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            Chapter One

          

          Aiden

        

      

    

    
      The limo drives through the gates to my boss’s house. As if owning the Florida Fury National Hockey team isn’t enough, he has his hands in more cookie jars than any other businessman in Florida. He’s practically leaking hundred-dollar bills out of his pockets on a daily basis.

      Usually, I wouldn’t be up for spending my New Year’s Eve at a party where I have to wear a monkey suit. I’m more the “party with my friends, find some girl to kiss at midnight and pass out” kinda guy.

      But since I’m in a slump and haven’t scored a goal in our last eight games—and God, it hurts to even think that—an appearance here is a must if I don’t want to be traded next year. At least that’s what my agent, Joran Peters, says. And I tend to listen to that man because he made me very rich playing the sport I love. He’s like an older, wiser brother and when he tells me to get my ass to my boss’s party? I ask what time.

      “I say we make our presence known and get the hell out of here before ten,” my teammate, Ford says. “I’ve got us a connection at a club in Miami. I’ll call in the family helicopter to take us down.”

      I roll my eyes. If my boss, Mr. Gerhardt, is a one-percenter, Ford’s dad is right below him. The difference is that Ford is New York City rich—suits, fancy penthouses, and an air of arrogance. He’s cool and he’s an awesome right wing, deserving of where he’s gotten in the league, but he doesn’t think much about money.

      “I’m here for the night.” The limo coasts up the palm tree lined drive. Rumor has it there’s an orange orchard on his property.

      “You gotta relax. Your game is gonna come back.” Ford slaps my knee.

      All my teammates have been telling me that since the first game I missed five shots on goal.

      I don’t want to admit that I’m scared shitless my earned nickname, Shamrock, is failing me. That the luck that’s gotten me here has run out and I’ll be packing my bags and heading back to Wisconsin to live the rest of my days running my family’s bar.

      Thankfully, I don’t have to entertain Ford and my other buddy Maksim because the limo stops at the circular drive in front of a mansion that looks like ones I’ve only ever seen in movies.

      The door opens and all three of us file out of the limo. Ford walks up the concrete steps, not seeming to think much of our surroundings, while I’m staring up at all the windows lit from within. There must be forty alone on the front of the house. I shake my head at how out of my league I am.

      “Let’s go,” Maksim says in his Russian accent, slapping me on the back.

      We follow Ford who’s already at the doors telling the guy outside all three of our names. Our names are checked against a list on the clipboard he’s holding, and we’re allowed to enter. The minute we step inside, there are some lingering eyes roaming our way. But no one is surprised to see players from the Florida Fury at the party, though they might be surprised to see me since I usually do anything to dodge these kinds of events.

      “I need some vodka,” Maksim says and ventures to my right in search of a bar.

      “I think those girls over there have a question for me.” Ford points at a crowd of women who might be in their early twenties and stalks off with a chuckle.

      Which leaves me by myself. I crack my knuckles and take in the crowd, looking around to see if I recognize anyone. Since I don’t want to be the creepy guy who just stands in the foyer all night, I head in the direction Maksim went in search of the bar, but he’s not there when I step up and ask for a beer. The bartender pours it into a glass without asking. I’d prefer it in a bottle but it’s not that kind of party. I tip the guy and look around the room filled with sequins and fancy gowns, black suits and tuxedos.

      A few women smile at me, and I smile back. I have no idea who these people are, but my mom always said you can’t turn around a bad first impression.

      “Hey.” A woman comes over to my side. When I say woman, I’m being generous because I’m fairly sure she’s fresh out of braces. I’m so sure, I move two steps to the side. “Are you Aiden Drake?” She giggles and her gaze falls to our right where there’s another girl sipping on what I think might be a Shirley Temple. Or at least I hope it is.

      Nodding, I answer, “I am.”

      “I thought so. My friend over there thinks you’re cute.” She sucks a cherry off the stick, pointing the stem at her friend who giggles and turns away.

      “I’m not in the mood to get arrested tonight, but tell her thanks.” I sip my beer, ready to ditch this conversation and the entire evening.

      “She’s eighteen.”

      “Really?” I raise an eyebrow at her.

      “Uh-huh,” she says, nodding.

      I scour the area looking for one of the guys I can send an SOS look to but find a blonde-haired woman at the bar instead and it gives me an idea.

      Teenage fangirls are a gentle breed. They’re like newborn fawns on ice who haven’t found their footing yet. They think they’re ready for the world, but they still rely on their mommas. I don’t want to crush this girl.

      “Tell her thank you, but I have a girlfriend.”

      The girl’s eyes bulge out. “But we just read… I mean heard that you were single.”

      I chuckle lightly, mostly to myself. Again, not to crush them into the ground.

      “It’s new.” I glance at the blonde again since she’s the closest to me. She takes her glass of wine and is about to walk away. “Babe,” I say. She doesn’t turn around because, why would she?

      “That’s your girlfriend?” the girl next to me asks.

      “Yeah. Give me a sec.” I walk forward four steps and clasp lightly onto the woman’s elbow.

      She stops, but the death stare she shoots me back surprises me because that scowl isn’t turning into intrigue and elation that it was me who wants to talk to her. And that’s not an ego thing, it’s just a fact. I’m a good-looking guy and I play professional sports, so the normal reaction I get is the polar opposite of what this woman is giving me.

      “Excuse you.” She slides her arm out of my hold.

      “This is her? She doesn’t look like she’s your girlfriend,” the young girl says.

      “She is. Aren’t you, baby?” I ask the blonde and widen my eyes, hoping she’ll catch on.

      Her gaze shoots from me to the young girl and back to me again. Hopefully, she’s telepathic and sees I’m desperate for a way out that doesn’t bruise this young girl’s ego.

      “And you are?” she asks the girl.

      “I’m Jenna, but it’s my friend, Katie. She likes Aiden.”

      The girl who’s supposed to be my girlfriend looks to me then slides her arm through mine and cozies up close. “Sorry, he’s mine.” She frowns at the young girl. “But it’s new, so you never know how long it will last.”

      She moves to get away, but I clutch her hand in mine, not allowing her to escape. “Come on now, let’s not pretend it wasn’t an instant connection between us.” I look to the young girl. “Sometimes you feel it right away.”

      Her attention catches something off to the right and her jaw drops. “Did you bring Maksim Petrov with you?”

      I laugh. “I sure did. Go say you know me.” She’s already moving in his direction until she flippantly waves me off and heads toward him.

      “Thanks,” I say to the blonde after both girls are out of earshot.

      “Hey, I was young once and crushed on my brother’s friends. Their hearts are fragile. It’s a nice thing of you to let them off kindly.”

      “Can I get you a drink?”

      She laughs and glances down to the full drink in her hand. “No, I have to get back to my date.”

      “Is this you letting me down easy?”

      She shrugs. “I guess we’ll find out. Stay clear of those teenagers. Jail could be dangerous for a pretty thing like you.” She smiles and disappears into the crowd.

      Pretty?

      Maybe this party isn’t so bad after all. If I can get that woman into bed with me tonight, maybe my luck will finally turn back around. At the very least, it wouldn’t be a wasted effort.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Maksim

        

      

    

    
      I leave Shamrock in the foyer because the guy oozes anxiety lately. Being his teammate, I should be at his side tonight, boosting his ego, but I’m hoping being at our boss’s party where he’ll have the pick of any hot woman he wants will soothe him. He’s overthinking the fact he’s in a slump. He’ll come out of it, I know it. He has to, otherwise he’ll get traded and that would suck.

      “Big man.” Mr. Gerhardt spots me when I enter the room, calling me over to him and a few other men who look like they never played hockey in their lives.

      “Mr. Gerhardt.” I shake his hand and he pats me on the back like he’s my dad about to introduce me to his friends.

      “These are some of our investors,” he says, pointing to each one, giving me names I’ll probably never remember. I shake hands, politely smile and think of any excuse to get out of this circle.

      “Hell of a game the other night,” one of them says.

      “I’d hate to go against you,” another one chimes in.

      They’re all drinking the amber liquid with one solid round ice cube in their glass.

      “Thank you,” I say and bow my head in respect. Although none of them probably know much about hockey, they are the reason my salary is being paid.

      “You don’t have a drink. You need a drink.” Mr. Gerhardt saves me whether he meant to or not. With another pat on the back, I say my goodbye. “Did Aiden come with you?” he asks before I can get far enough away.

      I turn back around and just the look on the investors’ faces makes my stomach plummet. Makes me understand Shamrock’s anxiety. Trading deadlines aren’t as far away as we think they are and if he gets traded while he’s already in the slump of all slumps he might tailspin right out of hockey. I love the man too much to allow that to happen. “Yeah, he’s here somewhere.”

      “Good, I need to talk to him before he leaves. I have someone I want him to meet.” Mr. Gerhardt raises his glass. “Now, go enjoy yourself, get something to drink.”

      All the rest of the guys raise their glasses and then take a sip.

      I leave them happily to venture to the bar but by the time I get there, Aiden already has a drink and is chatting up some blonde woman and a teenager. Interesting.

      I order my vodka on the rocks. At least Mr. Gerhardt doesn’t skimp on the good stuff.

      Perusing the crowd, a brunette stands out in the corner talking to a couple. My eyes find her left hand to make sure she’s not wearing a ring because I’m not about to break up a marriage. I smile seeing the left ring finger bare.

      I watch her from across the room, the cute dimple on her right cheek, the shade of pink on her lips. Mostly, I take in the black dress that I know is hiding a great body underneath. She’s a knock-out.

      I step forward to get closer, to catch her attention, but just as I get situated in her direction, two men come up to me to tell me how much they love the Florida Fury. That they have season tickets and rarely miss a game. Finally, I get rid of them only to have two teenagers come up to me.

      “Maksim Petrov?” the doe-eyed girl asks.

      I sip my drink and nod. “Yeah.”

      “Are you here with Aiden Drake?” the other girl asks and eyes him across the room.

      “I am.”

      “And Ford Jacobs?” the first girl asks.

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “You guys are amazing. We watch you every week,” the first girl who I assume is the bolder of the two tells me.

      My eyes scan the woman and she hugs and kisses cheeks with the couple. This is the time to make my move.

      “Excuse me, girls,” I say and step in front of the woman.

      I hear the scoffing, but come on, they’re like sixteen. Jail isn’t the place for me.

      “Hey,” I say to the woman.

      She stops short and rears back, her champagne almost spilling on her black dress. “Hello.” Her eyebrows raise.

      “Maksim,” I introduce myself and put my hand in front of her.

