basketball players. I’m not even supposed to like this sport, but the sight of him dribbling toward me, like the ball is an extension of his body, that cocky smirk on his face, is doing it for me. Why can’t I just disregard him the way I do with the rest of the planet’s men?

      “All right, angel, come here.”

      I shake my head no and study my nails, making him chuckle.

      “I’ll come to you, then,” he drawls, dribbling in a half circle behind me. “Have you ever dunked before?”

      “What?” I gesture at my shrimpy body. “Is that even a question?”

      “Height isn’t an issue on my court. It has magical powers.” Clearly enjoying himself, he jerks his chin at the closest rim. “Even the shortest person can dunk on that basket.”

      I narrow skeptical eyes at him, but I’m half-smiling.

      He passes me the ball. “Go on. Give it a try.”

      “I barely manage to keep my balance on the treadmill,” I point out, carrying the ball to the foul line and squaring my shoulders. “I’m going to embarrass myself.”

      Obviously, he’s got something up his sleeve, so when I get a running start in the direction of the basket and suddenly there are two extra-large hands lifting me up, up, from around the waist, I am half-expecting it. But accelerating upward so quickly, my hair blown back by the speed, is exciting nonetheless and I squeal, throwing the ball down through the net. A second later I’m dropping and landing with my back to Eric’s chest, exhilaration tickling my veins, and I can’t seem to stop laughing in a breathless way I’ve never heard before. Not from myself.

      “Told you,” he says in my ear. “Magic.”

      “It was,” I breathe, being honest.

      “Does that mean you love basketball now?”

      “Don’t push it.”

      We laugh quietly, but it turns into sighs. I’m not sure if it’s the adrenaline, Eric’s charisma, the arousal he kindled at half court or all of the above, but I’m suddenly ravenous for the taste of him. My pulse is pounding a thousand miles an hour and I want his mouth on mine. Now now now. I twist around in his arms and find his lips with mine, slinging my thighs high around his waist and clinging, seeking his tongue eagerly and finding it. Finding it because he gives it to me just as hungrily, plowing his fingers into my hair, raking and slanting his mouth over mine, our groans filling the air between us.

      His kneading hands are rough and punishing on my backside, separating my cheeks, lifting them. “Are you telling me it’s time to start fucking, little girl?”

      “Yes,” I say, my head spinning. “Yes, Daddy.”

      Both of us pause.

      Eric pulls back to study what can only be my red face, because what did I just say? Did I really just call this twenty-nine year-old man Daddy?

      “I’m sorry—”

      “I’m not. I loved it,” he interrupts quickly, carrying me from the court, back into the hallway leading to the stairs, his thickly muscled chest heaving. “I’m going to make you say it again when I’m balls deep.”

      Turned on in the extreme by his bluntness, I tuck my face into his neck and moan, absorbing his crushed mint and male scent. Never in my wildest imagination did I think this moment with Eric would feel so absolutely right. To be carried to his room, the urgency almost blinding in its intensity, to feel like I might die if he doesn’t make love to me.

      Searching for something to ground me, I look around the house as he carries me through, taking note of the bookcases, the lack of flash. “Where is your nine-million-gallon fish tank and your stripper pole?” I murmur into his shoulder.

      He chokes a laugh. “I’m sorry?”

      “Most athletes go for a slightly more ostentatious look.”

      “Ah. Yeah, you’re right about that.” Shaking his head, he carries me up a curved staircase leading to the second floor. “I don’t drink. Don’t party. I’ve always thought…there’s no reason to make my house over-the-top impressive when I’m the only one who’s going to see it.” He kisses the side of my neck. “Guess I’ll have to rethink that. You’ll be here now.”

      I suppress my lovesick sigh. “Will I? Don’t get cocky, Bentley.”

      His laughter booms loudly off the walls.

      We enter his bedroom a moment later and I smile into his shoulder at the overtly male space. It’s gray and black, no nonsense, made for sleeping and getting dressed, period. Blackout curtains and a leather bench, cushy carpets, a bed that could fit a giant. Or one seriously yoked basketball player and me.

      Nerves begin to flutter in my throat over what’s to come, so when he drops down onto the edge of the bed, rocking me in his arms, I’m grateful he’s not rushing. But I search for a distraction, nonetheless. “Why don’t you drink or party?” When he stiffens a little, I lift my head to search his face. “Eric?”

      He clears his throat. “Just something that happened in college. I don’t…I haven’t talked about it much since it happened.”

      I reach up to cradle his jaw, stroking the day’s growth of dark hair. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      For long moments, he looks into my eyes. “I think I want to.”

      Nodding, I wait, continuing to run my fingers down the side of his face.

      “I was in a fraternity in college. Specifically for athletes. It wasn’t really my thing, I’m more comfortable being alone, but my best friend, Wade…he wanted to be part of that scene so badly. The parties, the camaraderie, the constant activity. I was already making a name for myself our freshman year, taking the first-string point guard spot. Sports analysts were plugging me as the next big thing. Wade knew he’d get into the frat if I joined and made us a package deal.”

      He grows silent.

      Following instinct, I wrap my arms around his neck. Hold him.

      After a moment, he continues. “I was young…but I wasn’t stupid. Or reckless. I just gave in to the constant pressure one night during rush week. One time. I kept getting passed drinks and everything turned into a blur. I lost track of Wade and I woke up in a strange bed with someone I didn’t know. It was noon when I woke up and he…Wade was already gone. They’d hazed him, given him too much to drink and they lost him in the hospital.” He takes a shuddering breath. “I was supposed to be looking out for him.”

      “Oh, Eric.” My throat constricts. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry that happened and you lost your best friend. That’s not fair.”

      “I haven’t drunk a drop of alcohol or been with a woman since then, Greta.”

      “You’ve been punishing yourself?” I shake my head. “It wasn’t your fault, Eric. You can’t blame yourself for behaving like an eighteen-year-old. You never could have known what was going to happen.”

      It’s clear he’s not willing to relinquish responsibility for this. It’s right there in the stubborn set to his jaw. “Maybe I’ve been punishing myself a little by denying myself alcohol and sex.” His breath grows hot on my neck, his hand twisting in the rear hem of my skirt. “Or maybe I was just waiting for someone to feel right. No one has ever fucking felt right but you. If I’ve been coming on strong, Greta, it’s because I’m scared you’ll slip through my fingers.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper against his mouth—and in this moment, I mean it. I can’t imagine myself without this man, every inch of his hard body contouring to mine, his naked honesty making my eyes burn. Pressing a kiss to his jawline, I reach down and gather the hem of his gray T-shirt, lifting it over his head and tossing it back over my shoulder. My womanhood responds to the sight of his packed, swarthy muscle, clenching between my thighs, coating my flesh in moisture.

      Next, I strip off my tank top and unsnap my strapless bra, letting it fall, arching my back slightly to offer him the sight of my breasts. The knowledge that this internationally renowned athlete hasn’t given in to the ample temptation surrounding him in eleven years? It makes me bolder. Arouses me to a fever pitch. Makes me want to reward him. And I find myself writhing on his lap, dragging my core up and back on the thickening steel in his sweatpants, listening to his choked breaths, watching his white teeth sink hard into his bottom lip, his hands twisting in the bed comforter. “Say it again,” he rasps. “Say you’re not going anywhere.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I breathe, parting my lips over his in a long, moaning kiss, my hips beginning to rock faster. The wet battle of lips and tongue gets out of control almost immediately, but before I can unzip my skirt, Eric is breaking away, his breathing harsh.

