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      BRYCE:

      I'm the guy the entire team loves to hate. Not only am I one of the Sockeyes' best players, but I make sure everyone knows it. No woman has ever held my heart until I meet Tia. She's everything I am, gorgeous, rude, arrogant with a capital 'TUDE, and we're both concealing soul-shattering pain. Together we're fire and ice, a combo I can't resist and one that has me worried I've finally succumbed to the worst four-letter word in the English language--LOVE.

      

      TIA:

      After my mother's tragic death, I've lashed out and driven away everyone who ever cared about me. The pain is so great, I feel I don’t deserve friendship or love. Along comes Bryce. We're kindred spirits. He's as damaged as I am. Out of our grief, something special begins to sprout, but our tendency to destroy anything good in our lives threatens the best thing that's ever happened to us. Only Bryce refuses to give up while I'm finding old habits die hard. Barricading my heart is easier than taking the risk of being hurt again.

    

  

  
    
      To everyone struggling with grief and learning how to cope. Be kind to yourself and give yourself a chance to go through the process. If you feel you’re sliding backward, by all means, seek professional help. Reach out to others. Don’t go through this alone.

    

  

  
    
      Slapshot is the eighth book in The Scoring Series. Originally, I’d only planned to do the first four books, but I’ve enjoyed writing them so much, I’ve decided to continue the series indefinitely.

      In Slapshot, I once again return to one of my greatest passions, horses and dressage riding, always a pleasure to do so.

      I hope you enjoy Bryce and Tia’s story as much as I do.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Chasing Red

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Bryce~~

      

      

      My next conquest stood across the crowded room at a post-Christmas charity gala I was attending. Our eyes met, and instant fucking chemistry exploded between us. She was hotter than my wildest fantasies, and that says a lot. A whole lot.

      If I had my way, I’d be grabbing handfuls of her luxurious red hair before the night was over while driving into her as she screamed my name. Then there was that dress. Her orange sequined dress screamed sex, with a slit up to her hip giving me a delectable view of long, shapely legs with just a hint of her ass showing. The gown’s halter top plunged to her navel and barely covered the nipples of her mouthwatering tits. She couldn’t possibly be wearing underwear, not as much as that thing showed.

      My filthy mind conjured up images of lifting up that dress and fucking her in a bathroom stall. If she was willing, I sure as hell was. My scruples regarding when and where to have sex were few and far between. I was game for almost anything.

      I’d been dancing with my teammate Cave’s estranged wife, and she begged to sit this one out. Being a part-time gentleman, usually if it got me somewhere, like in a girl’s pants, I responded with my trademark charming smile. “Sure. Do you mind if I talk to that hot redhead who’s been eyeing me?”

      Even if she did mind, I was dumping her for the redhead. After all, as much as I liked to needle Cave, I’d never get out of the friend zone with Blaire. She’d made that fact perfectly clear.

      No problemo, honey.

      There were plenty of fish in my enormous sea, and I had my net poised to bag the biggest catch of the night.

      All male posturing aside, I liked Blaire, and I enjoyed her company. I’d never had a nonsexual female friend until her. She called me on my bullshit in an understanding way none of the guys ever would. I suspected she saw beneath my smoke screen of cockiness and conceit to the confused, lonely, and permanently broken guy lurking beneath. I never showed that side to anyone, but I’d caught her looking at me with sympathy and understanding more than once.

      Several guys gathered round the redheaded vixen, vying for her attention. I loved a good competition—not that any of those dickwads could hold a candle to me.

      “Wish me luck,” I said, and she winked at me.

      Donning my armor of charm and confidence, I straightened my bow tie, glanced at my reflection in a large plate-glass window, and strutted across the room, ignoring the many females begging for my attention tonight.

      Sorry, ladies, but I’ve already made my choice.

      She wasn’t looking at me, but her oversight would soon be rectified. Women were powerless to resist my charm, good looks, and ripped body.

      Not so gently, I shoved aside her salivating male fans until I stood directly in front of her, making myself impossible to ignore.