      She stares at my hand a moment. “I know who you are.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      She sips her champagne, crossing one arm around herself. “What isn’t?”

      “The fact you know my name and I don’t know your name?” I smile.

      She doesn’t seem impressed—at all.

      “Isn’t that what comes with being a professional hockey player? People know you and you don’t know them?”

      I shrug. “Yeah. Rarely am I interested in finding out their names. You’re lucky.”

      She laughs. “Lucky? Should I bow or kiss your feet or just strip right here for you?”

      “Stripping would be nice. You look mouth-watering gorgeous in that dress, but I bet if you take it off, I’d be drooling.”

      She smiles and that dimple indents farther. The problem with her smile is I’m not thinking it means I’m making progress with her. Good thing I love the chase.

      “Sorry, Maksim, I’m not available.”

      I glance at her left hand again to make sure. “Boyfriend?”

      She shakes her head.

      “You’re not engaged or married since you don’t have a ring.”

      “I don’t date guys from the Florida Fury,” she says, patting me on the shoulder and trying to step around me. “Sorry.”

      I grab her hand and tug her back into me. Her one free hand lands on my chest and she looks up at me. “Tell me you’re not a Knights fan?” Wouldn’t that be the dagger to the heart if she cheered for the other team?

      She shakes her head.

      “Are you a hockey fan?”

      She shakes her head again.

      “How can you not be a hockey fan?” I release her because as much as my dick is saying “keep her exactly where she is, your charm will win her over,” I’m not sure I can be with someone who doesn’t like hockey.

      “I’ll be honest, the skating is impressive, but the fights, the pushing into walls. Kind of barbaric.” She finishes her champagne and sets the empty glass on a server’s tray as they pass by. “Don’t worry, I see two hockey fans over there for you.” She points to the teenage girls who are still staring at me.

      “Not my type.”

      She nods like she’s immune to my lines and charm. Who the hell is this woman?

      “Just give me your name?” I ask.

      “You’re used to always getting what you want, aren’t you?”

      I shrug as my answer of yeah. She pats my shoulder. “Well, sorry, this time you’ll just have to wait to find out my name.”

      “Are you suggesting I will find out?”

      She steps back and her eyes fall over my body. “You’ll find out soon enough.” And then she spins around and disappears into the crowd.

      My eyes are still on her when the two teenage girls step in front of my vision and I blink, rearing my head. “Yeah, nope. Sorry.” I walk between the two of them and head anywhere but there. Food will help my bruised ego, I’m sure.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Ford

        

      

    

    
      Mr. G’s mansion is awesome and I’m going to be the first to find that orange tree orchard tonight. Then again, Aiden’s in such a damn funk, he’ll probably spend his night out there with a bottle of Jack when his lips should be attached to Mr. G’s ass. I know his game will come back, he’s just gotta have faith.

      Although Aiden and I come from two different worlds, we’re not differing from wanting our hockey careers to carry us through retirement. He doesn’t want to go back to Wisconsin and serve Milwaukee’s Best for the rest of his life, and I don’t want to run my father’s business. If my hockey career tanks, the pressure my dad’s already breathing down my neck will only intensify and I’m not a man made for nine-to-five suit wearing. Although I do look killer in a three-piece suit.

      Spotting a group of women in the corner, I snag a glass of something a server is delivering to someone else and walk over.

      “Hey ladies,” I say, sipping my drink.

      They all turn around and each one knows who I am already. What can I say? Being a hockey player has other perks besides keeping me away from the family business.

      “Ford,” two of the women say at the same time, stepping closer.

      Seriously, what a life?

      They introduce themselves and soon were talking about who they are. Gotta make sure they’re not related to Mr. G in any way.

      I’m deep in a conversation about the superficial shit when Mr. G slaps me on the back. “Ford Jacobs, I was hoping to corner you.”

      He looks to the women and they all scurry away. Mr. G’s not intimidating, well at least not to me. I’ve been around men like Mr. G since I was in diapers. They like to use their wealth and status as intimidation, but my trust fund could buy this place plus his infamous orange orchard.

      “Great party, Mr. G.” I sip my drink and stuff my free hand in my pocket. I know what he wants to talk to me about and I already got the lecture from my father this morning, I don’t need to hear it from him too.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised you found your way to the group of girls, should I?” I watch his pinky ring raise with his glass as he eyes me over the rim.

      “What can I say, I’m irresistible.”

      He raises his bushy eyebrows. I guess right now isn’t the time to joke about this.

      “You gotta keep your dick in your pants.”

      “You can’t be serious?” I ask.

      He stares at me dead on. “You’re giving the Florida Fury bad press.”

      I clasp him on the shoulder. “Oh, Mr. G, there’s no such thing as bad press, we know that.”

      “Tell that to your family PR rep, Lena Boyd.”

      Is he really bringing up Boyd to me? She’s nothing but a pain. Why my father thinks we need her is ridiculous, we’re not the damn Kennedys. But he hired her, and now she’s on my ass every time I get in the press.

      “Boyd needs to mind her business.”

      Mr. G laughs. “You are her business.”

      “The Jacobs family is her business. I’m down here and she’s up in New York. She should stay up there.”

      “With stunts like two nights ago, she has no choice.”

      I open my mouth, but Mr. G’s large paw of a hand raises to stop me.

      “Listen, Ford, you’re a hell of a hockey player, and when we drafted you, we understood your reputation off the ice. But things are getting out of hand and it’s putting a bad image on the team. Womanizing is one thing, but fighting is a whole other.”

      “I told you, Mr. G, the guy threw the first punch.”

      “Yes, I know, but you have to have more control. On the ice is one thing, off the ice is another.”

      I blow out a breath. So I got into a bar fight the other night and video footage was leaked. Turns out my temper and Ketel One don’t mix well. I learned my lesson.

      “I promise I’ll clean up my act,” I say, not sure exactly what that means, but it will make him happy to hear it and hopefully get him off my back.

      His hand lands on my shoulder and he squeezes. “Good to hear. Now go enjoy the party, but remember, Ford, when you’re as well known as you are, people want you to fail. They’re looking for you to screw up. Be smarter than them.” He smiles, showing me his mouth full of veneers, and walks away.

      I shake my head, annoyed since I didn’t do shit wrong that night. If I was anyone else, it would have been a bar fight, and that’s all.

      I head to get an actual drink since the one I snagged is mixed with soda. What kind of guy drinks a watered-down scotch?

      Just as I get to the bar, my phone vibrates in the inside pocket of my suit jacket. I pull it out and groan seeing Boyd’s name flashing across like a red killjoy light. Not in the mood for her lectures, I click ignore and stuff it back into my pocket, but it only vibrates again.

      After the bartender hands over my scotch without soda, I click accept and step into a quieter part of the room.

      “What? You couldn’t find a frog to kiss at midnight?” I answer.

      “Funny. If I could put an ankle bracelet on you, I would.”

      “Oh, Boyd, you can handcuff me to my bed and spank me if you’d like.”

      She groans. I love getting a rise out of her. “I just heard from your friend’s lawyer.”

      “Friend?”

      “The guy you hit at the bar?” Her voice is one of annoyance. “Ring any bells?”

      “Well, he’s not a friend, he’s a foe. Should we go through the difference now or I can just send you a dictionary if you’d like.”

      A long breath flows and I smile to myself. “You’re in desperate need of help. You do realize that? You have five family members who can keep their shit together, but here I am always dealing with you.”

      “There’s a solution to your problem. Would you like to hear it?” I ask.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Just stop working on me. I’m an adult and I can handle myself.”

      “If only.”

      “Listen—”

      “No, you listen, you spoiled, self-centered prick.”

      “Don’t talk dirty to me, it makes me all hot,” I say.

      “You’re hopeless. You do know that, right?”

      “Oh, you say the sweetest things. We really should catch up another time. But I’m at a party. You know one of those places you go and laugh. You do remember how to laugh?”

      She grunts and I imagine her teeth clenched and her body going rigid. It really is more satisfying when we have these banters face-to-face.

      “I hear you’re struggling for words, so let’s talk tomorrow—”

      “FORD!” she yells.

      “Happy New Year and I hope you find that frog to turn into a prince.” I hang up and she immediately calls back, but I silence my phone. No one should need to get a hold of me for the rest of the night.

      I sip my drink. She killed my mood like she usually does, but I spot the women from earlier and the night starts looking up.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Saige

        

      

    

    
      I make quick work of getting across the room. That man is dangerous. He’s so gorgeous I imagine the women he picks up probably just strip in front of him and ask where he wants them. At least I was having a hard time not doing that when I turned around and came face-to-face with that chiseled jawline. Usually it’s the eyes, or the mouth, or hell, the hair, but jawline? I shake my head for being so ridiculous.

      “There you are.” Joran’s arm slides around my back. He’s a nice guy. Dresses in expensive suits, drives fast cars, not overly arrogant but enough to be sexy.

      “Sorry, there was a bit of a wait at the bar,” I say, smiling at the man in front of me.

      “Saige, this is Carl Gerhardt. This is his party.” Joran motions between us.

      Carl puts out his bear paw of a hand and I shake it. “Welcome, Saige.”

      “Your home is beautiful.” Understatement of the year.

      He smiles and I catch a hint of a silver cap in the back. How can a man who can afford to own half of Florida not have an implant? “Thank you. The wife decorates.”

      I bite my tongue at the fact that he just referred to his wife as ‘the wife’ and not by her name. Maybe it’s a generational thing. If I was with my own people, I might make an offside comment, but I barely know Joran and I’m not going to make him look bad.

      “Well, she did an amazing job.”

      “I’ll tell her you said so.” He sets his gaze on Joran. “Now, what were you telling me, that Drake still has it? He’s going through something?”

      Joran tenses next to me. “He’s just stuck in his head. Thinks his luck has run dry.”

      I let my gaze linger around the room because sports don’t really interest me. Joran’s a sports agent for professional athletes, and Mr. Gerhardt is the owner of the Florida Fury hockey team. I assume they’re talking about one of the players and how ridiculous it is that he thinks his career success is based on luck.

      I remind myself that I’m just bitter after finding myself at an impasse in my own career and deciding to manage other people’s social media. At first it was a one-off in order to pay my bills. Then I was referred by that person because they were happy with my work. Joran found me for one of his clients and that’s how we met. I even have one employee under me now, so I shouldn’t complain that athletes make millions of dollars to throw a ball or skate across some ice.

      “Don’t worry, he’ll be back to being a top scorer in no time. I’m booking him in with a psychologist.” Joran puts his hand in front of the big man, who looks skeptical at best about this Drake guy.

