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      To my readers who asked over and over why these two books were separate editions instead of combined into one book. I listened, and now you have it. Thanks for reading.

      

      A special thanks to Catherine Gayle for her sound advice on everything hockey.
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            Crashing the Boards

          

        

      

    

    
      Can a party crasher melt the icy heart of a reluctant party guest, or will she crash and burn along with her fledgling business?

      

      Professional party crasher Izzy Maxwell has been hired to ensure the Seattle Sockeyes team party is a rousing success, while team captain Cooper Black is determined that it will be anything but. Armed with killer heels, a provocative dress, and loads of confidence, Izzy is determined to win over the ruggedly handsome hockey player and save the party and her business.

      Seattle Sockeyes team captain Cooper Black can’t get beyond his anger over the new owners moving his team to Seattle, the one place on earth he swore he’d never live. Izzy hijacks Cooper, posing as his girlfriend, and his best buddy plays along despite Cooper’s protests, but Izzy’s persuasive talents, their undeniable chemistry, and a couple of intimate liaisons destroy Cooper’s resistance.

      But when Cooper finds out Izzy was hired to crash the party, and he’s been played for a fool, the beginning of something special ends before it starts. Can Izzy convince Cooper to take another chance on her or will they both crash into the boards?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Shutdown

          

        

      

    

    
      Cooper Black skidded across the ice on his ass and slammed into the boards behind the net, taking the puck with him. Stevich, the Boston defenseman, was on the puck like Coop’s old tabby cat attacking the neighbors’ chickenshit dog. Cooper scrambled to his feet, digging the blades of his skates into the ice, trying to get his balance, only to fall again. Stevich fought like a crazed man, gaining control of the puck and executing a perfect pass to his center.

      If Cooper hadn’t been so preoccupied with keeping one eye on the clock winding down and the other on the puck, he might’ve seen the Russian coming on his blind side. He might have had one more chance on goal, one last desperation shot for a tie to send game seven of the semifinals into overtime.

      Only he didn’t get that chance.

      The final buzzer sounded.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to end with Boston celebrating on the Giants’ home ice. His five-year-old nephew skated better than he had tonight. Struggling to his feet, Cooper stood in line with his teammates to shake hands with the victors, then got the hell out of there, heading for the locker room with his head down. Boston moved on to the finals, and his team moved on to prepare for next season. Always next season.

      He couldn’t avoid the press blocking his exit. Too weary to put up a good fight—he’d left all his fight out on the ice—he patiently answered their inane questions.

      How do you feel after coming so close but coming up short?

      “How do you think I feel?”

      What are your plans for the off-season?

      “Take a few weeks off for my body to heal and go back at it.”

      How many more seasons do you plan on skating?

      “Heck if I know.”

      And so it went. He’d just managed to extricate himself from the bloodsuckers when the Giants’ PR guy pulled him off to the side. “There’s a group of kids from Make-A-Wish anxious to meet you for pics and autographs.”

      Cooper almost said no, he was that tired, but he never said no to kids, especially kids with disabilities. He’d never forget his childhood hero walking right past Cooper and his little brother as if they didn’t exist, despite their pleas for an autograph. They’d waited outside the visiting locker room shivering from the cold for what seemed like hours, and the jerk couldn’t take one minute to make two small boys’ dreams come true, completely destroying Cooper’s image of the man. Cooper would never be that guy. As long as a kid wanted a moment of his time, he’d give it.

      Several minutes later, he put on his best captain face and yanked open the locker room door. Despite how miserable he might be inside, he’d never let the guys see him defeated or discouraged. Cooper paused in the doorway and swung his gaze around the solemn locker room. He’d attended funerals more cheerful than this.

      “What the fuck is going on? Who died?” Cooper faked a grin he didn’t feel and strode into the room, the picture of upbeat confidence. There were too many young guys on this team to let this setback get them down.

      No one even looked up at him.

      “Hey, guys, we’ll get ’em next year. We were that close.” He held up his hand using his thumb and forefinger to illustrate just how damn close they’d been to winning that last game and making it to the finals—the dream that had eluded him for ten years.

      Finally, Cedric, his best buddy on the team, lifted up his head and rubbed his beefy, scarred hands over his face. Heaving a deep sigh, he turned toward Cooper. Cedric’s stricken expression struck fear deep in Cooper’s gut. “They fired Coach.”

      “They? Who the hell are they?”

      “Our new ownership.”

      Cooper stared at his friend, certain he’d heard wrong. “New ownership? I’ve been gone from the locker room thirty minutes, and we lost a coach and gained new owners? You guys are playing me.”

      Ced just stared at him.

      “Right? You’re bullshitting me. Isn’t he, Crandall?”

      Crandall glanced up and then buried his head in his hands again. He turned to the others. The young guys wouldn’t even look at Cooper.

      A cold shiver sliced through him. They weren’t shitting him.

      “What new owners?” Sure, there’d been all sorts of rumors, but there’d always been rumors. He’d been with this organization since he’d come up from the minors, thirteen years ago. And he’d heard every rumor known to man until he quit listening.

      “The Puget Sound Hockey Alliance.”

      “That Seattle group that’s been stalking every team with a shaky fan base and money-starved owners?”

      “The very one.”

      “They do have deep pockets, so that’s a good thing.” Cooper forced himself to remain positive. The team’s now-former owners had been douches that bled the team dry.

      “Sure, if you like rain.”