      “I didn’t forget, Greta. About putting you in charge of your first time. Tying up my hands so I won’t manhandle you—”

      “I don’t need you to do that,” I gasp, rubbing myself against him shamelessly.

      “When I make a promise to you, I keep it.” Blue eyes glittering, he nips at my mouth. “Go get a necktie from my top drawer.”

      My legs are shaking so violently, they barely hold me up, but I manage to make it the short distance to his dresser, pulling open the top drawer and removing a red tie with shaky fingers, returning to Eric. I watch, aching, from the foot of his bed as he positions himself at the slatted headboard, his big, broad shoulders nestling into the pillows. Studying me from beneath hooded eyelids, he crooks a finger and I go, without thinking, crawling on hands and knees in his direction, panting and bare breasted, the tie clutched in my hand.

      “Fuck.” He crams the side of his fist against his mouth. “I must be crazy offering to keep my hands off you.”

      “Still time to change your mind,” I purr, rising to my knees and slowly lowering the side zipper of my skirt and letting it fall little by little, down my thighs, eventually revealing my nude thong. “You can hold me down and make me beg for mercy…”

      I say it teasingly, but he doesn’t join in with my light laughter. “Don’t worry. I’ll be making plenty of time for that, Greta.”

      The dark promise in his voice sends a hot shiver passing through me. “Suit yourself,” I murmur shakily, advancing closer, struggling to catch my breath as Eric rolls to one side and presents me his wrists behind his back. I loop the silk tie around them several times, running the material between his wrists and eventually tying it. Tightly. And when he turns over again, back propped against the pillows, I can’t help but take a moment to ogle him, this muscle-bound sports god who is allowing me to rule him for the night.

      His blue eyes are already unfocused, hair tousled, his thickly defined abdomen muscles flexed in anticipation. I don’t get intimidated easily, but I am now, my heart leaping up into my throat at the possibility I’ll do this wrong. That it’ll hurt. That—

      “Greta,” Eric says, breaking into my thoughts. “Angel. All you have to do is kiss me and everything is going to be okay.”

      After a second, I nod and straddle his hips. By no means does my heart rate slow down. I’m not sure it ever will again. He’s right, though, as soon as I lean in and interlock our lips, both of us letting out eager groans, I forget my worries. There’s only room for Eric and the warm skin, the heaving planes of his chest and that wicked tongue in my mouth, mating mine with purpose, turning my thighs restless on either side of his hips until I’m rubbing my breasts against his chest sinuously, whining into the kiss.

      Eric’s mouth lets mine go with a pop, his head falling back, his breath coming in short bursts. “Much more of that and you’re going to make me come in my pants again.” He visibly tries to rein himself in. “What do you know about sex, Greta?”

      “I know you’ll be inside me. That you’ll…push. In and out.”

      “Yes.” He bares his teeth. “Most of them time I’ll have your knees pinned open and I’ll be bucking on top of you like a beast. This time you’re on top, though, angel. That means you’ll have to ride me in and out of that pussy. Show me how you’ll do it. Give me a practice fuck.”

      Biting my lip, I look down between our bodies, at the large column of flesh straining the lap of his sweatpants. I settle my sex on top of his slowly, easing down until he hisses a vile curse and I do what I’m told. I bury my face in the crook of his neck and mimic intercourse with my hips, grinding sensually, whimpering when his lower body begins rolling in an upward rhythm to meet mine.

      “We need to talk about something important before we take out my cock,” Eric rasps, licking at my mouth.

      “Protection?”

      “No, little girl. You never need to be protected from me. I’m talking about your clit. Are you rubbing it against me?”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “That’s a no. Tilt your hips, press down until the top of your little slit is riding me—” Following his instructions causes me to cry out, fall forward onto his chest, my hips writhing anxiously, sensation pluming like a geyser inside of me, making my nerve endings dance. “Oh God, oh God…”

      “Good girl,” he growls. “Above all else, we take care of that sweet little clit, understand?”

      “Yes,” I pant.

      “That’s what’s going to make you come. That’s what’s going to keep you wet and horny and climbing Daddy for more.”

      When he calls himself that title, an uncontrollable burn begins inside of me, the tingle of arousal building into a pyre. I can barely see him through the golden haze that clouds my vision, the orgasm looming closer, closer, my hips galloping on top of him, but when the storm clouds are just beginning to break, Eric sinks his teeth into the side of my neck, making me cry out at the unexpected pleasure/pain.

      “Panties off, Greta. Get me into that pussy. Now.”

      I’m whimpering and my hands won’t seem to work properly, they’re shaking with so much pent-up need, but somehow I manage to reach back and strip down my thong until it’s wrapped around my knees, using my big toe to drag it off the remaining distance.

      “Get my dick out and sit on it, little girl,” he grates directly against my lips. “If my hands were free, I’d be plowing you into a screaming fit right now, so help me God, you sweet, horny brat.”

      I cry out, my limbs turned almost limp under a surge of lust, but I manage to curl my fingers in his waistband and draw the red sweatpants down, the breath catching in my throat when I see him for the first time. And I’m so glad he drove me to this fever pitch before seeing his erection, because I think the generous size of it would have scared me if I wasn’t so desperate. So drenched and achy.

      “Just like we practiced, Greta,” he heaves, his body flexed in anticipation, eyes on me, hungry but grounding. “It’s going to feel so good, angel.”

      “I know, Daddy,” I whisper, rising up on my knees into a straddle above his hips, watching his eyes roll back in his head when I drag the smooth, pulsing head of his manhood through my wetness, knowing how to give him pleasure on instinct. Yes, instinct is taking over, making me desperate to satisfy my partner. It’s like something inside of me snaps up control, something driven by a quest for pleasure and my worries dissipate completely, once and for all.

      When I’ve inched the tip of his shaft inside of me, between that tight ring of nerve endings that ripple and dampen around him, my head falls back and I moan at the ceiling. It’s almost too much to look at Eric, at his seething muscles, the stark lines of his throat that stand out more and more with every inch I slide down, down, until he’s mostly in? I think? We both look down at where our bodies are joining together, the huge trunk of his erection only halfway hidden in my folds and digging my nails into his pectorals, I rock side to side, determined to take more.

      “Fuck oh fuck oh fuck,” he chants, sweat breaking out on his forehead, upper lip, the valley in between his pecs. “Jesus, Greta, how tight is that thing?”

      I lean down until our foreheads are pressed together. “Tight,” I say, pouting my lips against his hard, sculpted ones, letting him capture me, pull me under into a wild, carnal kiss. A filthy kiss that makes me dig my knees into the bed, just for an anchor against the raging storm of lust, and before I know what’s happened, Eric is planted completely inside of me, a continual growl of agony emanating from his throat, his blues eyes nearly crazed when I draw back to meet them.

      “Are you hurting, Greta? Don’t be hurting, angel. God. Please.”

      “I’m fine,” I gasp, though the pressure is intense. Intense, but fulfilling. With a promise of something more on the horizon. Something beyond my imagination.

      “Thank God. Now ride it,” he instructs through bared teeth, his shoulders flexing against his restraint. “Rub your clit on Daddy. Like I showed you. What did I say about that sweet, little thing?”

      “W-we take care of it.” I’m trembling, legs turning to jelly, but I grab hold of Eric’s massive shoulders and use them to propel myself up and back, up and back, a scream lodging in my throat at the new kind of friction. Dirty, slippery, sexual friction that I control. I’m in control of how fast or how slow, how tight the grind. And the power he’s given me makes my throat constrict with gratitude, because my God, it’s nothing short of glorious. Having this man straining, grunting, growing slick with sweat below, his arousal turning thicker, thicker between my thighs.

