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      Hale Fitzpatrick had a problem.

      This wasn’t unusual—as the newly-minted general manager of the Chicago Rebels, problems were to be expected. He’d been brought on to “manage” and part of that was fixing pesky issues as they arose. A team of people existed to help him with this. The resources of a multi-million dollar sports franchise were at his disposal. Plus Hale, or Fitz as he was generally known to friends and enemies alike, could usually fix six impossible problems before he’d drunk his second cup of morning coffee.

      So why was today’s problem such a pain in his ass?

      He looked up from the video detailing this problem into the bloodshot eyes of the man responsible for it. Fitz had dealt with skater punks like Dex O’Malley before. A player at the last franchise Fitz managed had crashed into a police car while driving drunk and Fitz got him off with a suspended sentence and a 90-day stint in rehab. Six months later, that player lifted the Stanley Cup.

      This new problem should be well within Fitz’s skillset. Dex, a newer forward with the Rebels, currently on injured reserve, had been a naughty boy, and naughty boys were Fitz’s specialty.

      But the naughty boy had to want to cooperate.

      “I’m not dating that.” Reinforcing his bad boy/annoying little punk attitude, Dex slumped in his seat, crossed his arms, and screwed up his mouth. “I date models, man. Women with legs for miles and amazing bodies. You want me to go against my nature? No one will believe that.”

      Fitz slid a look at Sophie, the Rebels newly-promoted PR manager. She was young, possibly a little too young for this job, but she looked unperturbed, which was good because at least one of them should be less inclined to punch a team asset in the mouth.

      In the two months since he’d been acquired from Nashville, Dex had spent less time rehabbing his shoulder and more time hitting clubs and making headlines. Hockey wasn’t usually the kind of sport that tickled the tabloids, but Dex was making sure everyone knew he was the NHL poster boy for bad behavior. And as most of his on-camera shenanigans were sexual—never a good look in public and especially not in this millennium—the Rebels management had decided to take action. The team was in the final weeks of the regular season, the time to make a push to the playoffs. Dex O’Malley needed to focus.

      Forcing him to go without sex for a couple of months was probably too much to expect. So PR had hatched a plan: public Dex would be seen with a more suitable partner and private Dex could do whatever he wanted as long as it wasn’t caught on camera.

      Sophie had a stable of women on tap—actresses, Fitz assumed—who could be hired for this sort of thing. She had chosen women with wholesome looks who wouldn’t have looked out of place on an Amish farm and had offered them to Dex like a restaurant menu.

      A chain establishment, where the menus had pictures of plastic versions of the food.

      Fitz picked up one of the photos, an apple-cheeked blonde who looked like she regularly skied cross-country to her voluntary gig at the puppy shelter. Probably in Wisconsin. “So she doesn’t look like the clubbing type. Which is rather the point.”

      Sophie took up the thread. “We need someone who will temper some of your, uh, less desirable traits.”

      Dex sniffed. “I don’t see what the big deal is about that last batch of photos from TMZ. You can barely see her pu—”

      Fitz held up a hand. “You can see enough. They put a blob over it.”

      “That blob is there to make it seem like she wasn’t wearing panties.” Dex sounded almost disillusioned at the lengths an online tabloid would go to get clicks. “She was wearing, like flesh color ones. That rag makes its money on pretending there’s shit to see here.”

      “Sure. But the video is a bit more problematic, isn’t it? You’re having sex with two women in public.”

      “It was the VIP part of the club, man! It’s supposed to be private. No phones allowed.”

      “Surprise, surprise, someone broke the phone rule and filmed you getting your rocks off. And more.”

      “Well, yeah, it’s a good thing they showed more. Otherwise I’d have come off as, I dunno, ungenerous or something.” He raised his gaze to Sophie, adding a devilish grin. “And I’m not, as you can see and hear. That redhead was screaming when my tongue—”

      “We all saw and heard,” Fitz bit out. “No need to sell your skills here.”

      Sophie pressed her lips tightly, barely fighting a smile. The last thing Fitz needed was for Dex’s charms to start working on the front office staff. One targeted look from Fitz, and she wilted under his scrutiny.

      “What it comes down to is this: you will be staying away from clubs and will be attending a schedule of events that we approve. As no one will believe you can actually go for a week without getting busy, we will introduce you to a nice, sweet woman who will keep your public profile on the straight and narrow.” Dex opened his mouth but Fitz raised a hand. “Details forthcoming. As you’re still on IR for the foreseeable future, your movements are restricted to the physio, the practice rink, and home. Now, get going. You’re late for morning skate.”

      A mutinous-looking O’Malley left Fitz’s office grumbling under his breath. Fitz didn’t care. He’d promised the team owner, Harper Chase, that he’d take care of this. That he was the man for the job.

      Fitz had to get this situation under control so he could return to the item on the top of his to-do list: poaching Bastian Durand from Chicago’s other hockey franchise, the Hawks.

      Left alone with Sophie, he took another hard look at the gallery of goodness, each so wholesome his teeth hurt. “He’s got a point. No one would believe he’d date anyone with a modicum of class. Any chance we could hire a woman who’s a little more O’Malley’s speed?”

      Sophie grinned. “He’s kind of charming in a trashy kind of way.”

      “Do not be taken in. We need to find someone we can control, who will respect the NDA, and can keep his attention until we make the playoffs. By then, if he’s made an impact, the other players will keep him in line. Peer pressure is a wonderful thing, but right now, he’s too new to be susceptible to that.”

