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      He’s the one man in football they warned me about.

      Stubborn, arrogant… and hot as sin.

      It took me three years to become the first female general manager.

      

      Can I really risk it all for one night with Major Lawson?

      Women throw themselves at me. Men want to be me.

      Football made me what I am.

      The hottest coach in the league.

      But my name went from famous to infamous with the punch of a quarterback.

      Everyone turned their backs on me.

      Except Ruby.

      

      Her honied voice called and offered me the one thing I wanted. A job.

      Now all I want is her.

      The only general manager in the game with curves and sass.

      I tasted her sweet lips and wanted more.

      She thinks it can’t last, but I’m playing for keeps.

      We all have secrets, and mine is Ruby.

      But I’m done hiding. This game is hard, but I’m harder.

      Ruby made me forget my past.

      

      Now I’ll prove that I’m her future.

      I’ll protect what’s mine, and take Ruby—and my team—all the way to victory.
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      “Bill, please don’t do this.” I hated how whiny and pleading my voice sounded, but I had to do everything I could to keep my head coach, Bill Barker, from walking out of those glass doors. The ones with my name on them, underneath the big Houston Buckskin’s logo. I’d tried so very hard to keep my name on that door since I’d become the General Manager almost three years ago.

      “Ruby, I like you,” Bill started. I fought the urge to roll my eyes or stamp my foot. If he liked me so much, why was he trying to leave? He cleared his throat and twisted the cap on his head around – a sure sign that he was flustered. “I think you’ve been a great asset to this here team. But you don’t know what they’ve offered me.”

      “Bill,” I started, making some calculations in my head. “Whatever they’re offering you, I’m sure we can work something out. You’ve worked with these guys for years. You know how close we are to winning a ring!”

      He nodded along with me, so I knew that he realized that as well. This team had been carefully crafted since I took over as GM. I knew each of the players. Knew their skills, their strengths, their weaknesses. Just like I knew Bill’s. I decided to push it a little. “Bill, if this is because they’re offering you a chance at a GM spot in a few years…”

      He started shaking his head before I even got the words out. “It’s not about that. I know that’s only a small chance. But my wife has been wanting to move out of Texas since we got here. She loves the city, the nightlife.”

      “Bill, Houston is a huge city! What are you talking about? Can’t you convince her? The nightlife is great!” Not that I would know. I’d been working myself to the bone since I got to Houston, knowing that someone would always be a step behind me, trying to take over the prestigious job. But there was a strip, right? A section of town devoted to bars and bad ideas? I hoped there was…

      “Not like the nightlife of Los Angeles. You don’t understand,” he sighed, scratching his head through his cap. “She wants theaters and movie stars and shopping.”

      The way he said it gave me a little indication that he wasn’t happy to be dragged around to a different team just based on the shopping malls in the area. So, at least there was that to go on. “What if we bring her with us to the away games? Then she can shop wherever the team lands.”

      He sighed dramatically. “It won’t work, Ruby. I’m sorry. I’ve already accepted the job.”

      “But you accepted the job here, Bill. You signed a contract!” I was grasping at straws, and he probably knew it.

      Sure enough, he frowned. “My contract is season-to-season. And I didn’t sign yet for this year.”

      I blew out a frustrated breath. He wasn’t wrong, but it was still irritating. “Because I just assumed you would re-up. We talked about it at least ten different times. You never even indicated that you were looking for another job!”

      “I know, and I’m sorry for that,” he admitted. “This job kinda fell into my lap. It’s right in the city, so Brenda will be happy. And they increased my pay and severance. And I get four pro-bowlers. Four.”

      I gnashed my teeth together behind my lip-sticked smile. “Well, if there’s nothing I can say to convince you…”

      “There isn’t.”

      “Then I guess this is goodbye, Bill. Good luck in Los Angeles. I guess we’ll see you in the pre-season games, huh?” I couldn’t help asking the question, hoping he heard the carefully placed barb. Not only had the chump taken a job with another team in the NFL, he’d taken it in the same division. It was the worst kind of backstabbing a coach could do in this game. He was taking all our plays, our team skills, our worries about the upcoming season to another team to give them the advantage. I was trying really, really hard not to break the pretty gold fountain pen I had in my hand – the same one that he’d given me last Christmas. The same one he’d used to sign on the dotted line for that bonus last year. My fingers squeeze the life out of that pen while I stared at him with a pretty, blasé smile on my face. Thanks a lot, Bill.

      After he left my office, I frantically called every contact I had who used discretion and could be counted on to be subtle in their inquiries. The last thing I needed was this spread around before I could explain it to the team or my assistant coaching staff. Or, God forbid, the owners. This was the last thing I needed, especially when my contract was up after this season unless the franchise offered to renew it.

