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      It was love at first sight. The instant Victoria Newhouse took my hand, I was a goner. I wanted her with every fiber of my being.

      

      Except she was the daughter of the team’s owner and I wasn’t allowed to want her.

      

      Her father made that very clear, and if I wanted to keep my contract with the Minnesota Raiders professional hockey team, then I’d do whatever he said.

      

      Fast forward nine years: Victoria now sees me as merely the grumpy Russian. I play well. I keep my head down. I make sure to stay out of trouble. Still, trouble seems to find me.

      

      Fate throws me and Tori together again and again. It’s getting too hard to keep my hands off of her, to stop myself from kissing her senseless.

      

      Especially when she starts to kiss me back.

      

      The sparks are still there, but with threats of the past coming back to haunt us, I know I need to keep my distance, for her sake and for my kids. I know a guy like me isn’t allowed to have what he wants. And yet I don’t want to be the strong and silent type anymore. I want Tori today, tomorrow, and always.

      

      This might be my last shot at redemption. And I’m willing to risk it all for love.

      

      Last Shot is Book 3 in the Minnesota Raiders series following sexy single hockey player dads on and off the ice.
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Alexi

        

      

    

    
      9 years ago

      

      I was trying to play it cool as I strutted into the posh upper level offices of the Minnesota Raiders. This was the big league. The NHL. National fucking Hockey League, and they wanted me. They wanted me.

      If there was one thing I’d learned throughout the years of struggling to make the big time, it was that image was everything.

      People thought that I, Alexi Griffith, was a badass.

      So on the outside, that’s who I pretended to be. The tattoos helped. The scar did too, although I’d long since learned to live with it. It was the result of an accident when I was ten years old. A neighborhood kid and I had been playing ball in a side alley when the empty wine bottle I’d been using as a bat cracked and the broken glass flew up and cut my cheek pretty deep. I probably should have gotten stitches but that was the thing about my parents: we couldn’t afford a trip to the doctor. They preferred to allow good old-fashioned Mother Nature and Father Time to heal me instead.

      The resulting scar made me look like a tough guy who’d been through hell and back. Like I said, badass on the outside. On the inside, I was just a rookie who had achieved his dream of being signed to the NHL by this team. Talk about a lucky break. Things like that didn’t happen to people like me.

      On the inside, I was still the underprivileged, neglected kid from Philly who used to go hungry and snuck into the ice rink because it was warmer there than on the street, safer there than in my violent childhood home with my immigrant parents who didn’t seem to remember they had a child half the time.

      On the inside, I was still the one who was never wanted.

      I was an outsider and I’d learned to live with that, but man, did I want to fit in now. Here.

      All my years of training and learning and working had finally paid off in a big way. I was out of Philly, away from the people who’d never protected me. I’d never let anyone use me again. From this point on, nobody messed with me or my life.

      I’d make sure of it.

      I’d learned a long time ago not to look like shit bothered me, even when it did. Never show weakness. And that’s what I’d be doing here with the Raiders. Minnesota was a long way from Pennsylvania and I couldn’t be happier.

      Happy, proud, nervous, and excited all at once.

      I pushed through the doors to the office belonging to the team’s owner, unsurprised when a front desk complete with a pretty assistant greeted me instead of Mr. Elijah Newhouse.

      The receptionist glanced up from her computer screen, the corners of her lips lifting in a smile. Her eyes scored me from top to bottom and I made sure to adopt a little bit of heat in my own gaze to match hers.

      “May I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Elijah Newhouse. Name’s Griffith. Alexi Griffith,” I told her.

      She glanced over at the screen and her smile widened before she told me to take a seat. I did.

      It wasn’t long before I heard a throat clear and when I turned, there was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen approaching me. Silky blonde hair fell loose around her shoulders and her eyes were wide with a cheer she didn’t have to force. Were people normally this happy?

      I wondered because I’d honestly never seen anyone with such a dazzling smile. She looked like sweetness personified. Sweetness and light and everything good. I couldn’t stop staring at her, and something hard thumped in my chest.

      My heart skipped a beat. Then two. And stopped. Finally, right when I thought I’d have to pound my fist against the damn thing, it started again.

      The woman smiled at me with such warmth I might have felt uncomfortable had she not chosen the seat next to me, and I drew in a breath filled with perfume.

      Flowers? Musk? I didn’t know, but the blend went straight to my head and left me dizzy.

      “Don’t be nervous.”

      Oh shit, she was speaking to me.

      I glanced over at her as she commandeered the seat next to mine. “What makes you think I’m nervous?”

      She grinned and pointed down to my knee. “You’re shaking.”

      Men like me didn’t shake and I cut that crap right out before my foot could so much as bounce again.

      “I’m Alexi,” I finally said, extending my hand.

      She laid her hand down on mine. Long fingers and a perfect French manicure, I saw, before I wrapped my own meaty digits around hers.

      Something clicked inside of me in a way I’d never experienced and I knew, on some deep intrinsic level, my life would never be the same again.

      “Victoria. Most people call me Tori. It’s my first day and I’m joining the PR team. My guess is you’re here to play.”

      Tori. The nickname fit her; it fit the spark of mischief in her eyes. She was breathtaking. My pulse pounded in my ears.

      I grinned at her and she didn’t shrink away from me. Most of the time, women seemed attracted to the scar, and they liked the aura of danger. Something told me neither of those things would impress Tori.

      “I’m definitely here to play,” I said, my accent deepening. “Can’t you tell from my voice? Russians always make the best hockey players. I’d be happy to show you sometime.”

      Okay, where did the brash confidence come from? Without the help of alcohol, to boot.

      A pretty blush stained her cheeks and she glanced down at her lap. “I’ve never played hockey but I’m looking forward to learning all about the sport. I think you’d be a good teacher, Alexi.”

      I nodded slowly. “The best.”

      Looking at Tori, for a fucked-up second I caught a glimpse of a bright future full of promise. The last of my nerves melted away and when she laughed, my cock hardened.

      “The best?” she asked. “Seems pretty boastful.”

      “Can’t help it if that’s the truth.”

      The way she looked at me…it did something to me. I followed her into laughter even though I wasn’t exactly sure what I was laughing about. I didn’t care.

      “I’m no good with a pair of skates,” she said with a conspirator’s whisper. “So you’re welcome to show me how well you play on the ice but I won’t be able to keep up, you know. No matter how good of a teacher you are.”

      “I could give you a lesson this afternoon, if you’d like,” I found myself offering.

      “I might take you up on it. Maybe it would help my brilliant public relations strategies if I actually knew how to play. Learn some of the tricks and tips that make you the best.”

      Yup, the twinkle was back in her eyes.

      I agreed without hesitation. “Oh, absolutely”

      This was turning out to be the best damn day of my life. Hockey and her. I didn’t even know her. Except, for some messed-up reason, it kind of felt like I did. As if her smile spoke to some part of me I’d never been able to show to the light. Something lurking under the surface that I wasn’t aware of until this exact moment.

      It didn’t make sense.

      And yet it did seem to make sense.

      Tori made me feel something new. She made me feel hope.

      “We could—”

      The door to the owner’s office swung open, interrupting whatever she’d been about to say, and revealing the grizzled gentleman standing there looking at me with thinly veiled disgust. His gaze darted down to where I still held Tori’s hand—I hadn’t let go?–and he really didn’t like that.

      That was clear by the way his salt-and-pepper eyebrows drew down into a violent V.

      He’d better not be hitting on the young women around here, I thought. That was not cool. Old rich men hitting on young women, staking their claims, made me sick to my stomach. Like their money somehow made them entitled to whatever or whoever they wanted.

      Or maybe he knew I was just a brute on and off the ice, and whoever Tori was, he didn’t think I deserved to be anywhere near her.

      I wasn’t good enough. Yeah, that might be it.

      Too bad for him, I had a stubborn streak a mile wide, and if I set my sights on something, anything, I didn’t give up until I got what I wanted.

      And I wanted Tori to keep smiling at me.

      “Griffith, come in.”

      It was an order, not a request.

      I finally dropped Tori’s hand. “See you around.”

      “I hope so. Have a great first day!” She spoke with a voice full of sunshine, waving me toward the office.

      The old man let the door shut behind us with a decisive click and I turned to face the largest desk I’d ever seen in my life. Carved from a single piece of polished mahogany, it damn near stretched the length of the room, and the guy didn’t even offer me a seat before he slid into the leather chair on the opposite side.

      “Elijah Newhouse,” he barked at me.

      “Oh. Sure.”

      It was the best I could do because fuck, I wasn’t expecting the team’s owner to be this kind of guy. The perverted, over-compensatory dude. By all accounts, he was usually very hands-off and I couldn’t imagine every new player received a personal welcome like the one I’d gotten, but I was not going to argue.

      At last, he pointed to one of the chairs opposite the massive desk.

      “Do you know the identity of the young woman you were just manhandling?” he began, steepling his fingers.

      I could do without the attitude, I thought. The glare he shot me? I was used to the expression. Still, I thought I was here to discuss my contract with the Raiders. Not to talk about a friendly chat in the waiting room.

      Besides, I wouldn’t have called it manhandling, but whatever.

      “No, I just met her. She said it’s her first day, too,” I offered. “She seems nice.”

      “That young woman is my only child.”

      A surge of relief coursed through me. Okay, so he was not the sugar daddy, in this case. He was the real daddy.

      My relief was short-lived as his expression darkened. I practically felt it on my skin as he took me in and found me wanting.

      “It’s great you get to work together,” I managed to get out with the barest hint of politeness.

      The silence stretched on for an eternity and although a small piece of me recognized it as an intimidation tactic, it took everything inside to keep my spine straight instead of backing down the way he wanted me to. The tension was thick enough to take a bite out of.

      Much like what he wanted to do to me. The hostility in his gaze burned hot.

      What had I done to deserve such a warm welcome?

      Manhandled his daughter, apparently. It was an offense I hadn’t been aware of when I walked inside the building.

      “I’m going to say this just once, Griffith, and then I will never mention it from this day forward,” Mr. Newhouse said at last. “If you so much as look at my daughter, let alone touch her, your contract will be terminated and you’ll never play hockey again. I’ll personally make sure of it.”

      He let the words settle like he hadn’t just dropped an atomic bomb down on me.

      Elijah took my stunned face as an invitation to continue with his threat.

      “You’re a good player, but you’re an animal. I’ve seen you on the ice. I've heard the reports from the other players. I’ve spoken to a few of your mentors. A brute, some call you.” He craned his neck to the side as he took me in. Like he was waiting to see how I would react to what he said.

      I couldn’t deny it. The rumors were true. I did whatever it took to win because I wanted to be the best. I wanted this NHL contract and the chance to better my life. To drag myself up out of the gutter.

      “You are not now nor will you ever be good enough for Victoria,” he said. “There is no world in which the two of you have a chance to be together. She is out of your league, and if you wish to play with the Raiders—if you wish to play in the NHL at all—then you will do as I say and keep your distance. I saw the way she looked at you just now.”

      “How did she look at me?” I asked.

      Elijah’s brows formed a dark line. “Do I make myself clear?” he snapped.

      Well, fuck me. All the hope I’d felt just minutes earlier evaporated faster than water in the desert.

      I didn’t know what to say for the longest moment. The kernel of something wonderful I’d felt in my heart at meeting Tori shriveled up into nothing. Or maybe it shifted into the same dark corner, hiding, unwilling to be acknowledged ever again. Either way, I shrugged into my usual persona as easily as putting on a coat. A layer of numbing cold settled over me and I nodded to him. Once.

      “Crystal clear,” I snapped back.

      Because what else could I say? I needed this gig.

      I’d done whatever it took to get out of my home life in Philadelphia, away from my parents. I’d practiced until my fingers bled and the calluses on my feet from the too-tight skates began to affect how I walked on solid ground.

      I refused to risk everything for a woman I didn’t know, a billionaire’s daughter no less. I was the same old thug I always was, both on and off the ice, and no doubt in my mind: she was too good for me.

      I might soon be signed with a contract worth millions, but deep down, I would always be that punk from the streets.

      Elijah graced me with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Perfect,” he said in a low, cool tone. “Now let’s get on with the details and signatures for your stay with the Raiders, shall we?”

      When I walked back to the reception area, Tori was still there, and she shot me a warm, wonderful smile. She felt it too, whatever it was between us.

      Too bad whatever it was between us had to die. Even if I had to make her hate me.

      “Alexi, how did it go in there? My father can be a beast sometimes but I know he’s so happy to have you on our team,” she told me. “He talked about you nonstop at breakfast this morning.”

      I glanced away without answering her question. I was never intentionally rude to anyone, and I felt disgusted with myself for treating her that way. But now I had too much to lose. Too much was at stake. Now it was my job to convince her that what she felt wasn’t real. Ignoring her seemed the less painful path to achieve that.

      I had told her I was there to play. This was part of the game, a game that now included a new rule.

      Hands off Tori.

      Make her hate you.

      I didn’t like it but I had no fucking choice.
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      Present day

      

      I’d been summoned to Tori’s office, or so Coach Winston Perdue informed me at the end of hockey practice.

      I groaned and narrowly avoided dropping my head down in my hands. There went the adrenaline high of my last goal. Down the tubes.

      “Winston, no,” I tried to reason with him. “I didn’t do anything. Why am I being punished here?”

      The old man simply shrugged and refused to look at me from below the bill of the baseball cap he constantly wore. “It’s not my call. Sorry.”

      Being summoned upstairs was never, in my experience, a good thing. And in my case, Tori’s office was even worse. I tried to avoid the entire floor like a plague. She and I didn’t see eye to eye on most days.

      I’d made sure of it.

      As Head of PR and Communications for the Minnesota Raiders, I respected the hell out of the woman. She had a job to do, and I know the guys and I didn’t always make it easy on her. Sometimes we had to go along with her wishes in order to make things work.

      I’d spent the best part of these last nine years walking the fine line of having her irritated by me but not giving her too much grief, and damn if the constant balancing act didn’t wear on me. Being around her was pure torture on so many levels I didn’t even know where to fucking begin.

      The one woman I’d always wanted was the one I could never have and it tore me up. Thus the avoidance tactics. Most of the time it worked just fine. Other times, like when she rang the dinner bell to get me to come inside like a good little boy, it irritated me. There was a definite power imbalance between us and the worst part was I knew it hadn’t always been this way.

      For the briefest of moments, we’d been on equal footing. Two people who wanted each other even though we’d just met.

      I always grumbled and groaned for effect, but in the end I did her press conferences. I did her cover shoots. I smiled for the camera. I deepened the accent.

      I did whatever she asked because I wanted to be close to her and this was the only way.

      She needed to think I wasn’t keen on her ideas, or on her, but I never really stood in her way for anything she truly wanted. It was the game I played with her and with myself. I knew Tori had the team’s best interests at heart, and so did I when it came right down to it.

      Tori always got what she wanted.

      And I wanted to give it to her no matter what guillotine waited to fall on me.

      It was a damn shame I found angry and annoyed Victoria just as sexy as the cupcake-sweet version. A real damn shame. She didn’t know either of those things, which was how it needed to stay for, well, the rest of my career with the Raiders.

      I wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      Winston snapped his fingers to get me moving faster and I rose slowly from the bench, stretching my arms overhead for effect. Muscles rippled, tattoos shifted. I took my sweet time drawing on my jacket before heading out of the locker room.

      Being called in to see her alone was unusual, though. She usually made sure to have at least one other person in the room with us, and the questioning look I threw at Coach Winston when he didn’t follow me was met with a shrug. He hadn’t been invited.

      Hmm. Strange.

      Something was going down and my gut told me it was not the good kind of something. The last twelve months had been an epic shit-show for me in every piece of my life. Why should today be any different?

      My late wife left this mortal coil just as she’d lived: with a bang. It was messy, it was selfish, and there were casualties. I didn’t mind that I was one casualty. Hell, I probably deserved the consequences. But our two kids Aubrey and Adam? They did not.

      Neither did the Raiders, whom her death had also tainted. So whatever Tori had to say, it more than likely had to do with the car accident and the resulting catastrophe of media fire we’d all come under since.

      I braced myself for this meeting like I was preparing to stop a semi-truck with my bare hands.

      My team captain, Grant Wright, clapped me on the back as I strode out into the hall and headed up to the top floor. I read the gesture as he’d meant it: good luck.

      It didn’t take long for the secretary to usher me inside and I found myself face to face with Victoria Newhouse.

      She sat behind the same large desk her father had used all those years ago, which was good news because it blocked the view of her amazingly long legs, at least. I couldn’t see the sexy-AF skirt she was always keen on wearing. She wore those damn pencil skirts every damn day. I didn’t need to see it to know it was there.

      The legs and the skirt both appeared in my dreams regularly.

      My mouth went dry and stayed that way at the first sight of her.

      Her blonde hair was swept to the top of her head in an elegant updo (that was work Tori) and she wore a blue silky shirt to match the color of her eyes.

      I shouldn’t know what exact color her eyes were…but I did. Robin’s-egg blue. Summer-sky blue. Candy blue. And they went lighter when she laughed. Darker when she was angry. Or aroused.

      I wasn’t so stupid to confuse the two.

      “Shut the door, please, Alexi,” she said when her eyes landed on me.

      I was in a Raiders t-shirt and shorts and a light jacket thrown on against the air conditioning. I had planned on heading straight home to my kids after training. I didn’t miss the way her gaze snagged on the tight material or the rips near the elbows. Comfortable jacket but it was about to fall apart.

      I gave her my patented who-the-fuck-do-you-think-you’re-talking-to look which, because she was Tori, she ignored completely. And I didn’t shut the door.

      She shrugged at the blatant power move. “It’s for your privacy, not mine. So, your choice.”

      Because I had no doubt that, as usual, the woman was right, I finally shut the door and grabbed a seat. The chair was way too small for a guy of my size. It felt like I’d taken one of the furniture pieces from Aubrey’s outdoor playhouse and tried to make myself comfortable.

      I didn’t want to be alone with Tori.

      Not one bit. But I was not an animal and I could control myself around her, or so I told myself. More than that, though, I didn’t want my dirty laundry aired in public, and I knew whatever we were about to discuss, it involved every bit of dirty laundry I had accumulated.

      As soon as my ass hit the leather on the armchair, she proceeded to slam a newspaper down on the desktop in front of me.

      “When were you going to share this with me?” she blurted out.

      Oh. Damn. The ice-queen was angry.

      Left eyebrow raised, I looked down and read the headline which said it all.

      Distraught Mother Sues NHL Star for International Model Daughter’s Wrongful Death

      I didn’t let Tori see the way the headline caused a shiver of ice to creep beneath my ribs. Yep, my wife’s mother, Dina Shaw, was a piece of work. She was a mom-ager more than a mother and now my wife/her daughter/client was dead.

      That meant the cash Dina had at her disposal was drying up and so was the publicity. My wife Karina (with a K, as she’d been called) had been a famous model and influencer used to being in the spotlight. Used to being treated to the riches of life in whatever form they presented themselves. And they had presented themselves in a million different ways. She’d had the kind of face to stop traffic and a body to match.

      She had died behind the steering wheel after an End of Season party for the Raiders to celebrate our victory with the Stanley Cup.

      The headlines following the crash hadn’t been kind, only adding to my misery as I fought to keep my head above water and protect my kids from the backlash. I hadn’t been able to save my wife no matter how hard I tried.

      Her blood was on my hands, metaphorically as well as literally.

      K’s mother was now suing me instead of the big bad alcohol companies she’d originally blamed. Those facts were all in the story and all were true.

      Well, not the part where she named me as being responsible for Karina’s death. That was all on the woman herself. And whoever helped her score the drugs she had taken that night. I knew who. I didn’t want to say anything.

      Yeah, and maybe Dina who made my wife neurotic about everything in her life, including gaining weight after her two pregnancies. I was pretty sure that’s how the drug use started: the pills staved off hunger and made it easier for K to fit into her size negative-two dresses for her fashion shows.

      People thought I was emotionless, but I had a lot of feelings about this. Sadness, betrayal, and anger were all on the list, along with a few I couldn’t put a name to. I let none of it show.

      Things hadn’t been perfect between us but we’d made it work for the kids. Or tried to, anyway. I’d tried, at least.

      Our marriage had always been rocky and as soon as I put a ring on her finger, I’d regretted it. The engagement was very possibly the biggest mistake of my life. K hadn’t been marriage material, and neither was I.

      We had been two dysfunctional adults who knew nothing about how healthy relationships worked because neither of us had a good template to work off of. Oh yeah, and she was a narcissist.

      Couldn’t forget that part, could I?

      Everything, and I mean everything, had been about Karina. The only good things I got out of the marriage were Adam and Aubrey. Period. Even then she’d moaned about gaining weight during both pregnancies and made my life a living hell for impregnating her. Like I’d been the one to blame. Although I was still pretty certain she’d had Aubrey so I wouldn’t leave her. The niggling thought would not leave my head and the more I gave it room to grow, the more it made sense.

      Adam was definitely an accident. K was never right after she had him. She wanted her pre-baby body back and fast. No hard work. Only shortcuts.

      I shook my head to clear the memories. Tori was staring at me like she wanted an explanation last week. I huffed out a sigh. Not the end to the day I’d imagined.

      “It’s not really any of your concern,” I told her, trying to keep my cool when inside I wanted to rage and break something.

      I was furious about the lawsuit and my wife’s death and my mother-in-law’s vicious attacks. I was also furious it was splashed all over the papers, again. My kids did not need this, and neither did I.

      “Right,” Tori answered slowly. Her brows narrowed the longer she stared at me. “Because as the PR manager for the Raiders, when one of my key players is being sued, there is no way I’d need to do any damage control.” She continued to narrow those beautiful eyes at me until I barely saw a hint of blue. “I’ve seen the witness list for the trial, Alexi. The whole team was at the party and they’re all on there. That makes it my business. I need to make sure they’re ready for court because trust me, Dina is going to escalate this as high as she can. It’s my job to ensure the rest of the guys don’t talk to the media unless they’re passing along statements from me or your lawyer.”

      Shit. Of course they were on the witness list. Caught in Dina’s headlights. I hated that.

      This team was my family and I don’t want my family dragged through the mud. I wanted to tell Tori I was sorry, and I wouldn’t mind a hug either if I was ready to push against the boundaries, but she was still off limits.

      And she hated me.

      I’d made damn sure of it and sometimes, when I pushed the game a little too far between us, I hated myself too. I never got the sweet-sunshine Tori I’d met on my first day here, not anymore.

      I was a dick to her and she treated me like an annoying bug she’d like to swat. Nothing more.

      The arrangement made Daddy Newhouse very happy.

      “Do you even have a lawyer?” Tori asked.

      “I haven’t gotten around to it yet.” I knew it would be necessary eventually. “I’m not worried about this. I had nothing to do with Karina’s death. The witnesses will corroborate.” I had to believe the truth would come out and my ex-mother-in-law would not win this ridiculous and pointless suit.

      I knew for certain I was in no way responsible because I hadn’t even spoken to K the night of the party. We’d been in one of our stone-cold silences that had a tendency to stretch on for weeks at a time.

      Tori slumped down in her chair. “I don’t really care whether you’re worried or not, Alexi. I’m worried about the image of this team.”

      “You don’t care?” I glared at her. “Do you actually think I’m guilty of this?”

      It was hard enough seeing Tori every day and having her hate me. I couldn’t bear it if she thought I’d had a hand in Karina’s accident. It would tear me to pieces.

      Had I really convinced her to think so little of me?

      Maybe I’d played the game a little too well.

      “What I think doesn’t matter.” Well, fuck. “And the reality is we spin this so you and the team come out smelling like roses. That’s my job. Your job is to help me achieve that. Nothing else matters.”

      It may not have mattered to her but it sure as hell mattered to me.
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      I tilted my head toward the man in front of my desk and bit down on the sigh itching to leave my throat. Why did he have to make everything so damn hard? Alexi was a pain in my butt on a good day. Such a pain! And he had been since day one when we were introduced. On his worst days? He was stubborn, sullen, and a real curmudgeon, which made getting anywhere with him a trial.

      Today he was somewhere in between. He was speaking—albeit reluctantly—and pissy about everything, but at least it left me room to navigate the conversation. It was terribly hard to navigate stony silence.

      His attitude toward me, however—

      It was like he’d taken one look at me after shaking my hand and decided on the spot he disliked everything about me and we would never get along. I saw the same look on his face now, with his scowl lines deepening but the rest of him still downright sexy.

      All right, fine. I was determined not to take his attitude personally because I knew not everyone in this world would be a fan of me and what I represented. Yet it did make working with him a little like walking on broken glass.

      I just happened to be a fine dancer.

      And oh boy the dancing I’d have to do to get us out of this one. I’d thought we were well past the issue of Karina’s accident right after our big party at the club. It turned out the dead couldn’t stay dead, not if their mothers had anything to do with it, and this mother was turning her viper fangs on her ex-son-in-law.

      I did not envy Alexi his position in this whatsoever. No matter how we felt about each other, he was knee-deep in shit and it was my job to get him out of it before he dragged the rest of us down too.

      Currently, the very difficult Russian stood in front of my desk with anger rolling off of him in waves that made it difficult to concentrate on anything else. No one held on to anger like Alexi Griffith, and I always seemed to be the one he unleashed his ire on, no matter the occasion. This time it was not warranted but it didn’t seem to matter to him where he directed that red-hot rage.

      I understood where he was coming from. I did. I got it. He felt used and abused, worried about his children and how this wrongful suit would impact them after the death of their mother. We both knew his mother-in-law was only going down this road because she thought she could benefit from his wealth. She didn’t actually believe Alexi was responsible for the car crash any more than I did.

      And if anyone knew how it felt to be exploited for having money, well…it was me.

      I could be the freaking poster child. Alexi had no idea.

      That didn’t mean I needed to sit there and let him stew, ruining what had otherwise looked to be a perfectly decent afternoon. Until I saw the paper. Until I saw the slander his witch of an ex-mother-in-law decided to stir up.

      How long had he been keeping this from me?

      Unfortunately, Alexi knew it was nearly impossible for me to stay pissed at him no matter how badly he pushed my buttons. He got away with a whole lot because of it and I had a feeling he was pulling those strings even now.

      “Victoria…” Alexi trailed off, forcing me to look up at him.

      Our eyes met. Oh, Lord. My stomach flipped and I knew this was neither the time nor the place for that kind of reaction. Still, there was something about him beyond the definite bad boy vibes, the tattoos and the scar across his face and the damn accent. Something about him drawing me in when I tried desperately hard to stay away.

      I liked the way he called me by my full name instead of the popular Tori I went by in friendly company.

      Except Alexi and I were anything but friendly with each other.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What are you thinking about?”

      “You know this is not some publicity stunt, woman.” The statement came out as a growl and I blinked at him. “I don’t want the team to get hurt, either.”

      Excuse me? Woman? Was he taking cues from Grant these days?

      Because Grant Wright, the Raiders’ captain, was the only man I knew who liked to call his girlfriend woman and actively got away with it.

      Oh, no. I wasn’t standing for the epithet today, and certainly not when I was trying to do damage control.

      My brows drew down in a very low scowl and I forced the rest of me to harden. This was not who Alexi was with anyone else…only me. I had no idea why he acted so differently when we were alone, but it was true. I was also not sure if he wound me up for shits and giggles or because he dealt with me in a different way because he knew he could.

      I guess we’d find out by the end of the meeting. He wasn’t going anywhere until we came to an agreement on how to handle his ex-mother in law’s rather ridiculous smear campaign.

      “I’ll ask you not to call me woman. I know you are upset by this latest development. I understand. You’re frustrated. Let me just be clear,” I began as I held up a finger. Using my professional voice on him and staring him down until he understood that I meant business. “I know this is not a publicity stunt.”

      “I have more to lose.”

      He was speaking about the children. “I don’t want you or your kids dragged through this either. Which is why you should have enlightened me the moment Dina began making noise about a lawsuit.” The thought still drove me crazy. “If I’d known about her actions earlier, I could have shut it down before—”

      “No one is paying that bitch a red cent,” Alexi interrupted harshly. The vein on the side of his neck began to bulge.

      Oh wow, yeah, he was pissed off. Angrier than I had first thought when I called him into the office to talk about this latest crap. I drummed my fingers along the top of the desk, trying not to act like his frustration was actually getting to me.

      He crumpled the paper in his fist. “You know why I didn’t come to you.”

      “No, I know you didn’t trust me to get a handle on it before it became a problem. Nothing more,” I said.

      “I didn’t want you to handle it with money.”

      The man definitely saw through me to the heart of the matter. Almost like he’d heard the thoughts in my head. In the few harried minutes before I’d called him in to talk to me, I had considered giving the woman some money to just go away. I have a trust fund so large I’d never be able to spend it all in one lifetime. Besides charities, I worked in a business where I was surrounded by men, and I didn’t have anyone to date, so I didn’t have kids of my own to spoil.

      I made sure to do as much as I could for my team members’ children. It made me the favorite “aunt” because I definitely took spoiling them to a whole new level, despite their fathers’ fame and resources.

      Still, my lifestyle left me a lot of cash and not a lot of options for spending it. I didn’t particularly like using it to pay off greedy, exploitative bitches.

      Although public relations and putting out fires like this was my job, Alexi would have my hide if I did anything of the sort now.

      And the way he stared at me…

      It was enough to turn me into a pile of mush. Not that I admitted to it.

      “Okay, Alexi.” I drew in a breath and held it in my cheeks for a hot minute. “Well, then, if you’re sure you don’t want me to pay to make this go away, then we need to at least figure out a response to her while we get you a decent lawyer. A noncommittal statement that still gets our point across in an irrefutable way. The media will be swarming like sharks scenting chum in the water since the word is out. We have to be prepared.”

      They were already swarming. I’d fielded more than twenty calls in the last hour.

      I crossed and uncrossed my legs beneath the desk, trying to get comfortable with this very uncomfortable situation. And still Alexi refused to sit down. He preferred to loom over me like some kind of massive, beefy bodyguard. Talk about intimidation.

      Arms went over his chest in an X. “I’d like to go with no comment,” he muttered, his accent deepening with his prolonged ire.

      Of course he would. I didn’t roll my eyes the way I wanted to. Professionals didn’t roll their eyes, or so my father warned me numerous times.

      Alexi Griffith was the Minnesota Raiders’ Defender and Master of the Slapshot on the ice. Off the ice? Not much of a talker. I’d been trying to get him to let me massage the story of the accident ever since Karina died, to do a little positive press to maintain his good image, but the absolutely stubborn asshole wouldn’t let me!

      “I’d like to go with no comment,” he repeated, this time clearly. Like I hadn’t been paying attention.

      Of course he would think that.

      Trying not to eye roll was actually giving me a headache. Or at least a worse headache than the one I already had.

      I sighed again and shuffled a few of the papers on my desk. One of them was a second copy of the newspaper article alerting me to the issue of the lawsuit, since no one else saw fit to let me actually do my job. The others were correspondences I’d printed out from the club we’d rented for the initial party. The party Karina had left early, right before the car accident where she’d lost her life.

      A pit opened up in my stomach.

      The car accident had been a terrible low point for everyone on the team. Alexi suffered the most, thrown into a black depression for the longest time. He’d lost a wife. He’d lost the mother of his children. The rest of us ached for him and the changes in his life. For me, the task of taking care of his image for the team became secondary to the desire to be there for him.

      Except he’d made it clear since we first met: he didn’t want or need someone like me.

      Now he didn’t have a choice. We were in this together whether he liked it or not, and sooner or later, Alexi would bend to my expertise. Otherwise he’d bring the ax down on me and the rest of the team.

      Neither one of us wanted a bigger problem than the one we currently faced.

      “I will put out another statement,” I told him. “As for us, we will repeat and maintain that the Raiders have a strict no drug use policy. The after-season party was no exception and any drug use was done without our knowledge. We will reissue how very sorry we all are about Karina’s passing, how you have our full support.”

      Those were the base points I wanted to cover, at least.

      He nodded, looking out the window toward the parking lot. There were deep thoughts going on in his head, I knew, thoughts he wouldn’t share unless absolutely pressed. I did my best not to force him.

      “Alexi.”

      He turned my way when I called his name.

      “I want you to understand. You do have our full support. I’ll do whatever it takes to help you through this. I promise.” I resisted reaching across the desktop for him no matter how badly I wanted to, knowing that he wouldn’t want me to touch him.

      He never did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Alexi

          

        

      

    

    
      The meeting didn’t take as long as I’d thought it would, thank God. Sometimes Tori rambled on, like she knew the best course of action and needed to spend extra time explaining it to me. I was the son of immigrants. That didn’t make me stupid. I hadn’t been to fancy boarding schools or an elite college like her, true, but I was not stupid.

      So what if I’d had a bad childhood? So what if the only thing that saved me, that got me out of Philly, was signing on to the NHL?

      I was just as good as anyone else, and I had to work hard to remember that when it felt like my life was falling to shit. And Tori was holding the bucket.

      No.

      My fist tightened around the steering wheel as I drove home. No, it wasn’t fair for me to take my anger out on her. She was an easy target, and me being with her, wanting her and never being able to have her, well, that wasn’t her fault. She was only doing her job and trying to help me. Like she always did.

      Except no one could help me, not when it came to my past, and I’d tried to keep it from being an issue. Tried damn hard, like it would actually make a difference this time when it never had before. Maybe her old man was right—maybe she was too good for me.

      I took the next right turn into the gated community, heading home to see my kids. Aubrey and Adam were the only reasons I got up every day, put my skates on, and did it with a smile on my face.

      They couldn’t be more different from each other. Chalk and cheese. My baby girl turned seven a few months ago and had gotten so, so quiet since K died. I could barely get a word out of her these days. She’d always been shy but now…it was heartbreaking to see her this somber. She was young. She deserved to be full of life, laughing and dancing and doing whatever it was kids did.

      Adam was two and adorable. He probably didn’t even remember Karina. And maybe that was for the best.

      I pulled into the driveway next to the old battleship-gray Ford parked half on the pavement and half on the grass. Mrs. Armstrong, my nanny. The old reliable lady took care of my kids while I worked and I couldn’t be happier with her. She was one of the only people in my life I could count on when it came to prioritizing my kids and their health. Mental and otherwise.

      Aubrey’s teachers weren’t high on my list of trustworthy people these days. Her homeroom teacher wanted to set up a time to meet with me. Of course the woman did. She always had plenty of things to say about my daughter’s silence and possible reasons for it.

