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      Violet Granger pushed on the changing room door with her cumbersome costumed hands. Locked. She angled her head back to aim the costume’s eye holes at the number on the door. She’d left her street clothes in an even-numbered room.

      At least she was pretty certain she had. After an hour of running around out in the hockey arena to get used to the bulky green and black dragon costume, she was a sweaty, frustrated mess.

      Tempted to pull off the massive head so she could see and breathe better—even though that was supposedly forbidden outside the changing room—she waddled farther down the hallway, her dragon tail wagging after her.

      She’d nearly died approximately five and a half times during this first in-costume practice out in the stands. The Dragons NHL team was in the process of hiring her a handler—which until today she hadn’t believed she’d truly need. But after falling down steps, getting her tail caught in elevator doors and knocking into the rows of seating, she was fully on board with enlisting as many handlers as possible so she wouldn’t make the news by dying in a dragon costume during a live NHL game.

      Although maybe that would finally get Owen Lancaster’s attention.

      She snorted. No. No thinking about Owen. She was over him. Stupid one-sided crush and his revived major league baseball career taking him away from Sweetheart Creek—and her. She’d finally felt she was getting somewhere with her shy flirting. And then he’d left.

      Men always left—whether she was close to summoning the courage to ask one out, or they were standing at the altar about to say “I do.” Or, in her ex-fiancé’s case, “I don’t.”

      This costume was part of a plan. An important, break-the-curse and heal her spirit kind of plan.

      But the curse… Her grandmother had been left with three young toddlers in Korea when her husband announced he was going to Hollywood, and that it was no place for a nice Korean woman.

      Then, years later, Violet’s mother had been left by her husband when a beautiful younger version had come along. A singer. Bold and gregarious. Loved to entertain.

      Very unlike her loyal, quiet mom.

      Violet herself had been left enough times to know she had to do something different—had to be someone different—in order to change the fate that had been handed to her by some cranky Korean gods her great-grandmother had allegedly snubbed by running away instead of accepting the husband chosen for her by her community.

      And no, none of the woman in her family had given their partner a pair of shoes, which was a Korean superstition. Give them shoes, watch them run away from you. Although Violet wondered if there was an opposite superstition her mom hadn’t told her about. Maybe one where you gave your partner something like an anchor to make them stay.

      But this dragon costume? It was a method, according to an online pop psychologist, to help Violet break out of her shyness in a safe way. She hadn’t always been this timid, but having love smack her down enough times… Well, a part of her spirit had just given up on her.

      So to be different, she had to act different. Become different through action. With her new job as a mascot she was placing herself in a situation where she had to be gregarious and goofy, playing to the team’s fans. Wearing the costume would reacclimatize her to being the woman she once was, one not afraid of putting herself out there.

      There would be no more locked jaw due to shyness. She would be free. And able to talk to hunky men.

      Then she’d find love.

      She’d show the curse she couldn’t be broken. She’d win. She’d break it.

      And there were plenty of men here in this arena to test her new theory out on.

      Potential love matches? Statistically, there had to be several.

      Violet stopped in front of the next even-numbered locker room door.

      Bliss. That’s what it would feel like to push her sweat-soaked hair off her forehead and out of her eyes. She’d feel so light and comfortable in her street clothes.

      She placed her hands on the green door and inhaled. Oh, to have a refreshing shower and a nice long drink of cool water.

      She pushed against the door. It opened an inch, then shut again. Violet let out a frustrated growl and heaved her entire five-foot-two-inch frame against the freshly painted metal. This time it gave easily, sending her flailing forward into the room, tripping on her large dragon feet and then plowing into a figure that stood between her and the cinderblock wall just beyond.

      She landed face-first, her costume head sliding up and off as gravity tugged her downward. The man grabbed for her while she twisted, struggling to get her feet under her as the door banged against her leg. As Violet slid to the floor between the wall and a giant hockey bag she caught a glimpse of what she was certain were naked torsos and men in boxer shorts.