      No one had any ideas. Not Dave, the sports newscaster for one of the bigger sports TV channels in the nation right now. Not Marcus, who’d always been able to give me the hot tips on who was looking for work right now. Not Sandra, who had slept with about half the coaching staff of the NFL and was willing to brag about it with me. Not even Dion, who kept the coaches in fancy hotels and cars. I was down to the last name on my list. My ex-boyfriend, Scotty Davis.

      Scotty was the head coach of the Dakota Blazers. He’d just made the transition from college to pro, and he’d been looking for a job himself until he was hired a few months ago. He likely knew every other coach who had been his competition.

      I sighed, staring at my iPhone and praying that Bill would walk back in, claiming that he’d changed his mind. When he didn’t, I tapped on my favorites bar. Even though we’d been broken up for three months, I hadn’t gotten around to deleting him from it. His handsome, toothy grin reflected up at me from the phone screen. Kill me now.

      Instead of grabbing the nearest scissors, I pressed his face and my phone started dialing his number. Placing it to my ear, I shut my eyes, hoping it would go straight to voicemail.

      “Hello?”

      My stomach dropped. Not voicemail. “Hey, Scotty.”

      “Ruby? Is that you?”

      No, someone else is calling you from my phone. Idiot. “Yeah, it’s me. Hey, quick question—”

      Before I could blurt out my question, quickly and hopefully without much small talk, he cut me off. Which was totally his style. He was the type of guy who was always thinking of what he wanted to say to you instead of actually listening to you speak. It had always irritated me, and clearly, that hadn’t changed in the last three months.

      “Man, it’s good to hear from you. I thought you’d still be bitter about that whole Kiera thing. But I was telling the dudes that you’re way too chill for that. And I guess I was right, eh?” His voice lifted, like he was smiling. He was almost always smiling. Even when he was cheating on me with supermodel Kiera Duncan, famous for both her ridiculously cut cheekbones and also for dating my boyfriend while I was dating him, unbeknownst to me.

      “No, I’m not still… bitter,” I spit out. Not sure bitter was the right word. Pissed maybe? Irritated? Wanting to hurl things at him in public? Certainly not bitter. And it irked me that he was talking to his ‘dudes’ about me, when it’s not like he’d ever talked to me about our relationship – past or present.

      “You sure, Ruby? Cause you definitely still sound a little bitter.” Scotty’s voice was almost smug through the phone. God, help me now. I pressed my thumb and forefinger to the bridge of my nose in an attempt to stop the headache already beginning to form there. Why do you have to be so… Scotty right now?

      “I assure you, Scotty, I am not still bitter,” I said very slowly and precisely in the hopes that he might actually get the message.

      “Sure, if you say so.” The way he said the words told me he really didn’t believe me at all but I forced myself to bite my tongue. I couldn’t afford to spend time arguing with him. There was a noise in the background like him hacking up spit, then he asked, “What can I do for you, Ruby?”

      I couldn’t believe what I was about to say. The words stuck in my throat for as long as they could before I finally blurted them out, feeling sick to my stomach. “I actually need your help.”

      “You know I would do anything for you,” Scotty responded charmingly. There was a time when I would have fallen for that easy charm of his. There was a time when I’d have smiled and giggled at the way he winked at me and made me feel like the prettiest girl in the world. But I was young and stupid back then. I wasn’t now.

      “I’m sure you tell that to all the girls,” I said as I rolled my eyes, knowing it was true. He did say it to all the girls, and I was more than sure that he told it to Kiera Duncan more than once while he was sleeping with her in the bed we’d shared.

      “I do not!” I could hear the smile in his voice. Typical of him.

      “Never mind that, Scotty. Let’s stay on track here.” I pressed the bridge of my nose just a little harder. “I really do need your help.”

      “Name it and you’ve got it,” Scotty replied, and I was relieved that he didn’t try to make a joke about it. He always tried to make a joke about everything, even things that couldn’t – or shouldn’t – be considered funny in any way. That was another thing that had always annoyed me about him, the way he could put his foot in his mouth by simply trying too hard to be funny.

      “I need the names and numbers of all the guys who were interviewed for your position but missed out.” I held my breath as I waited for him to answer. I prayed he wouldn’t joke around about this. I needed him to be serious right now, for once in his life.

      “What on earth do you need those for?” He was genuinely curious, not simply trying to keep me hanging.

      “Please, can I just get the names and numbers?” I knew my voice was pleading but I was getting desperate. None of my other contacts had panned out. After all, I must be desperate to even be on the phone with him.

