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            Prologue

          

          Hunter

        

      

    

    
      Stopping in the corridor was the first mistake I made that day. But it wasn’t my last. Not that I have any regrets. It would be like regretting who I am.

      The scuffling sound came from the dimly lit cement tunnel to my right. The coaches’ offices were down that way. I was about to move on, until I heard what sounded like a sob. A woman’s strangled voice said stop. The blood froze in my veins. I turned, still not moving.

      You’re hurting me.

      The words set my frozen brain on fire. Blinded by furious heat, I rushed down the corridor. Urgency dictated my actions. No thinking required. It was all instinct.

      That wasn’t my second mistake. There was no way I’d take back what I did next. It was necessary.

      In a few long strides, I found them. Coach Nutter had a woman up against the wall. He didn’t notice me. He was busy yanking her skirt up with one hand while he held his other hand over her mouth. He was muttering something close to her ear, but I didn’t much care what he was saying.

      I reached in and grabbed Nutter by the collar, yanking him back from the wall, from the woman. Recognition flashed. I knew her, knew who she was anyway. One of the team’s cheerleaders, Danielle.

      Even with surprise on my side, that pause cost me. Nutter turned around quick and took a swing. The blow struck me partially in the jaw. But I was quicker, stronger, younger, and I used all my advantages to knock him on his ass with a right-left combination that exploded his nose and put him out cold. Turning away from Nutter as he fell to the floor, I went to Danielle.

      “You okay?”

      She collapsed onto me in a heap, tears streaming. She nodded her head with unconvincing violence. I patted her back for a second and she calmed down enough to talk.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      Glancing at Nutter on the floor, I noticed him stir. I was glad and disappointed at the same time. Glad I didn’t kill him. Disappointed I hadn’t made the bastard suffer more.

      I said, “We need to call an ambulance or get the team doctor or something. For Nutter.”

      She backed up from me, fear in her face.

      “Are you—crazy? You’d get in trouble. People would find out about . . .” Tears started again. Then she came forward, grabbing a bunch of my shirtfront in her fists.

      “He threatened me. Threatened to tell my husband things. To have me thrown off the squad. Ruin me if I said a word. I believe him. You can’t tell anyone. I could lose everything. My promotion deals, the modeling, the television ads—”

      “Take it easy. You haven’t done anything wrong, Dani. He shouldn’t get away with this. It’s our word against his and there’s two of us.” I held onto her arms, hoping to infuse reason into her. Judging by the wild, desperate look in her eyes, it was a long shot.

      “You can’t tell anyone you found me here. No one can know.” She’d stopped crying now. “Not even a hint.” She whispered in a shaky voice, “He called me. Got me down here on a false pretext. He’s been sniffing around for weeks. People will think I was interested when I was only being polite. I know how this works.” As she spoke, her voice became calm, reasonable. Convincing.

      I nodded, patted her arms, hated what I was hearing.

      Heaving a breath, I said, “All right, Dani.” I paused and knew I had no choice, not in my mind. I continued in a confident, determined voice.

      “I give you my word. I won’t say anything about you being here. I won’t ever mention your name. No matter what.” I looked back at Nutter. He was trying to prop himself up on his elbow, looking woozy. “I don’t think Nutter will mention you either.”

      He looked up at me, pure malice contorting his face.

      “You’re done, Hunter Quintanna. You’re off this team. And when I get through with you, there won’t be an NFL team out there who’ll want you.”

      My second mistake was not believing him. He was only an assistant coach, the offensive coordinator. He didn’t have the juice to undermine me. Or so I thought. He had the juice and he was a bully and he put me through hell in the next few weeks. Because he’d heard my promise, knew I wouldn’t defend myself, he launched everything he had at me. Which meant I was gone. Off the team and praying for another chance.

      But I could take the punishment. Far better than Danielle could. I was a tough bastard.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Hunter

        

      

    

    
      The last thing I expected when I stepped into the front office of the Boston Militia, my new team, was to see some chick sitting on the couch next to Coach Marini. They’d been waiting for me. Both of them. I looked at Coach and nodded, but my eyes slid to hers as if magnets pulled at me.

      She was young, but that didn’t stop her man-eater smile from taking a bite out of my soul right then and there.

      Her dark, almost burgundy hair fell over her shoulders in sexy waves like molten glass, long and hot. Kind of like I felt, looking at her. Meeting her brown eyes even for an instant I could see the gold specks. I guess they called the color hazel. Ruthlessly I turned away.

      “Come have a seat, Hunter.” Coach Marini spread a hand, indicating the chair opposite the couch. The chicklet tracked me with her eyes as I moved forward and sat. No one ever called me shy, so I stared right back at her. But this was Coach’s show, so I didn’t say a word.

      “Meet my daughter, Catalina.”

      Boom. That was a shoe made of lead dropping to the bottom of my gut. The siren was the coach’s daughter. Fantastic.

      “She’s recently joined the Boston Militia organization in the Communications Department.” He turned to his daughter with that stereotypical proud papa look as if she were a monument. I tried to breathe calmly, thought of my mother. Thought of money.

      Catalina rolled her eyes, then turned to me and said, “Cat. Call me Cat.” Her voice was cool and professional.

      I still said nothing because I had no idea what to think, let alone what to say. I couldn’t very well say what I felt, tell Coach to take his daughter Cat home and lock her up for a few years, for everyone’s sake. Or at least for mine. Five minutes in her presence, no words exchanged, and I already knew she was like kryptonite to me.

      “Catalina, meet Hunter Quintanna, our newest team member. He may have come to us under less than ideal circumstances, but I know he has potential to be a difference-maker on the team.”

      “Thank you for giving me the chance, Coach.” I meant it. Coach wasn’t bullshitting me. Word was Marini was a straight shooter and that was the vibe I got. In spite of Cat.

      He cleared his throat and nodded, giving me a no-nonsense glare.

      “I imagine you’re wondering what the hell my daughter is doing in this meeting, but you’re too polite to ask.”