      Cooper sank onto the bench. “No.”

      “We’re moving to Seattle,” Cedric said, confirming Cooper’s worst nightmare.

      Cooper’s future turned as dismal as a gray Seattle sky. He knew all about Seattle weather. As a kid, he’d been forced to spend a few weeks there every summer with a crotchety old aunt. He hated it there, swore it was one place on earth he’d never live.

      He looked at all the down faces in turn, and the truth was displayed on each one. “We’re going to Seattle.” He said the words with such despair that a guy would think he’d been sentenced to death. In his mind, he was.

      As captain of this team, he should be singing Seattle’s praises, waxing poetic over the billionaire owner, and convincing the team this was the best thing that had ever happened to them.

      He wasn’t that noble. In fact, he was damn pissed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Attacking Zone

          

        

      

    

    
      Party crashing was an art—if done right.

      Isabella Maxwell should know. She’d been crashing parties for years, at first to get a decent meal and later—much later—as a part-time profession with her three younger sisters. She’d never crashed a party she didn’t take from dud to memorable in minutes.

      Tonight she might have met her match.

      She’d done her research and knew the obstacles and challenges, but nothing prepared her for the scene awaiting her on the party deck of the Washington Queen, a local tour boat rented by the Seattle Sockeyes hockey team for an evening dinner cruise around Elliott Bay.

      As security checked invitations at the door, Izzy snuck past them and peeked in the doorway, scoping out the scene inside—DJ in the corner, empty dance floor complete with mirror ball and flashing lights, not a dancer anywhere. Hockey players were slouched in chairs clumped around tables, reminding her of pimply-faced preteens at a junior high dance. Only these boys weren’t preteens or pimply. They were a formidable wall of broad chests, muscular thighs, and determined expressions, each one mirroring the other, but she’d done her research. There was one man she needed to win over to salvage this party, and he hadn’t arrived yet.

      Her sisters had already boarded the boat, managing to sneak past security, every one of them dressed to kill, or at least to charm a professional hockey team. Bellani dazzled in her plunging Vera Wang gown and deadly high heels. Emma and Avery, the youngest at twenty-one and identical twins, looked every bit like giddy hockey groupies who’d managed to snag an invite to the party. Standing near the buffet table, they giggled and whispered as they stole glances at the players. Several players stared right back. Nearby, Bellani engaged the team play-by-play announcer in conversation, while he stared at her boobs, but men always stared at Bellani’s boobs.

      The stage was set.

      Time to get this party started. The Sockeyes were going to have the time of their lives if she had to threaten bodily harm with their own hockey sticks.

      “Ma’am, I need to see your invitation.” A security guard—receding hairline, the waist of his polyester pants pulled up to his armpits, and a determined set to his skinny jaw—stepped in front of her before she could enter through the double doors.

      “Oh, that.” Izzy made a show of digging through her saddlebag of a purse, not exactly in keeping with her little black sheath, but it served its purpose. “I know it’s in here somewhere.”

      The security guard wasn’t the least bit impressed. He tapped his toe on the floor and took a ready stance, as if he expected her to run any moment. Just what she needed, a SWAT team wannabe. She batted her eyes at him and continued to dig in her purse.

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s here somewhere.”

      “Ma’am, you’ll need to leave the boat until you can find it.”

      She laughed and rubbed one perfectly manicured finger across his name tag. “Now, Carl, you just hold on one teensy bit. We’ll get this straightened out.” Izzy slipped into her fake Southern drawl; it brought most men to their knees.

      Not Carl. In fact, not one hair quivered on his mustache. “My orders are strict. No one, not even the governor, gets in without an invite.” He wrapped scrawny fingers around her arm and pulled her none too gently from the doorway. He might look like a wimp, but the guy was surprisingly strong.

      No matter. She’d switch to Plan B.

      “My boyfriend will be here any moment. He must have the tickets.”

      As if on cue, her target for the night walked up the ramp and onto the boat. Cooper Black. The captain of the newly christened Seattle Sockeyes, and the most outspoken man on the team, especially when it came to the team’s move and current situation, which he hated—the very man Izzy needed to tame tonight for this situation to turn around.

      Judging by the stubborn set of his jaw and those steely blue eyes, this wasn’t going to be easy.
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      Cooper stalked onto the boat hefting a boulder-sized chip on his shoulder.

      No way in hell would he cooperate at this ridiculous party. Not after what the new ownership had done to his team, his coaches, and the staff. It was bad enough they’d forced him to attend, and no one forced him to do anything. Attend was one thing, play nice was another. They’d find that out soon enough.

      Oh, yeah, he was in a mood. Not even his buddy Cedric could joke him out of it.

      A line of people formed at the head of the dock, waiting impatiently to board the boat. A gorgeous brunette with legs longer than his hockey stick appeared to be holding up the line. She kept digging in her purse and pleading with the rent-a-cop who guarded the door with zealous intent. The guard didn’t look the least bit sympathetic or amused. Instead he politely yet firmly pushed her out of the way and began checking the invitations of the couple behind her.

      She frowned and did a quick survey of the area. Her big brown eyes landed on Cooper, and she headed straight for him. Confidence oozed out of her, and he immediately pegged her as a spoiled twenty-something who thought the world revolved around her. He’d met plenty just like her in his thirty-two years.

      She walked closer with the security guard dogging her heels and turned the full wattage of her gorgeous smile on Cooper, as if she’d been expecting him. He’d never seen the woman in his life.