      “That’s a good idea. You know, my daughter was saying how she thinks we should bring a psychologist in for the entire team. Have open hours.”

      Joran nods. “It’s not a bad idea. I think the Georgia Blades did it.”

      “Really?” Mr. Gerhardt asks.

      “You don’t have to do it just because Ned is.” Joran laughs. It’s annoyingly fake, but I understand that most of his job is schmoozing people.

      I’d never make it in that profession. As it is, I bite my tongue when my clients post on their social media without consulting me, with the usual excuse that they want to connect with fans. Newsflash: arguing when someone makes a negative comment isn’t going to gain more fans.

      Mr. Gerhardt clasps Joran on the shoulder. “You know me well.” He laughs and Joran does too. Mr. Gerhardt winks at me and disappears into the crowd. I guess the conversation is over.

      “Interesting man.”

      “That man makes me a lot of money.” Joran sips from the glass holding his dark alcohol. “Are you enjoying yourself?” he asks.

      I nod, sipping my wine. “It’s beautiful here.”

      “You should see outside. He has an entire orange orchard on his property.”

      “And does Sunkist pay him for his oranges?” I look around at the fancy chandeliers and expensive woodwork and marble.

      Joran laughs. “You harp on money too much.”

      I don’t say anything, but you tend to notice these things when you grow up with nothing. So I just smile.

      “JORAN!” a guy yells and raises his hand up in the air.

      “I’m going to get some air,” I whisper.

      Joran nods, but he’s already on to master level schmoozing with the guy who’s approached him.

      I smile, weaving through the crowd. As I grab a cheese puff off a tray, I walk out the back doors to find the dark ocean. For a moment I consider slipping off my sandals and allowing the sand to squish between my toes.

      It’d be nice to sit on the beach and reflect on this past year. A year that hasn’t been my best, but not my worst either.

      Walking out to the balcony that overlooks the pool below, I rest my elbows and sip my wine, wishing I’d gotten another glass. A couple walks up the concrete steps, the woman giggling in his hold. My heart pricks, yearning for that.

      “And now I find you out here all alone?” I glance over my shoulder, surprised to find the guy from earlier approaching me. His tie is loose around his neck now, and he’s got a bottle of beer instead of a glass like earlier. “If I was your date, I wouldn’t leave you alone so much.”

      “Nice line. How many women have you used that on tonight?”

      He leans his side against the railing, facing me. “It’s not a line, it’s a fact. Just look at what’s happening right now. Your date is letting a guy like me slide right in and get all your attention.”

      “Maybe he’s secure with what we have?”

      He moves his head side to side. “Is he?”

      I shake my head and roll my eyes. “This is more of a work function for him,” I answer honestly. Joran really shouldn’t even bother bringing dates.

      “Is he one of the waiters?”

      I choke on my wine. “What?”

      He chuckles and the deep timbre of his voice spurs my belly into flutters. “I’m here for work and look at all the time I have.” He pushes off the ledge and walks toward the stairs.

      “Where are you going?” I ask.

      He stops at the first step. “Why, are you going to miss me?”

      “I just want to know which way to point the police when you go missing.”

      He chuckles again and I get that fuzzy feeling in my stomach again. This is all a bad idea.

      “I’m going to see if the orange orchard really exists.”

      “You make it sound like you’re looking for the golden treasure at the end of a rainbow.”

      He shrugs then looks to the door that leads back into the party. “Want to join me?”

      I say nothing at first, finishing my wine and setting my glass on the table.

      “Or I guess when he’s ready, he’ll seek you out. You should probably stay here.”

      Stay here, Saige. You do not need to run off into an orchard with some heartthrob of a man. But a part of me has always loved the bad boys. The ones who break your heart, but you have so much fun headed down that path that you don’t notice you caught feelings until it’s too late.

      “First one to find it wins and owes the other one.”

      He finishes his bottle of beer and leans forward, placing it on the table by my wine glass then runs his hands together. “Owes the other what?”

      I start down the concrete steps. “The loser has to jump in the ocean.”

      “Easy,” he says.

      “Naked,” I say.

      He grins. “I can’t wait to see that dress slide down your body.” He nods to the right. “I say it’s this way.”

      “Hope you’re right,” I taunt.

      He chuckles. “Me too.”

      There’s worry in his voice and I’m surprised to see him lack the cockiness that’s been there since we met. Ugh. This is even worse. A bad boy with a wounded ego is my kryptonite. I should run back up the stairs and find Joran. I shouldn’t take off my heels and I shouldn’t follow him. But I do.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Aiden

        

      

    

    
      “I’m Aiden,” I say in case she didn’t figure that out earlier.

      “So your admirer said. Saige.” Her heels hang off her fingers.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too.”

      Sometimes as a professional athlete, you can tend to think people know who you are but with Saige… I’m not sure if she does. If she does, she hasn’t given it away.

      “So, Saige, don’t you think your date is going to miss you?”

      We walk along the perfectly manicured lawn toward where I think the orchard exists.

      “You didn’t much care about my date when you asked me to join you. Why don’t we just not talk about him?”

      “Does that mean I’m right and you don’t have one?”

      Under the moonlight, I catch her rolling her eyes.

      “Let’s see, your date is off the table… how about your job?”

      She shrugs. “I’m a social media manager.”

      I laugh. “You manage other people’s social media accounts?”

      She playfully shoves me. “I do.”

      “Why can’t they do it themselves or dare I even suggest they just not have a social media presence if they don’t want to handle it themselves?”

      The hell if I’ll ever get one. Of course, there was that douchebag who pretended to be me for a while, so Joran made me sign up for some accounts to claim my username. Accounts I never use.

      “It helps my clients.”

      “And who are your clients?”

      “Professionals, athletes, and people who need to have a public persona but prefer privacy.”

      “How do you keep anything private when social media is involved?”

      She stops for a moment and turns to me. “You sound bitter. What is it that you do, Aiden?”

      I’m enjoying her company. Her comebacks and the hint of attitude she has—it might all turn off the minute she finds out I’m a professional hockey player. “Nothing that requires me to have a social media manager. I hate everything there is to do with social media.”

      “I agree, it can be addictive and annoying, but to defend myself a little bit, I think of it like I’m helping my clients have a life. I mean, being a professional athlete takes a lot of time away from their lives, so if I can take a little off their plate so they can spend time with the people they care about and be present in the moment with them while at the same time keep their fans happy, it’s a win-win.”

      I blow out a breath. “When you put it like that, I get it.”

      “Whoa, did you just say I was right?”

      I point ahead of us. The orchard has to be there. “No, I did not.”

      “You did. Admit it.” She gives my rib a poke with her finger.

      I cover the area like she hurt me. As if she could. “Come on. It’s over there.”

      “I think we went the wrong way.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll see.” I shrug.

      We walk the path toward where I think I see trees, but five minutes later we arrive there and nothing. Damn, I thought for sure I was right.

      “Maybe it doesn’t exist?”

      She makes an annoying buzzing sound like I’m on a game show and gave the wrong answer. “Time to try my way. But can we walk along the ocean?” Before I can answer, she walks toward the shore.

      I follow her, admiring the way the moonlight shines over her body and take a moment to appreciate her ass in the short champagne-colored sequin dress she’s wearing. She tiptoes her way in and backtracks with a yelp from the temperature of the water.

      As much as I hate to admit it myself, I really do hope she’s not here with a date.

      “Are you afraid of the water?” she asks.

      I blink out of my thoughts of a what-if scenario. It’s not feasible anyway. I’ve tried and failed at plenty of relationships since I hit the professional level. Even in college, it was impossible. The women always became jealous and self-conscious.

      I slip off my shoes and stuff my socks inside, rolling up the bottoms of my pants. “Your screech from the temperature had me thinking you’d change your mind.” I join her near the edge and the water runs over my feet. It’s fucking cold, but I’m not telling her that. I clench my jaw and take it like a man.

      “Look at you, mister tough guy.” She points and laughs.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Really? That jaw of yours is pretty tight.” Her fingers go after my ribs. “Are you ticklish?”

      Fuck yeah, I am and the minute she’s able to get her hands on my ribs, I squirm to get away, trying to mask my reaction. She’s so close that the soft breeze floats her perfume right past my nostrils. Her laughter is infectious but still, I run away from her and the cold water.

      After I’m on safe ground, she bends over in a fit of laughter. “Why do men have to act so tough?” She walks, kicking the water up in the air. I’m not sure what it is about her. Maybe the carefreeness to kick around the ocean in a fancy dress or the way she calls me out on my shit, but whatever it is, I’m here for it.

      “Hey, I’m from Wisconsin, I was raised not to show emotions.” Not really. My mom always told me I could cry. It was my grandfather who said I couldn’t.

      “Wisconsin? Farm boy? Did you have to wake up early and milk the cows?”

      Typical stereotypes of my hometown state.

      “We’re the other Wisconsinites. We own a bar and serve a fish fry every Friday and brats every Sunday.”

      “Ah,” she says and nods knowingly.

      “Are you a Floridian?”

      She glances over at me. She was stunning inside the mansion, but out in the wild with the moonlight cast down upon her, she’s breathtaking. “Nope. I’m from Idaho.”

      “Oh, so you like potatoes?”

      She rolls her eyes again. “Hardy har, farm boy.”

      “What brought you to Florida?”

      She shrugs. “I stupidly followed a boy.”

      “Who’s not the same person as your date tonight?”

      She giggles and knocks her shoulder against mine. “Absolutely not.”

      “Sorry,” I offer.

      “For what? Are you the guy who got me down here only to cheat on me?”

      “No, but guys are jackasses. I guess I’m apologizing for the male species as a whole.”

      “What about you? Girlfriend?”

      “Hey now, if I had a girlfriend, I wouldn’t be here with you. I’m not a douche like your ex.”

      She stops for a second and stares at me. “What’s with you? You don’t seem to fit in up there.” She nods to the house.

      This seems like a good moment, so I step forward, closer to her and cup her cheek. “I told you, I’m here for work. And I’m having way too much fun with you to ever entertain going back in there.”

      “Aiden,” she says, stepping back. “I’m here with someone.”

      “Really?” I whisper, lowering my hand from her cheek.

      “Yeah, really. And I’m having a great time with you too, but that wouldn’t be fair to him.”

      I step back, the moment over.

      Her gaze shifts up and she points. “There it is! I was right.”

      She jogs down the beach and up to rows of trees with orange globes shining under the moon.