      And I couldn’t imagine the court case would help Aubrey in any way. If anything, coming under the scrutiny of the press and her overbearing yet absent grandmother might cause even more harm to my little girl’s mental health.

      I sat for a moment in the truck, listening to the click of the cooling engine and trying to calm down.

      Alive, K had been a pretty absent parent herself. Apples and trees and all that.

      Aubrey hadn’t been planned for either one of us. Well, not on my part. The more I thought about it since my wife’s death, the more the feeling grew that she’d somehow planned the pregnancy to snare me. And I hated the idea. I hated thinking not only that my wife had kept things from me, but that it somehow impacted my daughter. Then again that was Karina; the woman was all secrets and lies, it turned out in the end.

      I didn’t care. I loved Aubrey with all of my heart, so it didn’t really matter how she came to be in this world. Only that she was here now.

      A loud boom came from inside the house, loud enough for me to hear it inside the truck. Okay, time to move. I hauled my ass out of the driver’s seat.

      Damn Dina for pushing this court case. Damn her for adding more pressure to my kids’ lives. It didn’t matter what she did to me. I could handle it. When it came to Aubrey and Adam—

      My mother-in-law hadn’t really seen the kids since the funeral. Her choice, yeah. I hated her but she was their grandmother. I had to proceed carefully no matter what I chose to do.

      “Daddy’s home!” I called out the second I made it through the front door, hoping I wasn’t walking into mayhem.

      The boom came again and drew me toward the den I’d converted into a playroom. The massive house had enough space for the kids to roam wherever they wanted but I liked to keep the mess to one space instead of letting them wreak havoc everywhere.

      So very different from where I’d come from, the little house where my mother and father did their best to make a home instead of a hovel, when they were sober enough to care.

      If they saw me now—

      “Daddy!” Adam barreled toward me and attached to my leg before I took another step.

      I reached down to grab him and pry him loose. “My son!”

      He snuggled against the side of my neck. Better enjoy it while he was this small. Soon he’d grow and he wouldn’t want to be held this way.

      I followed the sounds into the den and found Aubrey on the floor with a fake volcano bubbling red-colored foam everywhere.

      “I see we’re studying our chemistry today,” I told her.

      She turned to me not with the smile I expected but with a small tight look on her face, then nodded her head.

      Mrs. Armstrong came out of the kitchen with a small towel. If she wanted to clean up the explosion with that then she’d have a pretty damn hard time.

      “I’d hoped to have this taken care of before you got home, Mr. Griffith,” she said, rolling the fabric between her hands. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “I’m happy to see they’re learning and having fun.”

      I didn’t sweat the small stuff anymore. There were too many other issues to deal with than worrying about something a little elbow grease would take care of. Learning to pick my battles had been a hard lesson.

      The phone rang in the other room and Mrs. Armstrong held up a finger for me to wait while she went to answer it. She came back moments later and held it out for me.

      “It’s Miss Esther.”

      Nothing if not proper, my nanny. And nowhere near as sexy as the woman on the other end of the phone, Grant’s previous nanny now turned love of his life. But I wouldn't have traded Mrs. Armstrong for the world. She took care of everything with a rational head on her shoulders, even if I did get the sneaking suspicion she had it bad for the guy who lived down the road, Barry something or other. Sometimes I caught her hurrying to hang up the phone when I got home and I wondered if the two of them were flirting with each other while I wasn’t around.

      I held the receiver to my ear. “Yes?”

      Esther chuckled at the short answer. “We’re having pizza tonight. We’d love to have you and the kids over to join us. Do you want to come over at seven?” she asked. “We can let the children run around and let off some steam. Ours are practically ready to break down the walls.”

      The idea had merit, and we were no strangers to dinner at the Captain’s house. Aubrey actually loved all the Single Dad Hockey Players’ kids. Especially Georgia, who was closest to her in age.

      Except, I thought with no small amount of surprise, I was now the only single dad left. Wow. When did that happen?

      “Sure,” I said at last. “Sounds fun.”

      Esther was used to my gruff tone and, thankfully, didn’t take it personally. “Perfect. I know exactly what to order, too. We’ll see you soon. Bring cake if you can!”

      A night with the boys was actually a great idea. I needed to be with my buddies, to let off a little steam and maybe some of the pressure from today.

      “Did you hear?” I asked Adam once I clicked off the call. “Pizza with Ryan tonight.”

      My son smiled wide and nodded to the point where I had trouble keeping my hold on him, the little wiggleworm. “Yay!”

      Aubrey, as expected, didn’t have much to say about the last-minute change in dinner plans. She had nothing to say, actually, and hey, I was happy for the pizza. Otherwise I was considering take-out because I was not in the mood to cook anything and not wanting to ask Mrs. Armstrong to stay late to whip something up for us.

      We knocked on Grant’s door promptly at seven.

      I’d learned my lesson. Before Esther, the boys and I used to barrel inside without waiting for an invitation, walking straight in like we owned the damn place. Things were different with a new lady of the house present. In a moment the door opened and the aforementioned lady offered me a dazzling smile.

      “Alexi, come on in! Hey, guys.” Esther paused and bent down to give both Aubrey and Adam hugs. She was the sweetest and most maternal sexpot I knew, and tonight she’d dressed her ample breasts and curves in a light wrap dress the color of lilacs. It paired nicely with her jet-black hair.

      Sexpot indeed. Although Grant would surely take offense to the name instead of seeing it as a compliment. He could be an overbearing bastard sometimes. Esther wasn’t my type, and she was with Grant, but I had eyes and the woman was beautiful and lush.

      “We’re all in the dining room.” Esther gestured for us to follow.

      My smile dropped into a scowl when I saw Tori standing next to the table. Fucking sexy as hell Tori, the complete opposite of Esther and sadly, she was my type. She’d ditched her traditional work pencil skirt and blouse for a tunic and tight leggings, her hair now in a silky ponytail I itched to run my fingers through.

      Not good.

      I knew she and Esther were tight now, which meant she’d be around much more often and on a more personal basis than in the past. It didn’t bode well for me and my promise to keep my distance.

      Victoria dipped her head back on a laugh, a rich throaty laugh that no one heard at the arena but she released with full force here. My groin tightened at the sound. Well, crap, this was going to make the night a little more difficult.

      I’d let the kids loose into their natural habitat—surrounded by other screaming monsters—and blinked when Esther handed me a beer.

      “Be nice,” she warned. Somehow knowing exactly what was going on inside of my head. “Pretend she’s me.”

      Yeah. Sure. If only it were that simple. Every time I saw Victoria, I wanted her. Not only wanted her. I needed her. Every part of me ached to draw her into my arms and touch her. Savor.

      She thought I hated her.

      I played the game of being a jerk because I had no choice. If only she knew the truth. I’d rather her think of us as enemies than risk ruining the good thing I had going with the Raiders.

      Grant and Dominik walked into the room moments later with their own beers and both clapped me hard on the back in our traditional manly greeting.

      “How is it that I’m on time and yet I’m the last to arrive?” I grumbled in greeting. Dom had clearly made himself comfortable before I’d gotten to the house.

      “Because you are the only one who sees arriving on time as actually being on time. You’re late,” Dominik corrected with a chuckle.

      I turned to the boys, Lucky joining us a moment later with a mischievous light in his multicolor blue and green eyes.

      “If you’re early, then you’re really on time,” Lucky added. “You know better by now.”

      “Either way, we’re happy you’re here, and the kids are, well, wild.” Grant took a swig of his beer. “The pizza will be here any second. Let them run around the backyard and blow off a little steam.”

      Hadn’t Esther said the same thing on the phone? The two of them were really in sync these days.

      Part of me hated that.

      I turned my back to Victoria. Better for me not to look at her, though I remained painfully aware of her presence.

      “I need to blow off a little steam too, so maybe I should go chase the kids” I told them.

      Dom let out another chuckle, as he was prone to do, and kept his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t look so glum, Lexi Loo. We’re here to blow off a little steam, too. Why do you think we have enough beer to get the entire team drunk when it’s only the four of us guys?”

      Lucky raised his glass. “Here’s to your foresight, my friend. Your wonderful, amazing foresight. Cheers.”

      I joined them in a toast, letting the cool liquid trail down into my stomach. “I needed this,” I said. Not even minding Dominik’s ridiculous nickname for me. A few more beers and he’d be too sloshed to continue with the teasing.

      “Heard you had kind of a rough day.” Grant spared a look to where I knew Tori had taken a seat at the table.

      “Want to talk about it?” Lucky asked.

      Normally I wouldn’t; I would keep the stress and the worries to myself because no one else was going to solve my problems for me. But these were my boys, and they deserved to know.

      “Later,” I assured them.

      And then, when I couldn’t help myself, I glanced over my shoulder as well. Spotting Tori sitting with my son on her lap, Aubrey standing in front of her while the older woman French-braided her hair.

      Well, fuck me.

      Talk about feeling like an absolute shit. Tori was amazing with them. I knew it, I saw it. I felt how much she cared about all the kids, not only mine specifically. She was all the good things I should be giving my son and daughter.

      Except I absolutely could not give them Tori.

      I was going to need a lot of beer to survive the night.
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      Even though Alexi and I didn’t see eye to eye on, well, just about anything, he had beautiful children. Beautiful and kind and well-mannered. I was sure we’d both agree on that point if I were ever to bring it up. They were not only classically cute, but they were well-behaved and sweet, the both of them.

      It had to be despite Karina, because that woman had been almost as toxic as her mother. I’d never liked seeing her around the arena once she and Alexi tied the knot. Luckily for me, she’d mostly been away on photo shoots. That was a blessing.

      I mentally chastised myself as I sat down at the table in Grant’s eat-in kitchen.

      I wasn’t normally one to speak ill of the dead but damn it all, K had not been a nice person. The number of times I’d gotten complaints about her from members of the team or arena staff…well, I’d lost count.

      I couldn’t abide people who were rude just for the sake of being rude. And when they were abusive to staff? It ticked me off to no end. Karina used to almost make a sport out of upsetting our crew. She had been spoiled and selfish and to be honest I’d never understood what anyone saw in her besides her perfect figure and face.

      Sometimes it had really sucked keeping my opinion to myself so I didn’t upset the apple cart.

      And still, somehow, the kids were great. They never went off the rails when they didn’t get their way, and the few times I’d interacted with them in public, they’d had manners. Manners!

      They actually said please and thank you.

      I knew what it was like to grow up without a mother and it always broke my heart when I saw other kids having to as well. Poor dears. These two were as different from each other as night and day yet they were both steered by the same moral compass as Alexi, and I was pretty certain he’d worked extra hard to make sure of it.

      He was a good man and I had no problem admitting it to myself, even when he pushed my buttons.

      Adam was a charmer, so much so you’d think he was Dominik’s son and not surly Alexi’s. I still didn’t know where the little boy got it from because surely it wasn’t from Karina. Nope, there I went being nasty again.

      I shook my head.

      The little guy had climbed right up on my lap while I went to work braiding Aubrey’s hair. And she was so cuddly and shy and clearly missed female attention. I understood her without her having to say a word.

      I’d been there myself, stood in her shoes, and I came out all right.

      She was the opposite of her mother in every way that counted. Aubrey wanted to move through the crowd unnoticed. This mob of kids was good for her, really, because they forced her out of her comfort zone.

      She had company and plenty of them wanted to take the limelight instead, allowing her to stay silent.

      “Just a few more strands, baby-kins, and you’ll be all done,” I told her.

      As I finished the braid, Alexi caught my eye. I fought the urge to swallow.

      A look I couldn’t quite place crossed his handsome, grumpy face. Was he surprised that I was kind to his children even when he and I didn’t get along well? The thought brought with it a warm swirl of anger which surely showed on my face.

      He shouldn’t be one bit surprised. Then again, Alexi didn’t really know me. Not in the ways that mattered. Most people only saw what I let them see, and over the years I’d become quite adept at not letting the surly Master of the Slap Shot see much beyond Tori the PR Maven. It was the image of me he got along best with and if showing him what he wanted helped maintain our working relationship, then by all means I’d do what it took to keep it that way.

      He didn’t see how his barbs hurt me, or how they buried under my skin and stayed there for longer than they should. He didn’t see how I hated the way he excluded me from even the simplest of conversations, and he most certainly didn’t see that despite all those things, I was still incredibly attracted to him.

      I had been from the first moment he smiled at me. As ridiculous as it sounded, I’d walked out of my father’s office that first day, saw him, and when he smiled…some piece of me had woken up and said oh, I need to be with you.

      Ridiculous, right?

      Aubrey leaned into my hands and I made quick work of the braid before securing the end with an elastic. “There you are,” I told her. “All done and beautiful!”

      Growing up as the daughter of a wealthy entitled father who had always put himself first, I knew how hard it was for these kids. Not that Alexi was quite in the caliber of Elijah Newhouse. No, the two of them would never be the same no matter how I tried to spin it.

      It was clear Alexi had great affection for his children but his situation was complicated.

      When was life ever simple, I wondered.

      I had spent my whole life trying to impress my own father. I’d joined the club in the PR department to try and be closer to him after years spent away in boarding school, long-term summer camps, and loneliness.

      We’d almost started to form a bond in my first year. PR was hard work and I never needed to work for money, but it turned out I loved the challenge and the team. At the time, I’d thought maybe this was the start of a positive phase for Father and me. Maybe he’d start directing some of his attention in my direction instead of landing his gaze everywhere else.

      Then he’d married a friend of mine. Talk about a low blow. Kimber was younger than me, just 22 when the two of them got together. The news had gutted me.

      Not only was it mildly creepy for my father to be involved with someone my age, I also felt like I was being replaced by Kimber. She hadn’t seen anything wrong with the picture, especially not when Elijah plopped a giant-ass diamond on her finger.

      My relationship with my father had never really recovered from the marriage, but I stayed with the Raiders because, apart from Alexi, everyone was welcoming. This team had become my real family in a way I’d never experienced before.

      I now ran and managed the public relations department and had a hand-picked team working with me, including, as of recently, Dominik’s girl, Fiadora Brown. She was not only a gifted writer but a great friend and I was more than happy to have her on board.

      Running the Raiders’ PR was not the only thing I did, although it was the only thing anyone really knew about because I was adept at keeping my cards very close to my chest.

      “Do you like your braid, sweetheart?” I pushed a few stray hairs into Aubrey’s braid, feeling her nod, and tickled Adam for good measure before putting him down and rising to join the adults and top up my wine.

      As always, I was aware of Alexi and his eyes following me across the room. There was a certain unmatchable heat in his gaze. It didn’t matter whether I saw him or not. I always knew the moment he entered a room. He sucked out all the air along with him.

      “You’re good with kids,” Alexi said to me as if it was a shocking revelation. He topped up my wine in a rare act of kindness where I was concerned.

      I smiled at him over the rim before taking a small sip.

      “I’m good at a lot of things.”

      Oh, boy. I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t mean for it to sound flirty, but it did.

      When was I going to learn? I tried very hard not to poke the beast. Sometimes I slipped. The truth was, from the first instant I met Alexi, there was chemistry.

      It felt mutual and that was thrilling. I anticipated something wonderful would happen…

      And then he went all Frosty the Snowman on me for no apparent reason.

      “Yeah? Like what?” he asked, his eyes hooded as they moved pointedly down to stare at my mouth.

      “I guess you’ll never know.”

      I wanted him to know but…I walked off and started talking to my girls, feeling his eyes on me for the rest of the night.

      The power of Alexi’s stare was a very potent thing indeed. I was aware of him staring at me from time to time when he thought I wouldn’t notice, and I tried to act as if I didn’t notice. I left the get-together feeling all hot and bothered the way I always did when I spent too much time in the man’s company.

      “Victoria, wait.”

      Alexi had followed me outside, which was strange for him but I figured he had something pretty important to say.

      I turned to him and fought the urge to lower my gaze to his feet rather than face him directly. “What’s the matter? You’re turning into quite the stalker, Griffith, aren’t you?”

      I liked the way the nudge had him lowering his brows. “You told me we needed to keep the lines of communication open with the trial. I’m doing what you asked.”

      “Oh?” He’d followed me out to talk business?

      My stomach sank. Call me a loser, but I’d thought—

      It didn’t matter what I’d thought.

      Or what I’d hoped.

      “Why did you come here tonight?”

      It wasn’t the question I expected him to ask me. And part of me wanted to snap back with something immediately. I certainly didn’t come to see you. I shrugged casually. “To try and relax.” I stressed the word try. “I might ask you the same thing.”

      He blinked at me. “These are my friends.”

      “They’re my friends too. And don’t worry about a thing, Alexi. As long as you and I can communicate with each other, then I have your situation well under control, and the media should be fairly quiet.”

      “So you didn’t come here to keep an eye on me?”

      I forced myself to laugh. “Please, don’t flatter yourself. You have a good night now, okay?”

      I felt him staring at me still as I walked out to the town car I’d called for before I prepared to leave. Part of me, larger than it should have been, desperately wanted Alexi to follow me. To stop me. To tell me I was wrong.

      None of those things happened and the logical part of me said See? Told you so.

      Screw that part for being right.

      The good feelings from our get-together didn’t last much longer for me. They never did. The moment I got home and checked my inbox, I had an email from my father with a picture of him and Kimber on vacation.

      It was enough to make me want to gag.

      Especially when the email was followed up by a phone call.

      “Hello, Victoria.” My father began his calls the same way every time. Formal, a little stiff. Very similar to old Frosty, I thought. Too bad they were determined to hate each other. “Did you get my photo?”

      “I did. Beautiful beach.” It was better than focusing on him with his arm around a young woman my age. Better than seeing her skimpy bikini as she clung to my father like he was the sun and she needed him to live.

      Needed his money, more like.

      This was the last thing I wanted to do tonight. Hanging out with the guys normally put me in a good mood, but with things so strained between Alexi and me, I’d hardly had a chance to relax. I wanted to crawl into bed with a nice glass of something cold and forget about my feelings for a little bit.

      Elijah Newhouse seemed determined not to let it happen.

      “Glorious day, perfect beach, gorgeous wife,” Elijah listed. “I couldn’t ask for a better vacation.”

      I sighed. “I highly doubt you’re calling to tell me the details of your trip to Bali, Dad. Why don’t we cut to the chase? It’s late here, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      Any pretense of a good mood and easy conversation vanished in an instant and I was once again talking to a businessman rather than someone trying to be a parent. “Fine. I’m calling to check on the situation with Griffith. I want to make sure you’re handling it with a firm fist in my absence.”

      I rolled my eyes because hell, he couldn’t see me. “You’re acting like I don’t know how to do my job.”

      “This isn’t about your knowledge of the job, Victoria. This is about your personal weakness when it comes to certain members of the team. I’m simply making sure things are being managed correctly in my absence. Kimber has also expressed her concern.”

      “Oh, come on,” I squawked, unable to control myself. “Are you serious? She has no idea what goes on with the Raiders. Why would she express concern about anything other than making sure she gets an even tan?”

      “Don’t talk about your mother that way.”

      My mother? He had to be kidding me. The sun was clearly getting to his head if he had the balls to voice such a thing to me.

      “Well, I do have a history of shitty mothers.” This came out a little harsher than I intended, but damn, I felt like the man simply wouldn’t let up on me.

      He called once a day every day to check on the team, or to see progress on the situation with the lawsuit. Before the issues with Alexi, Dad had called simply to brag about his multiple vacations with Kimber or their latest adventure.

      Like I actually wanted to hear about it.

      “Please. I didn’t call you to argue,” Elijah said with a low groan.

      “No, you called to rub your happiness in my face and undermine the way I’m handling things in your absence,” I corrected. “Trust me. I got the tenor of the call when I answered. And don’t you worry. Things are fine here. Absolutely fine.”

      “Then I’ll let you get some rest. You surely need it.”

      He said nothing else about the mom comment before clicking off. Kimber had probably been listening to the entire conversation.

      Did Elijah really expect me to treat his new wife like the mother I’d never had? If he did, he was off his rocker.

      I did have a history of shitty mother figures. I hadn’t been lying then. My own? Well, they didn’t come much worse. Having a peer as a replacement was no better.

      Sadly, my evening did not improve after the phone call, and I spent way too much time lying in bed with my eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling.

      Heaven help me if the whole business with Alexi was actually a welcome distraction. Because for some reason I felt like the enemies at home were much worse than the ones prowling around the gates at work.
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      What a week!

      The whole damn thing had been a shit-show from start to finish. One of those weeks where every day feels like a Monday from hell and it never gets any better.

      It started with Mrs. Armstrong calling in sick bright and early Monday morning, which had me scrambling to find someone—anyone—to watch Adam for me while Aubrey was in school. After that…I just never got any traction. It was a total downhill slide.

      The woman was totally reliable most of the time so I knew she must be really sick, and I couldn’t be mad at her. I was on edge all day thinking about how one of the kids might come down with her crud, but luckily we dodged that bullet. Esther told me she’d be more than happy to keep Adam for the day while she gave private violin lessons from home, and I would just have the school drop my daughter off at Grant’s house, too. For good measure.

      One crisis averted and a billion more to go.

      On Tuesday, I got a call from Aubrey’s teacher asking to see me for a conference, no more excuses. She wasn’t really asking. More like telling, and the urgency in her voice had my hackles rising.

      And so, on Wednesday afternoon in between chores and practice, I found myself sitting in a second grade classroom in one of those tiny chairs for the kids, feeling like an overgrown ogre and a complete idiot. The lecture that followed…

      It wasn’t pretty.

      I wasn’t expecting it to be, although I also wasn’t expecting to feel the amount of guilt I did when Aubrey’s teacher laid into me.

      The woman was evidently not a hockey fan. No amount of boasting about how well the Raiders were doing would get me out of this. Mrs. Pauley had looked at me with a mix of pity and contempt, a combination I hadn’t seen since my own days at school when I’d been a straight C student.

      It was a pretty clear indicator she hadn’t called me in to praise me for my parenting.

      “Mr. Griffith,” she began, lacing her fingers together on top of her desk. Reminding me most unpleasantly of my first meeting with Elijah Newhouse. They both had the same stick-up-their-ass sneer. “I’m so glad you could finally make the time to speak with me.”

      Was she implying I didn’t have time for my kids? Sure sounded that way.

      “Always,” I grunted.

      She pursed her lips. “I’m worried about Aubrey. Seriously worried.”

      “Anything in particular causing you concern?” I wanted to ask her to get to the point because this wasn’t our first go at this. I kept my mouth shut and waited for Mrs. Pauley to answer.

      “Aubrey is still not willing to speak in class.” Mrs. Pauley sighed and shook her head. “I know she’s suffered a great loss with the death of her mother but I don’t believe your wait and see attitude is getting us any results here. If anything, she’s more reticent to interact with her classmates than before. She never answers when called upon for questions and the school counselor hasn’t had any luck getting her to open up, either.”

      “She’s talking at home,” I retorted. The teacher glared at me and I was forced to add, “Sometimes.”

      The spotlight was making me sweat under the collar. Maybe the woman should have worked for the FBI instead of teaching kids. She had a certain energy about her that made you want to spill your secrets.

      “The problem is she’s going to get left behind if we don’t do something. How do we even know if she can read at the same level as the others? I can’t send her up to the next level unless I see some progress,” Mrs. Pauley finished.

      Why did I feel insulted? Of course my kid could read. I wouldn’t let her go to school if I didn’t think she could keep up with the rest of her classmates.

      “Well, every written test you give her, she aces. Clearly she can comprehend what she’s hearing and reading.” It was true. The kid was smart as a whip and while I agreed her elective mutism was an issue, I truly didn’t think it was holding her back academically.

      Mrs. Pauley wasn’t convinced by my statement. “I think it’s time for some intervention.” She slid a card across the desk to me, having had it prepared and at the ready before our meeting. “This child psychologist is excellent and highly respected.”

      I gritted my teeth to keep from unloading on her.

      “Mr. Griffith, I’m aware of the looming court case regarding Aubrey’s grandmother. Your daughter needs some tools to help her cope with the stress. Apparently neither of us has succeeded in providing them for her. The time has come to bring in more qualified minds.”

      I looked down at the card with a sinking feeling in my stomach. Dr. Simon Prendergast. I knew for certain my baby wasn’t about to share her innermost feelings with some stranger, let alone a strange man. She didn’t feel comfortable with new people and if she didn’t want to share with me, her own father, she wasn’t going to open up to someone else.

      The look Mrs. Pauley sent my way said this wasn’t exactly a suggestion from her, more like a directive where there would be dire consequences if I didn’t follow through.

      "If we don’t see some progress, I’m going to have to recommend holding her back,” the woman finished.

      It was the end of the line as far as she was concerned. Damn.

      “You think separating her from her few friends will help her confidence?” I asked, leaning forward.

      Ryan, Grant’s son, was also in Aubrey’s class and kept his eye on her, always including her in games even when she didn’t speak. I knew splitting her from him would be devastating to the both of them.

      Mrs. Pauley waved my concern away. Clearly she knew best in this situation and I was just the loser father who didn’t want to do what he was told. “Let’s hope the psychologist can help and it doesn’t come to that,” she replied before dismissing me like I was nobody.

      Nobody.

      I wasn’t a fan of Mrs. Pauley, who’d been teaching longer than I’d been alive. She sat behind her desk like a satisfied toad with white hair curling around a smug mug.

      Another year with her and Aubrey may never speak again. It might be time to think about moving Aubrey to a different school with teachers who were a little bit more considerate of life circumstances. I didn’t want anyone to feel the way I had in school, like I was one wrong answer away from a beating.

      Unfortunately, I’d continued to stew on the meeting through to Thursday, when I discovered that all my teammates had received their subpoenas to appear at the court case. Talk about a kick in the ass.

      Of course they had. It made sense, as they were all at the party where K had been before she died and I knew they were on the witness list.

      Even worse than finding out about the guys was that when my lawyer emailed me the list, Victoria’s name was at the top. Staring at me in big bold letters.

      I didn’t want any of them up there, but the thought of dragging Tori into the quagmire of this case made my stomach want to empty its contents. Her father was being proved right at every turn.

      Everything I touched was sullied.

      Which brought us to the present and the cherry topping my shit sundae of a week. Friday night on the ice in Chicago for an away game. That meant I was away from my kids, anxious about the game, and the anxiety from travel always made me even more determined to win. If I was forced to give up my time with Aubrey and Adam then I needed to make it count!

      I was all set to focus on the game instead of literally anything else in my life until Dominik reminded me of the team we were playing.

      The team from hell.

      Our rivals.

      Fia’s ex-boyfriend Bruce was a member of the Chicago Blackhawks and the dude was the world’s biggest asshat. Men that bully women disgusted me and this guy did far worse than act like a bully. I couldn’t believe he’d evaded prison time for some of the shit he’d pulled.

      Nope, he was still on the ice throwing shade at me from the start of the game to the finish and every moment in between.

      I ran high on adrenaline for the most part and focused on what I needed to do to ensure us the win. When he shoved me from behind, I warned him.

      “I’m not some woman you can just push around, Bruce. Back the fuck up.” I pointed a gloved hand at his face.

      “Wow, you’re some kind of hypocrite,” he told me with a sneer from beneath his helmet. “A serious fucking hypocrite, Griffith. At least I didn’t kill my woman. Talk about nerve!”

      I saw red.

      No way I was letting that go. I was nothing like that ignorant brute. And I’d been wanting to hit someone or something for days now. Bruce Accord and his bunch of Blackhawk cronies seemed like the perfect candidates for a beating and hey, he shoved me first, so I was well within my right to defend myself.

      I swung the first punch and my fist landed on his cheek. His head snapped back and fuck if it wasn’t gratifying to hear that sound. I was more of a protector than an instigator but I thought of this as protecting myself. It was exhausting trying to care for everyone else when I kept getting the shit end of things.

      Punch.

      So tired of having to justify my choices to the world.

      Thwack.

      So sick of having to keep proving myself to everyone. Like nothing I did ever added up. Proving I had a right to be here and trying to act fucking perfect every minute of the day.

      Right hook.

      I just want some damn respect. Was it so much to ask for? Apparently it was because I never got any, no matter how hard I tried.

      “Number 86! You’re out.”

      The ref was screaming over the whistle clenched between his teeth and soon hands were on my shoulders to keep me from beating Bruce to a bloody pulp on the ice.

      I got some time in the penalty box for the fight, but man, it was worth the time. I didn’t regret the blood as much as I should have, and when Dom gave me a thumbs-up from his post in front of the goalie net, well, I was almost proud of myself.

      We won the game, at least. My first win all week. It should have counted for something big. It should have erased the rest of the shit I’d had to deal with.

      I really hated the word should.

      I thought maybe things were starting to turn around after cool-down, until Victoria stormed into the dressing room post-match with fire in her eyes and a pair of tight black pants hugging her ass.

      “Press conference in ten.” She pointed at us in turn. “Grant, Lucky, and you, Mr. Sin Bin. Now.”

      “Me?” She had to be kidding.

      I didn’t usually do press conferences unless forced to because I was not good on TV. Anytime someone shoved a camera in front of my face I tended to respond in a rotation of growls and grunts and one-word answers. A few interviews like that were all it took. It was a carefully cultivated act I’d perfected over the years so Tori would not choose me and I could avoid having to spend any extra time with her.

      “Yeah, you,” she snapped back. “Actions have consequences, Alexi. Everyone is really curious about the little show you put on out there and the reasons behind it. Thus, it’s your time to shine.”

      I should have known the fight would come around to bite me in the ass, but honestly he had it coming and players broke out into fights all the time. It was no big deal.

      “It was Bruce, Tori,” Dom said, stepping up in my defense. Dark hair clung to the sides of his face where he’d gotten sweaty beneath the helmet. “No way the attack was unprovoked.”

      Her hands were crossed beneath her bosom, pushing her breasts higher, and I tried not to stare. It was cold in here and I could see her nipples had gone hard beneath her sweater. I should not have been thinking about her nipples right then but my mind became kind of one-tracked when she was around.

      “It might have been, I wasn’t out there to say definitely one way or the other, but Griffith needs to keep his nose clean and his head down right now, which he knows.”

      Tori had a point. I was supposed to be painting myself as a good guy so the courts would see me as such. Punching Bruce in the face may not have been my best strategy as far as that was concerned.

      Stress did bad things to a person. Made them act in terrible and regrettable ways.

      Too bad I couldn’t find it in me to regret it.

      “It’s part of the game.” Lucky also stepped in to back me up. Man, I loved these guys. “What happens on the ice is entirely different.”

      Tori looked like she wanted to pull her perfectly styled hair out by the roots. “You big brutes might see it that way but not everyone does,” she told them. “I don’t have time to argue. You three, clean up and be out there in five. It’s time to make a good impression.”

      We grumbled and groaned and knew we had no choice except to do what she said. We pulled on the suits she always made us pack for every game and were sitting beside a podium with the media crowded in front of us in exactly ten minutes.

      I braced myself against the flash of the cameras because I knew the questions were coming. I’d never been a fan of the media in any of its forms. They were merely a means to an end if you were smart and used the press the right way.

      Tori had a point. We needed them to promote the game. I accepted this as fact. But acceptance and forgiveness were two different beasts. The way they’d behaved when my wife died had been unacceptable down to the smallest news outlet.

      They were all bloodthirsty vultures and they’d scared my kids. So yes, forgiveness was off the table no matter what good the papers and the online forums provided for the Raiders.

      The questions began almost immediately the moment we sat down. I heard my name tossed around until the nearest reporter, a woman with a jaunty red headband, pointed a microphone in my direction.

      “Mr. Griffith, you were pretty aggressive out there on the ice today. The rivalry between the Minnesota Raiders and the Chicago Blackhawks is well known. Will there always be bad blood between your two teams?”

      “I didn’t start the fight,” I replied at once, accent clear. “I ended it. I’m a defender. I defended.” It wasn’t a great answer but it was as few words as I could get away with.

      They asked how I felt about being sent off to the penalty box. And there was Tori, staring at me from my other side, begging me with her eyes to think about my words carefully before I said anything stupid.

      “It’s not the first time, probably won’t be the last.” Although it was the first in a while. I’d been trying to keep my anger under control because I was sick of being labeled as the angry Russian, the grumpy Russian, the guy you had to watch out for.

      The next question was the sucker punch I’d been dreading. It came from a man with a slightly tilted nose and a beady squint to his eyes. Little rat. “How do you feel about the wrongful death court case your former mother-in-law has brought against you? How does the team feel about the black cloud you’re casting over them?”

      It was a guy called Jonah who worked for one of the local sports gossip columns. The man practically camped at the gates of our community for weeks last year, hoping to catch me or my kids in a moment of weakness.

      If anyone deserved to be strangled, it was Jonah.

      How the fuck did he think I felt? Idiot.

      Tori gave me an I told you so look before intervening on my behalf. “Mr. Griffith will not be answering any questions about his personal life today. Keep your questions centered on the game, please.”

      My suit tie was strangling me and I wanted to get out of there more than I wanted to go on living. Maybe get a drink, definitely get as far away from the judging eyes of the press as physically possible.

      None of them knew what really happened.

      Half the time I couldn’t figure it out myself, and I thought about that night many, many times since it happened. All I knew was I didn’t do anything to cause my wife’s death, and my mother-in-law knew it, too. She’d never admit to it. She wanted the limelight and the cash and would do whatever it took to get her fix. It was all about publicity for her.

      I hate that these guys were giving her exactly what she wanted by asking these questions. I halfway expected to scour the crowd and see Dina out there.

      Jonah grinned. “Very well, I’ll rephrase. Mr. Griffith! I’m sure the stress of the upcoming court case is spilling out onto all areas of your life. Does that include your aggression on the ice today?”

      Yeah, Jonah had it coming, too. Him and his little rat smirk.

      I sat there fuming in my seat, but luckily my whole image as the angry Russian meant I could glower and no one even noticed it was out of the ordinary. I might have cultivated my image a little too well. Any different show of emotion and suddenly I was under the knife.

      Tori surged over and damn, she put her hand on my shoulder before leaning in and whispering, “Try to ignore the asshat, Lex. Just a couple more minutes and then this will be done.” Then she bowled forward with some prepared speech about the normal stress that came with being a part of the NHL.

      She smelled of Chanel No. 5, she was touching me, and her breath was warm on my ear. I lost my mind.

      And she’d given me a nickname. No problem ignoring the media now. Now, I needed to focus on my raging hard-on and calming it down before I had to stand and leave the press conference.

      Funny how only Victoria had the power to impact me this way. No other woman, not even my wife, had had this kind of immediate effect on me…body, mind, and soul.

