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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lauren

      

      

      

      The room was spinning.

      A crusty film had glued my eyes shut. I tried—God, I tried—but no joy. Or maybe I knew that whatever might greet me when I opened them would be worse. The furry taste in my mouth had to be related. Better to just die here alone.

      Except I wasn’t alone. I was warm, but in a way that wasn’t fueled by my own body heat. This was someone else’s, and I instinctively knew its source was male because it was so foreign to me.

      I was in a bit of a rut.

      But perhaps no more? I moved my tongue around my mouth, didn’t enjoy that much, so I stopped. A tuft of something hairy tickled my nostrils. I blew it away. It returned, determined to be added to my list of grievances.

      By the time I managed to crack open an eyelid, a question had formed: was I wearing a hat? Not only was my body being spooned by a hot, hard brand of masculinity, but my head was covered by … I reached up and tentatively pulled.

      A wig.

      More specifically, a black licorice, polyester concoction.

      The strains of “Suspicious Minds” wormed in my ear. Elvis? Yes! We had come across one of those crazy flash mob things, and there was me thinking flash mobs were a thing of the past, but this was a full-blown Vegas e-vent.

      Also, we.

      Tiny construction workers were jackhammering inside my skull. I tried lifting it. Didn’t make much progress. But I had to push through because I was in a hotel room, completely hungover, with a man—and now I realized which man—and an Elvis pompadour balanced precariously on my head.

      I elbowed behind me. “Wake up.” It came out way-yup.

      My bedmate grunted into my neck and tightened his grip, a large hand clamped possessively over my breasts. It felt so natural there, so right, which meant my instincts were way off. An awkward turn in his arms forced him to release his hold and presented me with a blonde Lhasa Apso-styled mop. No face, just hair. Either we had mixed up our wigs in the dark or … it came back to me in fits and spurts and not a few giggles.

      Elvis. Marilyn. I was the King and he was the bombshell. We had thought it so funny. So subversive. Everyone looking so fine, all hugging and laughing and shouting “I do.”

      I do what? I. Do. What?

      I poked at him again, and despite the fact I couldn’t see his face and felt like shit, I might have let my accusing finger join a couple of non-accusing digits and flatten against his abs. The heat of him through his shirt, the sheer unyielding steel, was a pleasure I couldn’t deny myself.

      About the only pleasure I would get out of this because nothing interesting had happened last night. I was ninety-nine percent sure of that, though not for lack of trying on my part. Something about him being a gentleman … The details were just out of reach, a dust speck dancing in a sunbeam.

      What I did know was that after fourteen years of not speaking to each other, I was back in Alexei Nazarov’s arms.

      “Nazarov.” Another poke. Annoyed at his non-reaction, I pulled the wig off his face and found those cool Arctic blues staring back at me. “You’re awake.”

      And you were feeling him up.

      “Of course I am, Silver Eyes. Your elbow is sharp.” That clipped, Russian-accented diction was the perfect companion to the sexy graveled tone. And “Silver Eyes”? I’d forgotten how that made me feel, and hearing it again turned my insides gooey.

      I had no doubt I looked like a mess, but trying to look my best for Alexei Nazarov was a rather pointless exercise. The man was a Russian hockey god, eleventy billion on the ten-point perfection scale, capable of slaying any woman with that come-hither eyebrow and the snap of his million-dollar fingers. I had known him since my last year at college when he blasted in and turned my world upside down. We had fallen out, but last night had fallen back in. To nostalgia. To friendship. To something a little dangerous.

      I was in Las Vegas to meet with Devon Trent, one of my football boys, and put him at ease about my big move: striking out on my own with my sports talent agency. A couple of my clients were squirrely about it. They needed a dab of soft soap and the assurance that I was still the tigress in their corner, that my connections and tenacity made the difference, not the backing of a bigger outfit.

      With worries assuaged to the best of my ability and a martini in hand in the Paris hotel lounge, I ran into Nazarov, right winger with Seattle. He was in Vegas for a teammate’s bachelor party, and seeing him in a bar halfway across the country was strange, to say the least.

      Not as strange as what came next.

      We drank. We talked. We laughed and drank some more. I even unblocked his number. And with each passing moment, some of the tightness about why we had gone non-contact uncoiled. The walls shimmied down, lubricated by vodka, hockey, and that indescribable hum of energy that had always existed between us.

      I didn’t remember much after that.

      “What happened?”

      “When?” He drew back.

      “Sorry, my breath probably stinks.”

      “No. I wanted to get a better look at you. Your hair is …” He murmured something in Russian and pushed a strand behind my ear. (My hair, not Elvis’s, which had slipped off, like it had a life of its own.)

      “What does that mean?”

      “A bird’s nest.”

      The. Nerve. I thumped him, but his chest was so hard that my hand bounced off it.

      “Seriously, though. I remember Elvis and Marilyn and not much else.” More flickers, more bursts of neon. I now pronounce you …

      I shot upright. “Did we get married? Oh my fucking hell, tell me that didn’t happen!” I looked down. No ring, thankfully. I was still in my coral Carissa blazer and pants from Theory. Just one shoe, though, the left Birdie loafer—had I lost the right one? There was a metaphor in there somewhere. The other shoe dropped? Cinderella’s glass slipper? I couldn’t think straight.

