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      Grumpy, old-school quarterback Marcus doesn’t want or need mousy scientist Claire’s help…

      Star quarterback Marcus Kingston lives and breathes football… Until an injury on the field nearly ends his career. When his coaches want him to wear biofeedback technology to analyze his game, Marcus thinks the idea is ridiculous. Plus, the quirky scientist behind the project knows nothing about sports. But with another quarterback waiting on the sidelines, Marcus can either agree to participate or get benched—permanently.

      Scientist Claire Wynifred has zero interest in sports. She never imagined her wearable tech being used to improve a silly game, but its success with the team could get her a military contract. And she knows a breakthrough like that could save the lives of countless soldiers… Soldiers like her brother, who was injured in the line of duty. She just has to work with this stubborn quarterback, and she’ll be one step closer to her goal.

      Marcus and Claire butt heads at first, but their mutual attraction quickly heats up the field. Still, with everything on the line, will their romance have what it takes to go the distance?
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      Marcus Kingston sidestepped the joyous clamor of victory spilling from his team’s locker room and strode down the hallway.

      It had been a close game, one the Portland Rogues went into as unambiguous underdogs. None of the pundits had given them any chance. A season-ender, they had called it. The death knell for any playoff hopes still lingering in the minds of the fan base. And yet here they were, coming off the field with the win, the team’s collective roar drowning out all other sounds and bouncing off the walls of the building until it felt alive.

      They would have to celebrate without their quarterback.

      Marcus barely heard their chants; they sounded distant and muted, like they were coming from a radio turned all the way down. His rage had been simmering all game long, and now it bubbled up, taking over his senses.

      While his teammates celebrated a win and shed mud-soaked uniforms into the locker room’s equipment hampers, Marcus stayed in full dress: helmet, pads, compression shirt—none of it his original gear.

      He charged past equipment rooms, media rooms, and workout rooms, down a long, carpeted hallway, until he reached a glass-walled conference room at the epicenter of the staff facilities. Behind the partition’s gold-frosted Rogue mascot, his audience had already assembled for their congratulatory executive ass-slaps: coaches, team owner and his trophy wife, general manager, shareholders, board members—all gathered to pretend they had more skin in the game than money.

      Marcus shoved his way inside.

      Clusters of conversations gradually died as the room’s occupants shifted their attention to him.

      Aware that he carried the stench of sixty minutes of rainy gameplay and more than his share of the stadium’s natural turf embedded in his facemask and cleats, he spit out his mouth guard and dumped his equipment onto the polished oak table, one item at a time.

      Helmet.

      “Last three minutes of the game—constant buzzing in my ear.”

      Shoulder pads, not bothering to extract them from his jersey.

      “First quarter—blinding orange warning light in my helmet to let me know I’m sweating in my torso region.”

      Marcus waited for the ridiculousness of that nugget to settle in, but the Botox-paralyzed faces simply looked upon him as if he had committed the egregious act of pairing a cabernet with fish.

      “Of course I was sweating. It’s fucking football.”

      At the curse bomb, the owner awakened from his privileged coma.

      “Marcus, we all want to congratulate you, but this is hardly the…”

      Marcus’s cleats hit the table, effectively cutting off that response. The stench was strong enough to curl Coach Banaszewski’s wife’s ten thousand–dollar hair extensions. A few of the ladies present pressed delicate fingers beneath their nostrils.

      “At halftime, I’m handed a printout from someone on the equipment staff that says I’m placing sixty-three percent more pressure on my arch supports than normal, which results in a two-percent slowdown of my overall running speed, and ‘could I please try to run normally.’”

      Marcus reached for the lace ups on his pants.

      A swell of protests sounded.