      His daughter rolled her eyes again. I smiled, keeping with the coach’s notion that I might be polite. Not a word anyone else used to describe me in recent memory, but what the hell. An improvement over my last coach’s parting words. You’re nothing but a f—ck up.

      “Daddy, stop torturing the man.” Cat turned her intense hazel eyes on me, a smile hesitating at the corners of her too luscious mouth, and said, “I’m your handler.”

      My first instinct was to get up and run, followed fast by my next very powerful instinct to pull her from the couch across from me, sit her on my lap, and ravage her, starting with her mouth and moving down the rest of her shapely body with a thoroughness that would leave her branded to my memory. Every last bit of her sensual breathtaking essence.

      Breaking from the cool demeanor I prided myself in, I squirmed. Only a slight movement, but damn. It’s not like I’m a schoolboy. It’s not like I haven’t seen and bedded my share of beauties, had my share of lovelies throwing themselves at me. Hell, I should be impervious to attractive young ladies by now.

      But this attraction was something different. This was something new for me. There was something compelling, some kind of kismet crap thing if I believed in kismet. Maybe it was chemistry. My mother used to tell me about it, used to tell me that once I found my mate, I would be struck and there would be no going back. Call it love-struck or hit by Cupid’s bow, she insisted the myth was real and that she and my father had experienced the strength of the fated mate. It was laughable now, but when I was young, really young, I believed her. I waited for it, looked forward to it for myself. Then, after college, I’d long forgotten the notion. I was too busy enjoying the abundant variety of ladies who crossed the threshold of my bedroom door to remember foolish boyhood notions or to care. Until now.

      Now? The sizzle I felt running through me lit a buzz of hyper-awareness. Anticipation of . . . something gathered like a pool of overheated lava rising from the bottom of a volcano.

      Whatever was going on, every male molecule in me seemed to react to every female molecule in her. WTF?

      I met her eyes to look for clues about whether she felt the same connection. Then I realized there was no way in hell she couldn’t feel it. The air in the room was charged with it, sizzled with whatever sparked between us.

      Not good. That meant her dad, my new coach, probably sensed it too. That was the last thing I needed.

      Keep your eye on the prize, Hunter. There was only one thing I needed.

      Money. This was all about the money and I couldn’t afford to forget it. Football equaled payday. I was playing for the money.

      My agent had concocted the deal to give me max incentives in a one-year contract. That’s the only way I could get any deal after the fiasco in LA. I couldn’t blow this. We were four weeks into the season and I couldn’t afford to lose any more money after the fines I’d had to pay. Everyone in my family counted on me. With my dad gone, I was the head of the family and always would be. This deal with the Militia was my one opportunity to deliver what we needed, what my younger siblings needed most of all. Money.

      “Handler?” I said.

      Coach Marini glared at his daughter. She appeared to be impervious.

      “Catalina prefers to be direct. It’s a gift best wrapped in patience and she has yet to learn this lesson.” Coach flashed a rare smile at me, but I wasn’t fooled. I waited for the official explanation.

      “Let me explain the score, Hunter. You’re on a tight leash and Catalina is in control—off the field. On the field you answer to me. I’ll be running you hard. Catalina will be making sure you stay on message, stay out of trouble outside the stadium.”

      “In other words, I’ll be a prisoner in my own home.” My words were matter-of-fact. I welcomed harsh reality, needed the cold slap.

      “Which brings us to step one,” Cat said. “Finding you a home. After Dad is done with you today, report to my office.” She stood and handed me a card. I tore my eyes from her curvy figure-skater legs, bare and tanned, close enough for me to reach out and touch. I clenched my hand around the arm of my chair. Tight.

      In addition to her name, title, office location, and e-mail address, her office phone number had been written in along with her mobile number. I watched her walk from the room, feeling Coach’s eyes on me while I did. When she closed the door, I turned back to him.

      He knew. His smile froze me.

      “Don’t even think about it, son.” His low voice, a warning growl, promised certain death to my career if unheeded.

      I nodded. Then I stood. There was nothing I could say. He would measure me by my actions, not any promises I might make.

      “I’ll see you in the locker room in five minutes.” I felt his eyes on me as I walked out the door, his daughter’s card burning my hand like a ball of damn kryptonite.
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          Cat

        

      

    

    
      Holy crap.

      That had to be the hardest thing I ever did. Hunter Quintanna was one intimidating hunk of man. As soon as I closed my dad’s office door behind me I ran down the hall and ducked into the stairwell to get to my office on the third floor. Penny was never going to believe I’d pulled this off.

      Or maybe I was being premature. I hadn’t pulled anything off yet. It was probably unfair of me to keep to myself the fact that I knew the circumstances of Hunter’s demise in LA, but I’d made a promise. Besides, the damage had already been done. And now he was here.

      He had a second chance. He could redeem himself and I’d help him. Sometime in the future, the true story about what happened in LA would come out, but until then I would see to it that he earned his way back, that people saw the good in him.

      Reaching the third-floor landing, I pushed open the door to the hallway and rushed toward my office. Or large closet. There was enough room for my desk and one visitor chair. On the upside, a large window overlooked the practice field. My dad—Coach—told me the office had previously been open space, a hallway landing, and they’d thrown up a wall to accommodate me.

      Apparently coaching a winning team had its benefits. My dad had sway. I had sway with my dad. Not as much as I thought, since I fairly had to beg him and make all kinds of ridiculous promises before he agreed to put in a word for me for the job. Okay, I did feel guilty some days about using my dad to get this job. But ever since I was a little girl I’ve wanted to work with him, work for the team, be part of his team. Feel like I really belonged, like I really mattered to him.

      I sat behind my desk and popped open my computer. I had some social media content to write and then I would call Penny. My father’s personal assistant knew I had a crush on Hunter, though she had no idea why. She probably thought it was all the obvious reasons: his bad-boy handsome face down to his intimidating half frown and smirky smile, his cooler-than-ice eyes, his Hercules body that could and did give many a woman I knew wet dreams.

