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      Ashleigh Hunter always imagined she was in a life-sized fish bowl whenever she was in her attorney’s office. Floor-to-ceiling windows on the forty-ninth floor gave the appearance of being in water, with just the occasional cloud to swim through the view. It was a little bit eerie, and she always tried to sit with her back to the windows. Today, she’d been a little late and the only seats available forced her to look out into the blue-sky abyss, so she kept her eyes focused on the bitter young woman sitting across from her.

      Angel Reardon was blonde and blue-eyed, a beautiful nineteen-year-old who’d been dealt a crappy hand in the card game of life. Her parents had been killed about eighteen months ago, leaving a barely legal teenager sole custody of her seven-year-old sister.

      Barely twenty-five years old, Ashleigh’s chances of adopting a child were probably small, but she’d found a lawyer and started the process anyway. Because of her money and success, it shouldn’t have been too complicated, but Angel was determined to make this as hard as possible. It came down to money, apparently, but Ashleigh didn’t want to start a precedent of paying her every time she asked, so she’d opted to offer her a check for ten thousand dollars in exchange for giving up custody. It didn’t appear to be enough and now they sat in a veritable stalemate; Angel wanted more, Ashleigh wasn’t sure what would be enough.

      “Ten grand isn’t shit,” Angel groused, folding her arms over her chest. “You’ve got a hell of a lot more.”

      “I’m going to take care of your little sister,” Ashleigh said quietly. “It takes a lot of money to raise a child, as you’ve discovered. By taking care of her for you, you’re free to do anything you want. Go back to school, get a job, anything—and the money is there to help you get started.”

      “Ten grand will pay first, last, and security on an apartment,” she snapped. “It won’t even cover a few months’ rent. How am I supposed to get a job and shit if I don’t have a place to live?”

      “I’d be willing to pay the deposits on an apartment,” Ashleigh said. “In addition to the ten grand.”

      “It’s not enough to buy a car, and without a car, how will I get to work?”

      “Bus? Walk? Friends?” Ashleigh’s attorney, Wilfred Cumberland, arched his brows, as though he, too, was getting tired of the game Angel was playing. “Ashleigh’s offer is extremely generous, and frankly, she’s already Bella’s foster parent. After the stunt you pulled not sending her to school, it’ll be a long time before the courts are inclined to put her back in your care.”

      “That stupid private school was too far.” Angel pouted, her lower lip protruding dramatically. “Tito didn’t wanna drive out to Brentwood every day.”

      “Tito is another problem,” Wilfred continued. “Dating a known gang associate isn’t going to get your sister back. Ever. Why won’t you let Ashleigh adopt her so she can give her the life she deserves? She’s agreed to visitation, so you have nothing to lose.”

      “She’s my blood,” Angel groused. “She should be with me, and Imma keep fighting for her.”

      Ashleigh tried not to sigh out loud. This was a waste of time. She’d wanted to make it easy on both Angel and Bella, with a little bonus for Angel to help her better her circumstances, but it appeared she would have to go through the long and arduous adoption process through the court system. That would be a problem on almost every level, and part of her wanted to shake Angel for being so difficult. There was nothing she could do about it, though, so she got to her feet, indicating the meeting was over.

      “Well, thank you for wasting everyone’s time today,” she said, giving Angel a hard look.

      “That’s it?” Angel looked shocked. “We’re done?”

      “Yup. I have nothing else to offer, and I guess I’ll see you in court.”

      Angel frowned. “You don’t want to make me a counter-offer?”

      “A counter-offer?” Ashleigh laughed. “Why? So you can play games and try to eat through my bank account? I don’t think so.”

      Wilfred pressed a button on the telephone. “Sadie, will you show Ms. Reardon out?”

      “Of course, Mr. Cumberland.” His assistant appeared in the doorway seconds later, motioning to Angel, who was glaring at Ashleigh now.

      “This isn’t over,” she hissed as she brushed past her.

      “It most certainly isn’t.” Ashleigh watched her go and let out a long sigh as the door closed behind her. “Well, that was a bust.”

      “I’m sorry.” Wilfred shook his head. “You could have offered her twenty and said it was your final offer.”

      “With Tito pulling her strings in the background, I don’t know that anything short of all my future earnings will be enough,” she said. “I don’t know what else to do.”

      “One step at a time,” he said gently. “We’ll put things in motion and see what happens. For now, she’s legally in your care so it’s almost the same thing.”

