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All Bets are On


In the high-stakes world of professional hockey,
All Star champion Alec Moreno is used to calling the shots. Until a sex tape
scandal leads to an unwanted trade. As the newest player of the ever-struggling
River City Racers, he faces his toughest opponent yet: Jill Adams.


Jill’s not just the team owner's daughter. She’s
worked her way up through the Racers' ranks, determined to prove herself on
merit alone. The last thing this “Ice Queen” needs is a cocky player with a bad
boy reputation. But as Alec challenges Jill with a series of bets that he can
reform his image while leading the team to victory, Jill finds herself drawn to
the man behind the headlines. Especially after he discovers what’s bothering
her teenage son.


In the cut-throat world of
professional sports, Alec and Jill expose an abusive youth coach, fight their
own fears and struggle for a shot at love.






Chapter One


KRCT, Breaking Web News

River City Racers trade for L.A.’s Alec Moreno

Burt Lancaster, sports director


To stop a three-week old, 1-6 season from
getting worse, Racers GM Patrick Sorrento traded goalie Jim Sykes, whose net
performance has been more junior-league-than pro, plus a first-round draft pick,
bringing to St. Louis five-time all-star and two-time champion Alec Moreno.
Moreno makes his start at center tonight, ready to plug the hole Leevi Virtanen
created when he signed with Chicago. Will Miracle Moreno live up to his
reputation? Or will his off-ice scandals continue to distract? Tune in at five
for a game preview.
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Laptop stowed? Check. Seat in the upright position and tray
table secured? Done. Fingers tapping on the armrest? Rapid fire.


Happy about being traded to the worst team in the league? Hell
no.


Topping it off was the fact one of the important flights of
his life was landing two hours late because of thunderstorms that had kept the
plane grounded on the LAX tarmac. That was after the worst airline on the
planet had canceled his first flight because of “pilots being timed out.” That cluster
fuck had cost him endless hours in the airport, and meant he’d lost the time to
practice with his new teammates.


Alec bit back the mental rant made up of nothing but
four-letter expletives and peered out the oval window. The jumbo jet started its
final descent, banking to offer a clear view of the St. Louis riverfront. Below
him, the Gateway Arch rose like the end of a silver coat hanger glittering in the
waning October sun. The Arch cast a long shadow over the green space along the
muddy Mississippi. Minus the Arch grounds, downtown otherwise was a wasteland
of steel buildings that emptied for the suburbs every weekday at five p.m., if
the buildings held tenants at all.


“May I take that?” a far too perky and pretty flight
attendant asked. The smile that reached her eyes that held more than one
question.


Alec handed over the plastic cup containing a residual film
of orange juice. Normally he might engage in some harmless flirtation, make a full-force
Moreno charm offensive that few women could resist. However, a sour mood created
by the events of the last eighteen hours and the prospects of the night ahead
flattened any sexual interest. Tonight he’d be suited up in a Racers uniform
and on the ice with his sucky new team, the dregs of the league, a bottom
feeder franchise with one foot permanently in the graveyard of broken dreams.


Yay. Lucky him. He’d gone from first to worst.


Squirming, Alec ran his finger along the backside of his
dress shirt, pulling the knotted red and gold striped tie away from his jugular
notch. He rubbed the spot at base of his throat, which did little, before using
the same fingers to twist the knob controlling the vent. The increased air
whooshing out overhead did little to cool his anger.


Fuck L.A. Fuck all that they stood for.


He’d been with L.A. since being selected as a first-round
draft pick. What team exercised a moral turpitude clause on its top player? The
GM had cited the clause as justification to cut him. It was bullshit. Especially
cutting him over a sex tape he hadn’t even consented to making. And in a city
that had a new scandal every other minute. Who did that?


The Loser Assholes, that was who. Alec resisting forming a
fist. He knew he had to let it go, but the circumstances of his trade made him
angry. Fact was, a team shouldn’t pay rookies more than the guy who’d brought the
team not one, but two championships. Just because Alec had wanted to renegotiate
his contract, he’d been cut. What made it worse was that L.A. had tried to
cover up the unpopular trade by lying to the public and saying Alec had the
morals of an alley cat. Using the flimsy excuse of a grainy sex tape made by a one-night
hookup envisioning herself as the next Kim Kardashian, L.A. had sent Alec on
his way. Goodbye warm sunshine. Hello Midwest hell.


Alec forced his fingers to relax. Had the sex happened in
California, his lawyer might have been able to get an injunction. Instead, Alec
had been in a state where one party being privileged to an event made recording
it legal. How to make something really go viral? Call attention to it, like L.A.
had when they’d cited that as the reason for his trade. His former team’s
blindside stung.


As for his new team? By now social media would have spread
the news of Alec’s trade. The River City Racers were a team whose lone
championship seemed a long-ago fluke. Last season, Virtanen’s lackluster
playoff performance resulted in four straight, humiliating games. Disappointed
fans had gathered their rally towels and consoled themselves with “There’s
always next season.” Instead of staying, Virtanen had packed his bags for
Chicago. Alec couldn’t blame the guy. The Racers had a new stadium, so the
venue wasn’t at fault. The Racers were simply pathetic. No pizzazz. No cohesiveness.
No fire.


Fate was a cold bitch. While the fans might have nicknamed
him Miracle Moreno, Alec doubted even he could fix the Racers. He drummed his
fingers on the blue armrest, but stopped when the grandmother next to him
shifted.


At least she wasn’t trying to talk to him anymore, as she
had from the moment she’d sat in the first class aisle seat to his right. He’d politely
suffered through pictures of all her seven grandchildren before getting his
earbuds in. Sensing her staring past him and out the window, Alec leaned back.
While he damn well had the right to be pissed, the last thing he needed was
more bad press, or Granny tweeting he’d been a terrible seatmate.


Far below the plane, red brick buildings grew more and more distinguishable.
Deciduous trees covered with red, yellow and orange leaves dotted the landscape.
Soon crowded streets gave way to bare spots where houses once stood, marked by
concrete driveways to nowhere, all yielding to the runway coming into view.