      It’s not that I didn’t appreciate his panty-melting power, but I knew a hell of a lot more about him than that, and what I knew melted my heart.

      He’d punched a coach in LA, it was true. That’s why they let him go. But I knew why he did it and—more importantly—why he wasn’t explaining. My chest clenched thinking about it, how much he was sacrificing, putting his career on the line, all to keep his word, to protect someone.

      Snatching the desk phone from its cradle, I punched in Penny’s number. It had become a habit since I’d gotten my desk to use the landline instead of my cell phone. At first it felt funny, like I was playing at being a grown-up, but now it felt real.

      Penny answered on the third ring and I brought up the Twitter account on the laptop.

      “Marini residence,” she said in her official voice, making me smile.

      “You passed the test. No one would guess you’re really dressed in your pajamas and watching TV.” My smile widened as I listened to her mutter a few swears.

      “Speaking of impostors, how are you doing?”

      “Low blow. I’m doing fabulously, as a matter of fact. That’s why I called. Mission accomplished. I’m the official handler of one brand-new tight end.”

      She let out a whistle and I moved the phone from my ear.

      “Yeah, well, you better be careful and keep your hands off his tight end.”

      I laughed and sat back in my chair. I loved Penny. My Dad was such a dunderhead for not snatching her up—for more than just his personal assistant. So what if she was almost as salty as he was? She had charm and wit and everything a man could want. She was part of the team, not formally, but as my father’s right hand, she qualified. She had been for longer than I was. She understood why I wanted—no, needed—this job. Knew my need to really belong in Dad’s life.

      “Don’t worry about Hunter. He’s as guarded as they come.” I shuddered thinking about those eyes of his on me, roving up and down, and the crackling in the atmosphere. Okay, the crackling could have been my imagination. But he could make me feel things without ever touching me. That part was real.

      “So what’s your end game again?”

      “Make sure he’s successful. Make sure he stays on message and—”

      “Not the official crap. You know what I mean. What do you want with him?”

      “Nothing.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. There was dead air. I squirmed and huffed a breath. “Okay, maybe I want a little . . . adventure?”

      “Is that what they’re calling it these days? You do realize if you have your little adventure that would be the very definition of trouble—the kind you’re assigned to keep him out of?”

      “You have it all wrong, Penny. No one ever said he had to be a monk. He can have a consensual relationship with a grown, single woman—like myself. In fact, I’m pretty sure it would be abnormal for him not to engage in a little adventure.”

      “Sure. But not with you. Because I’m pretty sure your dad would not appreciate it. I know for certain your dad would not want you involved with the team’s bad boy. Besides, he’s too old for you. How old are you? Barely 21?”

      I rolled my eyes, taking full advantage of the fact that she couldn’t see me.

      “And don’t roll your eyes. I’m serious. Even if he wasn’t a pariah and you weren’t a baby—his words, not mine—Coach doesn’t want his dogs to poop where they eat.”

      “What a disgusting metaphor. And I’m not entirely sure it fits.”

      “You know what I mean. I’m sure there’s a no fraternization rule in the employee handbook. One of those pesky details maybe you overlooked when you took the job.”

      Fine. She had a point about that ridiculous nonfrat rule. Ignoring the issue of Hunter being a bad boy and me being a baby because the notion was too stupid to credit, I did need to be concerned about the nonfraternization rule. I know it was added to the employee handbook—the handbook the players and all the Militia organization employees were given—recently. There’d been an incident with two office employees who’d been a couple—until they weren’t. The lawyers had a fit because their fraternization caused all kinds of problems with a harassment lawsuit, costing the organization money. All because there had not been a nonfraternization rule.

      “At the time I read the rule book I didn’t know that Hunter Quintanna was going to drop into my lap—figuratively speaking.”

      Penny snorted.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing figurative about it. You’re smitten. What I want to know is why? You’ve had plenty of good-looking hunks come and go—why this one?”

      “He’s extra hunky.” Okay, there was so much more to it than that, but I wasn’t going to tell Penny. I lied by omission. Not that I was good at it. I’d been cursed with an overly sensitive conscience and had never gotten away with lying all my life, especially not to Penny.

      “Aha. We’ll see. In the meantime, what exactly does a handler do with the handlee?”

      She was letting me off the hook easy, but I knew from past experience that was a sure sign she was onto me. I kept my anxiety to myself.

      “We’re looking for an apartment—for him—tonight after practice. I’ll help him get settled in, set up a local bank account, get him a housekeeping service, all the usual things you do with a well-off single man who doesn’t have time to do what a wife would do for him. Including the part about keeping him off the streets at night.”

      “Interesting take on the job description. I wonder if Coach would agree?”

      “He didn’t ask for details. The directive is to keep him out of trouble. However I accomplish that is up to me. And I will do my job. Well.”

      “Of that there was never any doubt. Just saw your last tweet. Clever. Liked the photo. Zoom lens from your office, right?”

      “Yes—how did you know?”

      Penny laughed. “Gotta go. See you Sunday.” She disconnected.

      That woman was scary-smart and all-knowing and I loved her to pieces. She’d always been like the big sister I never had. Once I’d convinced my mother of her sisterly role, things went a lot smoother between them. At first when Dad hired Penny, Mom had been jealous. Even though they were divorced, I can see why. But when over the years nothing materialized—though it should have by now—Mom relaxed enough to let me stay with Dad more. Not that it mattered. He was always in his football team world. The one I didn’t belong to. Until now.

      I stared at my computer screen, the cursor blinking at me in expectation. I searched for the right photo to post for Hunter Quintanna’s introduction to the fans of the Facebook page.

      The one I found irresistible was the only one where he smiled. Some of his family stood off camera on the sidelines and I knew he smiled at his youngest brother. Damn if my heartstrings weren’t tightening up again. If I didn’t watch it, I’d turn into one of those blubbering swooner fangirls that always seemed too pathetic to be for real. But maybe there was something to it. Maybe they felt something real and I was only catching up now all these years later.