      “On one condition,” he replied, and my heart sank. Why did there always have to be conditions? Obviously, he didn’t see it this way, but he owed me. For all the press and tabloids that had stalked me for weeks after his affair. They’d almost destroyed my career, but luckily, it was true that bad press was still press. It had actually garnered me some attention in corners of the NFL that hadn’t been touched by me yet.

      I hated having to ask, but I knew it was the only way to get what I needed from him. “What condition is that?”

      “Go on a date with me,” he said, his tone unwavering and surprisingly serious. He wasn’t joking about this, and it was just my luck that this would be the thing that took the joking tone out of his voice. His words caused my stomach to churn. I couldn’t think of anything worse than going on a date with my ex-boyfriend, the man who had cheated on me with at least one other woman. One woman that I knew of. I’d be surprised if there weren’t more.

      “Don’t you have Kiera to go on dates with?” I instantly knew that I shouldn’t have asked the question, but it was right there, hanging in the space of our telephone call. I wanted to call back the words, but I hoped that reminding him of what he had done to me might force him away from the idea. Unfortunately, that didn’t seem to work.

      “Kiera and I aren’t really talking anymore,” he said with the same tone as the rest of our phone call. Clearly, he wasn’t too worked up about them not still being a couple. It almost made it worse, that he’d cheated on me with someone he didn’t even care enough about to be heartbroken. Had it been worth it? All those nights that I’d screamed into my pillow in frustration because my picture had appeared in another tabloid or online blog post. I could almost imagine the disinterested expression on his face and it instantly made me want to slap him silly. I bet he had the same expression while telling Kiera about me, too.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I told him as genuinely as I could, even though it wasn’t genuine at all. I needed him to do me this favor more than I needed him to know how pissed I was at him.

      “So, what do you say? Will you go on a date with me?” he asked. I shook my head as I mentally cursed myself for what I was about to do. But I was pushed into the corner right now. I didn’t have anyone else to turn to, and the season and my career hung on his willingness to help me out in this.

      “Yes, I will go on a date with you,” I said, my words seeming to hang on the air. I wanted to snort in disgust at myself, playing his games again. This time, I wouldn’t get caught up in his charm. I wouldn’t fall victim to that handsome smile again. I’d learned my lesson.

      “Great. Well then, there is only one name worth giving you, seeing as I am sure you are looking for someone specific.” With a pause for unnecessary dramatic effect, he said, “The name you’re looking for is Major Lawson.”

      My heart sank into the pit of my stomach. “You’ve got to be kidding me. He’s the only one available?”

      “Yup. He’s the only one I know of who’s still available.”

      Great. Thanks for nothing, Scotty. I wanted to yell at him, but I bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself. “Thanks, Scotty. I really appreciate it.”

      

      I stared at the name and number written down in front of me for over half an hour before I finally entered it into my phone. My finger hovered over the green call button for what seemed like a lifetime. I couldn’t believe what I was about to do. But I had been disbelieving everything I was about to do the entire morning.

      With a deep breath to steady my nerves, I pressed the button and pushed my phone to my ear. The ringing tone sounded, and I held my breath as I waited for the man on the other end to answer, almost hoping he wouldn’t. It would spare me the embarrassment of having to ask someone like that to consider what I was about to offer.

      “This is Major Lawson. I can’t come to the phone right now but leave a message and I will be sure to get back to you at my earliest convenience or just whenever the hell I feel like it.” The low baritone voice was like butter, and I rolled my eyes. Of course, the man would sound like sin when he talked. He didn’t have to do anything – just read out the phonebook – and I’d volunteer to sit there and listen to it. It was like a warm cup of hot chocolate, wrapping around you on a cold day.

      But not a surprise was the arrogant voicemail introduction from a man who had been fired from his last job. I didn’t know the whole story, but I remembered he’d been sacked based on him hitting one of his quarterbacks during the halftime of the Super Bowl. And here I was, trying to get hold of him to hire the idiot. Was he truly the idiot or was I for even thinking that something like this hare-brained idea could save my season, my team, my year?

      With no other choice, I found myself clearing my throat and speaking into the phone. “Erm…hello, Mr. Lawson. This is Ruby Bowman, General Manager for the Houston Buckskins and I was hoping to be able to talk to you about a position that has just come available…”
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      I’d forgotten how bright the light was first thing in the morning. It shone through the window where I had forgotten to shut the curtains the night before as I’d stumbled into bed. And clearly, I hadn’t been alone if the lady friend who was now draped over me in all her nakedness was any indication.