      Hell, I know she’s with someone, but it’s been so long since I enjoyed my time with someone like I am right now. I guess I’ll have to deal with being friend zoned. If anything, it keeps me out of that damn party. I follow her to the orange orchard, hoping we get lost for a little while longer.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Saige

        

      

    

    
      “Looks like you’re going to have to get in that water, tough guy.” I turn around and face him, still pointing at the water.

      He casually strolls to meet me at the edge of the orchard then reaches up and grabs an orange, pulling it from the tree before he bites into it to start the peel. The whole thing comes off as manly and sexual. I realize that I’m turned on by a man who isn’t my date.

      It would’ve been so easy to kiss him back there on the beach. I’m clearly attracted to him and his laid-back attitude is intriguing. But I came here with Joran though it might not go anywhere with him after tonight. Maybe if Aiden wants my number, I’ll give it to him.

      That doesn’t make me super slutty, right? Then again, it’s not as though Joran has been attentive tonight.

      He nestles the rinds by the tree stump and pulls apart the slices of orange. “Do you want some?” He holds out a piece and I take it from him.

      It’s so juicy, it drips down my chin when I bite into it. “So good,” I say.

      He makes an animalistic noise in his throat that makes my lady bits buzz like I just flipped on my favorite vibrator. I clench my thighs together to dull the ache. “It’s funny, you know. I come down here and everyone stereotypes Wisconsin with cows, cheese, and Packer fans. While everyone from Wisconsin razzed me about being down here with oranges and sunshine.”

      I put out my two hands like I’m weighing the options.

      He chuckles. “Yeah, I know, but you have no idea what a fresh pack of cheese curds tastes like.”

      “Like my bowels blocking?”

      “Well Miss Idaho, how do you like your potatoes?”

      “Hey now, we have mountains, and we are called the Gem State because it’s the place to mine for gems.”

      “I’ll have to remember that. So, mining for gems while having an unlimited amount of starchy carbohydrates or eating oranges from a tree while hearing the ocean waves crashing on the shore?”

      “After a week, I felt like I was home,” I admit, although a month later when my boyfriend broke my heart, I could’ve upped and returned to my hometown. But I can be stubborn and bullheaded and I would never prove my parents right by admitting to them that my ex was a no-good loser.

      He nods. “Yeah.” His gaze goes toward the ocean. “I really like the water. I mean we have Lake Michigan, but it’s not the ocean.” He shrugs.

      “Okay then, answer this. Let’s say you have kids someday, where do you want to raise them?”

      “Kids?” His voice comes out all squeaky like I kicked him in the balls. “Things are moving so quickly. We haven’t even kissed, and you want to bear my children?”

      I laugh and steal another slice of the orange, walking down the orchard row.

      “I’ve never been orange picking. The trees are so high.”

      He holds out his hand and I take another slice. “Apple picking is big up in Wisconsin.” His neck cranes when he looks up at the trees and I catch sight of his Adam’s apple. “They are pretty tall.”

      We walk two more rows, talking about hometowns until we come to the end, the mansion in the distance. Aiden pulls his phone out of his pocket. “Eleven,” he says and tucks it back in.

      “Are you counting down the minutes?”

      “I was. This isn’t my scene.”

      “But walking in an orange orchard and along the beach with a woman you don’t know is?”

      He huffs. “Truth is, probably. I’m not a big crowd person.” He stops walking, so I do too and turn to face him. “I’m about to be real forward with you.” He reaches for my hip but then clenches his fist and it remains at his side. “I’d like to take you out sometime.”

      I bite my lip to stop my smile from spreading.

      He raises his hand before I can talk. “I know you’re here with someone, so I’m asking if it’s not serious, which I sure hope it isn’t if he’s letting you disappear from his sight for this long, then give me a shot at a date.”

      I blow out a breath and go with my first instinct. “Okay.”

      His eyes bulge out but then he tamps down his excitement and it’s the cutest, most adolescent boy move ever thereby charming as hell. “Great. Here.” He pulls his phone out of his pocket. “Can I get your number?”

      “Yep. Eight, one, three—”

      “Shamrock, what the hell?” A guy stumbles toward us with a girl hanging off of him. “Mr. Gerhardt is looking for you.” The guy stops cold when he sees me. “Hey, I’m Ford, who are you?” His eyes fall over my body like he’s committing every inch to memory.

      “Down, boy,” Aiden says and shoots me an apologetic look. “Who’s this?”

      The Ford guy looks to his left and cringes.

      “Seriously? Gretchen!” She slaps him on the arm.

      “Give me a break, you’ve been feeding me these shots all night.” He swings his arm around her shoulders and then realization dawns on me.

      “Wait? Shamrock?”

      Ford smacks him on the shoulder and squeezes his shoulder. “Not right now, right?” He laughs. “More like wilted shamrock,” he says, laughing.

      Aiden pulls on the back of his neck and shakes his head. “Shut up, Richie.”

      “I’m suddenly so confused,” I admit, staring between them, but neither of their looks give anything away. “Who’s Shamrock?”

      “Him.” Gretchen points. “Aiden.”

      Aiden looks at me from the corner of his eye.

      “I still don’t get it?”

      “I play for the Florida Fury,” he murmurs.

      “He doesn’t just play. He’s the captain and the center. Our lead scorer until…” Ford laughs and Aiden blows out a breath, then tucks his phone in his pocket.

      “Listen, I have to go if Mr. Gerhardt is looking for me. It’s been nice talking with you.” He walks off without another word, leaving me with a giggling Gretchen and Ford.

      I stand there stunned for a minute. What the hell just happened. Doesn’t he want my number anymore?

      “I should go too,” I say, already starting to walk back.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. There’s enough of me for both of you,” Ford says.

      “Gross.” I follow Aiden back to the mansion.

      I stop at the step and dust the sand off my feet, sliding my heels back on. How nice of Mr. Gerhardt to have towels on hand, although sand still gets everywhere.

      Aiden’s rounding the top of the staircase just as I’m about to step up on the bottom stair when a woman walks down in sneakers, yoga pants, and a sweatshirt.

      “Excuse me,” she says, stopping me. “Have you seen Ford Jacobs?”

      I point her in the direction of the orange orchard and she sighs, rolls her eyes, and stomps in the direction.

      I raise my hand and open my mouth to flag Aiden down. I want to make sure to exchange numbers because once we go back inside, we’re likely never going to see one another again, but Joran’s appearance at the top of the stair surprises me and I tuck back into the shadows, so he doesn’t see me.

      “Aiden.”

      “Hey Joran,” Aiden says, shaking hands with my date before Joran pulls him in for a hug, patting him on the back so hard I can tell they’re friends.

      “Where have you been? Carl Gerhardt is looking for you. Let’s remember why you’re here tonight and it’s not to disappear.”

      Aiden nods his head a bunch of times like a nervous teenager. “I know. I just can’t get out of my head. I retraced everything I’ve done since the slump began. Nothing’s changed.”

      Joran laughs. “You gotta relax. I’ve gotten you this far, no? Let me do my job and make sure you’re not packing your bags and heading back home to dairyland. You’re too pretty to be milking cows for the rest of your life.”

      “More like filling beer mugs,” Aiden mumbles.

      But Joran never hears him because he’s already swinging his arm around Aiden and leading him into the house. “Come on, smile and act like you’re having the best night of your life.”

      I tiptoe up and watch them disappear into the house. Then I lean against the railing for a moment to make sense of the situation. Aiden is one of Joran’s clients?

      Just as I was thinking there might be some hope for my love life, someone smashes down the sledgehammer with a screaming ‘hell no.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Lena

        

      

    

    
      I’m going to kill him. I’m going to kill him. I’m going to kill him.

      Having to get on a private jet isn’t a horrible thing. Having to do it on New Year’s Eve because some spoiled rich kid can’t keep his name out of the press doesn’t allow me to enjoy the fact I got all the elbow room I wanted, didn’t have to go through security, and enjoyed more than a bag of pretzels and Diet Coke on the ride.

      Mr. Jacobs, Ford’s dad, isn’t really a reasonable man. He wants his son on the straight and narrow and I’m not sure the kid’s ever drawn a straight line in his life. Never mind caring what anybody thinks of him. But Mr. Jacobs wants his son back up in New York tomorrow, so somehow I became the fetcher with the collar and leash. Good thing I have no social life.

      I walk into the party, already feeling underdressed. If he didn’t hang up on me, he would have known that I was at the airport and maybe had the decency to meet me outside. What am I thinking? Ford wouldn’t give me a leaf to cover myself if I was naked. The man is a Neanderthal.

      The minute I step in, Carl Gerhardt spots me and he happens to be talking to the Florida Fury PR rep, Tripp Newton. They break apart from the party, meeting me in the foyer. My eyes take in all the sequin gowns and sparkling jewelry. I tug my sweatshirt down over my yoga pants.

      “Lena?” Tripp asks like he might be seeing things.

      “Hey, Tripp.” I shake his hand. “Mr. Gerhardt.” I shake his hand. “Sorry for barging in here. I’m looking for Ford.”

      “Is this about two nights ago?” Tripp asks.

      “Partly. Mr. Jacobs wants Ford home and since he’s refusing to come himself, I’m here to get him.”

      Tripp laughs but sobers when Mr. Gerhardt’s nostrils flare.

      “I put out a statement about the fight,” Tripp tells me, but his idea of a statement was making it a joke that the guy Ford punched was a Georgia Blades fan.

      “I saw. Turns out Mr. Jacobs is on his last rope with Ford. I think he’s under a lot of stress.” I don’t mention that he’s trying to get a merger with another company and having an out-of-control son isn’t helping the situation. Especially when the son is in his late twenties. “Thank you for doing that. I’ll be putting another statement out from the family. That they don’t condone fighting and Ford will issue an apology himself.”

      “Can’t we just allow this to be swept under the rug?” Mr. Gerhardt asks.

      I shake my head. “I’m just the messenger.”

      “And apparently animal control,” Tripp says, laughing. He’s had his own hands full after Ford’s stunts.

      Mr. Gerhardt gives him an angry glare, and Tripp again sips his drink and says nothing.

      “Well, I don’t know where he is. I saw him earlier and we had our own talk about the fight.”

      “And was he receptive?”

      Mr. Gerhardt rolls his eyes. “I’m never sure. I’ve had a hard time figuring him out since I drafted him. If he wasn’t so damn fast, I might cut him.”

      Tripp and I both raise our eyebrows and Mr. Gerhardt laughs.

      “Yeah, probably not. Damn, I can’t lose my center and my right wing.”

      I tilt my head to why he would lose his center.