      In my sitting position, I was blessed with a better view of the man in my bed. Classic Oxford in a cool lilac, not a button askew; dark rinse jeans in the perfect, thigh-snugging fit; Chelsea boots, both present and accounted for; that appealing jaw scruff I wanted to rub with my cheek like a horny kitten; the sunlight-streaked hair. All natural, of course. Alexei Nazarov wasn’t vain enough to buy that color from a salon.

      Adding insult to head-pounding injury, he had the unmitigated gall to look not a smidge bloodshot or hungover. The only discrepancy was the Marilyn wig sitting on the pillow between us, looking like it might spring to life at any moment and offer a breathy coo.

      “Nazarov, tell me we didn’t do anything stupid.”

      His eyes turned frosty—or frostier—for the briefest moment before his expression relaxed.

      “Nothing happened. It was just a joke gathering of people who like Elvis and Marilyn.”

      “But people got married, didn’t they?” The memory was fuzzy, but that part existed in a spotlight of focus. Several people had shouted, “I do,” and there was that one couple close to us who burst into tears and proceeded to maul each other while Nazarov and I laughed our heads off.

      “Other people,” he confirmed. “We were merely spectators.”

      The absurdity of it … Alexei Nazarov and Lauren Yates, the woman he had once told “nyet” in the clearest of terms.

      Thank God.

      I relaxed, the tension leaking out of me like a pricked balloon. He watched, his eyes sweeping my face with an intensity that shivered through me.

      “I know I’m not at my best in the morning.”

      “You look beautiful, Lauren.”

      I turned away, my cheeks simmering. Compliments from Nazarov were weird. Of course there was a time when we had nothing but praise for each other. That feels so good. Amazing. Perfect, that’s perfect. And we weren’t talking about our hockey skills.

      I was a kid then, foolishly crushing on the Russian hotshot who had every girl drooling. He had broken something inside me—young Lauren would say my heart or my innocence, but I recognized now that it was something even more precious: my trust. No way would I allow him inside the moat again.

      But we had always enjoyed each other’s company, so it was nice to be on speaking terms once more. Maybe at the grand old age of thirty-five, I was finally becoming an adult.

      “I need to shower.” What I really needed was space to corral my thoughts and figure out next steps.

      He pushed my hair back again, a curiously intimate gesture. “Maybe we could get breakfast?”

      That flutter in my chest was just the vodka making a lazy circuit through my bloodstream.

      “Sounds good,” I said casually.

      “I will go back to my room to shower and change.” He smiled, and there it was, even more beautiful for its rare appearance. “Order something for me?”

      “Still a fan of waffles?”

      “Who would not be? It is the perfect breakfast food. Works on the plate or in the hand.”

      “A boring waffle it is, then.”

      He picked up his jacket from a nearby chair, more pep in his step than the situation warranted. I should have been tired looking at him, but I was cautiously excited about this next phase of our once-doomed friendship.

      “See you soon, Lauren.”

      “Sure, Nazarov.”

      Friends, that’s all. Don’t get your hopes up.

      I put the order in for room service—French toast for me and boring Belgian waffle for him, ooh la la—and headed into the bathroom to wash off the mistakes of the night before. Elvis and Marilyn. What were we thinking? But I was smiling as I dried off, little curls of joy unfurling in my blood. I had missed Alexei, and last night, I realized how much. While I was determined this wouldn’t amount to anything romantic, I bubbled with the potential of it all.

      Robed up and back in the bedroom, I heard a knock on the door. Not Alexei, but room service. The server rolled the cart into the room, and I signed and added a healthy tip.

      My phone buzzed, and it took me a minute to find it, half-hidden under the bed. A message from the man himself.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry, I must leave. It was good to see you.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was good to see you?

      I swallowed the rock of disappointment in my throat and answered quickly, so he wouldn’t assume I was overthinking it.

      So he wouldn’t assume it mattered at all.

      
        
          
            
              
        You too. Everything okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alexei

      

      
        Yes. I will talk to you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Not if I could help it. Another Nazarov brush-off. This time I refused to give him the benefit of the doubt.

      It had already cost me too much.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nazarov heads to Chicago

      

      

      
        
        In a surprise end-of-season move, the Chicago Rebels have acquired seasoned power forward Alexei Nazarov from Seattle, where it had been expected he would end his career. Two-time Cup winner Nazarov had a mixed final season with the Emeralds, spending most of it on Injured Reserve, but that hasn’t stopped the Rebels from taking a chance on the big Russian—though the fact they got him for a bargain will surely have helped ease any concerns. With a mostly younger crew and the old guard of Theo Kershaw and Dex O’Malley retiring last year, the Rebels need wiser heads to guide the younger legs to build on their current great season. They must be doing something right, however. Leading the Finals series 3-2 against the Boston Cougars, they’re hoping to clinch the Cup win tonight at home.