      My teammates answered the remaining questions for me as my thoughts shifted to Dina once again. The woman’s face appeared in my mind’s eye and my boner shrank. At least she was good for something. I couldn’t claim much else about her that fell under the category.

      Finally, Tori called time on the interviews and the boys and I stood up as a unit with her at our helm. Our delicate, sexy captain.

      When we did finally step into the corridor away from the flashing lights, Tori actually took my hand and dragged me to one of the rooms the players used for therapy. She closed the door and turned to face me with her hands on her hips.

      “Care to talk to me about what happened out there today?” she began, her tone sugary and fake as hell.

      I fought to give her a casual shrug. “I’m not sure what you mean.” Had she seen my hard-on?

      “I’m talking about your little display with Bruce. You almost broke the man’s nose.”

      “Ah.”

      “Don’t ah me, Alexi. You brought us down under some heavy fire and I didn’t exactly appreciate having to pull rank on you today. This wouldn’t have been an issue if you’d controlled your anger and kept your fist out of his face.”

      I grimaced at the harsh words. “He was asking for it.” The man had practically insinuated I’d murdered my wife.

      “You need to calm down. Or else.” Her eyes were full of kindness when she said it, though. Taking away from the severity of the threat.

      It was the one thing about her I was unable to resist, and the one thing she always managed to throw at me when I least expected it. The kindness.

      That undid me.

      We’d had so many close calls between us for years, times when we’d circled around each other repeatedly yet always landed in the same place. Neutral tolerance.

      I’d been an asshat to her all this time. I didn’t deserve Tori’s kindness. I’d put her through so much…

      I should have thanked her for her help out there. Told her what she wanted to hear, that I’d try to calm down and keep my cool.

      “What are you going to do about it if I don’t?” I threw back at her instead.

      Tori remained silent, biting her lower lip, and something inside of me began to unravel at the sight. I didn’t know what to do about her other than want her. It was practically a way of life at this point. So I dropped the bullshit for half a second and took a step closer because fuck, I couldn’t control myself.

      “I asked you a question, Victoria.”

      When she still said nothing, I pushed her up against the door and dropped my mouth to hers, kissed her like my life depended on it.

      Which it might have.

      I couldn’t fucking fight this for a second longer.

      Once I landed my hands on her hips and my lips tasted hers, I felt truly alive for the first time in…forever.
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      Alexi was kissing me.

      Alexi Griffith. Kissing me.

      Only in my wildest fantasies had this ever happened.

      I couldn’t accept it as real, but that didn’t stop me from enjoying the taste of him.

      I’d played this fantasy in my head about a zillion times since we met because let’s face it, the man was a dark god and sexy as hell. It wasn’t even the tattoos or the scar that drew my interest. It was something about his character, his nature. He made parts of me light up without having to try. He had a good heart.

      Yes, I’d definitely thought about kissing him, more than I should have. Right now, this was real. Not some fantasy, no matter how hard it was for me to anchor it in reality. And it was as good as I’d imagined it to be.

      Holy shit.

      His grip on my hips tightened as the rest of him pressed against me. Front to front, my breasts against those hard chest muscles of his, and his erection—

      I lost the ability for rational thought.

      The man knew exactly how to touch me. His tongue dipped along the line of my lower lip and I couldn’t help the moan. I wanted it to go on forever. My stomach flip-flopped and between my legs went immediately wet.

      I’d need to pull away. Sometime. In a few days, maybe. Once I had my fill of him—although I had a sneaking suspicion I would never be satisfied. I’d spent so many years pushing down my desire for him, thinking distantly that if I had a taste—just a taste—I’d be fine to walk away.

      Not the case.

      The more I tasted, the more I wanted.

      “God, you are so fucking soft.”

      His growl threatened to undo me. I moved closer, ready to climb him like a tree. My hands moved to his shoulders and the kiss deepened.

      “Keep touching me,” I ground out.

      He pressed me further back into the door, trapping me between it and his body. That sexy business suit was practically molded to his muscles.

      This was no feather-light kiss. This was no gentle touch. With Alexi, it was a bomb going off, too many years of pent-up need finally boiling up to the surface. It seared through me until I wasn’t sure where my desire left off and his began.

      “God, yes.”

      He tugged at my hair to keep me in place while he ravaged my mouth. Kissing me with every ounce of masculine power he possessed. His lips burned over mine, down along the line of my throat toward the frantic pulse at the base of my neck.

      I offered him everything.

      Never stop touching me.

      Was this how it could be with him, I wondered. Would every moment we were together feel this electric? This consuming?

      I wasn’t used to passion. Then again, I’d never had anyone like Alexi before. His groans were making me want to strip naked on the spot.

      I should put a stop to it. And I would…in an hour or two. Because if I only got one shot at this, then I might as well milk it and enjoy it.

      His hands came around my waist and brought me even closer against his chest, on the tips of my toes for him.

      Yes, Alexi was kissing me and I never wanted it to stop. Except I knew it had to and I would be the one to hold up the sign before I let him rip off my clothes and take me right there.

      I broke the kiss and swallowed hard, panting like I’d run a marathon. “You, ah, you want to talk about it?” I managed to get out.

      My voice seemed to snap him out of whatever had been going on in his mind.

      He stepped away with his head ducked down, swearing a blue streak. “I’m sorry, Victoria. I’m sorry. I should not have done that to you.”

      Done that to me? What was he talking about? If anything, I’d been the one to take the ball and run with it.

      My knees locked.

      “What?” I blinked. Okay, not what I’d expected him to say by a long mile. Especially not when he held his hands up like he faced a firing squad. “You’re sorry?”

      Of course he would apologize. Asshole. The heat of anger combined with the heat of desire until the whole of me tingled.

      And there I went, scowling again. “I know you’re rusty at the whole male and female interaction bit, but kissing a woman and telling her you regret it immediately after isn’t good form,” I said.

      He glared at me, his eyes dark. Hot. “I’m sorry. Not about the kiss. I need to clarify. The kiss was great and I enjoyed it, but I shouldn’t have done it. Because you and I…”

      He and I what? This was not going in nearly the direction I wanted or expected. My stomach flipped again and not in a good way, because I didn’t know what he would say and I had a bad feeling it wouldn’t be what I wanted to hear. Where was this conversation headed?

      My hands went to my hips. “You have something to say? Then say it.”

      Too snappy but I didn’t care.

      He shook his head and used a hand to push hair out of his face, pulling the fabric of his suit coat tighter around his biceps. Talk about handsome. My stomach flipped again, back to desire instead of anger, and every part of me wanted to jump him. Again. Especially now that I’d gotten a preview of him and how things could be with us, together.

      Finally, Alexi sighed and said, “We’re a bad idea, Princess. Everyone on the planet knows you are too good for me. It’s better for us to keep our distance.”

      Too. Good. For. Him?

      “That means you aren’t even willing to give it a chance, to see what could happen.”

      The moment the statement left me, I regretted it.

      “No. I’m not. Like I said…” He trailed off and refused to look at me. “It’s a bad idea. A really bad idea.”

      His words shot through me hotter than a bullet. And just as painful. Well, damn. I hadn’t expected him to come out with that. And I never got a chance to respond because Alexi brushed past me and right out the door. Gone. Ghosted even though I still tasted him on my tongue.

      It didn’t matter who he was or where he’d come from. Didn’t the man know how much I wanted him? How I’d always wanted him, from the first moment he smiled at me?

      I bit down on my lower lip to keep from screaming.

      So much for me attempting to calm him down and get some answers about his behavior. Now we were both wound up with no outlet for the energy and he was halfway across the arena at this point.

      I was too good for him? Where had he gotten the idea? And how did we extract it from his head before it took root?

      It might be too late. Alexi was ridiculously stubborn.

      Which led me to think. Should I try to change his mind about me, about us? Did I want to? It seemed like a battle, and one I might lose.

      Sighing, I leaned against the door to catch my breath. This was actually a less than ideal situation in a lot of ways. Sure, I’d gotten a close-up look at how my fantasy with Alexi might play out in reality: absolutely dead sexy. Yet I knew he’d avoid me even more now, as much as it was physically possible to avoid me.

      Damn it.

      I took a little bit longer to compose myself, the area between my legs still wet and demanding and uncomfortable. My hands curled into fists and I let them rest against the door. I probably should not have let Alexi kiss me, no matter how badly I’d wanted him to. No matter how many times I’d thought about it, dreamed of it. Wished for it.

      Okay, time for me to stop thinking with my body and start acting like the PR rep for the Minnesota Raiders. No more kissing the players. No more anything with the players beyond salvaging the latest shit storm.

      I smoothed a hand over my hair and straightened up my shirt. I had to look poised. I had to look professional.

      I had to look perfect.

      Victoria Newhouse stepped out of the room with a blank look on her face, and I took pride in that.

      Victoria Newhouse did not kiss the players on her team.

      She did, however, mean business.

      When I got back to the office I’d claimed for my own while we were here, I finally felt in control. In this room it was a little easier to push thoughts of the kiss out of my head, although even the smallest recollection had me scowling again. The door closed behind me and I walked on quiet heels to my laptop to send an email to all the players and staff.

      There was no one around to hear me and I spoke to myself out loud.

      “Time for you to get your head away from his crotch and on to business. It doesn’t matter how much of a fantastically great kisser Alexi is.” Ugh, I shouldn’t have said his name. His name always caused a swell of heat to start near my heart and wind its way lower. The lower half of me was excited enough without adding fuel to the flames.

      Still, I was in the middle of my pep talk and didn’t want to stop now. “You let him run if he wants to run,” I said, “or let him think he’s not good enough for you. You have a job to do and no amount of pheromones or chemistry is going to distract you from doing it, Victoria. Get it together!” I tried to finish strong and with conviction.

      Now came the hard part: believing myself.

      Normally I did pretty well with the pep talks. I’d had enough practice, after all. It was a simple matter of being convincing enough to get people to do what you want. I’d grown up in a household with money to spare and having so much extra cash automatically meant people did what the family wanted. It was a new ballgame for me to learn to get things done without relying on the cash.

      Especially when it came to convincing myself.

      “Forget about Alexi and move on,” I whispered.

      Only there I went, saying his name again, and my crazy body was like oh yeah, hello, you want to talk about Alexi? Let me replay everything that just happened between you for your viewing pleasure. On repeat for the next decade of your life and beyond, thank you very much.

      It wasn’t a good time.

      I settled in front of the computer screen and stared blankly while it woke from hibernation. This was my element. This was where I belonged. Not in some fragile room of glass to be protected like my father wanted and no amount of money could make me do. Not in some darkened room sneaking around with a man who desired me but didn’t want me.

      I had priorities, and my number one focus today was to take care of this situation with Dina before it got out of hand. I had a bad feeling she wouldn’t stop, and if she kept talking to the press then she’d cause trouble for the other players as well. I’d need to work hard to keep this from growing until it became a problem.

      Here we go again, I thought, settling in.

      Just like the last email I’d sent to my people right after Karina died. I left no room for negotiation. This crap with Dina was getting out of control and it didn’t seem to matter to the press her reasons for the attack. It only mattered that there was something juicy for them to report. If any of my people decided to talk to the press then it might severely impact the direction of the case.

      But putting out PR fires was my forte. If I could control one thing, it was this.

      Sighing, I typed out the short and succinct email and pressed send.

      You talk to the press and you’re fired.
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      Sitting back in the seat on the private chartered plane, I fastened my seatbelt and closed my eyes, listening to the overlapping sounds around me. No matter what I tried, I knew I wouldn’t be able to relax until we landed and I was settled at the hotel.

      Two weeks since I’d kissed Tori.

      Two weeks and I’d done nothing but think about her. Although I didn’t want to be away from home, I knew some distance would do me good.

      The Raiders were going on the road.

      We’d be gone for a ten-day stretch of away games and flying out in a private charter like we were kings. Sometimes I brought the kids, but we were going to hit three cities this time and it would be too much for them.

      I didn’t want Aubrey to miss school. She couldn’t afford the absences.

      The rest of the not-so-single dads felt the same way because they’d all made the decision, separately, to leave the broods at home with their wives and girlfriends instead.

      As for my two, they were staying with Mrs. Armstrong for the duration of this trip, although I hadn’t gotten out the door without an unfair amount of guilt-tripping. Adam wanted to come. He didn’t want to stay home with the nanny. Aubrey, as usual, had little to say although I saw the sadness on her face when I walked out.

      Talk about heartbreaking. Especially since she refused to tell me exactly what she was feeling. Like father like daughter, and that hurt even more.

      The first stop for us was Phoenix, Arizona, and the sweltering heat there no matter the time of year. The plane ride took no time at all and the Raiders played our opponent that afternoon with plenty of adrenaline to fuel us.

      To fit so much into ten days used to drain me. It had taken much longer than I wanted to admit to get used to the tight schedule the NHL played during the season, every season. Now it was old hat.

      The schedule left me very little room to think about what I’d done with Victoria. No room, in fact, because when I wasn’t working out, warming up, or on the ice, I was passed out in the hotel with the TV on in the background and snacks scattered around me on the bed.

      Better for me, and I didn’t want to jinx things by making the time to think about it. Especially not when I was in the shower.

      Tori, thankfully, did not join us in Phoenix, or it would have made for a very uncomfortable game for me personally.

      She did, however, join us in Buffalo.

      My fault. Entirely my fault, and I knew it the moment she walked into the locker room before our next game. I’d let my guard slip when I should not have.

      Her hands had rubbed together and she clapped them once to get our attention. She pointedly ignored looking at me. I tried not to let the clear dismissal get to me. “Listen up, gentlemen, because I’ve got some things to say and you aren’t going to like them,” she’d said before telling us how the next few hours would go.

      Despite the rounds of “no comment” issued by her on behalf of the team and by me personally, my teammates were being pestered by the press more and more leading up to the court date. It was like those hounds were determined not to give up until they wrangled the truth out of us one way or another.

      I wasn’t sure what kind of truth they all wanted, since none of them seemed inclined to listen when we told them what had really happened at the party. As always, the actuality of the evening was nothing compared to the sensationalism Dina wanted to make of it. The spectacle she’d turned my wife’s death into purely for her own gain.

      My mother-in-law was apparently talking to anyone who would listen to her about the lawsuit and how she hadn’t seen her grandchildren in over a year. Too bad for the old bitch. I’d kept records of every call, text, and email because I knew from the moment I met her she was a snake.

      I wasn’t worried about winning in court. The court of public opinion, however, was a different story. And it meant everything to Tori Newhouse.

      I knew she spent most of her time somewhere in the arena doing damage control. She normally came to a few away games with us. This time, however, her presence hadn’t just been nice but necessary. I couldn’t afford to subject my friends to the backlash. Yet here we were and I knew they were putting on a good front for my benefit. The strain was clear on most of their faces and we’d definitely pulled out a win on the ice, but it had been rough.

      If Tori were down here in the locker room she’d probably have a whole speech prepared to boost our morale.

      I did not want her here. I didn’t want to talk to her, because I would want to kiss her again and that wasn’t allowed.

      “Yo!” Fingers snapped in front of my face. “Hello? Earth to Alexi.”

      I blinked and slowly looked up at Lucky. He stood the closest but the rest of the Single Dad Hockey Players Club had gathered around where I sat on the bench.

      “What’s up, Lexi Loo?” Dom wasn’t content to loom over the rest of us and settled at my side. Good thing, too, because I’d get really tired of staring up at him. He’d give me a neck ache before long.

      “Nothing,” I answered simply.

      “You’re more morose than usual, and it isn’t just your Mad Russian deal. I know the difference.”

      Of course he did. At least, he liked everyone to think he did. Dominik was the happy go lucky guy of the team, our goalie and one of my best friends. He had a carefree and charismatic nature that drew people to his side. Grant? He was the dependable one. He was the leader you turned to when you knew things needed to get done. And Lucky, well, he was the clickbait. Sophie had recently put me onto the term. He was the face of the Raiders because his was the prettiest face. Not to mention he was a good and decent human being.

      Which left me the oddball out of the Single Dad Hockey Players Club. All I was good for was brooding. Master of the Slap Shot my ass. The nickname did nothing to boost public opinion of me anymore.

      Oh, I was also pretty damn good at bringing hell down on our heads, apparently. Couldn’t forget that little golden nugget.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” This from Grant. Ever the official team go-to guy and not just because he was the captain.

      “We want to make sure you aren’t going to blow our next game with your foul mood,” Lucky added with a wink.

      “And the wallowing,” Dominik said with an exaggerated groan. “Nobody wallows better than you, buddy. Care to tell us what exactly is happening inside your cranium?” He reached over to knock on my temple. “Come on.”

      Was that what they thought I was doing? Wallowing in a bad mood? I pushed Dom away before he got another round of tapping in. “It’s called deep thoughts, gentlemen. It’s a shame none of you have them.”

      The joke didn’t land the way I wanted it to.

      “It’s okay to be upset about K,” Grant put in softly.

      My knee began to jiggle and I slapped a hand down on it. “I tried to stop Karina from driving,” I growled. Like the single statement would give them all a better understanding of what I felt. “You all know how hard I tried. I couldn’t bring her back.”

      I remembered the blood on my hands from trying to give her CPR. She was already gone.

      “We know, dude.” Dom didn’t scoot any closer but his presence was there nonetheless.

      “This is bad for me. For the game, for the kids. Why can’t the woman just stop?”

      The guys knew I was talking about the lawsuit.

      “You’ve got to hang tough. And let Tori help you! She cares about the team and your kids and maybe even you, you asshole,” Lucky remarked.

      Dominik nodded his agreement.

      Did she care about me? I’d done plenty to make her feel the opposite. She probably wanted to bury me in a hole.

      “It shouldn’t be her problem.”

      And yet somehow Dina had made it all our problems and I wasn't sure I’d be able to forgive myself for it.

      “Tori has made it her problem, if that whole locker room spiel a few minutes ago was any indication. Now, enough with the deep thoughts,” Grant teased. He held out a hand for me to take to lift me to my feet. “It’s time to leave New York and get on to the next game. We’ve got our winning reputation to maintain. We have to continue to kick ass this season.”

      Lucky rolled his eyes. “And bring glory to our families?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” Dom said with a laugh. He slapped his hands down and pushed to a standing position like a damn tree.

      And in a blink, we were back on the airplane, waiting for our turn on the runway for takeoff. The best thing about a private plane? We didn’t have to bother with the tiny squished seats and the constant noise of the other passengers. It was just me and the boys—

      Victoria sat two rows ahead of me.

      She was close enough for me to smell her perfume. Worse, she was close enough that her perfume tortured me. No way was I getting any sleep on this flight.

      And we seemed to have plenty of time before I’d be required to buckle in for the ride. Maybe it was time for me to bite the bullet and go talk to her.

      Fuck. I’d probably just stick my foot in my mouth the way I always did. Things were infinitely tenser since the kiss, too. What had I been thinking, groping her that way? Yeah, I hadn’t been thinking at all, I’d been reacting purely on instinct and my instincts had always told me to make her mine.

      Still, I needed to apologize, and more, I needed to get on board with her plans for handling Dina. Tori had set me up with a really great lawyer who I knew was helping get things prepared for D-day.

      I pushed myself up and took the empty seat beside her.

      For a moment, the two of us sat beside each other in complete silence, though I felt the way she tensed when our elbows brushed. Heat came from even the small contact and raced up my arm toward my heart.

      “Can I help you?” she asked softly without looking up from her magazine.

      “Thank you for…” I paused. Coming? Being on my side? “I’m sorry about all of this. I guess I was hoping the whole lawsuit would eventually go away.”

      She didn’t turn to me when she said, “How is that working for you?” A tease.

      “Like it does most of the time I try to ignore things, Princess. Not so well.”

      She shot me a look at last. Did she know I was really talking about her? About how hard I’d tried to ignore her and failed over the years?

      No, based on the skeptical pout and tilt of her eyebrows, she did not.

      “Letting things go and hoping they will disappear on their own is not really my style,” she said, folding the magazine she’d been reading on her lap and granting me her full attention. “I like to get ahead of the problems. Sometimes I can even solve things before they develop into problems.”

      “No one can do that,” I retorted.

      “I can.”

      Her smile was about as far from smug as it could get but it was still pretty pleased. I felt an answering expression trying desperately hard to grow on my face and willed the grin down.

      What if I’d gone to her, back in the day, when her father first spoke to me? What if I’d told her I had a thing for her from the first moment we met but she was labeled as off limits? Would things have really been different?

      I wondered how that would have changed things between us.

      “Anyway,” I managed, “thank you. I know you’re doing double-time to clean up this mess. And the lawyer, Bauer…he’s a hard-ass.”

      “He’ll get the job done.”

      Tori fiddled with the edges of the magazine. Did the woman know how beautiful her hands were? They were fine-boned and slender. Wealthy, aristocratic hands, as though she’d never had to do a hard day’s labor in her life. Except I knew better. No one worked harder than Victoria. She had a stubborn streak wide enough to match mine.

      “I’d say it’s my pleasure but it’s really not.” Her voice was dry. “Still, you’re welcome. You know I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      We sat another moment in silence, this one much less tense than our first, and from the overhead speaker the captain began to talk to us about takeoff.

      I leaned closer to Tori and whispered against her ear, “I promise to be less of an ostrich.”

      Was it my imagination, or did she shiver?

      “We’re going to get through this, Lex,” she promised in the same hushed tone. “You’ll have to help me going forward.”

      I’d have to do what? “Help you how?”

      “Help me by letting me help you. No more keeping things from me. Everything goes on the table,” she urged.

      When I turned to her, those direct blue eyes were boring holes into mine and I had a feeling whether I put my secrets on the table or not, she’d be able to sense them.

      But would she really accept everything when it was out in the open? Somehow, a part of me doubted it.

      “I will do my best,” I finally said.

      “I guess if your best is what you’re offering, I’ll take it.” She nudged against my shoulder and every part of me went hot at the touch.

      Probably not a good idea for me to sit this close to her.

      I was about to get up when she grabbed my sleeve and forced me to still. “Why don’t you sit for a moment longer and help me write a statement?” she asked.

      My eyes narrowed. “A statement for what?”

      “Goodness, Lex, do I need to spell everything out for you?”

      Victoria whipped out her cell phone and opened up an app, allowing her to type as we talked. Together we drafted a statement to release to the press, simply saying how I looked forward to my day in court and I was still devastated by the loss of Karina and the impact that her death had had on my family. Et cetera.

      I tried very, very hard not to inhale her scent while we worked.
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      People thought working in PR was glamorous. I wanted to tell them they didn’t know a diddly damn what they were talking about. My job involved much more than nodding and smiling and organizing photo shoots of half-naked players. The half-naked players were definitely a perk, though it rarely did anything to justify the hours of overtime I put in.

      I oversaw the Raiders’ website, all our advertising, endorsement deals, and any media we did. And that was just the day to day stuff. There were a million small decisions to be made as well as dealing with the bigger issues. I loved my guys but lately they were testing me in unforeseen ways while I struggled with damage control.

      So much of my job was crisis management. It felt like lately whatever crisis popped up, Alexi was a part of it. We were back from the away games but next week would see us on the road again, popping up to Canada.

      Tonight, however, it was our turn to host here at the Raiders’ arena we all called our home away from home, no matter how often people said it looked like a barn.

      I had a billion and one things on the agenda. And I couldn’t help but think of the way Alexi had sat with me through the plane ride, actually helping and doing a decent job at being a gentleman. When he—

      Knuckles rapped on my door frame and when I jerked out of my thoughts I saw Fiadora standing there, her brow furrowed. I blinked away the fuzz from staring at my monitor for too long and asked her to come in.

      “We have a situation in the parking lot, Tor,” she said, wide-eyed and nervous, fiddling with the end of her dark braid. “Impromptu press conference.”

      “Who would do that?” I asked, because honestly I was confused and certain it wouldn’t be any of my guys. I was already rising out of my chair when Fia spoke again.

      “Three guesses,” she began sarcastically. When I focused at last, I realized I only needed one.

      “Dina fucking Shaw.” I said the name on a growl.

      “Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner.”

      Don’t think I didn’t miss the absolute venom in her voice. Fiadora might be new to the Raiders but she’d been through enough of this media circus mess with me to know the gist. And the gist rubbed worse than sand in a bathing suit.

      Dina Shaw was holding an unauthorized press conference in our car park like she had a right to be there.

      The edges of my vision went black with fury.

      I couldn’t believe the audacity of the woman. Except I really could. She was a gold digger and there was nothing I hated more than a person motivated purely by money. Call it a personal pet peeve. I didn’t care. I’d had more than enough crap in my life come from people who were greedy beyond measure. Enough to last me the rest of my days and beyond.

      Right now, striding out of my office and marching down the hallway, I was ready for war. Although the pending court case was news, Dina also had a two-bit cable reality show about her modeling agency, and I was pretty sure getting some free promo for that was the main purpose for this spectacle.

      Nevertheless we had a game coming up and I wanted her off the property now.

      Fiadora hurried after me, struggling to keep up.

      “Call security and tell them to meet me at the back entrance. And call the cops. She’s trespassing,” I told her as I jogged to the bank of elevators which would take me to the bowels of the arena.

      “I’m on it.”

      Once inside the elevator, I smoothed down my clothes and checked in the polished chrome to make sure my hair was immaculate. I carried lipstick and blotting paper in my pocket at all times because one never knew when a PR situation would occur. I used both before stepping out into the cement corridor and walking towards the waiting security guards.

      They turned in my direction with eyes narrowed and I knew Fia had alerted them to the severity of the situation.

      “Ready, guys?” I asked as we stepped into the bright sunlight.

      Damn, I should have remembered to bring along a pair of sunglasses so I wouldn’t have to squint. I wasn’t sure I was ready but I had no choice.

      This was all a part of the job. If I had my way, Dina Shaw would be tossed in a jail cell so fast she wouldn’t remember the feeling of sunlight on her wrinkled-ass skin.

      She’d come here to my place to hurt my people and thought she could get away with it?

      It was like the kidnapping all over again. The park where I’d felt so safe with the nanny I’d come to care about more than my own family. My place. My people. And it had all turned upside down.

      I took several deep breaths as I cut across the parking lot toward the spot where a group was gathered. Hard to miss them. Dina was of course dressed in black as if she was still in mourning, her arms cast out at her sides and her wrists dangling with bright gold jewelry. Yeah, right, mourning. Give me a damn break. We’d all seen her at modeling shows for months now, trying to scout out new clients while making sure she stayed in front of the cameras herself, using her daughter’s death as part of her brand.

      The small band of members of the media gathered around her were simply doing their jobs, I knew, although it didn’t spare them from my ire. The chief of staff or editor sent them out and off they went. They weren’t the sharks here.

      My understanding didn’t stop me from spearing them with a cold smile, however.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said politely but forcefully, the lie rolling off my tongue easily.

      Heads swiveled and cameras fell upon me instead. I clapped my hands together for attention although it wasn’t necessary. “Ladies and gentlemen, you’re all trespassing on private property. I’m going to have to ask you to take this impromptu press conference off the Raiders’ property. Just the other side of the fence will do fine.”

      With the security guards flanking me, I knew the rest of these vultures saw me as an easy target. A target primed for gossip. A juicy distraction to help beef their readership if I chose to let things get messy.

      My voice was calm and sweet, not at all how I felt but there was no need to rile everyone up and give them what they wanted.

      When Dina’s eyes locked on me, I almost took a step in the opposite direction. She looked surprisingly old. She was probably only 50 or so but too much plastic surgery too soon tended to do that to a woman. Her cheeks were pulled tightly back to her hairline and her mouth seemed too wide for her face. There were no wrinkles on her forehead yet the skin around her eyes was pinched. She’d dyed her hair a deep chestnut to bring out the glow of her green eyes and in them I saw nothing but hatred.

      Dina knew me. And she knew why I was here.

      Her eyes narrowed as best they could after all the cosmetic enhancements. “You’re violating our right to free speech and freedom of the press,” she said.

      “Not at all,” I countered. “You folks are free to continue to do your press conference…over there.” I pointed out a spot on the sidewalk on the other side of the six-foot-high chain link fence. “Just not here on private property.”

      The parking lot itself was free game. However, the fence marked the area around the arena where my father had purchased the land, making sure we had ironclad agreements with the city going forward.

      And Dina had made sure to set up her stage right inside the line.

      Bitch.

      Just then I noticed a large town car with black tinted windows pull up, and I knew it was full of kids, maybe Grant’s and Dom’s and very probably Alexi’s too. The school-aged children who attended the private institution most of the dads preferred to use were often dropped at the arena after class if there was a game, and I made sure security and a few trusted members of my staff were always there to greet them.

      Crap, this was about the worst thing, timing-wise. My limbs went cold despite the heat outside. I didn’t want them dragged into this shit-show. We needed to speed this up, and fast.

      “Also, please note,” I said, speaking directly to the press, voice loud enough for all to hear, “no member of the Raiders or their families gives permission for their image to be used in the media today, so do not film or photograph us. We have not signed releases. That includes the security team and myself. Thank you for your cooperation. Take care of this,” I said in a hush to the guards around me.

      Security began to move the press, and Dina, of course, chose to resist, banging on about her civil liberties and how no one at the Raiders organization cared about her late daughter.

      “You’d rather make a mockery of my pain,” she cried out, projecting her voice. “No one here cares about a mother’s loss. My daughter is dead! Dead because of one of your players.”

      I’m sure she had loved her daughter in her own twisted way, though I’d never seen any affection between them in all the years they’d been in my life. Regardless, her actions today were mercenary and unkind. Purely done out of her own selfishness and not out of pain, as she claimed.

      “This is not private property,” Dina whined, some of the grieving mother act slipping when I refused to kowtow to her wishes.

      “This lot certainly is private property, including the arena. This property is owned by the Newhouse family and I am Victoria Newhouse.” I shot her a smile that would not crack, and if she’d been hoping to get a rise out of me, she was going to leave here a sore loser. “Now please, vacate the premises at once. The police are on their way and I’d hate to see any of you arrested today.”

      That got the media’s attention. Cameras fell and the journalists headed toward the fence en masse.

      While they were distracted, I held out a hand to direct the private car’s chauffeur as close to the back door as I could, employing another security crew to shield the kids from view. Juggling, always juggling.

      Unfortunately for me, the driver wasn’t the only one who noticed what I was doing.

      Dina turned her hawkish gaze in my direction, seeing the car for the first time along with the school’s logo and name emblazoned on the side, and began to screech for attention.

      “Are those my grandbabies? Are my sweet grandchildren in that car? This woman refuses to allow me to see my grandchildren!”

      A pit opened up in my stomach and at once I felt ill. Three more security guards came out the back door but it was too late. Dina knew what was going on.

      The press turned toward us again and the cameras they’d dropped began to rise.

      There was nothing, absolutely nothing I hated more than people exploiting children. The reminder had ice settling in my chest.

      “There is nothing to see here,” I tried to insist. I used my own body to keep the door closest to me closed in case the kids tried to push their way out.

      The damn woman had chosen not to see Adam or Aubrey at their home, without cameras. She’d chosen not to send them Christmas presents or call them to check in on how they were doing. She’d forgotten their birthdays this year, or so I’d heard Lucky saying to Grant when Alexi wasn’t around.

      All of those things had been her choice.

      Now that she had an audience? Oh, she played the mistreated grandmother even better than the part of the grieving parent.

      I knew Alexi would lose his mind if she filmed his kids, and Grant and Dominik as well. Although it might be good to sue her if she used any of the footage or photos, the damage would be done without any way to take it back.

      The guards moved in front of me and gave me enough of a wall of muscle for me to wrench the door open and speak to the kids.

      “Okay, guys, I need you to hurry inside. Keep your eyes straight ahead and go for the door as fast as you can,” I said. “Don’t dawdle, now. Do you understand?”

      I helped usher the kids into the corridor and told them to wait for me there. Candace, the eldest of the bunch, helped me corral the little ones who were more curious about the shouting from outside. While they were not strangers to media attention because of their famous fathers, the frenzied spectacle caused by Dina was more than they could be expected to understand.

      “What’s going on?” Dom’s son Erik asked.

      “Nothing for you to worry about,” I replied in a rush.

      Fia joined me a second later and got the door closed without the cameras catching a glimpse of the kids. I didn’t have time to let out a breath.

      Dina was bellowing on the other side of the door and I imagined her reaching forward because I could hear those bracelets jingling.

      “You let me in there right now to see my grandbabies or so help me God, the press is going to have a field day with you! You’re a monster, keeping me from my family.”

      At least that’s the way she was trying to spin this.

      Aubrey pushed to my side and I wrapped my arms around her automatically.

      “Tori?” Candace asked. “What’s really happening?”

      “Please calm down,” I tried to tell Dina, although whether she heard me or not over her constant banging was a different story. I pushed Aubrey a little further behind me and out of her grandmother’s reach. “You're upsetting the children. I’m sure Karina wouldn’t have wanted that.”

      “Don’t tell me what my daughter would have wanted, you bitch.”

      Charming.

      She shoved at the door with all her might and it was enough to budge it an inch. I was close enough to where she reached a hand in to grab at me, scratching long fake nails down my arm.

      I winced as the tips of those nails split my skin.

      Big mistake.

      Very big mistake.

      The woman clearly didn’t know who she was dealing with. No one put their hands on me and got away with it, not since I was 10 years old and my father had tried to take his belt to me.

      “Arrest her for trespassing and assault,” I told the nearest guard.

      I glanced over at Fia and saw her cradling Erik and Georgie and Ryan close to her, with Candace standing between us with terrified eyes.

      And through the crack in the door, I saw the gleam of a camera lens capturing everything. It was enough to keep me from retaliating the way I wanted to.

      Good. This could work to our advantage. If they’d gotten Dina’s ridiculous reaction, the blood dripping down my arm, and the kids scared out of their wits behind me, then I would be able to spin this my way. This encounter would neither hurt nor harm Alexi’s case, I was sure of it.

      I simply turned my back and Dina attempted to shove me again. I let her, though it cost me my pride when I stumbled a step and nearly lost my hold on Aubrey.

      “Touch her again, ma’am, and I’ll touch you,” DJ, one of my guys, said to Dina, right before he slammed the door in her face and locked it.

      Good luck getting in now.

      I knew he had let her grab me the second time because I’d given him an almost imperceptible shake of my head when he tried to intervene after the first push. I knew my guys and they knew me. We worked together seamlessly.

      “Fia, can you take the kids upstairs to my office? I’ll be along shortly. Hey, guys, it’s okay.” I flashed them a genuine smile although it did little to help them. “It’s all over and done now.”