      “Tonight’s your lucky night, beautiful. Your Prince Charming has arrived to sweep you off your feet.” I bowed low, comfortable in the knowledge this particular ploy played well with the ladies. She’d be dropping her panties in seconds flat, if she had any on, which I was betting she didn’t. “Your carriage awaits, my princess.”

      She reared back as if I’d offended her. Her luscious lips curled upward in a sneer as she took her time perusing me from my handsome mug to my expensive dress shoes and back up again. Her gaze faltered slightly at my crotch area, and my cocky grin became feral. I unbuttoned my tux to give her an unobstructed view of the very large bulge in my dress pants. She didn’t bat an eye.

      When she returned those piercing blue eyes to my face, her expression was one of impervious disinterest. “That’s all you’ve got?” She pointedly looked at my crotch so there’d be no mistake what she was referring to. I heard snickers from the pricks gathered around her.

      “It’s more than you can handle,” I shot back. She’d thrown me completely off my game, and my charm had escaped me.

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. “In your dreams. Fuck off.”

      My jaw dropped, and my legs refused to operate. I stared at her, unable to fathom why she wasn’t interested in my obvious assets.

      The redhead dismissed me by turning her back. She hooked arms with one of the dweebs and sashayed out to the dance floor. The other guys chirped about what a loser I was and how I’d been smacked up the side of the head by a scorching ginger.

      Irritated and embarrassed, I spun on my heel and stalked off. Just in time to see Cave, Blaire’s estranged husband, enter the room. I forgot about Red and shifted to the plan concocted by Ice and Avery. I’d been reluctant to participate at first, but they’d explained I was the only guy who would be able to do their plan justice.

      Well, of course I was the best-looking guy on the team and Cave’s annoying nemesis. I had a secret no one knew. Jasper “Caveman” Flint was my idol. I wanted to play hockey like him, and I studied his moves on the ice every chance I got. I spent extra time working with him and a few others after practice under the guise of helping him with the rookies. He had to know better, but so far hadn’t called me out.

      On the surface, we tolerated each other. Deep down, he took me back to the days of being a rejected little boy begging for my parents’ attention. I’d never be that kid again, and Cave would never know how much his rejection hurt. I concealed my misery in a cloak of cocky brashness.

      Operation Jealous Caveman phase one was under way.

      Forgetting all about the redhead and my bruised ego, I hurried across the room, arriving at Blaire’s side seconds before Cave. If I couldn’t have her, I’d find my entertainment elsewhere, and getting under Cave’s skin was entertaining.

      “Let’s dance before Cave gets here. I’d love to see him turn green with envy.” I grabbed her hand, fully intending to whisk her onto the dance floor.

      She opened her mouth to protest, but I cut her off. “Show the asshole what he’s missing. You’re the hottest thing here, next to the redhead.”

      Blaire reached under the table for her shoes, but I wasn’t having any of that. Cave was almost here, and I wasn’t ready for a confrontation yet. “Barefoot works for me.”

      “Okay.” She followed my lead, and we started moving in unison before we reached the dance floor. I didn’t bother to glance at Cave. I already knew what he looked like, brimming with jealousy and ready to kick my ass. Damn, but I was having fun.

      “What’s he doing here tonight? You promised he wasn’t coming.” Blaire scowled, as if she’d just recalled I’d stated Cave wasn’t attending the gala.

      “Oh, did I?” I shrugged and put on my most innocent little-boy face. “I’m not his keeper. He even cleaned up. Still doesn’t help his looks, though.”

      Ignoring the seething man on the edge of the dance floor, I whirled her around. We were extremely good dancers and in sync with each other. Blaire had a natural grace and instinctually followed my lead.

      “What happened with the redhead?” she asked.

      Blaire had to ask that question. I’d hoped to dodge any mention of my failure tonight. With an exaggerated sigh, I stepped back and pointed at my chest. “She shot me down. Like one kill shot straight to the heart.”

      “I know her. You’re probably better off.” Blaire didn’t sound impressed. My ears perked up, and curiosity prodded me.

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “What’s her name?” I pushed.

      “Tia.” Her tone indicated the conversation regarding the redhead was over, and I didn’t pursue the subject any further. I absorbed this bit of information. In my mind, Tia should be the name for a pixie-like creature, not this tall, lithe warrior goddess. I forced my attention from Tia when I spotted Cave stalking toward us.