      Uninterested in whatever game she might be playing, Cooper gazed over the heads of the people in front of him, getting the lay of the land in the ballroom beyond. He caught sight of the suits across the room, minority owners of the team, hanging out with the big guys. Next to them stood the majority owner of the Sockeyes, Ethan Parker, the thieving bastard, and the team’s assistant director of player personnel turned traitor, Ethan’s beautiful fiancée, Lauren Schneider. Cooper frowned even harder. They were the enemy.

      Cedric elbowed him then focused his European charm on the woman striding toward them. Good, she could latch on to Ced, and Cooper could get back to his grudge match with the team’s new owner.

      Only the gorgeous pair of legs glided past Cedric with the grace of a gold-medal figure skater. The woman looped her arm through Cooper’s, catching him off guard. Ced’s grin turned to confusion and his eyes narrowed. He always got the women over Cooper. Always.

      “There you are, you bad boy. Shame on you for being late. You know I hate waiting.” She tapped his chest and smiled into his eyes. She was tall, but he was taller, and he wasn’t buying any of what she was selling. Not tonight. Not ever.

      Cooper frowned. He didn’t like being touched unless it was his idea. “I don’t know you.”

      “You’re such a joker, isn’t he, Cedric?” She looked to Cedric for confirmation.

      Cooper’s best buddy opened his mouth to back him up, only no words were spoken. Instead, his confusion turned to an evil grin, revenge lighting up his pale blue eyes. “Seriously, Coop, you know how your princess gets when you play jokes on her.”

      “This isn’t a joke. I don’t know this woman,” Cooper said, his foul mood fouler.

      The rent-a-cop, identified as Carl by his name badge, stepped forward. “Mr. Black, I’ll have her removed. I can see she’s harassing you.”

      “Carl, I told you, he’s my boyfriend. He’s just a little upset at me for having my way with him and his credit card. Check your list again; I’m sure my name’s on it. Isabella.”

      “No need to check the list.” Cedric held out his arm. “Come on, Isabella, I’ll escort you inside if this asshole won’t.”

      Grumpier than ever, Cooper followed Cedric and Isabella into the ballroom. The woman winked over her shoulder at him as she sauntered into the room as if she owned it, a huge purse clutched in her delicate hand, walking with the grace of an athlete on impossibly high heels. Once inside, she extricated herself from Ced’s hold.

      “Thanks so much, Cedric.” She gave him a peck on the cheek, which really annoyed the hell out of Cooper.

      “It was my pleasure, Isabella,” Cedric said, dialing up the charm.

      “You can call me Izzy. That’s what Coop calls me.”

      “I don’t call you anything.” Cooper stiffened as she advanced on him, not sure what she’d come up with next. By the twinkle in her dark brown eyes, she wasn’t done with him yet. She put her hands on his collar and gazed up into his eyes like a loving girlfriend.

      Loving? What the hell? Feeling a bit claustrophobic, he backed up a step, running into a support post behind him. Her gentle laugh reminded him of the songs of the little birds he fed every day on his front porch. He loved listening to those birds in the morning. Her, not so much. And no way in hell would he be listening to her voice in the morning or any time.

      She pressed that sweet body against his in that intimate way lovers had. “I see people I know. I must say hi. You don’t mind, do you, darling?” She kissed his cheek.

      “Not one damn bit,” Cooper growled, catching Cedric holding his stomach out of the corner of his eye. The jerk would be rolling on the floor laughing any minute.

      Isabella strolled away, as if she were out for a walk in the park. Cooper swallowed as he stared at that nice, rounded ass of hers and briefly wondered what it’d feel like in his hands. She nodded at a few people as if she knew them, and joined a group of men several feet inside the doorway, charming them immediately. Their hearty laughter bounced off the walls of the otherwise quiet room as she told some entertaining story, which must have involved a high heel, a little dog, and a motorcycle, judging by how she expressed everything dramatically with her hands.

      Despite his best intentions, Cooper was mesmerized, then he reminded himself of his intentions not to have a good time just to prove his point. He didn’t know this woman, even though she did attract him on the most basic of levels. But then, she’d attract any man, as she was drop-dead gorgeous. He’d had any number of gorgeous women on his arm in the past, so she shouldn’t be anything special.

      Tell that to his dick. It considered her damn special right about now, most likely because he’d boycotted everything Seattle since he’d arrived a month ago, including its coffee and its women.

      “Your girlfriend is one hot number, Coop. You’d better keep an eye on her or one of these dickheads will be moving in on your territory. Including me.”

      “Screw you. You set me up.”

      “And it was damn funny.”

      In another place and time, Cooper would be angling for a piece of that nice ass, but not tonight, not while the new ownership and coaching staff was watching. Cooper Black couldn’t be bought, even if they did buy his team.

      That coaching staff, led by a young first-year head coach, mingled with the crowd, shaking hands and selling the team, since the team currently refused to sell itself. Cooper glared at every coach and staff person stupid enough to attempt to engage him in conversation, and his teammates followed suit, loyal to the last man. So far.

      He stiffened and prepared for battle as the man he called the asshole—Ethan Parker—walked toward him, as comfortable in an expensive suit as Cooper was on the ice. Cooper tugged on his collar and loosened his bow tie. He hated wearing a damn tux, wasn’t even sure why he’d put it on at the last minute when he’d planned on wearing a Gainesville Giants hoodie. Blame it on his parents. They’d drummed duty and loyalty into his head since day one. His father, a real-life Army hero, and Cooper’s personal hero, made sure his son did what was expected of him. In Cooper’s mind, he was expected to attend this party dressed correctly, and that was as far as duty took him. Forget the rest of it. His loyalty remained in Gainesville with the fans who’d earned it.