      “Who were those people?” Erik asked again, looking so much like his father it stunned me for a moment.

      “They are people who want to put stories out about your parents. We don’t want you guys to be a part of it. Right?”

      Erik understood and at last I got them moving toward the elevator.

      I kept the smile plastered on my face, preparing to follow them upstairs, when Aubrey’s small hand found mine and tugged to keep me behind.

      I gave it a squeeze as I turned to face her.

      “It’s fine, Aubrey. I’ve got you.”

      I was not sure if she’d seen her grandmother outside or realized the real cause of the fracas, but she was shaken. Her skin had gone white and she trembled when I gathered her into my arms.

      Seven years old, sure, but small enough I didn’t mind carrying her. I kept her firmly pressed to my chest as I followed Fia and the others upstairs.

      Esther, who was already there with Sophie, immediately took hold of the other kids. I was hoping Alexi would come up from practice before the cops arrived to hear my statement. Aubrey didn’t need to witness that.

      I sent Fia down to monitor the situation on the ground so to speak before focusing my attention on the little girl clinging to me. She hadn’t wanted to let go even when Sophie offered to take her.

      “Hey,” I said to get her attention. “Are you hungry? I bet you are if you just finished school.”

      Aubrey gave me a nod before pressing her head against the side of my neck.

      “Do you know what I like to have for an afternoon snack? I guess not. Well, I’ll tell you. Milkshakes and donuts. How about you?”

      She was a quiet kid and she didn’t know me super well, which made the cuddles a little surprising. Still, I wasn’t about to turn her away. We hadn’t spent a lot of time together one on one until this point. Mostly I’d seen her over at Grant and Esther’s or here at the game when she’d been with her nanny or Sophie.

      Aubrey stared at me in clear astonishment by my choice of food. Maybe Alexi made them eat fruit for their snacks. Oh well, not today. Today we were going to be bad because we deserved a little sugar overdose.

      I chuckled at her expression. “What flavor do you like?”

      She shrugged in a very timid way, as if she didn’t have a favorite flavor.

      “My favorite is strawberry,” I told her. Her eyes lit up and she nodded eagerly. “Yeah? Then strawberry it is.”

      So I reached for my phone with my free hand and made the call. I was the kind of woman who could get a kid a donut and a shake on command. So by God I was going to.

      I shifted over to the row of chairs in my reception area and took a seat, leaning her back enough to remove her backpack and slide it off so she’d be more comfortable.

      “I like your nails.” Her voice was soft enough I barely heard her. Wasn’t this the kid who didn’t talk?

      I’d had bigger surprises.

      I glanced down at my nails. They were hot pink today and fun.

      “You want me to do yours?”

      Aubrey nodded immediately.

      I got my nails done on the regular, but I had back-up polish because I needed to look immaculate at all times. And I actually found the ritual of painting my nails quite therapeutic.

      Aubrey had a smile on her face when I set her down, moving toward my desk in the other room and the drawer where I kept my polish and remover.

      I had no idea how her grumpy-ass dad would feel about this, but I felt a deep need to keep this child calm and happy. If it took sugar and pampering to do it, then so be it. Nothing I ever did made the man himself happy.

      I may as well focus on his daughter instead.
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      It was lucky no one got in front of me as I made my way up to the Raiders’ executive offices, because anyone who got in my way would likely get knocked on their ass, so determined was I to get to my little girl.

      News of the scuffle had reached me right after cool down, around the time I knew to look out for the kids being dropped off. When the security guards told me what had happened, I’d hauled my half-dressed ass out of there.

      My kid needed me. Dina had the fucking gall to call a press conference and not only bring us all in front of the firing squad but try to get her claws into my baby girl.

      If she’d traumatized Aubrey any further…

      They’d also sent Fia down at the end of practice like a mouthpiece alongside the security guards, to let us know about the scene that had taken place outside. Everything inside of me went white, then red, and Lucky and Grant had both taken hold of me to ensure I didn’t lose my shit and punch something or someone just to release my rage.

      I wanted to rip my mother-in-law’s head off of her scrawny body. How could she do this to Aubrey, after everything we’d been through? It was clear Dina gave zero fucks about how targeting me might impact her grandchildren, no thought about dragging the kids into this mess of hers.

      And for what? For no other reason than her own selfish desires. I added her to my mental list of people in desperate need of strangling.

      Why did she do the things she did?

      I shouldn’t have wasted time wondering, because I knew exactly why. She was a heartless exploiter. She’d exploited her own daughter for years on end. The mind games she’d played on my poor wife were insane, from the little K had told me about them.

      As a kid, I’d wished for parents who were present in my life, who did more than just work themselves to the bone and indulge in their addictions. Watching K and her mother’s relationship had made me thankful that mine had been too drunk or high or busy to pay me much mind.

      Storming towards Tori’s office, I expected to find my kid in tears, and the thought brought my rage to a keen edge. If my daughter was crying then Dina would pay with more than just the ax I planned to bring down on her head in court. She’d pay with everything she—

      When I stopped in the doorway, it took a moment for me to process what I was seeing. My insides stilled and I could only watch as shock coursed through me like ice water down my spine. Aubrey and Tori were in her office, painting each other’s nails and…laughing. Laughing. I hadn’t heard Aubrey’s laugh in months.

      So I just stood there and watched, letting the sweet sound soothe me until the rage subsided and I was more in control. The desk was filled with remnants of powdered sugar and sprinkles, two drink cups near the edge with red-and-white striped straws sticking out of the lids. The desktop was also strewn with various nail polishes and stickers.

      My daughter’s tiny hand rested on Tori’s as the woman patiently put a small sticker on her freshly painted nail. It was heart-stopping in the simplicity, the beauty of the moment. They were two females connecting on a level I could never begin to understand.

      This was the Tori I never let myself see because I knew it would change everything. The compassionate, big-hearted, real woman lurking beneath the tough exterior. She had so much going on for her right now that she didn’t have the time to spare to take care of my daughter’s feelings, especially considering my recent behavior. Yet here they sat…

      Aubrey smiled when she spotted me, and yup, there went my heart melting into mush. I moved to hug her but she held up her nails like an adorable pink-painted stop sign. “Careful, Daddy.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, little love.” I hugged her carefully and mouthed thank you to Tori over Aubrey’s head. Only then realizing that my daughter had spoken, out loud, in front of someone else.

      I stilled, taking a moment to get my emotions under control before I squeezed her tighter, eyes closed.

      “Don’t worry, Daddy, girls’ day has been so fun,” Tori replied, shooting me a brilliant smile I luckily blinked my eyes open in time to see. “We’ve both had the best time.”

      It was game night and I knew that meant the woman had a million chores to handle. Yet my joy completely outweighed my guilt.

      Aubrey spoke again. “I had a strawberry milkshake.”

      I died on the spot.

      Tori had gotten laughter and two sentences out of Aubrey. If I didn’t want to kiss her before, I sure did then. This was a miracle. I came up here expecting my daughter to be a sobbing mess and instead she was the brightest version of herself I had seen in a year.

      “Wow, you’re so lucky. How did Tori know that strawberry is your favorite?” I asked against her soft cheek. I could smell ice cream as I hugged my girl.

      “Because it’s her favorite too,” my daughter informed me as if she hadn’t been silent for a year.

      Kids were mysterious little creatures, for certain. “That’s awesome, baby. I love you. Can you sit tight and keep those nails still while I talk to Victoria real quick before the game? We’ll just be right outside the door. I promise.”

      I was rewarded with a smile and Aubrey commandeered Tori’s chair, her hands flat in front of her as she admired her sparkly nails.

      I let Tori lead me out to the now empty reception area and closed the door behind me. I’d have followed her anywhere right then. She was some untouchable lovely angel, dropped down from heaven to show me the light at the end of the tunnel.

      How could I ever begin to deserve her?

      I tried not to take in the soft curve of her ass as I walked behind her. This was really not the time.

      “Fia told me,” I began roughly. “About how you had Dina arrested for trespassing, had her removed from the property.” It probably wasn’t good PR for the team and I knew she’d done it for me, even though I’d been an uncooperative jerk to her.

      I was also a jerk who kept dragging the team’s name through the shit, even if it was entirely unintentional.

      “What else was there to do, Lex?”

      I needed to find a way to thank her for everything. I should ask Esther or Fia for help with that. Thank-yous and apologies were not exactly my greatest strengths but I supposed I’d have to learn, and fast.

      “Kick her ass?” I muttered under my breath.

      At once the easy smile she’d had for Aubrey shifted, replaced by an expression of unmasked fury, her hands on her hips.

      In a low voice, she said, “Your mother-in-law is a complete cow. Who does that to children? That is a red button for me. Oh, and she also pushed me, scratched me, so assault charges for her as well as trespassing.” Tori wagged a finger at me. “No one lays a hand on me without my say-so.”

      She was almost gleeful about the last bit of info pertaining to the assault charge. I could hardly blame her. Making Dina suffer was satisfying. It lit a small fire inside of me as well. It was a tiny thing, but anything we did to make Dina uncomfortable was a win I’d cherish.

      “Hey, whoa.” I snagged Tori’s hand the moment I noticed the flush down her neck and along her collar bone. My thumb traced small circles on the racing pulse at her wrist before I was able to stop myself.

      Adrenaline from the afternoon’s activities, I assumed, and not from her proximity to me. I should not have been holding hands with Tori, at work or anywhere. Yet she wasn’t stopping me and she’d just made it abundantly clear she would if she wanted to.

      My little warrior princess. She had fire in her veins the same way I did. In every way that mattered.

      “I don’t know how she can do the things she does to the kids, to answer your question. She is the reason Karina was a hot mess and hooked on diet pills.” I let the information slip easily, Tori’s gaze rising to meet mine and a question clear in her eyes. Why was I telling her these things now? I drew in a breath. “Thank you for having my back and taking care of the children. Especially when I haven’t made things easy for you.”

      The apology earned me a throaty laugh and I stared in fascination at the curve of her lips. “Of course. Kids are off limits as far as I’m concerned. And thanks for that, Captain Understatement. You have done nothing but freeze me out and argue with me since the first day we both started here…well, excluding that one time recently. You know the one I’m referring to.”

      Our make-out session. My gaze went lava-hot.

      “And excluding the very first day…” I gave her a pointed stare. We’ve never talked about it, but I got the distinct impression we needed to.

      At once I couldn’t quite read Tori’s face. Something shifted and changed, like someone pulling curtains across a window to block out the light. I wished I could stand there all day and hold her hand, talk this thing between us through. More than anything, I wished for time. A re-do.

      Fuck, I’d be thrilled to drink a milkshake with her and Aubrey and let them paint my nails. None of those things were an option. With the warm up and cool down under my belt, I had a game to worry about and another win to secure.

      “I’m sorry, Victoria,” I said, my tone colored with regret because it was the truth. I’d handled so many things wrong in my life. Especially where Tori was concerned.

      She let out a sigh and shifted enough for me to get the message and release my hold on her at last. “Much as I’d like to discuss all of this, you have a hockey game to win. Try not to get in any fights tonight. Aubrey needs to see you cool as a cucumber.”

      “Just Aubrey?” I wanted clarification.

      “I wouldn’t hate it, either,” Tori begrudgingly admitted. “We’ve both fought enough battles for one day. Haven’t we?”

      I gave her a nod. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Good. I’ve got Aubrey. We’ll go meet the others for the game. She’s fine with me.”

      I wanted to take hold of her hand again. I wanted to do much more than hold her hand. “Coming up here I was terrified that my baby would be hysterical. Thank you again for taking care of her.”

      “Anyone would do the same.” Tori shrugged like it meant nothing. It meant fucking everything and she had no clue. “Aubrey just needed a little TLC. She comes here a lot so I wanted to make sure she knows this is a safe space for her. It can be hard to go back to a place that isn’t made to feel safe. Trust me.”

      I had a feeling she spoke from experience. And there she went being right again. The best thing I could do was make sure we won the game tonight. I needed to take the negative energy and anger and turn it into something positive.

      I’d always believed success was the best revenge and now I needed to live it.

      Back in the locker room, the guys were waiting for me. I assured them that Aubrey and all the kids were fine.

      “Are you okay to play or did you and Tori get into it again?” Lucky asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said sharply. “I’m mad at Dina, not Victoria.”

      Lucky shook his head. “You’re always mad at someone but it ends up being Tori you take it out on the most.”

      “Seriously?” I thought I was just frosty.

      “Dude, with everyone else you’re grumpy, but with her you’re downright hostile.” Lucky stared at me. Had I grown two heads? “I’ve been saying it’s unresolved sexual tension for years but no one listens to me.”

      “I’m pretty sure Victoria Newhouse is off limits to everyone in this building,” I informed him without meeting his eye. Including me.

      “Hey! No one ever told me that,” Dom interjected.

      No, right, Elijah Newhouse probably would have approved of Dom, although he’d made the statement as a joke. It was just me who wasn’t good enough. I was the thug from Philly he would never approve of.

      “Then again,” Dominik was saying, “Tori and I don’t have the spark you two have so it doesn’t matter to me either way.”

      A spark, right. And if I’d let it get away from me, we would have burned the world to ashes.
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      At least the boys won the game.

      I kept that thought in mind as I took a deep breath and held it inside my lungs until they ached, tired beyond measure. It was a silver lining in an otherwise bleak day and I held onto it as long as I possibly could before I made the decision to forgo the press conference.

      A full-blown press conference, at least, done through the proper channels. I shoved Grant in front of the cameras instead for a cheesy statement about how the only thing that matters is the game and the team’s response to current circumstances showing them as having a unified front.

      Grant didn’t seem to mind standing in front of the cameras, and his unique charm and charisma as team captain made him a natural choice for a short word.

      I thought it was a winning idea.

      At least I did until Elijah Newhouse, better known as Dad, called me in to see him. He was rarely at the arena these days—much too busy with his new wife and his new life—and trusted me to keep the reins firmly in hand on what he’d always considered to be his team. His pet project and a toy he’d initially purchased because he had way too much damn money.

      Today when I got the call, however, the sinking feeling in my stomach told me I was in for more than a pat on the back.

      I’d taken over his office so he’d moved to the corner room with views spreading out across the lot toward the trees in the distance. It was a little smaller than mine but he’d decorated it in the same shades of brown and taupe, with another massive desk taking up most of the space.

      “Victoria, close the door. Immediately.”

      My father pounced on me before my heels even sank into the plush maroon carpet he’d chosen. No one said that money bought taste, and clearly Elijah had none if you took his most recent decor choices into consideration. Or maybe it was all Kimber. She was young enough to have grown up thinking this kind of crappy carpet was luxurious.

      I let the door swing softly shut behind me and strode toward the chairs in front of his desk. Unlike Alexi using his height for intimidation, I chose to adopt a calm and unruffled demeanor. I also chose to sit down because I had a bad feeling I would need to for this conversation.

      I hadn’t gotten my breath back before Elijah burst out with, “What the fuck is going on with this hockey team?”

      He glared at me, more white hair at his temples than the last time I’d seen him. There were wrinkles around his face from too much time in the sun and I knew any more wrinkles and Kimber would have him heading in to the doctor’s office for the Dina Shaw treatment. A little nip here and a tuck there.

      Biting the inside of my lip, I smoothed my skirt before lifting my gaze to meet his. “I’m not exactly sure what you mean,” I said.

      His fist slammed down on the desktop and for the first time in my life, I noticed a few strands of hair out of place. He must really be ruffled to let his appearance slip. “I’m talking about the shit-show the media is stirring up, slamming the players over the rail for this unlawful death nonsense.”

      It was a rare day when I heard my father curse. As rare as seeing him ruffled.

      “You are supposed to have it well in hand, Victoria. What are you doing about it?”

      “I’m doing the best I can with what you’ve given me. Considering the circumstances, you should be happy with the decorous way I’m handling the situation.”

      “It’s that damn Alexi Griffith. He’s been nothing but trouble since I signed him on. I never should have taken on street trash, no matter how good he can play.”

      “Watch your tone,” I told him, as the words burrowed inside of me. I didn’t want to hear anyone talking about Alexi that way, least of all my father.

      “I’ll say whatever I like, young lady.” He pointed a meaty finger at me. “There’s no way I’m satisfied with how you’re doing your job when it seems to me the whole deal with the court case is out of control.”

      “I now own the Raiders,” I said calmly, reminding him of the fact that only he and I knew. He’d sold the team to me at the start of the season. We’d decided, together, not to announce it until we’d played our last game of the season. “Whatever is going on with the media is a situation I do have in hand and not one you need to concern yourself with going forward.”

      Good, at least my voice wasn’t shaking. Score one for Tori.

      Elijah shook his head regardless of me throwing the facts in his face. “I always knew Alexi was bad news,” he continued. “A brute and a hothead. This confirms everything.”

      “A hothead he may be, but brute? I happen to feel differently.”

      Score two for Tori. I didn’t jolt at my father’s rude and biased opinions on our left defenseman.

      “He’s done nothing but bring us down since we signed him.” Dear old Dad wasn’t done with his defamation campaign. “First the business with his wife dying in that crash—”

      “You’re going to blame an innocent man for someone else’s choices? Shame on you,” I snapped back.

      Elijah didn’t seem to hear me. “—and now this awful stuff is being stirred up again. I’ve had enough of it.”

      “I’ve had enough of this conversation,” I told him. “If you didn’t trust my judgment then you should not have agreed to the sale. As things stand, I am well in control of the current situation and no amount of blustering on your part is going to shake me.” Nor would his ridiculous notions of Alexi being bad news.

      I stood and made my way toward the door.

      “You are seriously walking out of this conversation? We’re not finished yet, Victoria,” Elijah called out behind me.

      “We are for now.”

      I didn’t say goodbye to my father. It was the nature of our relationship. It didn’t fit the normal mold of how a father and daughter should act together but I’d long since gotten used to the dynamic. I had no choice. It no longer bothered me, neither did the opinions of others, but it had taken a long time for me to get there.

      Elijah didn’t trust me with everything going on. I didn’t blame him for being a skeptic, he was by nature, yet he should know better than to question me after everything I’d done to prove him wrong.

      I shouldn’t do it, because I had literally never stopped by his house before, but the following day during a free moment I swung by Alexi’s house to check on Aubrey and make sure she was doing well considering yesterday’s stunt.

      Mrs. Armstrong didn’t have any problem with letting me inside the moment I knocked. Which was good, with the impromptu nature of this visit. The kids were back near the pool. She spoke with a smile and a twinkle in her eye. I was free to go through and join them.

      Striding through the foyer, I fought against a moment of pure nerve-fueled indecision. I should turn around and leave. This was highly unlike me to just pop in on a player without notice. Especially to check on one of his kids like I actually had a right to.

      What was I doing here? What was going through my mind?

      Then I remembered what Aubrey had told me. How she’d heard her grandmother calling her, and she didn’t like it. And when I’d asked her why she didn’t like it? She’d just said her grandma wasn’t nice. Aubrey had actually spoken out loud to me to let me know how she felt. A big deal in and of itself. I hadn’t pushed the point but sooner or later, Alexi did need to know.

      It would be like facing his worst nightmare to know his kid was being affected by Dina. Maybe if I told him, he’d be able to help in a way I could not.

      The noise grew as I approached the backyard and the pool. It seemed like all of the players on the Raiders team absolutely had to have a pool in their backyard despite living in Minnesota. I got it, truly I did. Swimming was an excellent way to keep your muscles loose and limber while getting in a completely different workout from weight training. And they certainly kept the children happy.

      Did they have to be outdoor pools, though?

      “They’re out enjoying the weather,” Mrs. Armstrong said from behind me, holding out a hand toward the sliding glass door. “Go on out, you’re fine.”

      She must have seen my hesitation. I wanted to ask her if she was sure but the look on her face told me I was better off not arguing. Fine with me. I’d had enough of the stuff lately.

      I didn’t get a step further before I saw Alexi…shirtless…with a child tucked under each arm. And instantly I was drawn to him like a magnet. Oh. Man. Hot dad energy, to say the least. One of my ovaries may have exploded at the sight. The other one remained on the verge like it wasn’t sure which way to go.

      Instead of scowling as he usually did when he saw me, he shot me a grin and invited me through. “Don’t just stand around staring, Victoria. Come outside and play with us.”

      Oh. Gulp. There went the other one.

      Kaboom.

      The kids hadn’t seen me, apparently, because Adam burst out with, “Tori is here?”

      Aubrey glanced up through a waterfall of dark hair and grinned, the expression so like her father. And it was an actual, genuine smile. One of the first I’d seen out of her.

      “You’re here!”

      She scrambled out of her dad’s hold and cut across the water until she reached the steps, running toward me, wrapping thin arms around my midsection. I didn’t even care about the moisture seeping through my clothes.

      “Hey there, baby-kins!” I said to her, going with instinct as I bent to drop a kiss on her sopping head.

      Adam soon followed and I waddled out toward the pool with both of them hanging off of me like wet little weights.

      “How are you guys doing?” I asked. “Feeling okay?”

      Adam nodded. “We’re great! Daddy let us have a pool day and caramel apples for lunch! I love caramel apples.”

      Maybe the ovaries hadn’t completely exploded because something down there definitely clenched maternally at the sweetness of his little-boy voice. How could anyone be so cute?

      I glanced toward the pool where Alexi stood up to his waist in the water. Looking like a dark god with all those tattoos.

      A bad boy wet dream. Come to life straight from my fantasies.

      “Swim with us,” Aubrey urged. Trying to drag me toward the water.

      I shook my head and tried not to let my excitement at her speaking show. I didn’t want to scare her off from doing it more. “I don’t have a bathing suit with me,” I said.

      Not to mention I got cold really easily. I didn’t exactly have a layer of insulation to keep me warm when the water was cool.

      “Do you need a suit to swim?” Alexi stated. He walked toward the shallow end where there were still lapping waves from whatever play I’d interrupted. The movement drew my attention and I had to work hard to keep my attention off of his ass. And abs. And everything in between. “You can jump right in and no one will care.”

      “I have on shorts, at least,” I answered with a smile. “I’ll sit with my legs in the water. That way I can get my dose of vitamin D from the sun!”

      The two hooligans finally released me and I moved to the side of the pool, sitting down in a dry spot and slowly lowering both legs into the water. Yikes, yes. It was definitely cold. No one else seemed to mind though, and then I remembered. Kids don’t get cold, at least not like adults.

      It was better to keep my focus on the kids rather than certain parts of a mad Russian’s anatomy that may or may not be susceptible to shrinkage. Those swim trunks may be loose but they did nothing to hide the muscled contour of his abs, his hips, his upper thighs…

      Yummy.

      “Your loss.” Alexi shot me one more grin before dipping underwater.

      I might have swooned if I were the swooning type. He was too damn sexy for his own good, with the height and the tattoos and the…everything. It was everything about him. Who was I kidding?

      The kids followed his lead. Aubrey cannonballed into the deeper water while Adam, still too young to know how to swim but enjoying himself in his floaties, took the stairs and paddled doggy-style toward his dad.

      “Wait for me!” he called out.
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      This was not the Alexi the world saw. I’d barely seen this side of him. I’d gotten a glimpse when we first met. When his smile had been wide and genuine and he’d actually looked like we might be able to start something although we were strangers. I’d gotten a rush of feeling when our hands met and something about him told me he’d be a lot of fun. Fun and wild and wonderful, perfect for me. A complement. A mirror.

      We’d never gotten our chance together but that didn’t stop me from thinking about it now and remembering our kiss. Mulling things over until I nearly drove myself crazy.

      Brooding Alexi was sexy, to be sure. Smiling Alexi? He was next level.

      With the kids distracted, splashing and screaming like there were actual monsters in the water, the man in question came toward me and hung on the side of the pool close enough for me to watch individual trails of water sluice down his muscles while he looked at me.

      I knew he and the other guys on the team made it their daily routine to work out in the gym, but to see that an actual human being had those kinds of muscles?

      Save me.

      “Are you staying long?” he asked.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why? Trying to get rid of me so quickly? I just got here.”

      Ugh, why did I have to say those kinds of things? It was like I had no control over the snappy comments coming out of my mouth. Alexi merely mirrored me. “Not what I said, Victoria. I asked if you were staying long because I’m about to put an end to the roughhousing and make dinner. I’m on the verge of starvation.”

      I loved the way he spoke with the hint of an accent. It made every word seem exotic and juicy. And a dinner made by Alexi?

      “I just wondered if I’d need to make a little extra for a guest,” he finished. “Nothing else.”

      He would cook for me? I wasn’t sure how I’d resist such an offer. It felt like a gift and I tried not to let my shock show. I didn’t resist in the end. “Sure,” I agreed, leaning closer toward him. “Whatever you’re having, put a little extra on for me. I don’t eat much.”

      And damn him, damn me, because the Master of the Slap Shot looked like he was half a second away from telling me what I could eat, and I wasn’t about to say no.

      “I meant to say I don’t need a large portion,” I added when he remained quiet a moment longer.

      Part of me thought he would argue and renege on the offer, since he clearly hadn’t expected me for dinner. Instead he nodded, once, and dove backward into the water, cutting underneath the surface until he reached his kids and rising up once again with one under each arm, exactly the way I’d found them.

      “Prepare to meet your doom!” He spoke to them in a mocking monstrous voice until they both screeched.

      The hollering reached new levels of ear-bleed but it didn’t last long. Once he mentioned food, the kids were ready to end their pool time in favor of an early dinner, and I found myself agreeing with them.

      I ended up staying for a few more hours, taking a seat on one of the comfortable reclining lounge chairs. Soaking up the sun while Alexi grilled burgers. He was hot as hell standing in front of the flames with the scent of charcoal and sunscreen in the air.

      Much to my surprise, Aubrey started telling me all about one of her projects for art class in school with her face animated as she spoke.

      Adam was content to munch on an orange while he waited for his burger to be ready. Neither one of them seemed upset at my interruption. Neither was Alexi, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was keeping his back to me to hide his smile.

      That couldn’t be, right? The man didn’t smile at me. He didn’t do anything for me.

      But he did kiss you.

      A small pinch on the arm assured me I wasn’t dreaming. This was real.

      As sad as it was to admit, I used to fantasize about this. This life, with Alexi, before he came back from a weekend in Vegas married to Karina. Then, seeing the ring on his finger, the realization that he’d never be mine hit me straight in the gut and I’d almost fallen off my chair. It was the hardest task of my life to keep a straight face when I wanted to burst instantly into tears. He’d gone off and married someone else instead of me. Which was stupid to even be upset about considering our lack of a relationship. Didn’t stop the tears, though.

      Glancing around the table now…

      Had fantasies pre-Karina included this exact scenario? Yes, yes, they had.

      Like our kiss, the reality of things exceeded my expectations and a comfortable warmth settled beneath my ribs. Aubrey and Adam were wrapped in huge fluffy towels to dry off, both of them made to sit at the glass table while they waited for lunch.

      I melted.

      Then melted further when Alexi brought the burgers to the table and the scent of them hit me. Seared beef, melted cheese, charcoal, and tangy pickles. The perfect beginning of summer meal, like we were already prepping for family activities to come.

      Ooh boy, yeah, I liked the picture a whole lot.

      Yes, once the hockey season ends I think we’ll take a trip down to Florida, pop in to see the family then continue down to the Keys. The kids will love the seven-mile bridge. We can take them snorkeling. What do you think, love?

      I snorted to cover up my chuckle at the scenario my brain conjured with way too much ease. It was nothing but a dream at this point—and any other point in the future. Alexi might have kissed me and I might have liked it. Okay, I loved it. Neither of those things pointed to a future between us, no matter how hard I wished it otherwise.

      “Here you go, Victoria,” he told me with a wink. “Enjoy.”

      “I didn’t know you could cook,” I replied.

      “I am a man of many talents.”

      I hadn’t come to his house for this, I thought, taking a huge bite of my burger and embarrassing myself when I dripped ketchup down the front of my shirt. Adam laughed his head off at the mess.

      I hadn’t come for this, but I was glad I came nonetheless.

      After we all ate our fill, Alexi put the children down in front of a movie and, seeing the anxious look on my face, as he’d tell me later, he invited me back to the pool to talk.

      “Hey,” he began as soon as he slid the glass door closed. “Before I ruin things, I want to tell you. Thank you for the nice day. I appreciate how good you are with them. They really like you.”

      I sat on the lounge chair opposite him and kicked my feet up, crossing them at the ankles. It was just the two of us and I was surprised to find I wasn’t nervous anymore. Some tension between us had eased the more time we spent together.

      “They make it easy,” I admitted. “Although you have to know I didn’t come today to play and take advantage of those secret cooking skills of yours. You know, the ones you never told me about?”

      He chuckled and settled into his own seat. Adopting a similar posture to mine. “I had a feeling you had a deeper purpose. You’ve got that look about you. What did you want to talk about?”

      Of course he knew. Beneath the gruff exterior, the man had a keen mind and an assessing eye. He saw the things others tried to hide. And most of the time people were content to let him observe because they didn’t see him as anyone of importance.

      They were all so wrong.

      “God, how do I begin?” I said, letting my head tip back. I would have wrung my hands together to stall and buy time if I didn’t feel the heat of his stare already boring into me. Urging me to get on with it.

      “You begin at the beginning.” He said it as though he were trying to lead me.

      Finally, I gathered up my nerve and I told him what Aubrey had said about her grandmother. And luckily for me, Alexi sat silent through the confession, each of us on our own lounger.

      He was probably ready to kick me out and claim his space back. I didn’t trust myself alone with him. I’d be going for round two on our kiss. We should have sat at the table instead of such an intimate setting.

      Except I wasn’t there to force his hand in terms of our physical chemistry. I was there for the kids.

      When I glanced up, I saw no small measure of shock written across Alexi’s face.

      “Aubrey is actually speaking to you. I still can’t believe it.” He reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose, breathing in deeply. “I noticed it today but I thought it was just excitement over pool time.”

      “Should she not be talking so much?” I clarified. “I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it in case she reverted back to silence.”

      He seemed to be much more upset about Aubrey’s confession than the fact that Dina was up to her old tricks trying to gain ratings for her show. “She’s basically mute anywhere but home,” Alexi said. “Even here, she barely says two words to me half the time. We’ve…I’ve been having trouble with the school. Her teachers aren’t sure how to handle her muteness and it’s starting to affect how they and she act around the other kids. I was called in for a parent/teacher conference and given the name of a child fucking psychologist.”

      Alexi blew out a breath, and when I said nothing, added, “I’m not sure what to do at this point. What’s the right thing to do?”

      And I wasn’t sure what to say to him. “Aubrey seems absolutely fine when it’s the two of us. I don’t say it to upset you,” I hurried to add. Not wanting to shatter the tentative peace we’d reached today. “I wanted to let you know I’m worried, but I’m here. I’m sure you and the school will figure out the best course of action. There’s probably no need to get a psychologist involved.”

      I didn’t want to step on any toes, especially considering how deeply private Alexi was as a person. It was a fight to get him to work with me on the Raiders’ case with Dina, and that involved him. If I made one wrong move with his kid, well, I had a feeling I’d see his teeth and not in the way I wanted.

      “Look, I shouldn’t ask—”

      “I have a feeling you will anyway,” I interrupted dryly.

      “Would you mind maybe spending a little time with her?”

      I jolted at his question.

      Alexi continued as though he didn’t see my surprise. “She’s missing a mother figure desperately. I think a lot of her problems at school are things she is keeping to herself because she won’t talk to me about them, emotional things, but she seems okay talking to you. It would mean a lot to me, Victoria. Tori.”

      Gulp times a thousand.

      How could I say no to this man? It didn’t seem to matter how we’d interacted until now. He asked…I’d agreed the moment the words left his mouth. Poor Aubrey. She’d certainly seemed a little clingy the last few times I’d seen her, but mute at school?

      I wouldn’t have guessed it. She might not be super talkative but she definitely didn’t seem to be affected so greatly by her mother’s passing as to render her speechless.

      Then again what did I know? I wasn’t around. Alexi didn’t want me around.

      Until now. Until this very moment when he’d asked this favor of me.

      “I will…under one condition,” I told him, an idea taking root in my head. A way to see where this took us without him being able to say no. No, his favorite word.

      “Oh?” Alexi looked ready to argue.

      I stifled a grin. There was no going back now. “You come with me to the Swirled Squirrel. Tonight.”
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      What the hell was I doing?

      I couldn’t believe I was going to the Swirled Squirrel. Especially not meeting Tori there. I must be out of my fucking mind. This was exactly the opposite of what I was supposed to be doing: staying the hell away from her.

      I was literally hanging my career out on the line by doing this and yet I’d agreed to her terms. Anything, I told myself, to help Aubrey. Except I knew the truth deep down. I was meeting Tori for me, too, because I couldn’t stop.

      And the bar in question…it wasn’t the type of place the guys and I liked to hang out. A little pretentious, a little expensive. There were mirrors on the walls and plush seats, fancy drinks with tasteful ingredients.

      Not to mention it was the kind of place my wife used to frequent, too.

      Karina had been to the bar a few times, mostly with her friends, but she never really fit in with Tori and Sophie. Or even with Rachel or Dom’s ex, Caroline. No, Karina had been more interested in making friends with the puck bunnies when she actually bothered to stay home.

      It drove me up the wall to the point where I stopped going to the Swirled Squirrel or any of the hangouts and started drinking at home instead. Drinking where no one would be able to see me lose myself in the bottle. Then, feeling much too much like my parents, I’d quit drinking altogether for a few years.

      Fucking puck bunnies. Those women were absolutely obsessed with and dedicated to hockey players. They were not my sort of thing by a long shot. K had been close friends with those wives who were actually former puck bunnies, including my teammate Seamus’s wife, Brittany. Talk about an issue. We were all pretty sure Brittany was cheating on Seamus and we knew her to be a world-class bitch on a good day.

      I’d hated how she and K were tight like that. Gossiping, plotting, doing their drugs together. I tried not to get involved with that kind of business. Staying away from places like the Swirled Squirrel made sense on multiple levels.

      However, I found myself pulling into the nearly empty parking lot around ten o’clock. The kids were over at Grant’s place for a sleepover. Esther had been perfectly happy to keep them all. The woman was a saint. When she’d asked me where I was headed, since I was clearly dressed for a night out, I’d grunted and made my escape.

      Didn’t think I’d be escaping to a deserted lot. Weird for a bar on a Saturday night.