      “Don’t look now, but Cave is heading our way with a definite purpose.” I was almost giddy with the anticipation of giving Cave shit.

      “Excuse me.” Cave attempted to elbow me out of the way, but I stood my ground.

      “It’s okay, Bryce.” Blaire gave me that look, and I backed off a step, but I wasn’t done with Cave yet. He’d hurt Blaire, and idol or not, he’d have to answer to me if he dared do it again.

      “If you’re a dick to her, I might have to hurt you.” I leveled my teammate with a threatening glare, but he wasn’t impressed, not that I expected him to be.

      “Fair enough,” Cave said.

      “Let me know if you need help,” I said to Blaire.

      “I will. I promise.”

      Cave expertly guided her away from me and into the crowd of dancers. I watched for a moment, then pivoted, making a beeline for the bar. I’d noticed a sexy blonde working there earlier, and I wasn’t leaving this place alone tonight. After that shot to my ego, I needed a pick-me-up.

      My flirting was short-lived when Cave walked toward the bar.

      “Crashed and burned, huh?” I knew that story tonight. It rarely happened to me, and I didn’t handle rejection well. I couldn’t imagine how much more things hurt when you cared about the person.

      Cave and I traded insults for a few minutes before I tired of the conversation. I wasn’t into giving advice to the lovelorn, and he wasn’t into listening anyway. He just wanted to whine about it.

      Bored and a little jealous that Cave had someone to pine over, I abandoned him and sought out teammates who were having way more fun.

      The group of single guys parted to make room for me. Usually, I was the trash-talker of the group, always running my mouth. Tonight I didn’t feel like talking. Instead, I scanned the crowd for the redhead. Eventually, I spotted her at a table with an older man. He leaned toward her with a disapproving scowl and shook his finger. Anger curled in my stomach, and I fisted my hands instinctively. I wasn’t the type to go all protective on a woman, but something about her resonated with me. Perhaps it was the grief lurking under her bravely disinterested front. I knew that look. I’d worn it several times when my stepfather belittled and humiliated me. Never let the bastard see how much he’s hurt you had been my mantra.

      I debated interrupting their conversation to give Red a reason to get away, but before I’d formulated a plan, she shot to her feet and ran across the room and out the double door.

      “Excuse me, boys,” I said to my teammates, ignoring the puzzled expressions on their faces. I sprinted across the dance floor after her, weaving through the couples without slowing down. I exited the banquet room just in time to see the women’s room door slam shut.

      Halting in front of the door, I considered my next move.

      I didn’t have a fucking clue why she intrigued me and why I was seeking out more punishment from a woman clearly not interested. Hadn’t my ex, Topaz, put me through enough hell this past year?

      When it came to entanglements with women, I kept my dick in the game and my heart off the ice. I wasn’t going to be sucked into a dysfunctional relationship like the one I’d had with Topaz by repeating the same destructive crap I’d witnessed my entire life. Topaz had had me wrapped around her little finger to the point where I’d debased my pride to meet her every demand. When it’d come to her, I’d definitely thought with my dick, because she was one hell of a fuck and game for anything. She’d been like a drug to me and my libido. So much so, I’d actually dyed my hair blond during my rookie season just to please her. What guy does that?

      I’d been an idiot, and everyone had seen the depths of my stupidity but me. I was attracted to damaged females, and Tia wasn’t just damaged, she was broken. The two of us had some pure animal chemistry going on.

      I looked left and right down the hall. When I saw no one, I pushed open the bathroom door and entered. Heartrending sobbing reverberated through the room, palpable in its intensity. I was driven to comfort her, though I couldn’t for the life of me understand why I was getting involved. This level of interest went beyond my usual carnal pursuits.

      I walked slowly along the line of stalls. Bending down, I spotted a pair of feet visible at the end of the row. Pausing, I debated my next move. Since none of the other doors were closed, I assumed we were alone in the room.

      “Hey, Red, you okay in there?” I asked.

      The sobbing became muffled as if she were holding her hand over her mouth. She didn’t respond, but I’d have been disappointed if she had. She didn’t strike me as the type of female who wanted a witness to her meltdown.

