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      Colton - Three Days Later After Arrest

      

      I could hear the murmur of voices through the window. My head was pounding as I sat up and glanced through the small bedroom window. The entire team sat in the backyard, talking among themselves, surely about what had happened earlier this week.

      I kicked the blankets off me and stood up, stretched, and then looked around for my shorts and T-shirt. Surely, they were in here somewhere, I thought to myself, moving a box that had Knox’s name on it to see if they had fallen behind. When I didn’t find them there, I turned to check the other side of the bedroom and saw a piece of paper on top of the dresser.

      I washed the clothes you were wearing. They were filthy, stunk even, figured you’d like something clean. You can find them hanging in the laundry room. ~ Lorelai

      Knox had picked me up from the police station late last night and insisted on bringing me here to stay with him and Lorelai. I’d have preferred if he’d just taken me home, that way I could mentally kick myself in peace, but he’d said Lorelai insisted. It wasn’t every day one of us spent a couple of nights in jail, and according to Knox, she was worried about me.

      I made my way down the hall, stopping at the laundry room door to find my T-shirt and shorts neatly folded on the dryer. Grabbing them, I quickly dressed before making my way to the backyard. I glanced out the door to see the guys all huddled together, but the moment they heard the squeak from the door, they broke apart and looked my way.

      I made my way over to the only empty chair off to the side and sat down.

      “Don’t let my being here ruin whatever it is you were saying,” I muttered, reaching down and grabbing one beer from the cooler that was beside the chair.

      I’d just cracked it open when the cold can was ripped from my hand, and I looked up to see Lorelai standing in front of me.

      “What do you think you are doing?” I questioned.

      She didn’t back down from me; instead, she stood there, meeting my eyes.

      “Colton, I’m sorry, but I will not allow you to ruin your career. The other night was…well…it was enough.”

      “It was a minor hiccup.” I shrugged. “Now please, I’d like that drink.”

      “A minor hiccup? You got arrested!”

      Every one of these guys knew not to put me in a corner and could probably tell from the look on my face she was doing exactly that. Not that I’d ever hurt her; hell, she was the entire reason I was in this mess. The media would have destroyed her and Knox, and there was no way I was going to allow one of my best friends to lose the best thing that ever happened to him because of some smug, lying reporter. They’d do anything for a story.

      Instead of saying anything or fighting with her, I reached down into the cooler, grabbed another can, cracked it open, and took a swig.

      “Colton, does this look like a minor hiccup to you?” Knox said, coming over, dropping a newspaper on my lap and taking the beer from my hand.

      I went to grab the beer back but missed, then took notice of the headline on the front of the sports page: Vancouver Dominator’s Bad Boy at it Again, Colton Fox has been arrested, charges pending.

      As I stared at the newspaper, my stomach turned. While I’d been in my fair share of trouble, I’d never pushed it so far as to be arrested or charged with anything. I looked up at Knox to have him shove his cell phone at me, showing me an article on one of the sports apps, stating that Lorelai and I were involved.

      “He printed it anyway, that fucker. Fuck, Knox, you better not believe that shit? That right there is what I was trying to stop,” I said, looking up at him.

      “No, of course I don’t believe it.”

      “We are worried about you,” Aurora added.

      “Yeah, man, we really are worried,” Brad, one of the younger members of the team, said.

      “There isn’t anything to be worried about. This, like all the others, will blow over.”

      “I don’t know. When I spoke to Larson and Thompkins, they were furious,” Dylan said, standing up from where he was sitting while holding Jackson.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose.

      “You spoke to Larson and Thompkins?”

      “Yeah, of course. So did Lorelai and Knox. We needed to get the teams’ lawyers involved. Pamela knows too. They needed to know what happened.”

      “Fuck my life,” I muttered under my breath.

      Since I’d spent the last couple of nights in jail and still hadn’t been home, I didn’t know if they had tried to call me. I could only imagine they had.