      Whatever it was, it felt good. Too good. And too real.

      Finishing up with the social media posting, my fingers clicking away, I let my eyes wander to the window overlooking the practice field. Maybe I should buy blinds for the window. It was far too tempting to watch the team. To watch him. Even if I did need binoculars to actually see him from here. Guilt flooded me with a warm blush at the fact that I had brought a pair of binoculars and kept them in my desk.

      God, I was turning into a damn groupie. Pulling out my desk drawer, I retrieved the camera. At least I had a good excuse to look at the field through the lens. I needed lots of photos for social media content. The kind no one else could get. Dad had said photos of practice were fine. Photos of volunteer work were better.

      That’s what I needed to do next—set up Hunter with a local volunteer organization or charity and arrange for him to make some appearances. Something told me that he already had something like that going on. I’d bet my left nipple that he was a closet do-gooder.

      Setting the camera down, I searched the Internet, focusing on his hometown to see if he’d been involved in anything there. Any charities, that is. Maybe I’d find out if he had any romantic involvements while I was at it.

      That’s what I ended up doing for hours and I didn’t come away disappointed.
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          Hunter

        

      

    

    
      After showering, I took my time toweling off, awareness rippling through me like impending doom at the prospect of seeing Cat again. Until the idea of seeing her hit my dick. Then the doom switched to excitement like some kind of dark magic that had me springing to attention.

      The thought of spending time with her, alone—hell, even the notion of going to her office—had me sizzling like I was hopped up on speed. I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes, thinking about my kid brother in an effort to get my dick under control so I could dress.

      My youngest brother Seth was going to be ten years old and wanted to have him to come to the game this Sunday with my mother. I needed a place by then. Cat would help me find one. Period. It was business and I could be all cold and businesslike. It was my default with people I didn’t know.

      The challenge was that I felt that insane connection to Cat, even if it was on a purely animal lust level. How the hell did I defend against that?

      Put your head down and grit your teeth, Hunter. Focus.
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      Finally dressed in my complimentary Militia fan jersey and jeans, I was one of the few still left in the locker room as I headed for the door. I would have said something to the other three guys, but they never looked up from whatever the hell they were doing. No one had paid me notice from the minute we stepped off the practice field except Coach and Gabriel Wyatt, the QB. But that was their job. Wyatt took his team leadership role seriously, but he still had a lot to prove as far as I was concerned. Two years as a starter and getting into the playoffs was nice, but this was the year the team was really counting on him. He knew it. I knew it, too. That’s why the team signed me.

      I was the goddamn last piece of the machine needed to give the Militia a legitimate chance at the Super Bowl. I had one season, one shot at the big prize, or I’d go home. All the way home. No more NFL career left. No pressure there.

      Slipping the card from my pocket, I double checked the office number and created a mental picture of where it was and how to get there from here. It was the first thing I did when I arrived two days ago—became familiar with the environment so I’d fit in, so I wouldn’t look the part of the new guy.

      I pushed open the door to the stairwell at the end of the hall and ran up the three flights. Not because I was in a hurry, but because I’d been conditioned at an early age that stairs were for running. Too many reps of running the steps in youth football and then forever after that. I opened the door at her floor and there it was. Number 408 was in front of me with the door half open.

      I paused. My heart rate was elevated from the stair climb, but it wasn’t only the stairs that affected me, if I was honest. Taking several slow deep breaths, I tensed my jaw. In fact, every muscle in my body was tensed against the onslaught of the sensual flood I knew was coming.

      Not bothering to knock—because I’m a bastard at heart—I stepped into her office. It was more like a closet with a window and a desk, not much else. When I met her eyes, it hit me. She hit me, whatever it was between us sending waves of awareness through me. Not the innocent businesslike kind. I clenched my teeth reflexively.

      She stood up behind her desk in a quick move, knocking her chair back. I felt the tic in my jaw, but I didn’t budge, kept my mouth flat, eyes trained on hers. Taking pleasure in her nerves was evil, unfair, and not how I typically responded to attractive women, but this was about self-preservation. War. All was fair.

      In love and war? A million-watt lightbulb-level understanding hit me of why love and war were equated when it came to lack of fair play. I couldn’t afford fair play.

      The insight didn’t make me feel better. More like the opposite. More like spelling my doom. But not without a damn good fight. Too much was at stake for me, for my family, to play fair, to be nice. I hated it. My chest tightened with the possibility that I might end up hating myself.

      “Hello, Hunter. Practice has been over for a while. I was just thinking you weren’t coming.” She collected herself and settled into a bright smile. Then she came around her desk with her hand outstretched as if to shake mine. No way was I going to touch her. Not even her hand.

      “Here I am. Let’s get on with it.” I backed up to the door as she moved forward.

      When she reached forward, around me, my heart stuttered. I’d kept my eyes on hers and couldn’t believe she’d try—

      “My coat.” She reached behind me to lift her coat from the hook as I jumped back out of her way.

      “You have the smallest office I’ve ever seen,” I said, my voice tight. It was true and it was killing me at that moment.

      “I know. My punishment for using my dad’s coattails to get the job.” She looked around before shutting off the light, plunging them into semidarkness with only the light from the hallway left. “But I love it.” She stepped out into the hall and, after a beat, I followed, pulling the door closed.

      “Let’s take my car,” she continued, speaking in a cheerful voice that sounded the opposite of relaxed. “I have the perfect unit lined up for you to see. With any luck, you’ll have a place to live by tomorrow so you can really settle in here.”

      She slowed her step to walk next to me as we headed toward the elevator. I was glad we weren’t taking the stairwell, though the elevator wouldn’t be much better. I needed to avoid being confined with her, alone with her. At least the elevator ride would be short.

      As we stepped inside, her smile started to show signs of wear and tear. I was kind of enjoying her anxiety. When the doors slid shut she flinched.