      “Can’t take much more, little girl.” His head tosses on the pillows. “Fuck, it’s so tight. Tell me you’re close.”

      “I am,” I manage in a rush, meaning it. Really meaning it, thanks to the slow contraction of intimate muscles between my thighs, pulsing where they cradle him. They squeeze violently and both of us groan brokenly, the pace of my hips kicking into a sprint, dragging my sensitive nub along his delicious length, my nipples riding through his sweat-slicked chest, our mouths in a furious tangle.

      “That’s it. You’re fucking me so good, Greta.” He moans, clearly trying to hold back, to wait for me. “Eleven years? I’d have waited centuries for pussy this good.”

      And then the wave crashes down on me, sinking me down to the bottom of some soundless purgatory of being right there, right there, before shooting me back up to the surface. To heaven, where the pleasure resides. I scream and bear down on Eric, my hips firing up and back, before pressing tight and holding, tremors wracking me head to toe, my sex pulsing through a release so powerful, it almost scares me.

      Or it would have if it wasn’t for Eric’s mouth finding mine, his hips hammering forward and up, our flesh slapping loudly, his strapping body straining to the breaking point, my name on his lips when he blasts over the edge, pressing up forcefully into my body and flooding me with scalding moisture. Eyes blind, jaw slack, he fills me with disjointed pumps, sending rivers of damp down the insides of my thighs. Following instinct, I clamp down around him with the muscles of my sex and he barks a curse, another long spurt of relief entering me through his draining manhood.

      I go limp on top of Eric, savoring the harsh breathing that stirs my hair.

      “Untie me,” he croaks. “I need to hold you.”

      Nodding, I somehow find the strength to move to the side, off his perspiring body so that he can give me access to his wrists. With spent fingers, I tug until the silk knot loosens and then I’m being tackled back onto the pillows, wrestled into the tightest, most secure hug of my life. One I never want to leave.

      “Jesus, Greta. I…” His arms pull me even closer. “Don’t make me live without this, please. Don’t make me go back to living without you.”

      When I came here tonight, my plan was to keep a part of myself hidden, sacred, but the doors have effectively been blown off of that plan. What just transpired between us wasn’t only sex, it was an exchange of trust and maybe some of our souls. One thing is for sure, I’m not going to leave this house tomorrow the same way I walked in…and with Eric’s arms holding me so securely, that doesn’t scare me. Not the way it should.
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      “Angel.” I kiss her bare shoulder, my heart squeezing at the adorable frown she makes into the pillow. “Greta, I have an early practice.” I move closer and lick the tip of my tongue down her spine. “Come with me. I don’t want to be away from you.”

      “Come with you?” she mumbles, waking up enough to look at me from the corner of her eye. “Wouldn’t it be weird with my father coaching you?”

      “He’ll have to get used to seeing us together.” I gather up her hair in a fist so I can kiss the back of her neck. “Especially since I’m bringing you on the road this season. Every season.”

      Greta pushes up onto one elbow, fully alert now, and I see her start to panic. Maybe I’m pushing too hard too soon, but I can’t bring myself to take the words back. No. This girl owns me. She stole the heart clean out of my chest last night—no, even before that—and I will have her for my wife. I’ll have her for my everything. Right now, I would love more than anything to press her face down into the sheets and fill her full of cock while explaining very precisely into her ear that she’ll be walking down an aisle immediately. That she’ll be bearing my children.

      And I would.

      I would explain that she’s going to be a lifelong obsession and there is nothing she can do to stop it, but I’m held back by my lie.

      I hate that I lied to her.

      That I told her I would sign the contract with LA, allowing her to choose me of her own free will. If Greta knew I left myself a contingency plan in the event she doesn’t choose me, not only would she be pissed, it would hurt her feelings. And I would rather jump from the rafters of the arena than put tears in her eyes. My God, just picturing a crying Greta makes me feel like there’s a bag of wet cement sitting on my chest. I don’t deserve to make demands on her after what I did, but this obsession…it fucking burns. It burns my common sense and decency to ashes.

      There is a voice in the back of my head telling me to make the situation right before Greta finds out. To ask for a quick look at the contract and fix the signature. But Rick probably has that contract under lock and key. I can’t risk him finding out what I did and telling Greta after the fact. After he has my corrected signature on the dotted line. Then I would have no recourse. No leverage.

      I just have to hope like hell she chooses to stay with me. Forever.

      Just have to hope no one is ever the wiser.

      “I’m sorry, you think you’re taking me on the road?” She flops over onto her back and I’m momentarily hypnotized by the bounce of her tits. “What about my classes? I can’t just drop out of school.”

      “Tutors.” I palm one of her breasts, rolling the nipples gently between my knuckles and her lips pop open, taking in a rasping breath. “Female tutors.”

      “Oh…” Eyes beginning to glaze, she drags her bottom lip through her teeth, arching into my touch. “You’re the jealous type?”

      “I never have been. Not over anyone or anything. But you, Greta?” I tighten my hold on her breast while bending down to capture her mouth roughly, kissing her with all of the possessiveness I feel, giving her tit a sharp slap and swallowing the shocked little mewl she makes in response. “Don’t even find out how jealous I can get, little girl,” I growl against her mouth. “Do you understand me?”

      Comfort visibly washes over her. Security. Her eyelids grow heavy and she rolls toward me, snuggling close. “Yes, Daddy.”

      I trail a hand down her back to palm her backside, making a horny sound in my throat. God, if I had more than five minutes until I need to be out of bed, I’d fuck her so well, I’d have to carry her limp body into the arena for practice. But I find myself needing promises—now—to maintain my sanity. I need a commitment from her or I’ll never be able to concentrate on the court this morning. She’s the most important thing in the world to me, but that also means providing for her. Giving her everything she’s ever wished for. So I need to be on my game, too.

      “Greta,” I say, licking into her sexy mouth. “Tell me you’re spending the night again tonight. Every night. Tell me you’re coming on the road with me. I want to know you’re mine before we leave this bed. I need to know.”

      She leans back and studies my face. At first, she’s guarded, but her vulnerability begins to shine through the longer we’re looking into each other’s eyes. “I never had a chance,” she whispers. “You made me yours. Now…I don’t think I can go back to before. I don’t want to. I’m yours, Eric.” Her eyes close and I hold my breath, aching to hear the rest, my heart rapping wildly in my ribcage. “And…I love you being my Daddy,” she says, her voice even lower than before. A thread of sound. “It feels so good. Is it supposed to? Feel so perfect?”

      Jesus, I was a fool to think I could survive this conversation.

      I might die of happiness or astonishment before it’s over.

      “I don’t care how it’s supposed to feel. If it feels right for you, angel—for us—that’s what I want. What I need.” I knead her butt cheek a final time, then trail my fingers inward, tucking my middle one up against her tight, virgin asshole, the puckered texture of it making me groan. “I need every single part of you. Need to know you belong to me every second of the day.”

      “I do,” she breathes, whimpering when I press down on that digit. “I belong to you, Eric. I can’t help it. You make me break my rules.”

      “Tell me you know I’m not like the rest of them.” I press down harder on her sweet back entrance, parting it slightly. “Say it.”

      “You’re different,” she gasps, leaning in to sip at my skin, her pink tongue sneaking out to lick at my collarbone, my chest. “You’re my Eric. I know that now.”