        -@RebelsInsider
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alexei

      

      

      

      “Papa, sit over here.”

      My father squinted at me. Sasha Nazarov needed a shave, which I would get to later, though I imagined the nurse I had hired could do it for me. She would probably do a better job, too. My hands might be worth a fortune and holding a razor to the jaw of my aging father should have been within my wheelhouse, but so much of this was outside the scope of normality that it seemed better to leave it to the experts.

      When he didn’t respond, just stood at the entrance to the living room like a lost child, I led him to the comfortable armchair—I had already tried it, so I knew this much—and gently placed him in it.

      “There, that’s better, isn’t it?”

      He peered up at me, those eyes as ice blue as my own but rheumy and slightly unfocused. He was trying to figure it out.

      Where am I? Who am I?

      For the most part, I had stayed inside the recess of his memory that recalled he had a son. A successful, productive son, who had won the Cup twice in his long career and had accumulated all the professional achievements due to a hockey player in North America. And I still had more to do. I was thirty-six years old, but my goals were as limitless as ever.

      A flash of her face reared up, setting my pulse skittering.

      But first, I had to settle my father in our new home in the Chicago suburb of Riverbrook. Some people might think it cruel of me to move him from Seattle, where he had lived for the last twelve years. But I couldn’t stay there, which meant he had to come with me.

      Getting the call that my dad had been found wandering the streets a few blocks from his home, confused and muddled, set me off in a panic. I had already seen the signs—forgetfulness, delayed recall, minor confusion—but that call had focused my thinking and sent me on a journey to get him the best care. Even with a nationwide search for resources, I knew all roads would eventually lead me to Chicago. I needed to change my life, not only to accommodate my father’s Alzheimer’s diagnosis, but also my new objective. Hockey was the least of it.

      I had three months before training camp started with my new team, the Chicago Rebels. Three months to figure out a plan that honored my father’s wishes and assuaged my guilt. We had taken a private jet from Seattle. I didn’t spend my money indiscriminately, so this seemed like a good use for it. He had held my hand all the way, his bafflement heartbreaking.

      The TV was on mute, but the pre-game was starting for Game 6 of the Finals, Boston at Chicago. My old friend Jason Isner was playing for the Chicago Rebels, and I was rooting for him as this was possibly his last shot at winning the whole thing. While a part of me would have liked them to hold off on going all the way this year, I knew this was a good team for me to finish out my career.

      And if it wasn’t, it wouldn’t matter. I had to be here because this was her home.

      So she was currently not speaking to me, had even gone so far as to block my calls and texts. But the Chicago Rebels was a substantive part of her world, so she was going to have to talk to me sometime.

      When I told her why, she would go ballistic.

      I smiled. I was about to start the battle of my life.

      “Sdelay gromche,” my father said. Turn it up.

      It was good to see him interested, so I did as he asked. He slid a look at me, then the screen, followed by a vague wave at the TV.

      “Not this year, Papa. I was injured.” Seattle didn’t make it past the first round this season. Neither did they mind getting rid of me to make room for younger talent, just as Chicago was pleased to get me for a steal.

      “Maybe next year, sinok.”

      Sinok meant “sonny,” the nickname he often called me, but the rest was said in English, which was a good sign. The doctor had said that using his less dominant language could help build something called cognitive reserve and create a more resilient brain. Neither should I be upset if it was more comforting for him to speak in Russian, but I should encourage English as much as possible to keep those synapses firing. The nurse would communicate in English; if there came a time when he would only speak Russian, I would take care of hiring an interpreter.

      Maya came into the living room. A nurse specializing in geriatric and dementia care, she came with an excellent resume and references. “Sasha, how are you settling in?”

      I liked that she addressed my father directly instead of using me as the go-between.

      My father looked up at her, then back at me.

      “This is Maya, Papa. She’s helping us out. Remember I told you I switched teams? We moved to Chicago because you said the pizza was out of this world.”

      The cloud over his eyes puffed away, leaving relief, if not exactly clarity.

      “Where is the pizza then, Aloysha?” Aloysha was another nickname, the diminutive for Alexei. Only in the Russian language were the nicknames as long as the originals.

      “We’ll order some in and watch the game.” I looked up at Maya. “If that’s okay.” It hadn’t occurred to me that his diet might need to change. Every decision would need to be run by his nurse.

      “Of course.” She smiled indulgently, probably thinking that I would give up on him shortly and stash him somewhere as soon as we had a rough night. She would come in Monday to Friday during the day, while I was responsible for nights and weekends. Once the season started proper, I would hire an additional caretaker to cover my road trips.

      I wouldn’t neglect the man who meant more to me than anyone. I had fought to bring him here, first out of the clutches of the Russian state, then to the United States so he could live his life as a free man, and now to this city so I could supervise his care. He was safe, and I would ensure his final years were as comfortable as possible.

      “Just tell me what toppings you like,” I said to Maya, “and I’ll order an extra.”

      She grinned. “Oh, I’m going to like you. Are you single?”