      “Drake isn’t performing,” Tripp whispers and looks around. Meaning that Aiden Drake is here somewhere, which shouldn’t surprise me because Aiden, Ford, and Maksim are practically joined at the damn hip.

      “Good thing I only have to deal with Ford.”

      “I think you drew the short straw,” Tripp says. “Ford’s enough to handle.”

      “I know it. I should go find him. Sorry for barging in,” I apologize to Mr. Gerhardt, who appears lost in thought.

      “No need. You can always borrow a dress from my daughter and stay awhile.” He smiles and winks. The man has always treated me nicely. Probably because I’m trying to help him with Ford Jacobs’ off-the-ice behavior, although I’ve been unsuccessful so far.

      “Thank you. But I’m going to grab Ford and then we’re out of here.”

      “Call me if you need anything,” Tripp says as I walk down the hallway.

      Sliding by people, trying to make myself invisible, I reach the outside and slide by two men hitting the stairs. If I know Ford, he’s down by the water. It’s where I always find him at Jacobs’ parties and events.

      Just to be sure since I don’t want to hang around a fancy party looking like I came out of a yoga class, I stop a blonde who is wiping her feet off from the beach.

      She points me to the left and I say a small curse that I know Ford so well, I can pinpoint where he’d be at a party. Walking by the water, I don’t find him, so I head toward the orange orchard, which is awesome.

      The girl giggling is a clear sign I’m in the right place. I would hate to hear Ford Jacobs’ tally of how many women he’s slept with.

      “Ford Jacobs!” I yell.

      “Who’s that?” I hear a girl whispering and I follow the voice, my head hanging when I spot two bodies on the ground.

      “Ford, time for the fun to be over.”

      “You cannot be serious,” he says, and after some rustling, he comes out to the moonlight. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      His shirt is untucked but only a few buttons at the top are undone. His suit jacket wrinkled and his slacks hanging low. I’d only ever admit this to myself, but the man was gifted with looks and a body, plus he skates on the ice like he was born to play hockey.

      “Want to snap a picture?” he asks, snapping me out of my exploration of his body.

      More rustling and a girl shows up next to him, hooking her arm through his. Nausea rumbles in my stomach. Ford unwinds himself from her. “Why don’t you head back to the party?”

      The girl looks at me and her eyes run down my body. “Who is she?”

      “No one,” Ford says, and I feel a quick tinge from the sharpness of his word.

      “Then send her away,” the girl says, trying to attach herself to Ford while he tries to politely move away from her. I have no idea why the guy does what he does.

      “I have to take care of this. I’ll meet you back at the party.”

      The girl pretend pouts and I sigh, waiting. “Not too long. You promised me a midnight kiss.” She gets up on her tiptoes and kisses his cheek, leaving lipstick on his face.

      I wait for her to finally leave, annoyed that this is my job after everything. I took this job as a means to pay rent and every time I try to leave, Mr. Jacobs throws more money at me. Turns out not every PR rep is willing to put their own life on hold. So, here I am in Florida on New Year’s to pick up his adult son and drag him back to the man like I’m a bail bondswoman.

      Once she’s gone, he unbuckles his pants and tucks in his shirt right in front of me.

      “Why don’t you do that somewhere else?” I ask.

      “Oh come on. It’s nothing you haven’t seen before. Well, smaller versions at least.”

      He laughs and I sigh.

      “Your dad wants you home,” I say.

      He stops with his fingers on the buttons. “He sent you to fetch me?”

      I nod.

      He inhales a deep breath. Among the Jacobs family, it’s no secret that Ford and his dad don’t see eye-to-eye. They hate one another and Ford pokes Mr. Jacobs, loving the reaction he gets in return. From what his sister, Imogen, told me, it has to do with Ford being the only son and not wanting to take over the company. Kind of a classic story, but I’m not sure why Ford is so adamant about making a spectacle of himself. He’s playing professional hockey, put your nose down and play and be happy. His dad would leave him alone then.

      “Well, sorry, I’m not going. Papa Bear is going to be disappointed.” He finishes getting himself presentable and it’s like he’s got magic dust the way he went from rumpled to gorgeous.

      “You have to come. The jet is at the airport. We can stop and get your stuff if you want.”

      He slides his hands into his pockets and looks at me. “Why should I?”

      “Because your dad is asking,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest.

      He nods but I can tell he’s thinking about something behind those sparkling eyes of his and I’m positive I’m not going to like whatever it is.

      “It’s going to look pretty shitty when you show up without me, huh?” He smirks and I give him my best evil stare.

      “Let’s just make this easy. Come home, Ford.”

      He shrugs, keeping his hands in his pockets. “I’m not sure I want to.”

      “I know you don’t want to but if you don’t go to him, he will come down here eventually and most likely surprise you.”

      “Man, you know him well.” At least he looks like he’s considering what I’m saying.

      “I know your stint two nights ago broke another glass in his office.”

      “I’ll have to remember that come Christmas.”

      “Ford.” I say his name with the last ounce of patience I have.

      “Boyd.”

      I wait it out and he laughs.

      “Okay, I’ll go with you. On one condition.” He holds up a finger and I sigh because this will not be good.

      “I’m not going skinny dipping with you,” I say.

      “I’d never ask a woman to strip in front of me if she wasn’t comfortable.”

      “Good to know.”

      “However...” He raises his finger again. “Since you rudely interrupted me just now, I’m left with no one to kiss at midnight.”

      “I think you’ll deal.” I tighten my arms around myself.

      “Everyone needs to kiss someone at midnight.”

      “Why?”

      He laughs again. “You could use some luck when it comes to love, couldn’t you?” he asks. His eyes roam down my body. “I mean you were available to fly down here on New Year’s Eve in leggings and a sweatshirt. Surely, you want to find someone to love?”

      “I don’t believe in superstitions.”

      He steps closer. “Maybe this is your year.”

      I step back and put my hand up. “If you don’t want to come home, I’m fully comfortable telling your dad you refused.”

      “Are you really, Boyd?” He makes a clicking sound with his mouth. “I don’t believe you.” He continues to approach me, and I retreat.

      “Stop playing games, Ford.”

      He holds up his hands. “I’m just doing both of us a favor. We don’t want an entire year of nothing.”

      “Are you insinuating you want to find love this year?” I raise an eyebrow and an evil laugh falls out of him.

      “Hell no, but I do want to be lucky.”

      “Gross. So, if I kiss you at midnight, you come home without any problems. You’re not going to run away at the airport, are you?”

      He holds up his hands. “I’m strapped in right next to you.”

      Kissing Ford isn’t the worst thing I could do to get him home. He’s calling my bluff because I do not want to show up tomorrow to Mr. Jacobs without Ford. Now that I’m used to living on the salary from Mr. Jacobs, I can’t very well get fired and pay my rent and other expenses.

      “Fine.”

      He doesn’t make a move and I have no idea how close we are to midnight. Ford lifts his wrist and his expensive silver watch glistens under the moonlight. “You’ve got about twenty-five minutes. Make the most of it because you’ll never be the same after you’ve been kissed by Ford Jacobs.”

      “Excuse me while I throw up.”

      He laughs and swings his arm around my shoulders. “Take me home, Boyd.”

      We walk along the side of the mansion and down to the Uber that I had stay, all while my stomach erupts with butterflies that Ford’s lips will be on mine. Damn traitors.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Aiden

        

      

    

    
      Joran’s always a great ego boost. The man makes you feel like you’re the first man to walk on the moon half the time. Like you’re the smartest, most athletic, and most good-looking man in the room.

      “You have to just loosen up. I wanted you here so that you could have a few drinks, dance with some ladies, be chill and cool and confident. Your game is bound to return.”

      I hate that word—return. Like my skills to score are stuck in some dense fog that no one can find them in.

      He walks faster than I skate, I swear. Okay, slight exaggeration, but we don’t need to charge through a mansion like we’re paramedics in a rush to save a life.

      As soon as we reach Mr. Gerhardt, he’s talking with someone and Joran stops on a dime and thrusts his hand out like the mom safety belt when I was twelve in the front seat of our conversion van. Yes, we were that family.

      “Hold up.” He flags down a waitress and grabs a glass of champagne, staring down at my hand. “Why don’t you have a drink?”

      I shrug.

      “You need a drink. For God’s sake put a damn smile on your face.”

      I grin, fake of course. He groans. “Why must you twist my balls?”

      “I thought you had a fetish for that kinda thing.”

      I laugh but Joran doesn’t at first. Then he does because hello, I make him money. I’m his client. Don’t get me wrong, I need him. The man has come through with record deals for me. He knows exactly when to hold out and when to give in.

      “What do you want? Beer? Whiskey?”

      “You’d think you’d know what I drink. I mean, I do know that you like your balls twisted.”

      He’s too busy searching for someone to get me a drink to respond. Not sure why it matters if I’m drinking when I talk to Mr. Gerhardt. Do I apologize? Is it customary to apologize to your boss that you’re not producing like the player he’s paying a shit-ton for?

      “Let’s get serious now.”

      “I am serious. Technically, as my agent, you should know how I like my blow jobs too.”

      I’m fucking with Joran because I’m annoyed that I had to leave Saige. Spending time with her was the only part of the night I was enjoying so far. Just another instance of where my job gets in the way of getting the girl.

      But the fact that I have to be here at all because I need to show my face and kiss ass is the only reason, I even met her. I always told myself I’d retire before my game slips. I wouldn’t be that has-been that people snicker at behind their backs. I’d retire on a high note. But I didn’t think my game would start sucking at twenty-eight.

      “Fine, if it’ll make you smile, point to any girl in here and she’ll meet you upstairs in five minutes.”

      Joran isn’t smiling and I’m pretty sure he’s dead serious. Sad isn’t it? Some guys probably take him up on the offer.

      I pretend to scan the crowd, no sign of Saige or her date. I’d like to see the lucky bastard who gets to take her home tonight. “I’m just joking,” I clap him on the shoulder.

      “Thank God, I haven’t had to do that since the nineties.”

      “Really?”

      He nods and runs his hand through his sandy blond hair like ‘you don’t want to know the stories I could tell you.’

      And I probably don’t. I’ve seen a lot of shit go down on my way to becoming a professional athlete.

      A waiter comes by with a beer in a glass for me. Joran shoves it into my fist right as Mr. Gerhardt ushers us over to talk to him like he’s holding court.

      Okay, smile, jackass, he’s your boss.

      “Aiden, it’s great to see you.” Mr. Gerhardt shakes my hand and I allow him to overpower my usual strength. It’s a tactic.

      “It’s a great house. Thank you for having me.”