      Wrong room.

      The floor smelled like used hockey equipment. But lovely music filled the air. A nice relaxing tune.

      Splayed on her back, Violet closed her eyes, wishing her dragon head hadn’t come off in her tumble.

      Worst day ever.

      “Are you okay?” asked the man she’d fallen against.

      Why had she taken this job?

      Why had she decided she needed to push her way out of being who she’d become over the last two years? A quiet nobody shuffling papers for Mayor Nestner. That had been safe. It had been fine. Lonely, and not particularly exciting, unless the town armadillo, Bill, caused mischief and someone came to the mayor about it. But the job had been okay.

      With a sigh she cracked one eyelid open, letting the man fussing over her come into focus. Hockey player. Kneeling. Looking concerned. His two front teeth were slightly crooked and he had kind, dark blue eyes. He was fresh-faced, ready to get onto the ice for practice.

      And she was a sweaty mess. Violet scrunched her eyes shut again, wanting to pretend she was dead.

      “Are you okay?” he repeated.

      She swallowed hard, glancing up at him again. She knew this guy. Okay, she didn’t know him, but knew of him. Leo Pattra, former bull riding champion who was now playing in the National Hockey League, like switching professional sports was something people did all the time. He was a sweet, hunky hottie she’d be absolutely tongue-tied around should they ever meet.

      And they were meeting.

      He was standing over her, looking more and more concerned the longer she remained silent.

      Maybe she could will herself to pass out until it was all over?

      Violet sighed and tried to sit up, but her large dragon belly made it impossible to fold forward. She attempted to roll onto her side, but found herself wedged between the bag and the wall. She flopped back again, feeling like an upside-down turtle.

      “Need help?” Leo asked, watching her with those lovely eyes. He held out his hand, but with her giant dragon-clawed paws she knew she couldn’t grasp it. Nor could she push her bangs out of her eyes so she could see better.

      Maybe she could will herself to disappear, like how she’d pretended she was invisible when she was a kid.

      Just close your eyes. Ignore the hunky man.

      “I’m Leo.”

      Yeah, pretending to be invisible hadn’t worked when she was a kid, either. Just resulted in a lot of teasing.

      “Dezzie.” She blinked. “Dragons’ mascot.” Her voice had worked. She glanced back at Leo, then away. Maybe this costume acclimation idea wasn’t so bad, after all.

      He smiled. “What’s your real name? And are you okay?” Carefully, still kneeling beside her, he peeled her sweat-plastered hair off her forehead and away from her eyes.

      This would be a great time to disappear because…ew. Could she be any more disgusting?

      That familiar shyness burned through her, locking down her ability to meet his eyes or speak. He was too cute. Too kind. Too caring.

      Too close.

      And he didn’t seem to mind her sweat-plastered hair.

      Heartbreaker.

      “You have a very pretty face,” he said gently. Without warning, he gripped her arms through the costume’s thick fabric like a seasoned livestock wrangler. Tingles zipped along her skin as if he’d electrocuted her, and for a moment she thought she’d broken something. Then she realized it was just the power of Hunky-hunk, who was now rolling to his heels with athletic ease, fluidly lifting himself onto his feet and pulling her along.

      Yum. She loved a strong man. And one who gave her compliments was even better.

      There was no chance she’d be able to speak to him. Ever. At all. Pop-psych couldn’t work on everything.

      Feeling more eyes on her, she glanced over her shoulder. The locker room was full of curious, half-dressed San Antonio Dragons.

      This would be a fantastic time for that invisibility thing to finally work.
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        * * *

      

      Leo Pattra had no idea who the woman in the dragon costume was, but she was cute. And she was obviously mortified at the way she’d fallen into a room filled with half-dressed players. He scooped up her dragon head and steered her back into the hallway.