      The quick change of subject surprised me, but I didn’t think she was asking for herself. She had to be in her fifties and probably had a single daughter. Before I could answer, my father spoke up.

      “He refuses to settle down. Says he hasn’t met the right girl.”

      “Actually, I have. She just doesn’t know it yet.”

      Maya raised her eyebrows. “Sounds mysterious. And the girl is very lucky.”

      She wouldn’t think so, but I would make it my job to convince her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lauren

      

      

      

      My phone lit up with the name I’d been waiting on for over twelve hours.

      “Wilson! Where the hell are you?”

      “Fishing in Montana.”

      Rather him than me. “Caught anything?”

      “Just a case of the grumps. The brass told me they won’t come up on the salary.”

      Christ on a Zamboni. “You’re not supposed to talk to them without me, Danny. That’s my job.”

      “Yeah, well, about that …” Next came one of those dreaded conversational voids. I jumped into the breach.

      “Listen, who got you a half mil more per year on your last contract? Who snagged that sportswear deal when Under Armour was looking at five other players?”

      “Sure, but⁠—”

      “And who played a round of golf with the commissioner—and let the asshole win—to get that three-game suspension knocked down to two? I’ve been on your side since the beginning.”

      He sighed. “Lauren, you’ve been great. Really. But without the backing of TMG, I’m not sure you can take me to the next level.”

      You’re already at the next level! I put you there!

      Leaving the Mallinson Group and going solo with my boutique—and we always called it “boutique”—sports talent agency was one of the riskiest things I had ever done. And I had once slid into the net during a push for goal and got a skate to my left cheek for my trouble (no scar, thankfully). It was weird to think that my agent days were even more terrifying than my player ones, but back then, I knew where I stood. I ran on instinct, Gatorade, and negative reinforcement.

      Now, I had to depend on my personality, such as it was, and my ability to persuade professional athletes I was the only person who could get them that deal. Of course, the fact that the Chicago Rebels had recently won the Cup was supposed to be the ace up my sleeve. I represented three of their players and was lately inundated with requests for meetings.

      Rather than scream all this at Wilson, I fought my way back to calm. “I have a lot of leverage these days. Sponsors are blowing up my phone because of the Rebels.”

      “And you’re going to be working to get those players deals. Sounds like a conflict of interest.”

      “There’s enough to go around for everyone, Danny. I have a call into Jerry at the Cougars this afternoon, where I will be impressing upon him the need to shore up your contract and ensure you aren’t left hanging. You need to trust me.”

      “I’ve already spoken to Kit.” My old boss at TMG, who was likely laughing his head off. I would never forget his reaction when I said I was leaving: Sorry, Lo, but the clients don’t trust women agents to get the top deals. “I’m going to sign with him.”

      I gripped the phone tight enough to crush it—or my bones. Hard to say which was more likely to be dust first.

      “Can you let me talk to the Cougars before you make any drastic decisions? If I can’t get you the deal, then you’re free to cut me loose.”

      “I’ll have my lawyer send over the official notice of severance, Lauren. I really appreciate everything you’ve done, but I need to move on.” He hung up.

      Fuck.

      I had known it would be tricky striking out on my own. Leaving a large agency like Mallinson with all the benefits that entailed meant that some clients got jitters, worried I couldn’t attend to their needs without the backing of a big dog. Three of my football players had defected back to TMG, while one of my hockey guys had told me flat out that he wasn’t sure I could do it without a man holding my hand. I wouldn’t miss him. And now Danny Wilson, a mid-career forward with the Boston Cougars, had fired me.

      The Chicago Rebels winning the Cup should have been a huge boon, not just to the Rebels players I represented, but also to my fledgling outfit. Winners attracted winners like metal to magnet, so I was hoping to see the halo effect in the months ahead. But apparently it wasn’t happening quickly enough for a player like Danny.

      I needed to stanch the bleed—and soon.
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        * * *

      

      “So, tell me everything.”

      My analyst-slash-rookie agent, Summer Landry, turned her laptop my way. “So these are the current NCAA prospects. I’ve done all the standard evals—juniors, clubs, points, goals, GPAs⁠—”

      “Good, good.”

      “And then I have a category for intangibles. Like this guy is a bird watcher, which is probably not relevant to hockey, but I figure if he’s telling everyone he’s into parakeets, then he might be an individual thinker? Which could be good. Or just weird.”

      “Kind of like their college essay. Tells us a bit more about their personalities.”

      Summer nodded. “I have links to their college essays, too.”

      I laughed. “Summer, you are killing it. Okay, I’m going to pore over these tonight, and tomorrow we’ll talk about next steps. Have you got anything in here about potential representation?”

      “That’s the hardest thing to find out because people like to keep lips zipped. But if so-and-so’s third cousin is chatty, it’s in there.”

      “Awesome.”

      Having Summer on my team was the blessing I hadn’t realized I needed. She came across as an innocuous gal-next-door type with her platinum blonde hair and cornflower blue eyes, but she had a mind like a steel trap. This woman knew her hockey stats and knew exactly how to give me the bottom line. While she had started as an analyst, I had quickly promoted her to junior agent, which meant she would soon have clients of her own.