      He smiles big and I catch sight of his silver cap, surprised it’s not made of gold or diamonds. Maybe he’s thrifty when it comes to his personal appearance.

      “I’m glad you could come. Let’s go for a walk.” He claps me on the shoulder and leads me the way I just came from outside to his balcony.

      “Sure thing.”

      “It’s a beautiful night.” Joran follows at our side, but Mr. Gerhardt puts up his hand. “You can stay here, Joran.”

      “Okay,” he says, and I glance over my shoulder. He looks like a scorned dog watching his entire family leave from the front window, desperate to get in the car with them.

      We’re outside before I can process and he’s rambling on about when he bought the Florida Fury. “It was in the dumps. They couldn’t fill seats. No one cared about hockey in the Sunshine State.” He holds out his arms, but right as he’s carrying on about the gorgeous weather here, Saige walks up the stairs. She stops for a moment when our eyes catch then propels herself forward and disappears through the doors. Unfortunately, she’s probably off to find her date. It should be rounding midnight soon.

      “Are you listening to me?” Mr. Gerhardt asks.

      I turn my attention away from the door and sip my beer, facing him. “Yes. It is hard to believe anyone from Florida wants to sit in a cold ice rink. I’m sure it was a tough sell.”

      “It was. I had to sell the community. The town. The state. And I’ve made them addicts for hockey now.”

      He’s right. The man made Florida Fury an empire down here. Still gives me shivers seeing my name and number on the back of some kid’s shirt.

      “And when I brought you down here, I got the respect of the fellow owners. I understand it must be hard to feel the pressure to perform. I might not be some world-class athlete, but I am a successful businessman and I have the pressure to pay my employees and I can’t do that without asses in the seats. And without wins, there are no fans. And in order to get wins, I need the guys I hire to perform.”

      I nod and swallow. “I understand. I know this hasn’t been my year so far.”

      “No, it hasn’t, but we’ve got some time to turn it around. Win me the Cup and all is forgiven.” His laugh is loud and jovial, but it’s laced with truth. Still, he wants me to win him the damn Cup when I can’t even score a goal these days?

      “I promise things will turn around.” I’m hoping I’m injecting enough enthusiasm into my voice to sell it, even if I’m not feeling confident.

      “Well, you have until the end of the season before your contract is up, so I hope you’re right. You’re the heart and soul of this team, I don’t want to lose you, but I want you to understand that it’s a business I’m running. Slump or not, I have to fill those seats.”

      I nod and press my lips together. “Understood.” The alcohol in my stomach turns sour after our conversation.

      There isn’t much else I can say to him. My word means nothing without the performance to back it up. I sip my beer with the hope this conversation is finally over.

      “You should know that I hired a shrink just now.”

      I choke on my beer, sputtering. “What?”

      He nods toward the mansion. “Yeah, she’s here and we talked, and she’s agreed to come on for the year. I think all the boys will get some use out of it. I don’t necessarily believe in the whole psychology thing. My first wife made me go to counseling and we still got divorced. But Joran thought it was a good idea too, so she’s starting in two weeks. I’ll put you at the top of the list.”

      I swallow my beer. “Great,” I squeak out.

      I’m fine with the therapy thing, although I think some players will not be so cool with it. But a psychologist is not going to fix my game. Figuring out whatever has turned my luck to shit will.

      “Glad we had this talk.” He slaps me on the shoulder. “I think of you like a son, Aiden.”

      Bullshit, I’m only his son when I’m scoring three goals a game. He knows it and I know it. So, if I want to stick around as the Florida Fury captain, I better get out of this funk right fucking now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Saige

        

      

    

    
      Joran doesn’t even notice when I enter the house because he’s focused on Aiden and Mr. Gerhardt. Ten minutes later, he finds me at the bar. I really want to order a shot, but I request another glass of white wine instead.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” His hand lands on the small of my back. He’s older than me and I wonder if that has something to do with the reason why he’s so entrenched in his work all the time, even though he asked me here as his date. Maybe he’s just grown accustomed to it over the years.

      “Yes.” It’s a polite answer but if he was my actual boyfriend, I would’ve had a piece of my mind to share with him. But it’s hard to stand on your moral high ground when you’ve been with another man exploring the grounds.

      “Good.” He glances up. “It’s almost midnight.”

      “A half hour,” I say, because I just checked while I was waiting for my drink. More because I’d like to leave this party and go home, pull the covers over my head and forget it ever happened.

      How can I be attracted to Aiden, a professional hockey player? My body should instinctively know he’s trouble. But instead of me pushing him into the back corner of my mind never to be found again, I keep running over our time outside together. The way he looked at me on the beach, how eager he seemed when I said yes to go out with him. It’s only tormenting me more.

      “I passed Mr. Gerhardt talking to someone on my way in a second ago.”

      Joran sighs, accepting his glass of dark liquid from the bartender. “Aiden Drake. He’s my client and things haven’t been going well for him lately.”

      “How so?”

      He holds his arm out for me to walk away, dropping a twenty in the tip jar. “The kid is one of those once-in-every-decade kind of players. Like he was born to play the sport. Although, he practices like no other person I’ve ever met, he’s been off the past few games.”

      “A few?”

      He blows out a breath. “Eight, to be exact.”

      “Oh,” I say, trying not to react too much. But I manage enough athlete accounts to know that when your game isn’t going well, the press and your fans usually start attacking you, which can’t make it any easier to get out of the funk.

      “Exactly. His contract is up this year and if he doesn’t turn this around, he’s either going to take less money, be called a has-been at twenty-eight, or even worse the other owners will say he never had it to begin with and he won’t get a contract—anywhere.”

      We find a corner in the room that most guests are in, but Joran keeps looking toward the back as though he can’t fully concentrate on our conversation. I think the only reason he’s telling me so much is because he’s worried.

      “And what does that say about me if the kid ends up not having the career everyone predicted? I took him on as a client. It means my eye isn’t good.”

      I sip my wine. Slightly disgusted with how athletes are bought and sold for their talent like cattle. Or maybe I’m holding a soft spot for the guy who must not enjoy the spotlight and wanted a quiet evening in for New Year’s Eve.

      “That’s beyond your control,” I say.

      “When athletes sign with me, whether good or bad, it says something about them just for the fact that I’m taking them on as clients. You probably don’t know this, but I’m considered the best in the business.”

      I don’t say anything to that. I don’t keep tabs on sports agents, but the ones I’ve met in my life, which has been more than most “normal people” in this world, says they’re all the same. It’s their reputation that matters most. They’re not necessarily always in it for the actual athlete’s best interests.

      His gaze strays once again toward the back door and I want to tell him to just go. That having half his attention isn’t any better than how we’ve spent most of the night—apart.

      “I’m sure he’ll turn his game around.”

      “You know athletes and their superstitions.” Boy, do I. But I would never tell Joran how familiar I am with superstitions because he might just walk away from me now. “Something happens, and they have a good game and then they need to recreate the exact scenario again thinking it’s why they won.”

      “Maybe he needs to find that again.” I offer advice I shouldn’t.

      “Aiden says he’s never needed a superstition or good luck charm. I think he’s the only person. His damn teammate ate Taco Bell for an entire week. I can’t even get Aiden to carry a damn rabbit’s foot around.”

      “I’m sure it will all work out.” I sip my wine.

      He finishes his drink and sets it on a table nearby. “You good? I’m going to go check on them. If Mr. Gerhardt gets in Aiden’s head, it’ll be game over on his career and a huge dent in mine.”

      I nod but before I actually speak, he’s gone. I release all the anxiety with a long-expelled breath from my body. This is all too familiar. I glance at the clock again. Twenty minutes until midnight. Thank God this night is almost over.

      “Checking to see who you’re kissing at midnight?” Some guy walks up to me. He’s got blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and broad shoulders. The guy screams athlete, and my guess is he’s probably one of the Florida Fury hockey players. Also, he has a Russian accent so that’s a tip-off as well.

      “No, I’m not.”

      He leans his shoulder against the wall next to me and I slide a step away. “I saw you talking to Joran. Was he hitting on you?”

      “I came here with him.”

      “Oh shit. Really?” His hands fly up in the air. “Then I’ll stop hitting on you.”

      I sip my wine and look at him over the edge of my wine glass.

      “Want to help me pick up a woman?” he asks.

      “Excuse me?”

      He chuckles. “I really want to kiss her at midnight, but she gives the whole excuse of not dating athletes.” He rolls his eyes.

      “There is such a thing.”

      His eyebrows scrunch. “Who wouldn’t want to date an athlete?”

      I shrug. “Someone who doesn’t want to constantly second guess what you might be doing when you’re out of town. Someone who doesn’t want to go crazy and be possessive because of the puck bunnies. Someone who doesn’t want to be second to a man’s career. Someone who likes their life private and not on public display. Dare I go on?”

      His eyebrows move from furrowed to raised. “You talk from experience? Do I look like an athlete?”

      I cock one eyebrow.

      “How do you know I’m not an accountant?”

      “First I pegged you for a PE teacher,” I say.

      He points and laughs. “Even without my whistle?”

      I laugh and he smiles like he’s glad he can pull that out of me. “Damn, maybe I should tell women that.”

      “Sure, lie to them. That’s always a good way to start a relationship.”

      “Whoa, lady. Slow down. Who said anything about a relationship?”

      I shake my head and tip my wine glass at him. “And there’s another reason a woman doesn’t want to date an athlete, rarely are they looking for a relationship.”

      He shrugs. “Well, I have a good reason.”

      I stand straighter. “This should be good.”

      “I’m Russian.”

      “Really?” I bulge my eyes out and he chuckles, shaking his head.

      “And eventually I’ll be going back there. Not many women want to relocate to Russia.”

      “If she loves you, she probably would.”

      He waves his finger in front of my face. “That’s where you’re wrong. She can love me and still want me to stay here.”

      “Okay. I’m not going to argue a hypothetical with you. I don’t even know you.”

      He looks over my shoulder. “Here comes a guy who needs to get laid tonight.”

      I turn to see Aiden approaching. Taking a moment, I watch him. Straight back, confident shoulders, and an air about him that says he’s someone. I deny my urge to drool right here in front of everyone. Maybe hearing his problems with his game is pulling on my heartstrings pretty damn hard. Or maybe there’s just something about him that I’ve never noticed with anyone else.

      “I know this guy isn’t your date,” Aiden says, fist-bumping the Russian. “Since he came with me.”

      “Oh, so you two are on a date.” I give him a saccharine smile and point between them.

      “Yeah, but we have an open relationship,” the Russian guy says.