      Fitz strummed the desk with his fingers. This shouldn’t be so hard.
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        Three days later …

      

      

      “Oh, God, there’s a new shot of Dex.”

      Tara Becker looked up from her macchiato to cast a quick glance at the phone screen of her friend, Mia Wallace.

      “Yeah, saw it this morning.” That saucy devil had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar again, where “cookie jar” meant patting the ass of his latest date, a wide-eyed blonde who wouldn’t have looked out of place in the front pew of a church on Sunday. “Some idiot thought ‘let’s fix Dex up with his complete opposite.’”

      “Like some sweet young innocent. An elementary school teacher type or a—”

      “A veterinary assistant.”

      Mia nodded enthusiastically. “Right, some chick who looks after puppies or kids. That’s what the PR people think would work.”

      “What do they know?” Tara spent a lot of time with the Rebels wives and girlfriends, who were the best focus group possible. None of them believed this latest pairing for a hot second. “Bet he sabotaged it, the handsy mutt.”

      Mia murmured sagely, “He’s too hard-headed.”

      “And we’re talking both heads. That boy has a lot of energy.” Tara tapped a nail on the table. “Probably actresses, right?”

      “That’s what Iz said.” Isobel Chase, team co-owner and skating coach, was married to Mia’s brother Vadim Petrov, the Rebels captain. “It’s not like PR can trawl actual vets’ offices and puppy shelters looking for the perfect fake girlfriend for a pro-athlete with an overabundance of sexual energy.”

      Tara chuckled. “They could start in coffee shops. I’m right here!”

      Mia laughed with her, then turned serious. “That’s not actually a bad idea. He needs someone he can’t treat as a doormat, who knows the culture. But …”

      “But …”

      Her friend looked thoughtful. “I’m just not sure Dex would be a good option because what if you fell for him?”

      Tara had made no secret of her desire to land a player. She had good reasons, but she wasn’t sure this was the way to go about it. “Not likely, he’s so immature. But I could totally help him work off some of that energy!”

      “I bet he’s a handful.”

      “At least a two-hander, which I can tell from my careful frame-by-frame examination of that video.”

      “Tara!” Mia snorted and devolved into a fit of giggles. Tara loved that funny little sound her friend made when she laughed, a kind of whispering wheeze. It was so damn wholesome, kind of like Mia herself.

      People thought it strange they were close. After all, Mia was now engaged, as of six whole days, to Cal Foreman, Tara’s ex. In the eyes of the world, Tara was hovering like an emotional vulture, waiting for a fissure in the relationship, one she could widen and use to her advantage.

      Not her agenda at all.

      Tara just liked Mia. Since they had met in this very coffee shop eight months ago—though they’d met unofficially during an unfortunate bouquet-catching incident at Levi Hunt’s wedding a few days before that—Tara and Mia had been inseparable, veering on bestie territory. So Tara didn’t tell her everything and Mia kept some of the juicier details about her relationship with Cal close to her chest out of misplaced delicacy for Tara’s feelings. But they were tight in all the ways that mattered.

      After the laughter died down, Tara asked, “So what do the players think of Dex’s wandering dick? Has Cal said anything? Or your brother?”

      Mia sighed. “Cal’s not interested in playing mentor, but Vad tried talking to him.”

      “Well, the Czar of Pleasure used to rule the nightclubs back in the day. If anyone could understand Dex’s attraction to the VIP lounges, it’s Vadim Petrov. No offense to your brother, babe.”

      Mia held up a hand. “None taken. Vad was indeed Manwhore Prime in his misspent youth, but Dex just waved him off when he tried to offer advice. Might have even called him ‘old man,’ so now my brother has washed his hands of it.”

      “Tip of the yikesberg!” Tara sat back in her chair and folded her arms. “If it’s at the point where the captain is out … Makes you wonder what this new GM is even doing to fix it. Wouldn’t have happened on Dante Moretti’s watch, that’s for sure.”

      A shadow fell across her sight line, and she looked up.

      Damn.

      Hale Fitzpatrick, the Rebels’ new-ish general manager loomed over her. Because of course he was here.

      He had a large cup in his hand and Tara could just make out the code for Americano on the label, which meant he had been waiting on the other side of the bar—out of view, the big sneak—and probably overheard everything.

      This had to be at least the third time she’d been caught flapping her gums about him behind his back.

      “Hey, Fitz,” Mia said cheerfully, smoothing over the awkward pause. “Can’t get a decent cup of joe at the compound?”

      “Something like that. I hear congratulations are in order. Gold and diamonds.”

      She held up her left hand, flashing the sparkly gem given to her by Cal in Beijing, the day she won Olympic gold with Team USA. “I don’t wear the medal as it clashes.”

      His lips curled ever-so-slightly before returning to the grim seal of before as he turned his gaze on Tara. Gone was the easy manner, in its place a harder, disapproving edge.

      A native of Georgia and a former hockey player with a couple of decent runs to the Finals a decade and a half ago, he had taken over as manager at the beginning of the year when Dante Moretti retired to become a stay-at-home dad. Six weeks in and the pressures were already evident.

      Or maybe he always looked like Tara was stepping on his last nerve.

      Not conventionally handsome, the new GM wore the guise of a street fighter, inhabiting a face with character and experience. A couple of small scars didn’t even manage to mar it, just made him look more interesting. His was the kind of face you could explore forever.