      His gaze leveled on the one person in the room most responsible for stripping the game of its sanctity: Claire Something. Caltech hotshot. Secret weapon for professional athletes and the front office. Newest team darling, if the slew of nicknames she had already accrued were anything to go by: Clairevoyant, Coldplay, E-clair, Claire-de-lune…

      Marcus wanted nothing more than to drop his pants, if only to see the inscrutable mask slip from her face. But his hands stalled at the laces, losing his train of thought for a moment. It was her attire, he decided, that had thrown him off. If he didn’t already know she was a scientist, he would have had trouble guessing it. She was dressed in a fluffy, unabashedly feminine blouse dotted with what appeared to be tiny little birds. It was tucked into a high-waisted pleated skirt that seemed to run all the way to the floor. Yet it was her face that drew the eye—heavy eyeliner around oval eyes, winged at the edges, and when she blinked, eyelids laden with dark eyeshadow. It was a statement, all right. She was cosplaying in a room full of Republicans, and it was distracting as hell.

      “And in the third quarter—mid-play, mind you—the pads at my thighs detect a leg cramp and swell like a goddamned life vest on a plane crashing into the ocean—which is the perfect metaphor for how that play ended, by the way.”

      Coach Bana ran interference on him. Despite his advanced age, the six-foot-two Sean Banaszewski, former middle linebacker for the Patriots, mixed it up better than half the men on the squad. Bana pressed Marcus toward the door.

      “All right, King. Save it for the coaches’ meeting in the morning.”

      “You and I both know the decision to use this tech happens around this table, not at the coach’s meeting.” Marcus spotted a cluster of spreadsheets unfolded like a buffet in front of Claire, his less-than-stellar performance reduced to numerals. He juked his coach, gripped the pages, and crushed them high into the air.

      Caltech girl blinked back her surprise.

      “This isn’t how you make great players and championships,” said Marcus. “This is how you kill them.”

      “Not the time or place, King.” Bana’s tone was all spiked cleats, laced tight. “Locker room. Now.”

      “He wants to talk now, Sean. Let’s talk now.” The owner set down his whiskey glass and made a show of settling into the leather seat at the table’s head, in case anyone present had a mind to forget Ogdon J. Sterling, III, or the Sterling dynasty, whose real estate fortune had allowed them to steal a franchise away from the third largest football market in the United States. “Seems I’m hearing a lot of excuses for piss poor play out there, son.”

      Marcus’s gut hardened at the patronizing endearment, meant to soften the blow of what he suspected everyone in the room was thinking—that his best football days were behind him, that his injuries weren’t worth his contract or his space on the roster, and that his future with the Rogues hinged on how much he kissed Sterling’s ass.

      One sideways glance at Bana confirmed it. His coach’s glare said tread lightly or Sterling will find someone who will.

      Marcus dialed himself back. “I’m not a hundred percent yet, but I will be. My shoulder’s stronger every day, and I’ve never had a better group of guys out there protecting me. I can get us there. I know I can. But you gotta let me do what I do best. And I can’t do that when I’m wired.”

      His gaze drifted to the woman across from him. Her eyes challenged him. Not in a lineman-out-for-the-QB kind of way, but softer, more open to interpretation.

      He couldn’t imagine how smart someone had to be to pull off this level of tech, but football was a game of instinct. And she was in his house.

      “Numbers aren’t the way to greatness,” he added, more to her than anyone. His voice came out gentler than he intended. Losing his edge wouldn’t help him make his point.

      “Numbers may not be the way to greatness,” said Sterling, “but thanks to the unrelenting media cycle, every league team has the insurance companies breathing fire up their backsides to reduce liability. Rogues are no exception. We show them hard evidence we’re attempting to mitigate injuries—especially concussions—and we save that chunk of change for the draft.”

      Sterling’s words spread through Marcus’s body like a toxin, poisoning receptors and memories of the game he loved, the game that had saved him, twisting his path into nothing more than a string of decisions designed to chase money.

      “So this is a financial decision? Screw the players. Pretty soon we’ll all be playing grab-ass touch football and yanking flags.”

      “King,” Bana warned.