      “Who was that guy? You want me to kick his ass?”

      Nothing other than the muffled sobbing.

      “I’m good at kicking ass. I’m a hockey player.” If I’d expected her to be impressed by my announcement, I’d been wrong.

      “Hey, Red, open the door. I’m not leaving until you open this fucking door and I make sure you’re okay.”

      The door swung open so hard it hit the wall with a slam. “See? I’m okay, now get the hell out of here.”

      Instead of doing just that, my feet remained rooted to the floor. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “What do you care?” she snarled at me, and I backed up a step, shocked by the level of animosity she directed toward a stranger. I considered shooting back with a typical asshole response, such as I don’t care, but underneath her indignant facade, the bone-deep sorrow etched on her lovely face held me back.

      “Did that old guy hurt you?”

      “That old guy was my dad, moron, and he’s always like that when he drinks. He’s mad at me.”

      I nodded my understanding. I had extensive experience with parents whose only voice decibel was yelling. “You’re okay, though?” I should get the hell out of here and forget I’d ever met this girl.

      “I’m fine. He hates my dress. That’s all. Told me to go home and burn this dress.”

      I pursed my lips in an attempt to stop the response welling up inside me. Come to find out, I wasn’t a nice enough guy to keep my mouth shut. “I can help you get out of that dress.”

      She snorted with such disdain and disbelief she gave my ego another beating. “I’m sure that’d go over well with him.”

      “He doesn’t need to know.”

      “Get lost, jerk.” Her blue eyes glittered with intense purpose, and her gaze once again slipped to my crotch. “If you value your balls, you’ll march out that door and never speak to me again.”

      Not for the first time, I was struck by the stunning combination of red hair, blue eyes, and fiery temper.

      “Well, then, nice talking to you.” I squared my shoulders and held my head high, concealing how much she’d actually hurt my fragile ego. I walked out the door as an older gray-haired lady walked in. She gaped at me. I tipped an imaginary hat and turned the full force of my charm on her, just because I could.

      “Good evening, ma’am, you look stunning tonight.”

      Her wrinkled hands fluttered around her throat. She blushed underneath all that makeup. “Why, thank you.” Her wide smile made her look years younger.

      I nodded and exited the bathroom, content in the knowledge that I’d made her day.

      I hopped into my Ferrari and sped away from the gala. I was bored with the event anyway. I slowed as I passed one of my favorite nightspots, where the music was loud, the women were loose, and the drinks were strong. I briefly considered getting shit-faced and finding a warm body for the night.

      I drove on by.

      Several minutes later, I pulled into my garage. I’d lived in a condo my first season with the Sockeyes and purchased a house at the beginning of my second season.

      I had one and a half years on my entry-level contract, and I’d been reluctant to spend too much until I was bringing in seven figs a year. I bought the worst house in an older neighborhood that was being revitalized. Essentially, I paid for the view. Once the big contract came through, I’d tear this thing down and build a brand-new house. I didn’t like old things. I’d grown up with old things, and I was obsessed with my stuff being shiny and new.

      Most of my teammates would be shocked that I didn’t burn through every paycheck, but I was actually somewhat thrifty. Sure, I loved nice things, designer clothes, expensive cars, and all the finer things I’d only dreamed of as a poor kid. I bought those things frequently, but I always put a large chunk of my income into investments. I would never be poor again, nor would I be one of those guys who was broke by the time he retired from hockey.

      Not me; I was too savvy for that, regardless of what others thought of me.

      The house was in a gated community on Lake Washington near Seattle. It was one of the older houses in the neighborhood and had this funky style that reminded me of old TV shows. My Realtor had called it mid-century modern. The floor-to-ceiling panels of windows in the sunken living room looked out onto the huge lake. The house was wedged between two newer houses and had a sliver of lakefront. At one time, the property on both sides had belonged to my house.

      The place hadn’t been taken care of or upgraded in years, and I vowed to fix it up myself to save money. I was handy with a hammer and saw after being forced to do free labor on my stepfather’s construction projects. He’d justified not paying me by pointing out that he footed the bill for my hockey. To say I hated the man would be an understatement. I despised the ground he walked on. He destroyed my family for his own selfish purposes.