      “It’s not,” Ashleigh sighed. “I can’t take her out of the country. I have to ask the state’s permission for almost everything. And Angel is going to keep trying to get her back, which upsets Bella because she doesn’t want to live with her again.”

      “It’s always difficult for a single young woman to adopt, but with your celebrity status and the money you make, I’m sure you’ll prevail. It’s just going to take a while.”

      “You think it would help if I found a husband?” she joked. “Know anyone?”

      He chuckled. “I’m sure I know a good number of men who’d agree to marry you, but probably not men you want to be married to.”

      She smiled. “Marriage seems like something far off in the future, you know?”

      “Well, as long as you let me take care of the prenuptial, it certainly wouldn’t hurt the process if you found a guy to settle down with. In the meantime, stay out of the tabloids and keep doing what you’re doing.”

      She nodded as she thanked him and headed down to the parking garage. This definitely wasn’t the outcome she’d been hoping for. Why couldn’t Angel take the damn money and sign the papers? It was so frustrating, especially when she was always worried about losing her job.

      She loved working on the hit TV show Vampire Legend. She had a supporting role, and her best friend, Rachel Kennedy, was the female lead. It was nice being together every day, and everyone they worked with got along well. Landing this role four years ago had been the culmination of her dreams as an actress, a level of success most people could only dream about, and she never took that for granted. She worked hard, but she made great money and lived a life she’d never imagined possible. It had taken a lot of sacrifice, but she didn’t have many regrets.

      Well, there were always regrets, but hers were minimal. Until she’d met Angel and Bella.

      Raised by a single mother in a tiny rural town in Alabama, Ashleigh and her mother had been homeless once and she remembered it vividly. As Ashleigh got more successful, she began volunteering at local homeless shelters, anxious to do her part for those who weren’t as fortunate as she was. She’d met the sisters about a year ago, and though eighteen-year-old Angel had been defiant, angry, and resentful, seven-year-old Bella had been sweet, shy, and loving.

      The death of their parents had been devastating; there had been no life insurance, no living relatives, no savings, nothing to help them start over. Within six months they were living in a homeless shelter, and that’s where Ashleigh had met them. She’d immediately fallen in love with Bella Reardon, with her toothless grin and heartfelt belly laughs. Angel, on the other hand, was sarcastic and moody, always yelling at the little girl and making a nuisance of herself. Watching Bella cower every time Angel opened her mouth ripped a hole through Ashleigh’s heart, and she’d known she had to do something.

      Ashleigh had become enamored with the little girl, sneaking away to see her as often as she could. They’d only been at the shelter a few months when Ashleigh had met them, and she’d known immediately that she wanted to do whatever she could to help. Angel seemed like a lost cause, but Bella wanted to live with Ashleigh just as much as Ashleigh wanted to raise her.

      She’d finally been approved to be a foster parent to Bella, and for two months things had been wonderful. Then Angel got a new boyfriend and decided Bella would be better off with her, so she’d taken Bella back. The situation went bad quickly, with Bella missing so much school the headmistress had called Ashleigh to find out what was going on. Ashleigh had offered to continue paying for the expensive private school she’d put her in even after Angel took her back, but Angel had been too lazy to get up and drive her every day. Child Protective Services got involved and Ashleigh got her back just two weeks ago. In the meantime, Wilfred had been working on not just getting her back as a foster child, but also on a formal adoption. The problem was that Ashleigh was young, single, and worked a lot of hours, but in Hollywood, that could change in a flash.

      She acknowledged she was being a little dramatic and that realistically she was highly employable. She was only twenty-five and had made good friends in the industry, so if her career took a hit, she had time to boost it. There were other roles, smaller parts on less popular shows that would pay the bills.

      A husband would make this moot. It was a fleeting thought, and she cringed. She didn’t know anyone she was even remotely interested in romantically, much less marrying. She could find a struggling actor willing to marry her for a specific amount of time; he’d help her get custody of Bella and she’d give him publicity because he was her husband.

      Just thinking about it made her chuckle. That was ridiculous. No one had marriages of convenience anymore…did they? She shook her head. There had to be another way.
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      Ashleigh sat in the makeup chair the following day, her thoughts still a jumble of confusion, anxiety, and endless concerns. She hadn’t been sleeping well and it was beginning to show with the bags under her eyes.

      “Earth to Ashleigh!” Rachel’s laugh startled her out of her reverie and she blinked.

      “Um, what?”