      “No, Coach. No. Last year, I put up the best numbers of any quarterback in the league. Every day, every snap, I lay my health, my life, my future on the line out there for everyone in this room. I’ve earned the right to speak my piece. For all those guys out there.” Marcus pointed toward the locker room.

      “Those guys out there are on board, Marcus,” said Bana. “Colin has been on the tech since you went on injured reserve.”

      “Eggert hasn’t earned starting QB. He doesn’t put the team first.”

      “And you do?” Sterling pulled a swig of his on-the-rocks, 80-proof whiskey past his lips without a flinch. He swirled his glass again, shuffling ice cubes in the same haphazard way he shuffled free-agency players. “You give slick speeches, Marcus, but are you really putting the team first? Seems to me a man unwilling to admit he’s losing his edge might be in it for himself first.”

      Marcus felt the wind knocked out of him, like a three-hundred-pound lineman had tackled him in a third-down blitz. Silence took hold like the pin-drop hush of a stadium after a player goes down and doesn’t get up. He glanced down the line of those assembled.

      Only Claire had the courage to make eye contact.

      He breathed through the blow, his defenses mounting a counterattack.

      “The minute you pull your heads out of your wallets or calculators or whatever the hell is dictating this decision, you’ll realize the only way to that Super Bowl ring this year is with me leading this team. No Eggert. No wires. No Caltech geniuses that know zip about the game. Me.”

      Sterling stood, leaving his drink to sweat into oak. He pocketed his manicured hands and approached Marcus. A wash of cedar and spice and money eclipsed Marcus’s stench.

      “This is non-negotiable, Marcus. Work with Miss Wynifred on the tech or Colin starts next week.”

      The full weight of the day’s game pressed in on him. Two sacks. Two blows to a still-healing rotator cuff. His shell felt like a punching bag. Nothing compared to his insides.

      Marcus glanced at Bana, who nodded toward the locker room. Bana had his back. Marcus knew that. He also knew that a little respect went a long way. Someone special taught him that once.

      “I’m passionate, sir.”

      Sterling smiled, a hollow expression that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I know, son. That passion is what drives this team. Think of this as quantifying that passion. You’ll come to see things my way.”

      Right.

      Marcus didn’t nod. He didn’t swallow or glance away or do anything to otherwise indicate compliance. He grabbed his gear and exited the room as he had entered—in command of his play, in command of his emotions. It wasn’t until he reached the darkened hallway near the abandoned weight room that he heaved every single bit of his gear against the cinder-block wall.
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      Claire followed Marcus as he stormed out, her staccato steps perfectly mirroring the uncertainty she felt, the hesitation at facing him when he was clearly agitated. She paused at the sound of steel crashing into steel, followed by a clattering and clunking that was bookended by a string of expletives. Marcus Kingston, so poised on the field, so calm during media interviews, had left the conference room and promptly lost his shit.

      In the hallway, Claire felt like an intruder in the private depths of someone’s psyche.

      She had followed him to bridge the gap, to explain that they were on the same side of this technology, that the software would do amazing things if he would allow it, that together they could make it perfect, but she stalled in this isolated space, unable to pull her eyes away from the mesmerizing display of testosterone and raw physical release.

      Claire froze, unsure of her next move.

      He paced the hallway, intermittently bracing and pushing against the walls like an old-school Pong game. She could make his frame out easily enough: tall and powerful, moving with the precise motions of a seasoned athlete. A sheen of sweat bounced light off his naked torso, off delightfully glossed, golden-brown skin. He looked like a Greek god on the cover of Sports Illustrated.

      Claire swallowed hard. She was still rooted to the spot, drinking in the spectacle, pushing away the visual of him stripping in front of her.

      Marcus’s ragged breathing and the faint rustle of his movements were the only sounds to fill the space until Claire’s ringtone bleated from her pocket.

      Crap.