      For a moment, I couldn’t remember what had awoken me from my drunken slumber but then the sound of my phone buzzing hit my ears. I cursed the thing for waking me from a dream I’d been having about a pair of girls dousing themselves in my favorite beer. Oh, the fun you could have in dreams when you were drunk as a skunk.

      I groaned as I rolled my female companion off me and reached for my phone. She made a sound like she was not at all pleased at having been woken and I had to agree with her.

      When I reached my phone after several attempts of shuffling ever closer to the edge of the bed, I looked at the screen to see that I had one missed call and one voicemail. Seeing the number, I realized that it was a call from Houston. I scratched my head. Who the hell could be calling me from Houston?

      I had no family to speak of, and all my friends seemed to have fizzled away after the rumors began. There was only one thing it could be, though I wasn’t getting my hopes up that it was going to be good news. It must be the hundredth job rejection.

      With a sigh, I pressed the button to call my voicemail and waited for the thing to connect. When it finally did, I listened carefully as the female voice sang sweet words of hope into my ear. Unable to believe it, I found myself listening to it over and over again. It wasn’t just the voice, although I had to admit the husky feminine voice was doing dangerous things to my boxer briefs right now. But it was the words that I couldn’t believe. The pounding hangover headache that had been fogging my brain instantly began to lift and I sat bolt upright in bed.

      Giving the woman beside me a quick shove, I announced roughly, “You’ve got to go.”

      “Wha….” She did not get the chance to question me as I shoved her again in an attempt. Had she moved this slow at the club last night?

      “I said you’ve got to go,” I said again, trying to calm my temper. It wasn’t her fault she was laying there, preventing me from something I’d been waiting months for.

      She finally rolled over onto her side to look at me. She had the audacity to try and rub her bare foot on the skin of my arm. I resisted the urge to flinch away from her. She pouted. “You can’t just kick me out.”

      “I can, and I am,” I told her definitively as I reached down to the floor beside the bed where her dress had fallen. Probably when she’d slinked out of it the night before. If I was remembering correctly, I was pretty sure I hadn’t even had to ask her to take off her clothes. Although, maybe I hadn’t even needed her to take them off. It’s not like I’d been trying to commit her body to my memory or anything. She was just a necessary evil, a physical release after a bad day.

      “Here.” I threw the skimpy red number at the woman who was still wearing last night’s makeup, and I couldn’t believe I had ever gone there. Looking at her now that my beer goggles had been removed, I realized I had made a terrible mistake. She wasn’t even my type. She looked young and, judging by the practiced way she dressed with her eyes staring at me boldly, I would guess she slept around a fair bit. I made myself a reminder to get tested. Maybe it’s time to lay off the beer a little.

      “Are you kidding me?” she demanded, even as she pulled on her dress, trying to look sultry but only managing to frustrate me further by her slow progress.

      “No, I’m not kidding you,” I assured her. “I need you to leave now. I have somewhere that I need to be.”

      “You know, I was warned about you,” the woman snapped as she scrambled from the bed and picked up her heels. I was relieved when she didn’t waste her time by putting them on. Instead, she held them in one hand as she searched for the handbag she’d left lying around somewhere. “They told me you were a playboy.”

      “Well, what can I say?” I shrugged at her. “I’ve been called worse.”

      “If I leave now, I won’t be back, you know?” she told me.

      I barely managed to stop myself from scoffing with laughter. I had never heard such a ridiculous threat in my life.

      “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.” That was a line that always seemed to work on the ones I wanted to get rid of, and I was relieved to see that it worked on this one, too.

      “Jerk!” she threw at me as she turned and skulked from my hotel room.

      “Like I said, I’ve heard worse,” I told her, even though I knew she could no longer hear me. I wasn’t really bothered about what she thought of me. I didn’t care what anybody thought about me. What I did care about was the fact that a woman named Ruby Bowman may have just offered me the opportunity of a lifetime.

      Throwing my large tattooed frame from the bed, I wandered into the bathroom. I freshened up as quickly as possible in the sink before I stumbled into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. I thought briefly about wearing something else but figured that this Ruby would know that I’m the kind of guy who has given up caring what other people think of him. Because if I’ve learned anything in the past few months, it’s that no matter what I do to try and change people’s minds, they always come to their own conclusions in the end, whether they’re in my favor or not. Shrugging, I left what I had on.

      Either she likes you or she doesn’t like you. I stared in the bathroom mirror. There were dark circles under my eyes and my chin was covered in stubble but when I glanced at the watch that I almost never took off, I saw that I didn’t have the time to shave. Her words rang in my ears like church bells. “I’d like to invite you down to my office at midday today to discuss the chance of employment.”