      Assuming we could acquire new clients to replace the ones I’d lost and that I could afford to pay her and keep the frickin’ lights on.

      “So, how’s Thad?”

      I squinted at her. “Why do you ask?”

      “Oh, it’s just that you two have been dating for—how long now?”

      “Seven months.” One week, four days. I had reason to check the specifics this morning.

      “And?”

      “And we’re taking it slow.” I shrugged, infusing casual where it so did not belong. “I’ve dated a lot of weirdos, so I’d like to be sure before I make any major commitment.”

      “Like living together? Or more?”

      Damn, this girl was nosy. “I stay over at his place a couple of times a week. I’ve even left a toothbrush there. It’s all very civilized.” Not exactly drenched in passion, but I felt safe with Thad. And at a few years shy of forty I wasn’t in the market for drama. My assurance that I’d made the right call in dating Mr. Nice Guy was confirmed this morning when I found something monumental in his underwear drawer.

      An engagement ring, nestled in a Tiffany-blue box, waiting for the answer to a question. One Thad had yet to ask, so I suspected he was gearing up for the perfect moment. He had a business trip to the Middle East next week, and I wondered if he would try to pin me down before or after.

      I smiled at Summer. “I’m happy right now, but you know I need to be focusing on getting the agency on a firmer footing before I can think of anything personal.”

      A knock sounded and the door to my office opened a crack, just enough for Esme, our assistant, to poke her blonde head through. The daughter of my hair stylist Tara and former Rebels general manager, Hale Fitzpatrick, she had just graduated from NYU. I’d hired her the moment she said, “hockey players are assholes, but I can be a total pro around them.” Exactly the energy we needed in the office.

      “You guys done?”

      “Just about.”

      The words were barely out of my mouth when the door was thrown open, and the starting bars of Lizzo’s “Truth Hurts” blasted through the office. Summer was already on her feet singing about the results of her DNA test—spoiler: she’s a hundred percent that bitch—and her boy problems. In truth, she had none because she was madly in love with Hatch Kershaw, one of my Cup-winning clients.

      I shot up, glad I’d kicked off my Nikes earlier because they let me shimmy more easily across the dance floor. We had instituted regular post-lunch office dance parties—my idea because even as the oldest chick here, I still had a few good ones in me—and now we liked to boogie for a few minutes each day to work off lunch and prepare us for the afternoon stretch.

      Today I felt freer than usual despite losing another client, probably because of that ring. Knowing I was about to be engaged helped overcome those feelings of inadequacy I’d lately felt as several of my clients deserted me. Lucky in love or lucky in my career: maybe I couldn’t be both or I would have to suffer through cycles where one eclipsed the other.

      For now, I would dance.

      Esme was shaking her head, all sunlit waves with fetching purple streaks as she clicked her hips to the music. Summer was going full-scale robot. I didn’t think she had it in her to access that kind of weird, but I loved to see it. As for me, I was running with a classic “hands above the head, let’s shake the booty,” my signature move on the dance floor. It had been a while since I let off steam like this …

      Gah, don’t ruin it thinking of him.

      Esme screeched. We stopped dead in our tracks as the music continued.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I forgot about your two o’clock.”

      “My two—” I turned to the door, noticing now that someone stood behind my assistant. Towered, to be fair.

      I thought of you and you appeared.

      Alexei Nazarov didn’t just own a room when he entered, he made it his bitch. He hadn’t changed much since I saw him last September. Still tall. Still gorgeous. Still terrifyingly present.

      I shot a quick look at Esme, who was busy muting the music on her phone.

      “I didn’t realize I had anyone on the calendar.” She never scheduled anyone without running it by me first.

      “Actually, that’s me.” Summer twitched her nose. “I said I’d talk to him before you had to.”

      That sneaky fucker. Having avoided his calls for weeks, I hadn’t expected he’d do an end run to see me. Because I was ninety-nine percent certain he was not looking for new representation.

      Summer smiled at me tentatively, then stretched her grin wider for Alexei who had still not said a word. “Mr. Nazarov, welcome. You’re a little early and caught us unawares. If you’d like to come with me …”

      “Actually, Summer,” I cut in. “Let’s meet in my office.”

      My co-worker blinked, likely assuming I was throwing my weight around. As a recently anointed agent, this kind of player was a pretty big fish for her. I despised the idea of him wasting our time, so I would have to nip it in the bud and send him on his way.

      I smiled through gritted teeth to put her at ease. I wasn’t mad at her, and I would explain it later—or an abridged version of it—but I realized my reaction made me look a touch crazed.

      “Come in, Mr. Nazarov,” I said sweetly before turning back to Summer. “I apologize in advance for what you’re about to witness.”

      “O … kay?”

      “Lauren.” He nodded at Summer. “You must be Miss Landry.”

      “Call me Summer.” She gestured to the spare seat closest to her, then turned to me to check in.

      “Sure, sit down.” I took a seat and put on my sneakers, pulling tight on the laces and imagining them wrapped around a certain hockey player’s thick neck.