No turning back now. He’d fired his agent who’d waited until
this morning to give him the news and hired a new one. Although, like blowing a
4-1 lead, he ultimately had no one to blame but himself. Enraged when the Bloomington,
Minnesota, prosecutor had dropped all criminal abuse charges against Alec’s
former junior coach, Alec hadn’t been in the right mental space after pre-season
loss. He’d made the choice to lose himself in alcohol and sex. Then he’d seen
the propped-up cell phone.


Alec bit back the curse. His whole life was a lesson of
hindsight being twenty-twenty. He should have protected his friend better. Kept
his pants zipped. Read the damn contract for moral clauses. Remembered that good
guys didn’t always win.


Toby certainly hadn’t.


Alec thumped his head against the back of the seat, the ensuing
pressure a deserved rebuke for his being so fucked up and foolish. He’d given L.A.
the perfect excuse, providing the ideal opening the team needed to mitigate negative
fan fallout. Social media had exploded following the video, but during that
time Alec had stuck to his one unbreakable rule: never read the comments. If he
did, he’d have gone insane. He wished Toby had remembered that advice nugget. Instead,
his best friend had let the childhood demons he couldn’t escape consume him.


The plane landed hard, brakes squealing in protest as the
giant metal beast lumbered to a stop, depositing Alec two states away from where
his career had started. He moved around the muscles in his face to ensure they
weren’t frozen into a scowl and worked out the kinks in his neck caused by
gritting his teeth.


Was this what Toby had experienced three years ago when L.A.
sent him packing? A “Here’s your championship ring. Good luck. Enjoy Vegas?”
Was that why Toby had faltered? Why Alec hadn’t seen the signs of Toby’s
deepening depression and worsening drug use?


Alec yanked his backpack out from under the first class seat.
He shoved both guilt and earbuds inside, turned off airplane mode on his phone
and watched the messages load. Thankfully Grandma stood the moment the bell
chimed, so Alec undid his seatbelt and stepped into the aisle. Retrieving his
carryon, he strode up the jet bridge and turned toward baggage claim. Several
travelers inside the gate area did double takes, but unlike L.A., no one
approached for an autograph. No paparazzi lurked beyond the security exit, and
no cameras with zoom lenses waited at the ready for the latest scoop or
scandal.


Did anyone even know he was coming? His brow creased
as he surveyed the sparse crowd, relaxing as he located a pony-tailed blonde in
a blue skirt and matching blazer holding a placard with MORENO written in block
print. Her white silk blouse tucked into an average waistband. She wasn’t skinny,
but she wasn’t overweight either. The Racers representative stood about five-foot-nine
when including her unembellished black pumps, and a teenage boy wearing a
Racers ball cap hovered behind her, his head bowed and fingers tapping on his
phone. As Alec strode toward them, her eyes widened in recognition. When she
lifted her hand, Alec glanced left and right. Yeah, she meant him. But why did
it feel as if something cosmic had shifted?


“Mr. Moreno.”


“Alec. Mr. Moreno is my dad.”


Next to her, the kid’s head jerked, and Alec noted both
interest and sharp reflexes as the teen caught both the sign being shoved at
him and the phone he almost dropped as the woman moved forward. “Welcome to St.
Louis. I’m Jill Adams, Patrick Sorrento’s executive assistant.”


“Nice to meet you.” Like that glitch with a live program’s
one-second delay, Alec hesitated a fraction before capturing her extended hand.
Normally the team’s director of operations arranged travel, and teams usually didn’t
send the GM’s assistant as a welcome wagon. But after the day he’d had, what
else wouldn’t go according to plan? Hopefully nothing more.


He noted that the thin gold chain she wore disappeared into
the barest hint of cleavage. Her professional outfit was not designed to seek
attention. She offered a firm, brisk shake. “Good flight?”


Shitty. He said instead, “Slept most of the way.”


Puzzled by the residual tingle traveling up his arm even
after she disconnected, he studied the slender shape of her unadorned ring fingers.
The warmth of her touch had taken him by surprise, but she acted as if static shock
in mid-October was an everyday occurrence. Maybe here in St. Louis it was.


She pointed toward and opening. “Bags arrive on carousel
three. Shall we? Matt?”


Yet one more delay. Had Alec known he’d be sitting on the
tarmac waiting for Mother Nature, he’d have carried on his skates. Then he
could have given her his claim tickets and taken a cab directly to the rink. Thankfully
she moved with brisk efficiency as she wove through the terminal toward baggage
claim, the boy keeping up. Alec jerked a finger over his shoulder. “Yours?”


She didn’t even deviate or look back. “Mine. Matt.”


She appeared too young to be the teen’s mother, unless she’d
been a teen mom. Alec glanced backward. Matt had the same regal nose, although his
was crooked, as if he’d broken it at some point. Mother and son had the same
sandy blond hair and full lips. The eyes, though, were different. Hers were
light blue, the color of summer sky on a clear day. The kind a man could swim
in.


As they turned a corner, Jill’s gaze flickered over Alec before
darting away. The action left him at a loss as to her thoughts. Well, minus the
distinct impression she didn’t think too highly of him but was too professional
to admit it. He bristled. Her loser team should be glad a player of his caliber
had arrived.


Matt came along the other side of Alec like an excited puppy.
“We’re so excited you’re here.”


At least someone was. “Thanks for being part of my welcoming
committee.”


“You’re welcome, Mr. Moreno.” Matt’s hazel brown with gold
flecks revealed his obvious excitement and gave Alec a weird sense of déjà vu. Odd,
as he had never before met Jill or her son. The teen added an extra bounce to
his step. “That was a wicked pass in the game against—”


“Matt. Mr. Moreno had a long plane ride.”


As Jill delivered the rebuke, Alec caught a flash of her long,
creamy neck. Matt’s shoulders slumped, so Alec shot him a reassuring grin. “As
I said, it’s Alec. And what game do you mean? I make a lot of wicked passes.”


Given permission to speak freely, Matt’s enthusiasm
returned. “Around Kasperanski.”


“Ah.” Matt meant last Tuesday’s game against Washington,
Alec’s final one in an L.A. uniform.


“The way you found Petrenko was a perfect assist,” Matt said.
“And later, in the middle of the second period, when you backhanded into the
net? That shot was killer.”