      “I’m Leo,” he said again, hoping she’d introduce herself as something other than the mascot. He didn’t have time to get tangled up in flirting or dating at the moment, but this shy gal in the gigantic, wingless dragon costume had him intrigued. If he was the type to fall in love for the sheer joy of it rather than the old-fashioned reason of needing a life partner, she might be someone he’d consider. Even though she seemed way too bashful for her own good.

      Anyway, it didn’t matter. He needed a partner. Someone to help him further his career, make bank so he’d never have to worry about how he was going to feed his future kids, and then retire soon after that so he could enjoy that family. The way he figured it, he needed someone like Christine Lagrée, a donor relations manager for the Special Olympics, to see him, help him, marry him. She did an amazing job of being someone to follow on social media, and mutual friends had told him she frequently received lucrative job offers.

      He sighed, almost missing it when the mascot murmured, “Violet.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      When she didn’t reply, he added, “And you’re Dezzie this season?”

      She gave him a dry look, surprising him, and his intrigue ratcheted up a notch.

      “I know, stupid question,” he admitted, wishing she’d give him a full-sentence reply. He felt as though getting one would be a triumph. “I’m new this year.”

      He repressed the urge to explain why, at twenty-seven—the average NHL players’ age—he was just a rookie.

      Unlike most players, he hadn’t toiled for eons in the minors, waiting to be called up. He’d actually spent several years as a professional bull rider before deciding to change to a less dangerous career.

      However, he figured most people assumed that being a rookie at his age meant he’d been passed up for a decade, and so wasn’t really that great at playing right wing.

      “I take it you went in the wrong room?” he said, glancing down the hallway.

      She mumbled something about an even-numbered door.

      Leo hustled forward, heading to the next room. Number six. Locked.

      Violet heaved a sigh. She looked exhausted and sweaty.

      Voices filtered down the hall and Nuvella, one of the two main mucky-mucks on the PR team, appeared around a corner. When she spotted Violet her back straightened and she quickened her stride.

      Violet reached for him. Leo opened his arms for a hug before realizing she wanted her dragon head, and that her eyes were filled with panic. Wow, he was sorely out of practice hanging out with the opposite sex.

      “I can carry it,” he said as he allowed her to snatch it from him. She fumbled it in her clawed hands before managing to get it back on.

      “Violet!” Nuvella called, hustling toward them. She had bleached-white hair, offset by bright red lipstick slashed across her tight mouth. “You can’t be seen outside the changing rooms without your head. We were very clear on that.”

      “She fell,” Leo said, angling himself between Violet and the Cruella de Vil wannabe. “She couldn’t get up and she needs a helper. She can’t see in this costume and it’s a hazard.”

      “We’re working on it, Leo,” Nuvella snapped. She pointed at Violet. “The head stays on no matter what. What if a child saw a headless Dezzie?”

      “She needs help,” Leo said firmly.

      “I know.”

      He kept his gaze on the woman even as he guided Violet farther down the hall, away from her. Once they were alone again, he said, “The evil witch from the west is gone.”

      He’d had some meetings with Nuvella and her colleague, Mark, and the one word he’d use to describe them and their cluelessness about hockey? Alarming.

      Violet raised her big paws, gave a little na-na wave, then spun around and waggled her giant butt in the direction Nuvella had gone. Leo laughed and shushed her, even though she hadn’t made a sound. The new PR twins from New York—The Twins, as everyone called them—weren’t making many friends, and he wondered how long they’d last. But in the meantime, they had to play nice.

      “You’re going to be a hit with the audience,” Leo told Violet as he pushed on the next door. It opened. A small duffel bag and a water bottle sat on one of the wooden benches. “I think this is you.”

      Violet shuffled forward, reaching up as though eager to pull off her dragon head the moment she crossed the threshold. Leo held the door wide for her, and sure enough, she popped it off with a loud exhale. She rewarded him with a tiny smile as she waddled into the room, whacking him in the shins with her swinging tail.

      She placed the head on a bench and reached behind her with those costumed hands, struggling to grip the zipper.