      “Oh god,” I heard Lucas gasp.

      “What?” Knox questioned, turning around.

      “I just got a text from Ella.”

      Ella was Lucas’s wife and worked in the Dominators Promotions department. If that wasn’t bad enough, she was also Larson’s daughter. Ella hadn’t been around because she’d been taking care of her grandmother, taking her back and forth to cancer treatment; she’d probably already heard about the situation.

      “And?” Lorelai questioned.

      “Ella just got an email from Larson. She says she doesn’t want to get involved, but we should check out the Ice Insiders app.”

      “I’m not looking at that drivel,” Levi said, pulling his phone from his pocket.

      “Neither am I,” Scarlett added, shifting Mia from one side of her lap to the other. “You guys know what kind of garbage they publish.”

      “Check The Blue Line Bulletin,” Clay suggested.

      “Yes, that will give you the most up-to-date information,” Dylan said, winking at Scarlett.

      Scarlett had worked for the Ice Insiders, and it soon came to light how much they loved to ruin anyone, so I could only imagine what was being printed about me there.

      “What does it say?” I questioned.

      The entire team checked their phones, each one of them staring at the screen for a few seconds before looking over at me.

      “Well, is someone going to enlighten me?”

      “They’ve suspended you from the team.” Lorelai gasped. “Effective immediately. The article was published last night.”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone, quickly checking my email. What she was saying was true. Larson himself had emailed me with their decision; I’d just chosen to ignore it until I was in a better frame of mind.

      “What about the playoffs?” Levi questioned. “We need him, Dylan.”

      “I know I can always talk to Thompkins, ask him to talk to Larson to reconsider his decision until after the playoffs,” Dylan added.

      “Dylan, don’t get involved. It looks like you’ll all have to do without me, boys. The email from Larson states they will determine my fate at the beginning of next season. Until then, I’m not to step foot in the arena aside from working out and for practice. It doesn’t even say whether I can go to the games.”

      “That’s bullshit. I’ll talk with him,” Dylan said, handing Jackson to Aurora.

      “No, I did this. I’ll take the heat. I’ll go in and talk with him, and if they decide to pitch me at the beginning of next season, they do.” I shrugged.

      “No, Colton, I’ll talk with them,” Lorelai said.

      I got up from the chair I was sitting in. “No, sweetheart, you won’t. I did this. I own up to it.”

      “You were only protecting me.”

      “Exactly, and I’d do it all over again in a heartbeat. Now, if you guys will excuse me, I think I’m gonna head on home.”

      Lorelai looked up at me with tears in her eyes.

      “No worries, sweets, things always have a way of working out.” I leaned down and placed a kiss on her cheek, gave Knox a fist bump, and left the backyard while waving to the others. As I made my way to the front of the house to where my truck was, I hoped I was right. I hoped things would work out because, for the first time in my entire career, I was actually happy where I was.
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      Emma - End of August

      
      I’d woken with a headache, like most Monday mornings lately. It was probably because of the change in weather. Days were cooler and were getting shorter. I poured the hot water into my mug, the smell of spearmint already dulling the pain I was feeling searing through my temples. I picked up my mug and wandered back to the bedroom, where the business news was just ending on the TV. I set my mug down and grabbed the remote, turning the TV down, and made my way over to the bed where I’d placed the two skirts I had chosen for today.

      I picked up one skirt and held it up against the blouse I’d chosen, and that was when I glanced over at the TV to see that the sports news was starting, so I grabbed the remote and turned the TV off, turning my attention back to my outfit. When I finally decided, I slipped into it and then carried my mug into the bathroom.

      I glanced at myself in the mirror and placed my mug down on the counter. I couldn’t help but notice the bags under my eyes as I reached for my concealer. While I was happy the summer was over, in some ways I wished it could start all over again. We’d had one of the busiest summers ever, hosting dinners and visiting with friends, but as a couple, we’d had one of our worst. The arguing and fighting only got worse the deeper into summer we went.