      “Girl, you were a million miles away! I was saying, I need new lingerie.”

      Ashleigh groaned. “Do you and Vlad do anything but screw?” she demanded, referring to Rachel’s new boyfriend, a hockey player for the Las Vegas Sidewinders, Vladimir Kolnikov.

      Rachel laughed. “We’ve been dating two months—this is the honeymoon period—what else would we do?”

      “He’s certainly hot enough…” Ashleigh pretended to fan herself. Vlad was tall and blond, with broad shoulders and big hands that Rachel claimed he used quite well.

      “He has a few hot, single friends…”

      “Meh. You know how I feel about sex.”

      “That’s cause you’ve been doing it with the wrong guys!”

      “Whatever.” Ashleigh sighed, wondering if Rachel was right. Her sex life was so depressing she wasn’t willing to give it much thought, especially when Rachel talked about Vlad’s hot hockey player friends. She worried about dating men who would get her involved in things that ended up in the tabloids; she’d already been through that once or twice and wasn’t interested in experiencing it again.

      Rachel glanced back at her. “You’re way too stressed—why don’t you come to Vegas with me this weekend?”

      Ashleigh shook her head. “Oh no, I couldn’t impose like that. You go have fun with your new hunk.” She’d met Vlad and he was nice, but she sure as hell didn’t want to spend the weekend listening to them have sex.

      “Come on, you know you want to go.” Rachel’s eyes twinkled. “He knows lots of hot guys.”

      Ashleigh sighed. “I’m not in the market for a hot guy—apparently, I’m in the market for a husband. I made a joke about it to my lawyer and he said it wasn’t a bad idea. Go figure.”

      Rachel burst out laughing. “That’s a tall order, my friend!”

      Ashleigh had to smile. “I know.”

      “Would you quit making excuses? Come and hang out with me and the other girls—Vlad’s busy with hockey. Practice, meetings, morning skates, games, working out… Honest, unless we’re planning to go away or something, it’s business as usual for him and he’s always doing something for the team. The games are a lot of fun, though, so you’ll enjoy it.”

      Ashleigh hesitated. “All right. I guess I can get a hotel room. I don’t want to stay with anyone.”

      “Whatever you want, but you’re so worried about Bella you’re not yourself lately. I think it’ll be good for you to get away.”

      “I don’t know if I should leave Bella,” Ashleigh said doubtfully.

      “Normally I would agree with you, but you need a break emotionally. It has nothing to do with her, but for your own sanity, you need to have some fun. You have a wonderful nanny, and it’s only two days.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I know I’m right.”

      Ashleigh nodded. “Fine. Let’s go to Vegas.”
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      Two days later, they were flying down the highway, top down, hair blowing in the wind, music from the Struts blaring through the speakers. Ashleigh’s head was thrown back as she sang the lyrics to “Kiss This” and bobbed her head in time to the melody. It had been a long time since she’d been able to let her hair down, so to speak, and the tension of the last few months started to dissipate with each passing mile. Why hadn’t she thought of doing something like this sooner?

      “You okay?” Rachel asked when their favorite song ended. “You’re much more relaxed than you’ve been in ages. I can almost see the tension melting off of you.”

      Ashleigh shrugged, unsure what to say.

      “Anything you want to share?”

      “Now that we’re heading out of town, I just want to have fun.”

      “You’ve been more than a little distracted lately. This has to be about more than Bella.”

      Ashleigh stared straight ahead. “It’s a lot more than that. I don’t know what would come out if lawyers or judges started digging into my life. Not only could Bella be impacted, my career could be on the line, too.”

      “Do you have something to hide?” Rachel demanded, glancing at her in surprise.

      “Nothing terrible, but I’m no angel.”

      “You want me to talk to Bud? Maybe he can—”

      “No! Jesus. He’s part of the problem.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Come on, you’ve heard the rumors.”

      Rachel paused. “About you and Bud.”

      She gave a barely perceptible nod.

      “So it’s true?”

      “He wasn’t married then. I was twenty, lonely, and honestly, he was the nicest guy I’d met since arriving in Hollywood. He was older, but sweet and funny and kind of shy. I didn’t love him, but I liked him and he’s the one who broke things off, saying it would hurt my career if people thought I went out with someone as old as him just to get the part on Vampire.” Her voice faded and she stared off at the horizon.

      “I’m having a hard time picturing Bud propositioning a twenty-year-old girl.”