Alec absorbed Matt’s energy. He’d been that same type of kid
once, loving to talk about hockey with friends, back when he’d had nothing but
adrenaline and ambition of making the show. “You play?”


Matt’s head bobbed, the hair beneath the ball cap almost to
his eyes. “Yeah. Got a game tomorrow. I’m a center like you and—”


“We’re on a tight timetable, especially since your plane was
late,” Jill inserted flatly.


Jill annoyed him, Alec decided. She had no reason to be
snippy. “Well, sadly I couldn’t get out and push it, and walking quicker
doesn’t make the luggage handlers work any faster.”


Matt laughed, that was until his mother’s expression squashed
Matt’s amusement and her son’s gaze dropped to the floor again. Alec didn’t
need to be a detective to know Matt shouldn’t be tagging along. When Alec had
been a boy, his mother had perfected the same subtle narrowing of her eyes and tight
pucker of her lips. Both spoke volumes: Do anything or say anything you
shouldn’t and you’re dead. Finished. Kaput.


Did her boss, the GM, know she’d brought her son? Maybe
school was out for teacher meetings or something. One thing the Racers were
known for was their family atmosphere.


They’d reached the baggage carousel, passengers lined two
deep already surrounded the conveyor belt. Jill swiped her credit card, freeing
a rental cart. She gripped the handle with clear coat nails, whirling the cart
so it faced forward. Alec paid attention to women’s fingernails. He preferred
well-proportioned and rounded nails to scratch down his back, not spiked
talons. He shed enough blood on the ice. Her nails happened to be perfect. Of
course they would be.


“You tackled that cart into submission.”


“And?” While she kept her head forward, her one-word retort
spoke volumes and he winced. Lame, Moreno, lame. Way to charm her. The trade
had him off his social game. “Sorry. No offense intended.” He held up his hands
and gave her a killer smile. “Seriously.”


Her perky chin shot up and pale blues narrowed in
unflattering assessment. She frowned. Nope. He was not forgiven. Her ponytail
swished as she pushed the cart closer to the carousel, wedging expertly into a
gap.


When a buzzer sounded and a yellow light flashed, Alec
reached for the cart. “My Minnesota parents’ Midwestern values would be
appalled if I didn’t push my own gear.”


“Yes, but…”


As she kept ahold of the handlebar, his added grip made the
cart shake. She bumped into him, the chain reaction making her ankle wobble. His
right hand shot forward to cup her left elbow. Touching her created a shock wave
that traveled his body. A powerful, sensual jolt occurred below the belt. Wide-eyed,
she let go of the cart and stepped back.


He tried the smile again. “See? I got it.”


Thankfully his luggage dropped immediately, a perk of first
class, and he stacked two oversized suitcases and one huge hockey duffle bag
onto the cart before adding his wheeled carryon. When he turned around, her
face was expressionless. “That’s everything.”


“We’re this way.” She pivoted. Began to walk off.


Alec had made it about five feet when her son hurried
forward. “I got it. I’ll push.”


Despite his early comment about managing his own gear, Alec
stepped away and let Matt take the cart. He’d been that kid once when meeting
his idols, and knew that rejecting Matt’s assistance would sting. “Thanks.
Appreciate that you’re here to help.”


“I wasn’t supposed to be.” Matt tucked his phone into a hoodie
pocket and found a hole in the crowd. He wove toward where Jill stood waiting,
Alec easily keeping pace. “I got in a fight and got suspended.”


Matt’s admission came out of nowhere, and after registering
Jill’s pained expression and soft gasp, Alec saw the whole picture.


Her son was a hellion. Alec could empathize.


From the minute he could walk, Alec had lived in timeout.
He’d been a difficult child, until his mom had signed him up for hockey, a
sport that had allowed him to expend his excess energy on the ice. Alec played
center, but his penalty box minutes showed he wasn’t afraid to get rough when
needed. He gave Matt a grin. “As long as the guy you fought deserved it.”


Matt brushed the shaggy blond hair out of his eyes and back
under the cap as he braved a defiant chin dip. “He did. I’d do it again.”


“Matt!” Jill’s heels clicked an angry tattoo against
off-white tile. Her chest heaved, and breasts that would perfectly fill a man’s
hands rose and fell. “Mr. Moreno—”


“Alec.”


“Alec,” she amended as if her patience quotient had grown razor
thin. “My son’s in trouble. Please don’t encourage him.”


Alec’s brow creased. He’d obviously missed something. “For
what? Defending himself against the other team? That’s part of hockey. A one-game
suspension sucks, but it’s not the end of the world.”


“It happened today right after school, not the rink,” Matt helpfully
filled in. “Some pushing and shoving. It wasn’t a real fight.”


“It’s a real day’s suspension from school,” Jill snapped,
tolerance limit exceeded. “It’s not nothing.”


Guilt shot through Alec. He hadn’t meant to wade into some family
fray on his way to the rink. He held up both hands. “Sorry I brought it up.
Seriously, it was not my intention to cause family strife. And Matt, fighting
off the ice is never the answer.”


Like a typical teen, Matt rolled his eyes. He ratcheted the
cart over a crack in the linoleum. Alec read the kid’s body language: shoulders
tense and hands tight, knuckles wrapped around the cart handle. Alec might not
be a parent, but he had brothers. Kids didn’t fight and say they’d fight again,
especially with that much conviction, unless something deeper, bigger, was
going on. That knowledge came from personal experience.
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Welcome to St. Louis and my family drama. Mortified
as to what Alec must be thinking about her and his new team, Jill squared her
shoulders and pretended to have steady composure as the trio entered the tunnel
leading to the short-term parking garage.


She wouldn’t even be retrieving Alec had his plane not
landed over two hours late. Then there was the fact there’d been a small Racers
emergency requiring the operations staff to be elsewhere.


No way would she have brought Matt along, had he not been in
a fight or in already the car when she’d gotten the call to go to the airport
and meet Alec Moreno. They were off to an auspicious start, which irked her to
no end as she prided herself on her professionalism and representing the
Racers.


So while yes, her heels echoed in an annoying click-clack, because
of the urgency to get Alec to the rink before game time, she couldn’t slow
down. Her job was to get him to the rink. Then she was done with him. The last
thing the Racers needed was this scandal-filled model of virtue, but as she
wasn’t a GM, owner, or coach, she kept her opinions to herself.