      “Emma, don’t forget we have dinner this weekend with the Chilton’s,” I heard Mark yell from the bedroom.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. This was the fifth time he’d reminded me in three days. Ignoring him, I swiped my eyeshadow on, carefully blending the color, and then doing the same on the other eyelid.

      “Did you hear me?” Mark said, poking his head into the bathroom, smacking his hand on the doorframe, the noise causing pain to shoot through my temples.

      “I heard you” I sighed. “Dinner this weekend with the Chilton’s,” I said, not bothering to look at him in the mirror.

      Why hadn’t he left for work yet? He’d offered to drive me to the office, but I’d declined when he told me he was planning on leaving early. Besides, I’d rather walk than get involved in another early-morning argument regarding the lack of bedroom activities. He’d complained about that enough over the entire summer.

      “I noticed when I mentioned it to you the other day you didn’t put it in your calendar, and I just don’t want you to forget. This dinner is important,” he said, grabbing his suit jacket off the door handle and quickly putting it on, then adjusting his collar and tie. “This deal is important. I know this dinner is going to wrap it up.”

      “I know, Mark, I won’t forget.”

      “Whatever,” Mark mumbled under his breath.

      I huffed.

      “Tell me when I’ve ever forgotten?” I muttered, annoyance filling me.

      This was how things had been between us lately. We didn’t out and out argue; it was just underhanded comments and remarks to one another to get at one another. Each of us would get defensive, and then after a while we’d fight.

      “I’m not saying you forget,” he said, coming up beside me, grabbing his cologne and giving himself a generous spritz.

      “Then what are you saying?” I questioned.

      “All I said was that I noticed you didn’t put it in your calendar.”

      “I don’t see the need to put it in my calendar when all you do is harp on me about not forgetting. I’ve heard all about this dinner for the past two or three weeks. It’s hard to forget about something when it’s being shoved in your face every minute of every day.”

      “Fine, I won’t mention it again.”

      I watched as he picked up his razor, bringing it to his cheek and lightly shaving a spot that didn’t even need to be shaved.

      “What time will you be home tonight?” I questioned, putting on my eyeliner.

      “It will be late. I’ve got an action-packed day. What about you?”

      I shrugged, grabbing my lip gloss. “I’m not really working on anything at the moment, so I might have an early night.”

      “Well, don’t wait up. It will probably be close to ten or eleven before I get in. I’m having dinner tonight with the partners and will probably have work to do after that. I’m late, I have to go, and you’d better get a move on or else you’re going to be late as well. Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you in?”

      “I’m sure.” I sighed, closing my eyes as Mark pressed a kiss to my cheek and then took off out of the bathroom, grabbing his laptop bag as he went.

      The moment I heard the front door close, I felt the tension in my body release. For the past month, I’d constantly felt as if I were walking on eggshells around him, which wasn’t how a relationship was supposed to be.

      I let out a sigh, swiped some gloss across my lips, and then took off out of the bathroom, grabbing my laptop as I went down the stairs and ate my breakfast in peace.
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        * * *

      

      With my coffee in hand, I opened the large glass doors of the building I worked in. I greeted Jeff, the security guard, while dropping a small brown bag on his desk while he was on the phone, and then made my way over to the elevator.

      “Thanks, Emma!” I heard and turned to see him holding up the brown bag.

      “No problem. It’s your favorite muffin, Morning Glory, as always.”

      “You’re the best.” He waved.

      I took the elevator up to the twenty-fifth floor and walked out of the elevator to see the familiar sign reading Image Hackers on the wall. I opened the office door and made my way inside, walking through the office. It was busy this morning, but I still heard the low mumbles surrounding me as I made my way to my corner office.