      No, I wouldn’t forgive, nor would I forget. He deserved neither.

      Shaking my head to clear the nightmarish memories of that man, I grabbed a beer from my fridge and poured kibble in a bowl. Wandering onto my covered porch, I placed the bowl about ten feet away. I sat down on a patio chair and instantly regretted my dumb move, as my ass was now wet.

      Meow, mrrow, rooow.

      I glanced around in the gloomy darkness of a December night in Seattle.

      “Hey, Puckster, where are you, buddy?”

      A ratty-looking black cat crept out of the bushes at the edge of my small backyard. He cautiously sniffed the air and carefully picked his way through the wet grass to the bowl. He chowed down on the cat food as if it were the only thing he’d had to eat in months but kept one eye suspiciously trained on me the entire time.

      He’d started coming around shortly after I moved in.

      I wasn’t the type of guy who befriended stray cats, but I’d stupidly fed him ham and milk one night to get him to quit yowling under my bedroom window. The neighbors claimed he’d belonged to the old lady who’d lived here before me. When she’d gone to the nursing home, her family had abandoned the cat, which pissed me off, because now I was stuck dealing with him.

      Puckster behaved as if he were feral, and I’d been told the only person who’d ever been able to get near him was the previous occupant of my house.

      With a resigned sigh, I settled back to watch the cat devour the food.

      “Hey, buddy, you’re lucky you don’t have female problems. Or do you? Is there some longhaired pussycat who’s caught your eye and then tried to scratch them out?”

      The cat stopped in mid-chew and regarded me with blinking green eyes. Hell, maybe this cat was a she? Who cared? For my purposes he was a tomcat, and possibly my only real friend. Now that was fucking sad. I hadn’t always been an asshole, but three years ago my family had been dealt the final blow, everything changed, and I found being a dick drove people away and kept them from asking nosy, uncomfortable questions that dredged up my traumatic past.

      Being a pain in everyone’s ass required a ton of mental energy. None of my teammates appreciated the effort I put into being a cocky, obnoxious jerk, though they did appreciate my constant chirping on the ice. I had a talent for annoying the other team to the point where they picked up a ton of penalties, while I skated away unscathed.

      “I got my eyes scratched out tonight, and my ass is sore from her smart mouth. I don’t mean in a good way.”

      The cat answered with a plaintive meow. Yup, he was a guy, and he got it.

      I snorted my beer out my nose and wiped my face on the sleeve of my expensive, custom-made tux. I loosened my bow tie and shoved it in a pocket.

      Puckster finished his dinner and sat down on his haunches, watching me with those all-knowing cat eyes, like the little bastard could see right through all the bullshit to my scarred and broken soul. At least he’d never tell anyone or use his knowledge to humiliate and belittle me.

      I knew better than to approach him. I hadn’t been able to get within eight feet, and I respected his boundaries. We all needed boundaries, even stray cats.

      “It’s a cold night, buddy. I’d invite you in, but you wouldn’t come anyway.”

      The cat blinked at me and said nothing.

      “Would you like me to put a blanket in one of these chairs? Might be better than sleeping on the cold ground.”

      Puckster yawned, stood, and stretched, after which he sauntered away to the bushes. I watched him go, profoundly sad and concerned about the little guy. Fuck, what was wrong with me? I didn’t like animals, especially not cats.

      I slipped into the house and found a warm blanket. I placed it on a patio chair that I moved against the wall of the house so it’d be as far under the patio roof as possible.

      

      The next morning, I glanced out the sliding door. Puckster was curled up on the chair. He’d made a nest out of the blanket. I smiled, feeling uplifted I’d done something good for a being other than myself.

      Completely out of character for me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Rising to the Occasion

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Bryce~~

      

      

      “Happy birthday, Bryce.” Rex saluted me as we toasted my twenty-second birthday for the tenth time. Most of my teammates had gone home, leaving us unattached guys to howl at the moon at a downtown Seattle nightclub.