      He glared at Parker, hoping to intimidate the guy, but even his best you’re-going-to-get-the-shit-kicked-out-of-you glare didn’t dissuade the man.

      “Cooper.” Ethan nodded and then smiled at Cedric. “Cedric. So good to see you, gentlemen. Beautiful Seattle night, isn’t it?”

      “If you like drizzle and gray.” Cooper snorted. The weather was pretty much par for the course, and it was July already.

      Cedric, being a loyal friend for once, shrugged and stared at the shoreline.

      “Seattle is ready for a hockey team. Did you realize we have the largest adult hockey program in the country?”

      Cooper grunted.

      “And you’ll be natural rivals for the Canucks up north.”

      Cooper yawned.

      Ethan leaned forward, his eyes narrowing to glittering slits. “Listen, Black, if you think your crappy attitude is going to move you back to Florida, you might be right. Only the team won’t be going with you. I’m willing to be patient, but only for so long. This team is here to stay, whether you like it or not.”

      Cooper stared straight through Ethan, forcing his face into stone, but he could feel a muscle jerking in his jaw. Satisfied that he’d made his point, Ethan strolled away as if enjoying himself.

      “He’s right, you know,” Cedric said from next to him.

      Cooper whipped his head around. “Right? About what?”

      “He can trade your ass any day to a team with no hope of winning, now or for the next decade.”

      “Maybe I want to be traded.”

      “No, you don’t. Not when we came so close last season.” Cedric sighed, as if he was weary of all this but was too loyal to say so. “Don’t look now, but here comes your girlfriend.”

      “Just what I need. And quit calling her that. I don’t even know the woman.”

      Isabella took a detour to the DJ, spoke to him, and continued across the dance floor. She paused, her gaze directly on Cooper. A slow smile crossed her face, and she raised her eyebrows, glancing pointedly at the dance floor, then at him. He frowned so hard his teeth hurt. He was not dancing with her or anyone else tonight.

      She graced him with a sexy little smile, one of those come-and-get-me-big-boy smiles. He looked away. Despite the fact that his dick skated into the rink, he was staying on the bench. His little head had never been very smart anyway, especially when it came to women.

      The music started, some pulsing, sexy, upbeat dance tune, and Izzy’s hips swayed with a seductive, hypnotic rhythm while she kept her eyes on him. Pretty soon, a few other women joined her, dancing together as women often did. A set of twins, blond versions of Isabella, gyrated on the dance floor. The uncanny resemblance set off his warning bells.

      His teammates leaned forward in their chairs, especially the young ones, probably imagining every guy’s most perverse fantasies involving twins. Another equally gorgeous woman with auburn hair joined them, twirling, laughing, having a great time, as if they were the only ones at the party. She, too, could be a sister to the other three. Another weird coincidence? Not a chance. Cooper didn’t believe in coincidences.

      Regardless, he dismissed his suspicions. So they looked like cloned versions of Isabella. So what? He had bigger problems. He glanced at his guys and sensed a mutiny in the making. Even Cedric’s tongue was hanging out. Cooper jabbed him with an elbow and got an “umph” along with a couple “fuck you”s.

      One of the twins danced over and grabbed Mike Gibson’s hand. The horny rookie just about fell out of his chair.

      “Let’s dance.” The cute blonde never quit moving those hips, not once. Cooper shot Gib a look of pure homicide, and the rookie caught it. With reluctance, he shook his hand from the woman’s and pulled away. She frowned at Cooper, then gave him a charming smile; he just glared back. The blonde flounced off in search of another sucker.

      Cooper turned toward the rookie. “We all stand together. Remember?”

      Gibson shrugged. “The women in Seattle are hot, and this isn’t such a bad place. We might as well make the best of it.”

      Cooper stared him down, and Gibson looked away first. The kid might be formidable on skates, but he was no match for a seasoned veteran like Cooper, on or off the ice.

      Drew Delacorte, a second-year guy from Toronto, bravely jumped in the conversation. “There’s no disloyalty in dancing with pretty ladies.”

      “Do I have to spell it out to you? To all of you? Stay away from the groupies.”

      “You came in with one of them,” Delacorte pointed out in a second rare display of defiance.

      “She latched on to me at the door. Ced escorted her in as joke.” Why did he feel the need to explain himself?

      “He’s playing hard to get. Isabella’s his girlfriend.” Cedric grinned and took a long pull on his beer.

      Cooper heaved a sigh, knowing Cedric would keep this up until the night ended, especially if Cooper made a big deal about it. Unsuccessfully hiding his smile, Drew drank his beer in silence, his eyes on the hot women dancing several feet away. Cooper could feel his hold over the team slipping with each beat of the music. Loyalty was a lost art, but not for Coop, which was exactly why the new ownership would not get his cooperation. Instead, they’d understand the full extent of his displeasure. So what if they cut him or traded him?

      Cooper leaned back in the hard chair, crossed his arms over his chest, and glared at Cedric. Cedric just grinned his trademark shit-eating grin. Nothing got to Cedric. Everything rolled off his back as he went on with his life, doing shit his way.