      The desperation in her voice had been evident on the recording, and it made me hopeful that I may have found my big break, the one I had been waiting for. I’d been waiting for it since I had been forced to resign from my position as coach at the last place when the rumors had begun to fly.

      I tried to push those thoughts away quickly. I couldn’t afford to get lost in past mistakes again. I didn’t have time for that. I needed to get to Houston and to the job that could be mine if I didn’t mess up this interview.

      I was still shocked at the fact it had been a woman’s voice on the phone. Perhaps I could use my charm to work my way into the job. Immediately after that thought crossed my mind, I knew that it likely wouldn’t work with her. If she’d made her way through the NFL into a GM spot, she wasn’t going to be deterred by a handsome smile. Across the NFL, literally thousands of good-looking, stacked athletes were willing to do whatever it took to get drafted, get a higher salary, or get a more prestigious position.

      

      I hadn’t been in her office for more than five minutes, and I could tell that Ruby Bowman already hated me. Maybe it was my jeans and t-shirt, or maybe it was my unshaved chin. She also kept glancing down at my arms, so I wondered if maybe my tattoos offended her. Should I have worn a long-sleeved shirt? It certainly wasn’t my style, but I was starting to regret the whole take-me-or-leave-me vibe I’d been giving since I walked in. I needed this job. I should’ve pandered a little more to what she’d probably been expecting – a suit and tie. After all, this was a seven-digit salary we were talking about here.

      To be fair though, she hadn’t been what I expected either. I had figured she’d be wearing a pants suit, or maybe a shapeless dress with her hair scraped back into a severe bun. Instead, she wore a fitted coral dress that wrapped around her curves enticingly. She had on black and gold shoes that, while professional, were sleek and sexy. Adorned with no other jewelry than a black and gold ring, and black gem studs, she was the picture of feminine strength. Her matching lipstick and thick black lashes seemed to be the only makeup she was wearing, and I liked that about her. She didn’t need to put on a ‘face’ to come to work, unlike the woman I’d just left earlier today. Her blond hair was straight and sleek, cut in layers that framed her face without seeming messy. She was obviously a beautiful woman, and she wasn’t afraid to hide behind an ugly pants suit. Although, honestly, I probably still would’ve found her hot even in that. She had that kind of look. That come-fuck-me look that had me pressing my thighs together, trying to will down the hard-on currently pressed against my jeans.

      She wasn’t looking at me like she wanted to fuck me though. Nope, certainly not. She was looking at me more like she wanted to stab me – and not in the same way I wanted to stab into her.

      I sat back in my chair, trying to think of how I could turn this around before she prettily invited me out of her office and I lost the last chance I had this season to do what I did best – coach.

      “Miss Bowman… I assume it is, Miss?”

      Almost immediately, I saw my blunder. I’d simply been asking, trying to tell myself that I couldn’t be attracted to her if she was married to someone else, but instead, I’d come across arrogant and old-fashioned. Like a woman of her age should be married. Suddenly, I was wrapped up trying to guess how old she was. No wrinkles, but she clearly took care of herself and her body, so maybe late twenties, early thirties?

      “It is,” she snapped, pursing her bold-colored lips. “I assume you’re Mister Lawson?”

      I fought a laugh. This kitten had claws. “It is.”
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      Major Lawson was exactly what I had been expecting. He was arrogant and overly self-confident. I could see that from the fact he had turned up to an interview for a seven-figure job in jeans and a t-shirt. I’d heard plenty of rumors over the years of his temper and his bad attitude. Perhaps that left me reserved and unwilling to get to know him as I sat across the desk from him. Not to mention the fact that he hadn’t even bothered to try to disguise the fact that his arms were tattooed to high hell. There wasn’t a single inch of bare skin from his wrist all the way up to the short sleeve of his t-shirt. And it’s hot as fuck, my traitorous mind whispered. I shrugged the thought away.

      “So, Miss Bowman, are we going to get on with this or are you simply going to sit there and gawk at me all day?” Major asked and I suddenly realized that I had in fact been staring at him, working him over with my eyes as I tried to get a better gauge on him. “I mean, I know that I am devilishly good looking but there is no need to stare.”

      His cocky grin irritated me, and it did something to my stomach I didn’t appreciate. And my panties. “Being big-headed isn’t going to get you the job,” I assured him as I turned my attention to the papers in front of me. There was nothing relevant to the interview on them, but he sure as hell didn’t need to know that. I picked up a pen and began to scribble notes, careful to angle the page so that he couldn’t read what I was writing. Mainly because it was a load of jibberish.