      Ashleigh sighed sadly. “You have no idea, do you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It means they’re all out there waiting for desperate young actresses like me. I got lucky because Bud turned out to be a sweet guy who was just lonely and had no game with women. We went out a few times before he told me he had a part for me but we had to stop seeing each other because it would ruin both his credibility and mine. The rest is history.”

      Rachel was quiet at first, focusing on the road. “Okay, so you dated a successful producer and wound up getting a part out of it, but it’s not like you asked for it.”

      “No, but if it ever got out that we dated before I got the part…”

      “Because successful men in Hollywood haven’t been dating beautiful young actresses since the beginning of time?”

      “If Angel hires someone to start digging—”

      “Hires who?” Rachel laughed. “She doesn’t have a job, and you said her new boyfriend is a street thug. They’re not going to hire someone to find out dirt about you. And sleeping with your producer before he was married doesn’t mean shit!”

      “I hope you’re right,” she whispered.

      “Come on, lighten up. Think of all the fun we’re going to have this weekend!”

      “We’d better.” Ashleigh had high hopes. She needed time away from her life. The stress had been overwhelming lately, and something had to give. Maybe a few days away from reality would provide the escape she needed for things to come together in her head. Maybe.
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      The Las Vegas Sidewinders gathered at the arena earlier than usual before the game. Their head coach, Brad Barnett, wanted them in the arena and away from the media. Since they’d won the championship last year, fans had been fanatic and there was much more attention from the press this season than ever before. Frankly, it got to be a distraction sometimes. It was March, so the regular season was almost over, but they couldn’t afford to lose focus this close to the playoffs.

      They’d already eaten and now were in the midst of an informal game of soccer in the hallways of the bottom level of the arena. Vlad moved the ball to Toli Petrov, the only other Russian on the team, who shot it past Brock, one of the acting goalies in the soccer game. Karl Martensson, the team’s starting goalie, chuckled as Brock ran after it.

      “And you think my job is easy!” he called after him.

      Brock Lassiter rolled his eyes as he chased the ball and tossed it back into play. “Whatever. I want to see you fight, then we’ll talk about whose job is harder.”

      “I’ll fight.” Karl shrugged, grinning. “Bring it!”

      They laughed good-naturedly, keeping the ball moving and using the activity to stretch out and burn off excess energy.

      “I’m heading in,” Brock said, moving to the locker room as he peeled off his T-shirt and used it to wipe his sweaty brow. Vlad followed him in and they sat, allowing themselves to cool off a little before putting on their gear. They kept their pre-game soccer matches more about skill and warming up their muscles than any true exertion, but they were all naturally competitive enough to put a least a modicum of effort into it.

      “Rachel’s driving in,” Vlad said as he looked at his phone. “She will be here for the game.”

      “Great.” Brock rolled his eyes. “You’ll come to practice with that stupid smile on your face.”

      Vlad laughed. “You would smile like that, too, if you had someone as gorgeous as Rachel in your life.”

      Brock shuddered. “She’s beautiful and sweet, but hell no. You know I don’t do relationships.”

      Vlad shook his head. “That’s what I thought, too. It’s different when you meet someone special.”

      “Been there, done that,” he grunted. “No thanks.”

      “Rachel’s friend Ashleigh is coming with her—the one who stars with her on Vampire Legend. I’m telling you, she’s beautiful, sweet, and successful. A great girl.”

      “Way too nice for me, probably.” Brock shook his head. “Besides, she’s your girlfriend’s best friend and I don’t want to muck things up.”

      Vlad’s phone rang and he picked it up, inadvertently ending the conversation.

      Brock smiled, allowing himself a brief fantasy of what hooking up with Ashleigh fucking Hunter would be like. She wasn’t just cute or pretty—she was stunning. He wouldn’t admit it out loud because Vlad would never give him any peace about it, but he didn’t know if there was a woman whose beauty affected him as much as Ashleigh’s did. The whole team watched Vampire Legend and he’d always thought she was gorgeous, but the more Vlad talked about her, the more he realized she wasn’t one-night stand material.

      At this stage in his life, Brock wasn’t interested in anything long-term. He’d been through that, and the only woman he’d ever loved had cheated on him. He had no interest in opening himself up to that kind of vulnerability again. Maybe when he was in his forties and not playing hockey anymore, but life as a professional athlete wasn’t conducive to healthy relationships. Quite a few of his teammates seemed to be doing okay with them, but he liked his life the way it was. Most of the time anyway.