      His hair was too long, though, and hued a mahogany that should have been boring but wasn’t. Natural copper streaks gave it a pop it didn’t deserve and made his blue eyes burn a distinct shade of cobalt. As if he needed any more assistance to attract women, with that square jaw, strong brow, and aquiline nose.

      Not Tara, however. His charisma and rough-hewn good looks pinged her radar from an objective standpoint, but that was it. He was older than her usual demo, for a start. She’d made a few comments about his age before, purely to earn a quick laugh from her girlfriends, and he’d overheard and called her on it. She’d felt foolish, but then that wasn’t unusual. In company, she was often the too-loud, too-brash, too-shallow one. People enjoyed that about her—Tara with her goofy outbursts and silly ways.

      But with Hale Fitzpatrick staring at her now, she felt more than foolish.

      She felt judged.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” he finally said after an age of withering-on-the-vine scrutiny. “Have a good afternoon.”

      Tara watched him walk away, that confident swagger, those broad shoulders. Mr. Stealth Attack himself.

      “Do you think he heard us talking about Dex?”

      Mia shrugged. “Probably. Doesn’t hurt for him to get another opinion.”

      “I always feel like a …”

      “Like a what?”

      “An idiot around him. He’s one of those uber confident guys who looks at you like you’re a bug in a glass.”

      Mia brushed it off. “Don’t let him intimidate you, but maybe in the future, attach a mirror to the back of your head so you know where he is at all times!”
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      Located deep in the Chicago suburbs, Misty Pines may as well have been Outer Mongolia as far as Tara was concerned. She had tried to find a home for Chloe in the city, but residential places for adults like her were so hard to come by, and now that her sister had settled, it would be madness to make her move.

      Despite the fact it sounded like a porn star’s name, Misty Pines was a lovely place with gorgeous grounds, great facilities, and a highly trained staff that could meet all of Chloe’s needs.

      Tara had tried to take care of Chloe herself, but her sister’s profound intellectual disability was just one of her myriad issues. She also had severe motor skill deficits and respiratory problems that required constant attention. Living with Tara, Chloe was basically shut in with no rehabilitation or efforts to bring her out of her shell. She needed professional help.

      And that help cost money. Tara had spent all her savings on Chloe’s care over the last two years. Before that, the home in St. Louis wasn’t good enough—staff barely qualified, no water therapy, like something out of American Horror Story. She needed a better residential facility and while a grant helped with the fees, it still cost a pretty penny.

      Tara pulled into the graveled lot and checked her make-up. There was a cute doctor on staff who liked to make eyes at her when she visited. If it could get Chloe a little extra attention, Tara would flirt and bat and simper.

      “Hi, Rosa!” Tara waved at the reception nurse and kept walking even though Rosa called out her name. Tara knew why, and she’d rather spend a few moments with her sister before she had to chill the good vibe with a discussion of money.

      She put her head around the door of the common room. “Are there any princesses here? Looking for a princess!”

      Chloe laughed, the sound like a happy gurgle. Princess was one of the words that she understood, even if she couldn’t say it. She somehow managed to feel it and all the happiness it conjured.

      Tara hugged her sister, the purest soul she’d ever known.

      “Hey, lovely girl, how are you?”

      Chloe smiled and patted Tara’s hair. Dolling up wasn’t all for the cute doctor—Chloe enjoyed it when Tara made the effort.

      “What do you think? I went with a more golden highlight.”

      “It’s such a lovely color,” an aide Tara didn’t recognize said.

      “Hi, there, I’m Tara, Chloe’s sis.”

      The young woman, who looked like Snow White with shoulder length dark hair, rosy cheeks, and lovely blue eyes, shook Tara’s hand. “I’m May. I’ve been hanging with Chloe since I started last week.”

      Tara pinned on her smile. She’d been here before with trainees doing the work that should be done by more experienced caregivers.

      “New here? Well, welcome! Where do you hail from? How long have you been in the biz?”

      May’s smile seemed genuine in the face of Tara’s barrage. “Two years at a residential home in Minnesota, then three years before that at a psychiatric nursing facility. I changed my track to work with gentle souls like Chloe.” She touched Chloe’s arm lightly, letting her know she wasn’t forgotten. “It’s great to meet you. Everyone’s told me how glamorous you are.”

      Ah, ye olde flattery. “Listen, I’m sorry if I’m coming off as snippy. I know this work is hard and there’s usually a high turnover, which means that Chloe loses friends quicker than she can make them.”

      May waved it off, obviously used to imperious relatives. “You’re fine! Chloe and I were just drawing. I think this is you.”

      Sure enough, Chloe had sketched two girls holding hands, one of them with dark hair like Chloe, the other with hair as yellow as the sun. Tara’s heart melted into gloop. She loved this girl so much.

      “That’s amazing, Clo-Bear! You’re so good at that.” Tara sat down beside her and looked at May, who was smiling fondly at her sister. “How has she been this week? I called, but sometimes it’s hard to know if people are just …”

      “Placating you?”

      Tara nodded. She usually made it out here twice a week, but she checked in daily, which probably annoyed the fuck out of the staff. She’d told them they could shoot her a text or email, but that wasn’t in the cards—no one felt obliged to give her daily updates. So Tara called each day at 4 p.m. before the dinner rush started. By then they should have a good estimate of how Chloe’s day had gone.

      “She’s been great today,” May said as she handed Chloe a blue crayon to work on the sky. Tara passed over a green one because her sister liked to go against the grain with her art. “Although, we did have a musical singalong the other night and she wouldn’t join in. I’m not sure why. Maybe she’s shy?”