      “You okay?” I asked with as much innocence as I could muster given that I’d probably used it all up years ago. But I did have concern. Some. More than I could afford to have for someone I was at war with.

      “Yes. Great. I think you’re going to love the apartment.”

      “How much is it?” I asked.

      She looked up at me, daring a direct gaze, an assessing gaze. Then she waved a hand.

      “Don’t worry. You can afford it on your salary.”

      I decided not to argue the point. Not at that moment. I’d let her do her job, show me a place, then if need be, I’d find my own place. One I could afford along with all the other bills I had to pay for my family.

      The fines imposed by the team and the NFL, the legal fees, and the forfeited salary from the past three weeks had put a sizeable dent in my already strained budget. Thinking about money always put me in a foul mood, but in this case, I wasn’t worried. Ms. Catalina Marini was possibly the only person alive I could afford to behave badly with. Because it was her job, and therefore in her interest, to make sure I stayed out of trouble, to make sure I was seen as a saint. She would never complain about me to anyone. Except me.

      That’s what I needed, to have her annoyed or even angry with me. At all times. It would make resisting the pull of her . . . not easy, but possible.

      The doors slid open and she jumped from the elevator, darting ahead of me toward the garage. I didn’t speed up to catch up. I wasn’t in a hurry to sit in a closed car with her, to smell that scent of her that I remembered from earlier and had just smelled again, to brush against her, feel the heat of her.

      Goddamn. I slowed. She turned to me.

      “Something wrong?”

      I said nothing, stiffened my spine, and got to the car. Once inside she was all business with the driving and I remained silent. But when we were on the road, she kept darting glances at me.

      “You’re a quiet man.”

      I said nothing, confirming her assessment.

      “How was practice?”

      “Fine.” I turned from the window to face her. Couldn’t stand my cowardly behavior. “Look, I’m not into small talk.”

      “I get that. But it happens to be more important to me than small talk—I really want to know how practice went.”

      “Ask your dad. He’ll have a better answer to that than I will.”

      “That’s fair.” She cleared her throat. “How are you getting along with the guys?”

      I snorted. I shouldn’t have reacted, but it was a sore spot.

      “That good, eh?” She didn’t sound surprised. Sounded sympathetic. Sympathy was the last thing I wanted. It burned me.

      “It’ll be fine,” I said. “After my performance on Sunday, we’ll get along great.”

      “Let your playing do your talking. Good plan.”

      I turned back to her because it sounded like she was mocking me. Sure enough, there was a telltale dimple in her cheek. Damn. That’s all I needed. Sassy on top of sexy. A female barely past girlhood haunting me, teasing me.

      Saving me from any further private hell thinking about her dimples, I was distracted when she pulled into the garage of a towering luxury apartment building. F—ck. This was going to be a whole other line of trouble. She pulled into a spot near the elevator reserved for the superintendent and I thought about not bothering to get out of the car, telling her here and now it wouldn’t work.

      “What do you think so far?” She looked at me with pride and hope and a little bit of that adoring fangirl I’d seen before. I must have been going to shit, because I couldn’t bring myself to burst her bubble. Not yet anyway.

      I said, “How about if I reserve judgment until I get the details.” Holding back on a smile, but not the simmering expression that was probably in my eyes, I pushed open the door to escape from the confines of the car, where she was looking at me like she wanted me and I was on sensory overload with her scent and her nearness and her unvarnished bright-eyed enthusiasm for life. She bounced from the car undaunted.

      We went up in the elevator to the top floor and I managed not to react to her telling me all about the wonders of the unit, the amenities, and the management until the doors opened and I stepped out ahead of her like an asshole, because I couldn’t stand not being able to look at her or touch her or charm her when she was right there, so delicious in every way. Like the apple in the garden of Eden.

      And I was no saint. I walked ahead down the hall, guessing which direction to go.

      “Hey, wait up. Stop, it’s right here.”

      I’d walked one unit too far, but I was slow to return to her. Her smile invited me inside when she opened the door and I felt like I was being led into a trap. Shaking it off, I stiffened my spine. It was time I toughened up and resigned myself to the fact that she was forbidden fruit and I couldn’t have her. Not even a little. So what? There were plenty of other women out there.

      Tell my dick that.

      She walked straight through the ultramodern apartment to the windows overlooking the water. I hadn’t been in Boston long, but I knew the Charles River, had studied the area on the plane. Prepared myself. Like a regular Boy Scout, always prepared. What a joke. There was no preparing for Cat Marini, coach’s daughter. No preparing for the way my body reacted to her as if she were the only woman on earth.

      Spinning around with her hands spread, she looked like a TV commercial. Only amped up a thousand times on the sex appeal scale.

      “It’s gorgeous,” I said. Like you, I didn’t say.

      “I’m surprised to hear you admit that. You’ve been so stingy with your thoughts.” She came back to where I stood not too far into the entryway of the big open space. The place was furnished to look like a magazine. Pristine, but not necessarily comfortable or inviting. It was all moot. I shrugged.

      “How much?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. How much does it cost?”

      She cocked her head, her smile fading. The chicklet didn’t want to tell me because she knew I wouldn’t like it.

      “It’s in your budget, don’t worry. Don’t forget, I know how much you make.”

      “But you don’t know my budget.” Shaking my head, I wondered why the hell I was bothering. I didn’t owe her an explanation.

      But when uncertainty flicked across her face, I thought maybe it was better to give her the full story. I didn’t want to like her and I sure as hell didn’t want to be her friend. But I didn’t want to be her enemy either. It was draining, killing me. There was no middle ground. I needed to keep up my defenses against her. Even if it did kill me.

      “Do you have money problems? The fines were steep but—”

      “No.” I swiped a hand through my hair, kept my eyes anywhere but on her. “I have better things to spend my money on than a place like this. It’s a waste.”

      “What’s going on? Tell me.” Her demand was soft, not pleading, not caustic. Genuine. The kind of words that got under my skin.