      “God, thank God.” I didn’t realize how sick it made me, how anxious to know she’d lumped me in with the athletes she’s witnessed behaving badly. I would never hurt her, never betray her…

      Isn’t that what you did by signing the wrong name on the contract?

      Making her falsely believe you were giving her a choice?

      Guilt causes me to stroke her snug hole one more time, before withdrawing my hand reluctantly. “Thank you, Greta. For saying that.” I kiss her shoulder, inhaling her scent desperately. “Dammit, I don’t want to get out of this bed, but it’s my first practice. I need to set the tone for everyone else.”

      A smile flirts with her mouth. “And what tone is that?”

      “That we show up early, win at all costs. And there’s no slacking off.” Unable to take my eyes off her beautiful face, I force myself to throw back the covers and climb out of bed, wincing over the stiff length of my cock. “I won’t allow my girl to be with anyone less than a champion,” I rasp, stroking myself once, twice, watching smoke drift into Greta’s eyes as she watches the action, her tongue trailing across her bottom lip eagerly.

      Come beads on the head of my dick, dribbling down onto my knuckles. “When you’re watching practice today, remember what you’ll be getting between your thighs afterward.” I let out a shuddering breath, imagining her naked, splayed out, moaning for me to go faster. “Think about how it’ll feel, fucking in and out of you. Ahhh, angel. Getting so deep in that tight, juicy pussy. Think about getting ridden hard, like a bad little girl. Should guarantee you’ll be wet enough for me to rip off your panties and thrust right in as soon as the buzzer sounds, shouldn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she pants, sounding dazed.

      “Good girl.” Still holding my erection, I move to the side of the bed, leaning down to kiss her soft, perfect mouth. “Shower and get dressed. You’re coming with me. We go together. Now and always.”

      An hour later, I guide Greta through the players’ tunnel toward the court, my arm around her shoulders. In the seven years I’ve been in the league, I’ve never truly felt like I’ve made it until this moment. Most days I felt like an imposter. Or like I didn’t deserve success after what happened to Wade at that frat party. On my watch. When I should have been there for him. Yeah, I’ve never really felt wealthy until now. Having Greta tucked into my side trustingly is true wealth.

      The only kind that matters.

      When we come out on the other side of the tunnel, I see I’m the second player to arrive. Coach Welding is there, too, sitting on the sidelines and writing into a notebook. He does a double take when he sees me with Greta. This man is my future father-in-law, not to mention we’re going to be working together to win basketball games. The last thing I need is to be at odds with him, but I can’t help locking in that final claim on Greta. Looking him in the eye while I kiss her forehead, settling her down in a front row seat to observe practice. Leaning down to stroke my tongue into her mouth, I leave no doubt as to what we did last night and what I plan on doing every single night, forever. I’m the only man in her life now.

      I tip her chin up, enjoying the fact that my kiss turned her cheeks pink, breathless. “If you need anything while I’m practicing, you let me know.”

      “I’m not going to interrupt you.”

      “If you need something, angel, I want to know about it.”

      Slowly, she nods, her gaze traveling downward from my face to my lap, catching her bottom lip between her teeth and chewing. On the way to the arena, we kissed at every stoplight, our hands constantly reaching for one another across the console of my SUV, brushing skin, teasing. She’s hard up for a fuck, no mistaking it, and I need to get through this first practice with my new team so I can give it to her. God knows I’m burning alive for her, too. Probably won’t have a moment’s peace from my lust for Greta until the very last breath I take.
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        Greta

      

      

      

      It’s safe to say I’m officially over my aversion to basketball players.

      Or maybe this newfound appreciation for them is all about Eric?

      Oh yeah. Definitely just Eric.

      I can’t take my eyes off of him during the practice, my fingers curled into the edge of the seat, legs crossed beneath my skirt to hide panties that dampen every time he barks an authoritative order on the court. My pulse flutters in more than just my veins, there is a pulse between my thighs that beats in a low, tumultuous rhythm, my entire body feeling hot and flushed.

      Lord, the way he moves is so fluid. A little bit cocky, but focused.

      He lifts his T-shirt to wipe sweat from his brow, briefly revealing that gloriously chiseled stomach and I barely trap a moan, squeezing my legs together.

      I need him inside of me.

      Now.

      He told me to think of us having sex while he practiced. So I would be ready for him as soon as the buzzer sounds. And he really didn’t need to give me those instructions, because I can’t control the moving images in my head. Can’t stop the breath sawing in and out of my lungs, the nipples turning to hard, little points inside the thin, blue material of my tank top.

      The orange juice I drank this morning means I have to pee now, but I can’t make myself stand. My legs are too wobbly and I’m so wet, I’m worried if I uncross my legs and get up from the seat, moisture will be clinging to the insides of my thighs.

      I’m so absorbed by the sight of Eric’s thick calves, his flexing arms, the sexy line of concentration between his brows, that I almost jump out of my skin when a buzzer goes off, signaling the end of practice.

      I’m surprised when Eric comes toward me immediately, stripping off his T-shirt and using it to dry the sweat from his skin. Tossing it away in favor of gripping my elbow and pulling me from the seat. Quickly, he hustles me toward the players’ tunnel and down the long, cinderblock hallway, turning right instead of left at the end. Taking me in the opposite direction of the locker room. He opens one door, looks inside and slams it shut with a growl.

      Thankfully, he seems to find what he wants behind the second door he opens, because suddenly I’m being pulled inside, crowded up against the door by Eric’s huge, sweaty body, his hands yanking up my skirt without a moment’s hesitation. Without permission. Only confidence. Possessiveness. And I love it.

      I love it when he spins me around to face the door and rips my panties off in an aggressive fist, sinking down to his knees behind me. My legs almost give out when he licks me there, his tongue traveling over the pucker between my cheeks, pressing his stiff tongue there and flexing it, jiggling, until I’m gasping into the surface of the door, back arched, offering him my backside for more of the same treatment. And he gives it to me, his tongue relentless on that unbreached entrance while his fingers find their way around my hip to the front of my body. To my sex, his middle and ring finger slipping through my folds, tantalizing that aching bud slowly, firmly, setting off explosions of unimaginable lust in my lower body.

      “Eric,” I gasp, no idea what I’m asking for.

      Do I want him to keep going so I can climax this way?

      And I will—I’m only seconds away.

      Or do I want him inside of me?

      Yes.

      As soon as I have the thought, I become almost blind with eagerness. I make a whimpering sound in my throat and Eric correctly interprets what it means. His tongue leaves me along with his fingers, my legs almost collapsing from the loss, but then he’s standing behind me, shoving down his shorts with a growl and plowing his big smooth shaft into me, the force of his entrance slamming me up against the door.

      “Oh my God,” I scream through my teeth.

      “Jesus Christ!” He punches the door above my head, thrusts me up onto my toes and flattens me, rattling the door in its frame. “What am I going to do with this tight, tempting little pussy, huh? Should I fuck it?”

      “Yes,” I sob, clawing at the door. “Yes!”

      He wraps a sweaty forearm around my hips and punches upward several times, our flesh smacking together, his teeth bared against my ear. “Sitting on the sidelines flashing me that wet cunt. Making me insane. You’re lucky I didn’t put my cock in your mouth, right there in front of your father. Would you have sucked your new Daddy in front of your old one, angel?”

      I’m seeing stars. Can’t form words to save my life.

      He’s taking me roughly, angrily, and it feels so good, I’m simultaneously begging for the orgasm, while wanting to stave it off as long as possible. To let this delicious, pounding torture continue. The fact that I have a full bladder is somehow heightening the pleasure of his hard sex inside of me, the added weight pushing down on my erogenous zones, the pressure perfect. Blissful. So incredible I find myself grinding my hips back to meet his drives, doubling the impact, setting off sparks of light behind my eyes. “Harder, harder, please.”