      “Oh, this girl is not shy. We are twinsies there, for sure! To be honest, she usually likes to sing with me. We did that a lot when we were younger. She knows every song on the Mamma Mia soundtrack.”

      Chloe was nonverbal and couldn’t sing, but she loved music. Tara looked around. There were several other residents there, some of them sensitive to noise, so she wouldn’t be starting up a singalong right now. She dug around in her purse. “I brought her this old iPod, only with her motor skills, she might not be able to play it. It has ABBA on there because they’re her favorite, and I added the Spice Girls, Britney, and a few other classics.”

      May took it from Tara’s hands, her expression one of amusement. “Do they make these anymore?”

      “Doubt it, it’s even got a dial on it.” Tara chuckled. “But I was cleaning out a drawer and it still works. I’m not sure if she’ll be okay with the earbuds in—she doesn’t usually like anything in her ears—but I found these headphones as well.” Tara took out an old headset with big earmuffs. Chloe immediately gravitated to it.

      “Oh, you like the look of those,” May said to her sister.

      “Yeah, you do. Here, Clo-Bear, give these a go.” She helped her sister put them on, which took a while because Chloe was alternately scared and fascinated by them. After a few minutes, she settled.

      “Now, the big reveal,” Tara murmured as she chose one of Chloe’s favorites, Fernando. With the opening bars, her sister’s eyes went wide with delight.

      “We have a winner.” May stood. “I’ll let you two have some quality time together.”

      Tara smiled her thanks. “Sorry about before. Sometimes, the filter between my brain and mouth is broken. I just need to be sure she’s got people in her corner.” For so long, Chloe had been abandoned, especially by her own family. Tara was trying to make up for that and sometimes went overboard with her Mama Bear act.

      “No problem. Come find me before you leave and we can talk about how to keep you up to date with Chloe’s progress.”

      In other words, let’s work out a plan that doesn’t drive the nurses crazy. “Will do.”

      Forty minutes later, Chloe was worn out but knew how to work the dial on the iPod. Tara left the charger with May and they chatted about the sweet nurse texting at the end of her shifts to give Tara an update. She couldn’t promise every day, but it would be more of the personal touch that Tara craved where her sister was concerned.

      Feeling more lighthearted than when she arrived, Tara headed out only to run into a hovering Caroline Cheney, the Director at Misty Pines. Or the warden, as Tara liked to think of her, which was probably a little harsh. The woman had a facility filled with intellectually and physically disabled people to run.

      “Ms. Becker? I hoped we could talk.”

      “Would love to but—”

      “It’ll take a few minutes. My office is this way.”

      Tara followed, each step reminiscent of her frequent visits to the principal’s office in high school. She took a seat in the uncomfortable chair on the other side of Mrs. Cheney’s desk.

      Best to strike first. “I know you want to talk about the fees. I’m a little behind but I should have them to you in a week.” As soon as her YouTube payment was deposited to her account. She prayed it was enough.

      “Yes, there’s that. But I also wanted to let you know that the Kearns Foundation cut its funding.”

      Tara’s gut chilled, already knowing where this was going. “So there won’t be a grant this year?”

      “We can always seek other avenues, other charities, but there’s no guarantee that it would happen. Between the state support, the private foundation funding, and your own contribution”— Which was usually late, was the unspoken editorial—“we’ve managed to ensure that your sister is taken care of. But it would be better if the source of her fees was a little more … secure.”

      Tell me about it!

      “I agree. Actually you’ll be thrilled to hear that my business is starting to take off, so I’m in a better position these days to contribute more.” At Mrs. Cheney’s sour look, Tara grabbed her purse. “How about I write a check now for half of what I owe you? And next month, I’ll include the arrears and the following month.” She had just remembered that one of her plastic friends, the one she kept at the bottom of her lingerie drawer for emergencies, might have some juice on it.

      Tara quickly wrote the check, keeping her eyes wide so she didn’t cry at the amount of money she was forking over. She handed it off, then snatched her hand back so Mrs. Cheney wouldn’t see her shaking. Mustn’t show a jot of weakness.

      “You know there are other facilities—”

      “No!” She smiled to temper her abrupt response. “Chloe loves it here and I’ve already seen the marvelous progress she’s made under your care.” At the last home, Chloe had little interaction with others and few opportunities for joy. It wasn’t the facility’s fault; some places were simply better resourced than others. “Misty Pines is the best place for her. Nowhere else will do.”

      Mrs. Cheney preened a little while looking sympathetic. She probably had to deal with whining, poverty-stricken relatives all the time and had an expression for every occasion.

      “Thanks for the payment. I’ll look for the next one at the beginning of March.”

      “I’ll have it to you long before then!” Tara stood, almost stumbling over her purse to get out the door.

      She’d bought herself some time. She would need every spare second.
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      The door to Chase Manor opened and Fitz lowered his gaze. A three-foot tall blonde Disney princess stood before him, with her father’s blue eyes and a stubborn tilt to her chin that signaled she could only be a descendant of Harper Chase, the Rebel Queen herself.

      “Hello there, your majesty.”

      “I’m a fairy.” She produced a wand from behind her back and pointed it at him threateningly. “You’re big. Not as big as my daddy. He’s a big loaf. That’s what Aunt Vi says.”

      Sounded about right. “Your momma or papa around these parts?”

      Former Rebels center, Remy DuPre, appeared with a ready smile and the look of a man thoroughly satisfied with the hand he’d been dealt. After several heartbreaking years coming within kissing distance of the hardware, he’d finally landed the Cup, a wife who rocked his world, and three daughters he adored more than anything.