      I sat for a long moment in the car, trying to decide whether I was actually going inside or not. Would it reflect badly on me if I turned right around to go home? Tori would probably shred me a new one the second she saw me. Not like there was any escape from her presence. You’d think I was used to it by this point. I’d been tiptoeing around her for years and now she was practically shoving alone time toward me on a silver platter.

      This was madness.

      I’d agreed, though, and given her my word. My word had to mean something or else I had nothing.

      I finally decided I’d stay for fifteen minutes, have a drink, and then head home no matter what kind of temptation she presented. And Tori was always a temptation.

      It seemed like a fair deal to me. A glance in the mirror showed my hair pushed away from my face in a look that said I was trying but not too hard. There were still enough strands out of place to make it seem like I hadn’t spent an inordinate amount of time in front of the mirror.

      Which of course I had.

      Insane, right? I hadn’t been out on a date in years, even though I knew this wasn’t a date. Definitely not. But for some reason I still wanted to look nice for her. I wanted to get cleaned up, put on a nice shirt and a pair of boots, and enjoy a night out. We’d had a wonderful day together and a part of me was desperate to keep it going. To keep our time from ending, when I knew we had to go back to how things were in the morning.

      We existed in a world of my creation, which I’d done out of necessity. It was either a woman I didn’t know or it was my dream job. The world was black and white.

      Now I was messing it all up and smearing the shades of gray.

      And it didn’t matter that Tori was only doing this to get back at me for wanting her to spend time with Aubrey.

      For some reason, that thought went right out of my head.

      Stepping outside the vehicle, I brushed my jacket into some kind of order—it remained wrinkled anyway—and stalked toward the door. There I saw a sign claiming the bar was “closed for a private function.”

      What the hell, Tori?

      My eyes narrowed and I read it again to make sure I was getting the right message. My hands turned into fists.

      Why had she made me promise to meet her here if the damn place wasn’t even open? What kind of sick joke was she playing?

      I huffed out a sigh, dragging a hand through my hair until my careful styling was out the window, debating turning around and going so far as to take a step back toward the car. I’d come all this way…but it was a way safer idea than spending time with Tori one on one. We’d already skirted the line of propriety tonight during our chat.

      I knew she wasn’t the type of woman to drag me all the way out here for a joke. Someone else, maybe. Not Tori. Even though I’d been a grade A dick to her for years.

      After a brief hesitation, I spun on my heels and knocked on the door, waiting a few minutes to see if anyone would even answer. And someone did. Much to my surprise. It wasn’t Tori, though.

      “Are you Alexi Griffith?”

      Okay, what the serious hell? “Yes,” I barked out.

      The beefy security guard with the unibrow or whoever he was waved me inside and I followed him.

      “Enjoy your evening, sir.”

      The man slipped into the shadows and when I turned around he had disappeared. Out a side door if I had to take a guess. Typical. He didn’t want to stick around to see the show when I lost my cool and stormed out.

      The interior was quiet and lit in typical bar fashion, not too bright but light enough you didn’t question your drink. Mood lighting if I’d ever seen it.

      There stood Tori behind the bar in a devastating little black dress. Looking smoking hot and sending that gorgeous sunny smile in my direction.

      My mouth went dry.

      She’d left her hair loose and spilling in light blond waves down past her breasts. The dress, if one could even call the scrap of fabric a dress, hugged her generous curves in all the right places and showed enough skin to have me wanting to drop to my knees and praising the heavens.

      The woman knew how to fit clothes to her body, I’d give her that, and tonight I had a sneaking suspicion she’d done it to get a reaction out of me.

      “There you are,” she finally called out. Her face twisted into a wide smile.

      “You bought the whole place out for a night just to have a drink with me?” I hadn’t dressed right for this, either. My navy-blue button-down shirt was probably years out of date and the leather jacket cracked and distressed.

      Tori laughed. She grabbed two glasses from behind her. “I own the place, Alexi. I bought it so that I could have a drink with whomever I wanted, whenever I wanted. So actually it’s not all about you. And don’t laugh at me for having to pay for some privacy.”

      I stepped up closer and although the length of the bar separated us, I could smell her. Yes, devastating indeed, and she knew it. She’d planned this. I had no doubt about it.

      She poured me a glass of 21-year-old Macallan Scotch and slid it toward me. I wasn’t a cheap bastard no matter what my friends claimed, but that was one smooth, expensive pour.

      “I had no idea. And I wasn’t going to laugh at you.” Never.

      “Good, and don’t tell anyone. It’s a secret. No one knows I’m the owner.”

      She and I raised our glasses at the same time for a toast. Tori stared at me for a moment longer before dropping her gaze, her lashes impossibly dark against her skin. We both drank as if that sealed my vow of secrecy.

      “Did you plan all of this just to get me alone?” I turned to take in the rest of the place, strangely empty and my voice echoing back to me above the low hum of rock music from the speakers.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” she retorted. “I have my prerogatives, you know.”

      “I’d love for you to enlighten me.” I drained the rest of my Scotch, feeling it scald down my throat. Damn. It was delicious. Warm and peaty in all the right ways.

      “Perhaps. It depends on how the rest of the evening goes for us.”

      I wanted to tell her that as a single father with a busy schedule, the rest of my evening usually involved going to bed around this time.

      “I want to thank you again for agreeing to spend time with Aubrey. I think it will be really good for her.”

      Tori walked around the bar until she claimed the stool to my left. She lifted herself onto the swiveling leather seat and gifted me with a flash of inner thigh when she crossed one leg over the other.

      Holy. Shit.

      “You don’t need to act like I’m doing you a huge favor,” she told me. “I like spending time with your kids. I know I don’t have a lot of experience with kids but I do like them. And yours are so damn cute.”

      “You like my kids? I had no idea.”

      She’d never even told me.

      “Well, Alexi, the truth is, you don’t really know me very well at all, do you? So…not surprising you didn’t know that.” She tipped her head back to drink her own whiskey and I followed suit, then she held her fingers to her lips. “Shh. It’s a secret. Don’t tell anyone.”

      It was sexy as fuck.

      “You got any other secrets you want to share with me, Victoria?” I asked. Surprised when my voice came out rough and low.

      “I have a lot of things I want to share with you.”

      Oh. That escalated fast. Her tone matched mine and did something to me. My pants were tight and the rest of me went hot.

      “Yeah?” It was the best I could manage.

      Because Tori was staring at me, and at once I shot back to the first time I met her. When her hand had reached for mine and it felt like the world stopped spinning on its axis. When it felt like everything finally made sense. The last few years dropped away and she was just a woman, I was just a man, and nothing else mattered.

      “I’m glad you agreed to meet me here tonight. I know you feel like you didn’t have a choice but you did. I would have gladly agreed to spend time with Aubrey even if you’d blown me off. She’s a good girl.”

      I didn’t want to talk about my kids, for once. And I told her as much.

      Her eyes went dark, heavy-lidded. “What makes you think I wanted you here to talk?”

      Those lips—

      She was saying something to me, her mouth moving and words forming that I couldn’t hear outside of the pounding of my pulse in my ears. Erratic, way too fast. I wanted her and here she stood in front of me, close enough to touch and taste. And if I did hear the words, I didn’t understand them. I wanted her badly enough that I stopped breathing.

      What was I doing?

      “Alexi? Are you okay?”

      No, I wasn’t, and I didn’t think I’d ever be okay again. But I was far past caring.

      Without stopping to think, I leaned across the bar and kissed her.
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      I’d invited Alexi to my bar for two main reasons.

      One of them, I had to admit, was happening right now: his lips against mine, his hands on my body. It was enough to make me lose my mind gladly.

      It was the best reason and the one I’d hoped for but hadn’t held out any hope of achieving. The other was to get to know each other better, on a deeper level, away from the prying eyes of both friends and strangers. Away from the arena and the life we knew, the games we’d played with each other for so long.

      Too long. I was ready to quit the game just to keep him kissing me.

      I was very lucky in that both of the reasons had come true within the first fifteen minutes.

      He groaned and pressed closer despite the bar separating us.

      Alexi and I had a spark. An undeniable spark. His kiss lit me up from the inside and did wonderful things to my body. But…was it more than a physical passion? I wanted to find out. I needed to find out.

      We would never know our potential if we didn’t spend some time together. We deserved time, and I was bound and determined to get it no matter how he complained or the cost I had to pay.

      I’d meant to start with the talking part and move up to this part. Seemed my plans were out the window. What harm could switching up the order do? Maybe a little. Too late now.

      Again, I broke the kiss with Alexi. It was a habit I didn’t intend to repeat after this. The man kissed like he played hockey, with his everything. He nipped and kissed and plunged his tongue between my lips until I was filled with the taste of him. I’d never get enough, no matter how much time we had together.

      I was half a second away from crawling over the bar and settling myself on his lap to take up residence there.

      Finally I had to take a breath.

      “More whiskey?” I asked, leaning back, putting a little space between us and shooting him a flirtatious smile. He had a large hand resting on each of my hands, his thumbs brushing against the pulse at the base of my wrist.

      A small grin teased the edge of his delicious mouth. “You nervous, Princess?”

      Well, yeah. Of course I was nervous, because this was him. “Nope,” I lied instead. “I just don’t see the need to rush things tonight. We’re alone and we have the whole place.”

      He shifted on the stool but didn’t remove his hands. “I suppose that’s true. I’ve never had your undivided attention before. What will I do with it?”

      His eyes roamed down my chest and I felt my cheeks warm from the attention. I was not wearing a bra and I knew he could see the outline of my now-hard nipples beneath the silk of the dress.

      Heat pooled at my core as he took me in. Alexi had the power to get me going with only a smile. I guess I’d been lucky up until this point. He rarely smiled.

      “About that drink?” I hopped up because as much as I wanted him I needed to keep some power here. I already felt my desire for him had me at a disadvantage.

      “Sure.” Alexi paused for a moment, staring at me. “Actually, you know what would be better than a whiskey?” he asked as I rounded the bar toward him.

      I could only guess. And judging from the look in his eyes— “What?”

      “You serving me my drink naked…now, that would be better.”

      Then he winked. Winked!

      The man was teasing me, of course, but damn if I didn’t want to do it. And from the look on his face, he didn’t expect me to take him seriously. Although there was no mistaking the heat in his gaze. He might be joking, but a part of him was intrigued, I knew.

      Naked might be a stretch but I shimmied out of my dress with my back to him as I reached to the top shelf for the whiskey, listening to his sharp intake of breath. The silken material slid down to the floor like a trail of smoke and pooled at my feet.

      I wore a barely-there thong and high heels and no bra. Didn’t need the bra, and the thought of going without one in front of the Master of the Slap Shot had gotten me too hot while I was dressing.

      Seemed I’d made the right call.

      I caught a glimpse of him in the smoky mirror behind the bar and the way his hungry eyes roamed my back and butt…it was everything. He licked his lips.

      I shivered, but not from a chill.

      It was exactly the reaction I wanted out of him, and after all these years of dancing around each other, yeah, he could suffer for a little while. Let him see what he’d been so adamant against claiming. Let him see if he could continue to resist.

      I turned to face Alexi, chest forward and nipples hard, whiskey bottle in hand. I topped up his ice and his whiskey, holding his gaze as I did so. Cataloguing his reactions for later.

      “Is that what you wanted?” I asked, taking a sip of my own drink for courage and letting it burn a trail of heat down to my stomach.

      “Victoria—” Alexi broke off, swigging his whiskey in one go. He shook his head and for a moment I wondered what he was going to say. “You are so damn beautiful. You know what I want.”

      Maybe I did, but I also needed to hear him say it.

      “Tell me,” I demanded. I’d waited a long time for his answer. Years.

      “What I want is you. Any way you’ll let me have you. Every way.”

      His eyes dropped to my chest and my nipples pebbled further. Dear God, this man and what he did to me… I didn’t have much in the way of breasts but the way he looked at them, it was clear he didn’t mind the size one bit. Standing there like that, I felt as sexy as I ever had in my life.

      No one had ever looked at me the way Alexi Griffith did.

      “You don’t think we should talk first?” I hedged when he started toward me.

      “Woman, you’re mostly naked and standing there ready for me to devour. The only kind of talk I want is the dirty kind.” He rounded on me, caging me between his body and the bar. “You want me to talk about all the things I want to do to you?”

      I nodded. I really did want that. I just hadn’t known it until this very moment. “Yes.”

      The look in his eyes said he appreciated my answer. Neither of us wanted to hold back anymore. I read his emotions like looking into a mirror, everything clear on his face. “Okay, my dirty princess.”

      He glanced up and down the length of my body before his eyes settled on mine. “First I’m going to get my mouth on those tits.”

      My own mouth went dry.

      “Every day at the ice rink, those damn breasts taunt and tease me,” he said in a low growl, “and now it’s time for me to pay them back. Then when you can’t take the feeling of my mouth on you anymore, I’m going to lay you on that table in the corner and taste you. I bet you taste as sweet as you look. Then after you’ve begged me to let you come, and you will beg—” Alexi broke off on a pause and I found myself holding my breath. “I’m going to slide into that sweet pussy of yours.”

      The words hung in the air between us and at once everything inside of me went liquid with heat. Did dreams come true? At this moment, I believed it, yes. Wholeheartedly.

      “I haven’t quite decided on the position yet because I’ve got to satisfy years of wanting to be inside you, along with a whole lot of fantasies. So I’m going to take my time.”

      There it was, out in the open. Finally. It was such a relief to hear him say it to me, to finally admit that maybe he wanted me as badly as I wanted him.

      Oh my.

      If I hadn’t been aching with need before, I sure was now. The way he spoke shot straight through me and I knew I couldn’t have walked away if I tried.

      Alexi cocked a finger at me to beckon me forward. I went around the bar and stood between his legs where he hovered on the edge of the barstool. He swiveled us around until I had the bar pressed to my back and his legs caging me in on either side.

      There was no escape now.

      “Hold on, Princess. You’re in for a ride,” he said, angling my arms so my elbows were on the bar top and my hands held the brass bar rail. The chill of the metal combated the heat in my core and sent a delicious shiver through me.

      Then Alexi leaned in and took a nipple in his mouth, and began making good on the promise he’d made before.

      I lost track of time as he used his mouth and hands to give me more pleasure than I’d ever experienced. I’d already had three orgasms before he stood and slid a condom over his huge cock. I’d expected it to be in proportion to the rest of him but I was still awed by it. I watched him over my shoulder from where he had me bent over the table he’d just laid me out on and feasted on me.

      He ran his hands up and down my spine and I felt his length on the cleft of my butt, my flesh tingling at his touch. He inched my feet further apart as he did so before pausing the path of his hands to grip my hips. His huge body folded over mine.

      “This is already the best night of my life.”

      And then he pulled back and entered me in one hard push that had me seeing stars.

      “Holy crap!”

      That caused him to laugh. “Stop it with the sexy talk, now.”

      “Sorry, you’re just…a lot.”

      He pulled all the way out before slamming in again. “I could say I’m sorry, but I’m not. The way your pussy is so tight around my cock, milking me, is making me the happiest man on the planet. Not sorry at all.”

      He pulled out and slid in again and again and again. I was gripping the table, my breasts pushed against the smooth wood. I’d always known Alexi would own me if we were ever together and I’d been right. He wrapped his hand in my hair and tugged my head back a little to cover my mouth with his. His kiss was searing and I wanted more, more of everything.

      His other hand reached between my legs to touch me where I needed him most. He ran those skillful fingers across my nub and I felt myself hurling toward another climax.

      “Come for me, baby,” he commanded, and never one to disappoint, I did just that and he followed me over the cliff.

      When we were done, he slid on his boxers and pulled his button-down shirt over my head before kissing me as gently as I’d ever been kissed. That was Alexi, sweet and savage all at once.

      “That was unexpected,” he murmured, his voice gravelly and sexy as hell.

      I circled a finger around his nipple before answering. “Was it?”

      Why did he think I’d invited him here? It certainly hadn’t been to show off the building.

      “Maybe not.” His smile heated when he looked at me. “It was unexpectedly good.”

      Okay, now, that was going a bit too far. “Wait… Did you imagine it wouldn’t be? What a low opinion you must have had of me, Mr. Griffith.”

      He looped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me into a nearby booth, with him settling into the corner so that I was tucked against him. Ah, heaven on earth. “In my imagination, it was always amazing. Sometimes—most times—my life doesn’t live up to my imagination. That was an exception.”

      We were skimming the surface of some deep water there. Was I prepared to dive in?

      For him…absolutely.

      “Is hockey not what you thought it would be?” I teased, though I sincerely hoped he still loved the game. He was one of our best players outside of being the love of my life.

      Oops, better not let that slip out quite yet.

      His chuckle rippled through me. “Hockey was the only thing as good or better than expected. Until this moment, whatever this is. Even if it’s just tonight, Tori…still the best night of my life.”

      Well, damn. I smiled at that. “Mine too.”

      “What was the worst night of your life?” he asked me then. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but I’d like to know. Does someone like you even have bad nights?”

      “Someone like me?” I had a feeling this was his way of building trust. I was pretty sure I already knew his. Maybe it was time for me to pull back the curtain on a few of my secrets.

      I never talked about the worst night of my life and for good reason. It was a long time ago and it was a memory I was better off to keep buried. There were too many bad feelings attached to it.

      Still, if I wanted more than tonight with Alexi…

      I didn’t really have a choice. “Well, that would be the night I was kidnapped,” I said softly.

      He stiffened behind me and when he spoke again, the angry rumble was threaded through with something darker. “You were what?”

      His gaze pierced through me with an intensity he usually reserved for the ice. It promised retribution to whoever was responsible. I soothed him with a kiss.

      “Kidnapped,” I repeated, just to make sure the word didn’t trigger me as much as it used to. “I was ten years old. I wasn’t held for long, but they bound and gagged me. I was taken from the neighborhood park. My nanny turned her head for a minute…or maybe she was in on it. I never saw her again.” It didn’t matter, really. Not in the grand scheme of my life. “She’d failed at her job so she disappeared pretty quickly.”

      My heart lurched at the memory.

      I’d really liked Marta and always hoped she hadn’t betrayed me. It would be too much for me to take if I found out she had. There were a few nights when I couldn’t quite stop the nightmares and I always woke up thinking about her, wondering…

      There were already so few people I could trust in my life. It came from a lifetime of being let down. My father was still around but he didn’t offer much in the way of comfort. He had never come through for me the way I needed him to, not even after the kidnapping.

      I sighed and snuggled closer to Alexi.

      “Did the police ever catch the persons responsible?”

      I knew in an instant that If Alexi had their names, if he somehow came face to face with the perpetrators, he’d kill them. He’d use those beautiful big hands of his to strangle the life out of them. For me.

      “A couple of guys who I later found out were paid to take me.”

      He grew tenser the more I said. “What do you mean?”

      Now came the hard part. The part I forced myself to admit with an ease I did not feel. “Actually, it was my mother who orchestrated the whole thing.”

      I snuggled closer yet to Alexi, partly for warmth, partly for comfort. As though I would somehow be able to sink into him and forget these dark shadows inside of me.

      “Your mother?” he asked, astonished.

      This part was worse than the rest of it on multiple levels. Once again, I made sure to say everything, to lessen the blow. If I kept repeating it, then I took my power back. And I only hoped Alexi wouldn’t judge me for this.

      “She had signed a prenup when she married my father, you see. Pretty clear cut. It designated the specific amount of money she would receive in the event of a divorce. So she had no qualms about dissolving the marriage, taking the money, and deserting me. But the more time went by, the more she decided she wasn’t content with what she’d gotten. She wanted more money.”

      Alexi was stiff beside me. “So she had you kidnapped for ransom?”

      Was that shock I heard in his voice? More than likely. It was pretty shocking when one said it out loud. Not that anyone did, not anymore. What was left of my family had agreed to never discuss the incident publicly anymore, or even privately, when you got right down to brass tacks. It was as if my father believed not talking about it would erase the whole thing. Right now it was nothing but a dark smudge on the infinite perfection of his life.

      He was wrong, at least where I was concerned. Nothing, not even thousands of hours of therapy, could make it go away. The only thing I could do was accept it and do my best to move on.

      Alexi’s hands rubbed steady circles along the muscles of my back, pausing now and again when they found a point of tension. “Seems like it,” I agreed. “She wasn’t very smart about the whole thing, I suppose, because Father had me back in under twenty-four hours and without paying any ransom. I’ve never seen her face again after her plan failed. Plus the experience completely freaked my father out. He became both distant and protective afterwards. It was a total mess.”

      Maybe we should have been talking about the worst years of our lives instead, because the kidnapping had scarred me for longer than I wanted to admit. I remembered the months afterward where I was forced to sleep with a nightlight and the door locked. Like I was somehow safe in the little cave I’d made for myself.

      “Please don’t think of me any differently,” I managed.

      “I don’t. It sounds terrifying,” Alexi said, kissing my forehead. “I’m sorry for everything that happened to you. I wish I’d been there for you.”

      “I was just a child. You didn’t even know me then.”

      But I understood what he meant, and a part of me still hurt for the little girl I’d been. For everything I’d been forced to go through all because someone who was supposed to care about me had gotten greedy. Had placed money as a higher priority than her own daughter. Who was I kidding? I’d never been a daughter to her. I’d been a meal ticket, something she knew would give her leverage for even more money. Because my mother had never been in it for love. She’d been in it for the end goal, while my father settled for overprotective yet absent in all the ways that mattered.

      And somehow, even though I’d realized the truth about each of them a long time ago, it still stung.

      A small tear leaked out of my eye. Victoria Newhouse wasn’t a crier, and I didn’t want to ruin the night this way. Not after everything we’d done until this point.

      Much to my surprise, Alexi shifted and kissed the tear away. The sweetness of the gesture stole my breath. “I guess it explains why you’re so protective of our families,” he offered. “You understand how precious our kids are.”

      “I do understand. Let’s just say I have experience from a child’s perspective on what wealthy or high-profile parents can mean for you. And most of you guys, try though you do, don’t have that, so it’s difficult for you to understand what your children are going through.”

      “You’re right. Most of us aren’t daughters of billionaires.” He winked. “Thank you for telling me about your past. I understand how hard it’s got to be for you.”

      We were heading into the wee hours of the morning and I noticed the more tired he got, the more his accent came out. I loved the rough, rounded syllables. No longer the Grumpy Russian but my sweet, cuddly Russian.

      All for me. No one else needed to see this side of Alexi Griffith.

      “You don’t need to tell me your worst night. I think I can guess,” I said, squeezing him tight. Not wanting to let him go.

      “You’d be wrong, Princess.”

      I glanced up at him. The night his wife died wasn’t it? Then again, he’d never given me a good glimpse into his life until now. It was a strange dynamic we had. One where we knew each other, had for years…but we didn’t really know each other.

      His eyes were closed when he started talking. “The worst night of my life was waking up in bed next to Karina, realizing that I was with her till death do us part…instead of with you.”

      The revelation rocked through me and it took me too long to catch my breath, long enough for black spots to start dancing their way across my vision.

      “You never said anything to me.”

      Why would he? He’d made things clear from the moment he signed on with the Raiders. He wasn’t interested in me. Not for anything other than a romp between the sheets, which had taken us nine years to get to despite the obvious chemistry we shared.

      “It wasn’t up to me to say anything,” he muttered. “It was better for me to keep my mouth shut.”

      I wanted to rewind the clock and see if I could figure out what had gone wrong between us. Or maybe that would mess up what had finally gone right. I just didn’t know.

      “Victoria…”

      He leaned in to kiss me then and I kissed him back for all I was worth.

      I wanted him to know all the bad things were behind him, behind us now. Maybe together we could have a future worth every broken dream and promise of our past.

      Still, I knew it was both too soon and too late for more words. I swallowed everything I had to say to him. Instead, I used my body to show him exactly how I felt about him, in a way I wasn’t sure he’d accept if I’d spoken out loud.

      I turned to face him, kneeling on the booth, and straddled him. His hips were so wide I was splayed on his lap, his erection pressed against my belly, my breasts against his chest, his hairs abrading me in the most delicious way.

      “Ready for round five?” he asked.

      His voice sent another shiver through me.

      “Just see if you can try to keep up this time.”
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      I felt like the cat who’d swallowed the canary. Since my night with Tori at the Swirled Squirrel I’d definitely gotten a little of my swagger back. It was about damn time, too, because I was starting to feel pretty lackluster in the swagger department.

      Nothing like phenomenal sex with a fantastic woman to get a guy feeling brand new.

      Images of that night played in my mind on a loop and I wasn’t trying all that hard to shut them off. Tori coming on my tongue, Tori straddling my lap, her pert little breasts in my hands, me fisting her hair as I took her from behind. Fuck, I was getting hard just thinking about it again.

      The whole night had been surreal on multiple levels. Apparently, we both had years of sexual tension to work through and we’d somehow decided to do it all in one night. Not that I didn’t want to do it again, I most certainly did. I’m just saying we’d made the most of every hour we spent together at the bar.

      I’d taken her in booths, on the stools, on the bar top itself…every place we could manage and some I’m still not sure how we did it.

      The problem now was…I was away for a week and she was back in Minnesota. Too far for my liking and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I sat on the bed in my hotel room, fresh from a shower in nothing but a towel, and apparently I’d lost my mind somewhere along the way. I decided to call her. I wasn’t sure she’d answer but I hoped she would.

      It was the first time I’d ever been the one to initiate the call. Every other time it was her name popping up on my phone, not the other way around.

      Had I always been such an ass to her? I wondered as I listened to the phone ringing. Probably. It didn’t matter that it had been out of necessity.

      “Hey, good game tonight,” she said when she finally answered. The husky tone of her voice shot straight through me and landed down between my legs.

      How did the woman sound so sexy with just those few words?

      “Thanks.” I settled in against the pillows. “We played well and they definitely didn’t.”

      She let out a throaty laugh. “It sucks to be them, then, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it does.” I knew what else could be sucked tonight. Suddenly, I felt a little awkward. “I, ah, haven’t had a chance to speak to you since…” I trailed off, unable to finish.

      Tori picked up the train of conversation regardless. “Since our night of amazing sex?”

      I couldn’t help the smile playing on my lips. “Yep, since then. It was amazing. I mean, I always knew it would be but it exceeded my expectations.”

      And somehow I didn’t feel like less of a man admitting it to her, either. She deserved to hear how wonderful she was, on every level, not only in bed. Although I’d yet to take her in one.

      “I have always been somewhat of an overachiever,” she teased.

      What a mouthful.

      “Do you think I had anything to do with it at all?” I teased back.

      She thought about that for a moment. “You did bring your magic dick, Lex, so I guess you did.”

      It was my turn to laugh. Fuck, the woman knew exactly what to say to get me going. She always had. Call it a special skill of hers. She hadn’t been lying when she said she had many. “It wishes it could perform a little magic right now but you’re hundreds of miles away.”

      Then she hung up on me.

      What…the hell?

      I held the phone in my hand and I wondered what was up until she dialed again on a video call. The moment her face popped up on the screen I was speechless.

      She wore a silky pink robe, with her hair loose around her shoulders, falling over her creamy skin in blond waves. Fuck me, she was outstanding. For a moment I had a hard time forming words as I took her in.

      Luckily, Tori grabbed hold of the conversation for both of us. Another one of her many skills.

      “Sorry, I wanted to see you.” She squinted as though it would help her see better. “Are you naked?”

      Ooh, the dirty little vixen. “Almost,” I growled. “I can be.”

      She licked her lips.

      “You want to do this, Victoria? Because I’m game if you are.”

      No way was I letting her off the line without a little play, not when she was on video and looking good enough to eat, and me still amped up from the game with no other outlet for my energy.

      I knew she and I could have a little fun together. More, I wanted to do this. I wanted to see her and watch the expressions flash across her face, the joy and excitement and lust.

      She gave me a nod. Game time. I slowly unhooked the towel from around my hips, holding the phone away from me and exposing my body to the cool air of the hotel room. It didn’t matter; I was rock-hard already. Just like that and only for her.

      I tilted the camera so it showed off my torso but held it back from showing her the goods yet.

      “Mmmm.”

      Her moan was low and stirred all manner of sins inside of me. This woman, I swear…she was going to be the death of me. And if I never recovered, well, at this point I was willing to risk it. I didn’t want to think about tomorrow.

      “You like what you see?” I asked with a wry smile.

      “So far so good.”

      “Then be a dirty little princess and let me see more of you.”

      She obliged and slid her robe off her shoulders. Underneath the robe she wore a lace negligee in the same shade of pink. From memory, I knew it matched her nipples exactly.

      How had she managed such a feat?

      “I’ve never done anything like this before,” she admitted, biting down on her lower lip.

      I bet she hadn’t. After what she told me the other night, about the way she guards her privacy, it made even more sense. This was a big risk for her and I appreciated her taking it with me. More than I would ever admit.

      “You look fucking beautiful.” I fisted my cock, angling the camera so she could see how hard I was just seeing her.

      She licked her lips. God, that mouth. “So big.”

      “Your turn. Tits out. Touch them for me, Princess. Let me see you.”

      Bless her, Tori obliged instantly. She slid the thin straps of her nightdress over her shoulders, revealing her breasts, and as requested she plucked at the tight buds of her nipples, her eyes glued to my cock.

      “If I were there I’d take you in my mouth, Lex.”

      I picked up the pace and furiously pumped my erection. “Does the idea make you hot?” I had to know.

      She nodded slowly. “Hot and wet.”

      Fuck me, why wasn’t she here? Why wasn’t I inside her right now? “Babe, hands in those panties. Now.”

      The rest of our interaction went hot and fast. I kept my eyes on her face and her tits. I didn’t need to see her hand to know what she was doing with it. My imagination was just fine. Her mewling turned more urgent, her intensity growing. I was rock-hard and so very close to coming.

      “I’m nearly there,” she muttered.

      We were doing this together. I didn’t need to feel her to know. “On three. One. Two. Three.”

      And then we both came undone. I tried to keep my eyes open to watch her as she came but the intensity of my orgasm made it almost impossible. When I did look, her head was thrown back in ecstasy, her mouth rounded and her skin flushed. Fuck.

      After a few moments I tilted the camera up with one hand and cleaned myself with the towel.

      She seemed to slowly return to earth. Lucky for me she didn’t make any move to cover up, leaving those perfect breasts out for me to see.

      “That was amazing.” Her breathing was erratic and her cheeks pink from pleasure.

      “It absolutely was,” I agreed. “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” I leaned back on my pillows.

      “Thanks. You’re a pretty incredible specimen yourself.” She sighed. “I need to head to bed. Big day tomorrow. Including me spending time with your kids.”

      She was more than beautiful. Beautiful didn’t do her justice. Smart, brave, kind, sexy. There were so many other words I could use to describe her and none of them would even come close to the perfection of her.

      “Sweet dreams, Princess.”

      “Same to you. My dark prince.”

      Oh. I liked the sound of that.

      And then I was alone in my bed and as much as I wished we were together right then I felt far less alone than I had in a long time. It wasn’t going to last, it couldn’t, but I was going to enjoy this brief ride.
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      Three days later, I was just as surprised to see Tori’s name pop up on my phone screen. We were about to board the plane for home, so I shifted off to the side for a little privacy while the rest of the guys jostled in line.

      She hadn’t been in touch since our sexcapade the other night. I knew from Mrs. Armstrong that Tori was planning to visit my kids today, so I hoped this call was just so she could give me an update.

      “Hey, Alexi. Now, first of all, don’t panic—”

      My heart immediately dropped down into my shoes and stayed there.

      “What the fuck is wrong? Because no one ever says don’t panic unless there’s a reason to panic.”

      “Oops.” Tori didn’t sound the least bit concerned. “You’re right, but really don’t, okay? Everyone is fine, we just had a little incident today is all.”

      What time was it? I glanced down at my watch. Time enough for something to have exploded or someone to have lost a limb.

      “Please stop trying to soften this for me. You’re making it worse.” I needed her to cut to the chase right now.

      “Sorry, okay, so, you know I’ve been here with the kids today, which was so fun by the way and Aubrey was a regular Chatty Cathy—”

      “Victoria.” My voice was a growl.

      “Well, anyway, Dina rocked up to the front door like she owned the place and no one knows how she got inside your gated community, the guys at the gate didn’t let her in. Not sure yet if she and her camera guy hopped a fence or something.”

      Wait…what? I saw red for a long moment and nothing I did cleared the image.

      “She brought a cameraman to my front door?” Damn that woman! I might not have had a hand in the death of my late wife, but honestly I felt like killing Dina. She was seriously at the top of my hit list and this time she’d brought the fight right to my front door. While I wasn’t home.

      It was beyond ballsy.

      “Yes, it was just a stunt, and you can bet she wasn’t expecting me to open the door.” I could only imagine. I appreciated the way Tori was trying to keep her tone calm for me. Too bad I had murder on my mind. “Mrs. Anderson kept the kids occupied and I explained to Dina and her man that you weren’t there and only you could authorize access to the kids.”

      Well, shit. “And?” I needed to know.

      Tori let out a long sigh like she was preparing to launch into a lengthy explanation. Which she was.

      “And then I informed her she was trespassing and she called me a bitch. And I said I was there protecting the team’s interests. And then she called me a few other things I guess they’ll have to bleep out on TV. Except I reminded her that I hadn’t given my consent to be filmed and I was on private property so she couldn’t use the footage anyway.”

      My ex-mother-in-law would stop at nothing to use my children as fodder for her television show or leverage for her lawsuit against me. I’d known it before but the more Tori said, the more the point really drove home. I was too far away to do anything, yet I could almost picture it going down. The scene played out readily in my head.

      I’d look forward to watching it on the home security cameras later.

      Victoria wasn’t nearly done. “Then security came and escorted them out, all the while Dina moaning and wailing about not being able to see the kids. She made sure to bring up the court case several times for effect.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      “I told her to call you and set something up,” Tori finished, “so if she does use any of the footage, which I’ll sue her for by the way, at least that’s in there. On tape.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, listening to the roar of the nearby waiting plane and wishing it could drown out my rage the way it did all other sounds. Not nearly.

      “Are the kids okay?” I asked.

      “Mrs. Armstrong kept them well away, and now just for extra measure we’re all at my penthouse hanging out because you never know with Dina.”

      “What?”

      “We’re at my place. I made the executive decision to get them somewhere safe. I hope you don’t mind. I didn’t put it past that snake to try something even bigger.”

      Well, that was the truth. It was impossible to know what Dina would do next.

      “So when you guys land you’ll need to come collect them from me,” Tori said.

      A distant part of me wanted to be aggravated at Tori for taking my kids away from their house without my permission. An even bigger part told that part to go fuck itself because my kids were safe, which they hadn’t been in their home.