      Eric’s erection leaves me and I’m spun around again, lifted against the door and entered a second time with a triumphant grunt. My legs circle his hips haphazardly, trying to find purchase when he’s wailing on me, taking me so hard, the door bangs loudly with every surge of those chiseled hips.

      “Yeah. You love this dick, don’t you, little girl?” His breath is hot on my neck, his grazing teeth sending tingles to my core, signals that the end is near. “Good. You’re going to be getting a steady diet of it. Up that baby girl ass, down your throat, in this tight motherfucker of a hole between your thighs. Mine. All of that is mine. Do you understand me?”

      “I understand,” I whimper, my head falling back.

      Slapslapslapslap.

      He’s bouncing me now, the momentum of his pumps picking up, his hips ramming mine into the door, his grip bruising beneath my knees where those extra-large hands hold me open, accessible to his lust. “Eric,” I moan.

      “It’s time to catch my sperm, you horny little thing,” he growls into my ear, hips pistoning madly. “Here they come. Welcome them home like a good girl.”

      I’m already close to my peak just hearing those words, knowing he’s about to break. But then Eric reaches down and fondles my clit and I accelerate toward the edge, my knees jerking up and wedging beneath his armpits, his final drive grinding me into the door, both of us groaning like animals as the moisture leaves him, traveling into me with thick gushes. His lower body jerks with every one, my core spasming around him, fingers clawing, male hands clutching. Mouths open and panting against each other. There is no way to describe the euphoria, only that it’s like having the tension raked from my body while my chest fills with a new kind of tightness. Affection. As we come down from heaven, clinging to each other, I can barely stand the calamitous shift in my chest. Love. I’m feeling…love.

      I’m caught so off guard by the emotion, I start to push him away, trying to disengage, but Eric only holds me tighter, flattening me more securely against the door. “I feel it, too, Greta,” he says hoarsely. “Let it happen.”

      “Scary,” I gasp, one word all I can manage.

      “You’re safe with me.” He lays kisses all over my face. “You’re home.”

      That single word intoxicates me and I believe him. Trust him enough to look him in the eye and let him see the rearrangement taking place in my chest. The expansion of my heart as it includes him, allows him to burrow deep. He is still planted between my thighs and the longer we look at each other, the more I feel him beginning to thicken again. We start to breathe faster and he drives upward slowly, so deep that my legs tremble, a cry leaving my mouth. But we don’t break eye contact, his male vulnerability on display even as he takes me like a possessive master, pinning me to the door with every roll of his hips.

      We’re so sensitive, it only takes a minute for both of us to come again and it’s less explosion this time, more of a desperate, grinding reach, his teeth burying in my neck, fingers digging into my backside while I moan his name.

      Seconds later, I’m limp against him, his mouth planting kisses in my hair when a bellow rips down the underground passages of the arena.

      “Bentley!”

      That’s my father’s voice.

      We both stiffen at the raw, angry sound of it and I search Eric’s face questioningly. “Do you think he’s angry about the way we snuck off?”

      For some reason, Eric looks concerned, a groove forming in his forehead. “I don’t know. I’ll go find out. You stay here, all right?” He strokes a hand down my hair. “You look like you’ve been assaulted.”

      I kiss his chin. “Only in the best way.”

      One corner of his mouth lifts in a lopsided grin that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’m all for Rick knowing who you belong to, but if he’s already pissed about something, the bite mark might put him over the edge.”

      Laughing softly, I swipe some of my tinted lip gloss from his mouth. “Good point. I’ll wait here.”

      Eric looks a little concerned, but I try not to let that worry me. As soon as he steps out into the hallway, I begin to straighten my clothes, covering the love bites as best as possible with limited clothing. But I pause in the act of smoothing my hair when Eric and Rick’s voices clash right outside the supply room door.

      “I bet you thought I wouldn’t notice—”

      “Let’s talk about this somewhere private,” Eric interrupts him.

      “No. You’ve jerked me around enough. This is an eight-figure contract, Bentley. It’s the keys to the kingdom. And you signed it with a phony name?”

      A phony name?

      Why?

      This…this doesn’t have anything to do with me, does it?

      Eric agreed to sign the contract with LA. He agreed to do that without me giving in to his demands to become his wife. I was given a choice. Wasn’t I? Did he give himself a failsafe in case I decided I wasn’t interested?

      “This was about Greta, wasn’t it?” Rick sneers. “Bought yourself a little insurance with my daughter?”

      Eric’s heavy silence confirms my theory.

      Ice encases my chest and I back away from the door, struggling to fill my lungs with air. “No…”

      “Bring me the contract,” Eric says stiffly. “I can fix what I did.”

      “You bet your ass you’ll fix—”

      “Watch how you talk to me, Rick,” interrupts the point guard, his voice deadly quiet. “You’ve thrown your fit. Now don’t throw away your best shot at a title.”

      Even though the door is closed, I can picture my father backing down, palms out, his anger shrinking in the face of winning. “I’ll go get the contract. We’ll get this taken care of and put it all behind us.”

      My father’s footsteps carry him down the hallway. Once they fade, several seconds of silence tick by before the door to the supply room opens and Eric is standing there, watching me silently, from beneath hooded eyelids. His energy is charged and wary—and it should be. I’m crumbling inside. He lied to me. Told me I was making the decision to be with him, when all along he was maneuvering his options behind the scenes. Just like every athlete I’ve ever met. Just like my father.

      I can’t quite prevent my lower lip from trembling when I whisper, “You’re the same as the rest of them.”
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      She says the words that rip the heart straight out of my chest.

      Because she’s right. I knew the reckoning was coming as soon as I heard Rick shouting my name angrily. They say hindsight is twenty-twenty and this is proof. I could have won her without being deceitful, but now I’ve fucked up the best thing I’ve ever had or will ever have again, haven’t I? I’ve lost her trust, that’s what kills me the most of all. I only had it, truly had it, for a matter of moments before my mistake tore it away.

      You’re the same as the rest of them.

      No. I want to shout the denial. But how can I? When she was a child, her father paid off her mother for custody in the divorce. I know how much that gutted her. And I forced her father into doing it again, hurting her worse. When that wasn’t enough, I left myself a way to manipulate the situation. How can I deny being exactly like the men she’s avoided all her life? Men who maneuver women like toys.

      “Don’t say I’m like them,” I choke out. “Please.”

      The tears in her eyes reflect my agony and regret back at me. “Were you going to corner me if I decided not to stay with you?”

      Emotion presses against the sides of my throat. “I’d do anything to have you. To keep you. I won’t lie about that.”

      “You’d do anything except for the right thing.”

      I can see that I’m about to lose her and it incites madness inside of me. There is no fucking way. No way I could go on without her now that I know she exists. Life would be a colorless charade. Forget playing basketball, I wouldn’t want to get out of bed in the morning. “Scream at me. Claw me bloody.” I close the distance between us in two giant strides, cradling her beautiful face in my hands. “Get it out of your system, but don’t leave me, Greta.”

      Moisture forms in my eyes and the sight of her sadness, disappointment in me, almost drops me to the floor. “Sign the contract with the right name,” she says haltingly. “Without conditions. Let me go.”

      My heart lurches painfully. “Impossible.”

      “I don’t care what deal you arrange with my father, I won’t stay with you.”