      “Well, then, why don’t we start with you telling me exactly what this job is.” Major leaned forward in his seat and clasped his hands together on his knee. I couldn’t help but watch the way the muscles in his arms bulged as he did so. I had never really been a fan of tattoos but, on him, they were delicious.

      Stop it, I snapped at myself as soon as the thought crossed my mind. You shouldn’t be looking at him like that.

      This man was bad news. I knew it from all the things I’d heard. I could see it on his face. I don’t even need to go there. I need him, but I don’t need him like that.

      “Maybe you should tell me a little bit about yourself before I disclose any information,” I told him. This was my office. I wasn’t about to be ordered around in it. I was the boss here whether he liked it or not, and from the look on his face, I guessed that it was not.

      “With all due respect, how can you expect me to interview for a job I know nothing about?” Major insisted, “I can’t exactly tailor my answers to fit the job if I don’t have a clue what it is.”

      “Exactly.” I pointed the end of my pen at him. “I don’t want you to tailor your answers – I want to get a measure on the real you.”

      “I’m sure you’ve heard plenty about me over the years if you are any good at your job.” Major shrugged and leaned back in his seat as though he had little more to say on the subject. His expression darkened, and I knew he wasn’t pleased to have his name dragged through the mud as it had been.

      “Yes, you are right.” I wasn’t about to sugar coat it for him. “I’ve heard plenty, and it definitely puts me on edge having you here interviewing for a position. I am not going to lie to you. But I am not one for going on rumors. I prefer to trust my gut, so give it your best shot. Impress me.”

      “Well then, if you’ve heard all the rumors, you’ve also heard all the work I’ve done over the years,” Major grinned and a dimple flashed at me. A real, goddamned dimple. Then he rolled his eyes at me. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you all of that.”

      “Perhaps I’m looking for the man beneath all the shining lights and rumors. Perhaps I want to know the kind of man, the real man, that I will be bringing onto the team.” I leaned back in my own chair and clasped my own hands on my lap in an attempt to look as calm as possible although the truth was that my stomach churned with the need to find myself a new coach as soon as possible. The truth was that I needed this man in front of me. I wasn’t about to let him know that though. I couldn’t have him walking all over me. It had taken me years to get to where I was. I wasn’t about to let all that crumble and fall now.

      “Well, then, in that case, all you need to know is I am not a sociable person, I will not be a yes man and I will not take shit from anybody. But when it comes to my team, I get the job done and I don’t mess around.” Major spoke with such fire that it almost made me admire him, although I had heard it all before from just about every coach I’d ever met. They all thought they were the biggest, best coach in the game. Yet something in Major’s eye made me believe him, a certain flair I hadn’t seen in a very long time.

      “It sounds like you are just what we need, Mister Lawson, but I should warn you that, like yourself, I do not take shit either,” I explained.

      Major looked shocked by my use of a cuss word. I forced myself to hide the smile that came along with his shocked expression and he gave me the same courtesy of quickly shaking away his look.

      “I would never expect any general manager, man or woman, to take shit from anybody,” Major assured me, and I had to give him credit for that. He knew exactly where I was coming from. I caught his eyes roaming down my skirt to my legs and fought back a grin. And I wasn’t the only one affected by our closeness. It’s like our bodies were drawn together, humming.

      I cleared my throat. “Then I am glad we are on the same page.” I nodded to him and shuffled my papers a little.

      “We would be if you would tell me what the job is.” Major was beginning to look pissed, and I had to admit, it only aided in making him look hotter. The stormy look he gave me was enough to get my panties in a twist, not that I’d ever admit that. I’d had to work around a lot of attractive men in my job. Major Lawson was going to be no different from any of the rest of them.

      “How would you like to be the new coach for the Houston Buckskins?” I asked the question even though I loathed having to ask it. I still cursed Bill for putting me in this situation, even more so with the new guy I found myself faced with. He was my last hope. Otherwise, I would have the hounds of hell baying for my blood at my office door. I could only imagine what the fans would think if I didn’t manage to find a replacement, let alone what the team would say.

      “I guess I will have to check my diary and see whether I have any better offers.” Major shrugged, and I struggled not to scold him right then and there. He had just told me he didn’t plan on giving me any crap yet there was a load of bull shit flying out of his mouth right there.

      I scowled at him and showed my disapproval. When the corner of his mouth began to twitch, I knew he had caught on to my feeling.

      “Don’t look at me like that, sweetheart.” He chuckled as he shook his head. “I might start to get ideas on what you are really after.”

      “I assure you that this is strictly professional.” I straightened my back a little, determined not to allow him to intimidate me. I’d handled much worse.