      Jason “Wildman” Wilder stifled a yawn. As the old man of our steadily diminishing group of singles at thirty-five, he usually kept right up with the younger guys. Not this time. He stood and stretched.

      “Later.” He unceremoniously sauntered off. The guy didn’t like me, but then most of my teammates barely tolerated me, and I didn’t care. I wasn’t in the running for the Mr. Personality of hockey. I didn’t want or need to be liked.

      Just pass me the puck so I can score. That’s all.

      I threw back another shot. Tonight was going to hell. I wanted to get shit-faced, but I couldn’t seem to move past a good buzz. None of the ladies presently in this club interested me, yet there were plenty of options. Such disinterest in the opposite sex had never happened before. Every time I set my focus on one of them, my dick went limp.

      What the hell was going on?

      I was a young professional athlete in my prime, and I was legendary among the puck bunnies for keeping it up all night.

      I caught a flash of red out of the corner of my eye. My head jerked around, and my sharp gaze zeroed in on a mane of luxurious red hair. She might have her back to me, but I’d know that hair and those long legs anywhere.

      “Excuse me, boys, I have to reacquaint myself with a certain redhead.” I indicated the sexy vixen sitting alone at the bar wearing a dress that fit her like a second skin.

      Rex and Roman whistled in appreciation as they caught sight of my intended target. “Holy shit, she is burn-your-ass-on-the-barbecue hot.” Roman had a way with words, and not always a good way.

      “She’ll roast you alive. I’ve seen her in here before. Always alone and leaves alone. Sits by herself and drinks while emasculating every guy who comes close,” Rex said.

      “I’ve never seen her in here.” How had I missed her?

      “You don’t come in as often as I do.” Rex shrugged and indicated her with his chin. “You don’t stand a chance. I’ve been shot down myself.”

      I snorted. “I’ll have her in bed by midnight.”

      Both guys laughed as if I’d told the funniest joke ever. I was dead serious.

      “Good luck with that.” Roman tipped his beer bottle to his lips and emptied it.

      “I don’t need luck. I have good looks, charm, and a talented tongue on my side.”

      They rolled their eyes. I dismissed them with a wave of my hand. Determined, I made a beeline for the bar and Red.

      I slowed and approached with caution, assessing my competition. The guy in the seat next to her failed miserably at his attempts to engage her in conversation. She turned her back completely on him. He stared after her, dazed and shell-shocked.

      I walked up to him and handed him a hundred. “Dude, I need your seat. This is my sister, and our sainted father”—I paused to cross my chest—“sent me to convince her to leave behind her life of debauchery and come home to her family and her three children.”

      The guy blinked at me as if he couldn’t believe I was for real, but he tightened his fingers around the C-note and stood. “Good luck,” he muttered.

      I watched him go before I made myself comfortable. “I’ll have a shot of whiskey,” I said to the bartender.

      My gaze gravitated to Red. She stared incredulously at me. I considered this a win. She hadn’t given me her icy bare shoulder yet.

      “Sainted father? Debauchery? Three children? Are you for real?” Her impervious gaze would’ve wilted a weaker man, but I was in it to win it.

      “I’m a one-hundred-percent real Wisconsin boy. I’m not sure we’ve ever been properly introduced. I’m Bryce Wilcox. Surely you’ve heard of me.”

      “No.” She faced forward, watching the bartender make a cocktail as if the sight were the most fascinating thing on earth. I frowned and reconsidered my tactics. Not sure what direction to take, I bumbled ahead. Leaning forward across the counter, I put my face in her line of sight.

      “I’m the star of the Seattle Sockeyes hockey team, and I’m here to make your evening epic.”

      Her haughty gaze regarded me with icy disinterest. “If you want to make my evening, leave and never come back.”

      “Oh, honey, but I can’t. You see, I think I’m in love.” I held my hands to my heart and swayed back and forth in my chair, hoping a little humor would penetrate her prickly armor.

      Her jaw tightened, and she stared straight ahead, not saying a word.

      I dropped the bullshit and tried another approach. “Come on, you remember me from the gala? You skewered me with your smart mouth and left me bleeding. Don’t you think you owe me a more pleasant kind of skewering?”

      “What?” She turned toward me. Her strikingly beautiful face contorted with disgust and annoyance.