      “This is Maksim Petrov. He plays on the team too.” Aiden points to him. “This is Saige, she’s here on a date and manages social media for people.”

      “You do? I need someone to do mine. I love to post, I hate the interaction.”

      I laugh because that’s pretty typical, but usually it’s what they post that causes the problems. Digging into my purse, I grab a card and hand it to him. He twirls it with his finger and pockets it with a wink. “Okay, wish me luck, I’m trying one last time for at least a midnight kiss. Who wouldn’t want to kiss this guy on New Year’s Eve?” He circles his face with his finger.

      “Can’t imagine who wouldn’t,” I say.

      A huge grin consumes his face.

      Once he leaves, Aiden turns to me. “Where is this mystery date?”

      I look around. “Not sure. You just missed him.”

      He glances above my head at the clock. “Fifteen minutes to midnight. If he doesn’t show, I say I’m the one who gets the kiss?”

      “Hate to break it to you, but you still have to jump in the ocean.”

      “I’ll jump in the ocean if you kiss me at midnight,” he says, a sexy smile on his lips.

      “No. You already lost the bet. Remember that juicy orange you found only because I pointed you in the right direction?”

      He laughs. “I can’t go in wearing my suit. Rain check?”

      “Sure, but I should mention that men who go through with their bets really turn me on.”

      He grabs my hand and tugs me toward the back door. “Let’s get this over with.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Paisley

        

      

    

    
      Maksim Petrov keeps checking me out. The entire party so far, I’ve looked up and he’s been staring at me. Watching me cross the room. And sooner or later, he’s going to approach me again and I fear I don’t have the willpower to say no to him.

      “Paisley.” Mr. Gerhardt approaches me. “I’ve barely seen Jana tonight.”

      I want to say ‘me too and I’ve been stuck making small talk and dodging one of your hockey guys which is like swimming away from a shark.’

      “She’s here somewhere,” I say, looking for my best friend.

      “Always worrying about the details.” He tips his drink back. I’ve attended a lot of parties with Mr. Gerhardt and he’s got those glassy eyes on that says he’s had a few drinks already. But he’s a fun drunk and it’s his party, so why shouldn’t he enjoy himself? “Tell me what you are up to now?”

      “Not much, I just started a private practice.”

      He snaps his fingers. “Really? I thought you were still working toward your doctorate.”

      “Nope, finished two years ago.”

      He points to me and looks around the room. “Hey, I have a guy here. Aiden Drake.”

      “Your center?”

      He laughs. “I always forget you watch hockey.”

      “You have a great team this year.”

      He looks around again. “We just need to get Drake’s game back.”

      “He will.”

      “That’s where you come in. He needs a shrink,” he says.

      I choke on my champagne. “Excuse me?”

      “He needs someone to fix his head. I’m going to refer him to you. That should be good for your profession, right? An endorsement by Aiden Drake, center of the Florida Fury?”

      “Technically, client and doctor privilege,” I say. “But have you asked him?”

      “He’ll do it. He’ll do anything to get his game back at this point,” he says, finishing his drink and a server brings him another one taking the empty like they’ve been waiting in the wings for him to finish. Must be a nice life.

      I’ve been best friends with his daughter, Jana, since we were freshmen in high school, and although I attended the same private school, I was on partial scholarship and Jana obviously wasn’t. The Gerhardts have taken me on so many vacations I would have never gone on. They were like my second family, so him throwing me this bone isn’t a surprise.

      “I’ll get your number from Jana and give it to Aiden. Expect a call next week.” Mr. Gerhardt leans in, kissing my cheek. “I can’t believe you have a doctorate already. Time flies and I’m getting old.” He laughs and leaves.

      Maksim slides into his place. “You know the boss?”

      I shake my head and sip my champagne.

      “Silent treatment, huh? I should warn you that the harder you try to get away from me, the more I’ll chase. It’s my nature. Let me tell you about when I was eight and this coach said I didn’t have what it takes to be a professional hockey player. And I’m Russian, so you can imagine it was a dagger to the heart.”

      “I promise, I’m not playing hard to get. I’m just not interested.”

      His eyes fall.

      “Yeah, I’m sure you’re not used to being told no.”

      “Not when the woman clearly wants me. I’m not asking for forever, I’m asking for a kiss at midnight, that’s all.” He holds up his hands. “You have to kiss someone, I’m not the ugliest guy here.”

      I laugh. “You know it’s the truth.”

      “I don’t kiss—”

      “Hockey players. Maybe we should examine your dislike so much.”

      “I was going to say strangers. I have no idea where that tongue has been,” I say.

      He inches closer and he smells so delicious. “I never said tongue, but I’m not opposed to it.”

      “You just don’t stop.” I finish my champagne and place the glass on the tray of a server.

      Other servers are passing out hats and crowns and streamers. Maksim takes a hat that says Happy New Year and he hands me a crown. “You’ve got about five minutes to make your decision.”

      “Or you’re going to find someone else?”

      “Nah, it’s you or no one.”

      “How romantic,” I sarcastically say.

      “I’m not a romantic.”

      “Which is my point,” I say.

      “So, what’s your answer?”

      “You’re in such a rush.”

      “I’ll put on some Chapstick for you.” He winks and my stomach fills with flutters. Oh dear Jesus, the man is winning me over.

      “How sweet. What flavor?”

      He pulls out a Chapstick and I giggle like a pre-teen. “Looks like mint.”

      Please help me because I’ve lost my mind, but he’s right, one kiss isn’t anything to worry about and he is Maksim Petrov, so can I really argue it?

      “One kiss, no tongue.”

      He chuckles. “Okay, don’t take advantage of me then.”

      Everyone starts counting down and his body moves closer, his arm around me to mold to my hip and I turn to him. His blue eyes electrifying and beautiful. “Nine, eight, seven…” he continues to count, and I’m fixated on his lips. “One,” he whispers.

      Cheers erupt and I close my eyes right as his lips land on mine. Damn, I should have known he’d be a great kisser. His lips soft and firm and his hands are loose but tight all in one. I sink into him and he tugs me closer, my neck straining upward to meet his height. He moans when I’m the one who slips my tongue into his mouth because if I’m going to kiss him, I’m going to fully kiss him and regret nothing.

      By the time we come up for air, the room is spinning with people wishing everyone Happy New Year, but we’re staring at one another like we’re surprised a kiss could spark like that. He’s about to lean in again and I’m not going to deny him, but Mr. Gerhardt calls my name.

      “Paisley!”

      Maksim’s hands are off me before I can focus on Mr. Gerhardt.

      “Happy New Year, Mr. Gerhardt,” I say, kissing him on the cheek.

      “Happy New Year, Paisley. I see you met the big man,” he says, shaking Maksim’s hand and wishing him a Happy New Year. “He can be the first to meet our new team shrink.”

      “What?” I ask, clearly hearing him wrong.

      “I’m going to hire you to be the team shrink.”

      “I thought you were just referring me to Aiden?”

      He laughs. “Yeah, but I think all our boys could use a head shrink.”

      I don’t correct him about the word shrink because it’s no use. “Seriously?”

      “You come into my office in two days and we’ll negotiate.”

      I glance at Maksim and he blows out a breath, rolling his eyes.

      “Isn’t it great, Maksim?” Mr. Gerhardt is oblivious to Maksim’s true feelings.

      “Yeah, I don’t do that shit. I don’t need any help with my head.”

      My shoulders sag that he’s undermined my profession. “Really? It doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Maybe for the other guys but you can count me out. Happy New Year.” He walks away and I watch his back until he disappears in the crowd.

      “Don’t worry, I’m making it mandatory. If you want to play for the Florida Fury, then you’re seeing the shrink.” He points to me. “You’re the shrink.”

      I nod, but I can’t really not take him up on his offer. When I left my other place to open a practice on my own, I never realized how hard it was to get started. The money from the team would help me tremendously.

      “Happy New Year, I’ll see you in my office in two days.” He kisses my cheek and I smile at him.

      Great, now I just have to act like that kiss with Maksim didn’t make my libido go into overdrive.
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          Saige

        

      

    

    
      I look right and left as he drags me from the house. Surely, Joran will see us. The worst part is I kind of hope he doesn’t. But he’s nowhere to be found, so my assumption is he’s schmoozing another client.

      A few couples and groups linger outside by the stone firepit, but Aiden breezes by them and down the stairs.

      “I’m in heels,” I say.

      He slows down at the steps. “We’re on a time crunch.”

      Stopping on the sand, he goes by a palm tree, and he shrugs off his jacket, tosses his tie and his fingers go to the buttons on his shirt. I quickly turn around, sipping the wine I’ve barely had. I should be way more drunk right now doing what I’m doing.

      “How polite of you, but I’m not a shy guy,” he says from behind me.

      I hear a belt unclasp and my lady bits are pleading and begging for me to turn around. Get a look at the guy.

      A few minutes later, I’m patting myself on the back for having the willpower not to turn around.

      “Okay, I’m going in.”

      I turn and see his naked ass running toward the water. And what an ass it is. He jumps in and comes back out, his body glistening under the moonlight like he’s emerging from another planet and I’m in the middle of a dream.

      My gaze falls down his strong shoulders, taut pecs, and nipples to his valley of abs. He’s got tattoos from his shoulders to his elbows and a small one on his rib cage and let me say it only ups his fuckability. He cannot be real. As I continue to soak him in, it isn’t until he’s way too close that I realize he’s naked.

      I screech and turn my back to him.

      “It was fucking cold so I would prefer my member not to be pre-judged.”

      I bend over at the waist in full-on laughter and hear him chuckling behind me.

      “I didn’t look.”

      “Sure, you did. I would’ve if it was you.”

      I bite my lip because of course I looked at him. And holy hell if that’s him with shrink dick, what does he look like under normal circumstances? It boggles the mind.

      “I’m heading to the pool house to dry off and change. Be my lookout?”

      “Sure.”

      He walks by me, his clothes in his hands while he peeks around a tree before tiptoeing into the pool house. I walk up to the expensive stone patio that surrounds the pool.

      I need to leave. This whole thing is only trouble. At first, I didn’t know he was Joran’s client, but now I do. Plus, he has so much hanging on the line with his career, no way do I want to impact that somehow. The man doesn’t have time for a relationship and I’m not all that big on dating a professional athlete anyway. Not that it’s a deal breaker but I definitely don’t want to date one who’s in some pivotal part of their career.

      “If he doesn’t score in the next two games, you start looking,” I overhear Mr. Gerhardt’s voice say to someone and I duck under the awning from the balcony to the pool.