      Vlad hung up and grinned at him. “The girls will be here in about an hour so I need to arrange tickets. I’ll be back.” He disappeared around the corner and Brock couldn’t help but envy the happiness in Vlad’s eyes. His friend had changed a lot since meeting Rachel, and it was nice to see. They’d always been friendly, but Vlad hadn’t spoken much English when he’d arrived in Las Vegas three years ago, so most of their interaction outside the rink had been beer and women.

      Rachel had changed everything, and though Brock was happy for him, he missed his party buddy. Vlad and another teammate, Matt Forbes, had been his constant companions, and while Vlad was now in a relationship, Matt had become an asshole after his fiancée dumped him, so Brock didn’t like spending time with him anymore. It was lonely, but he’d never admit that to anyone but himself.

      “You ready for tonight?” one of his teammates came in and sat next to him.

      Brock glanced up, pushing his thoughts away. “Hell yeah. We need to bring home another Cup.”

      The room started filling up as the team began preparing for the game and Brock turned off everything except hockey. There was plenty of time to contemplate what it would be like to meet the one and only Ashleigh Hunter, but right now he had a game to win.
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      Following Vlad to the family lounge after the game, Brock was in a good mood. They’d annihilated the team from Anchorage, he’d scored a goal, and they’d clinched a spot in the playoffs. All in all, a good night already, and Vlad had promised to introduce him to Ashleigh. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but maybe a simple conversation with her would show him she was nothing more than a pretty face. He wasn’t a fan of the way most models and actresses he’d met behaved, and if she was another stuck-up Hollywood starlet, she wasn’t even worth fantasizing about.

      Vlad made a beeline for Rachel. Brock hung back, watching to get a glimpse of Ashleigh before they were introduced. At first he didn’t see her, until she turned to Vlad, a genuine smile lighting her eyes as she hugged him. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but there seemed to be affection between them as Vlad, Rachel, and Ashleigh laughed together. And damn if Ashleigh wasn’t even prettier in person. Her hair was white-blonde and definitely not from a bottle, hanging in soft waves just below her shoulders. She was tiny, much more petite than he’d anticipated, but when she turned to talk to one of the other girlfriends, he got a glimpse of an incredible backside packed into skintight jeans.

      “You got dibs or what?” His friend and teammate, Royce Lenahan, spoke in his ear. “I figured you had first shot at her since she’s besties with Vlad’s girlfriend, but if not…”

      Brock shrugged. “I don’t have any claim on her, but I’m going to go meet her. You know I don’t do serious. She probably won’t go out with your toothless ass, but you can try.” He chuckled as he headed toward the group.

      “I’ve got my teeth in,” Royce muttered, following him.

      Brock walked up next to Vlad and smiled at Rachel. He’d met her before since she’d previously dated another player on the team, Jamie Teller, who now played for Ottawa. “Hey, Rachel.”

      “Hey, Brock!” She gave him a hug and turned to Ashleigh. “Do you know Ashleigh? This is Brock and Royce.” She made casual introductions, but it wasn’t until Ashleigh fixed big violet eyes on him that Brock found himself slightly mesmerized.

      Rachel was beautiful, but Ashleigh fell in to the category of breathtaking. Were her eyes violet? He almost did a double-take but managed to keep his composure as he smiled, shook her hand, and hopefully said something polite. Royce, on the other hand, was in full-on pick-up mode, flirting and talking a little too much, so Brock hung back. She was way too gorgeous for a guy like Brock, with his crazy out-of-control beard, the full-sleeve tats on both his arms, and his Bohemian lifestyle. He’d been arrested once a year every year of his career until this one. It was mostly minor stuff, and he’d always gotten off. Except once, but Brock didn’t like to think about that.

      “Brock?”

      He started when he realized Ashleigh had been talking to him.

      “I’m sorry?” He smiled down at her, once again a little mesmerized by her purple-blue eyes.

      “Congratulations on your goal,” she said softly.

      “Thanks. Didn’t seem like Anchorage wanted it tonight.”

      She shook her head. “They were definitely off their game. I don’t know what was wrong with Ferrar—he was fighting the puck all night.” Aaron Ferrar was Anchorage’s goalie.

      Brock glanced at her in surprise. Was she a hockey fan? How many non-fans used a term like “fighting the puck”?

      “Not his best performance,” Brock agreed, “but we all have nights like that.”

      “Not lately.” She shook her head. “You guys have been on fire the last month or so.”