      I rarely paid any attention to anyone in this office, but this morning those same inaudible murmurs I heard bothered me. My co-workers deemed me the Ice Queen because I treated each case with a lack of emotion and precision, like a surgeon. They also didn’t like the fact that I kept my private life private, which gave them less to talk about.

      Not that there was much to talk about. Our private life was dead. Mark and I never went on double dates; we also didn’t participate in any office events with this office. With the amount of gossip that went on here, I’d had no other choice than to pull away, especially after the great scandal sheet that went around. Actually, with the amount of gossip that goes on in any office, it should be enough to make everyone realize the importance of keeping important things private.

      Then, sometimes I wondered if gossip might not spice things up between us. I wasn’t happy with how things were, just like he wasn’t, but the truth was we were both married to our jobs. The only dates we ever went on now were with his clients, which were always business related, and recently he’d stopped asking me to go with him on those unless it was an important dinner like this weekend because he claimed I was too busy with work to attend most times. Which honestly wasn’t a lie.

      I placed my coffee down on my desk, pulled my laptop from my bag, and began setting up my desk, getting myself prepared for what I hoped was a busy week. I was just about to check my email when I heard a tiny knock on my door, and I looked up to see Jane standing there, a small smile on her face.

      “Morning, Emma. I just wanted to let you know Kerry has asked to see you. She has an assignment for you.”

      “Oh, wonderful. Do you know the details?” I asked, excited to learn more.

      Jane shook her head. “All she said was that it was massively important, and she wants to see you immediately.”

      “Okay,” I said, frowning as I grabbed my notebook and pen.

      Five minutes later, I walked into Kerry’s office and took a seat across from her. I smoothed my skirt, then crossed my legs, opened my notebook, and got ready to make notes as I always did.

      “You can put your notebook down,” she said, opening her top drawer, pulling out a file, which she placed on her desk, and then clasped her hands together in front of her.

      “I’ve been working on some things for the past month, and this morning I got the call with permission to move ahead. I need someone to take on a rather urgent case.”

      “I’m all ears.” I smiled.

      “It’s a do-or-die sort of case, and you are the only person in this entire office I can trust enough to take this on. In trust, I mean holding yourself out there to represent this company the way you always do, but also, to keep things private for the sake of the client.”

      “Wow, okay, well you’ve piqued my curiosity,” I said, smiling, knowing immediately it must be someone with a high public profile.

      “I’m glad. It’s not just the case. I owe someone a huge favor, and when this came across my desk originally, I knew it was my way to pay them back. Under no circumstances can this fail.”

      I sat up a little straighter, noting the look in Kerry’s eyes. She wasn’t joking around; she was serious.

      “Of course. I’ll do whatever it is, and you know I’ll take it seriously. You can trust me on that,” I replied. “I love working for Image Hackers, and I always handle every case with discretion and professionalism,” I said.

      “I know. That was why I immediately thought of you this morning when I got the approval,” she said, getting up and going over to her small coffee station, pouring two cups and bringing them back over to her desk, placing one cup in front of me. “It also works perfectly since you’ve finished your entire caseload and are completely clear for a while.”

      “Thank you, yes, I worked hard to get all the loose ends wrapped up in a timely manner so I could start fresh in the fall, although the cases weren’t that challenging, but they are all finished now,” I said, taking a sip.

      “Well, I hate to say it, but this one might be a little different from the others. Tell me, what do you know about hockey star Colton Fox?”

      I swallowed hard. “Colton Fox?” I asked.

      “Yes, Colton Fox.”

      Almost immediately, all I could see were his stunning glass-blue eyes looking at me before he walked away from me. There was no way this was the same Colton Fox, I thought as I sat there internally and silently praying that it wasn’t the same guy I’d known from childhood.

      “Not much, why?”

      Kerry pulled out a pile of photographs from the folder in front of her and placed them on the desk, along with a pile of newspaper clippings, spreading them out for me to see.