      “None of your business.” I spat the words, forced the animosity. It cost me. But damn, I needed the money more than I needed to like myself. She was nothing to me. My family was everything and they needed me a hell of a lot more than she needed me. Even if she lost her job. It would be a blip in her life compared to the consequences of me losing this shot at salvaging my NFL career. And the money. Keep your eyes on the prize, Quintanna.

      “Fine. Have it your way. We’ll find you a less expensive option.”

      “Not less expensive. The cheapest apartment possible.”

      I couldn’t help looking at her then. Whatever frustration she had was hidden under a veneer of confidence that should have been shaken by now. But not Cat. She whipped her phone from her purse, punched in a number, and spoke while she paced in a tight circle. I didn’t hear what she said, but I didn’t try either, focusing on the Charles River outside the window. But I didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      “You’re in luck. I have a low-budget apartment in Chelsea to show you. Conveniently located, if not as picturesque. No amenities, small, unfurnished. But then you’re a guy on a budget, so you can get yourself an air mattress and a sleeping bag, a lawn chair for the living room, and you’ll be set.” She breezed past me, heading for the door, all business.

      “A lawn chair? Seriously?” I followed her, relieved to be out of there.

      “You’ve impressed upon me your need to be thrifty. Just trying to make a helpful suggestion.” She gave me a saucy, you-don’t-bother-me look over her shoulder and I thought my heart would bang through my rib cage.

      “You like to be challenged.” I shouldn’t have said that aloud.

      She stopped in her tracks and I ended up close, almost touching, but not. Her scent trapped me, her sensual energy, that pull between us like a magnetic field had been breached. Now I had to exert the kind of strength I wasn’t sure I had to back away from her.

      Looking up at me with those eyes, part sex kitten, part innocent, she made me heat up, made my dick twitch. I didn’t say a word, didn’t know what might come out of my mouth.

      “You? I love the challenge of you, of getting you the respect you deserve, getting your career back on track, the success you deserve.” She abruptly stopped talking.

      It might have been the look on my face that got to her, steadier and steadier moving to the wolf seeing Red Riding Hood. I wanted to eat her for dinner. Badly.

      “The way you talk—” I couldn’t let her go. She turned away, backed up a step. I put my hand on her chin, scalding us both, making her face me.

      “Never mind. You get the picture. I love a challenge and you’re a big one. Professionally.” She licked her lips, undoing the all-business tone of her words. She was so near, her skin soft and hot under my touch, her breathing shallow and quick. If I slid my hand lower to feel the pulse in her delicate neck, I knew it would be racing. Like mine.

      How self-destructive was I? Enough to make the move. There was a spark of willingness in her eyes, in her stillness, in the fact that she hadn’t pulled away from my hand, hadn’t called me out on touching her. Not yet.

      But she could any second and I wanted to live to have my chance at getting my career back on track the way she’d envisioned, wanted to let her do her job. Letting out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, I dropped my hand from her face and stepped back.

      “If you say so.” I wanted to tell her I was counting on her to do her job, but I shouldn’t be counting on anyone but myself. Because the number-one thing that would get my career back on track, that would get me the money I needed, was playing the game like my life depended on it. Because it did. This was go-for-broke time.

      I would practice my ass off, get to bed early, do everything right. No drinking, no pizza, no candy bars. The candy would be the toughest to give up of the three. Hell, I’d even try to make nice with the media.

      “I do say so.” She smiled then, a little wavery smile, and backed out of the door. “All you need to do is whatever I say.”

      I followed at a respectable distance—respecting my need to keep a distance. I said nothing to this. We both knew it was unlikely, but I vowed to try and make it work, to try to establish a working relationship. I wondered if she’d take it the wrong way if I asked her to dress like a nun, maybe wear a burka to cover her face.

      Foolish notions. If I could see her eyes, feel her presence, even hear her voice, all my senses would be activated and on alert with need, attuned to whatever sexual chemical she had that my body needed. I’d never experienced any draw so strong, any reaction so automatic, and it was damn disconcerting. Humbling. She was a test I didn’t need right now, a distraction from hell, and I’d damn well better find a way to deal with her and quick.

      She sashayed down the hall and I was wishing for the burka as I watched her ass, when she stopped after a dozen steps. She surprised me when she reached out and unlocked the door.

      Facing me where I stood frozen, not wanting to think what I was thinking, she said, “I have an idea to solve all our problems. Follow me.” She quirked a nervous smile and walked inside the apartment.

      My heart pounded as my mind warred with my libido, but my legs moved and I followed her inside. The apartment was identical to the one we’d just seen except that it was nicer, warmer, homier. It had some kind of genuine life to it and damn if I didn’t like it.

      “What do you think?” she asked, hesitation gone from her grin.

      “It’s an improvement, but—”

      “No buts, it’s not expensive. You would have your own room, your own bath, and it would be cheaper than any dive you could find in Chelsea.”

      “You want me to room with someone? Who lives here? Who would my roommate be?” Surprise was quickly followed by interest. The idea had possibilities. Depending on who—

      “Me.”
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      He laughed. Hysterically, grabbing at his gut as if I’d given him a shot of laughing gas. But it didn’t sound like a happy, joyful, ha-ha kind of laughing. No, from his eyes to his mouth to every hot tense muscle in his body, he mocked me.

      “It’s not that funny.” I hated to say the predictable thing, the ineffective thing, but embarrassment enflamed me, making me question my own sanity. What the hell had I been thinking?

      Okay, I know what I was thinking, but it was stupid, impossible, and even selfish. The man didn’t want to have a fling with the coach’s daughter. He’d touched me, but he’d backed off when I tried to wordlessly invite him to kiss me.

      “It would be convenient. I’d know where you are at all times, I could keep you out of trouble, know who was coming and going, protect you from—”

      “Who? You’re the only one I need protecting from.”