      “You seem to be wallowing in attitude. Let me make your life more pleasurable. I promise you, I’m up to the task.” And I was. My dick, which had become very discerning lately, had turned rock hard as soon as I’d taken my first steps toward her. Her scathing remarks didn’t discourage it or me.

      Her lip curled in disgust. “Fuck off.”

      “Do you think your potty mouth turns me off? Fuck, keep talking dirty to me, baby. You’re getting me hot.”

      She tossed back her drink and signaled for another, but I was getting somewhere. She had the option of leaving, and she didn’t. I leaned closer to her, locking my brown eyes with her blue ones. I wasn’t a perceptive guy, because most of the time I only cared about myself, but there was something about her I couldn’t explain. Like a magnetic pull, as if I’d finally met someone as broken as I was and recognized her for who and what she was. Those eyes of hers might be blazing with anger, but I saw heart-wrenching pain and bone-deep sorrow lurking there.

      “Tell me why a beautiful thing like you is sitting here alone. Fight with your boyfriend? Bad day at the office? What is it?”

      She looked down her nose at me as if she were the fucking queen of England, and I was a mere peasant not fit to kiss her feet. “I don’t have a boyfriend because all the guys I know are obnoxious like you. Nor do I work in an office.”

      “Your name is Tia, right?”

      She hesitated, and I expected another smart comeback. “Yes,” she said simply.

      “Tia? Beautiful name for a beautiful woman.”

      Tia rolled her eyes, and I grinned broadly. I hadn’t had this much fun in a long time. She was a great sparring partner. I was getting somewhere, chipping at her armor a little bit at a time.

      “Where do you work?” I was encouraged that she’d answered my last two questions. The old Wilcox charm was wearing her down.

      “I don’t. I show horses.”

      I sat back for a moment as I absorbed something that was so far out of my realm I didn’t know how to interpret her statement. “Show horses? Does that pay well?”

      “No, I pay to do it.”

      I scratched my head, puzzled and not understanding.

      “Look, Puck Boy, I’m a spoiled rich girl. I don’t have to work. I play around with horses all day. How’s that for shallow?”

      I knew shallow, and she wasn’t. In fact, she seemed pretty complicated but hiding behind a snarky front just as I hid behind my cocky one. “Okay, well, I have a couple teammates whose wives are into horses.”

      She pulled back as if she’d been smacked. For the first time, her insolence was replaced by uncertainty. “Avery and Blaire.”

      “Yeah, you know them?” I forged ahead, happy to have found some common ground.

      “Unfortunately, yes. They booted my ass from their barn a few weeks ago.” Bitterness coated her tone.

      Her remark unbalanced me, but only for a moment. I was a stubborn, persistent bastard when I saw something I wanted. I grinned, enjoying her sass and attitude. I lived for a challenge, especially with a woman. Pointedly, I looked her up and down, making my interest obvious, which wasn’t hard to do. She wore a body-hugging, glittery dress, so short it barely covered her fine ass and so low in front her nipples were centimeters away from being exposed.

      “Nice dress,” I remarked.

      “Go away.” She sounded weary almost. If I’d been an understanding, nice guy, I’d have left her alone. I wasn’t that guy. Besides, the wolves were circling. If I walked away, there’d be two or three others replacing me in a split second.

      “I think you and I would be good together.”

      “You can’t handle me, Puck Boy. Take my word for it.”

      “Put your money where your smart mouth is. I know I can.”

      She shook her head in exasperation. “Please leave me alone.”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t really want to be left alone. I’d guess being completely alone is your biggest nightmare.”

      “And how do you know that, Dr. Freud?”

      “You’re here. My buds say they see you often. You don’t want to be alone.”

      She scowled. I had her there, and she didn’t have a smart comeback this time around.

      “It’s my birthday. Dance with me,” I insisted as the music started up again. Before she had a chance to cut me to the quick, I wrapped my fingers around her wrist and tugged gently. She surprised me by not pulling away.

      She looked as though she wanted to spit on me. “If I dance once with you, will you leave me alone?”

      “If you want me to.” I’d make sure she didn’t want me to.
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