      “Well, then, in that case, I’m a little disappointed,” Major sighed, and I felt my heart do a backflip at his words. “But I will also take you up on your offer.”

      I barely managed to stop myself from jumping out of my seat with excitement. Instead, I simply smiled and pushed myself to my feet slowly to offer him my hand. “Then welcome to the team. I shall have the contract ready for you to sign first thing Monday morning.”

      “I hope your boys are ready to be put through their paces because I don’t go easy.” Major pushed himself to his feet and placed his hand in my own. I couldn’t help but notice his strong grip and the way my own hand fit neatly into his, our fingers entwining perfectly as though they were made to be interlaced.

      Stop thinking like that, goddamn it. I pulled my hand back from his. “I’m counting on it.”

      

      The smell of Major’s cologne still hung in my office when someone rapped on the door. My heart jumped and for a moment I wondered whether he had forgotten something and come back to get it. Scanning the room, I couldn’t see anything that might belong to him and so I pushed myself to my feet and headed for the door. “Mister Lawson, back so soon?” I couldn’t help but smile as I spoke the words but as soon as I saw the man on the other side of the threshold, my heart dropped. My stomach flipped, and I barely managed to hold my tongue. “Scotty, what the hell are you doing here?”

      I looked him up and down in all his suited glory and instantly knew why he was there.

      “Hello to you, too, Ruby.” Scotty pulled his hand out from behind his back and revealed a bouquet of red roses. “I believe you owe me a date.”

      I groaned inwardly. The last thing I wanted to do was go out on a date with Scotty, but a promise was a promise, even if I would have rather had Major come back to grill me some more. That was saying something because I detested the man.

      “I’m a little busy right now, and I don’t remember us setting a date and time.” I crossed my arms over my chest and took a defensive pose against the man who was so obviously looking me up and down. Instantly, I regretted it, knowing it gave him an excellent view of my cleavage. And yet, part of me was pleased knowing that he would never get to see me naked again.

      That is revenge in and of itself.

      “Come on, Ru,” Scotty sighed. “Surely, you can give me an hour of your time. I’m sure you can’t be that busy.”

      Plucking up all the courage I had left, I shook my head and finally gave in. “Fine, but don’t call me that again. One hour is all you have. Let me grab my keys so I can lock up.”

      As I grabbed my keys from the desk and returned to Scotty to lock up the office, I instantly regretted not wearing a jacket that morning. It had been too warm to even consider wearing a cardigan but the way I could feel Scotty’s eyes all over me and my coral dress made me wish I’d done it anyway. I’d rather sweat my breasts off than give him a good thing to look at for the next hour.

      “You look beautiful today, Ruby,” he told me as he offered me the roses.

      “You should know by now that I hate roses.” It wasn’t true, but I wanted him to know that I wasn’t at all in the mood for his games. Whatever his reasons for wanting a date, I did not want to know what they were, and I definitely was not going to accept any gift from him. Hell, I wasn’t even going to let him pay for my dinner.

      “I… I thought you loved roses.” Scotty looked more than a little disheveled, and I almost felt sorry for him.

      “Well, you thought wrong,” I shrugged and, seeing the hurt that flashed through his eyes, I began to feel more than a little guilty. “So, where are we going?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject.

      “I thought we could go to the quiet little bistro around the corner,” Scotty suggested. A part of me wanted to protest and make life a living hell for him but the truth was I just didn’t have it in me to be that mean.

      “That sounds nice.” I smiled, and his hurt seemed to ease off a little.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” he said as we passed the reception and the woman behind the desk looked up, startled. “How would you like these roses?”

      Mary, who had been a receptionist here since before I’d even begun my first role, looked at me in shock. When I nodded, she smiled and accepted the flowers, “They are beautiful. Thank you.”

      “Beautiful flowers for a beautiful woman,” Scotty insisted, and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at him. He was always one for being a real charmer, even in front of his dates. That was one thing I’d always hated about him. Come to think of it, I was beginning to wonder why I’d ever dated him in the first place. I suppose I would have to chalk it up to a lesson learned. It was the only explanation. Either that or I was just young and stupid at the time.

      Those thoughts went through my head as we made the short walk to the bistro around the corner. I kept myself steeled against his charm, knowing him well enough that he would try just about anything to get back into my good books again.

      Inside the bistro was quiet, and I was relieved about that. I didn’t want every man and his dog knowing that I was out with my ex having lunch. I could imagine it being spread all over the football magazines as soon as somebody got wind of it. I kept finding myself glancing around to check for cameras or any sign that somebody was watching or, worse, listening to us.