      He nodded. “That whole back-to-back Cup thing is putting some pressure on us.”

      “No one expected you guys to do anything this soon,” she said. “Winning the championship in your second season in existence was huge, but I guess there’s a lot of pressure on you to do it again, prove you’re a solid team and that it wasn’t a fluke.”

      He was a little taken aback at her intricate knowledge of not just the sport, but the team. She knew what she was talking about, and he was enjoying listening to her voice as she did so.

      “The pressure is huge.” Royce had stepped in as Brock was mulling over what to say. “Thank god we clinched a playoff spot. Reporters ask us about it all the time. It’s unnerving…” He kept talking and Brock watched Ashleigh patiently listen, nodding appropriately even though he didn’t miss the flash of annoyance that Royce had interrupted them. Had she wanted to keep talking to him before Royce so rudely got between them? He looked over at Vlad, who was leaning against the wall with a beer in one hand, the other wrapped in Rachel’s.

      “We go for drinks,” Vlad whispered in Brock’s ear. “You wanna double date?”

      Brock almost nodded but then shook his head. “Nah, it’s cool. I’m gonna—”

      “Brock, are you coming to the bar with us?” Ashleigh’s eyes locked onto his intently.

      “I, er…” Shit! He wanted to, but it was probably better if he didn’t. He was already intrigued by her, and spending more time with her would be… He paused. What would it be, exactly? Bad? Good? A waste of time? He was jaded, but this was extreme even for him. Why couldn’t he spend time in the company of a beautiful, interesting woman? It didn’t mean they had to sleep together or anything.

      “Sure!” His mouth apparently had a mind of its own, speaking before his brain had made up its mind.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Vlad said, moving toward the door.

      Royce was opening his mouth but Brock moved faster, putting himself between Royce and Ashleigh. “Want to ride with me?”

      “Sure.” She nodded, walking next to him as they followed Vlad.

      “Are you guys…?” Royce’s voice trailed off as Brock fixed him with an intent glare. He cleared his throat before saying, “Nice to meet you, Ashleigh. See you again sometime.”

      She waved. “Nice to meet you, too, Royce!”

      They rounded the corner, and she looked up at Brock in amusement. “Did you just give him the death stare?”

      “Huh?” Brock was never more grateful for his beard than right now, since it probably covered the flush on his cheeks.

      “Don’t act all innocent.” She was laughing. “You totally gave him the ‘back off’ look. It’s okay. I’m glad. I was annoyed our conversation was interrupted.”

      He grinned down at her, thinking she was nothing like what he’d been expecting. And that was bad. Very, very bad.
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      Sitting in a booth in the back of a small sports bar called Brody’s, Ashleigh couldn’t think of any place she’d rather be. She’d had a great time at the game, and being out with Rachel, Vlad, and Brock was a lot of fun. She already liked Vlad, and now that she was spending time with Brock, she liked him, too. Rachel had described him as a bit of a player when it came to women, but smart, funny, and sexy as sin. He was the latter three things in spades, especially the sexy part.

      His looks were somewhat hidden by the crazy beard—bushy and unkempt—but as someone who worked in an industry focused on looks, she saw beyond that. His eyes were as blue as the Mediterranean Sea, fringed with long dark lashes that most women would kill for. He had borderline supermodel cheekbones that not even a mask could disguise if you looked hard enough, and there was no mistaking the full, well-shaped lips.

      She didn’t want to look beyond the face because that might set her on a path she didn’t want to go down. Generally speaking, she didn’t enjoy sex and thought about it close to never. It was expected when you were dating someone in her circles, and she certainly wasn’t a virgin, but her interest in men was usually everything but sex. In Brock’s case, that might be a problem. Rachel’s “sexy as sin” description didn’t even come close to how sexy he truly was. He wasn’t huge like Vlad or some of the other guys on the team, but from what she could see, every inch of him was toned and well-defined. She loved his arms, from his bulging biceps to the tattoos that covered his forearms, and she could only imagine what he looked like without a shirt.

      Stop it! she admonished herself, trying to stop staring. She wasn’t that kind of girl, the kind who looked at a good-looking man and wanted to lick him from top to bottom. She usually smiled, flirted, and moved on, but not tonight. Oh, no. Tonight she was turning on the charm and getting it right back. They were only supposed to be hanging out, so why was it starting to feel like a real date? What was that about? She hated dating.