      He hurried to assist her, hoping she was wearing something decent underneath, and that he wouldn’t get brought up on charges for trying to be helpful. He had a plan for this year and avoiding all scandals was top of the list.

      Not that he was prone to trouble, but if he wanted the kind of sponsorship deal he could retire on, he needed to stay squeaky clean. And undressing the pretty mascot might not land him in the squeaky-clean camp.

      He hesitated before releasing the zipper. “Do you mind if I help you out of this? Or is Cruella de Vil coming back to turn you into a coat?”

      To his surprise, Violet let out a laugh that filled the room.

      “These are attached,” she said, looking over her shoulder and waggling her enormous clawed, green-and-black paws. “Please free me.”

      He pulled the zipper tab down to her hips, holding the costume closed at the neckline with his other hand for modesty’s sake. “How did you get into this thing?”

      She turned to face him, and he released his grip. “Magic.”

      “I’ll say.” The neck was so tight she couldn’t have wriggled her way in. She must have had someone zip her up. “When will they find you some help?”

      She shrugged, meeting his gaze briefly. Her face was turning red, and he could see shyness zipping her up like a reverse of the costume he’d just freed her from. Leo didn’t want her clamming up again. He wanted to know more about this reserved, slightly sassy woman who’d crashed into him.

      “Do you like the job?” he asked.

      “It’s fun,” she admitted, her eyes lighting up.

      “And?”

      “Exhausting.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I had no idea I could sweat so much.”

      He smiled. A full sentence. It was possible.

      And they said nice guys finish last.

      “It looks like you worked hard,” he said, gesturing to her damp hair.

      The big dragon paws swept to her straight black hair, and she ducked as though trying to hide.

      “You’re how I look when I get off the ice,” he said with a chuckle. “The things we do for hockey, huh?”

      She lifted a shoulder in a half shrug.

      “If you’d asked me when I was sixteen if this is where I was going to end up…”

      She laughed again, the sound light this time, carefree, then looked confused. “You didn’t always want the NHL?”

      “Most hockey players have worked toward this forever. I’ve taken a few detours.”

      She nodded, watching him with unreadable eyes before reaching for the pink water bottle on the bench with her padded hands—knocking it over. She gave a resigned shrug, sending the costume slipping from her shoulders like a curtain dropping, revealing her petite body. She was wearing a pink tank top and tight, stretchy black shorts.

      With the costume bunched around her ankles, her hands now free, she reached for the water bottle, tipped her head back and took several long, unladylike gulps.

      After a final swallow, she glanced at him again with those intriguing, almost-black eyes.

      “Sorry,” he said, stepping back toward the door. “I should let you do your thing.” He stopped, thinking about how dangerous it was for her to run around in the costume without a guide. She needed somebody. Soon. And someone who would take good care of her. Not a random stranger.

      “They seriously let you out there without a handler?”

      “I was impatient to learn the ropes.”

      He paused, mulling over the fact that she’d spoken another full sentence—a win for him.

      Leo’s sense of duty was rearing up in him. Was it because she was shy, or petite, or that she had tumbled into him that he felt the need to look out for her?

      If she fell in here, alone, who knew how long she’d roll around, unable to get up, helpless as she waited for someone to find her?

      His mom was always nagging him to let people take care of their own business.

      He nodded once, then grabbed the door handle.

      But what if Cruella hired someone who didn’t care? Who didn’t read the crowd properly? Who couldn’t protect the woman wearing the costume? People sometimes got aggressive with mascots, not knowing who was inside.

      And what if they hired a man, and he didn’t avert his eyes when he helped Violet out of her Dezzie outfit?

      “You should ask them to hire a friend,” Leo suggested. “It’ll make it more fun, and nobody looks out for you the way a friend will.”

      Preferably she had a big burly one who was already married.

      “Actually…” Violet said slowly, focusing on the wall as an idea seemed to hit her. She grinned. “Actually, someone promised she’d take the handler job if I became mascot. She was only teasing, but…”

      “You should hold her to that promise.”