She also kept a clear demarcation line between herself and
players. No joking around. No friendship. No socialization after hours.
Definitely no dating. The players had dubbed her the Ice Queen.


If she and Mr. All Star bumped into each other again, it
would be like two ships in the night, or some other cliché she didn’t have time
to remember. Hopefully Alec wouldn’t become a public relations nightmare. She
was already doing double duty, having taken over the work of the team’s VP of
PR who was on extended medical leave.


As for Matt, she’d handle her son’s lack of remorse in the
privacy of their home. She’d take his phone away, something she should have
done earlier after she’d met with the principal. Being rattled by learning
about Matt’s actions, she hadn’t even processed the events, much less figured
out suitable consequences. She was too busy doing her job handling the press
for the biggest Racers trade so far this season.


Which meant the guilt of being a single parent was creeping
in. Had she failed somewhere in raising him? Once she dropped off Alec, she’d
figure out what caused the Dr. Jekyll/Mr. Hyde switch in her son. Matt was a sweet,
friendly child who’d always loved school. But a month into the school year,
he’d clammed up. He’d stopped discussing his day. His teachers said he didn’t
apply himself. He’d never so much as earned a detention before, but he’d
already served two since the seventh of September. Now mid-October, she had to
pry her son out of bed, like this morning. She’d been at her wit’s end already.
And now a fight?


Jill moved faster, struggling to keep pace with Alec and
Matt’s longer strides and regretting she hadn’t taken an extra minute to don
the pair of athletic shoes kept in her office for such emergencies. On the
other hand, without heels, Alec would dwarf her.


The man tilted her equilibrium. He’d walked through the
security gate and BAM. Her heart had stopped. Her exhale had caught. As if a
sonic blast had washed over her, she’d stood rooted and gaped like a beached
fish. Her best friend Alison claimed Alec Moreno oozed sex appeal, which in
person was the understatement of the year.


Alec wore sexiness like second skin. Women couldn’t help but
desire him. He had that aura that, if he chose you, you would be the luckiest
woman in the world. Oh, what a night it would be! For a split second, every one
of her long-repressed feminine desires flared to life, like a lightening strike
igniting a leaf. Then she’d come to her senses, snapped her mouth closed, and shaken
his hand. Her reaction to his touch had been the equivalent of playing with
TNT. Her skin sizzled as if he’d branded her, and her heart raced like a rocket
ship sent into flight.


Photos didn’t do him justice. A cheeky, full-lipped grin
dominated an attractive rectangular face. He was proof a broken nose could be
sexy. He more than made the little bend work. Wavy, jet-black hair cut straight
across a high forehead, and thick, arched brows framed deep brown eyes holding
a mischievous, I-know-how-to-please-you twinkle. He had a firm, strong jaw and
gorgeous man-dimples that would cup a woman’s forefinger when traced. She’d
read his stats this morning: five eleven and one hundred ninety pounds. The man
was rock solid muscle. Everywhere. Dear Lord, she never should have
watched his sex tape.


Research, yeah, she was sticking with that excuse for at the
time she’d been researching an opposing player.


But while she might have started watching the tape lured in
by the scandal aspect, she’d stayed watching because he’d fascinated her on a
level she refused to consider or explore.


And tonight he’d wear a Racers’ jersey. She swallowed,
watching as Alec drew Matt deeper into conversation. Side by side, she could
see both men stood nearly the same height of five eleven. Alec’s jet-black hair
was more groomed than Matt’s floppy blond locks, but man and boy both had the
same lean, solid muscle and the same build that screamed, “I play hockey and
I’m good at it.”


Around Alec, Matt came alive in a way she’d never seen. A vise
squeezed her heart and tightened and twisted, as if the ghost of future past
had blown a bitterly cold wind down her spine and out over her toes. Matt
bloomed under Alec’s attention, pummeling Jill with parental remorse.


Childrearing wasn’t like test driving cars, so she’d refused
to parade men through Matt’s life. Yet in the short time her son had been with
Alec, he’d blossomed under the attention of his favorite sports hero. Matt’s
eyes developed a bright gleam she hadn’t seen for months. Gone was the brooding,
troubled fifteen-year-old. With Alec, he was the sweet, happy child she’d
raised. An odd, indecipherable pang tugged at Jill.


“So Matt, varsity or JV?” Alec asked.


“Varsity. I’m a freshman.” Pride laced Matt’s answer.


“I was the same way. You’re working to prove yourself. To
make the starting lineup and establish your name. To be a force to be reckoned
with on the ice. You must be good if you’re already on varsity.”


Matt wheeled the cart like a pro, and the exit doors to the parking
garage whooshed open. “I’m top line. I follow players like you. Study your
style to get better and help my team.”


Alec nodded. “Nothing wrong with that. But remember, being
in sync with your teammates matters.”


Abreast with the two men, Jill adjusted her purse strap.
Alec’s grin was an addiction, a megawatt force humanizing him in a way no photo
ever would. Beside Matt walked the man, not the celebrity.


“Although,” Alec continued, “when you hear those sayings
like ‘there’s no I in team’ or that ‘together everyone achieves more,’ it’s
still true that teams need leaders. The key is to be a good leader who puts the
team first.”


“Which is why we traded for you,” Matt enthused. “We’ll win now
that you’re here.”


Alec’s smile dimmed. “There are no guarantees, except that I’ll
play hard. Don’t forget what truly matters. No one cares how many goals you
score if you don’t win.”


Jill squelched the bubbling disquiet. Because of the nature
of her job, Matt frequently met top players and knew most of the Racers. Around
them, Matt hadn’t been so forward. He also hadn’t inhaled every uttered word spoken
as if it were life force.


Jill flexed her fingers in a fruitless effort to diffuse the
day’s stress. Alec’s trade was not her first rodeo. He was, however, the first
acquisition whose choice of underwear she knew. Boxers. Not briefs. Two tone,
black striped silk. On tape, he’d curved two thumbs under the elastic waistband
when he’d slid them off his hips, sculpted marble ass contrasting with the rest
of the tanned body filling the frame….