      “You here for me or the boss?”

      “I’ve got a meeting with your better half. Running a few minutes early.”

      Fitz was generally too busy to make lasting friendships at his age, but one that had stood the test of time was his tie to Remy. They’d first clicked after spending two years on the same team in Atlanta more than a decade ago. That connection had pushed Fitz over the line for the Chicago GM job, and now that Remy was no longer an active player, hanging with him wasn’t considered a conflict of interest. They usually met for breakfast once a week, but not today.

      Remy placed a hand on his little girl’s shoulder. “Maddy, can you let this guy in? He’s approved. Fitz, this is my youngest, Madeline, who is all of two years old.”

      “No, Daddy, I’m three! It was my birthday last week!”

      “Oh, yeah? I forgot about that.” He winked at Fitz while Madeline blessed his entrance with a flourish of her wand.

      “Thanks, Maddy. Appreciate it.”

      With a proud eye, Remy watched his youngest skip off to a large room just off the main corridor. “Harper’s just finishin’ up her hair appointment. You want some coffee?”

      “Is Gretzky the greatest?”

      Fitz followed Remy through the house, a beautifully appointed mansion in Lake Forest on Chicago’s North Shore. Everywhere existed signs of their family life from tiny shoes to princess dolls to the energy you felt in a place that knew love and laughter. Fitz had grown up in a house with a similar vibe and periodically, he had a chance to embed himself in it when he spent time with his brother, his sister-in-law, and his nieces, who weren’t much older than Remy’s brood.

      In the large country-style kitchen, he removed a chewed-up dog toy shaped like a hedgehog from a chair and sipped on the coffee given to him by Remy.

      Remy filled a dog bowl and set it down in a corner. “Now, where’s that damn mutt?” Shrugging, he turned and settled against the counter. “So how’s your new forward doin’?”

      Good vibes, bye bye. This was why Fitz was here, summoned by Harper to discuss what was now termed “The O’Malley Situation.” Fitz knew he needed to speak with the little prick but at the moment, he was pretty steamed, and O’Malley might not survive Fitz in the first flush of anger. Better to talk it out with the boss first.

      Last night, the Amish Farm Girl’s agent had called to withdraw his client from consideration. Apparently, O’Malley had been rude to her on their second “date”—read: provocative as all get out—and scared her off. So now, they were back to square one.

      “Were we assholes like this when we were that age?”

      Remy grinned. “Can’t remember. I’ve probably blocked it out. But funnily enough I do recall you gettin’ into a spot of bother with a redhead in a hot tub that had Coach on your ass.”

      That rang a bell. Fitz rubbed his mouth as memories formed like fluffy little clouds across his consciousness. “But I didn’t flaunt my bad behavior in public. I don’t know what this kid’s problem is—and I can’t believe I called him a kid—but it’s a pain in the ass for this team. This kind of distraction makes us look like we can’t control our players.” With the trade deadline approaching, negotiations for certain deals were at a delicate stage. One agent had already pushed back on letting his player go to the Rebels under a free agency agreement.

      O’Malley’s problems were starting to become the team’s problems.

      “Might be time to invoke the morality clause,” Remy mused. Short of an arrest, it was rare as fuck for any team to go to the nuclear option.

      “He needs another talking to—maybe there’s something botherin’ him that’s causin’ him to act out.” He shook his head, irked that he had to deal with this.

      And then because his day wasn’t going badly enough, in walked the last person he expected to see.

      Tara Becker.

      They’d had a couple of run-ins at parties during the holiday season, and run-in was as adversarial as it sounded. Each time, he’d overheard her comment on his geriatric nature, all forty-two years of it. He’d always thought of himself as being in decent shape for a man his age, but apparently women of Tara’s generation were ready to put him out to pasture.

      “Gentlemen, do I smell coffee?”

      “Sure do.” Remy grabbed a cup from a tree mug that was shaped like a … dildo?

      “Oh, I’ve got it. Don’t trouble yourself.” She placed what looked like an inverted umbrella on the floor beside the kitchen’s trash can. Helping herself to a pour of coffee, she moved about, getting sugar from the cupboard and creamer from the fridge, with an ease that said she’d been here before.

      Harper’s appointment. “You cut hair?”

      “Have shears, will travel.” She eyed him critically. “You could do with a trim. Getting a little shaggy there.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind,” he muttered.

      A Valkyrie shriek went up from somewhere in the house. Remy placed his mug down and was already halfway to the source when he called back, “That’s my cue. I’ll tell Harper you’re here.”

      And then there were two.

      Tara blinked big green eyes at him, framed by sparkly silver make-up that made her look a touch otherworldly. Like a siren of old, the kind that drew innocent men to rocks. Her lips were plush, matted with a dark pink lipstick that matched her sleeveless pink blouse. Heaps of blonde hair cascaded in waves over her bare shoulders.

      From office gossip, he’d learned that she’d dated Cal Foreman for a few weeks last year before the power forward fell for Petrov’s sister. That those two women were friends seemed odd. Next to Mia, who had sporty, all-American, girl-next-door looks, Tara looked like a porcelain doll that needed to be hand-painted and dressed every morning.

      “Tara Becker.” She thrust out her hand. “Pleased to meet you. Officially.”

      His hand moved to grasp hers, which was bordering on ridiculous because they had already met. Three times. “Hale Fitzpatrick. People call me Fitz.”