      His leashed anger sent scintillating waves through the air. There was no way he would be up for even a very discreet fling, under the radar and off the books. The no-commitment, no-one-knows-about-it hot affair of my dreams. Not that it was my style to throw myself at a man for the sake of hot sex, but he did something to me, made me crazy and melty and hot.

      Maybe I needed to see a sex therapist. Maybe I had a real problem.

      He’d stopped laughing, but he gave me the kind of look that said he was my only problem. His stare sizzled with dangerous sensuality, the kind that made me shiver, which I did.

      “You’re ridiculous. There is no way in hell that we could be roommates.” He walked toward the door, but when he passed by me I reached out and grabbed his arm.

      “It makes perfect sense.”

      “You’re out of your mind.”

      “Why?” It was a dangerous challenge—acknowledging our sizzling chemistry was risky. But ignoring it was the most ridiculous, crazy thing to do.

      Aiming an angry stare at me, he vibrated with pent-up passion, frustration, the kind that could explode in a temper or melt us both into a world of trouble. Standing so close to Hunter Quintanna, I questioned the wisdom of opening that Pandora’s box. Maybe I didn’t want to chance a secret fling. Because it might be one of those things that would be impossible to cover up, the kind of thing that was so palpable it couldn’t be hidden.

      “Tell me. Be honest.” I held my breath.

      “You know the reason, Cat.” He growled and my instincts said to step back, but my simmering desire said to stay, urged me forward if I dared.

      “Say it.

      He let out a groan of real pain, like I’d stabbed him in the heart and I wanted to take it all back, leave him alone and be the professional he needed with no strings. Ashamed of myself for putting him on the spot when he was trying to be good, to do the right thing, I wondered when the hell had I become the evil temptress?

      “I’ll say it myself, then. We have a . . . connection.”

      “What we have is damn cosmic fireworks between us.” He put his hands on his hips and backed away a step. “I can’t even be in the same room as you without wanting to—never mind what I want. It doesn’t matter. It’s a no-go. And don’t pretend you didn’t feel it too.” He swiped at his hair, kept his eyes on me waiting for my confession. I had to give it to him.

      I nodded. “I feel it. But—”

      “No buts.” The loud angry words shut me up. I had no idea what I would have said anyway. That we could have a fling in secret sounded so . . . sleazy right now, as if we were guilty of something. The only thing we were guilty of was a case of mutual desire, combustible chemistry, sensual connection, whatever else you wanted to call it. We had the hots for each other and what was wrong with that?

      He could lose his career if he were found out, that’s what was wrong. Because there was no way in hell my father would stand for me with Hunter Quintanna. He’d made certain I knew it before I took on the responsibility as his handler.

      I’d probably lose my job too, lose my place on my dad’s team forever. Lose his respect. That wasn’t something I could treat lightly.

      “Forget I ever suggested it. Maybe I thought we could deal with our attraction like mature adults with self-control.” I thought no such thing, had no intentions of controlling myself, but I needed to salvage my poise. Pride was out the window, long gone.

      He gave me a look that said he saw through me. Then he took a step forward and I tensed as if he’d touched me, as if he were a live wire. When he put his hand on my face again, caressing my cheek, I knew what it felt like to be branded. My heart nearly stopped and then picked up, beating again like someone was tap dancing on my soul.

      Leaning in, he whispered, “You think you have enough self-control to resist, Cat?” He moved his face close, his mouth near my ear, his breath fanning my skin. I didn’t move, staring into his hooded eyes, everything in me throbbing, willing him to kiss me, waiting, without a thought to stopping him or backing away, no matter how foolhardy I was.

      Once his mouth touched mine, lightly, the explosion of need began in earnest as if he’d turned on a switch to the furnace in me that I never knew was there. The sheer heat and volatility of everything in me, the hard beating of my heart, the bouncing of nerves in my gut, the goose bumps on my skin, all conspired to make me powerless to do anything but kiss him back with everything in me. I leaned into him, pressed against his lean length, reached my arms up around him, reveling in the feel of his knotted muscles under my palms.

      The sound of his ragged breathing as the kiss deepened, his tongue invading, plunging, sent the throbbing to my pussy. I ground my hips against him, right up against his long solid cock.

      The shock of it, of him so ready to take me with only this kiss, caught my breath. I made a squeak and pulled back. He let me go, taking his hands off me and stepping back, turning away.

      “That’s why we can’t be roommates, Cat.” He stepped into the hall and closed the door behind him. I didn’t know why. Maybe he wanted me to get my head on straight before I faced him again. Maybe I ought to.

      I wasn’t a reckless person, not really. Never had been, except when it came to my dad. He could always drive me crazy. And now there was Hunter.

      But he was in a whole other league. What he did to me went way past crazy. I went to the kitchen sink and splashed cold water on my face, not caring if it ruined my makeup or my hair. God help me, I needed my head examined. I should be ashamed of myself.

      But I’d gotten what I wanted—and a good scare in the process. After a minute of deep breathing, I was ready to face him again. Or as ready as I’d ever be. Wary, armored up to my teeth in fear of making a very bad mistake, but mostly anxious to redeem myself with him, to get his respect back. Assuming I ever had it. Now it would be an uphill battle.

      But he’d been right about one thing. I did like a challenge. And now it was clear.

      My challenge was not to fall into bed with Hunter Quintanna while I saved his career.

      I left my apartment, closing the door behind me, and took a breath when I saw him leaning against the wall, staring down at the floor. His posture and everything about him looked so defeated, so discouraged, my heart squeezed in sorrow that I couldn’t hug him, console him, that I’d maybe been responsible for his seeming despair. I had a lot to make up for. No way did I want to disappoint him.

      “I’m ready. Let’s go. I’ll take you back to your hotel. We’ll resume our search tomorrow.”

      He gave me a neutral nod.

      After driving the whole way in knotted silence, I pulled up to the main entrance of his hotel and kept the car running. He reached for the door handle and wasn’t even going to say goodbye.