Jill quickened her step, even more determined to ignore an
unwanted, overwhelming desire to experience those strong, broad shoulders that
in person appeared perfect to rest her head against. What would it be like to
hide inside strong, powerful arms that would wrap around a woman and shield her
from harm?


It had been so long since she’d been touched. Parent first. Career
second. Romance dead last, if at all.


This close to achieving her goals of being a front office VP,
she couldn’t let dark curly hair her fingers itched to touch, or tempting brown
eyes the color of the milk chocolate she loved so much distract her from
following both club and personal rules: no fraternization. Alec might have
thick eyebrows, gorgeous crescent dimples, and a firm, strong jawline complete
with sexy five-o’clock shadow, but SHE DID NOT DATE HOCKEY PLAYERS. All caps.
End of the story.


Alec and Matt chatted earnestly, and Jill caught some of the
conversation. “It’s near impossible to be kicked out of public school,” Alec
told Matt. “Been there. Done that. Have the D minus in Algebra I to prove it.”


As Matt laughed, Jill jumped in. Time to put a stop to this
nonsense. “It’s a serious matter. He can be kicked out.”


Matt scowled. Alec frowned, but it disappeared when he shot
her his trademark grin, the one that had probably melted women into puddles
since middle school. “Sorry.”


Jill refused to cave to a tepid apology, especially one with
as much sincerity as the public apology he’d given after he’d raked the
Bloomington prosecutor over the coals. Once Alec used social media to air his
disgust with the prosecutor for dropping the abuse charges against his former
youth coach, Alec’s fan base had raced to his defense. They’d called the woman all
sorts of vile names, which had continued even after a press conference where Alec
had expressed some contrition and called on them to stop and said, “I’ll try to
do better.”


The cad hadn’t mean one single word then or now, but under
the full force of his masculine attention, Jill fought to subdue the part of a
woman that automatically flourishes under a charm offensive from a man like
Alec. She tamped down awakening urges, but not the sharpness of her reply.
“Please let me reassure you, today is in no way indicative of our front office.
Picking up my son today was not on my agenda.”


Alec’s next words came out harsher. “Being traded wasn’t on
mine. We’re even.”


Well then. That told her everything she needed to know,
didn’t it? Perhaps she should be more sympathetic to his plight of being
uprooted, but for a player of Alec’s caliber, the moment he scored goals all
his bad boy behavior would be forgiven and forgotten. Besides, it was rare a
player spent his entire career with one team. Alec should have been prepared to
be traded at some point before becoming a free agent. The probability was
always there, even for the best players.


Even though sports reporters had berated Jim Sykes’s
performance, Jill had liked the team’s starting goalie. Steve, the Racers
director of team operations, had an entire plan in place for helping to
relocate families. L.A. would have something similar. Still, it would be hard on
Sykes’s wife who’d have to uproot her family. She was one of the good ones. The
Real Housewives had nothing on some hockey player wives and girlfriends. Yet
one more reason Jill kept home and work separate.


Alec addressed Matt as they approached her SUV. “Let me tell
you, Matt, you might be in trouble, but your mom has nothing on my mom. My
embarrassed and mortified mother tells me nonstop she can’t show her face at
church anymore. She let you keep your phone.”


Award another point to Alec. Switch the conversation and land
a zing. Jill bit her lip and depressed the key fob. The Escalade’s exterior and
interior lights lit up.


“Thanks for pushing. I got it from here.” As Alec began to
load luggage, Jill laid her hand on Matt’s arm. Matt scowled at her unspoken indication
that enough was enough, but he obeyed her directive and climbed into the back
seat. Before Jill lowered the tailgate, she could hear the loud music blaring
from Matt’s earbuds. The sound vanished as the heavy rear liftgate clicked shut.


Alec spun the cart and wheeled it toward the return, about
four parking spaces away. Jill trotted after him. Despite not being the one who
normally did player pick up, she did have things remanded to her to convey. “Carl
is our equipment manager. He’ll go over your preferences. You’ll have media
post game tonight and a full team practice tomorrow.”


Alec kept walking, and irritated he didn’t appear to be
paying attention, Jill not only sped up, but she also let words she never
should say slip out before she could stop them. “Also this isn’t L.A. If you go
out with the guys, don’t show up hung over.”


Alec stumbled like he’d tripped on a broken stick. He
whipped around. “Excuse me. Did you really just say that?”


Uh oh. But when in for a penny… Jill straightened her
shoulders. Time to put Alec in his place and let him meet the Ice Queen.
Besides, every word was the truth. “We’re a family operation and we have
standards. To succeed here, moderation matters.”


Returning the cart with a resounding crash, Alec strode toward
her, but stopped before entering her space. The air electrified. “You can count
on me.”


That was the last thing she wanted. Unrepentant, she refused
to budge, even as the air around them sizzled. She would not back down, even if
he was a man who made her heart pound, her adrenaline spike, and her mouth say
things that she’d never say in a million years, especially with a VP job on the
line. But sometimes she couldn’t help herself, and this was one of those times
where no matter how much her brain screamed no, her mouth refused to obey.


“Great. Good to know that we can expect you to act like a
professional. Which includes checking for recording devices.”






Chapter Two


Perhaps listening to alternative rock music for the six-plus
hours he’d been stuck on the plane had affected his hearing. Dumbfounded and
disbelieving, Alec unclenched his jaw. It had been a trying three weeks since
the sex tape first had debuted, with the last twenty-four hours being the most
brutal as trade rumors swirled. Small favors meant Alec had at least found out
his trade status before it hit social media, meaning he’d had time to pack.
Still, add a cancellation, then an airline change, then a half-continent flight
after being delayed, plus a two-hour time jump, and now what had to be the oddest
welcome in league history—


Alec raked a hand through his hair, the strands sticky from
recycled cabin air. “You don’t even know me. You’ve jumped to conclusions like
everyone else. Is that a part of your job as executive assistant?”


Kudos to her for not blinking. She didn’t apologize either.
Instead she gave him the same frosty glare she’d clearly perfected somewhere
along the line.


“You can’t be later than you already are. Shall we?” With
that, she hurried to the SUV’s driver’s side. For a second he watched her, like
a dumbstruck teenager, before striding after her. Her outfit reminded him of an
uptight schoolteacher whose disapproval of his missing class for hockey games
had made sixth grade hell.