      Marcus snapped his attention her direction. His expression fell into shadow, but she’d watched him enough on the two-story-tall media screen after a bad play to know that his mouth pinched in sharp angles and his eyes frosted over when plays backfired.

      She pressed the mute button on her cell, plunging them once again into quiet. Shrugging apologetically, she closed the distance between them in quick, antsy strides.

      “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “Am I going to get a readout on that tomorrow? Blood pressure spike?”

      “Had you been wired, you might have broken the algorithm.”

      Her joke stalled faster than her ability to relate to someone who didn’t reside in the cerebral. Square one. Start at square one.

      “We haven’t been introduced. I’m Claire.”

      “Wynifred. Nothing wrong with my hearing.”

      Nothing wrong with much else, either.

      He was even more remarkable up close; his muscles were curved, stacked, taut. She didn’t appreciate much about the game—didn’t understand the intelligence coma fans fell into each Sunday, gathered around their televisions, investing their emotions in an allegiance that mattered little in the bigger picture of life. But no one could deny that an elite athlete in second-skin pants spoke to the baser pleasures of the hypothalamus.

      Marcus Kingston was no exception—mixed race, hair shaved close, eyes a breathtaking watery blue, everything white on him brilliant against the warm tone of his skin. She knew his smile was blinding, but only from photos. She would never be on the receiving end of that smile. Ever, she guessed.

      “You should get some fluids. You were dehydrated for the latter part of the fourth quarter, and that can have a profound impact on cognition and anxiety levels.”

      He shook his head and gave a caustic laugh.

      “What else you know about me?”

      She didn’t have her results in front of her, but she had earned a doctorate in record time thanks to an eidetic memory. Everything she needed was always in her brain.

      “I know the optimum angle of your throwing arm averages forty-two degrees based on distance and accuracy results. Your default scan of the field is close right, far left, then far right, leaving a blind spot close left. And you grind your back molars when you’re assessing the opposing team’s line up on defense.”

      “Mouth guard?”

      “Jumbotron.”

      Marcus nodded, as if allowing the impressive array of statistics to sink in. He scooped up his pads and cleats and helmet.

      “And my hometown? The neighborhood where I grew up?”

      The question threw her. Not once had she come across that information.

      “I don’t know.”

      “How about the age when I got my first beating? Or how much government assistance my dad believed he missed out on from my mother before he turned me out on the streets? Or the age I finally learned to read?”

      Claire’s chest burned in a slow ache. Suddenly her stats didn’t seem so impressive.

      “You know nothing about me,” Marcus spat, his voice low. “You have all that data, but none of it means anything.”

      Claire gulped, silenced.

      “See, not everything I leave out on that field can be measured in heart rates or blood pressure or the goddamned oxygen level in my blood. You cannot quantify drive. You cannot know that I change plays at the line of scrimmage so that Rungnir, who has blindness in his left peripheral vision, doesn’t get creamed, or so that Garrick might be considered for the Pro Bowl this year because his father has never once said he was proud of him. Nothing you do will ever inform the choices I make out on that field.”

      “Maybe not. But you’re standing in my way just as much as I’m standing in yours. We work toward the same goal, we both get what we want.”

      “And what is it you want, Miss Wynifred? A fat bank account? A title at some Ivy League school? People to notice you for something other than your ugly green skirt?”

      Had she been wired, body temperature tracked at her forehead would have spiked, her palms would have registered perspiration, and sensors might have picked up increased activity in her occipital lobe, where she imagined herself giving the walking ego of the Portland Rogues a swift kick between the goal posts.

      Also, her skirt was red.

      “You were right about one thing. I know zip—less than zip—about this game. But you, King? You know even less about people.” Claire reversed course down the long hallway, mindful that he watched every nuance of her retreat. “Training facility, tomorrow. Eight a.m. sharp.”

      “Tomorrow’s my day off.”

      “Take Tuesday off instead. I’ll work it out with the coach.”

      Five steps. Six. Seven. Damn, she didn’t remember the hallway being this long.