      Esme was still hovering at the door.

      “Mr. Nazarov won’t be staying long, Esme, so no need to offer him any refreshment.”

      She raised pale, perfectly shaped eyebrows. “Got it, boss.”

      Summer caught my gaze with a look of, so that’s how it is. Too right. I hadn’t ignored multiple calls and texts to spend time being messed around by a Russian hockey diva. We’d been down this road before.

      “So, what can we do for you, Mr. Nazarov?”

      He turned to Summer who had prompted that query. “I’m afraid I came here under false pretenses, Miss Landry. I am not looking for representation.”

      “Oh!” Summer looked a touch crestfallen but perked up quickly as she realized she was slap bang in the middle of a spot of high school drama featuring her boss and one of the league’s most bankable stars. “Well, I can’t say I appreciate being used for nefarious purposes, Mr. Nazarov. Your purposes are nefarious, I hope?”

      “Absolutely. It is so hard to get on Mrs. Yates’s schedule, so I must resort to underhand tactics.”

      “It’s Miss,” I said, but something about his error—Mrs.—grated.

      “And you need to talk to her?” Summer’s accent was coming out a little thick there. That Mississippi backwoods gal loved a good gossip. “Urgently?”

      “Yes, I do. And sadly, for your part in all this, privately.”

      Summer smiled, then turned to me with wide eyes. “Okay to leave you alone with Mr. Nazarov, Miss Yates?” She added a hammy wink. Jesus.

      “Perfectly okay. Though he might prefer a witness when I throat-chop him into the middle of next week.”

      “Okay, then! Let me know if you need anything.” She slow-walked out of the office and closed the door.

      I turned to Nazarov. “Why are you here?”

      “You have been ignoring my texts and calls. And now I live in Chicago.”

      “Yes, I know. Everyone knows.” Official news of Nazarov’s trade to the Rebels had broken a few weeks ago, but I already had the inside track because I had connections to the Rebels C-suite. “And I would have thought the block on your number told you all you needed to know.”

      He stood from his seat. Already? And was that disappointment gnawing at my internal organs?

      But he didn’t leave. He walked to the window and looked outside, drinking in the view from the tenth floor of Canary Tower in downtown Riverbrook. Home of the Rebels, the bustling suburb was a scenic thirty-minute drive from the Chicago Loop. I had taken a risk leasing this much space, but I expected to be able to fill the other offices in the next year.

      “This is a good fit for you. Top of the world.”

      “Instead of skates on the ground?”

      “You have always fit in everywhere.”

      Unsurprising that he would view me like that—the girl next door, every guy’s best bud, easy and malleable.

      “Could you get to the point?”

      “We had fun in Vegas, Silver Eyes.” A non sequitur? Not likely. Just as his use of that nickname was designed to soften me up, though for what, I couldn’t be certain.

      “That was months ago. We drank too much. Let off some steam.” I shook my head at the memory. Nazarov in his Marilyn wig, me with an absurd Elvis pompadour, while a trio of impersonators sang “Suspicious Minds”—an ominous choice, for sure. “Did you find photos you needed to share?”

      “Oh, much better than photos.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Still leaning on the windowsill, he had the look of a gleaming lion in repose in the midday sun. But I wasn’t fooled. Predatory energy shimmered off him, which meant I was the poor antelope being stalked by the king of the jungle.

      I would not be sitting still to take this nonsense. Standing, I gestured with my hand for him to get on with it.

      “About a month ago, I was packing up my belongings in preparation for the move to Chicago. I came across some memorabilia.”

      “A Marilyn wig? A poker chip? An unused condom?”

      “A marriage certificate.”

      Dread trickled down my spine. “Excuse me?”

      He extracted a piece of paper from the inside pocket of his jacket.

      “What’s that?”

      “I just told you.”

      “Hilarious, Nazarov.” I did a gimme gesture with my hands. “Absurd piece of paper, please.”

      Amused, he passed it over.

      I unfolded it. Our names. Married. What the⁠—?

      My mind revolted at the evidence before my eyes. “They don’t let drunk people marry. And you said it was a joke.”

      He remained silent, stoic, allowing me to process it in my own way, which involved saying most of the words in my head out loud, peppered with color commentary that was better suited for the ice rink.

      “You have to fucking prepare. Go to the marriage license bureau.” Had I ever used the phrase “marriage license bureau” in my life? It sounded weird and absurdly old-timey on my lips. “Blood tests. Shit like that.”

      “Not for this. We signed something, then we put on our wigs and said ‘I do.’”

      No, no, no. I thought of that engagement ring, sitting in a drawer. The ring I wanted from the man I wanted. “I have a boyfriend.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. Interesting. This was news to him, which meant I still retained some power in whatever game we were playing.

      “My unfaithful little milaya. He would not like this, I think.”

      “No, he wouldn’t. And you know something? Neither do I. I asked you the morning after if we did anything stupid. You said it was just a joke gathering of Elvises and Marilyns. And now you’re telling me I’ve been married to you for what, nine months?”