      Violet’s smile turned crafty, but her voice was sweet and clear as she said, “I think I will hold her to that promise, Leo.”
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      “He what?” Violet asked, horrified that her reply came out as a squeak.

      Her friend Daisy-Mae Ray showed the photo on her phone.

      Married.

      Owen Lancaster, her old crush, had gotten married. He’d left town—and her—in order to return to major league baseball. Not even a year had passed, and he was already married?

      Her ex-fiancé, who’d moved to a new town when she’d refused to budge from Sweetheart Creek after their humiliating wedding fiasco, was engaged again, as well.

      She seriously needed to get busy with that blasted curse.

      Be different, act different.

      Staring at Owen’s happy wedding photo, Violet felt as if all the sweet guys, like Leo Pattra, would never notice her—not as a woman worthy of dating. Nobody would.

      She sank onto the bench, her Dragon costume pushing up around her, almost swallowing her.

      “I’m sorry,” Daisy-Mae whispered. “I thought you’d want to know.”

      Violet made a gurgling sound.

      Her friend’s voice grew sympathetic. “It seemed like the two of you were going to…”

      “I know,” Violet said quickly. She didn’t need to hear it. She and Owen… It had felt as though they had a special connection. When they’d met, he was fresh out of the league, and she’d been left at the altar. They’d shared the pain of crushed dreams. It had taken them a while to edge toward flirting. Then to dance around the idea of dating.

      It had all felt so certain. Intentionally slow and careful. A rebuilding of her confidence, a second chance to break the curse.

      Or so she’d thought.

      Violet hadn’t predicted that he’d leave so suddenly, returning to baseball and, obviously, his ex-girlfriend.

      But here she was—still single, and wondering what had happened.

      Violet’s shyness had grown worse after Wyatt and the altar abandonment. But it had become debilitating after Owen left without even a goodbye.

      “I’m never going to find someone,” she said with a sigh. It was too hard, overcoming her fears and getting back up again after falling flat on her face in front of everyone she loved.

      “No, remember? We’re two single gals out on the town!” Daisy-Mae gave her an encouraging nudge. “Dragon Babes! We’re putting ourselves out there so we can find love.”

      When Daisy-Mae landed the job as her handler a few days ago, Violet had insisted they live it up as a Dragon babe duo. They were ready to meet hunky men, and what better way than through their jobs, and being in the big city on their work nights?

      But Violet had a sneaking suspicion that despite her best plans and wishes for a great season out on the town, her best friend would soon be up to her eyeballs in dates, and their duo idea would fade away. That suspicion had grown into full-blown worry this afternoon as they’d worked on her mascot moves in the stands during the team’s practice. Daisy-Mae, as usual, was done up like a Texas babe, and it had practically brought the entire rink of men to a standstill. Tall, blonde, and with a traffic-stopping smile, she was a deadly package in a tight short shirt and shorts.

      “I can’t see much through these eyeholes—” Violet patted her costume head “—but it’s clear you’re going to remain single for approximately zero seconds once the Dragons find a way to meet you off the ice.”

      Which meant her Dragon Babes plan better come with a Single and Lonely Violet backup plan. And it should probably involve therapy.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Daisy-Mae crouched in front of her. They’d had fun out in the stands, and Violet had been silly in the costume, feeling freer than if she’d been hanging out with family or friends. But now reality returned, nipping at her heels, reminding her that she wasn’t outgoing or desirable.

      “Yeah, fine.” She stood and turned her back to her friend. “Unzip me?”

      “This guy asked if you’re single.”

      Unable to stop herself, Violet spun around again. “Really? Who?”

      Despite the vibe she’d gotten from Leo, that he was just looking for a friend, she couldn’t help but hope that Daisy-Mae was going to say his name.

      Her friend shrugged. “He’s the unassuming type of cute.”