      “I don’t know how to thank you, Victoria,” I finally told her.

      She dismissed the comment out of hand. “No thanks needed, Lex. Everyone is fine and I’m just glad I was there. I don’t think Mrs. Armstrong would have let Dina in but the kids would have seen it and they definitely don’t need any more stress. By the way, your nanny? She’s a beast of a woman. Holy cow!”

      No, they didn’t need more stress. And yes, Mrs. Armstrong was a gem.

      Adam wouldn’t remember Dina, I was pretty sure, because he barely remembered Karina. I suspected even Aubrey’s memories of her grandmother were scant. Quite frankly, the woman had never bothered to show up for birthdays or holidays unless she had something to gain from the exposure, or when her show’s ratings were dropping.

      She wasn’t exactly the baking cookies and giving cuddles type of grandmother. Even if she was, it would have been distressing and confusing for them to see her. Of course she must have planned this when she knew I’d be gone for an away game. Definitely a snake. She struck when my home was at its weakest and the dragon was off fighting other battles instead of guarding his treasure.

      Maybe I had another dragon I could finally count on to help keep the kids safe.

      “So, Princess, you took them to your tower, huh?” I teased her.

      Tori chuckled. “Precisely. But I won’t make you climb up the outside on my hair to get in, and I’ve given my dragon the night off.”

      How did the woman always know what I was thinking? I might have found it eerie if Dom hadn’t been motioning for me to get on the plane, my attention fractured again.

      “Frank will be on reception duty when you arrive, and he’ll be expecting you,” she said sweetly.

      Good old Frank, making sure the wealthy occupants of Tori’s complex were protected.

      “Thank you.” I tried to convey all my emotions in those two words but I didn’t know if I succeeded. It would have to do.

      Dominik was now frantically beckoning me toward the waiting staircase of the private charter plane, miming for me to hurry.

      “Travel safely and don’t stress. Everyone is fine. In fact, it’s cupcake central in my kitchen, so I’d better get back to it or Aubrey will have used up all the pink sprinkles.”

      I ended the call and hurried toward the stairs, where Dom blew out a breath and said immediately, “They were making noises about leaving without you, Lexie Loo.”

      I grimaced at the truly god-awful nickname. “Can’t leave without the star player, can they?”

      Five minutes later, my phone pinged with a selfie of Tori, Mrs. A, and the kids making a delicious mess of the white marble kitchen that I was certain was usually pristine. All four of them wore smiles and each of my kids held up frosting-covered hands to show off their handiwork.

      It tugged at my heart strings more than a little. I wanted to be there with them more than anything. I wanted to be there with Tori too. The picture, I knew, wouldn’t be complete without her.

      Dom peered over my shoulder, bursting my moment. I hurried to lock the screen and scowled at him for good measure.

      “Is that Tori with your kids?” His tone conveyed his surprise.

      It wasn’t exactly a national secret how the two of us didn’t get along. Of course, things had changed between us but he didn’t know that. No one knew, and I wanted to keep it on the down low for as long as possible.

      “There was a Dina incident.” I filled him in briefly on what had taken place.

      Dom dropped back in his seat with a low whistle, his lips rounded. “Wow, that woman—” Then he broke off on a grin. “Wait…why was Tori at your place to begin with?”

      Why did I feel the need to defend the entire situation from Dominik’s friendly curiosity?

      “Well,” I began, sounding extra prickly, “Aubrey likes her and she’s having some issues at school. She and Victoria connected after Dina’s last episode and Tori offered to spend some time with her. To see if it helped my daughter.”

      For the record I’d asked, she hadn’t offered, but it was close enough to the truth.

      “Considering what an ass you are to her, that was awfully nice,” Dom said.

      I wanted to explain how I wasn’t always an ass and I was doing that only to keep her at a distance. There was no point, though. Dominik couldn’t know the truth. No one could. I risked jeopardizing my entire career if our secret got out. “It was awfully nice of her,” I agreed at last.

      “She’s a good egg,” he said before turning back to the screen on the rear of my seat.

      Definitely a good egg.

      After her revelations about her own childhood experiences, she was well suited to understand how Aubrey felt on an emotional and psychological level. Shitty mother, father trying but getting it largely wrong, all of it.

      I thought about her father, Elijah Newhouse. His protectiveness for his daughter now made more sense. The thought of Dina near my kids had me living in a world tinted red; I couldn’t imagine if someone kidnapped them because of me. Because of something I had or something I’d done.

      I’d been right to heed his warning all those years ago. Even if it stung to admit it.

      If Tori had never seen her mother or the nanny again, I had no doubt Elijah wouldn’t have hesitated to end my hockey career when I’d started out. It would be harder for him now, because I was in a huge contract and I was a big star, but he could trade me to get me out of the way.

      There were always options for a man of his status.

      I didn’t want to uproot my family and lose all my friends. This life we had, imperfect though it was, was all we had. We had no other family but the Raiders. We needed to stay here. I couldn’t see Aubrey coping with a move. I didn’t think Mrs. A would come with us. A new school, a new nanny, and a new life were not what my daughter needed, and if Tori’s father got wind of our relationship that’s what would happen.

      Seemed I’d really have to consider my next step once we landed. Here in the air, it was a little easier to pretend. To imagine the life we could have had together and all the joy that life might have brought.

      When we landed, there were a few tough decisions waiting for me. Things I didn’t want to do but knew I’d have to do in order to secure my kids’ futures.

      I appreciated how Elijah wanted to protect his daughter. It was a damn shame that in order to protect my own, I had to sacrifice Tori. It didn’t seem fair for either of us, but then life had never been fair. At least not mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Victoria

          

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Armstrong went home for the evening and left me alone with the kids, which was fine. She claimed she had things to do but I had my suspicions. She’d adjusted her bra no less than four times before calling it a night and heading out, not before sending me a wink. I’d heard the rumors about her and Barry from down the street.

      Was she about to enjoy her own tawdry affair? Probably, yes.

      Once upon a time I might have even been jealous of her, considering the barren status of my own sex life. Now? I remembered what had happened with Alexi and a blush rose to my cheeks. That night was hot enough to last me for years.

      Also…alone with the kids?

      Trust me, she’d said. You’ll be fine.

      I wondered at the easy trust Mrs. Armstrong had in me, that I wouldn’t mess this up. What did I know about taking care of children? I didn’t have any of my own and could count the number of times I’d babysat alone on one finger.

      Luckily for me, it was anything but a hardship. The two of them were the sweetest children anyone could ever ask for, and although I wasn’t a natural-born maternal type, well…they made it easy for me. I definitely considered myself lucky. We’d been together for a few hours and no tantrums. No screaming.

      Not a peep out of place but plenty of laughs.

      “Okay,” I said as I glanced at the clock. “Your daddy should be here shortly. How about we watch some TV?

      My living room wasn’t really set up for comfort. I didn’t spend a lot of time in the apartment anyway. Most of the time I came home exhausted from the day and dropped right into bed.

      I did have a small screen in the bedroom, though, and the kids agreed we’d lounge there while we waited.

      “Hey, Tori?”

      Adam snuggled up against me in the bed until I wrapped an arm around his shoulder. When he smiled up at me, I melted.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked softly as I ruffled his hair.

      So much like his father. I saw Alexi in the shape of Adam’s face, in his nose. In his unexpected sweetness.

      “I like you,” he said.

      And there went the rest of my heart. It turned into mush in my chest as he stared at me with those big brown eyes. “I like you too, sweetie.”

      “Are you going to let us stay here with you?”

      “Only until your daddy comes to get you.”

      Adam blinked. “Oh.” Then he smiled. “You stay with us after.”

      I wasn’t sure how to explain it to him in a way he’d understand. I simply returned his smile without saying a word.

      It didn’t take long for Aubrey to join a few moments later. She tucked in close to my other side and the three of us lay there, with cartoons playing on the small television screen across the room.

      It felt normal. It felt like family.

      It felt like I should be terrified.

      Why wasn’t I?

      This was the second time it had happened around these guys, and based on what had happened with me and their father, I should have been deathly afraid of falling for it. The whole shebang. Not just Alexi, because I had to be honest, I was gone over him.

      I’d been gone for years.

      And I’d managed to push those feelings into a little box for years. I was practically a master at it. This, though…these kids…they were making it difficult to say no to the fantasy.

      We were in the middle of some SpongeBob hilarity when the doorbell rang. I blinked in the direction of the door, hearing it buzz again, alerting me that someone was at the door and wanting in.

      Shifting, I tried to extract myself from the pile of children over top of me. “That’s probably your daddy, guys. Hold on while I let him in.”

      Aubrey and Adam were wrapped in a cashmere blanket and I left them giggling at the screen as I padded to the door.

      I pressed the button to answer Alexi, seeing his familiar face glaring at the screen. “Who is it?” I asked sweetly.

      “Princess, please let me into your castle.” His gaze took on a smugness along with the name and I knew, just knew, he was remembering the other night, too.

      Fire skittered through my veins at the thought of what went along with that look. Mm, remembering gave me goose bumps.

      “What will you do if I say no?” I teased. “Will you huff and puff?”

      “I’ll blow something down, sweetheart. Trust me.”

      Ooh, yes. I shivered and pressed the button to let him inside. It didn’t take him long to reach the floor and I wasn’t about to wait. Or rather, I wasn’t about to wait in the house when I had a chance to be alone with him for even a minute.

      The elevator dinged, the door shifted open, and he looked exhausted. Hot as all fuck but absolutely beat. I didn’t even think as I reached forward and dragged him out, crashing my lips to his.

      Alexi responded immediately. His palms wrapped around my waist as he tugged me against his chest. Lips teased and his tongue slipped forward to tangle with mine. It was heat and chemistry and everything amazing I’d been missing.

      I was like an addict. I was ready to risk everything for a last taste of him, even if this was all we got together.

      He shifted to press me back against the wall with his hand massaging my breast. I moaned.

      “It’s good to see you too,” he murmured when he broke contact.

      I nuzzled against his chin like a pleased cat.

      “I missed you.”

      The words were out before I knew to stop them. Alexi stiffened for a moment before kissing the tip of my nose.

      “Me too.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Do you mean it?”

      He tugged me toward the apartment by the hand. “I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it, Princess. But right now I’m tired and I want to check on my kids.”

      Ah, of course he did. I was keeping him from the apartment like a lustful human battering ram.

      “Sure thing, Lex.” I locked the door behind us and pointed toward the bedroom. “They’re in there. I left them with cartoons.”

      “Cartoons.” Alexi rolled his eyes. “Of course. There’s no better way to keep them occupied.”

      I poured myself a glass of wine and watched him peek around the corner into the bedroom. As though to assure himself that they were okay. I didn’t take offense; it wasn’t personal.

      Finally Alexi turned to me, dragging a hand through his hair. “They’re fast asleep.”

      Wow, it hadn’t taken them long at all to pass out. It had been a big day for everyone.

      It was hard for me to suppress the smug grin wanting to tug my lips high. “I let them get comfortable. They must have worn themselves out,” I answered easily.

      It left the two of us alone. I paused, taking a sip of my wine, the air thick between us. My lungs constricted, heart beating faster with the way he looked at me. No one looked at me the way he did.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      “I think you know.”

      “You’re not too tired?”

      He arched his brow. “For you, Princess? Never. I’m never too tired.”

      Suddenly it felt like we’d gone from zero to a lot, and fast. I should do something to stop it. Shouldn’t I? I should pump the brakes and slow down because his kids were in the room next to us.

      Then suddenly Alexi was in front of me, his arms shifting around my waist as he bent to nuzzle my neck. A little kissing couldn’t hurt, right?

      All thoughts of slowing down went out the window with his touch. I couldn’t think. I could barely breathe with him this close. Wine forgotten, I fumbled to set the glass down on the nearest table before returning the touch, running my fingers along the line of his shoulders.

      “Do you have any idea what you do to me?” Alexi muttered against my skin.

      I had a pretty good idea, based on the erection pressing against my belly, but I’d never stop him from telling me.

      “How quiet can you be?”

      He reared back to stare at me. “You really want to ask me that? You’re the one who screams.”

      I warmed at the sound of approval in his voice. “Then we’ll make it a contest, Lex. Let’s see which one of us can be silent the longest.”

      “It’s a contest you’ll lose, my dirty princess.” His gaze heated and then I was in his arms, forced to lock my legs around his waist to hang on.

      Too bad for him I wasn’t in the business of losing. I made it my life’s purpose to win at whatever I put my mind to, from healing from my past to owning the Raiders.

      Alexi’s lips crashed against mine, his tongue sweeping along the seam to gain entry, and I let him. We were a few steps away from the bedroom. Too far away from a bed and too close to the sleeping kids. We were going to have to find someplace else…

      “I have a spare room on the opposite end of the apartment,” I whispered in his ear. “With a king-size bed.”

      His growl of approval echoed through me as he practically sprinted the length of the place.

      This man. This damn man had the ability to undo me with a smile, the way no one else had. Was it some kind of messed up response to my childhood? Was it some kind of trauma bond drawing us together and making it so I couldn’t escape him?

      I didn’t know and I didn’t want to know. I only wanted him.

      Alexi closed the door to the guest room behind him and then his mouth was on me. I was pressed up against the door, his hard body in front of me and the hard wood behind me. His lips trailed fire down the side of my neck. My hands tangled in his shirt to keep him close to me. He turned then slowly backed toward the bed.

      “A contest, remember?” Alexi whispered against my skin. “Who can be the quietest?”

      I planned on winning, obviously.

      “Too bad you’ll lose when I make you come. You always make these little mewling moans when you come.” He grinned at me. “You’re loud and I love it.”

      Every part of me went hot and wetness pooled between my thighs. Then his fingers were there, stroking me through the fabric of my pants. A quick turn had me dragging the pants down to the floor and his fingers finding my core for real. I wasn’t wearing underwear.

      Not that I’d planned this or anything.

      Alexi slid two fingers inside of me while kissing me in time with the motion. I was turning into a hussy for him. My breasts strained against my top, wanting him to give them attention too. His erection pressed against me and then I was on my back with my legs splayed. Completely open for him.

      “The things you do to me, woman.” Alexi withdrew his fingers to rub a hand down his bulge.

      “You’re not being very quiet,” I admonished him in a whisper.

      He growled, yanking his shirt over his head and caging me between his arms. His kisses turned rough, passionate, and every thought dissolved out of my head at the feel of him.

      He was going to be the death of me and I was living for it.

      My shirt followed his to the floor shortly after. His mouth found my nipple, rolling it between his tongue and teeth.

      Oh. My.

      I was naked beneath him and he was still in his jeans. His denim-covered erection rubbed against my needy core as he lavished attention on my breasts. One hand held him up as the other slid between us. Finding me wet and needy.

      “You’re so wet for me, Princess.”

      Apparently I liked the dirty talk because I arched into his hand. He always knew what to say to me. Where to touch me.

      He thrust two fingers inside me again and his thumb circled my clit. I bit into his shoulder to keep silent when I wanted to scream. I wasn’t usually a biter but nothing about the way I was with Lexi was usual for me. A couple of thrusts of his deft fingers and a little more attention from his mouth and I found my release beneath him.

      The orgasm came quickly, leaving me quivering.

      As I lay there in a limp, boneless pile, he stood and removed the last of his clothing, fisting his cock as he did so and stroking it as his heated gaze traveled over my body. My chest was heaving. My hair had to be a mess and my legs were wide and waiting for him.

      “Damn, you’re so beautiful.” He slid on a condom that had to be extra large, and came down to claim my mouth again. His tongue ravaged me. It wasn’t sweet or delicate in any way: this kiss was raw and hungry.

      It was the perfect kiss to sum up the man. I didn’t want tenderness tonight and we both knew it.

      Then he surprised me again by rolling me so I was on top.

      “Time for you to do some of the work, woman,” he said, swatting my ass and sending a shiver through my body. “Ride me.”

      “You’re so bossy,” I replied as I leaned forward and tugged his earlobe between my teeth.

      His large hands cupped my breasts and he pinched my nipples, the tugging motion pulling at my core.

      “Ride my cock, Tori. I want to feel you.”

      His hands traveled to my hips and he lifted me up. I took him in hand, positioned him at my entrance, and slid down his member in one slow delicious motion, hardly resisting the urge to cry out. I was filled to the hilt. I squeezed my channel and he let out a groan.

      “Move, woman. Let me watch you. Don’t close your eyes.”

      He swatted my butt again with one hand before gripping my hips tightly. I set the pace for the two of us, using my hands behind me on his thighs to help keep myself steady.

      “Most beautiful fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” he moaned beneath me.

      “Say it again,” I demanded.

      “What?”

      “You know what.”

      “Ride me, Tori.”

      He’d used my name, and he never did that.

      I didn’t have time to think about it because one of his hands slid to my clit and my climax began to build again. I rode Alexi until we both came together, a mass of skin and flesh and lust. I collapsed on him, loving the feel of his body beneath me and his hands caressing my back.

      “Who do you think won?” I asked him, not really caring one bit.

      “I’d say we’re both winners tonight.”

      And I’d say he was absolutely right.
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      I blinked awake to the smell of bacon and the sound of my kids laughing.

      For a second, I had no damn clue where I was. The sheets were softer than anything I’d buy for myself. They were also a shade of blush I didn’t automatically recognize. I wasn’t exactly a pink sheets kind of guy. But the place smelled like Victoria. Chanel, or whatever expensive and flowery fragrance it was which followed her everywhere.

      I allowed a small smile, the sheets drawn up high to my chin as I reached a hand out to the cool space where she’d been sleeping next to me. She was long gone, of course. Up with the sun. I liked to think of her there, the way she’d been the one time I glanced over before joining her in dreams, with her lips slightly parted and her dark lashes shadowing her cheeks.

      It didn’t take long for last night to come rushing back to me. The woman was insatiable and eager in a way I’d never experienced. The feel of her, the way she always matched me stroke for stroke…

      Then at once I had the terrible sinking sensation I’d never get enough of her no matter how many nights we spent together.

      The woman was a surprise on so many levels. Much more than I’d expected and much more than I deserved. I huffed out a breath before pushing out of bed because I’d wasted enough time lounging. Single dads weren’t allowed to do things like sleeping in. I glanced at the clock and it said nine o’clock.

      What the fuck?

      Since when did I sleep until nine?

      I tugged my pants up to my hips, drawing the shirt over my head, and then walked out of the bedroom and into the kitchen, following my nose.

      “Look who finally decided to wake up and smell the bacon.”

      I had to rub my eyes twice to make sure I was seeing things right. Because I could swear I saw Tori at the stove, wearing a pair of sleep shorts that hugged her sexy ass, a tank top, and her bare feet tapping out a rhythm to the music which was playing from a speaker tucked underneath the white cabinets. I didn’t recognize the singer but the melody was familiar. Something funky and upbeat.

      And there were my kids, contentedly swinging their legs underneath the table, with plates of bacon and eggs in front of them. Both of them turned to face me the moment Tori spoke.

      “Daddy!” Adam jumped up from his seat and raced to grab my legs.

      I glanced up in surprise when Aubrey did the same, her tiny arms around the opposite leg.

      “Okay, what strange new planet have I woken up to find myself on?” I grumbled. My hands landed on their heads. I hugged the kids and tucked them back in their seats, helping them fill their plates.

      “What? Because you didn’t think I could cook my own food?” Tori teased. She tossed me a smile over her shoulder and I was thankful the kids weren’t anywhere near me when my cock twitched in response.

      “I admit it is a little exciting to see you there, Princess,” I told her in a low voice. “But I like the way you make that meat sizzle.”

      She took the joke and ran with it. “I happen to think that making meat sizzle is my specialty. Grab a plate. Help yourself to whatever you want to eat.” She winked.

      The woman was a siren. A saucy minx.

      I was already tempting fate by being here with her. Already tempting fate by enjoying her again last night, kissing her. Feeling for her more than I was allowed to feel.

      Her sexy smile shifted into something warm and unassuming when she faced the kids.

      “Eat up,” she told us all as I piled my plate high. “There’s plenty of bacon to go around, and more eggs. Does anyone want hash browns?”

      “Daddy, this is the best,” Adam exclaimed. He munched on a piece of toast and spoke around his food. “I like it here.”

      “It’s pretty nice, huh?” I tried to stay as noncommittal as possible because fuck it all if I didn’t like it here, too. At least, I liked being here with her. I liked how it felt to wake up in her bed and still feel her on my skin.

      “What are we going to do today?” Aubrey asked.

      I tried not to let her see how her speaking was affecting me. The more time we spent around Tori, the more comfortable Aubrey seemed to feel and the more she spoke. It was a blessing. It was also a curse because I wasn’t sure how it would go for us when things went south between Tori and me.

      I wasn’t optimistic enough to think things would actually work out for us. Not realistically, anyway. And of course there was still her father and the ever-present threat of being sacked if I ignored the warnings about Victoria being off limits.

      Still, a large part of me was hugely grateful for the present time we had together. My kids especially seemed to be comfortable with her. “Well, we have the whole day free,” I began. “I thought we could spend the morning—”

      “Park!” Adam interjected.

      Aubrey appeared to think, though she clearly liked the idea. “Yeah, the park would be great. But I want Tori to come.”

      I glanced up and her eyes met mine, a question in them. I automatically wanted to say yes to the request. Of course. It wasn’t often my daughter wanted something and actually voiced it. Especially when she was at school. And she’d already expressed an interest in spending more time with Tori.

      It was a double-edged sword and I wondered if Tori understood.

      The more time Aubrey spent with the woman, the more time I spent with her too, leading me deeper and deeper into the grave I was digging for myself.

      I pulled out a chair and sat down next to Adam, fork in hand like a tiny gold-plated pitchfork.

      Elijah Newhouse wanted me nowhere near his daughter, and for so many years I’d complied. I’d given in because I wanted to keep my job. My lifestyle. Everything I’d worked hard to gain. And once my children came along, I wanted to keep providing for them in a way I’d never experienced growing up.

      Not only was I risking everything, I’d done the one thing that would land me a first-class ticket to Hell.

      I’d slept with Tori.

      And I wanted to do it again. I wanted to do it for the rest of my life.

      So I stifled the immediate yes to a day with her at the park and watched something shutter in her gaze.

      “I’m sure Victoria has a lot of other things she needs to do today, Aubrey,” I hedged. Then I shoveled more eggs onto my fork and refused to look up at either of the two females in the room. “She’s already spent more than enough time with us. We’re imposing.”

      The moment I glanced up at her, my daughter’s lower lip began to tremble. She knew exactly how to play me to get her way. “But Daddy—”

      I couldn’t let my excitement at her speaking keep me from playing this smartly. “I’m sorry, honey, but she doesn’t have the time to go to the park.”

      “Actually,” Tori cut in sharply, taking the chair opposite me, “I do have a few hours I can spare. And I can think of nothing lovelier than seeing who can go the highest on the swings. Can you?”

      Aubrey jumped out of her seat with an excited yelp and wrapped her arms around Tori’s waist, squeezing tightly.

      Much to my surprise, I caught a flash of victory in the woman’s eyes before she cast them down at the top of the little girl’s head.

      “I’m not sure who is going to win, but I’ll give it my best try,” she was saying.

      I wanted to groan, and hid the sound under the crunch of bacon as I took a bite. The point went to Tori, absolutely. There was no way I’d continue to fight now. I knew better than to just barrel ahead. It paid to pick your battles. My father had taught me at least that much.

      I also knew better than to go head-to-head with Tori once she had her teeth set on a challenge. She’d take it out on me later, and the peace between us was still so new and fragile.

      Which was how I ended up at the park, with the woman I loved following me in a long town car complete with personal driver, and why I had the worst case of nerves that I’d had since my first real game with the NHL.

      There was something about the picture she made that I couldn’t make fit in my head. The polished heiress, the personal car complete with driver and midnight-black tinted windows…and me. Me.

      I thought back to my own crummy place in Philly where I’d lived with my parents. Scraping by to put food on the table, cold wind seeping through the cracks and all of us huddled in a bed together just trying to stay warm. Because that’s what happened when you spent money on drugs and drink instead of on providing for your family.

      Tori only knew the barest minimum of my story. She knew what we’d decided to show the media when they did their unavoidable stories about me. Would she want to run away in the opposite direction if she knew the whole truth?

      I watched Adam and Aubrey race toward the swings with Tori tight on their heels, all three of them laughing and talking without a care in the world.

      My chest tightened.

      I’d done that for my kids, I thought. I’d given them security so they could laugh instead of cry.

      My parents were Russian immigrants living in the toughest part of the city. Hockey saved me, or I would have gone down a very different path. I’d started going to the hockey rink initially simply because it was warmer compared to outside in the winter, which was nuts when you think about it. One of the Zamboni drivers took pity on me and took me under his wing and that’s how I got into hockey.

      The equipment was too expensive for me or my parents to afford, but I made do with the cast-offs and whatever was left in the lost and found. Hockey became my safe place and I worked fucking hard to pull myself up from nothing. I’d left them behind in Philadelphia and hadn’t looked back. The last time I checked—right after I signed on with the Raiders—they’d been living in the same shit-hole apartment I’d vowed never to see again, with Dad on disability and Mom doing odd cleaning jobs around the neighborhood. I wasn’t a total ass; I’d offered to give them money to go to rehab and get clean. If they’d done that, then I would have shared my good fortune and set them up. They chose not to. Imagine that. They chose to continue their self-destructive habits. So no way was I giving them money to enable their addictions.

      Yeah, my childhood hadn’t exactly been a happy one, and neither had my marriage. A sadness came over me even as I watched them on the swings, with Tori in the middle and my kids flanking her on either side. As they pumped their little legs hard to gain the height to match hers, I thought about K.

      She’d been beautiful in a way I knew I didn’t deserve. And she’d been interested in me. At least, she’d been interested in her idea of me and what I could do for her career. A top international model and the celebrity wife of a rich NHL star? That’s the kind of fame she’d wanted for herself.

      Not to mention I wasn’t terrible to look at.

      I’d made the mistake of taking K to Vegas and slapping a giant diamond ring on her finger. Especially since, through the haze of alcohol as I’d said my vows, I couldn’t help thinking about Victoria.

      Talk about a boner killer.

      She’d wanted to know about the worst night of my life. I wasn’t sure what was going on inside of me when I’d admitted certain things to her. It hadn’t even been night, either. It had been morning. Bright and beautiful and scorching-hot in the desert when I woke up next to K and knew, in some deep dark part of me, that I’d just made a terrible mistake.

      But I’d tried to make my marriage work because that’s what a responsible adult did. You made things work and you slept in the bed you chose for yourself. You did it without complaint. There was no going back, especially with the honeymoon baby that was Aubrey in the mix.

      Until the accident.

      The sun shone just as brightly overhead now and the breeze was warm. Much too nice a day for these kinds of thoughts. Morbid and regretful in a way I hated.

      “Hey, how about you let me give you a boost?” I called out to the kids.

      “Unfair advantage, Alexi,” Tori replied with a laugh.

      Except I knew she was holding back so that she and Aubrey were dead even in their quest to swing the highest.

      “Yes, but they are Griffiths, and Griffiths don’t lose,” I replied.

      I strutted over behind Adam and just as he swung back, I placed a large hand at his back and gently pushed. He flung forward with a whoosh and a giggle.

      “Higher, Daddy!”

      And less than an hour later I knew I’d made a big mistake in coming here with Tori.

      It was too happy family for me. I couldn’t be with her because I needed my job. I needed to make sure to keep things status quo and I’d already done too much to fuck with that if word ever got out.

      With her long blond hair flying out behind her, she looked like a goddess. Like something unattainable.

      She’d never been mine.

      And I was just the sucker who’d managed to touch her for one brief, shining moment. Like holding a star in your hand only to realize you’d been burned.

      I clapped my hands to get their attention. “All right, guys, it’s time to go.”

      “We just got here!” Aubrey argued.

      Yeah, they’d just gotten here two hours ago.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m the dad and I say it’s time to leave. We’ve got things to do,” I replied with a shake of my head. Determined to harden my heart against her pleas.

      Tori dragged her feet on the ground to slow her swing down. “Are you sure, Lex? I mean, I still have some time left. I can watch after the kids while you—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “It’s time for us to go and you to get back to your life.” Not that I don’t appreciate what you’ve done for us.

      But the words died on my lips at the hurt on her face. It was there to see so clearly; she didn’t even try to hide it from me.

      I purposely deepened my scowl and stalked forward to gather the kids.

      “Well, all right, if that’s what you want…” She trailed off, hugging them both goodbye before I yanked them to my side.

      “It’s what I want.”

      The assurance hit home exactly where I planned and I had a brief moment where I felt every bit the asshole I wanted her to think me. She wasn’t quick enough to hide her reaction and the hurt I saw there broke something inside of me. Broke it into pieces I wasn’t sure I’d be able to put together again.

      “Come on, guys,” I barked out to Adam and Aubrey.

      It was a complete one-eighty from the happy guy I’d been moments before, and although I hated putting the mask back on—the Grumpy Russian mask—I knew it had to be done.

      There were only a few stolen moments to be had before reality set in again.

      And the reality here was that I would never have Tori. She didn’t belong with me.

      I needed my job. If Mr. Newhouse ever found out what had really happened…

      I didn’t want to think about how I’d be shamed and ruined. How my kids would pay the price worse than they already were with their mother’s death and their grandmother’s witch hunt.

      I knew I was being an ass to Tori. But there was too much at stake otherwise.
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      It had been three days since I’d left Alexi and the kids at the park. For the first twenty-four hours after, I hadn’t been able to look back on it without pain in my chest. Dying probably felt close although I didn’t like admitting it to anyone, not even myself.

      The day had started out like a dream and ended with me feeling like somehow that old switch in Alexi had flipped yet again. He hadn’t been rude outright but he’d made it clear it was time for them to go home and I wasn’t invited. Our time together was done, had run its course, and it was best for me to go back to my life.

      Message received loud and clear. I didn’t need a great big blinking sign to tell me I’d overstayed my welcome with him. Besides, I’d known our time together was limited. I wasn’t some delusional teenager who thought love would last forever. There was no happily ever afterin the cards for the two of us. Time to accept it. Time to move on.

      Moving on felt like dying, too. In fact, even saying the words to myself brought on a torrent of hysterical tears it took me way too long to swallow back down.

      People said it was better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. I wasn’t feeling it.

      But I’d be fine, I told myself. I had a life and things to do. Secretly running a pro hockey team took a lot of work, especially the secret part.

      Still, this week I was distracted in a way I hadn’t been before I’d started whatever this was with Alexi. Distracted by thoughts of the kids I’d grown to adore and their grumpy father I adored even more.

      I’d be sitting in a meeting or on a call and my traitorous mind would wander back to thoughts of the two of us together. Naked thoughts, of course, that had me blushing and scrambling for an excuse when someone called me on it.

      In the years since I’d known him, I’d spent too much time wondering what kind of lover Alexi would be. When he was married, and busy being a jerk to me, I’d let myself imagine he was selfish in bed. The kind who didn’t care about his partner’s satisfaction. Any man with an anger streak like his would take what he wanted without a care for the other party involved. Besides that, K looked like she’d never been given a decent O in her life, if her constant sour expression was anything to go by.

      The thought had made not having Alexi that much easier to live with. I’d never quite convinced myself of it, however. Now that I had tasted reality? He didn’t disappoint.

      I was hot and needy just remembering what we’d done together. Perhaps I should have known he’d own me once he had me, because truthfully, he’d always owned me. He’d taken possession of my heart and soul before I even knew him.

      Still, I was surprised how good we’d been together.

      Together was the key word. I wanted us to be together, stronger than we were apart, and we just…weren’t. I knew the court case hanging like a shadow over him was a burden, not only for him but for the entire team. It complicated matters between us.

      Lucky had been in my office earlier to ask if I thought there was a way around him being called to the stand to testify.

      “I don’t know, to be perfectly honest,” I’d told him. “If enough of the team get up and say the same thing, the prosecution might give up that tactic. It’s hard to say and impossible to predict.”

      He’d raked his hand through his hair, troubled by this, worry darkening his face.

      “You think you might incriminate Alexi,” I’d supplied.

      Lucky had glanced up at me.

      “He would want you to tell the truth regardless, Lucky.”

      He’d given his head a shake. “Hell no, it’s nothing like that, Tori. You don’t understand.”

      “So tell me.”

      “I just don’t want to have to go on the record saying what a bitch Karina was to everyone. I don’t want his kids reading about it down the track if they get curious about their mom, you know? She was a nasty piece of shit when all is said and done. And the drugs, you know? The kids don’t need to know that stuff.”

      Oh, jeez.

      I did know exactly what he meant, which was the sad part. It was a big reason why I couldn’t believe Dina was going ahead with this bullshit case. She couldn’t be so naive as to believe Karina’s reputation would come out of it unscathed. Right?

      I’d been able to do nothing to appease his concern, because it was one we all shared.

      The rest of the afternoon passed with startling speed until I glanced over at my calendar, seeing Dina’s name as my last appointment.

      My assistant had obviously agreed to it at some point and even though I stared at it for the longest time, I couldn’t make sense of it. When had we scheduled her? And why?

      If I hadn’t been so distracted by thoughts of Alexi I might have spotted the appointment sooner and cancelled. As it was, I couldn’t do so with only an hour to spare. Dina would make that into a whole story for TMZ or anyone else who would willingly listen to her hate-spewing.

      Time for me to suck it up and put on my big girl boots because I had a bad feeling this would be a showdown to remember.

      I had Fia head down to the locker room to let Alexi know his mother-in-law was coming in and to warn him to stay well away from the executive floor. I didn’t see any reason why he’d want to come up, as he was clearly avoiding me, but just in case, I’d rather him be well aware of the devil’s visit today.

      Better to be prepared than to be taken by surprise. See? At least one of us was good at communication.

      And there I went being bitter again.

      It was pretty clear he’d already made the decision to stay away. At any rate, in case he had a change of heart, I really didn’t want it to happen when Dina was in the building.

      I was standing behind the desk with my mental shields at the ready and my knees locked when the intercom buzzer sounded.

      “Miss Newhouse? Your afternoon appointment is here.”

      I held off for as long as I thought appropriate before answering, “Please send her in.”

      My secretary didn’t even have time to get the door open.

      Dina Shaw strode into my office like she owned the place. She had been a beautiful woman once. Her olive skin was flawless and her dark eyes, though narrowed at me, were wide and lined with kohl. The woman had long legs and a great figure for her age, I’d give her that.

