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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          DARIO

        

      

    

    
      Shadows from outside swirl across the ceiling above me. I try to sleep. My body aches, and not just from tonight's game. It’s frustrated and wants a release that isn’t possible. Not in the way I want. Not so long ago, I would go home with any willing woman. That hasn't been the case since I first noticed Gemma Michaels, the new assistant travel coordinator. I thought she was my age or younger; instead, she is five years older than my twenty-one years. Not that it matters.

      A no-fraternization policy has been in place for only a few years. The boss got tired of the players flirting with the female employees, so he put an end to it. According to the scenario I heard, a new player had been very demanding with an employee. The player had stayed for a few months, and the employee had left town and returned home. So, yes, the new policy prevents me from asking Gemma out. For the first time since high school prom, I want to go on a date, but it’s impossible with the woman I want.

      So, it’s no surprise that I find myself alone in my room with only my thoughts for company. Madden is supposed to share, but who knows where he went. He will most likely spend the night doing things I used to enjoy before a curvy woman demanded my full attention.

      The intensity of my thoughts about the woman causes a throbbing erection. As I consider going to the bathroom to give myself a release, the sound of the door unlocking causes me to roll over onto my stomach. I curse silently at the pressure and force it to subside by thinking about game statistics. It helps a little.

      "What's wrong with you?" Madden asks, turning on the light.

      I curse, and he quickly turns it off, opting for a lamp instead.

      "Nothing's wrong with me. I was trying to sleep until you came in and started stomping around."

      He snorts. "You weren't asleep." He drops to the edge of his bed and kicks off his shoes. He gives me a sideways glance. "Gemma was out tonight."

      My ears perk up. "She was." I clear my throat. "Why are you telling me this?"

      He laughs. "No reason in particular."

      I curse as he closes the bathroom door behind him. When the shower starts, I get out of bed and change into a t-shirt and sweatpants. I grab my key card and leave the room. I take the elevator to the lobby and decide to go to the pool area. It's dark and chilly outside, so I doubt I'll find anyone here.

      The hotel seems to be like others, which makes it tempting for travelers. As I step outside, the lawn around the pool is illuminated with multicolored lights. The warm glow of the lights creates a vivid reflection on the water. I take a few steps toward a lounge chair and stop when I hear a gasp. I look around and take a second look when I notice Gemma lying on one of the chairs. I swallow hard as I see her in the soft light.

      Without lowering my eyes, I move to the chair next to hers and sit down. I can only hope that the dim light hides my reaction to her. "Madden, he said you were out with them tonight."

      Heat rushes through me as her eyes sweep over my face like a gentle caress before she looks across the water. "I was at the restaurant. I wasn’t with them."

      I grimace as I sense an undercurrent in her speech. Is she sad? I lie back on the lounge chair and turn to face her. "Why weren't you with Davy?"

      "We work together. Our free time is ours."

      "So, you ate alone?"

      Gemma glares, obviously frustrated. "Why are you pushing this? Yes, I ate alone. I'm used to it," she snaps. "I'm fine."

      I think there's more to Gemma's reaction than she's letting on, but I decide not to dig any deeper. Instead, I grin and change the subject to something lighter, trying to ease the tension between us. "I saw you at the game tonight, but I didn't see you in a Vikings jersey." I smile, but it has the opposite effect.

      She sits up and swings her legs over the edge as if ready to leave.

      "Where are you going?"

      "To my room. I’ll enjoy more peace and quiet there."

      "Why so prickly?” I ask.

      She rubs her forehead. "Davy gave me a shirt to wear. Two sizes too small." Her cheekbones flush. "I just didn't have time to buy my own."

      "I have a spare one. I'll wash it and bring it to you." I wink. "It has my number."

      She gives me a cautious look. "I'm not sure wearing a specific player's number is a good idea, but I appreciate the thought."

      "I'll bring it to you anyway." I lower my voice. "I like the idea of you wearing my shirt." The sight of her wearing only my shirt makes my body react in ways I try to control.

      "Please don't go. Stay and talk to me."

      The silence between us lasts until she lies back down. I smile, glad she's staying. "What do you want to talk about?" she asks.

      "Anything."

      "Well, that's helpful."

      I snort with laughter. "I'm afraid to ask something that will make you run away."

      "I'm not the most extroverted person. In fact, I consider myself socially awkward. I know I'm not one of the boys, and I'm okay with that. I'm used to it. And if you'd bothered to interact with me before, you'd probably already know all of this."

      My frown deepens as she continues because I don't agree with what she's saying. She is part of the team. I mean, I understand that she doesn't play on the ice, but she's still an important member of the team. Davy is more than willing to go along with it. Besides, "I suppose it's more awkward for you, considering the whole team is made up of men."

      "Men don't notice." She shrugs.

      I burst out laughing, causing her head to snap in my direction. I watch her blink away the tears that form on her eyelids. That makes me cold. She swings her legs over the chair and quickly moves away from me. I run after her and grab her arm. She stops and I move carefully in front of her. "Gemma, believe me when I say that men notice you. That's why I was laughing. I'm distracted with you. I can't think straight half the time."

      Her mouth falls open. I chuckle and gently push her chin up. Feeling bold, I admit, "If it wasn't for the no-fraternization policy, I would have asked you out already."

      “Really?”

      I smile softly. “Yes, really.” We stand close together and all I can think about is having her lips under mine.

      “Dario, what are we doing?” She asks as our bodies strain closer.

      I clear my throat and step away. “I’m not sure.” I wet my lips and with one last look of longing, I head inside the hotel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          GEMMA

        

      

    

    
      Back in my room, my heart pounds hard behind my sternum. Dario really knows how to get the blood pumping. The urge to go to him is strong. The man seemed sincere in his words and actions. But I don't understand, why me? What is it about me that attracts his attention?