      “They have to be sisters.” Cedric’s eyes followed the redhead as the song ended, and she strutted off the dance floor, short skirt swaying to the movement of her hips. “I’d like to find out if that one is a true redhead. Only one way to find out.” His slow smile said it all. Ced had picked his woman for the night, and he usually got what he wanted.

      The song ended and Isabella danced all the way across the floor to Cooper’s side.

      “Damn groupies,” he muttered, pissed that they were wearing down his teammates’ resolve.

      “Lighten up, man.” Cedric chuckled and nodded toward the banquet table. “Besides, they aren’t groupies. Take a closer look.”

      Cooper narrowed his eyes, but he wasn’t seeing what Ced saw. “Yeah?”

      “See the big bags those twins are carrying? Watch them cram food in those bags when they think no one’s watching.”

      Cooper nodded as it dawned on him. “They’re party crashers.”

      “Damn right.”

      “They aren’t here for the hockey players, they’re here for the food.” One more reason to hate Seattle. They didn’t even have hockey groupies, just a bunch of hot women more interested in grabbing food than horny, athletic men.

      “And the entertainment,” Cedric added. “It’s better than popcorn and a movie any day.”

      Cooper’s annoyance gave way as a plan formed in his mind. A slow smile spread across his face, the first one since this nightmare began what seemed like a lifetime ago. “I wonder how Parker would react if he found out these starving college students or whatever have crashed his perfect little party with his Seattle A-lister attendees, and he’s none the wiser?”

      “Pretty damn hilarious, isn’t it?” Cedric continued to stare at the redhead.

      “Yeah, here I thought they were enemies, and they’re allies of a sort.”

      Cedric nodded. “Even if management suspects she’s a party crasher, they won’t kick her out on the off chance she really is with you.”

      “Maybe I can have some fun with them. Make this party crash in style.” Cooper’s smile spread farther.

      “Coop, you scare the shit out of me when you smile like that. It means someone’s going to die or get their body slammed against the boards.”

      “No dying, no slamming. At least not physically.” Cooper rubbed the stubble on his chin. His gaze was drawn to Ethan Parker, who’d walked across the room and was trying to engage a couple players in conversation. They weren’t warming up to the idea. Ethan looked in Cooper’s direction, and their gazes clashed with the intensity of two warriors squaring up on a battlefield. Ethan’s eyes narrowed. He’d deal with Cooper later, Cooper was certain of that. Fine, bring it on.

      Shaking his head, Ethan walked away from the table of players and struck up a conversation with his head coach.

      “She’s heading your way.” Cedric jerked his head, and Cooper forgot all about the team owner. Isabella walked toward him with the loose-hipped stride of a runway model. This time he was ready for her games. In fact, he’d play a few of his own, and he played to win.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Change on the Fly

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, this party wasn’t going as intended. Isabella caught the eye of the team majority owner, Ethan Parker, who’d hired Party Crashers to do this job. He jerked his head toward the players clumped at tables and looking miserable, not mingling, not enjoying themselves. They’d turned down every advance by her sisters. No results, no money. That was the deal she’d struck with Parker, and they needed this money, not just to pay bills, but to take this business to the next level and move a step closer to quitting their day jobs.

      She’d step up her game. And that game began with the guy who called the shots, the team captain, Cooper Black. She strolled toward Cooper, as if she had all the time in the world, even though her stomach was tied in knots. Cooper glowered at her while his buddy wore the biggest grin, obviously willing to play along with her ruse. Thank God; she could use an ally in this place. Cedric abandoned the chair next to Cooper, despite his buddy’s warning scowl, and Izzy sank down into the seat, not as gracefully as she’d like because her feet were killing her in those shoes. What she’d give right now to soak them in a warm bucket of water.

      “You’re back? Haven’t you tortured me enough?” Something in his tone caught Isabella off guard. He sounded almost conspiratorial.

      She recovered quickly and wrapped an arm around his waist. “Seriously? Not even close. Let’s dance, big boy.”

      He watched her for a long moment, and she could almost see the wheels turning. His expression made her uneasy. “I know your game.”

      “Excuse me?” She gazed up at him, an adoring smile plastered on her face, but she could tell he saw through it, maybe even caught her moment of uncertainty.

      “Your game. I know what your deal is.” His smug smile indicated he thought he had one up on her.

      Izzy went all cold and still inside, her smile frozen in place. “My deal?”

      “Yeah.” He crossed his arms over his ample chest and leaned back in his chair. “You’re party crashers. Do you go around to parties just to get free meals and free alcohol, or is there more to it than that?”

      “What are you insinuating?” Anger replaced her fear. She leaned forward, hand on his arm, and gave him her patented bitch glare. Bad idea. Touching him was like touching an inferno. The heat from his body set fire to the heat inside hers, and she barely knew the guy. Get a grip, Izzy. Obviously, she’d concentrated on her business too long and neglected her sex life, so now her sex life wanted a front-row seat on this hunk’s lap.

      “That you do this pretty frequently.” His smug smile slid off his face as he watched her warily. His gaze kept flicking to her hand, as if he felt the heat, too.

      “Hey, money’s tight. We do what we can.” She shrugged and sat back in her chair, taking her hand off him and feeling as if she should dunk it in a glass of ice water.

      “You are sisters, then?” He almost seemed interested and way too cool and calm.

      “That’s right. Besides, the twins are huge hockey fans. We couldn’t pass up this chance to party with the players and take advantage of the food and drink.”