      “Why? I prefer Hale.” No one called him Hale except his mother. “Here to figure out the O’Malley conundrum?”

      “Just a check-in with the boss.”

      Her lips curved, and she employed a knowing tilt to her head that told him he needn’t be coy. Everyone knew about this problem.

      “So I think you and I got off on the wrong foot,” she said.

      “Did we?”

      “Yeah, I made a couple of off-hand comments and it was thoughtless of me. Actually, I think you look great.”

      For your age, was the unspoken addendum. Rarely did he worry about his advancing years, but the longer he worked with young players and by extension, their WAGs, who seemed to get younger every year, the more aware he was of the gap between himself and the men he was charged with mentoring.

      “Thanks?”

      Oblivious to his sarcasm, she went on. “You obviously work out, dress sharply, and I know the front office staff and a few of the WAGs are all laying bets on when you’re going to start dating. But I expect you want to settle in with the team first before it’s full-steam ahead with the F-plan.”

      “The F-plan?” Now he was intrigued.

      “The Fitz plan,” she said with a sly grin that stirred something that should not be stirring. Was he so hard-up for hard-on fodder that the attentions of a pretty, vapid woman were sending blood south?

      “At the moment I’m focused on my career. I’m kind of too busy for dating.”

      “With this Dex business. Good Lord, he’s a rogue, isn’t he? And that woman the PR people set him up with … who thought that was a good idea? She’s all wrong for him. Like anyone would believe Dex and Ms. Goody-Two-Shoes-Hallmark-Channel as a couple.” She bit down on her lip, awareness sparking her astonishing green eyes, rimmed with flecks of hazel-gold. “That was you, wasn’t it?”

      “Might’ve been.”

      “You overheard me and Mia talking about it in the coffee shop as well.”

      “You weren’t exactly discreet.”

      She curled a strand of blonde hair around her forefinger. “So you got a chance to learn what the inner circle is thinking. Free market research.”

      What one puck bunny on the make was thinking. Gold dust!

      “Not sure how unbiased that segment of the fanbase is.”

      “Unbiased? There’s no such thing as objectivity when it comes to down ’n dirty gossip featuring horny young bucks with too much in the way of cash, free time, and hormones,” she said with an air of authority. “People tend to have ‘feelings’ about their celebrities, not all of it rational or logical. You might think that fixing Dex up with some sweet-as-pie innocent is the way to rein him in. In reality, you’re setting him up to fail. One, people can see right through it, and two, he needs a stronger hand. Someone who can stand up to him.”

      Like you, perhaps? In that coffee shop, she had joked about being the one to tame him.

      Okay, he’d play along. “So what do you think we should be doing, Ms. Becker?”

      She moved across the kitchen to where she’d left the umbrella thing. Placing a foot on the trash can pedal, she overturned it, tipping blonde hair into the trash from what he realized was a portable cape.

      “The fake relationship ruse is tricky as hell. You have a player who likes to play. Who’s been a naughty boy. Who has the tabloids in a tizzy. And you have a female-owned team that doesn’t like that. Not at all.”

      “Maybe I don’t like it.”

      “So you’re an ally for the ladies. Good for you! Of course, these days, people are much fussier about the sex lives of their players. You’ve come up with a plan to keep Sexy Dexy on the straight and narrow until the playoffs, but he probably hates that he’s been told what to do and who to do it with. Am I warm?”

      “-ish.”

      She grinned like she’d won a prize, and there it was again, that flicker of interest in his cock. “So, how’s it going with the Amish Farm Girl?”

      That was his exact phrasing. At his grim look, she whispered, “Word gets around.”

      Probably Casey Higgins, Harper’s assistant, who was dating Erik Jorgenson, the Rebels goalkeeper. This organization was incredibly incestuous, not to mention indiscreet.

      “It’s … going.”

      “Ooh, cagey.” She waited, probably expecting he’d spill all the juicy details. When he remained silent, she added, “That’s it? It’s … going.”

      “What do you expect me to say?”

      “That this Dex situation is under control.” Spoken by Harper Chase, who had just walked in, and was now opening the fridge to retrieve a water bottle. In profile there was no missing the baby bump, all five months of it.

      A petite blonde with the biggest, brassiest balls of anyone he’d ever met, man or woman, Harper had turned this franchise around five years ago, sending the team from zeros to heroes. Lately she’d been taking more of a back seat and had tasked him with sorting out the O’Malley issue because she was tired of mothering them. Fitz understood—the team were mostly youngsters who needed a lot of hand-holding, and that could wear on a woman who had her own family of three with another on the way.

      “We’re gettin’ there,” Fitz said casually, not enjoying that Tara was looking at him like she only had to crook her finger to get him to fess up to a bunch of secrets. Such as that time he stole a Snickers bar from Mr. Corkhill’s corner store when he was ten. Or when he told Jenny Struthers that he couldn’t go to junior prom with her because Lara Johansson had already asked him (when in fact he was angling to go with Mira Patel).

      “Nice cut,” he said to Harper. “And color?”

      “You noticed? It’s a shade lighter than my usual.” She smiled at him, then spoke to Tara, “I shot you the payment and tip on Venmo. Put me in for eight weeks from today.”

      “Will do!” Tara took another sip of her coffee, rinsed the mug, and placed it on the top rack of the dishwasher.

      Just then Madeline walked in and pointed her wand at Tara. “I want hair like Mommy!”

      Harper placed a hand on her daughter’s head. “Tara has to go, honey.”