      It was also clear that most of what was on display now was augmented, enhanced, or Botoxed to the nth degree. I guess one thing Alexi’s wife and I had in common was that we’d both had lousy mothers. Funny how I only managed to find common ground with the woman once she’d died.

      I didn’t need to tell Dina to take a seat. She settled herself down before I had a chance. Normally I’d offer a guest a beverage and embark on a period of polite chit-chat before getting down to business. However I had no intention of prolonging this any more than was necessary.

      “How can I help you?” I asked, taking a seat behind my desk and smoothing my skirt as I did so, wiping my slightly clammy hands on the fabric.

      People thought I was an ice queen. I’d heard them say it before, behind my back mostly. The ice queen persona was just a part I’d long ago learned to play, especially when there were vultures like Dina circling around.

      The good thing about playing that part? I was prepared to be ruthless. Prepared, smart, and devastating. While my hands were down near my lap, I pushed play on the recording device I kept near the drawer. Dina was not the first hostile visitor I’d been forced to encounter here.

      It definitely paid to be prepared. And this ice queen wasn’t going to take any chances when it came to the people I cared about.

      “Nice of you not to have me escorted off the premises this time.” Dina sniffed, looking put out.

      I wanted to add yet, but I held my tongue. “Dina, I’m quite busy. Can you cut to the chase?”

      Tension thickened the air between us and I narrowly avoided waving a hand in front of my face to literally clear it. The cloying scent of her perfume was enough to give me a headache.

      “You and I both know you have the means to make this whole court case go away, Tori,” she said, leaning forward, using my nickname instead of being polite.

      Like we were somehow friends and she’d just let me in on a little secret.

      “I’m not the defendant. It’s not up to me to settle.” I raised my chin. “And as you know, Alexi maintains his innocence, so—”

      “You can talk to him,” she interrupted. Her eyes narrowed. “Or you can pay me to go away.”

      I steepled my fingers on my desk. The woman was shameless. I should have expected her to come at me from this angle but I suppose a part of me was still surprised. “That sounds a little like blackmail, Dina.”

      She crossed her legs, spike heels uncomfortably high. “You want the case to go away for the good of the club. So make it go away. Because if I win, I’ll be able to sue the team too if anyone else was involved. It was a team event, after all. I’m sure you understand where I’m going with this.”

      I already knew, but I also knew the circumstances of her daughter’s death. The team couldn’t be implicated and Alexi wasn’t responsible for Karina’s choices. Dina might win if her legal team argued a good case—sometimes juries were swayed—but the evidence suggested otherwise.

      “Or you might lose.” I gave a small shrug. “And a loss of that magnitude would damage your reputation and cost you your grandchildren. Not that they seem to be much of a priority for you.”

      She continued to narrow those eyes and I noticed her face barely moved. So much Botox. How was she comfortable? Did she have any feeling left?

      The thought brought down my anger the tiniest bit.

      “I’m offering everyone a way out.” She shook her head. “Don’t be blinded by your attraction to Alexi, you stupid woman. You know I’m right. Help me make this go away”

      “I don’t know what—”

      She cut me off before I finished the sentence. Nope, the anger was back in full force.

      “Come on, Victoria,” Dina said with a sneer. “My daughter and I used to laugh about how you wanted Alexi and he didn’t want you. You were always absolutely pathetic when he was around. Karina caught him and you never got over the loss. As if he’d want a frosty bitch like you.”

      She shifted in her chair and chuckled. Waited for me to comment. When I remained silent, she barreled on. I didn’t want to hear it but I was more than happy to give her enough rope to hang herself.

      “If you didn’t have money no one would pay you the time of day. Hell, even with money, Alexi didn’t. He chose the better woman and you simply can’t accept it, even now. You’re still pining over him like a pathetic little puppy. Get real. Even money can’t make a woman like you seem like a good option.”

      Her comments hit me like a physical slap, as she’d intended. Heat and color rose in my cheeks. I could picture her and Karina and even the other puck bunny wives like Brittany all laughing at me behind my back.

      I was glad I didn’t know about the gossip back in the day. I would have had to leave the team. Anger and humiliation warred for supremacy inside of me. I’d taken enough verbal abuse today. I’d taken enough in my life. I didn’t need to listen to Dina now.

      I stood and placed both palms flat down on my desk, shifting in her direction. It was a power position I’d seen my father use many times in meetings. Time to put it into action myself.

      “Something you might not know about me, Dina,” I began softly, “is that insulting me has never been a way to get me to cooperate.”

      She blinked.

      Time to really hammer her. “The beauty of having the kind of money that you can only dream of is that I can afford to play the long game. I don’t need a quick settlement.”

      I paused, the way she’d done for me, to allow the words to sink in. Might take a while. She might be empty-headed but the woman had thick skin to go along with her thick skull.

      “Unlike you,” I went on, “I’m not desperate to keep a dying television show alive. If you sue this team—not that you have legal grounds to do so—then I can drag it out for years. I can afford that. Can you?”

      Another point that I didn’t press was that Alexi was only one of many players on the team. If I let Dina blackmail me, which of course I would never agree to, I’d be forced to take a steady stream of meetings like this from former girlfriends and puck bunnies looking to make a quick buck. That’s not how I did business.

      She continued to blink but I wasn’t finished.

      “You may think this is the right way to conduct your life. However, I guarantee if you continue to pursue this, not only will you lose but I will personally make sure you pay for every upset you’ve slapped down on the heads of the people I care about. Insult me if you like. Come for me in any way you please. See what happens.”

      “You’ll regret this,” she hissed.

      All the posturing had taken its toll on me. Exhausted but unwilling to let her see it, I slowly sank into my seat once again. “I regret taking this meeting.”

      “You can change your mind before it’s too late. My attorneys will annihilate you on the stand,” Dina almost yelled at me, going from zero to sixty in two seconds.

      Seems I’d gotten to her. Good. The posturing worked.

      “Do what you have to do.” I turned away, summarily ending the meeting and dismissing her.

      I knew she wouldn’t let this go. It was going to be brutal when we finally reached the court date. My credibility was going to be questioned and my reputation dragged through the mud. I had to be prepared.

      Part of me wanted to just give her the money to avoid the hassle. But all my life, people have used me for money. I’d offered it to Alexi once. I’d offered him the money to make Dina go away. He’d refused, maintaining his innocence even though he could easily have accepted my offer and put an end to it. He hadn’t used me for my money, at least.

      Now?

      I was done with her ridiculousness. I was done letting people see me as nothing more than a checkbook or a bank account.

      There was a reason I kept most of my business dealings private. People already thought I was a potential billionaire, or I would be once my father passed away and I inherited his fortune. What most didn’t know was…I was already there.

      I’d kept my ownership of the Raiders team a secret so I could have friends here. Friends who wanted to know me because of who I was and not for what I represented or what I could give to them.

      This trial was going to destroy that for me as well. The sooner I figured out a way to beat this, the better for me and everyone.

      Dina was still yammering on about making me pay and honestly, I was long past my ability to tolerate her. I pressed the button on the intercom and asked to have someone come and escort her out.

      Seconds later, the door flew open and my assistant and two security guards appeared.

      “Would you mind escorting our visitor out?” I asked them politely.

      “You were warned, Tori,” Dina hissed. She pointed a finger in my direction.

      As she stormed out, I collapsed into my chair, pressing my fingers to either side of my nose.

      It didn’t take a full two minutes later for Fiadora to burst into the office without knocking.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, sliding inside and closing the door behind her.

      I didn’t mind. She was my employee but she was also my friend. And I could use one of those right now.

      Blowing out a breath, I opened my eyes, blinking until she came into clear view. Then held up a hand to keep her from speaking further while I turned the recording device off. I didn’t want what I said to Fia on any record, anywhere.

      “I’m fine,” I said at last. “Dina Shaw is a horrible human. I never liked Karina, not to speak ill of the dead, but it’s no wonder she was an insecure narcissist with a virago like Dina for a mother. Sometimes I feel sorry for the woman.”

      Fiadora shook her head, dark bangs sweeping across her forehead. “Did she try to get money from you?”

      Among other things. “I’m not sure if it was extortion but it was definitely grubby. I feel like I need a shower after speaking to her.”

      “I’ll do you one better. You sit tight.” Fia walked to the liquor cabinet tucked in the bookshelves and poured me a shot of whiskey before adding ice from the bar fridge. Without pausing, she poured one for herself. “This will straighten you right up.”

      “Thanks.” I sighed and took a sip. Day drinking. What would Elijah Newhouse have to say? Who cares? He’s not here. The liquor burned on the way down. “I knew our day in court would be bad but she gave me a close-up look at the monster we’re fighting. I really don’t think she cares who she drags through the mud. It’s as much about publicity and vengeance as it is about money. Not that the money isn’t a giant motivator.”

      Fia took the seat Dina had vacated. She looked far better in it than her predecessor. “Do you think Alexi is ready?” she wanted to know before slugging back her own shot.

      “I don’t think any of us are. This might end up being more complicated than we anticipated. Dina is prepared to fight dirty, if her visit today is anything to go by.”

      I was worried about what she’d have to say about him. I had a gut feeling she’d paint him as a violent brute with a troubled past who couldn’t control his rage.

      The truth was the opposite: Alexi was like a coiled spring that never snapped no matter how he was poked and prodded. If anything, I was the one Dina had to worry about. Another move on her part to hurt the people I cared about and she’d find out who the dangerous one really was.

      “I understand why he didn’t want to pay her off when I offered,” I said to Fia. “It makes him look guilty. Still, some things matter more than money.”

      “I want you to know I’ve talked to Dom and he’s not worried about Alexi losing.” Fia smiled at me though her lips were tense. “He’s prepared to do whatever it takes to make this go away.”

      I nodded. “Lucky said pretty much the same thing.”

      “It’s got to be nice knowing how all these guys have your back.”

      “It’s a new concept for both of us, isn’t it?” I held out my now-empty glass for Fia to toast against.

      She left a while later and I sat there replaying the meeting, the sting of Dina’s comments hitting me again.

      Was she right? Deep down, was she? All my wealth and I still couldn’t find a man who wanted to be with me. I’d thought Alexi might, and somewhere in my heart resided the tenuous hope he’d still want me. Eventually.

      I hadn’t seen Alexi or the kids since our day at the park. It stung more than I wanted to admit. My fault entirely. I’d gotten too close. My love for Alexi had frightened him off.

      All my life, I’ve only ever wanted a family. Now, I just wanted that family. No other would suit. I loved his kids. I may not be their biological mother but I knew I’d take whatever blows necessary to protect those children. No matter what it cost me.
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      We were damn lucky the court date didn’t interfere with our hockey schedule.

      I didn’t expect the luck to last. Not in the least. I wasn't the type of guy to get those kinds of breaks, outside the one time in my life where my reality exceeded my dreams. Okay, three times if I also counted my kids’ births.

      I’d stopped going to poker games at Dominik’s house a few weeks before. It didn’t feel right to enjoy myself. Not when my future hung in the balance. The future as I knew it, anyway.

      Even worse: I’d stopped talking to Tori. My fault entirely and I hated myself for it.

      She didn’t seem to want to make any sort of effort to reach out to me, either, outside of sending Fiadora down to tell me about my mother-in-law coming in for a meeting.

      Like I’d go anywhere near the bitch before it was absolutely necessary. She seemed to feel the same way about me, too, which had suited us okay until she decided to sue the ground out from under me. I wanted to know what she’d said to Tori but she never came to tell me and I didn’t go and ask.

      But the Tori thing hurt because I went to bed thinking of her, woke up the same way, and knew it was my fault and my problem. She always had the right answer.

      I wondered what she would say if I told her how desperately I missed her.

      Would she be pissed at me?

      Or worse?

      Would she—could she—forgive me?

      Finally, our time in court loomed ahead. I’d been counting down the hours, keeping the kids with Mrs. Armstrong for longer and longer because I needed alone time to get myself in order. Nothing else seemed to matter. I could exercise until I wanted to break, circle the rink a thousand times on my skates and still not know what to do, work myself to the bone…and for what?

      None of it would matter if Dina actually won her suit.

      Finally I was back in the necktie of strangulation and my best suit, standing in front of a judge who eyed me up and down like I was about to break off a chair leg and clobber him with it.

      Day one and I already wanted to break something.

      “What words were exchanged between you and your wife the night of the accident, Mr. Griffith? Did you say anything that might have pushed her to crash her car on purpose?”

      That kind of shit.

      Day two and I didn’t know how I was going to hold it together.

      There was a recess in court and I paced around one of the meeting rooms. My tie tightened around my neck like a noose and my suit felt two sizes too small for me. There was not enough air in the courthouse and I had so much energy to expend and no way to do it. Instead of practicing for the next game, I was here at this farce of a trial, going around in circles and getting nowhere.

      I felt like a caged animal. The court case underway, the lawyers working diligently to make sense of it all, and the rubbish Dina and her team spewed about me and my life was fucking insane.

      She and her lawyers had started out by making my whirlwind courtship with Karina sound more like an abduction than an actual relationship.

      “She didn’t want to get married. Alexi filled her head with fantasies and threats until she felt like she had no choice in the matter,” Dina testified in a pitiful voice.

      The fact was that Karina had pursued me, not the other way around. To testify otherwise was to commit perjury, plain and simple. And of course there was little evidence to back up my counterclaims. If I’d partied as much as they made out, I’d never have had time to work out or practice, let alone play hockey. Not to mention I would have been shit on the ice as a result.

      I knew my lawyer would cite my perfect attendance record with the Raiders, and the fact that we were regularly drug tested, but the acrid smell of the lies they were telling was burning up the courtroom. I found myself lightheaded and woozy whenever I was forced to sit in the uncomfortable wooden chair facing the judge.

      They were not painting an especially great picture of my late wife, either. It didn’t matter how many times Dina tried to insist Karina had been the soft soul with a weakness for helping the less fortunate—AKA me. There were plenty of media stories saying otherwise, and plenty of testimonies from other men and women who had worked with K enough to know the real her.

      Maybe that would all help the case against me, but I didn’t ever want my children to read this crap about either one of their parents. Karina hadn’t been perfect. She was a human being and we all operated in shades of gray. She also hadn’t been how they’d painted her, either, and while she had her share of troubles, who didn’t?

      The woman crying crocodile tears in the courtroom was the reason for the troubles, despite what was being said. I wanted to yell about how Dina gave her daughter drugs so she’d stay skinny even as a kid. It was hell holding my tongue. Any outburst would work against me. So there I was, pacing during recess because I had nothing else to do. I could punch a hole through the wall but where would that get me?

      Then I’d really be the bad boy they claimed. Add destruction of property to my list of sins.

      Dom stuck his head in the room half a second later. He’d already taken the stand so he was looking far more relaxed than I was. Lucky guy.

      “Hanging in there, big guy?” he asked.

      I grimaced. “Barely.

      “Aw, Lexi Loo. Look, they’re nearly through interrogating the team. Everyone’s stories are consistent. I mean it helps that it was a Stanley Cup party. When a rookie says man, I was so busy celebrating, I barely remember anything… Well, it’s believable. Don’t worry so much. Everyone out there has your back.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it should have been a fun night for everyone. I hate that on top of everything else, the memory of our victory is soured.”

      It had been a big night, set up to be one of the greatest of my life. We’d actually won the Stanley Cup, which was the ultimate trophy, a pretty fucking big feat in the world of professional hockey. It was why we did what we did, why we put in the long hours. Not only for the glory and the recognition—the money helped, too—but to compete for the NHL’s biggest prize.

      I remembered being so excited to gather with the boys. To let myself loose and actually have a good time because we deserved it.

      “Dude, the memory of our win is still like gold to everyone,” Dom said. “Nobody can take that away. What happened after, well, people can separate the two. Trust me. Anyway, we’ll win you another Cup if that’s what you need.”

      I felt a smile play on my lips despite myself. That was Dom for you, whatever I needed. As if winning the freaking Stanley Cup wasn’t a huge deal.

      That was the whole team, actually. Every last one had stood up for me today and vouched for my character and the events surrounding my wife’s death. Dina’s legal team had tried throwing mud at all of them. I hated every minute of it. The guys held strong because that’s who we were. Stronger together than we were apart.

      Even for a guy like me. Someone the rest of the world was happy to write off as a bruiser and no good.

      Nothing meant more to me than my team, apart from my kids, and here in this courthouse today, I couldn’t help but feel like I’d let everyone down. I was once again that punk-ass kid Tori’s father had seen me as from the moment we met.

      I was proving him right and it felt fucking awful. Worse, I was dragging his team and his daughter into the quagmire with me.

      The time we’d spent together lately had shown me exactly what we could have had together if I’d made a different choice that day years ago. Besides carrying the guilt of the trial, the weight of my own cowardice was an anchor. I never fought for that, or for her. Not even now.

      She wanted me to and I knew it hurt her when I ran away. I wasn’t so good at emotional processing.

      “We don’t need to win another Stanley Cup to make me happy,” I finally answered Dom.

      His smile kicked up a notch. “But it would be fucking fantastic, wouldn’t it?”

      “Of course it would. I’m not saying I wouldn’t like one. Just that it’s not necessary for me to—”

      “Get your head out of your ass?”

      He was all too happy to finish the sentence for me.

      “Sure, let’s go with that.”

      “Lexi Loo, when all of this is done, we’re pulling an all-night poker game and getting so drunk we can’t see straight.”

      I clapped him on the back. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      “I don’t know why I have to constantly bail you out though, dude. It seems like you’re still in a piss-poor mood despite the fact that every single one of our guys has taken the stand in your defense today.”

      Dom didn’t even sound angry. If anything, he was curious. Curious why I was still so quiet. My face had settled into a stubborn mask giving away nothing of my true feelings.

      “You don’t have to bail me out,” I said. “I do appreciate your advice.”

      “I’m not only the greatest goalie in the NHL, I’m also Doctor Dom with some hard advice on life lessons.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. Definitely not a good idea to get him started on the nicknames. “Your head is so inflated, it’s a wonder we don’t call you Lucky Two.”

      “Lucky new and improved,” Dominik corrected. “And he gets his charm from me. I’ve rubbed off on him.”

      It was the tiniest bit of back and forth, the tiniest distraction, and I needed it. Dom had the kind of instinct where he always knew what other people required and he stepped up to provide it if he could. It’s what made him such a great father and so outstanding on the ice. He wasn’t lying about his skill.

      And I’d almost dragged him down with me, thanks to my poor choices.

      No, he’d hate me for even thinking that. I kept the thought to myself and pushed it so far back in my head it was like it never existed.

      One of the court officials knocked on the door and called us back from recess. It was show time once again and I still wasn’t ready for it because I knew who was about to take the stand.

      I knew and it had a lump forming in my throat.

      “Hey, she’s going to be fine.”

      As usual, Dominik read my mind. “I know she will be,” I said slowly.

      “You’ve got to trust her. Like, actually trust her. She knows exactly how to play this.”

      What would have happened if I’d had as much faith in myself as Dom had in Tori? Maybe this entire mess wouldn’t have happened.

      I’d never know.

      I followed Dom out of the room and back into the court, watching the judge settle himself in his seat. Just because I didn’t see Victoria didn’t mean she wasn’t there preparing.

      When this was over, I planned to talk to her father. About my contract, about her, about everything.

      She was a grown woman and Elijah Newhouse shouldn’t get a say in who she dated. Even if it was a guy facing prison time.

      Too bad, I thought as I took my seat. I planned on speaking to him whether I came out on top in this trial or not. I was so sick and tired of letting the dark cloud of his threat ruin my happiness with Tori. And make no mistake. I knew.

      Victoria Newhouse was most definitely the secret to my happiness.
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      I wasn’t nervous about taking the stand.

      Okay, maybe a little, but the nerves were minuscule compared to the anticipation of seeing this trial through to the end and watching Alexi come out as the victor.

      I knew I should have been worried, and the expectation rather than the reality had my teeth on edge and grinding hard against each other. It helped that I knew how it felt to be in the public eye. How to put on a show for the masses and keep my composure through it all. The skill had practically been ingrained into my bones since birth. There were certain expectations which came along with having money and high social standing. Not to mention the whole bit with my mother and the kidnapping, once the truth came out in the open.

      The press had been nearly impossible to deal with, and although my father tried his best to shield me from the ramifications, they were far-reaching.

      Which was also probably what had made Esther and me fast friends. She understood the expectations of money and power. She understood the pressure. She’d never been subjected to a kidnapping, but still.

      I hadn’t wanted her or Sophie or Fiadora here today for various reasons. I knew they would be waiting there in the courtroom to show their support regardless of my wishes. Nothing I said or did would keep them away and at once I was super grateful for them, to know I had such awesome and strong women at my back.

      I’d need the help because I was prepared to fight dirty to help Alexi. Tooth and nail if it came down to that.

      God only knew how low I’d have to scrape to win this fight, and although I wasn’t above rolling in the mud for him, I’d be damned if I let Dina get under my skin more than she already had. Alexi was innocent of all charges. He’d had nothing to do with his wife’s habits or addictions. He’d certainly had nothing to do with the car accident.

      My lawyer, Mr. Bauer, stood at my side wearing a smart black suit with a blue tie and looking like he would strike down anyone who stepped out of line. He was a shark on land, which was part of the reason why I kept him on retainer for both personal and professional reasons. I knew he would stand by my side and protect my assets.

      In this case, the man I loved. He was the most important asset in my life.

      “Are you prepared, Victoria?” Bauer muttered low. His dark brows drew together in a straight line, ready to plead our case.

      I granted him a short nod. “Yes.”

      Better to keep this simple and straightforward.

      We walked into the courtroom, my shoulders back and my chin tipped slightly up, hair pulled tight behind my head.

      I was Victoria Newhouse. I meant business.

      And no one was going to fuck with Alexi Griffith, or his children, not while I still had breath in my body. Dina would see exactly what kind of mess she’d stepped into once the proceedings began.

      I sat directly behind the lawyer through the basic rigmarole. Alexi was stiff-spined and stared ahead without breaking concentration, but I knew he was aware of me. Aware of what this put me through.

      Finally, it was my turn.

      “We call Victoria Newhouse to the stand.” Dina’s lawyer fixed me with a smarmy grin I instantly hated. The man looked as though he’d already won the case. Like I was the last string to pull before he had everything completely unraveled. That wasn’t how our team saw it at all.

      I placed my hand on a Bible and swore to tell the truth. When I finally settled down beneath the watchful eye of the judge and all the gathered witnesses, I let out a breath.

      It was time for the show to begin. An ache began across my shoulders but I pushed all thoughts of discomfort to the side.

      Today, I was the ringmaster. This would go exactly the way I wanted because there was no other option. Dina’s crusade ended here and now. I would probably be burned in the process, I knew that, but Dina wouldn’t win.

      I stated my name. I told them my occupation and my professional relationship to Alexi. And when they asked me to recall the night of the accident, I did.

      “I was at the party with the rest of the team, celebrating our win. It was the end of the season and we’d brought home the Stanley Cup.” I flashed a smile around the courtroom, taking note of familiar faces and those I didn’t know. Dina had brought more of her fan club with her, probably for support. She’d need it because I planned on her leaving this courtroom in tears.

      A few of them glared in my direction. I didn’t care.

      “I’m sure you understand what a big deal the win was not just to the team but to the whole of the Raiders organization,” I told the judge, “and why having the Stanley Cup in our possession was quite the reason to celebrate.”

      “We understand,” Judge Dowry told me with a nod.

      I hoped he was a hockey fan.

      He wasn’t exactly our target audience but he had a wide, friendly face.

      Please, be reasonable. See the facts in front of you.

      “Please go on, Miss Newhouse.”

      I took them through the start of the party and what I remembered. Luckily, I had an eye for details and a memory to retain them.

      “Mrs. Griffith left of her own volition after being there for perhaps an hour. I remember glancing at the time and seeing it was close to midnight. She’d come in bleary-eyed and consumed at least half a bottle of champagne in the time she was present.”

      I remembered wondering about her ability to drive and whether she’d hired a car or not. I had the number of a driving service on speed dial ready to have someone come and take her home.

      “And did you overhear an argument between Mr. and Mrs. Griffith?” the plaintiff’s lawyer asked.

      No, I definitely didn’t like the man. Not one bit. He was the sort of smart, cocky asshole people like my father kept on retainer.

      Had I heard Alexi fighting with his wife?

      A memory rose to the surface of my mind, the scent of Seamus’s cigar flooding the air, the taste of whiskey on my tongue, and laughter all around me. Then through it all, voices raised. A familiar Russian accent followed by Karina’s usual screeching tone. She wanted money. She wanted the money she’d been promised and now that we’d won the Stanley Cup, she figured she was owed. She didn’t want to hang around the shithole venue any longer, so if Alexi could hurry up and fork over her cut, then she’d be out of his hair.

      What about the kids? Alexi had practically begged her to come home with him then rather than leaving for who knew where. She’d been out the entire day before stopping in for the party.

      “I did overhear an argument,” I told Judge Dowry. “Karina and Alexi were fighting about leaving the party and getting back to their children. Alexi didn’t want to leave the kids alone with the babysitter for any longer than necessary, while Karina wasn’t ready to end her night of partying. She claimed they paid the babysitter a fortune to care for the children, so why not get their money’s worth and let her do her job. Mrs. Griffith was clearly under the influence of drugs or alcohol because I recall her words were slurring quite a bit.”

      “That’s a lie!” Dina blurted out.

      All eyes turned in her direction as the judge tapped his gavel against the wood in front of him.

      “My daughter never took drugs willingly and was not a heavy drinker. You’re nothing but a dirty liar, Victoria Newhouse! My daughter was a saint. She was a beautiful soul who wouldn’t touch drugs or alcohol unless she had no choice and it was forced on her.”

      “I’ll have order in my court. Mr. Major, please control your client.” Judge Dowry glared at Dina.

      Did the woman honestly expect people to believe her daughter never took drugs? The autopsy report proved otherwise, but I kept that bit to myself. From what I’d read, K’s system had been pumped full of not only alcohol but a fair amount of cocaine as well as amphetamines.

      Mr. Bauer also smartly kept his smile under wraps. We both knew Dina’s outburst would do nothing but hurt her in the end. Let her dig her own grave. She was doing a fabulous job.

      “Please go on, Miss Newhouse,” Major urged. “What else did you hear spoken between Mr. and Mrs. Griffith?”

      I took a deep breath. Here’s where things got messy. “I overheard Katrina speaking to Brittney Byrne earlier, the wife of player Seamus Byrne. They were discussing the cocaine they’d taken in the bathroom when Karina arrived. Both definitely partook of the drugs, based on what I heard. Later, I heard Mr. Griffith begging his wife to stay long enough for him to drive her home, how she was in no state to drive herself. He wanted her to come home with him.”

      I spared a glance in Alexi’s direction and hated the way hurt flashed over his face. He knew I was right. He’d done everything in his power to get K to stay, outside of physically keeping her at the party by holding her down. He would have never hurt her. Never put a hand on her.

      Mr. Major stepped closer to the stand with his hands in his pockets, his swagger easy. “Miss Newhouse, as the owner of the Minnesota Raiders, you would say anything to protect a star player. This is merely hearsay.”

      A gasp went up from several spectators in the gallery.

      Judge Dowry turned to me. “I wasn’t aware of your change in status, Miss Newhouse.”

      Well. It looked like the truth was out, the cat out of the bag and the bag shredded. The hurt on Alexi’s face had deepened when I looked over at him again. My stomach dropped and my heart flipped.

      I hadn’t told him. I hadn’t told anyone yet, continuing to manage the team the way I always had when my father was the owner.

      I steeled my spine and when I spoke, I kept my voice soft but unyielding. “I’m telling the truth. Hearsay or not, those were the words I heard between not only Karina and Brittney, but Karina and Alexi.” I remembered them as clearly as my desire to step in should things get messy.

      Mr. Major wasn’t about to back down. He thought he had me in a corner. “Is it not also true that you’ve always been in love with Mr. Griffith? There have been several corroborative reports of your relationship, although neither of you have brought it out in the open. How can your opinion of Mr. Griffith remain impartial and objective when you are having an affair with him?”

      I gasped.

      Damn it. Someone had definitely seen us together. I wanted to say we’d been discrete but who knew. There were always prying eyes.

      This was no time to back down despite the swirling mess of my gut or the way it felt like claws tearing through my organs. The word affair had such an ugly connotation. It in no way described the love I felt for Alexi.

      Love. It was a strong word. It was a powerful word and one I didn’t throw around lightly.

      The courtroom held its breath for my answer. I’d never even told him, had I? Although I’d felt it since the start.

      “It is true,” I said at last. “I have always been in love with Alexi Griffith. He, however, only had eyes for Karina. His wife was the center of his world, outside of their children. But my feelings have no bearing on the events of that evening nor how hard Alexi tried to keep his wife from getting behind the wheel of her car.” My sigh burned my throat. “Her death was on her own hands and no one else’s.”

      “Your Honor,” Mr. Major began, shooting me another one of his smarmy smiles, “Miss Newhouse has multiple motives for lying to protect my client’s son-in-law, firstly as the owner of the Raiders and of course her participation in an affair with Mr. Griffith. I believe her character is clear at this point. No further questions.”

      It took Judge Dowry a moment to answer, and not before I caught the sympathetic look he cast toward me.

      “Mr. Bauer, your witness.”

      It didn’t matter what I’d said when Bauer questioned me, because Major was right, and I hadn’t thought they would call my relationship into question. It had likely been a fishing expedition but I couldn’t lie under oath. I repeated everything I’d said before about Alexi and him wanting to stop Karina but I was pretty sure the jury would discount it now. My heart continued to flip as I stood and carefully made my way down from the stand.

      Had I messed everything up for Alexi? Had I proven to be the final nail in his coffin? Because I loved him, and I’d gotten cocky?

      Mr. Bauer gave me a tiny smile as I returned to my seat, a silent bid for me not to worry. I could leave everything to him and trust him to bring about the resolution we needed. Except my emotions were all over the place.

      I didn’t want to sit and listen to the rest. I knew I should have, because I was a part of this too. But I gave in to the humiliation in my veins and I pushed through the heavy doors out into the cool of the hallway.

      A drink. I needed a drink.

      It was only a few blocks over to the Swirled Squirrel, and I had my car waiting for me. It took a little longer to get there with traffic but at last I pushed through the doors and into the peaceful quiet of my inner office.

      The bar wouldn’t open for several more hours but I didn’t care. After deciding I was in absolutely no good place to do paperwork, I went down to the bar and poured myself the drink I deserved.

      That’s where the girls found me an hour and three shots of whiskey later, and my mood was still in the gutter.

      “Hey, you.” Sophie came up behind me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, her cheek pressed against mine.

      I leaned into the contact. “Hey.”

      I really needed to buck up. Alexi had needed me to be strong and one little remark had me crumbling. But damn it, I’d wanted to tell him I loved him on my own time. I wanted to look him dead in the eye and watch his reaction as I said those three words I’d felt since the moment I first met him. And that damn Mr. Major had not only given away that secret, he’d told the entire court about the business deal I’d made with my father.

      He’d cut me off at the knees.

      “So, things got a little rough there for you today,” Fiadora said. She had been in the audience watching the proceedings with Dominik.

      She took the stool to my left, with Esther next to her. Sophie grabbed the one on the right until they had me sandwiched in between them.

      “I didn’t expect Dina’s lawyer to come at me so hard. I should have.” Was that a whine I heard in my voice? Oh yeah, definite whine. “He might be a snake in a suit but he’s good at what he does.”

      “The man is a menace,” Esther agreed. “I’ve heard of Major before. He works for a firm my parents have used in the past. I’m surprised Dina was able to afford his services.”

      “She must be really certain of her win.” Sophie glared at her reflection in the mirror lining the bar back. As though she were somehow responsible for Dina’s actions.

      “It wasn’t right for him to bring up your relationship with Alexi, though,” Fia was saying. “Your personal life is your business. You’re a professional through and through. You would never let sex get in the way of business.”

      Esther chuckled. “Although it was a shock to hear about it from the lawyer.”

      It shouldn’t have been a shock. To know Alexi was to love him, no matter how gruff and harsh he came off as during the games. He was a sweet man with a good heart and a secret soft side. He was a hard worker and a great dad.

      Who wouldn’t love him?

      I groaned and dropped my head down to the bar. “There was nothing between us until now,” I corrected them. “And now it’s nothing but a mess.”

      “Honey, you and Alexi are both out of your minds if you think there was nothing between you until you started sleeping together.”

      I listened to Sophie’s laughter until it grew around me like a halo of light. “What are you talking about?” I asked her, raising bleary eyes in her direction.

      “It’s been clear as day to anyone with eyes. You and the grump are meant for each other. Whenever you are in the same room, electricity practically crackles. He looks at you all the time.” She mock shivered, rubbing her arms. “You’ve always been that way, even before you went all the way. The lawyer was out of line by calling it into question today, though. He doesn’t understand your integrity. He doesn’t know the depth of your heart like the rest of us do.”

      “Oh, Soph.” My lip trembled.

      Trust Sophie to say exactly what was on her mind.

      “And here I thought I’d hidden how I felt,” I said as I turned my nose up in the air. The shots of alcohol were working their way through my system and lighting everything with a sweet burn. Although it didn’t compare to the burn beneath my heart, feeling like I’d let Alexi down today.

      I hadn’t delivered on my promise to get through this.

      “What are you worried about?” Sophie asked.

      “He knows you won’t give up on him,” Fia said as she placed her hand over mine. “He knows that you will do everything in your power to protect him, the way you would for any of us. For any of the people you love.”

      “No, I messed up big time,” I insisted.

      “I might not be a good judge of people, but I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He looks at you like he loves you, Tori. You haven’t messed anything up. The rest of the team is in that courtroom right now going to bat for both of you.”

      Esther made sense, yes, but I wasn’t in a good enough mental state to hear her right now. The alcohol did nothing but help push me deeper into my feelings. It was a place I didn’t like to go. Not since the kidnapping. Thousands of hours of therapy couldn’t completely erase the stain of what had happened. That dark stain inside of me that was now seeping out into the present moment.

      My fingers reached for another shot but Fiadora pushed it gently out of the way.

      “I think you’ve had enough of this stuff,” she said. “You don’t need any more.”

      “I think I could use a little bit more to help shove the embarrassment out of the way. The humiliation.”

      “Mr. Major might have tried to play you for a fool, but you’re Victoria frickin’ Newhouse,” Sophie was saying grandly. “You might be a slightly drunk Victoria frickin’ Newhouse but I am marching you right back to that courtroom so you can finish what you started.”