      Enough to gestate a big old explosive device, now detonating the life I was trying to build.

      “I only recently discovered it myself. I have done the research, and it is a real thing. I tried to call you, but you blocked me.”

      As if this was my fault for not responding.

      Never mind that. Thad would feel so betrayed, and who could blame him? Sure, I hadn’t met him before this disaster-piece. This was a pre-Thad mistake. But things were moving along nicely. My toothbrush. That ring …

      “We need an annulment. Or a divorce. Have you researched that?”

      “I have asked the lawyer. It will take a few weeks, maybe a couple of months. And then it will be as if it never happened.”

      Thank God. I wasn’t a flighty person. Given my family history, I obeyed the rules, mostly, and didn’t make mistakes. I had too much on the line, and finally a chance at happiness with a decent, normal guy.

      But Alexei … why did it have to be him? Why couldn’t it have been a stranger who lit my fire and made me think of all that was possible? Once upon a time, I might have rejoiced at this news. But now? Not a chance.

      That morning in Vegas, he had skulked away like a thief, then texted me that kiss-off. Clearly, he had regretted running into me in Vegas, but was it because he knew more than he was letting on? Was that sneaky exit merely punctuating a moment of “hell, I’m married” panic?

      “Did you know this happened? That night? Or the next morning?”

      “No. The certificate was in my jacket, and I didn’t look at it until I was packing up in Seattle.”

      The document was somewhat crumpled, so he could have been telling the truth. But he’d always had an amazing poker face. Not that it mattered. If this was real—and you bet I would be doing my own research—then it could be dealt with in a real fashion. Before anyone found out. Before Thad asked me to marry him …

      Because I couldn’t go into an engagement with the Russian on my back.

      “I’ll need a copy of that. And you’ll be hearing from my lawyer soon.”

      He pushed off from the windowsill and came to sit on my desk. “Or we could try something else.”

      “Such as?”

      “We could give this marriage a shot.”
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      I expected resistance.

      This was Lauren Yates we were talking about. The woman who insisted on playing the finals of the Frozen Four with a sprained ankle. Who punched a guy and broke his nose because he insulted a friend. Who iced me out for years because of how much I hurt her.

      Stubborn as hell, there was no way she would cave. I was going to have to fight dirty. I was used to that, just not when it mattered this much.

      She snorted. Because it likely didn’t produce the incredulity she was going for, she added a mirthless laugh. As she re-read the certificate from top to bottom, I took the time to study her. She hadn’t changed much in nine months, or even fifteen years. Dark, wavy hair, cherry-hued lips, a determined set to her chin, those silver-gray eyes bright and curious. What had changed was how put together she looked in her green tailored suit. But there was still the nod to her athletic origins with her white sneakers.

      I reveled in each incremental variation to her expression, the joy it sparked in my ice-compacted heart. Soft bafflement was chased away by hot annoyance before finally settling on wry doubt.

      “You sure this is real? It says ‘Graceland Love Productions’ on it. Sounds like a scam.”

      “You might want it to be, but a little research will tell you the truth.” She had to know I wouldn’t lie about something so easy to disprove.

      “As I said, I’ll do my due diligence and get back to you about next steps.” Said primly, all business. I found it interesting that she had completely ignored my suggestion to give this marriage a shot.

      “And when you learn that it is genuine?”

      She set her eyes to a squint. “I have a boyfriend, Nazarov. I certainly don’t need a husband who’s surplus to requirements.”

      “It is awkward, yes.”

      “Exceptionally.”

      A boyfriend. Why had I not known this or even suspected it was possible? This put a different spin on the situation for sure.

      She leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest. “So how are you liking Chicago?”

      I pressed my lips together against a smile. She could have dismissed me, but I still had my foot in the door.

      “It has everything, does it not? The lake, the restaurants, the sports teams, my wife.”

      She blew out a breath that made her nostrils flare. “How are you so blasé about this?”

      “I am not. I am perfectly serious about it.”

      She straightened and pointed at me. “If it’s true, then it’s just an admin error. Married for a laugh, repentance not necessary because there are ways to fix it. Legal ways to get this resolved quickly.”

      “True, as long as both parties are willing. As I said, I think we should give the marriage a chance. We are in the same city together after many years. Chimu byt’, tavoh ni mihnovat’.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You cannot avoid what is meant to happen. This is the universe telling us something.”

      “That I shouldn’t drink on a business trip. Or around you. Or in Vegas.” She slumped in her seat. “You know this isn’t real, Alexei, so why are you trying to force it?”

      Because I finally have my chance with you, Silver Eyes.

      A natural skeptic, she wouldn’t believe that. It would take time to convince her. My job was to create that time.

      “Not trying to force it, Lauren. I would like us to date.”

      I should have been offended at the horror that crossed her expression, but thankfully I was made of sterner stuff.

      “Date?”

      “Yes. We could see if we are still compatible after all these years.”

      “I. Have. A. Boyfriend!”

      Now, I was getting a little annoyed. “You also have a husband. I think one outranks the other.”