      “We’ll just have to see about that, Clairevoyant.”

      Without breaking stride, Claire fired back, “Call me that again and all the other insignificant data I lifted from the sensors in your pants become common knowledge.”

      Claire rounded the corner to the elevators, broke into a smile, and high-fived the troll-like Rogue mascot painted on the wall.
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      Flashes of bright light greeted Marcus as he shouldered open the large doors of the team entrance to the stadium and stepped out. He squinted against the initial glare, lifting a palm to shield his eyes. He heard his name called, then again. Someone shoved a recorder under his chin. It took him a moment to realize what this was. He had missed the post-game interview.

      Normally, one of the other team captains spoke to the press after the game in case he was absent. In the time he had been on injured reserve, Biggs, the tight end, had taken over media duties.

      “Do you have a moment for The Tribune?”

      “How does it feel to be back, King?”

      “Playoff berth secured, then?”

      The voices melded into one. Urgent, friendly, desperate. Coming at him from all directions. Marcus counted four reporters, no doubt leftover from the press briefing Coach Bana and Biggs had given. Hanging back for the real story—the return of the king.

      He sucked in a calming breath, blew it out in a slow whistle. He reached for the winning smile he had perfected long ago and planted it on his face. Years in the game had taught him that a good relationship with the media was invaluable. As the face of the franchise, it came with the territory. The afternoon’s drama forgotten, he nodded at the reporters.

      “Maybe just a moment.”

      They led with the softball questions. Just as he had expected. Warm him up, get him comfortable before pulling out the zingers.

      “First game back after the injury…how’s that feel?”

      “Amazing. Nothing like it. I missed being out there, obviously. It’s not easy watching your team from the sidelines, but I’m looking forward to us getting back on track.”

      “The crowd seemed to enjoy your return…”

      “Oh, the Rogues Gallery always make playing here feel special. They came through for us on some of those third downs. I heard the new chant, too, and it’s perfect.”

      “Some would say it wasn’t a very pretty game. How much of that do you attribute to your rustiness?” Now the questions were getting more pointed.

      Marcus shrugged. “It was a tough game. Oakland is a strong team with a great defense. We did what we had to do to win. Sure, it wasn’t always pretty, but I’ll take the W over a padded stat sheet any day of the week.”

      “One of the broadcasters thought you were opting for shorter-yardage plays to keep the pressure off your arm. Would you say that was accurate?” The head writer of a local sports website had pushed his way to the front. He was always looking for an angle.

      Marcus smiled. Guess that was it for the softball questions.

      “No, I wouldn’t. Like I said, we came in expecting a tough game from one of the league’s best defenses. The coaching staff drew up a plan for pushing the ball down the field. It was my job to execute that plan, and I think I did a pretty good job…I mean, I may be biased, but I think we won, right?”

      A few chuckles.

      Another reporter started to ask something about the fourth quarter, but Marcus was suddenly aware of a heavy hand on his shoulder. A flurry of camera clicks greeted the visitor. Keeping his smile in place, Marcus swiveled around to face the beaming mug of Colin Eggert, backup QB and presumptuous owner of the hand that was now patting him on the back.

      Colin was swathed in a heavy, fur monstrosity that made Marcus think of Bigfoot. His eyes were hidden behind dark Gucci shades, and his neck was supporting nearly ten pounds of glittering, winking silver and gold. Glittering chains rested on glittering chains, the largest bearing the diamond-encrusted initials CE.

      “Oh, the King is being modest.” Colin swaggered forward, giving Marcus a small shove as he stepped into the circle of mics. “He put the team on his back and carried us to the finish line. Like he always does. No mean feat, especially after that freak injury. I’ve seen players take that kind of hit and never make it back, but not him.”

      His grin was wide and maniacal. He looked very much like a man desperate to drink in the limelight. But Marcus saw something else there, too; something—or someone—had emboldened Eggert, and he was looking to show his
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