      “Oh, I have a few moments to spare. You know I think you could do with something different than your mom. Something special. How about … princess hair?” She held out her hand for the wand. “May I?”

      Maddy passed it over with great reverence.

      “Make this golden-haired child a princess!” Tara tapped the wand gently against Maddy’s forehead and made a comical face when nothing happened. “Oh dear. Looks like I used up all the magic on your mom.”

      “That’s me,” Harper said with an indulgent smile. “Greedy.”

      “No worries! I can do it the old-school, non-magical way while your mom takes care of business.”

      Harper sent Tara a look of immense gratitude. “No need to spend too long on it. I have to talk to Fitz in the study so if you could—”

      “Make sure Daddy has her in his sights before I leave. Gotcha.”

      “Thanks so much. Fitz, let’s chat.”

      His last image of Tara was her sitting in the kitchen with a sprite in her lap while she worked on twisting the little girl’s hair with a gentleness that made him feel … something.

      This time, not below the waist.

      He’d much prefer that any urges about Tara Becker remained in the realm of lust.

      In Harper’s study, the boss took a seat on a comfortable-looking sofa near the window and gestured for him to sit. In a couple of minutes, he had her up to speed on the latest.

      “So this is now affecting business,” she said gravely. “Luckily the trade deadline is later this year and some of those trades will still go through, of course. But we should really have our ducks in a row by now for draft agreements and free agents. If agents are warning their players against us …” She shook her head. “Any progress with Bastian Durand?”

      “He’s hard to pin down, but I think he might be open to a meeting. However, we need to be careful about the potential to change the team dynamic.” Bastian’s older brother, Reid, was already playing center with the Rebels, a position switch that reaped dividends before Reid suffered an adductor muscle strain and had to go on IR. “Two brothers with a history of not getting along on the ice? That might be trouble. Never mind that he could wipe out the budget.”

      “Let’s move talking to him up the list, but this Dex business must be resolved. What’s the next step?”

      “Other than invoking the morality clause—which is a precedent we don’t want to set when the behavior isn’t illegal—we need to find someone who looks like she belongs. He doesn’t want to be told who to date, but he especially doesn’t want to be told to date someone sweet.”

      Tara had nailed that one on the head.

      Harper opened her hands. “So don’t go with sweet. Go with someone who would at least look like they match Dex’s interests.”

      Tara again. She might indeed be good for this, but then he saw her with Maddy and it … confused him. He didn’t enjoy the mixed messages his body was getting from her.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Harper asked with a glint in her eye and a head tilt toward the door, which he assumed was code for “perfection exists on the premises.”

      “Ms. Becker is … unique, to say the least.”

      “She’s already been a player girlfriend. Dated Cal for a while.”

      He inhaled deeply. “From what I’ve heard, she has her sights set on becoming a WAG. In a deliberate fashion.”

      Harper looked amused. “And?”

      “You don’t see a problem with that?”

      Her smile was tungsten, warning him to be careful. “With what exactly?”

      “Placing a woman with such mercenary ambitions in the path of one of our players?”

      “Oh, please. Like these grown men can’t defend themselves from the hot, personable woman who already fits in. Let the players worry about their love lives. This is business. I think we should offer it to Tara, and if she makes something out of it, good for her.” She picked up her phone. “Let me see if she’s still here.”

      Annoyance flared. They had barely discussed it.

      “Harper, you asked me to take charge of this and now you want to unilaterally hire someone who might not be suitable?”

      “Not unilaterally. We’re discussing it, aren’t we? Let’s see if she would even be interested.” There was a knock on the door to which Harper said, “Come in.”

      “Hey, there!” Tara bounced in, Maddy on her heels. The little girl’s hair was in funny little twists, like mini-cinnamon roll explosions on her head. She beelined for Fitz and climbed into his lap.

      “I’m a princess now.”

      “You sure are, button.”

      “Just a couple of minutes to run something by you, Tara,” Harper said. “We’ve been discussing the Dex situation and frankly we’re having a hard time finding a good fit for our PR plan.”

      “The fake girlfriend deal?”

      “Right.” Harper didn’t sound surprised that Tara was already up to speed but again, no secrets in this org. “Now this isn’t set in stone but we’re wondering what you might think.”

      Tara blinked as if this was news, the manipulative little phony.

      “Generally or specifically?”

      “Would it interest you? As a job for a few weeks just to keep Dex distracted on the drive to the playoffs?”

      “Maybe,” she said, her gaze flicking to Maddy as she made twists in his hair to match her own. The little one was murmuring a babble of approval.

      Fitz needed to assume some measure of control here, but it was mighty hard to play the hard ass when you had a toddler styling your hair and telling you how pretty you looked.

      “What makes you think you’d be a good fit? Any acting experience?” He tried to sound disinterested.

      “Sure. Improv classes with The Second City, which are better than acting classes, because I can yes-and the heck out of any situation. But more important, I have already been a player girlfriend. With Cal.”

      “So a short stint dating—”

      “Uh, three months.”

      “In public?”

      “Yes, in public!” She rolled her eyes in Harper’s direction, as if to say, is this guy for real? “Do you think he wouldn’t want to be seen with me?”

      “Not at all. I’m sure any man would be proud to have you on his arm, Ms. Becker.”

      Tara narrowed her eyes in evident suspicion. “Well, we weren’t compatible. He and Mia are perfect for each other, and while I’m not claiming perfect compatibility with Dex O’Malley, I will say that I’m most definitely in his league. Maybe slightly above it.”

      “Too true,” Harper murmured.