      “There is no ranking here. You’re an accident, a mistake, a should-never-have-happened. You’re not in the running because you aren’t even real!”

      I gestured to the marriage certificate. “That piece of paper says different.”

      She raised both hands in frustration. “This is why you have always been impossible, Nazarov! What’s happened here—if it’s happened⁠—”

      “It has happened.”

      She pointed again. “Shut your Russian mouth! What’s happened here is going to really hurt Thad. And you want to make it worse by insisting we date? We’re not a couple, never have been, so what point does this serve?”

      “It serves the point of making sure that we do not make a mistake.”

      “Mistake’s already been made,” she said glumly.

      “Perhaps, perhaps not. Perhaps this unusual situation needed to happen to force us to think about what we really want.” And this boyfriend of hers was not it. I knew that much.

      Her eyes flashed. “No.”

      “No?”

      “I won’t be playing this game with you. We’ll get it annulled.”

      “You will need my cooperation. I’m asking that you take a little time to indulge me. Three dates, that’s all.”

      “Three? One meeting is all we need, with our lawyers, where we will discuss how to fix this, and now you’re saying three dates?” She pointed at the door. “Out. Now.”

      That made me smile. It felt good to be on the sharp end of her ire. Invigorating, like the first time we met.

      I stood and headed for the exit. “My number is the same, Lauren. All you need to do is unblock it.”
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      I pushed through the door of the Empty Net and looked around. No sign of my boyfriend, which was fine because I liked the idea of a quick dose of Dutch courage before he arrived. To be honest, I would have preferred some place quieter, like the wine bar a few doors down, but Thad loved the Net, a favorite with Chicago Rebels players and fans alike.

      The Rebels win in the Finals a week ago had definitely goosed the bar’s business, another reason I wouldn’t have minded a little respite from every bitchin’ fan boy and his uncle. I wasn’t digging the hockey life right now, and I cursed Alexei Nazarov for harshing my vibe.

      I had a call into a lawyer friend who would figure out if Alexei was telling the truth, but in my heart of hearts, I knew he was. Why would he lie about it? If I knew anything about the man, it was that he wouldn’t want to be tied down at this point in his life unless alcohol and idiocy had mated and had a baby, the offspring being our ill-considered marriage.

      I do.

      I’m screwed.

      But Lucas, my lawyer friend, had said that this was relatively easy to fix. Thank God we lived in the US of A, where there was a solution to every batshit, booze-drenched decision. Per Lucas, you just sign an application for annulment, and it’s usually done and dusted in a month.

      Thad wouldn’t even have to know.

      Setting aside the notion that keeping this from my boyfriend was somewhat problematic, I considered how to ensure Alexei’s silence because I sure as hell would not be giving into his absurd demands. Three dates? Not a chance.

      Money wouldn’t work.

      Sweet talk would make me vomit.

      Threats of my own? I had no leverage.

      I gestured to the bartender. “White wine, please. Sauv blanc if you have it.”

      Someone nudged my elbow and I turned to find Summer.

      “How about I get that?”

      “No worries. The boss always buys.”

      Her eyes went soft. “You okay?”

      “Of course!”

      “Only, that meeting with Alexei Nazarov was kind of out there. Why did he go through me to get to you?” Her tone was a mix of characteristic concern and understandable nosiness.

      “Listen, I’d appreciate if you could keep this Nazarov business to yourself.” Summer had signed an NDA when she came on board, and all this was covered by that, but it didn’t hurt to remind her.

      She did a lips-zipped gesture. “I’m not going to share agency business with anyone. I’m really interested in asking after you. You seemed a little frazzled by his visit.”

      I inhaled deeply just as my wine appeared. Rather than desperately gulp like I wanted to, I took a ladylike sip so as not to worry Summer.

      “He and I went to college together, so we go way back. We were sort of friendly once, but we haven’t talked in years.”

      “Oh, right.” Summer bit her lip. “He’s not hassling you, is he?”

      “No, not at all! It’s just our relationship has always been complicated.”

      “I see,” she said, making it clear she didn’t see at all. Sure, my explanation was lacking in the extreme, but I was right about our dynamic. Alexei and I were incapable of hitting a groove that worked.

      And this was who I married in Vegas. I took a slug of vino, downright pissed at past me.

      Summer’s boyfriend, Hatch Kershaw, appeared behind her, circling his arms around her waist and kissing her neck. Shivering, she relaxed in his arms. He caught my eye.

      “Hey, Special Agent Lauren, want a drink?”

      I held up my glass. “All good! Oh, I heard from Passepartout today.”

      “And?”

      “They’re sending over the contract for e-signature tomorrow. You are now the official spokesman of an exclusive European watch brand.”

      “Yes!” He turned Summer in his arms. “When were you going to tell me, Sunshine?”

      “Uh, never. In case you haven’t noticed, Lauren is your agent, not me. I don’t blab about agency business even when it involves my boyfriend.” She shot a coy look my way. “Confidentiality is the name of the game. But congratulations! I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thanks, baby.” They kissed passionately while I, the founder of the luxury brand watch deal feast, took another sip.
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