      “Enough brooding,” I said. “We have to continue to work together. We need to establish a truce, a way to go forward without crossing any lines. I’m not expecting too much, but I have ideas about how best to repair your image. It won’t happen overnight, but if you follow the plan, I promise you it will happen.”

      He nodded, his face poker-ready, silent. His default response. I filled the talking void.

      “The team will pay for your hotel room for one more week. We have to work fast to get you a place. I’ll see you tomorrow after practice. What time do you think that will be?”

      He put his big strong hand on the door and pushed it open.

      “Ask your dad.” He gave me a dark evil smile, filled with irony and frustration and something else that looked and felt like longing. Or maybe it was me doing the longing. Still. I gave myself a mental slap.

      He was gone before I thought of something clever to say back to him, or anything at all.
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      I was f—cked. I didn’t know what made me kiss her—well that’s a lie. I knew what made me do it, I just didn’t know why I’d let myself slip, let all my self-control fly out the window for a damn kiss.

      But it wasn’t just a damn kiss. It was a sizzling, deep-under-the-skin, shot-to-my-soul meeting of lips. It was my undoing because now I knew what I was missing—or I at least had a taste of it—and I could imagine so much more with the mad hunger of a man starved all his life for something he didn’t know he was hungry for. And now I’d found it.

      Great. I was super-f—cked. Put her out of your mind Quintanna. Don’t be like your father. Be a better man. Remember the cautionary tale of his life, what he did to your mother, to his children by the wife no one knew about. The one he kept hidden away in Alaska.

      Not a good time to be thinking about my dad. My head was messed up enough, my emotions running as if I were speeding down the edge of the sidelines trying desperately to stay in bounds, but getting shoved closer and closer to the line only yards away from the payoff.

      My damn life was a f—cking nightmare come to the light of day, real and excruciating.

      I let myself into the damn impersonal beige room, the kind of room where anyone and everyone stayed, anonymous, no personality, no vitality, a crypt to sleep in. Stripping my clothes off, I knew I should take a shower, but if I did, I’d think of her and give in to a hand job. It would ease the worst of the physical frustration, but it would leave me feeling like a first-class loser and I didn’t need that. Didn’t need to feel worse about myself than I already did.

      Naked, I dropped onto the bed and saw the message light on the room’s phone blinking. Running through my head the possibilities of who might have called, I didn’t bother checking it. My mother would have called my cell. Coach would have called my cell. Any one of my siblings—now five since Mom took in Dad’s kids from his other marriage—would have also used the cell.

      Falling back onto the pillow and staring up at the ceiling, my head hurt trying to figure out how he could have done it. How he could have kept a second family all those years when he was away working, keeping Mom in the dark, pretending that he made less money than he did, that he had to work for longer stretches than he did, all so that he could live another life with another woman and their two bastard children.

      How could he have gotten married to her while he was married to my mom?

      He never said why, or not to my satisfaction anyway. He told me a lot of things while he was dying. Enough so I could let him go without strangling the life out of him for what he did to Mom. To my sisters and brother. To his other kids. My f—cking half brother and sister. Jesus. I should be over it by now. But sometimes it hit me fresh. When I was at my most vulnerable. Like now.

      One good thing about thinking about dear old Dad, it cured me of my restless dick.

      Until my cell rang and I fished it out of my pants, adrenaline kicking in to speed up my already quick movements. It was late for Mom to be calling. I swiped it on and put the phone to my ear without checking.

      “Hunter here.” I said, trying to check the speed of my racing heart.

      “Cat.”

      Boom. In the silent tense pause that followed, my dick hardened, my head clouded, and my heart raced faster than it did in all my nightmares. I was headed out of bounds.
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      “I know I shouldn’t be calling, but since you’re there and I’m here, I figured it would be easier to talk, clear the air.”

      “If you think it’s safe to talk on the phone with me at night while I lie naked in my bed, then you’re a hell of a lot more naïve than I gave you credit for, chicklet.”

      Sucking in my breath, I felt his words down to my panties—which I still had on. But if he was naked, that somehow changed things, in more than a switch-on-the-furnace kind of way. It made me feel wicked, sexy, and more than ready. None of the reasons I’d called him.

      Pushing his drugging sensuality aside with a monumental effort, while a picture of Hunter naked played in my head, was the hardest thing I’d accomplished yet in my romantic career. But I did it. Cleared my throat and forged on.

      “You’re safe. I’m fully clothed,” I said, false brightness fooling no one. Plus, I was lying. I was in a nightie and it wasn’t made of flannel. Because I must have latent sadist tendencies, I turned my bedside lamp off. “And I’m in the kitchen surrounded by . . . food.”

      “Any sausages or bananas around?”

      I laughed, my panties creamed and the throbbing started. No way would I be able to resist giving in to the temptation of Hunter Quintanna making me so hot. I told myself over and over this was not the reason I’d called. This was his fault for turning me on. I lay back on my pillows and slid my panties over my hips.

      “Cat? You there?” He gave a low, accusing chuckle.

      “Yes. You’re perfectly evil, you know.” My voice was breathy.

      “I do know. But then, so are you. You’re the one who called me, remember?”

      I nodded as if he’d hear the movement and maybe he did, because he kept talking in that low sexy growl. Biting my tongue, I stopped myself from telling him what I thought of his voice.

      “Tell me what you’re wearing.”

      “Panties.” The dark room and the distance made me brave, reckless, like I was a different person, some wanton woman caught in a decadent web of addictive desire.

      “Take them off.”

      My heart stuttered and my body buzzed with the intensity of my throbbing. I hadn’t touched myself yet and I could feel that delicious spiral begin. Obedient to my master, not sure if it was Hunter or my newfound addiction—maybe it was one and the same—I reached down, hands shaky as if I’d never done this before, and pulled my panties all the way down. Not stopping there, with my other hand I slipped a finger into the swollen folds to find my clit and gasped.

      “Done.”

      I heard him breathing, heavy and fast, not talking for a beat, while I stroked the cream to
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