However, the comparison stopped there. The cranky old bat
hadn’t made his blood boil, both with anger and in some indescribable primal
capacity. He strode into Jill’s space and stopped short. What was he planning
to do? Throw her over his shoulder like a caveman? Carry her off and show her
what the recording devices hadn’t shown? If he was any later he wouldn’t play
tonight, and not playing was never an option. Besides, he prided himself on
control.


Maybe he was in the twilight zone. He’d pinch himself, wake
up, and still be in L.A., instead of wondering why the moment he’d first
touched her hand, he’d experienced a ridiculous impulse to kiss senseless a
woman who clearly thought him less than a squashed bug. He slid into the
passenger seat, noting Matt had arranged his ball cap over his eyes. Her son
leaned back against the seat, his music volume far too loud for that noise to
be healthy or for him to hear anything said in the front seat. Still, because
at least Matt liked him, Alec made sure to lean closer to Jill, his words for
her ears only. “Did you watch my tape?”


The outer corner of her right eye twitched. Her mouth
dropped slightly: guilty. She pushed the button and started the engine.
Alec strapped in and the SUV beeped as she put it in reverse.


When she swiveled to look over her right shoulder, he sized
her up, from the black high-heeled pump depressing the accelerator, up her
shapely legs, past her waist to her rounded breasts and the white shirt making
a peek-a-boo gap. Before she took her foot off the brake and put the car in
drive, he leaned to whisper softly in the ear closest to him. “When you
watched, did you like what you saw?”


He didn’t expect her to reply, especially not with Matt in
the back sleeping or pretending to be. However, from the tense set of her
shoulders, he could tell he’d riled her. Good, especially as she’d already
riled him. Satisfied they were at least even, Alec settled against the passenger
seat and allowed a small smile to form at the edges of his lips. He let the pop
station Jill tuned to become another background noise blending with Matt’s
music and mentally focused on what was important: the game.


His trainer had created a stretching routine, but when Alec
arrived, he might not even have time to do an abbreviated version. He opened
his email on his phone and read over the instructions. Jill accelerated onto
the highway and floored it as she headed downtown. She glanced in the rearview
mirror and then over his direction. “Can I at least offer you some advice?”


Alec arched an eyebrow and faced her profile. “What, to look
before I leap? To behave? Do you think I wanted to embarrass my parents like
that?”


Her fingers curled around the leather steering wheel and she
spoke so low he could hardly hear her over the dueling music. “I don’t know.
You did get naked in ESPN’s The Body issue.”


“That’s considered an honor. When I say I’m a hockey player
first and foremost, I’m serious. I play to win. I don’t settle for less.” Bade
enough he’d already fallen from playing in the league’s top tier and reached
the bottom by being traded to the worst team in the league.


“I know you aren’t happy with being traded,” she said,
stating the obvious. “But St. Louis will give you a fresh start at being a role
model.” Her fingers tightened as she glanced in the rearview mirror and into
the backseat. “Matt hung on every word you said.”


“As I did with my idols. That’s nothing new. No tape will
change that.” Alec looked over his shoulder. Matt still seemed out of it. Getting
in a fight would do that.


Jill wove expertly through traffic. “This team needs a hero.
Sure, we have Liam Flynn, but you’re Alec Moreno. Everyone in the front office
celebrated when Sorrento told us you were ours. You’ve been trending on social
media.”


For some reason he’d like to be hers. He dismissed the rest
as irrelevant. “Yeah, I heard. L.A. fans are up in arms.”


“I meant here. If you give St. Louis a chance, you’ll
discover the Racers have the best, most loyal fans ever. They are steadfast.
Determined. They show up in droves, even in March when there’s little hope.”


“Yeah, I researched the team’s pathetic track record. It’s
why Virtanen signed with Chicago and wasn’t afraid to let the door hit him on
the ass when he took off.”


She angled her head and he saw and heard the bitterness. “You
are a member of the Racers because we want Virtanen banished from fan memories.
Purged. Zambonied, to use Sorrento’s term. We hated Chicago before they stole
him, and now we hate them more.”


Her voice softened but became no less determined. “Our fans
deserve another championship. Why not get yourself a hat trick? It’ll make you
a shoo-in for the hall of fame instead of a PR liability.”


“Ouch.” He’d heard something similar from his former agent. Despite
Alec’s resolve never to care what anyone thought, coming from her the words
stung.


“St. Louis is the perfect place to find redemption, so bring
home wins, prove yourself to be the greatest on and off the ice, and you’ll be
as beloved as Stan the Man.” She exited the highway onto a downtown street.


“Who?”


She gave a brisk shake of her head. “Stan Musial. Cardinals
baseball Hall of Famer. His statue is outside Busch Stadium. He’s the epitome
of Midwest hometown values. Married seventy years to the love of his life. The
ultimate Cardinal. First million dollar player. Google him.”


“Okay.” He made a note to do that. “But you need to realize I
had consensual sex. The only thing I’m guilty of is that I was oblivious to the
fact she’d decided to film me. Doesn’t everyone have skeletons?”


As Jill drew up at a stoplight, she once again glanced into
the backseat, and Alec instinctively did the same. Matt remained asleep. “We
wouldn’t be human if we didn’t. The key is to learn from your mistakes. If you
check your libido, or at least try not to utilize a revolving door of puck
bunnies that will plaster your escapades all over the Internet, I promise you
may like it here.”


He got the impression that Jill spoke both to him and to
Matt, if he was listening, as if this lesson was for both of their future
selves.


She’d made great time. She parked in an assigned underground
space and pushed a button. The tailgate lifted. Already he could see people
headed their way to grab his gear so he could dress. He met her in the back. “Listen,
let’s clear one thing up. L.A. didn’t ditch me because of some tape, but
because my agent asked to renegotiate my contract. They’d hired rookies who do
show up hung over for more than I was making. Instead of more money, they used
the tape as an excuse to bounce me.”


“You’re now our highest paid player.”


Derision laced his words. He couldn’t help himself. “Which
is why your team sucks. Unless you buy the best, you don’t get the best.”


Jill stared him down like a general addressing the troops. Those
kissable lips puckered as she put him in his place. “Well, we bought you. So do
us all a favor. Don’t disappoint.”