      “You’re going to save the man you love.” Esther joined in and physically pushed me off of the stool, swirling it around so that I landed on both feet. A little wobbly, but standing nonetheless.

      “You’re the owner of the Minnesota Raiders,” Fiadora added. “Give ’em hell!” When I glanced at her, a smile lit her face and her eyes were wide and open. That wasn’t the case a few months ago, when she’d been dealing with her own demons.

      I couldn’t let mine get the better of me.

      “Okay, maybe coffee first,” Sophie said with a grin. “Then we get her back to court.”
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      I watched Victoria run out of the courtroom without a second look. Not even stopping to see how the bomb she’d dropped had landed. I barely heard my name when my lawyer called me to take the stand. My heart, however, followed her out the door.

      I have always been in love with Alexi Griffith.

      Tori had always loved me.

      She owned the team.

      It was one revelation after another and I wasn’t sure how to react.

      “Mr. Griffith, please. Take the stand.”

      The judge was losing patience with me but what could I do? Tori loved me, she’d stood up for me, and now she was out of here. What else was there to say?

      Fuck, I was such a screw-up.

      “You better get up there before he holds you in contempt,” Bauer muttered, nudging me in the side.

      Slowly I pulled myself together.

      I placed my hand on the Bible and swore to tell the truth, the same as all the other witnesses before me. What else could I do except tell the truth? Tori had, and she’d blown my mind with what she said.

      Her father had been right all those years ago: no way did I deserve her.

      She’d been poised and confident, unrattled until the last moment when Dina’s attorney hammered her with those truths. Only then did her shell crack and I saw the vulnerability she normally hid. She hadn’t wanted to tell the court how she loved me.

      Yet she had.

      She had, and she did, and I couldn’t imagine a world where I’d be good enough for her.

      “Mr. Griffith?”

      The judge had apparently been trying to get my attention and I turned to him with a carefully neutral face. “Yes. I’m sorry,” I murmured.

      He shot me a sharp, nearly sympathetic nod before indicating toward Mr. Bauer. “Your witness.”

      “Mr. Griffith, I’d like to find out more about your late wife’s long-standing drug habit,” my lawyer began.

      Across the room, Dina was fuming at the mention yet again, but this time she smartly kept her mouth shut. She’d been reprimanded too many times and knew if she said another peep about it, she’d be escorted from the room and damage her image.

      Always considering her image, the snake.

      “I really didn’t want to discuss any of this,” I started, glancing down at my hands. Those rough, scarred hands, the tattoos, the hands of a brute. “I wanted my wife’s memory preserved for our kids. They don’t deserve to have their mother’s name dragged through the mud. She might have had a drug problem but she was still their mom, and a decent person.”

      It wasn’t the right answer, apparently. “Might I remind you that you’re under oath, Mr. Griffith. You’ve sworn to tell the truth. Let me rephrase. When did you first realize your wife had an issue with substance abuse?” Bauer asked, a little more gently.

      Yeah, I wasn’t stupid. I understood how this worked and knew I needed to answer. “I realized Karina had a problem early on in our relationship but I wrote it off as a product of stress. The abuse started off small, with pills meant to keep her weight in check or meant to give her enough energy to get through the day. They were pills supplied by her mother, Dina Shaw.”

      Ah, there came the daggers.

      “You little—” Dina began, only falling silent again when her lawyer placed a hand on her shoulder to keep her in her chair. Fuming, she stared at me, her lips quivering.

      “You were saying?” Bauer prodded.

      I hated this part, because it was true. I hated that I’d married a woman with so many obvious problems. I hated that I’d thought I deserved someone like her, deep down. She might have had the prestige and the reputation I’d never had until I signed on with the NHL, but Karina and I were both damaged in a dark way, and when I finally realized it, it was too late. We were married. She was pregnant. It was what I knew and what I thought I was meant for.

      After all, someone like Victoria was so far out of my reach, I couldn’t even begin to fathom a world where we might be together.

      I’d made my bed and it was time to face the consequences of having a wife with a drug problem.

      “My wife was an internationally known model. Her mother supplied the pills to keep Karina skinny and awake. Any small amount of weight gained was a terrible thing for her career,” I continued. “One thing led to another and soon she was doing harder drugs to get through the day. It wasn’t just diet pills. It was cocaine too.”

      The word slapped me in the face and I saw similar winces on the faces of my teammates. They knew, of course. They had always known, but it was our personal business and they kept the news under wraps.

      Grant jerked his chin in a silent encouragement for me to get it all out. There was no reason to hold back now.

      “She snorted cocaine the night of the party. I’d caught her in the ladies’ room with Brittney Byrne, the wife of my teammate Seamus. Karina’s mother had visited earlier that morning before Karina left for the day, so I’d assumed she was the supplier. I’d heard Dina tell Karina how she was getting fat and needed to do whatever it took to get back on top.”

      “Do you have any evidence to substantiate such a claim?” Bauer and Major shared a look between them, one worried, one victorious.

      Another truth, and one Tori would have been shocked to hear if she’d stuck around. I wished she had, to see me stand up for myself.

      “Yes,” I replied. “There are cameras set up outside of my house. I live in a gated community but one can’t be too careful with the amount of publicity Karina and I received. I have footage of Dina giving my wife the drugs.”

      It was my big bombshell and one Bauer had urged me to save until it was my turn on the stand. Our little ace in the hole I hadn’t even realized until I got the idea from Tori.

      Tori had spoken to me at length the night Dina showed up at my house, and I’d been so enraged by the balls on that woman, I’d watched the footage from the security cameras myself. The idea formed then. A little rewind into the past showed me everything I needed to know and secured this victory in court.

      This time Major wasn’t fast enough to keep Dina in her seat. The older woman surged up with her palms flat on the table in front of her. “You son of a bitch! You were never good enough for my daughter. You never had the balls to help her get where she needed to go in her career. You were a damn anchor around her neck—”

      Judge Dowry was slamming his gavel down repeatedly as he called for order in his courtroom.

      Two security officers strode forward at the judge’s command to take hold of Dina and remove her. She screeched as they hauled her out, scratching at their arms. Howling about how I was going to get what was coming to me. How I was going to pay.

      I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach that even with the trial behind us, she wouldn’t stop. The door closed behind her and the silence was suddenly deafening.

      “If I may continue, your honor?” Bauer was definitely smug. He had a right to be. “Tell us more about the night of the party. Take us through the events of that day, Mr. Griffith.”

      I took a deep breath before continuing. “Karina told me that she was planning to leave for a photo shoot in Milan, Italy. Our son, Adam, was only a few months old at the time, but old enough to need his mother. I thought it was a terrible idea for her to leave and wanted to discuss it once we got back home.”

      I hated thinking back on that night, because it only served to remind me of what a failure I was. What a fuck-up.

      “I’d planned to talk to her about the trip at home, but she said she wasn’t ready to go home. So I followed her to the ladies’ room at the party, looking for an opportunity to talk. She was too high by the time I got a chance to talk to her privately. She had no interest in talking to me, only wanted to fight. Told me I was stifling her. Told me she didn’t have to listen to me because she was a star and she was going to show me. She was leaving the party she hadn’t wanted to come to in the first place.”

      My hands tightened into fists.

      “That’s when I witnessed her and Brittney doing cocaine. I begged Karina not to leave, to let me call a car for her, but she wouldn’t listen. I followed her outside…chased her car down the street as she drove away. I should have taken her keys from her forcibly when I had the chance.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. It was all there behind closed lids, the details of it. I hadn’t been lying when I told Tori about the very worst night of my life, but this one was a very close second because it changed the course of my life—and my kids’ lives—irrevocably.

      “She lost control of the car and plowed into a tree. I pulled her out of the car to start CPR but it was already too late. I couldn’t save her.”

      Silence again.

      It stretched on forever until Bauer cleared his throat. “That’s all. Your witness, Mr. Major.”

      I went through the questions and answered them all one by one while trying to ignore the sickness in my stomach. A brute, sure, but a brute with feelings.

      I felt my face fall into its traditional stony mold as I blocked out the pain. I refused to let anyone see me sweat. The past was the past, and once we made it through today, I had a free path to focus on the future.

      A future I was still stupid enough to hope included Tori.

      She loved me, after all.

      I focused on those words through the rest of the interrogation before I was finally free to leave the stand. Hoping I’d done enough.
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      “Everything is going to work out. Trust me.”

      Bauer knew better than to touch me right now but he still had to catch himself before patting me on the shoulder. I focused my attention on the judge, who’d spent the last who knew how long deliberating on the evidence and the testimony. Sometime during the long wait, Tori slipped back into the courtroom, taking a seat in the back row.

      I was so focused on her that I barely heard the judge’s decision.

      “It is my judgment that there is no merit to this case. Mr. Griffith, I’m dismissing all charges brought against you. You are free to go.”

      I jerked up at the double tap of his gavel, seeing the smile on his face. Hearing Dina’s drawn-out wail like it came from a distant room instead of right across from me. My pulse pounded in my temples as the gallery erupted in a chorus of cheers from my teammates. I was in a different world. I heard all of it from a distance, like it was happening to someone else instead of to me.

      Then there were hands on me, clapping me hard on the back.

      “You did it, man! You did it!” Lucky shook me.

      Everything inside of me went numb.

      “Where’s Victoria?” I tried to get out.

      But the guys were around me. Grant grabbed me in a hug and Dom was yelling to anyone who would hear him about how I was the man.

      I didn’t feel like the man. I felt like I’d let everyone down.

      I glanced around the courtroom, trying to clear the blurring from my eyes and not seeing that familiar blond head anywhere. Had she run off? Had she been there to see the judge rule in my favor? I didn’t know and no one would tell me.

      Hours later, nestled in Dominik’s basement man cave with a beer in my hand as part of his celebration party, I felt every inch the Grumpy Russian the media painted me to be. I couldn’t stop thinking about the circus I’d dragged the guys into. How I’d put Tori in a compromising position on the stand.

      She owned the Raiders. I’d never be able to forget that little revelation, either.

      “Are you going to sit there scowling at us all night or are you going to get into this poker game?” Dom asked with a laugh. “This is all for you, you know.”

      Around him were the guys, Lucky to the left, Grant on the right, along with Seamus steadily smoking his cigar, and our rookie player, Mitch, steadily reshuffling his hand.

      “I think I’m going to stew for a little longer,” I replied.

      I didn’t need to look away from my beer to know that the guys were sharing a look of pure disgust over me.

      “You just won your case. Your kids are with the nanny. Why haven’t you gone after Tori yet? You’ve still got time,” Dominik pressed.

      I scowled deeper at the mention of her name. I’d lost track of her after the trial and every time I’d called her phone, it went straight to voicemail.

      She clearly didn’t want to talk to me or she would have texted by now. I might have won, but now she knew about my wife’s drug problem. The drug use I’d tried to hide. Did it make a difference now? I wasn’t sure.

      Lucky let his head tip back as he laughed. “Lex, you’re insane if you don’t go after that girl! She put it all out there for you.”

      “Her father would rip me limb from limb,” I grumbled.

      “You’ve already slept with her. What’s he going to do? Come after you with a shotgun and demand you marry her?”

      The boys found Grant’s joke insanely funny. I didn’t like how it made me feel.

      “I was warned away from her once. Had my career threatened. I shouldn’t have gone after her the way I did.”

      “The way I see it, if Tori owns the team now, It doesn’t really matter what her father has to say, does it? Not like he can cancel your contract,” Mitch said as he latched his lips over the mouth of his beer.

      Holy. Shit.

      He was right. If Tori really did own the team, then we could be together. There was no thunderous dark cloud of Elijah Newhouse holding the threat of destroying all my dreams over my head.

      But…would she take me back? I’d been an ass to her. I’d caused her nothing but trouble and basically snubbed her the last time we were together. I was a loser. I was a no-good roughneck from the bowels of Philly.

      She was the posh princess with the world at her fingertips.

      I have always been in love with Alexi Griffith.

      Her words came back to me. Try as I might, I couldn’t shake them.

      “Man, if she’s loved you all this time, then she already knows all there is to know about you,” Grant argued. “You need to go get her and make this right.”

      I glanced around the room at the faces of the men who had become my family. I’d vowed, once I won the court case against me, that I would do whatever it took to be happy. To keep the people I loved safe and never let anything like this drag them down again.

      Tori was included in that.

      I wanted her in my life more than I wanted to draw my next breath. I loved her with a desperation I almost couldn’t put into words.

      Did I have what it took to convince her to give me another chance?

      “What if I blew my last shot?” I asked the room.

      It was Lucky who spoke first. “You never know until you try. Go get her!”
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      I was absolutely exhausted from top to bottom and everywhere in between.

      Since my disastrous and humiliating day in court, I’d been on a hamster wheel of press and publicity, most of it by necessity and some of it by choice, to keep me busy. I understood it because I’d been working as the Raiders’ PR manager for years now. There were certain obligations to fill and none of them were escapable.

      I didn’t want to escape. I wanted to disappear into business because it kept my head from screaming at me.

      A young female NHL owner who had also been secretly in love with one of her star players for years? Yes, it was the kind of media story you just couldn’t make up. Reporters were clamoring to get to me, to print my side of the tale. Journalists feasted on the morsels of gossip and begged for more.

      From the business press and sports press to the trashy celebrity gossip publications, everyone had an angle they wanted to work. When you layered in Alexi being cleared of all charges against him and Dina being investigated for drug distribution, yes, of course I understood the media’s desire to get the full scoop. It was salacious and it would sell.

      Even though I really never wanted to speak to another journalist again, I couldn’t blame them. It was their job. Without the press, good or bad, I wouldn’t fill the seats in the arena.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t only the media who wanted to talk to me. The media I was forced to handle because it went along with being the Raiders’ owner. It was a responsibility I could not ignore. It was the other curious parties I didn’t have a handle on.

      My father had a few choice things to say as well, none of which had been overly complimentary to me or Alexi, and some of which were downright awful.

      “You’re bringing the team into disrepute, Victoria,” he’d yelled down the phone at me the night the trial ended.

      He was so loud I wasn’t sure he’d needed the phone; I might have heard him all the way from Florida without it.

      “The Raiders will be fine,” I’d responded with confidence I didn’t feel. He hadn’t asked how I was, which was typical of him. I honestly wasn’t sure I’d ever be fine again. Best to call my psychologist because we had a lot of damn work ahead of us. “There’s no such thing as bad publicity. Ticket sales are up.”

      “That’s hardly the point!” It was very much the point as far as I was concerned. The team was a business and business was about making money. “I should never have trusted you with the team.”

      “You didn’t trust me with it, I bought it.”

      He huffed. “Well, I shouldn’t have sold it to you.”

      I swiveled in my chair to stare out the window, pinching the bridge of my nose because honestly, I’d had enough talk to last me lifetimes and Elijah wasn’t helping matters. “Actually I agree with you, Dad. You know I only came to work here to get closer to you. I never actually wanted to run an entire sports team by myself. So no, you shouldn’t have sold me the team, shouldn’t have married a woman younger than me and moved away. You should have stepped up and been the father I needed after my own mother had me kidnapped,” I snapped out. It felt good to get it out there and now I was on a roll.

      “Vic—”

      “From where I’m standing, you made a series of poor choices. You’re upset now not because I haven’t done a fine job with the Raiders, but you should be upset because I’m your only child and you don’t have a functioning relationship with me.

      “Victoria! Enough.” Obviously, as I’d never talked back to him, he was shocked.

      “What, Daddy? You can’t handle a few hard truths or a little judgment? Seems a little weak from a man who loves to dole both out so freely.” I’d been too tired to keep this conversation going once I lost the initial steam. “I’m sorry you’ve chosen not to be a real part of my life, but I will say thank you for selling me the Raiders, because I’ve got a family here. These guys have been nothing but good to me.”

      “Your little boy toy dragged you and the rest of the players through the mud, and you think that’s being good to you?” My father asked with typical bluster. I could picture his face red with anger.

      “If all you’ve done is call to complain about Alexi Griffith, then this conversation is over.”

      I’d hung up and collapsed into my chair.

      That was last week and nothing much had changed except my location. Instead of my office at the arena, I’d traded it for my office at the Swirled Squirrel. And now I was preparing to head downstairs. It was ladies’ night with my friends and I had come early to clear my head. I didn’t want to be alone in my apartment with my thoughts anymore and thought a change of scenery would do me good.

      So much for that plan.

      Looking back, it hadn’t made me happy to have said those things to my father and nothing had come of it since. The entire conversation seemed a little pointless now. Still, I was sick of the charade.

      I couldn’t take all the responsibility for trying to salvage our relationship anymore. It hadn’t been my fault that I’d been kidnapped or that my mother had been no better than a criminal. He’d married her, not me. I hadn’t chosen either of my parents, and in the end it turned out when push came to shove neither would choose me either.

      And I no longer wanted to be punished for their choices.

      It took me all this time to realize exactly why my father stayed physically away from me while acting like an overbearing protector from afar. I hated it.

      It was sad that he didn’t know how to love me. The realization hit me late one night last week when I couldn’t sleep. What would my shrink have to say? I could already hear his voice in my head: “Do you think that’s the reason you’ve fallen in love with an unattainable man?”

      Probably. More than likely.

      Did it stop me from loving Alexi? Not one bit. Did it stop me from wishing things were different with Dad? No, it didn’t stop that, either.

      I changed out of my work outfit into a soft pink jersey dress that was figure-hugging but comfortable. Lord knew I needed a little comfort after the week I’d endured and I hoped it would come not just in the form of the dress but in the form of my friends as well. And maybe a cocktail or two.

      I needed all the help I could get at this point. I was about at the edge of what was mentally tolerable without a vacation. A few weeks away weren’t in my future. I needed to book in a massage at least.

      My mind flicked to Alexi, as it had a thousand times since I’d left the courtroom.

      I remembered the look on his face, the one he’d tried to hide, but I swore I saw pity. He pitied me for how I felt about him. I was nothing but this pathetic woman chasing after someone who didn’t have the same feelings.

      There were a lot of things I could handle but being pitied by Alexi wasn’t one of them. Since then, I’d been too busy to see him. Partially on purpose and partially due to circumstances. My packed schedule had been a blessing really because I still didn’t know what I was going to say when we did meet face to face. Until I knew that, I had no intention of coming face to face with the man who would probably always hold my heart.

      He hadn’t exactly been blowing up my phone, either. In fact, things there had been status quo. In the past, he never texted me without me first having to initiate contact and it was no different now.

      When he’d admitted he’d regretted having married Karina because he wanted me, I hadn’t replied with anything of the same. It had been too soon to trust him.

      Now I didn’t know if it was too late. Or if I was just fooling myself.

      Oh well. Spilled milk, right? No sense crying about it.

      I fluffed my hair, fixed my makeup before applying extra concealer under my tired eyes, and headed downstairs to the bar. The girls were already starting to arrive.

      Fia came first, followed by Esther and Sophie who had driven together. They went straight to our regular booth and I joined them, sitting with my back to the room so that nobody would approach me to talk.

      Even though I owned the place and kept security tight, right now it made sense to be extra cautious. I’d been tempted to close the place temporarily except for my girls, but enough of my secrets were already public. I didn’t need people knowing I owned the Swirled Squirrel as well.

      “Woman, it’s about time you joined us.” Sophie reached across the table to smack me on the arm.

      I rubbed the sting away. “What? Why?”

      “Because you’ve been keeping massive secrets from us. I’m still wrapping my head around the fact you secretly own the Raiders,” Sophie said with a head shake. “I've known you for a while now and I had no clue.” She glanced around at the others. “I think I can safely say we had no clue.”

      “That was part of the plan.” I smiled at them and waved toward Andrew the waiter across the room to get his attention. Time for drinks.

      “Why, though?” Esther asked. “Why keep it a secret?”

      There were a few reasons. I wondered if any of them would make sense to the girls. “It was always my father’s domain. I never wanted to be part of the public story. I prefer to work behind the scenes.”

      Fia let out a laugh. “How’s that working for you, honey?”

      “The truth? This week, not so well,” I admitted, pausing the conversation so Andrew could take our orders.

      He knew what each of us wanted by heart; this was just a formality. I loved my staff. They were the best and I took great pains to make sure they were happy here.

      “I just didn’t want to blast it out there for the world. It’s not like I ever aspired to own a hockey team,” I added. “When I took over I already had enough press to deal with in my life. Better to let the sharks circle around my father as the owner and I would deal with the cleanup.”

      “That does make sense,” Esther agreed.

      “What does not make sense is you waiting to tell us,” Sophie argued. “We are your best friends. The four of us are a team! We’ve accepted a few new members—” She inclined her head toward Fia and Esther. “—but we stick together. There should be no secrets among us.”

      I held up two fingers in a promise. “No more secrets from me. I promise to be completely open about everything from now on.” Even if it hurt.

      The drinks arrived and I took a long sip of my elderflower martini. It was one of my favorite cocktails we offered at the Swirled Squirrel and one I’d personally ordered a thousand times or more. Quality control, I argued as I tried to turn the conversation toward the others and their lives. After the week I’d had, I didn’t want to talk about myself for even one more minute.

      “How are things at home with you and Grant?” I asked Esther. “Are the details for your trip to Florida next year coming together? I know you were excited to take the kids you teach.”

      She raised an eyebrow before flicking her black braid over her shoulder. “Things are going fine. There are a lot of pieces still to put together but I know I have time.”

      “That’s great,” I enthused. “I want to hear all about it.”

      But she wasn’t about to let me have my way. “Have you spoken to Alexi?” Esther asked softly. “At all?”

      “Not yet,” I admitted. “I’ve been too busy. Not sure what his excuse is. Is it wrong for me to be bitter about it?”

      “He’s probably just giving you space,” Fia suggested. She offered me a sweet smile. “The whole team knows how frantic it’s been. They understand. And trust me, we see you running yourself into the ground. More than likely he’s trying to give you time.”

      It felt like an excuse to me but I didn’t argue. I simply sipped on my elderflower martini and tried to relax. It was a battle for sure, but the more time I spent with my girls, the lower my shoulders slipped. The more I forced my spine to soften and my muscles to go limp.

      I was almost there when I felt a distinct shift in the energy of the room. “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      The way my friends’ eyes looked past me into the heart of the room, the way Esther’s gaze went soft, I didn’t need to turn to see that some of the men had arrived. I practically smelled the testosterone in the air.

      “This was supposed to be a girls’ night,” I whined with a small grin, noting the way Fiadora almost fell out of the booth trying to get a closer look at Dominik.

      “It can still be a girls’ night,” she answered. Her eyes, however, were glued to her man. “Right after I say hello to Dom. He came all this way, after all.”

      All this way, sure. The Swirled Squirrel wasn’t the type of place where the guys from the team usually hung out. Which meant they were here for a reason.

      So much for my time alone with the ladies.

      “I think I see Grant, too. I’m just going to pop over there and see what he’s up to,” Esther added.

      Yeah, leave me alone, I thought as I watched them abandon ship one by one. And there I sat with my glass empty and no man here for me.

      Why would Alexi come here? Not only was this not his scene, but he was done with me. Done.

      I stared at the last dregs of my drink. It was better this way, I tried to reason with myself. Better for me to understand now before I got way too involved and hurt in the end.

      Ah, who was I kidding? I was way past involved and had been for years.

      A jolt passed through me when a large callused hand landed on my shoulder, one finger grazing across my bare collar bone. I jumped, glancing over at the familiar, handsome face just next to mine. Holy crap. He was here.

      With just that one touch, he owned me.

      I wished it weren’t so but I’d spent years fighting it and I’d never been able to win that battle.

      So I stopped fighting it.

      Alexi leaned close, his voice soft in my ear, sending shivers across my whole body when he spoke. He looked good. Too good. And he smelled amazing.

      “We should dance, Princess,” he whispered.

      “It’s not really that kind of a bar…”

      Of course only we knew how much we’d done here, so much more than dance in this very room.

      “It is tonight, Victoria. It is tonight.”

      I still couldn’t believe he was real. He was here, asking me for something. Alexi was taking the lead and he grabbed my hand, dragging me out to the makeshift dance floor.

      We weren’t alone. Dom and Fia were wrapped around each other. The same with Grant and Esther. Oh, and Sophie and Lucky were there dancing as well. The sight of all of them melted something inside of me and it took me a long moment to notice that someone had turned up the music. It was usually nothing more than ambient background noise designed to put the customers at ease.

      However, my attention was focused on Alexi’s hands on the small of my back and the way he looked at me so intently. The heat between us reached scorching levels. I was surprised that the rest of the room didn’t burst into flames immediately.

      “You’re here,” I said. “I thought you were done with this place.”

      AKA me.

      “I’ve missed you,” he admitted. “The kids have too.”

      “Well, I’ve had some fires to put out. And a couple of reputations to salvage. Both mine and the Raiders’. It’s not like I disappeared.”

      He nodded, tightening his grip on me. “I’m sorry to be the reason either was tarnished. I’d like to tell you something.”

      “Oh?” My heart lurched.

      “It’s funny but growing up, I had nothing, less than nothing. I dragged myself up from the bottom. There was a hockey rink in our neighborhood and I used to sneak in to play.” Alexi shook his head, glancing over at the guys as though for encouragement. “Then the old guy who ran it took pity on me, gave me some old skates and showed me the ropes. He’s the one who taught me how to skate. Taught me how to love something in this world.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Why didn’t I know this about you?”

      “Surely the details of my past would have been available to you in my personnel file. Elijah Newhouse wouldn’t leave any of the juicy tidbits out,” Alexi joked.

      “This might surprise you, but I never checked your file,” I replied. “It didn’t seem right.”

      “My family is the stuff of PR nightmares. Poor immigrants. Drugs. Neglect. Hockey saved me. It didn’t save most of the people I grew up with. Just me. All I ever wanted was to leave that behind. The idea that I was that guy, a street thug. Seems it was harder to shake that than I thought.” His eyes stayed on mine, never leaving them. How did the man see inside of me the way he did? I’m not sure I’d ever understand. “But that’s who I am. Money. Fame. None of that erases my past.”

      I was falling faster and faster. His arms were the only things keeping me grounded to the earth. “You realize none of that is who you are now. You’re a good friend. A great dad. An excellent player and teammate, Alexi.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “You and I both have a lot of secrets. Apparently.” Awareness zipped through me at the press of his hard body to mine. He felt amazing.

      God, I’d missed him so much. What did that say about me? Pathetic.

      “I think you have a few more secrets up your sleeve too.” Alexi leaned down and grazed the tip of his nose against mine, the gesture insanely affectionate and intimate.

      “Maybe a few,” I admitted. “Apparently I didn’t keep the secret of how I felt about you too well. Everyone knew.” Except right now, with him here, it was more than I’d ever wished for and I somehow couldn’t bring myself to feel embarrassed.

      My feelings were on the surface for everyone to see.

      “Ah, Victoria.” Alexi brushed a soft kiss against my temple and my knees went weak. “I’m sorry your feelings came out that way. It was cruel, and you deserve better than me and my messy life.”

      I jolted, craning away to look up into his eyes. “Even if that’s exactly what I want?” I questioned. “You and your messy life?”

      “Did you know your father told me, that first day when he called me into his office, he’d fire me if I touched you?”

      The change of direction in the conversation had my head spinning. My father had what?

      “No. He…he wouldn’t.”

      “He did. I didn’t blame him. In some ways it was the right thing. On paper, perhaps. But maybe not the right thing for us. None of us are who we appear to be on paper.”

      I’d really had no idea. It made sense, though, in a strange way. I’d always wondered why Alexi ran away from the obvious connection between us. He’d never shown me much fatherly affection, but Elijah’s protective streak was strong, and after hiring Alexi, he’d have left no stone unturned to make sure I was off limits to anyone he deemed inappropriate.

      Part of me understood why, because now I stood at the helm of the same ship and I wanted what was best for my team. Even though I understood my father’s motives, that didn’t mean I liked them. The other part of me wanted to demand he apologize for all the years Alexi and I might have had together if he hadn’t intervened behind my back.

      “Good thing he’s not my boss anymore. Because I am definitely touching you right now.” Alexi leaned in and whispered in my ear, “And I really want to touch a whole lot more of you. As soon as possible. You think my new boss will fire me?”

      Every part of me came alive. The room around us melted away until nothing else mattered and I might have shed my clothing right there for him.

      “She might fire you if you don’t,” I whispered, rising on my tiptoes to press my lips to his and kiss him the way I’d wanted to for years. In public, in front of everyone, without a care in the world who saw us.

      Luckily for me, Alexi returned the kiss, his hands sliding up my back to weave through my hair, holding me in place just where I wanted to be.

      And I might have sworn I heard clapping and cheering somewhere in the distance.

      Alexi broke away only long enough to say, “This may be a strange place to say this, or maybe not given what we’ve done here, but I love you, Victoria. I love you and I really don’t want to waste another year or week or even day without you in my life. In my arms. And in my bed.”

      I kissed him back because it was the best response I had. “It seems like the perfect place to me. I love you and your messy life, too.” Because it was everything I’d ever wanted.
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      My hand rested on top of Tori’s as we waited for the show to begin. Luckily, we’d gotten to the place early and secured some of the best seats; we were front and center in the elementary school auditorium. Adam perched on my lap, looking toward the stage with his eyes wide.

      “When do we get to see Aubrey?” he asked, his voice bordering on a whine.

      “Soon,” I answered. “Very soon.

      Tori shot us both a smile.

      This was a perfect day. Literally one of the best of my life and I had thirty-something years’ worth to pick from. Even if this wasn’t the absolute best, it was in the top five for sure.

      I’d been woken up by my woman’s lips wrapped around my hard cock. Tori was insatiable at the moment. Those crazy pregnancy hormones were a beautiful thing and I intended to take advantage of every second.

      After she’d given me an epic blow job, I’d returned the favor by making her come on my lips. Hell of a way to start the day, in my book. And she still wasn’t quiet during sex. I loved it. I loved everything about the woman. And then because those pregnancy hormones must have been contagious, I couldn’t keep my hands off of her. I’d crawled up her body, flipped her over, and entered her from behind, pounding into her until we both came at once, collapsing into a sweaty mass of arms and legs.

      I wouldn’t be able to touch her that way for much longer. Just something else I needed to take advantage of while I had the opportunity. My woman. Carrying my baby.

      Was there anything sweeter in this world?

      Now three hours later I could do it all again, but first came Aubrey’s second grade graduation day at school, and in what seemed nothing short of a miracle, she and Ryan Wright were standing at a podium as the two main speakers at the event.

      I couldn’t be prouder of my girl and how far she’d come. She’d gone mute after her mother’s death, only to prepare to walk across the stage and make a speech.

      “Any minute now,” Victoria whispered, leaning close to Adam and tickling his nose with hers.

      My son giggled.

      The magic of Tori extended far beyond her sexual prowess or the way she made me feel.

      Her real magic was in the way she’d taken my shy daughter and helped Aubrey regain her confidence. She was now a normal talkative kid, so much so that I wasn’t sure if we’d created a monster. Aubrey stomped around the house singing songs she made up on the fly and reciting poetry she liked to write about in her journal.

      The house had a woman’s touch again. Something I’d never thought would happen and definitely didn’t expect. It didn’t matter if Aubrey talked non-stop to us at home. The real prize was seeing her today.

      It took forever for the auditorium to fill and the procession to commence. Each of the students—including Grant’s son—accepted their little diploma and finally Aubrey and Ryan were asked to speak. My daughter walked proudly to the podium. Standing there on the stage beaming as she read out her little speech welcoming all the parents to the school graduation.

      Adam clapped his hands together once before we had to shush him.

      My heart was as full as it had ever been.

      “She’s wonderful,” Victoria whispered against my ear. “Look at her.”

      “Because of you,” I whispered back.

      My girls.

      I lifted Tori’s hand and kissed her palm. That hand would look a lot better if she was wearing my ring. I’d bought it and had plans to propose at the end of the season. A surprise, I thought to myself. She wasn’t expecting it even though she was definitely increasing every day, carrying our child.

      The media frenzy around us and our relationship had only just begun to subside. Boy, the shit-show after the trial and our resulting announcement about our plans for the future had been a blowup. Bigger than any story since Karina’s death. And Tori knew exactly how to spin it. It was a new beginning. The first step on the path for a brighter future for everyone involved.

      She was damn good at her job and finally I let her handle things without a word of complaint out of me. Tori had often pointed out that it was the first time since we met where I wasn’t complaining about something. I was inclined to agree.

      That was almost a year ago. We had another season under our belts, with Tori finally at the helm as not only our PR rep but the Raiders’ official owner as well. Out of all her titles, I liked her new ones the best: Alexi’s girl.

      Alexi’s baby momma.

      A guy can dream, and mine had definitely come true. True love…it wasn’t a lie after all. It wasn’t for everyone else except me.

      Which was part of the reason why I wanted to wait to propose. We couldn’t hide the baby bump for much longer but we could both use a little bit of calm before unleashing the storm again.

      As much as I wanted to see the ring on her finger where it belonged, it was just a formality.

      We were already a family. I’d never truly had that before and neither had she. Maybe that was why we treasured it so much. We’d both waited a long time for this kind of love and neither of us took it for granted.

      When the kids finished, the whole auditorium was on their feet.

      “That’s our girl,” Tori said, grinning up at me. Our girl. Our family. Our amazing life together.

      We made our way through the crowd toward where Aubrey stood holding Ryan’s hand by the stairs to the stage. The moment she saw us, she let go and ran over, hugging first Adam and then Tori.

      “What?” I grumbled. “No love for dear old Dad?”

      Aubrey shot me a lopsided grin before wrapping her little arms around my hips. “I love you!”

      “I love you more. We’re so proud of you.”

      I knew Tori had a hold on Adam and with the mass of people around us, I took hold of Aubrey, keeping her close so none of us got separated.

      “You did a wonderful job!” Victoria exclaimed.

      “I made it up this morning,” Aubrey said proudly. “I didn’t know what I was going to say but then I thought about that time we were all in the park, and it’s like the words flowed out of me.”

      My eyes burned and it took me a minute to realize why. Me? Teary? What the hell was happening to me? I must be going soft.

      “It sounded great,” I answered finally, my tone gruff. “Now how about we all go out for some strawberry milkshakes?”

      When I glanced over at Tori, her eyes were bright, and she smiled like I’d read her mind.

      “Sound good?” Tori clarified with Adam.

      He began to clap again, and with my soon-to-be wife and my kids at my side, I led the way out of the auditorium.

      I couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow would bring us.
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