      “Yes. You will.” I pick her up and crush her to my chest, inhaling the scent of her hair, doing my damnedest to absorb her into my body, but she just stays limp, eyes closed. She won’t react, won’t put her arms around me and it’s the worst punishment she could have devised. Refusing to show emotion, to touch me. “Angel, I know I fucked up. But this thing between us isn’t going away. I’ll never give up.” I kiss her neck, raking my mouth into her hair, relieved when she gasps at the pleasure. “I’ll show up at your door every goddamn day until you forgive me. You’ll choose me again.”

      She shows a burst of spirit, twisting free of my arms and pushing me away. “Don’t hold your breath.”

      If her voice didn’t crack at the end of that order, chin wobbling, I would have reached for her again. I don’t, though. I can see I’ve really hurt her. She’s betrayed. And there are no right words, no right touches to make it better. Misery hollows me out and I fall back against the wall, unable to stay upright when faced with the reality of losing her. “I’m sorry, Greta. I’m so sorry.”

      With a sniffle, she pushes out of the equipment closet, coming face to face with her dad. He splits a look between us and hands me a pen. I could maneuver this to my advantage. My talent gives me leverage, but I won’t use it. I can’t coerce her again and leave another wound. When Greta crosses her arms and looks at me pointedly, I have no choice but to take the pen and sign my name—my real name—below the phony one. And when she walks away, she takes my hope, my heart, my world along with her.

      But if she thinks I’m giving her up without a fight, she’s dead wrong.
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      It was naïve of me to think that morning in the arena would be the last time I saw Eric. At least until I ran into him at a team function or maybe saw him on television during the season. The look of utter determination on his handsome face should have clued me into the fact that he wouldn’t give me up so easily. When I went to bed that night, he was sitting outside my apartment building, leaning up against his SUV. Watching my bedroom window like a hawk.

      Closing the curtains didn’t help matters.

      Roses started showing up at my apartment the next morning.

      Dozens upon dozens of long-stem roses in every color. Boxes and boxes of designer activewear, which was so rude, because looking cute while dressing comfortable is totally my weakness. He sent me his championship ring from Denver—and knowing how much something so symbolic means to an athlete, that almost made me answer one of his hundreds of calls.

      They are placed once an hour, on the dot, though he only leaves voicemails late at night, his voice having the opposite effect of a lullaby on my body. The notes of hunger arouse me to such a degree that I toss and turn until the sun rises in the sky, my eyes gritty, chest aching. I’m unfulfilled, restless. I…miss him. How can that be? After what he did? Why am I having such a hard time holding on to my anger?

      It’s one such night a week later when I’m sitting on the edge of my bed in a towel that I start to slip. Eric was outside of my classes again today, looking outrageously hot, arm resting on the bottom frame of the driver’s window, eyes hidden behind mirrored black sunglasses. I thought the guys in my class were going to have heart attacks, running over and asking for autographs. He didn’t take his eyes off me once while signing them, his jaw in a permanent flex. So serious, so intense that the muscles below my belly button twisted up in a knot—and they have been that way ever since.

      A couple of days ago, I tried touching myself in the shower, hoping to ease the mounting tension inside of me, but there is nothing…consuming about the act. Nothing momentous or life-affirming. Without Eric’s strong body pressed to mine, without his mouth on my neck, hands roaming, voice stroking my senses, everything is lackluster. Less than. He’s ruined me.

      Pushing to my feet, I cross to the curtains and peek out from my bedroom down to the curb. Of course he’s there, staring back at me. Probably trying to decide what to send me next. The only sign that he sees me in the window is a line moving in his cheek, the upward slide of his Adam’s apple. And before I can guess my own intention, I’m letting the towel slide down to the floor, letting him see my naked body. Drawing his eye downward as I trail a finger from neck to belly button.

      He’s striding to the door of my building before I reach any lower, the buzzer going off loudly in my living room. Adrenaline and anticipation nearly blind me, turning my legs so useless, I almost trip in my haste to reach the buzzer where I quickly press the button and unlock my door. Backing away from it. Waiting. Telling myself how very foolish I’m being, but too worked up to care.

      As soon as Eric charges through the door like a bull and kicks it shut behind him, I say, “This doesn’t mean I forgive you.”

      There is a flash of pain, disappointment, in his blue eyes, but he recovers quickly, advancing on me. Crashing his mouth down onto mine and backing me through the apartment toward my bedroom, his hands everywhere at once. My bottom, my breasts, roaming over my hips. “What do you need?”

      The moment I stop trying to keep the physical hunger at bay, it roars in and attacks me from all sides, making me moan, trying to get my legs up around his waist. I’m shameful, naked, climbing him, whining and pulling at his hair. “You. I need you inside of me.”

      “You need this big dick to have an orgasm now, don’t you?” He swats my ass with the flat of his hand. “Don’t you, angel?”

      “Yes,” I pant, letting him molest my neck, my mouth. “Yes.”

      He throws me down in the middle of my bed, his eyes boring into me as he unzips his jeans, shoving down the waistband of his briefs and pinning me with his full weight to the bed, ramming his shaft as deep as it’ll go. He slaps a hand over my mouth at the last second—and thank God, because it sounds like he’s murdering me. Maybe he is. With pleasure instead of pain. The first two times he made love to me were child’s play compared to this animal mating, this rabid fucking. He’s actually hurting me between the legs he’s entering me so roughly, with such possession, but the good outweighs the twinges of pain by a thousand miles. It’s so intense and glorious and long overdue that I rip my nails down his back, digging my heels into his thrusting buttocks, screaming, screaming into our kisses.

      My climax is right there. Careening down on me.

      And so is his lust-crazed peak.

      That large appendage is already jerking inside of me, his sweating upper lip beginning to curl almost maliciously, even while his eyes are bright on me, brimming with obsession. And then he leans down and speaks right against my mouth, uttering words that, until now, I’m unaware have the power to break me.

      “You can’t have my come this time, Greta.”

      I suck in a great gulp of air, denial firing like a cannon in my breast. “What?” I try to wrap my thighs around his hips, to keep him there, to give him no choice but to spend inside of me, but he snarls and holds my knees open, disallowing it. “Stop it, Eric. Why?”

      He gives me a savage pump of his hard flesh into the soft wetness of mine. “You can cut me off, torture me by looking so fucking beautiful when I can’t touch, make me want to fucking die without you. I deserve it for making you cry, angel. But if you think I’m going to be your stud service without your heart as part of the deal, that’s not happening.” He slides a hand down my belly, petting my clit with his middle finger. “If you want Daddy’s come, you have to come home and get it.”

      Oh God. Oh God.

      The way he’s stroking that bud is so perfect, all filth and friction, his shaft slapping in and out of me, tapping some magical region deep, deep in my core. Throw in the positively ferocious way he’s looking down at me, like I’m a bunny rabbit and he’s a wolf, gives me no choice but to be mowed down by the bullet train of bliss. My whimper turns into a scream of his name, my sex clenching around him, the deepest recesses of my tummy straining with the force of the pleasure. I see nothing, my back arching off the bed like I’m tied to the ceiling with a rope—and Eric keeps up his attack, leaning down to suckle my nipples, heightening my climax to unimaginable bounds, growling as he takes each bud into his mouth, his shoulder muscles flexed so tight, surely they’re going to snap.

      No, I won’t let him.

      My body will relieve him.

      And my orgasm must have wiped my memory clean, because until he pulls out and ejaculates in heavy white ropes on my stomach, groaning wildly at the ceiling, his hand moving in a blur on that trunk of flesh, I forget all about his vow to keep his climax from me. To pull out.