With that barb, Jill stepped back, yielding to the Racers
personnel whose appearance kept Alec from replying.


A stocky man six inches shorter than Alec held out his hand,
which Alec shook. “Alec, I’m Steve. We talked on the phone.”


“Nice to meet you.”


A second man wearing a Racers lanyard and ID badge hoisted Alec’s
duffle in his left hand and extended his right. “Alec, I’m Carl. Great to meet
you. Let me make sure I have your preferences. Switch gloves each period. Dry
shoulder pads. Sharpen skates before skating, not after. Wear skates until they
must be replaced, and start breaking in a new set during practice at least
three weeks before.”


“Yeah, I go through four or five sets of skates a season.”
Alec gripped Carl’s hand firmly before releasing it. “Depends on how far we get
into the playoffs.”


“All the way,” Carl replied without missing a beat. The
man’s height meant they stood eye to eye. “All the way.”


“My plan as well. My skates are in that bag. I’ll wear
those.” The liftgate lowered, and Jill back inside the SUV. Alec gave the SUV
one final glance, watching as Jill drove away the moment everyone was out of
the way


“Luckily Jill filled in and got you here on time,” Carl said.
“She loves this team.”


“Yeah. I got that impression.” Alec followed Carl through
the player entrance and deeper into the bowels of the Edwards Center. They fast-walked
down a cinderblock corridor painted an energetic off-white, with the exception
of a thick, two-toned red and gold stripes approximately waist high.


The Racers set-up was similar to L.A.’s. The term “locker
room” encompassed more than the three-feet-wide by eight-feet-high cubbies in
which players stored their game gear. First came a huge, cavernous lobby with a
multitude of 75-inch television screens, leather sofas, a full kitchen with
tables and chairs, and built-in nooks, crannies and display cases containing trophies
and memorabilia. A grid of hallways spoked off the lobby and led to coaching
offices, training rooms, a video replay room, equipment storage, and conference
rooms. Besides bathrooms and showers, there was even a barbershop. The actual
player dressing room consisted of a huge rectangular space with highly varnished
wood lockers lining the perimeter, leaving the center as a huge open area. The
floor was emblazoned with the Racers logo.


“Look what the cat dragged in. If it isn’t Miracle Moreno in
the flesh,” someone called as Alec entered.


“At least he’s wearing clothes,” someone else shot back.


“For now. We know how he likes to take them off.”


Alec found one of the jokesters. “Olaf! They still keeping you
around? No wonder why this team’s so desperate for new talent.”


“Which they won’t get by trading for your sorry ass.” Olaf
Olsson, one of the Racers’ grinders, slapped Alec on the back. The two had
played together for a half season in L.A. and had occasionally hit the
nightclubs. “Good to see you, Moreno. You better bring us some miracles. If
not, you’re buying each and every round. We know you can afford it.”


Alec’s space was easy to spot. It was the last one still containing
a jersey hanging inside. A nameplate with his name and number 12 adorned the
holder beneath the shelf containing his gloves. “Five minutes!” someone called.


Fuck. So much for stretching before warm-ups. At least he
was in time to skate.


Liam Flynn’s locker was to Alec’s right. The twenty-three-year
old with the reddish-brown straight hair and stubble on his chin gave Alec a
curt nod and removed his earbuds.


“Looking forward to playing with you,” Alec told him.


“Same,” Flynn grunted, before shoving his earbuds back in a
gesture reminding Alec of Matt.


Which reminded him of Jill.


Jill couldn’t have been more than high school age when she
gave birth. Was that the reason she was so standoffish? Or why he conjured a
repressed, but sexy librarian fantasy? The straight hair she’d worn up high would
look better falling over his chest. Her nails could scrape the inside of his
thigh. He pictured smearing her lipstick, that bow-shaped mouth sucking him
deep.


He pushed the erotic image aside as his cock stirred. He had
a game to play and the last thing he wanted was the mental distraction of
figuring out why she didn’t like him. Everyone liked him. While he kept his
intimate circle small and trustworthy, he could charm anyone. Not Jill, though.
He shouldn’t keep giving her brain space.


Even if the rules didn’t forbid it, you never involved
yourself with front office personnel, even if you did have an unreasonable,
instant, lustful, insane attraction.


As he dressed, Alec noted Flynn closed his eyes and tuned
Alec out. Alec gave the winger and face of tonight’s bobblehead giveaway the
benefit of the doubt. Maintaining pre-game rituals mattered. Some hockey
players were notoriously superstitious. Besides, Alec understood what it was
like to have franchise expectations squarely on your shoulders. For years he’d
carried L.A.’s.


“Alec, glad you’re here. Ready?” Coach Ed Jenkins approached
as Alec laced his skates. “You’re on line with Flynn, Volkoroff, Egorov and
Webbert.”


“Yeah. Get me out there. I’ll do my best.” He didn’t add
that the team was one and six. Even if his best wasn’t good enough, it was
probably better than they had been playing.


As he stepped onto the ice in his red and gold uniform, he studied
his new home. Fans filled the dark red arena seats. A huge scoreboard dominated
the space above center ice. Nearby hung the Racers’ lone championship banner.
Opposite, above the attack zone, banners with retired numbers filled the
rafters. The crowd cheered when they heard Alec’s name in the starting lineup,
and he drew on the crowd’s energy while everyone stood for the National Anthem.
He’d make the best of it.


He’d win.


He wouldn’t settle for anything less.


Which was why, when Alec stomped off the ice after a 3-1 humiliating
loss, he wanted to strangle his new linemate. The winger hadn’t sent Alec the
puck more than a half dozen times. If that.


Despite this, Alec had sent Flynn a pass that allowed the
man to score the only goal of the game.


Alec marched through the typical post-game locker room smell
of blood and sweat. Listened to Coach Jenkin’s thankfully short rebuke before
rounding on Liam Flynn, who was stripped down to his wicking layer. “You can’t
hesitate when I’m sending the puck,” Alec bit out angrily. “And don’t hog it
when others are open. I’m one of the top scorers in the league. Get me the damn
puck when I’m open.”


Flynn glared and spewed fire. “I’m not a rookie. Don’t tell
me how to play.”