      I flipped through them all, then through the pictures, swallowing hard. Pictures of him coming out of clubs with women draped all over him, walking out of casinos flipping the bird to the camera, then more pictures of him with women. The article headlines were crazy, some dealing with gambling issues, relationship issues that ranged anywhere from public breakups to one-night stands, and a whack of articles suggesting anger issues.

      I picked up another image of Colton. It most definitely was the same Colton Fox, and suddenly I regretted being so eager to take on this case.

      “I don’t understand? Where is the urgency? These articles are dated more than a year ago, most from when he was playing for his last team. There is nothing recent that I can see,” I said, my jaw tight as I dropped the photograph onto the desk.

      “That’s right, but about six months ago, Colton Fox was traded to the Vancouver Dominators. Prior to that move, he’d been cleaning up his act, and everything was going okay, until the very end of last season.”

      I sat there watching as Kerry pulled out another folder and placed it down in front of me. I opened the folder to see a picture of Colton and a beautiful woman in front of a house, both of them looking toward the camera. I shuffled to the next page, and that was when I saw the first article. Could it be true? Evans Girl leaving him for the new Bad Boy of the team. Then I flipped to the next article. Vancouver Dominator’s Bad Boy at it Again, Colton Fox arrested for assault, charges pending, Once a Player always a Player, hockey’s notorious bad boy at it again.

      “Did he beat her?” I questioned, wondering where the assault charge was coming from.

      “Nope, he attacked the paparazzi that were outside his home. Apparently, the woman pictured here not only works for the team but is also involved in a serious relationship with Knox Evans, another Dominator.”

      “Are these two involved with one another?” I asked.

      “Nope. When I spoke with the PR team, they said Lorelai Anderson was taking Colton home after a night out with the team. She’d walked with him to the door to make sure he was okay getting in the house, and that was when the reporters approached. Colton apparently didn’t want them there and told them to leave, and they started asking him questions about the two of them, probing for information. I guess Miss Anderson tried to take control of the situation and told them to leave, but they refused. They requested an interview, and when Fox refused, they threatened they were going to slander her all over the paper. They began taking pictures of the two of them together, and that was when Colton flew off the handle, attacking the photographer, breaking his camera, and then he turned on the reporter. The photographer had his nose broken but crawled away and called the police. The reporter wasn’t as lucky—broken hand, broken arm.”

      I sat back in the chair and skimmed through the second article while Kerry continued.

      “Basically, Mr. Fox’s agent has hired this firm to help clean up his image.”

      I placed the articles back on her desk and looked at Kerry. “How are we supposed to do that?”

      “I’m glad you asked. While Mr. Fox has had a lot of issues in the past with gambling and relationships, the team he was with prior to the Dominators forced him to go to Gamblers Anonymous, which cleaned up a pile of the relationship issues. However, the anger issues are another matter. The headlines keep coming as well, stating that Fox and Miss. Anderson are in fact involved. The most recent one being pictures of Mr. Fox leaving her office after physio treatment for a bit of back injury he suffered while in the gym, and any other images they have their hands on where the two of them are near one another. That needs to stop.”

      “That part is simple. I’ve got my media contacts, but I am not sure what I am supposed to do about the other, unless Mr. Fox agrees to go to anger management.”

      “I’m glad you asked. Mr. Fox’s agent and the PR team for the Dominators have agreed that he would take part in anger management, which he just completed. They have also hired us to introduce to the media and the world the secret girlfriend of Mr. Colton Fox.”

      “Ah, gotcha. So, you want me to find someone to fill that position, let it play out for a while, build up Mr. Fox’s reputation in public, and then quietly end things between the two of them in the spotlight. It’s doable. I mean, everyone loves a love story. I’m just trying to think of who I’d get to play the part.”

      I picked up my coffee mug and took a mouthful of coffee, making a couple of notes in my book as I thought about which girl I could use. There was Vicki. I hadn’t used her in one of my cases in a while, or I could always call Violet. She was always up for a challenge, and she normally only worked on low-profile cases, ones that weren’t involved with the media, normally private, office-related issues with CEOs.