      “You want to go after a rookie, or someone more established?” a man asks him.

      “I want the best of the best. I thought I had it. I feel for the guy, I do. But I’m growing an empire here. It was supposed to be our year.” Mr. Gerhardt sounds sincere, but I see both sides. He can’t afford for Aiden to just come back around. Then again, Aiden’s probably won him a lot of games, too.

      “You sure you don’t want to wait for the season to end?” the guy asks.

      “No. The longer he goes without producing, the less he’ll be worth. Two games and we look at trades. That’s plenty of time before the trade deadlines.”

      “Okay, consider it done.”

      I close my eyes feeling pain for someone I barely know.

      “But keep it quiet. The last thing I need in that locker room is news I’m getting rid of their captain.”

      “Definitely. No worries.”

      The door of the pool house opens, and Aiden emerges dressed back in his suit, but his dark hair is damp now. Again, his beauty takes my breath away.

      “Funny thing. I checked my phone while I was in there and guess what?”

      “What?”

      He doesn’t stop approaching me until my back is to the wall. “It’s almost midnight.” He lifts his head and looks around. “And I don’t see your date anywhere.”

      “He’s here somewhere.”

      I should leave. I need to leave.

      He lifts one arm and places his hand next to my head on the wall. “You’re really not going to give me a midnight kiss? You might end up being my new lucky charm.”

      “Don’t go putting that kind of pressure on me.”

      I press my hand on his chest to gain some space to think about what I’m doing. He might not believe I’m here with someone, but I am. Regardless of whether that guy cares to spend any time with me.

      He chuckles. “Guess what jersey number I am?”

      “I have no idea. One?”

      He laughs again. “You think I’m cocky, huh?”

      “No—”

      “Thirteen.” He smirks and the girl inside me who loves guys just like him wants to know why he’d pick an unlucky number.

      “Thirteen is unlucky.”

      “They call me Shamrock. I’ve been lucky as fuck my entire life. I’ve never had to be superstitious before like my teammates. But now I’m thinking maybe a kiss from you and I’ll score a goal after a long dry spell.”

      “Is this a line? Because up until now I thought you were a great guy, but this all sounds like extreme bullshit.” I hand tightens around my drink.

      “I didn’t much care for you to know that I played but Ford ruined that. I figure might as well be honest with you, especially if it earns me a kiss.” He bends down closer and inside the music stops and someone starts the countdown at ten through the microphone.

      I press my finger to his lips. “And what if you kiss me tonight and score in your next game? What are you going to do, chase me down to kiss you before every game?”

      He chuckles again, gently lowering my wrist to my side. The guy says eight in the microphone and my chest constricts. “Well, I’d hope that after I kiss you, I could grab that phone number, and maybe we could see each other once you end whatever you have going with your date.”

      “You want to date me or go on a date?”

      The guy’s voice says five and cheers erupt through the house. But we’re in our own little bubble tucked away under the overhang of the balcony. “I know athletes get reputations but I’m not really a one-night stand kind of guy. I want the real thing. I think we have a connection.”

      The guy gets down to three on the microphone and my stomach turns over with queasiness.

      “So, what do you say? Can I kiss you?” He leans in, millimeters from my face and I close my eyes as the guy announces two… one.

      I panic and before I can stop myself my hand is already moving. I throw my drink in Aiden’s face.

      “What the hell?” He backs away, wiping his hand down his face.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.” I run out of our hiding spot and hit the bottom of the stairs, but Joran’s there.

      “There you are.” I glance back and Aiden’s right behind me.

      He comes to a dead stop. “What the hell, man? Did you piss a girl off like usual?” Joran asks, but he doesn’t wait for him to answer. “It’s midnight and I didn’t have anyone to kiss.”

      “Probably because you spent the whole night away from me.”

      “Who’s your date, Joran?” Aiden asks quietly.

      Joran puts his arm around my waist. “This is Saige. Saige this is Aiden Drake, one of my clients.”

      Aiden nods and holds out his hand. “You two have a great evening.” I shake his hand, but he pulls it back immediately and walks up the stairs.

      “So how about that midnight kiss?” Joran bends down toward me and I place my hand over his mouth, pushing him back.

      “I don’t think so. I’m calling an Uber.”

      I follow Aiden up the stairs, but by the time I make it through the house and out the front doors, he’s nowhere to be found.

      Way to go, Saige. You finally have a great night with a guy and your conscience screws it all up for you.

      But there is no way I can risk being his good luck charm regardless of whether he scores during his next game or not.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Aiden

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two days later

      

      

      

      “Holy fuck!” Maksim opens up a bottle of champagne and sprays it over the entire locker room.

      You’d think we just won the Cup.

      “I bought this on the way here today. I knew today was your day.” He dumps the bottle over my head while I grin.

      Ford slaps me on the back. “A fucking hat trick. You’re a damn beast.” He opens his mouth and Maksim pours some champagne down his throat.

      The entire team is all smiles and ‘fuck yeahs.’ I sit in the locker room while everyone’s talking about the big power move, our goalie’s shutdowns, and my blast from the point. Nothing has felt better in a long damn time.

      “We’re going out tonight and we’re fucking partying.” Ford leans in front of me and puts both his hands on either side of my head, his sweaty forehead touching my own. “You rocked it out there!”

      I can’t strip the smile off my face. Although I did score three goals, I have a long way to go to get back to the player I was. Consistency is what I need. This can’t be a one-off.

      “What did you do? Taco Bell? Socks? You look like you got a haircut,” my teammate, Tweetie, asks from across the room. “What’s the new superstition? Because I speak for all of us that we’ll make whatever it is happen for you.”

      I rack my brain thinking about what I did differently today. I wasn’t lying when I told Saige on New Year’s Eve that I’ve never really had superstitions. Never before now. So, I think about my breakfast, my lunch, and my dinner. Same things I’ve had before any other game. I got to the rink at the same time as normal, all my clothes were all freshly laundered.

      “Did you get some? Because isn’t that girl the lucky chick. She’s got you for the entire season.” Ford unlaces his skates and I shake my head before something else clicks in my brain.

      I’ve been so preoccupied wanting to know why Saige threw that drink at me when I bent my head down to kiss her. What sparked that after I thought we were enjoying each other’s company? Then again, to find out her date was Joran fucking killed it for me. Not exactly like I can go after my agent’s girl and expect him to go to bat for me at the end of this season when my contract is up. But damn, could it be that Saige was the game changer for me?

      No fucking way. No one’s superstition has ever been crashing and burning while hitting on a woman.

      I shake my head.

      “DRAKE!” Coach Vittner calls from his office.

      I slide into my sliders and walk across the room still in my pads. My teammates all patting me on the back for a great job. It’s one of the best things about being on a team when you do things that boosts everyone up.

      “Yeah, Coach?” I peek my head in and he ushers me inside.

      “Close the door. You guys are way too loud tonight.” Then he’s smiling and I catch an open bottle of Jack Daniels on his desk. Looks like even the coach is celebrating. “Good game tonight. I’m proud of you. Whatever you did, you need to fucking repeat it for the next game.”

      “I didn’t do anything differently and I don’t really believe in superstitions—”

      “You’re a hockey player.”

      Okay, I should clarify it’s not that I don’t believe in them, I’ve just never needed them. I guess I’m new to the whole obsession with them.

      “I just wanted to call you in here because you played great tonight. I got wind of what could be gossip, but if your performance doesn’t stay like it was tonight there’s a chance your bags are packed by the end of February.”

      “Trade?”

      He sighs. “If it was my decision, it’s a no-brainer. I knew you’d be where you are tonight. But it’s the big man. He makes the decisions. Let’s give it to him right in the ass for even thinking of getting rid of you.”

      I fucking love Coach Vittner and this is why. He’s a true leader and goes to bat for his players all the damn time.

      “Shit. Just as the pressure was easing up.”

      He chuckles. “I tell you this to encourage you to do everything in your power to score and win, not to make you depressed like some teenage boy who hasn’t touched his first tit. Come on, Drake. You’ve got this.”

      “But what if next game I don’t?”

      Even I hate the unsureness in my tone.

      “Oh fuck, that’s not what I wanna hear. I wanna hear you say you’re gonna score. You’re gonna win. You’re gonna screw Carl Gerhardt right up the ass.”

      “Well…” I cock my head to the side.

      “Too far, I know. But go out there and celebrate tonight. And whatever you did before tonight’s game, repeat it.”

      “Yes, sir.” I turn and with my hand on the doorknob, I stop. “Coach?” I turn and he’s drinking his Jack Daniels from a paper cup. “The whole superstition thing is like twenty-four hours before game time?”

      He shrugs. “Every hockey player has their own. I guess you’re about to find out what yours is. But don’t go experimenting and fuck it up. Anything that’s different in your life, do before next game.”

      “But—”

      “Drake, we’re not building a damn rocket here. If this is about some girl you slept with last night, hate to break it to you, but retrieve that phone number out of the trash. We’re talking about your career here.”

      I nod and leave Coach’s office.

      Maksim comes up to me, naked, swinging his huge dick way too close to me. “What do you need me to do? Pick up food from a certain place? Not touch your shit? Wear your jockstrap? Hell, you name it.”

      “Yeah, Shamrock, we’re your men. Whatever you need us to do to make this a streak.” Ford comes alongside Maksim, looking down. “Goddamn, remind me never to do a porno with you.”

      I think long and hard for a moment. “I think I have to track someone down. Maksim, do you have that business card from that woman you met on New Year’s—Saige?”

      “The cute blonde?” he asks.

      “I knew you went home with her when we couldn’t find you. Home alone, my ass.” Ford flips me off.

      “Yeah, the blonde.” I nod at Maksim.

      He reaches into his bag and hands it over to me. “Here you go.”

      I sit on the bench and twirl it around in my hands. I have to be delusional to be thinking she has anything to do with my performance on the ice tonight, right? But why risk it?

      I shove the card into my bag and hit the showers. After overthinking it all, my career is everything and I need to protect it. I have to keep this up, no matter the costs.

      

      
        
        Two days later…

      

      

      

      I walk into a small office that holds only two employees. I bypass the brunette and head right to the blonde, placing a glass and an opened bottle of white wine on her desk.

      She looks up and slides back as if repulsed by my nearness. “Aiden,” she says, a little breathless.

      I ignore all the effects her saying my name has on me. I’m here for one reason.

      “I need you to throw this drink in my face.”
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        Do you think Saige will end up being Aiden’s lucky charm?

        My Lucky #13 releases 6.29.21

        CLICK HERE to pre-order at a discounted rate!!
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