      “…and then I turned around and her mom was standing there naked!” Brock was telling a story and Vlad and Rachel were in stiches.

      Ashleigh had been so focused on admiring him she’d missed part of it, so she put a grin on her face and tried to catch up. “Wait, her mom?”

      “Yeah, they were trying to tag-team me.”

      “Hockey groupies are hard core,” Ashleigh murmured, shaking her head. “Is that a thing?”

      “It was a first for me,” Brock chuckled. “But there was no way. Even I have limits.”

      “How old were they?” Ashleigh asked curiously.

      “They said eighteen and thirty-five, but I think the daughter was more like sixteen… I’m not into the underage thing and while some guys might think mother/daughter is hot, not me.”

      Ashleigh grimaced. “Yeah, that’s kind of gross.”

      “So, no mother/daughter action for you?” Brock teased, grinning.

      She rolled her eyes. “Bite your tongue! Knowing my mother, she’d be into it.” She laughed, even though she was serious; her mother was a piece of work sometimes.

      “Ruby’s not a typical mom,” Rachel added, nodding. “Everyone cringes when she comes to visit.”

      Brock grimaced. “Yikes, that sounds scary.”

      “We’re not close, but she’s still my mom, you know?” Ashleigh shrugged. “We’re all we have, and even when I want to kill her, I know she did the best she could. She had me when she was fifteen, so it’s not like she knew what she was doing.”

      “And your dad?” Brock asked quietly.

      Ashleigh shook her head. “He told her he was going to marry her but his parents sent him off to the military and she never heard from him again. Her parents kicked her out when he left so she raised me on her own. She dropped out of school to take care of me, and we went through a lot of hard times. So whenever she says or does something dumb, I remind myself about the year we were homeless, about how her parents stopped speaking to her, how half the town she was from ostracized her.”

      “Sounds like a tough lady,” Brock responded.

      She nodded. “Yes. She’s just a little hard to manage sometimes.”

      He laughed. “Sounds like my grandmother. My dad passed away when I was eight, so it was me, my mom, and grandmother most of my life, and when I say my grandma is my biggest fan, you cannot fathom the intensity of that statement.”

      Vlad nodded vehemently. “She embarrasses me, and I don’t embarrass so easy.”

      “Sounds like a challenge,” Brock grinned.

      Ashleigh rolled her eyes. “Yeah, good luck with that.”

      They ordered another round of drinks, and conversation flowed until late in the night. Just before closing, as the bartender announced last call, Vlad and Rachel got up to leave.

      “I can give you a ride if you want to stay and finish your drink,” Brock offered.

      “I’m staying on the Strip. Is that okay? I know it’s kind of out of your way.”

      “Why are you staying on the strip?” he asked in confusion.

      “I don’t want to listen to the king and queen of sex all weekend, for one thing, and I love the Strip. It’s alive and busy and I don’t get to enjoy it often.”

      “I’d think living in Hollywood you’d have more than enough busy.” His eyes met hers, the unspoken question behind them hard to miss.

      “Believe it or not, I work so many hours I don’t get out much. By the time I’m done I’m ready for bed because I have to do it all again the next day. Most weeks are seven days, so when I take the time to go away I try to enjoy as much as I can.”

      “I didn’t realize you guys worked seven days.”

      “Production schedules vary, and since I’ve got a smaller part, I’m not usually there seven, but it happens.”

      “Wow. I guess I thought actors and actresses had cushy jobs working a few hours a day.” He scratched his beard. “My bad.”

      She smiled. “It’s a common misconception.”

      “So, tell me about you,” he said after a moment.

      “What do you want to know?” She looked up, her face suddenly guarded.

      “I don’t know. I know a little about your childhood, but nothing about you right now other than what you do for a living. Are you single? Ever been married? I don’t know, the usual ‘getting to know each other’ stuff.”

      She hesitated. “Never been married, currently single, own a condo in Brentwood, and drive a Mercedes SUV. I don’t eat salad, my favorite color is…wait for it…pink, and I spend my free time watching cooking shows even though I’m too chicken to try cooking anything beyond breakfast food or the occasional batch of brownies.”

      Brock raised his eyebrows. “I’d give you an unbiased opinion on brownies.”

      She smiled. “Bella says the same thing.”

      “Who’s Bella?”

      “She’s my eight-year-old foster daughter. I’m trying to adopt her but it’s been…difficult.”

      “Why?” He tried to mask his surprise that someone as young as she was wanted to be a foster parent, but it added a level of depth to her he hadn’t expected.