      With nerves in my stomach, I quickly change into my shorts and vest before climbing onto the bed. I lay down and open my phone. My finger hovers over one of the social media apps. Before I can change my mind, I open it and see the hashtag #DarioNelson.

      My heart sinks. He has been tagged in several pictures, all taken within the last thirty minutes. A certain blonde girl is in all of them.

      So much for him wanting to go out with me. At least now I know he was lying. I'll be careful from now on. I plug in my phone and get under the covers. Just as I'm about to drift off, disappointment settles in. I wanted to believe that Dario likes me as much as I like him.

      Fool me.
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      I try to ignore Dario as I check things off my list as the equipment and team get on the buses. I had a bad night; upset about the first man I'd been seriously attracted to in a long time. I mean, I have sex. It's a bodily function. Not often, in fact, the last time was a couple of years ago. Maybe that's what I need to get over the hurt that Dario's teasing has caused, because I’d gotten my hopes up.

      Dario and his two friends are wearing dark sunglasses as they approach. I say hello to Madden and Bradford and ignore Dario. That brings him to a halt. "Am I missing something?" he asks, clearly confused, the glasses going up on his head. He squints as the light hits his eyes.

      "Did you have a good night?" I raise a brow.

      "If you're mad at me, you're going to have to tell me so, because I've got a headache from hell."

      “Naomi posted a lot of pictures of your night together," I say in a sweet voice.

      His eyes go wide when my words register.

      I clear my throat. "You need to get on the bus."

      "Gemma—"

      The bus horn honks loudly. He flinches.

      "We'll talk on the bus." He waits for me to get on, but I shake my head.

      "You get on. I'm not ready yet."

      He doesn't like it, but he gets on. I wait a moment for him to find a seat, then signal the driver to get going.

      I turn my back on the bus and climb onto the smaller one. Luckily, I'd told the driver to wait.

      In the back of the bus, I make myself comfort‐ able for the five-hour ride back to Boston.
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      Tired and grumpy, I’m in no mood for Dario to grab me as soon as the bus pulls into the Viking Arena and I get on. I dig in my heels, but he's too strong for me.

      "Dario," I snap, "what the hell has gotten into you?"

      "You knew I wanted to talk to you, but you got on the other bus!"

      "Didn't you realize that I didn't want to talk?" I stand facing him with my hands on my hips.

      "You don't get it," he mumbles.

      "I'm going to regret this," I mutter. "I don't get what? Because from where I'm standing, it's simple. You saw me by the pool and told me you wanted to ask me out. Then you went and spent the night fucking Naomi!" I let out a loud breath. "Did I misunderstand something?"

      His sad, dark eyes meet mine. "No!"

      I blink back tears because he's destroyed my hope that he didn't have sex with her. "All right then." I walk away without looking back and find my nice red SUV. I get in and leave the arena feeling alone and lost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          DARIO

        

      

    

    
      Madden throws an arm over my shoulders. "Why was Gemma crying?" The words snap my head up. "What?"

      Madden winces. "She was crying when she got into her car."

      Sighing, I admit, "She asked me about last night. Accused me of going from her to that chick at the club."

      "Shit." Pause. "You did end up with that chick at the club, though."

      "I didn't take her back to the hotel. At least I don't think I did."

      "You didn't. She gave you a blowjob in the restroom."

      "I really fucked up."

      "You told me last night that everything with Gemma was hopeless. That's why you got drunk. That's why I didn't step in when Naomi showed up." I swallow hard, my eyes getting misty. "I'm in love with her."

      "Naomi?!"

      “Gemma, you fuckwit!” I shove him. "How the hell is she going to forgive me?"

      "You could try telling her the truth."

      "I have to get rid of this hangover first."

      "Come on, we'll get some sleep and come up with a game plan."
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      Not only had I woken pain free, but I had a plan on how to talk to Gemma. I’ll admit to anyone that I’d been an asshole the night before. I’d loved talking to Gemma by the hotel pool even though it had been brief. Then as I’d headed back to the room, Madden had been getting dressed to go and meet up with Bradford at the club. I shouldn’t have gone. It had been too tempting though. Part of me knew there really wasn’t much to screw up with Gemma because of our contracts.

      So, why am I sitting outside of Gemma’s apartment building with the intention of apologizing for my shitty behavior? It’s something that I’m not used to doing.

      Getting out of the sun, I step into the foyer and notice the building isn’t secure. The inner doors and elevator look to be. You must have an access pass if you want to go up to an apartment.

      I lift the phone by the elevator and press the button for Gemma’s apartment.

      Her quiet voice answers. My heart thumps. “Gemma, it’s Dario. Can I come up? Please. I need to explain.”

      “I know all about the birds and the bees, Dario.”

      I grin at the cheeky response. “Let me up so we can have this conversation in private. I don’t think you would want a neighbor listening.”

      “Ugh! Stairs or elevator?”

      “Elevator, babe.”

      She hangs up and I hear the mechanics of the elevator start up. Five minutes later, I step out on to her floor. She waits in the doorway to her apartment looking gorgeous. Hair down around her shoulders and sweats and a tee on her curvy frame.

      My eyes rove over the woman and I notice she does some looking of her own.

      Inside the apartment has colorful decoration and it’s so Gemma.

      “Do you

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        Indecent Villain
      


      		
        Upcoming releases
      


      		
        Other books by Author
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Other books by Author


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-4.jpg
\@NJ;

NY TIMES & USA TEI:lFI‘_-I EESTSELI_INE FIUTHDR

. E L
BUCHANAN