      I don’t expect his actions to frustrate me so thoroughly, but they do. I’ve been robbed. I wanted all of him. I missed him finding satisfaction inside of me and I hate it, I hate it that any part of him is being kept away. It’s not fair.

      I’m keeping a part of me away from him, too, though. Aren’t I?

      Does giving him my body without my heart hurt as much as this?

      What if it hurts more?

      I sit up in bed, alarmed. Am I really worrying about how he feels after he tried to pull a fast one on me? Jeopardizing my freedom?

      Our eyes lock from across the rumpled sheets, mine conflicted, Eric’s rapt and intense. Oh lord, if I sit this close to him much longer, I’m going to forgive him, aren’t I? I’m going to give him the benefit of the doubt, make excuses for his behavior, give him a second chance. And I’ve witnessed far too many women regret giving second chances to their significant others.

      Eric is just like them. Isn’t he?

      I start to get out of the bed, intending to lock myself in the bathroom so I don’t forgive him, but Eric catches me around the waist and throws me down before I can gain my feet, climbing on top of me, flattening my body between him and the mattress. “I’m sorry for playing dirty, angel, but after a week without you, I’m losing my fucking mind. I can’t sleep, I can’t eat.” He leans down and exhales roughly into my neck, making my eyelashes flutter. “I’m in love with you. So punish me as long as you want, Greta. I’m not going anywhere.”

      As fast as he blew into my apartment, he’s gone, the door closing behind him.

      My heart is ten times its usual size and stuck in my throat, stuttering and aching. He loves me. A part of me knew there was nothing rational about our connection the night we met. It was instantaneous and heavy and unrestrained. But hearing the words repairs something inside me that was broken a long time ago. When my mother took the cash and abandoned me. When my father shelled out a payment so his reputation wouldn’t take a hit. Time after time of watching people in my life use money to make people they used to love go away. After all of that, I stopped believing in love, but I can’t help but doubt that conviction now.

      I can’t help but believe Eric.

      How can I do any less when he says those three words to me in that agonized tone? How can I doubt him when he looks at me with a wealth of feeling and truth in his eyes? He loves me.

      And I love him, too.

      It came on like a whirlwind, but that doesn’t make it any less real.

      If anything, the swiftness increases the potency.

      Oh my lord, I do. I love him. But can I forgive him?

      My phone rings on the nightstand and I reach for it, finding my father’s name on the screen. Sighing, I hit talk. “Hi.”

      “Hey, Greta.” He’s been cautious with me ever since the scene at the arena. We’ve never been close and because of that, I’ve never let him see me so upset. But over the last week or so, he’s been calling to check in on me, the way a father is supposed to. It’s almost like he’s started looking at me and seeing a real, live human being now, instead of a commodity. “How are you?”

      I stare at the door Eric just left through, a jagged lump in my throat. “I’m…not that great, actually. Conflicted.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I consider it, but the relationship between me and Eric has such a wild physical element, I’m sure that conversation would get uncomfortable pretty fast. “Maybe some other time. How are you? Getting ready for your first pre-season game?”

      “Tomorrow night!” I hear him rubbing his hands together in the background. “The offense is looking great, thanks to…” He clears his throat. “Sorry.”

      “You can say his name. It’s okay.”

      My father is silent for a moment. “I worry Eric is actually playing a little too hard lately. He has no sense of self-preservation during practice. It’s almost like he’s hoping to get hurt. He’s…possessed. Not himself. Short-tempered.”

      “I hope you’re not calling to ask me to help with that.”

      “I’m not. I’m just calling to see if you want tickets to tomorrow night’s game. Front row, opposite our bench. I can leave them at the box office.”

      Instinctively, I start to decline. How painful would it be to sit across from Eric for two to three hours? To watch him play and miss him up close? But I sense my father is trying to repair some of the damage between us and I don’t want to turn him down outright. “Sure, that would be nice.”

      We say our goodbyes, we’re about to hang up, when a curiosity pops into my head. I’m not sure why. I hadn’t even thought about this before, but… “Dad. Um…just wondering. What phony name did Eric sign on the contract?”

      A beat passes.

      When he answers, there is a grudging smile in his voice. “He signed it Mr. Greta Welding.”

      I end the call in a daze, my pulse flapping at the base of my throat.

      My feet move on their own and carry me to the window where I look down at Eric where he has resumed his post outside my building. His hair is mussed from my fingers, his mouth swollen from the vigor of our kisses, arms crossed. Absolutely gorgeous. But not just on the outside.

      In my anger, I’ve forgotten how he came to my rescue at the club.

      How he carries the responsibility for the loss of his friend.

      How he allowed me to restrain him so I’d be in charge of my first time.

      I’ve been so focused on his trickery, I haven’t stopped to think about how fiercely he is fighting for me. And that…that is something I haven’t witnessed throughout my life. Nor have I experienced. Not with my family. Not with anyone.

      He’s not like everyone else.

      My heart beats with that truth and I can’t deny it anymore.

      I know what I have to do.
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      I just want to be unconscious.

      No matter how many risks I take, no matter how many times I drive the lane at men seven feet tall and built like tanks, I can’t seem to catch that blessed elbow to the face that will finally knock me out. I don’t want to be awake because the pain is too sharp. My heartbeat is beginning to flag, my head full of sand. To call this the worst eight days of my life wouldn’t even begin to cover it—and now I’m expected to win a basketball game. To prove the worth of the investment made in me when all I want is to be outside her window. Waiting outside her classes. When I’m close to her, at least I know she wasn’t a dream.

      The arena is packed to the gills, fans wanting to see the new point guard in action. It’s loud and bright. My skull is a prison for an incessant buzzing sound that has only gotten louder over the last eight days. Pain beats in all areas of my body. My head, chest, stomach. I’m passed the ball during warm-ups and it feels like a foreign object in my hands. I wish I was touching her skin. I wish I’d come inside of her.

      How did I stop myself?

      How did I pull out of that tight perfection?

      I’m still not sure. I just couldn’t allow myself to become an easy hookup to her, because, Jesus, that would end me. For good. I hoped that by leaving that one thing undone, she might be tempted to find her way home. What else do I have to work with? None of the gifts I’ve sent have worked. None of my apologies have been good enough. I’m running out of ideas and I’m scared about what I’ll do when my options are gone. How many times have I dreamed of kicking down the door of her apartment, throwing her over my shoulder, bringing her home and locking her up?

      Too many times to count.

      And it is beginning to look like my only viable choice.

      She’ll hate me. But at least she’ll be with me.

      This distance is torture. Not hearing her voice is driving me insane.

      I go through the motions of a lay-up, passing off the ball to the next player in line. Some fans call my name from the sidelines and I glance over, planning to give them a perfunctory wave—and that’s when I see her.

      Greta.

      On the sidelines by herself, watching me with…is that affection in her eyes?

      Do I even have the audacity to hope?

      I stop dead in my tracks, my heart booming deafeningly in my ears. “Greta?”

      A smile spreads across her mouth, her eyes luminous. And when she stands up, I notice for the first time what she’s wearing. It’s an LA jersey. I know before she even turns around that my name is on the back and Christ, I go to her, weaving through photographers and a sideline reporter, the buzzing sound growing dimmer in my head the closer I get to my girl. Please don’t let her be a mirage. A figment of my imagination after eight nights without sleep.

      But no.

      She’s real.