      “Her older sister technically has custodial rights, but even though she screwed up and I’ve got Bella now, she won’t relinquish them, which means I can’t officially adopt her.”

      “Pardon my ignorance, but what’s the difference?”

      “Day to day, not a lot, but the biggest thing is Angel—that’s her sister—could get her act together and fight to take her back at any time. Bella’s only eight, so it’s disruptive when Angel plays games with her. She wants to live with me, wants to go to the same school every year, live a normal life. They were at a shelter when I met them, and Bella had lost everything: her parents, her home, her friends, even most of her clothes and toys. I want to give that back to her, but Angel’s trying to exploit me because she seems to think I have an endless supply of money.”

      “Don’t you?”

      Ashleigh cocked her head. “Do you? How much is your contract? It’s public knowledge, right? Maybe a few years for five million? That in the ballpark?”

      Brock felt a little foolish as he nodded. “I’m in the last year of a three-year contract for $6.5 million. There have been some negotiations going on to get it renewed but we passed the deadline so now it won’t get done until summer.”

      “Is your money unlimited?” Her gaze was direct.

      “No.” He dipped his head. “You’re right, that was a stupid thing to say. I guess I meant, you must have plenty of money, so can’t you just buy her off?”

      Ashleigh shook her head. “It’s kind of weird we’re comparing salaries on what’s not even officially a date, but I don’t have anything to hide… I’m part of the supporting cast. While Rachel makes close to six figures per episode, I make less than half of that. Don’t get me wrong, making five figures a week, twenty-six weeks a year isn’t chump change, but I don’t make anywhere near what you think. Or what you do.”

      He gave her a wry smile. “I had no idea. I guess I’ve had all kinds of wrong impressions tonight.”

      “You know what they say about assuming.” There was a playful smirk on her lips.

      “I’ll do better,” he grinned.

      “Your turn.” She finished the last of her beer and put it down.

      “Single, drive a Ford F-150, rent an apartment because it saves me money. Eat a lot of salad, though I prefer steak, don’t have a favorite color except maybe black, and I’m a big fan of Marvel comic books.”

      “We have zero in common.” She laughed.

      “Opposites tend to attract.” His gaze met hers, and he could have sworn hers had a mischievous twinkle that hadn’t been there before. “At least that’s what I’ve heard,” he added just as the lights came on, indicating the bar was getting ready to close.

      “We should go,” she said, tossing her purse over her shoulder. “I’m sure this is past your bedtime on a work night. It’s definitely past mine.”

      He nodded, signing the bill and taking out his keys as they moved toward the door. “Practice is optional tomorrow. Well, I guess it’s today now, but I’ll probably go anyway. I don’t like to miss it, no matter how tired I am. I can go home and take a nap afterward.”

      “I’m sorry you have to go so far out of your way to take me to my hotel,” she said softly. “I can call for an Uber or a cab.”

      “I don’t mind. Really.” He opened the passenger side door for her, closing it after she got in.

      He got into the driver’s side and started the truck. “I’d suggest a night cap at my place, but that would be kind of out of the way if I have to take you back to the Strip.”

      She smiled. “Maybe on a night when we’re both off.”

      He glanced at her. “Does that mean you’d go out with me?”

      She shrugged. “If I was asked, I might.”

      “Will you go out on a date with me?”

      “I go back to L.A. Sunday night.”

      “Then I guess tomorrow night it is. Can we go to an early dinner? We have a one p.m. game on Sunday so I can’t stay out late.”

      “Sure. I’ll probably fall asleep by ten anyway.” She giggled.

      He laughed. “Early bird special it is, Grandma.”

      She leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. “I had a good time tonight, Brock. Thank you.”

      “You say that like you’re surprised.”

      “I don’t date,” she admitted softly. “Most men ask me out because of who I can introduce them to, who they can show me off to, or if they’re interested in perfunctory sex for bragging rights. Frankly, I’m not interested in any of it anymore.”

      “Perfunctory sex?”

      “It means—”

      “I know what it means,” he interrupted. “I just don’t think I’ve ever used that adjective in relation to sex.”

      “They don’t care if I enjoy it, simply that they get what they want from me.”

      “Not for nothin’, because I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable, but there wouldn’t be anything perfunctory about sex with me… I’m all about making sure a woman is satisfied.”

      “Well, that would be a first,” she chuckled.

      “Really?” Brock was confused
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