      “Opportunists?”

      “A little. What about you? What’s your story? It’s obvious you don’t want to be here. Your attitude is ruining the party.” She stared into the most piercing set of blue eyes she’d seen anywhere, so piercing they sliced right through her tough armor, down to her deepest secrets. Her knees would’ve given out if she’d been standing, so powerful was his steady, unwavering gaze.

      “What do you care?” He studied her, as if reading every line in her heart’s history.

      “I hate seeing a good party go bad.”

      “It was never a good party. You and I could have our own party somewhere away from this place.”

      Panic must have crossed her face, because he chuckled.

      “Well, you are my girlfriend.” He almost smiled.

      “I think it’s time to eat.”

      “If there’s anything left, the way your sisters have been shoving food in their purses.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” In response, her stomach, which hadn’t been satisfied in hours, growled like an angry lion. “By the way, I’m Izzy.”

      “Wouldn’t I know that as your boyfriend?” Another smile tugged at the corners of his generous, very kissable mouth. This man was all kinds of sexy, and she’d bet her grandmother’s support hose that his body looked as good as his face.

      “You would think.”

      Together they stood, and he escorted her to the buffet table, hand on her elbow, like the gentleman she bet he really wasn’t. Especially not in bed.

      They loaded their plates and returned to their table.

      He eyed her heaping plate of food, equal to his. “Are you really going to eat all that?”

      She nodded as she dug in. Being horny always made her hungry when she couldn’t satisfy the horny—not that she’d tell him that.

      “Where do you put it all?” He stared at her plate in amazement then slid his gaze up and down her slender body.

      “I’m active.”

      “Obviously.”

      “So, Izzy.” Cedric grinned at her as he sat down opposite Cooper. “What are you doing dating this clown?”

      “She’s not—”

      “I like projects, and he’s a project,” she said. “Besides, he has a soft side.”

      Cooper’s teammates at the table elbowed each other and laughed at his expense. He frowned and shot her a warning glare, but she’d never been the type of girl to be silenced by a single glance, despite the dangerous glint in his eyes.

      “He does. Really. He writes love songs.” Izzy stroked his stubbled cheek, and he sucked in a breath.

      “No way? This guy?” The teammate sitting next to Cooper slapped him on the back, causing him to choke on his food.

      Cooper swallowed and rose. “I don’t—”

      “They’re beautiful. He’s very poetic, says my eyes are like diamonds in the sky and my hair is like chocolate silk.” Izzy gazed adoringly at Cooper. He didn’t return the favor.

      Matt, a guy she recognized as one of the best defensemen in the league, snorted so loudly he could be heard several tables away. “Never knew you had it in you, buddy,” he said in this adorable French-Canadian accent.

      “She’s making that up.” Cooper looked ready to commit a mass murder and leave no witnesses.

      “He’s shy about his talents.” Izzy patted his arm in a loving gesture and got another deadly glare in response. She was having a helluva good time, even if it was at his expense. “He’s such a romantic soul, always leaving me little cards everywhere declaring his love for me. He calls me his little chicken coop. I think it’s so cute.”

      The guys were laughing so hard they were wiping their eyes.

      Izzy was just getting warmed up. If he wanted her to stop, he’d have to dance with her. He buried his dark head in his food, shoveling it in so fast that she got the distinct impression he wished he was cramming her mouth full of food to shut her up.

      “What do you call him?” Matt wiped his mouth with his sleeve; obviously manners weren’t his forte.

      “Super Cooper, or Supe, because his ego isn’t the only thing that’s super-sized.” She smiled sweetly at all of them, playing the naïve, innocent thing to the hilt.

      Another round of hilarity ensued while Cooper’s face turned redder than her cherry-bomb lipstick. Finally, as if accepting his fate, he buried his face in his hands and groaned.

      She leaned over and whispered in his ear, bringing on another round of hoots from the cheap seats. “You want me to stop, then dance with me.”

      “Not a chance in hell.” He lifted his head, his eyes burning right through her, and it wasn’t just from anger. In fact, that heat zinged right down to her crotch and wet her panties.

      “I won’t stop until you do.”

      He studied her for a moment, as if assessing the conviction behind her words. “I don’t know you.” He turned to his buddies. “Hear me out, guys. I don’t know this woman. She latched on to me to crash this party.”

      “Oh, Coop, don’t be an ass.” Cedric grinned. “You’re just pissed ’cause she’s got your dick on a leash and you don’t want to admit it.”

      Several heads around the table nodded in unison. Cedric turned to Izzy. “We love you, honey, even if he’s too much of a dick to admit to his weakness.”

      “Oh shit.” Cooper slammed his fist on the table, drawing another set of head-turning around the room. He jumped to his feet and stalked across the ballroom and out the double doors. Izzy gave the boys a “so sorry” look and ran after him as fast as her heels would carry her, off to do damage control.

      Maybe she’d pushed him too far. She desperately needed him to dance with her. Just a dance or two. Once he hit the dance floor, all his buddies would follow, and the party would be on its way, as would her new business, the very business way too far in debt after her sisters and she purchased clothes and accessories in keeping with their image.

      Cooper’s broad back disappeared into the men’s room, the door slamming in her face. She stood outside, wringing her hands. And they said women took forever in the bathroom? This guy must be reading an entire newspaper in there or something.