      “Trouble?”

      She laughed. “Aren’t they all?”

      “Double date?”

      “You’re on.” Daisy-Mae headed for the door. “I’ll see if I can catch him.” She winked and was gone.

      Violet’s heart hammered. She knew Daisy-Mae was going to find love this season. And for the first time, even though she knew she was acting like an ever-hopeful preteen about to get her world crushed again, she felt there might be a chance for her, too.
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        * * *

      

      The first week of October, Leo scanned the conference room, looking for a familiar face as he smoothed his name tag over his shirt’s pocket. He spotted a few guys from the team, several strangers in suits, and a woman he hadn’t stopped thinking about since she’d literally crashed into the Dragons’ locker room a week ago. Violet.

      He weaved his way among the tables, nodding or tipping his cowboy hat to people he passed. He liked that the new-employee orientation included everyone in the organization, from players to office types to ticket sales agents. It made him feel he was part of something bigger than just the team of athletes. And it reminded him that his performance impacted a lot of careers besides his own.

      He paused at a table for three near the front of the conference room. “Fancy meeting you here,” he said to Violet. She was seated beside the woman he recognized as her new handler. “Anyone sitting here?”

      Violet immediately turned red, while the blonde gave him an enormous smile and gestured to the vacant spot.

      “Be our guest.” She reached across Violet to shake his hand after he sat and removed his hat. “I’m—”

      “Daisy-Mae, right? You’re Violet’s helper and handler?”

      “Smart cookie.”

      “Not really.” He pointed to her name tag, noting that she’d chosen a Daffy Duck sticker for her name tag. Violet had chosen a Yosemite Sam for her black-and-white sweater, same as him. “But I do think you’ll have your hands full keeping this one from falling down the steps of the stands.” He winked at Violet, and the shade of red deepened.

      “Tell me about it!” Daisy-Mae said with a laugh.

      “Hi,” Leo said to Violet. He’d managed to get a complete sentence out of her when they’d met, and now it looked like he was back at square one. And not because of the teasing. He got the feeling she didn’t mind.

      Realizing he’d become distracted by Violet’s shyness and had forgotten to introduce himself to Daisy-Mae, he said, “I’m sorry, I’m—”

      “Leo Pattra.” Daisy-Mae shot him a triumphant smile. “And I didn’t have to read your name tag.”

      She’d heard of him? He glanced at Violet, who was still blushing. He liked the implications that she may have mentioned him to her friend.

      Although, as he had learned during his bull riding days, people often knew of him and his career before they actually met him in person. But despite Violet being obviously far from his type, he liked the idea of her talking about him.

      “Your parents have a sense of humor?” Violet asked quietly.

      “Sorry? Oh, my name? Yeah. Sort of.” He’d received his fair share of teasing for the way his name rhymed with Cleopatra.

      “History buffs?” she suggested.

      “No, just liked the way it sounded.”

      “Are they proud you’re a hockey player?”

      “Mom’s worried I’ll lose my front teeth.” She definitely preferred hockey over bull riding, though. There was a lower risk for paralyzation, for one. “And she says I already have enough belt buckles to last a lifetime. So…” He gave a shrug, proud of how casually he’d slipped in the fact that he’d won a lot of awards in his rodeo event.

      “Do yours think it’s cool you’re the mascot?” he asked.

      Violet rolled her eyes and gave him that same dry look she had the other day. It tickled him as much as it had the first time.

      One word to describe her: shy.

      No, enigma.

      Sassy?

      Maybe intriguing.

      He might need several words for a woman like her.

      “Vi’s mom had a coronary when she found out she’d taken this job,” her friend interjected.

      “No, she didn’t. But almost.” Violet’s voice was slightly scolding, but her eyes sparkled with a hint of mischief.

      “Her mom wanted her to be an accountant, lawyer or mutual fund manager,” Daisy-Mae added.

      “Good thing she’s in Korea for the foreseeable future
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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.
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