      When I reach Greta and she opens her arms, I scoop her up and hold her, breathing like I’ve just run eighteen miles, my pulse speeding fast enough to make me dizzy. Oh God, she feels so perfect against me. My missing piece. “Have you come back to me, angel?”

      Please please please.

      “Yes,” she whispers into my neck.

      Relief floods me, so heavy I almost drop to a kneel. “You’re wearing my jersey. Does that mean I won the bet? I made you love basketball?”

      “No.” She pulls back and looks me in the eye—and I can see our future there, endless and rich. “It means you made me love you, Mr. Greta Welding.”

      My heart soars up into my throat.

      This girl…despite everything…loves me.

      With wonder, disbelief and gratitude, I drop my mouth to hers and kiss her until she’s writhing against me, the crowd going wild around us. “I love you so much,” I rasp at her lips, just as the buzzer sounds. “Build a life with me. Starting now. Be my life, Greta.”

      “Be mine, too,” she breathes, dragging her fingers through my hair. “I want that more than anything.”

      “I was yours from the first second.”

      The buzzer blares again and the audience begins to chant my name, making Greta giggle and shove me playfully toward the bench. “Go conquer the court, Silent Assassin. You’ll conquer me afterward.”

      And I do.

      Over and over again.

      Forever.
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      Carrying my box full of medical supplies, I walk into the gym only to find a familiar sight. My husband trying to teach a bunch of second graders how to play basketball while our daughter hangs from his neck, our other daughter listening to him lecture with the deep concentration she inherited from Eric. Our girls couldn’t be more different from each other, one serious about honing her basketball skills, the other one just in it for the socializing and snacks.

      His voice is like coming home after a long journey, even though I’ve only been gone a couple of hours. I’ve been back at the house working on the website for our youth basketball program, founded by me and Eric when he retired from the league three years ago. After winning four championship titles for the city of LA, his only wish was to spend more time with me and his girls, so he got to work, creating the number one girls’ basketball program in the state.

      I’m the on-site medical trainer, splitting my time between practice, games and my work at a local sports rehab clinic, so I get the best of both worlds, healing world-class athletes and bandaging boo-boos.

      Sometimes, like in this very moment, the happiness hits me so hard, I have to stop and take a deep breath. How can I be anything but blissfully joyful 24/7 with this man as my foundation? And me as his? Thank God I gave him that second chance ten years ago—he’s never squandered it once. No, he finds new ways every day to make me the happiest woman in the world and today was no exception. This morning, when I got into my car, he’d left me flowers on the dashboard and a note detailing every single act he plans to perform on me tonight.

      As if my husband can sense the direction of my thoughts, he turns and spies me over his shoulder, his face transforming with love, lust, relief to have me home. It takes him a visible effort to concentrate again on what he’s saying to the miniature basketball players, but he manages and I lean against the wall, watching him. This man I adore beyond reason. This man who gorges himself on my body like it’s his last meal, never missing an opportunity to get me alone.

      Eric is turning forty tomorrow. He won’t find out about the massive surprise party I’ve been planning until then. But tonight he’s asked me for a different kind of gift. One he gets frequently. Also one he swears to God gets more delicious every single time. One he craves to the point of insanity. Eric wants to use his mouth between my legs. However he wants, for as long as he wants—and the anticipation of it is creating goosebumps up and down my arms.

      It takes an hour for practice to finish.

      And another forty-five minutes for Eric to answer questions from the parents who arrive to pick up their children. We pass out game schedules, the newly designed jerseys, go over some practice techniques for home. After that, the gym is finally empty, no one but me, Eric and our girls. Our snack queen is now hanging from his arm, using it like a monkey bar. The other one is trying to spin a basketball on her finger. We leave the gym together and drive to my father’s house, laughing the entire way at their anecdotes from practice.

      “Now, be good for Grandpa and CeeCee,” I call as the girls run to meet the older couple standing in the driveway wearing smiles ear to ear. My father remarried a few years back and we love my stepmother. She’s become a huge, indispensable part of our lives, especially the children, whom she adores—and she’s definitely turned Eric’s longtime coach and friend into a big softie.

      Yes, there might have been a speed bump or two at the beginning, but our family is united now. Happier than we’ve ever been. And I can’t help but credit the man with his wrist draped over the steering wheel, sexier than any human being has the right to be.

      “You’re speeding,” I point out, trying to hide my smile.

      “Damn right I am,” he growls, reaching over to squeeze my inner thigh, his fingertips traveling higher, all the way to my panties and brushing up and down on my slit. “I fucking need this.”

      Slowly, I peel the underwear down my legs and drop them in his lap. “Don’t worry. You’re going to get it, Daddy.”

      “Shit.” His chest heaves. “I can’t make it home. I need to lick it now.”

      Before I know what he’s going to do, my unpredictable husband pulls the SUV off the road into a wooded area, parking out of view of the road. He’s out in a flash, dragging me from the passenger side and hustling me toward the back seat.

      I know what my husband wants.

      To use his tongue to pleasure me. Over and over. Until I’m a mess who can’t string a sentence together. It’s his favorite pastime. But maybe I want to give him more than one gift for his birthday. I’m allowed, aren’t I?

      Before he can throw me into the backseat, I go down on my knees and start to unbuckle his belt. “Ahhh, Greta.” His fingers tangle in my hair, his voice thickening. “What are you doing? You know I can’t think straight when you put me in your mouth.”

      I lower his zipper and bring him out in a fist, rubbing the weight of him against my cheek, stroking reverently. Worshipping the part of him that has brought me unimaginable pleasure over the last decade. “I don’t want you to think straight,” I say, licking the salt from his tip. “I want you to think crooked.”

      Eric groans, bracing a hand on the side of the SUV.

      Knowing exactly what I’m asking for.

      “You want Daddy to fuck that little mouth?” I nod shyly, gasping when he fists my hair, guiding his erection to my lips with the opposite hand, feeding it to me roughly. “Ohhhh shit. I’ve had my eye on this pretty young mouth for a while. Wondering how much it would stretch for a man’s cock.” He pushes deep, bringing tears to my eyes. “Wondering if you could keep that innocent look on your face with my balls pressed to your chin.” He eases in another inch, that smooth, heavy sack finding my face. I blink up at him naively and he pulls out with a curse. “I can’t, little girl. Can’t play when you’re sucking me off. I’ll come. Jesus.”

      I’m still gasping from lack of oxygen when I’m maneuvered into the rear seat, pressed down on my back by an impatient hand.

      “Give up the hot-ass pussy, Greta. Give it,” he growls, shoving my knees open and diving into my flesh with an eager tongue, grunting as he tries to get his fill. Though we both know he never will, he still tries, his lower body rubbing against the side of the back seat, his tongue leaving no land unclaimed. “Ahhhh. FUCK,” he shouts into my flesh, eating me with stiff lips, raking his hands up and down my thighs. Panting and lapping at me when I climax, his thumb finding my clit and working it in little circles until I’m mewling his name, fingers tangled in his hair. “Sweetest little thing,” he says gutturally, kissing my sated folds, tracing his mouth up my belly, trailing the tip of his tongue over my erect nipples, before finally finding my mouth, kissing me with the same amount of passion—no, more—than the first time we kissed ten years earlier. “I’ll give you a minute to rest, then I want more, wife.”

      My lips form a lazy smile. “Whose birthday is this, anyway?”

      “Mine.” He kisses me hard, love reflected in his blue eyes. “You make every day my birthday, angel. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too,” I whisper, my voice shaking. “Here’s to the next decade.”

      He strokes the side of my face, his heart on display. “And five more after that.”

      

      THE END
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