      “Exactly. I want the world to see them together. I want the world to see the real Mr. Colton Fox, but I don’t want you to hire someone.”

      Kerry paused as I finished my notes.

      “What?” I said as I looked up from my notebook, waiting for her to continue. “I need to hire someone if I am going to be successful,” I reminded her. “Unless he already has a girlfriend and you just want me to oversee the events they participate in, maybe arrange some interviews or some charity work. Events and dinners are always a good option as well.”

      “Emma, there is no girlfriend. We aren’t using one of our girls. I’ve decided that I am putting you in charge of this case – only you. That means you are to move in with Mr. Fox, attend games, events, and the like while helping to clean up his image. You are to play his other half.”

      The room stilled as I looked at her. I could have cut the air in the room with a knife.

      “I’m sorry, but I thought I heard you say you wanted me to move in with Mr. Fox.” I chuckled.

      “That’s correct. Mr. Fox has just completed his suspension and will start playing at the season’s opener. He has appearances to make, interviews, charity dinners and the like. The first one being Saturday in three weeks. The goal is to have his reputation cleaned and repaired by the end of the year. If not by then, before the playoffs.”

      “Kerry, while I’m flattered that you want me to handle this, and I don’t have any issues doing so, my job is to organize and oversee these sorts of situations, not to actually be a part of them.”

      “I understand that, but you have to understand. This is for a dear friend of mine, and I need you to step up and take full control. Plus, with Mr. Fox being in the spotlight, it needs to be a woman we’ve never used before. We deal with a lot of high-end clients, and most of the girls we hire are in the public eye—they won’t work for this case.”

      “That was why I thought of Violet.”

      “No, Violet won’t do. She isn’t the type of girl that could handle this. You are, and that is why I trust only you. So, that being said, you will fly out in three weeks. You will arrive in Vancouver at approximately eleven. Someone from the Dominators will be at the airport to pick you up to take you to the arena, and the PR team will take it from there, as will you.”

      Kerry pulled out an envelope, passing it to me, which I opened to see a plane ticket in my name to Vancouver.

      “How long do you figure I’ll be gone?” I questioned.

      “As long as it takes but count on at least until December. Possibly that timeline could extend. I’ve heard that Mr. Fox can be a little difficult.”

      I nodded, getting up from the chair I was sitting on. There was no use in trying to get my way. I knew Kerry had already decided.

      “May I take these?” I asked, nodding to the folders on the desktop. “I just want to look things over, to form my plan of attack. Also, get an idea of what it is I’m walking into.”

      “Of course. Good luck, and, Emma, do me proud.”

      I’d returned to my desk and sat down to go through all the information when my phone buzzed. I grabbed it to see a message from my best friend Chantal, whom I’d known since high school. A smile came to my face as I opened our chat.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Chantal: How did the rest of the weekend go after I left on Wednesday night?

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled. Chantal had come over to join me for dinner and had just been getting ready to leave when Mark arrived home. Chantal was a couple’s therapist and someone I’d expressed my concerns to about my relationship with Mark. She’d listened to me and then gave me some pointers, and she’d told me she’d be following up with me today to see how things had gone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: Same as always, no change, and this morning we got into it about that stupid dinner with the Chiltons.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Chantal: Again?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: Of course, again. He’s always on me about that dinner. Thinking I’ll forget.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Chantal: Did you ask him why? Like I suggested.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: I did, but it doesn’t matter; he believes what he wants anyway.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Chantal: Well, we could always set up a time for the three of us to sit down and talk it through.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: You know his feelings on that.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Chantal: Sadly yes, I do. I’m here if you want to talk. Anything else exciting going on?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: Yep, work calls. I’ve been assigned to a high-profile case out of town.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Chantal: Oh, don’t you work only from this office?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: Usually
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