      Or jacking off. Her brain did a deviant detour to a little fantasy in which she walked in, found him jerking on an impressively large dick, and said, “Here, let me help you with that.” She had to admit, the man was hot, really hot, and she wanted some of that action in the worst, unprofessional way. She wasn’t opposed to recreational sex, but she’d been too busy to indulge, what with getting her fledgling business off the ground, along with her day job as a barista.

      Only there was that pact with her sisters, a tiny roadblock on a highway already riddled with potholes. When they started this business, Rule Number One pertained to never sleeping with the party guests, no matter how delectable.

      Cooper wasn’t just delectable, he was the definition of sexy. And desperate times often called for bending or obliterating rules. Oh, yeah, she was trying every which way to justify an action which had no justification.

      Or did it?

      This night would be a disaster if she didn’t find a way to rescue it, and fast. Despite her efforts, the stubborn man held strong. Too strong. Izzy racked her brain for a different plan, but instead her plan kept involving naked skin, sweaty bodies, and a lot of groaning, panting, and sweating.

      Holy crap.

      Izzy fanned herself and stared at her watch. Bolstering her courage, she pushed the door open and went inside, not certain what she’d find or even what she wanted to find.

      Cooper looked up from washing his hands, shock crossing his handsome features momentarily, followed by a slow, predatory smile. She liked him as a predator, didn’t even mind being the prey, because that particular role would have its perks and then some.

      “Well, honey, this takes party crashing to a whole new level.” He propped his fine ass on the counter, crossed a pair of strong arms over his equally impressive chest, and grinned a sexy, lopsided smile that pushed her off balance, but her years of pretending everything was fine when it wasn’t came into play.

      She smiled right back, refusing to let him see her sweat. “You have to dance with me.”

      “I don’t have to do anything.” His sensuous lips turned down and his square jaw set in that stubborn line she’d come to realize meant she wasn’t getting her way tonight, or in the next decade or two.

      Unless she called in the big guns.

      Izzy’s breath caught in her throat as she put her hands on his belt buckle. She’d never done anything like this before. Never solicited a guest at a party. Never been this bold. But caution escaped her as the full power of his lustful gaze slammed into her. Party be damned; she wanted this man, and that insane wanting trumped every other argument her practical side produced.

      “Dance with me,” she said again, and this time her voice sounded husky and low.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “It’ll cost you.”

      Of that she had no doubt, but right now, she was willing to pay the price.
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      Cooper had to have her. Hell, he’d gone almost three months without a woman, nearly a record for him, and his dick throbbed harder than it had that night in the VIP room of a New York City nightclub while three stunning and very naked women had their way with him and his dick.

      Only this was Izzy. Not three nameless, faceless women, and for reasons he couldn’t fathom, she did it for him more than a VIP room full of horny, uninhibited women.

      Izzy’s full lower lip fell in a full-blown sexy pout. He held his breath, waiting to see what those fingers would do with his belt buckle. She parted her red lips and moistened them with her tongue. He stared at her mouth, forgetting how to breathe. With a sultry smile and deft fingers, she undid his belt and unbuttoned the top button on his dress pants. He sucked in a breath, afraid to move one muscle and destroy the moment.

      She was about to go down on him in the men’s room of a chartered tourist boat, and he wouldn’t miss this experience for all the cups in the world.

      With a sly smile, Izzy slid down the zipper. It was her turn to suck in a breath when his penis sprang free in all ten-plus inches of hard male glory. She looked up at him with one arched brow. “Commando?”

      “Always prepared. That’s me. Why deal with unnecessary clothing when you can cut right to the meat of the matter?” He found himself grinning. Underwear was overrated and got in the way. He hadn’t exactly planned on finding a woman and taking her home tonight, but it’d been a possibility he hadn’t discounted.

      She ran a fingernail over the tip of his penis. He gripped the counter, unable to stand without support. A tortured groan was wrenched from deep in his gut. Hell, he’d been with more women than he could count over the years, from debutantes to anything-goes groupies, but not one had shaken him to the core like this woman with just one scrape of her fingernail across the sensitive tip.

      “Take me with your mouth, honey.” He put his hands on her shoulders with gentle pressure. “Do you deep-throat?”

      “As big as you are? I’ll give it my best.” She’d started to kneel when the door slammed open.

      It was Cedric.

      “Oh, hell, Coop. Get a room, would ya?”

      Izzy shot to her feet and ran from the bathroom in a flash of sexy dress and long legs, her deadly heels tapping out a desperate beat on the tile floor. Zipping his pants, Cooper pushed his friend out of the way and sprinted after her. He caught her halfway down the hall and pulled her against him.

      She stared up at him in shame, her chest heaving. “I just about gave you a blow job in a public bathroom.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He couldn’t stop the grin from spreading. Music spilled out of the party-deck doors, pulsing, sexy music. He wasn’t going to let her get away this easily. Not when his entire body needed her as much as it needed oxygen.

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her along, trying several doors until he found one that wasn’t locked. The ladies’ room. Somehow that seemed fitting. He pulled her inside and locked the door this time.

      Perfect.

      Picking her up, he ignored her protests and carried her to the makeup counter. She licked her lips again and swallowed, her eyes locked with his. He kissed her, gently at first, until the fire built to an explosion inside him, then he ravaged her mouth like the starving man he was. She wrapped those long legs around his waist and gave as good as she got, not the least bit intimidated by his size and power like some women were.

      Her courage and passion drove him nuts.