“I will if you’re playing like shit.” Alec refused to hold
back. Even if he hadn’t been here for warm-ups or the earlier practice, this
was Hockey 101. What had he told Matt earlier? You played as a team.


Hell, had he been this young and cocky? If so, someone should
have smashed his head against the boards. Aware of the curious onlookers, Alec dropped
his voice to a low growl. “I know you’re not thrilled I’m here taking away your
precious limelight, but we fucking lost. We will not keep losing on my watch.”


“You think I like losing?” Flynn whirled on Alec, his hands
clenched by his sides. “Screw you.”


Eighteen inches separated their chests and Alec didn’t care
they were almost leaning nose to nose. “The trouble is you’re erratic. Wild.
Unpredictable.”


“Trouble is you’re an asshole.” Flynn stomped off to the
showers before he and Alec came to blows.


Alec drew deep, calming breaths. That hadn’t gone well.


“I see you already made a friend,” Olaf observed.


“Yeah, I’m Mr. Friendly. Sue me. No wonder this isn’t a top
team.”


“Harsh.” Olaf arched bushy eyebrow.


“The truth,” Alec snapped, heading for the showers. He hated
to lose. The Racers had played typical fare since their season opener: shitty.
At least they hadn’t been shutout, with Alec delivering Flynn a perfect pass.
The rest of the time it had been like playing Pee Wee hockey, which at this
level was embarrassing and not worth the price of admission. For the fans to be
this loyal…Alec couldn’t comprehend it.


As he entered the lobby after showering and media, he
promised himself five minutes max to show his face, meet the owners, and get
the heck out of Dodge. He wanted food, sleep and solitude. Until he saw Jill,
and all those plans flew out the window. In the foul mood he was in, only a
fool would walk over. But that’s exactly what he did.
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“I need five more minutes,” Jill’s dad told her before stepping
away and approaching the mixed age group of youths surrounding right winger
Jayden Clark. Clark, who could rival Chadwick Boseman’s Black Panther in the good
looks department, worked to bring hockey to inner city youths and the crowd
surrounding him were his guests.


As her dad waded into the excited fray, Jill checked her
watch. After dropping Matt off, she’d driven her father to the arena. While her
dad had watched the game, she’d sat in her cubicle and worked. She’d checked
social media. Lost hope as the game went on.


Jill sighed as people crowded around her dad. What was
another few minutes when she had to go home and deal with Matt? In reality, a
lot. She consoled herself that she’d taken Matt’s phone and that he was with
her mom. Matt should be doing the day’s homework. As for her dad, no sense in
taking two cars to the game when she had to return to work to finish the projects
she’d set aside so could meet with Matt’s principal.


She was ready to go home and slip off her shoes. Soon, she
consoled herself, once her dad was ready. Despite the loss, players lingered in
the huge lobby, and Jill figured Moreno should arrive soon. Part of her
couldn’t wait to see him or those deep brown bedroom eyes and easy smile that made
him the Pied Piper of female undoing. She’d analyzed their meeting on the drive
back to the rink. Being in his presence gave her goose bumps, something she
hadn’t felt since she was fifteen, back when she’d been deeply in love with
Brennan O’Connor and thought they’d spend the rest of their lives together.


Moreno made those cliché butterflies dance in her stomach,
which while cute freshman year of high school, were silly and immature at almost
thirty-one.


In fact, she remained mortified she’d acted immaturely,
snapping peevishly at him to watch for cameras. Her sharp tongue knew no
bounds, and despite his rubbing her the wrong way, she should apologize.


She would, she promised herself, next time she had to deal
directly with him. Until then, the better plan was to stay out of his magnetic orbit.
It had been years since she’d received one of those knee-weakening kisses that
turned women into puddles. The desire to find out if Alec could turn her to
mush had to be related to her viewing his tape. An out of character aberration
on her part.


Her reputation as the Ice Queen was well earned. She’d put
her career over everything and everyone but Matt. With the philosophy that it
was better to be alone than in the wrong relationship, she’d resigned herself
to YOLO Solo: no use getting your hopes up for something that wouldn’t happen.
She and the fans did that with the Racers every year around playoff time. No need
to double down on the pain of navigating a destined-to-fail relationship.


Married friends like Alison, however, kept the faith that
Jill would find someone: “Try online dating.” “We’ll hook you up with this
guy who delivers our packages.” Or Alison’s go-to, her brother Clay.


At least Clay wasn’t annoying. Once men learned her job they
asked, “Can you get tickets? Can I meet the players?” Those dates saw her as the
way to the suite life.


The “I’m ready for a family” men saw her as either needing
to be saved or as a potential brood mare, their own biological clocks ticking. She
avoided the barflies trolling for no-strings sex. Battery operated boyfriends
provided less drama.


Once in a blue moon, some guy made it to a sixth or seventh
date. Jill would accept her parents offer to watch Matt, only to discover the
sex uninspiring and flatter than a day-old opened can of soda. Sex became a
marker that the relationship had fizzled, and she ended things days afterwards.


Alec Moreno was a heat magnet, and while Jill’s body could
use some warmth, he was off limits and an unnecessary complication. Even if
everything she’d seen was delectable. What “The Body” issue hid, the hidden
camera displayed in grainy yet visible detail. The woman had set up the device
while he’d showered, so the beginning of the video saw him stepping out in
nothing but those boxers, residual droplets of water streaming downward,
following a line of dark hair from his navel to the waistband ….


“Hey. That game sucked.”


Jill jumped as Alec spoke to her from behind. Immediately
her face flushed and she worked to slow an erratic heartbeat. Damp dark hair
curled against his forehead. His suit coat and the top two buttons of his dress
shirt remained undone, revealing a hint of the naked torso beneath. Warm
chocolate eyes peered at her, and she appreciated why women threw away their
sanity and came running whenever he crooked his little finger. She understood
why men wore his jersey, and why L.A. fans used social media to make the hashtags
#boycottLA and #wewantMorenoback top trends. Alec had it
factor on steroids. A presence even Virtanen hadn’t exuded either on or off the
ice.


She wasn’t immune.


“It did. It was painful to watch,” she admitted.


“It was even worse to play. You said I’d like it here. It’s
hard to give something a chance when the team doesn’t
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