      Fitz had already lost this battle, yet he felt obliged to continue with his due diligence. “So you’re a good match for O’Malley. Or think you are.”

      “A good match! You heard it here first, Harper.” To Fitz, she added, “Look at me. I’m exactly what a guy like Dex O’Malley would go for.”

      Her self-confidence made him want to challenge her ego.

      Catch her out.

      Bring her low.

      An image of Tara on her knees before him, her beautiful lips in a sexy pout tried to take hold. He shook it off.

      “If you’re so sure he’d go for it, why aren’t you making a play right now?”

      “And have Dex dump me a couple of days later? We both know he’s not ready to settle, which is fine. So few of us are. Dex needs a firm hand, someone to keep him in line, but who also looks like she should be on his arm. Who can talk the talk and walk the walk in five inch heels. A few visits to the WAG box, some photo ops at trendy restaurants, maybe a couple of appearances doing good works at the dog shelter—we can talk to Kennedy about that, she’s dating Reid Durand—or at the soup kitchen in Uptown where Levi Hunt volunteers. And I’m already friends with most of the girls, so there won’t be any drama there. One big, happy family.”

      Fitz slid a glance to Harper. She was usually hard to read but he recognized immediately that she liked Tara’s take on the situation. Here was an attractive, outgoing woman on the spot with a ready-made PR plan.

      How convenient.

      “You’d have to sign an NDA,” Harper said. “Maybe even lie to your friends. The fewer people who know how the sausage is made, the better.”

      “Sausages!” Maddy screamed.

      “She’s hungry,” Harper said, standing and lifting Maddy off his lap. He had enjoyed the comfort of her little girl warmth and scent, which reminded him of his nieces. “Tara, we’re going to discuss it some more, but what I’m hearing is that you might be up for it if we can negotiate the right compensation. I know you have a business to run, so I’m hoping we can work around your schedule.”

      “Oh, I can figure that out.” Tara grinned at them both, throwing out over her shoulder, “You know where to find me.”

      Wherever that was, it wasn’t far enough.
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      Fitz didn’t like this set-up, not one bit.

      This was the supposed pinnacle of his (second) career, a new challenge. For the last eight years, he’d bounced about from team to team, city to city, and while he’d usually left most teams in better shape than he’d found them, it was hard for him to settle. Rarely had he been forced out, but once he’d made an impact, he was usually ready to move on. That restlessness extended to his relationships with women—since his divorce ten years ago, he held the women he dated at a distance, much to his mother’s chagrin. She wanted to see him hitched and happy with a passel of grandbabies.

      He was happy to tell her he was getting all his broody needs covered with his hockey players behaving like horny teens and Fitz on hand to offer paternal slaps on their wrists.

      This team was the ultimate challenge. A scrappy underdog outfit with a lot of talent, they did well but could do better. It was imperative that every piece on the board pull its weight, and a player like Dex had the potential to contribute big time to the team’s success.

      If they could keep him out of trouble long enough.

      Fitz liked clean solutions.

      Using Tara Becker was not a clean solution.

      She had already dated a player, so how sensible was it to have her date another, even if it was fake? Would it create a ruckus in the locker room? Fights in the WAG box? A different kind of negative publicity?

      “Why so sad?” Sophie asked him as he opened the folder she’d delivered to his desk.

      “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Every effort to manage damage comes with a risk,” Sophie said, like she was reciting from a PR manual. “All we can do is make the decisions we think will minimize it the most. And once you sign off on it, you don’t have to be involved. All out of your hands.”

      Good. He could get back to running the franchise—making trades, forecasting revenues, building the team to win, if not this year, in the years to come.

      But first he had to bring these two bubbleheads together and give it some sort of team blessing, assuming they both showed to today’s scheduled meeting. Irritated to be kept waiting, he looked down at the background check Sophie had provided.

      “Anything we should be concerned about?”

      “Nothing really. Even her side hustle is almost too good to be true.”

      Fitz turned the page on the report. “YouTuber? Doing what? Lessons on being annoying?”

      “She has a channel where she makes ASMR videos.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response,” a voice called out.

      Tara stood at the entrance to his office in what could best be described as a cocktail-slash-ballet dress. A shiny neon pink, its ruffled skirt stopped six inches above her knees while the neckline plunged to show the kind of cleavage that should not be visible in a corporate environment. Her blonde hair was teased to full volume and waved over her shoulders.

      Bare again. In February.

      “Ms. Becker, you’re late.”

      “I’m guessing I’m here before Dexter, though?” She tottered in on four-inch heels—silver with pink jewels studded along the sides—threw a wrap down on one chair and took a seat in the other. She placed a tiny matching pink purse on his desk.

      An insult, though he couldn’t be sure why. He just sensed a dig.

      “I’m reviewing your background now,” Fitz said.

      He wanted to put his jacket around her shoulders.

      Nope.

      Back to the report. Born in Missouri twenty-eight years ago. Mother living in Florida with a husband of four years, so probably not Tara’s father. No mention of him, but she did have a sister living in the Chicago suburbs.

      Credit terrible. Debt considerable. She owed over twenty thousand dollars on her cards. Tutus and bejeweled shoes will do that.

      She’d had several jobs in the Chicago area over the last ten years, most of them at hair salons. Now she appeared to be an independent contractor.

      An independent scam artist, more like.

      “I have about forty bucks in my checking account until my next payment drops from YouTube,” Tara said. “In case that’s not in there.”

      “What exactly are you selling, Ms. Becker
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