      Cooper pushed her down on the counter and lowered the straps on her dress, revealing the most perfect set of tits he’d seen in a long time—not huge, but not small, just right. Leaning forward, he ran his tongue around one nipple. God, she tasted as good as she smelled, all honey and sweetness with a bit of wicked thrown in. She shuddered underneath him, burying her fingers in his hair.

      He drew her nipple into his mouth, sucking hard then holding it between his teeth and tugging slightly. She whimpered, her hips rising off the table.

      “You like that?” For reasons he couldn’t fathom, her answer was important to him.

      Izzy nodded, her luminous eyes full of wonder and desire.

      “Some women think I’m too rough.”

      When she didn’t respond, he took that as a good thing and bent down to repeat the process on the other nipple, this time testing her by biting a little harder. She gripped the table and tossed her head from side to side. He flicked her nipple with his tongue several times as she writhed underneath him.

      “Like that?”

      “Hell yes.”

      Pushing down her dress, he trailed little kisses to her navel, pausing to nip here and there, marking her with his teeth.

      He knelt between her legs, pushing aside her G-string. Even in the dim light, he could see her glistening juices. He parted her folds and slipped his tongue inside, pushing as high up as possible. She dug her spiked heels into his back.

      He followed his tongue with a finger. Damn, but she was tight. Just like he liked his women, and relatively hard to find among those he hung with. He slid another finger inside her and pumped, while his tongue worked its magic on her clit.

      She arched her back and pressed her crotch into his face, giving him the green light to take her to heaven, and he planned to do just that. With an enthusiasm he’d been lacking lately when it came to sex, Cooper gave her everything he had until she was shaking and screaming his name.

      Finally, she collapsed, boneless and silent, except for her panting. He watched the rise and fall of her chest and had to smile. Satisfaction surged through him, despite the fact that he hadn’t gotten any yet. He loved pleasing a lady, almost as much as he loved a lady pleasing him. The way he saw it, his turn was next.

      Oh, yeah, it was going to be a good night.

      Izzy’s eyes focused on his face. She blinked several times, cleared her throat, and wiped the sweat from her forehead. After glancing around the room, as if to get her bearings and compose herself, she brought her gaze back to him.

      “Now you have to dance with me.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal.” It was a token statement of resistance. How did a man turn down an order like that?

      “We had a deal.” She slid off the counter and straightened her clothing.

      Pounding on the door brought them both back to reality. She smiled at him. “I’ll wait in a stall for a decent amount of time. You leave first.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I’m not done with you.” Cooper gave her a quick kiss, waited for her to hide in the stall, then opened the door. A shocked Lauren Schneider stood on the other side. He smiled at her as if he always walked out of the women’s bathroom.

      “Oh, sorry. I guess I went in the wrong bathroom. No wonder it didn’t have urinals.” He saluted her and sauntered off.

      She stared after him, her soft laughter following him.

      He wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all himself.

      Isabelle would be his completely by the time the night was over, and he’d savor every moment of it.

      Now to find a more romantic, private place than a bathroom, one with a lock on the door. He didn’t think he could wait until they got off the boat.
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      She didn’t know if it was too much wine or Cooper’s hot gaze melting her inhibitions or a combination of both, but this man had just driven Izzy to the brink of infinite pleasure and pushed her over the edge. She’d never in her life experienced an orgasm so totally awesome in its power as it swept through every cell in her body and laid waste to all of her past sexual experiences. There wasn’t a man on Earth who could equal what this man had just done to her.

      And that was only the appetizer. She couldn’t wait to see what he did for the main course. Greedy bitch that she was, she wanted more, and she wanted it badly. But she had a job to do, and there was that pesky pact between sisters—no sleeping with the guests. None. Zero. Zilch. And big sister never broke the rules, though she’d stretched them to their breaking point tonight. They had to get off the boat first so he wouldn’t be a guest anymore. Then it’d be okay. Their pact didn’t extend off the party premises. Or, at least, she’d just amended that particular rule.

      Izzy walked out of the stall she’d been hiding in, ignoring Lauren’s knowing smirk, and acting as if fooling around in the bathroom was something she did every day.

      She stood in front of the sink, checked her makeup, washed her hands, and straightened her clothes. All the while, Lauren watched.

      “Your boyfriend is a stubborn man,” Lauren said.

      “That he is.” It would seem Lauren didn’t know about Party Crashers, which didn’t surprise Izzy. After all, for them to be effective, everyone should think they were real party crashers.

      “Perhaps you can convince him to enjoy the party a little. He’s not doing anyone any favors, including himself, by refusing to cooperate. That is, if you really know him.”

      “Of course I know him.” Izzy put just the right amount of indignant haughtiness in her voice.

      Lauren didn’t look convinced. “I saw the commotion when you tried to board the boat.”

      “Just a little misunderstanding.”

      “I wonder. I really wonder.” Lauren looked Izzy up and down as if assessing her. Then she left the room.

      Izzy smoothed back her hair, hoping she didn’t look like she’d done what she’d just done. Lauren was on to her, and that was the number one party crasher rule: don’t ever let the guests discover that you weren’t invited.

      Faking a cool, confident smile, Izzy ventured back into the main room. Bellani was on her in a second.

      “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Building goodwill with the team captain.” She could never lie to Bellani. Her sister saw right through Izzy’s every lie. Either Bellani was damn perceptive or Izzy was a damn poor liar.

      Bellani’s perfectly shaped eyebrows disappeared under her bangs
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