      “So, when I arrived you thought it was Major Lawson? Does that mean you met with him?” Scotty asked as we sat down in a corner booth away from the window.

      “Yes, I met with him.” I nodded, and my mind was instantly taken back to having Major Lawson in my office. I could still picture him sitting before me in all his tattooed, muscled glory and I couldn’t help but shiver.

      “And? What happened? Did you hire him? Did he take the job?” Scotty questioned, and I groaned inwardly. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about work with him.

      “I guess you will have to wait and see about all that, won’t you?” I told him, giving nothing away.

      “So, that’s a yes to every question then.” Scotty looked closely at me as though he was trying to gauge from my response something that I wouldn’t say out loud and I simply shook my head.

      “With all due respect, Scotty, I shouldn’t even be talking about work with you so either you change the subject, or I leave right now.” I shrugged my shoulders and made a slow move to pull myself up out of the booth. Scotty reached across the table and gripped hold of my wrist, pulling me back down.

      “Please don’t leave.” He looked hurt that I would even want to, but all I wanted to do since I’d sat down was get back up and leave. I snapped my wrist away from his grip and turned my attention to the laminated menu.

      “Another rule – please don’t touch me,” I told him over the top of my menu and out of the corner of my eye, I saw his expression darken.

      “Ruby, I know I hurt you and I messed everything up, but I thought that after all this time you might have forgiven me, at least a little.” Scotty sighed. “I was kind of hoping we could get back on good terms.”

      “What for?” I dropped the menu back down onto the table. “Why would I want us back on good terms? We aren’t friends. We aren’t getting back together. We don’t work together. So, what need would I have for us to be on good terms?”

      “Maybe we could be friends.” Scotty shrugged and gazed at me as though he was hoping for a pleasant reaction. “Maybe even more than friends.”

      I couldn’t help but scoff at him. I’d never heard something so funny in my life. I threw my hand over my mouth in an attempt to lower the volume of my laughter, noticing several people in the bistro turning to look at us.

      “Scotty, you always did know how to make me laugh.” I smirked at him and the corner of his lips twitched up in the beginnings of a sad smile. “But you know that is never going to happen, right?”

      “What if I could change your mind?” Scotty suggested.

      “There is nothing on this planet that could ever change my mind,” I assured him.

      “I like a challenge.” Scotty’s eyes blazed with fierce determination, and I had to give him credit for that. He never did give up when he wanted something. Lucky for me, it didn’t take long for his interest to wane on things like that. He’d change his mind again in a few weeks once he saw the next super skinny supermodel he wanted to date.

      “We both know you are just here because you are bored, and you couldn’t find some other sucker to go out with,” I told him.

      The waitress who had been about to come and take our orders suddenly stopped midstride and turned her attention to another table as though she had overheard our awkward conversation.

      “That’s not true.” Scotty reached over the table and looked as though he was going to grip hold of my hand. I was just about to pull my hand out of his reach when he seemed to think better of it and placed his hand back on the table. “Ruby, I miss you. I miss us, and I miss everything we used to do together. I want to get that back.”

      “You destroyed all that the minute you jumped into bed with somebody else,” I reminded him and the sour feeling in my stomach returned. The bile rose in the back of my throat, and I felt the tears begin to burn my eyes. Oh, how I hated Scotty for making me feel this way. Looking at him now, I could honestly say that I did not have feelings for him, but I did miss the companionship – the cuddles late at night and then waking up next to somebody in the morning. I did not miss him – I missed the things we used to do together. I knew as well as anyone that I could find that with somebody else. I didn’t need all the other crap that came along with Scotty, like the cheating, gambling, and drinking.

      “I know, and I know I don’t deserve for you to forgive me, but I was hoping we could start fresh, from the beginning.” Scotty was almost begging me, and I began to feel as though he was one minute away from getting down on his hands and knees and groveling at my feet. I had never seen Scotty in this light before. He must have been desperate.

      “What are you after, Scotty?” I raised an eyebrow at him. There must have been something he wasn’t telling me, some underlying reason why he wanted to get me back. I wasn’t good enough for him the first time and I sure as hell wouldn’t be good enough for him this time, even more so because I didn’t want to be.

      “I want you back, Ruby. I miss you.” The sad tone of Scotty’s voice almost had me believing him, but I knew him well enough to understand there was more to the story.

      “Well, you can feel free to continue missing me because I am not going to fall into that trap again.” With that, I pushed myself to my feet and made ready to leave.

      “You can’t leave yet,” Scotty protested. “I still have half an hour of your time and you haven’t eaten yet.”

      “I’m suddenly not so hungry and perhaps you could take the next half an hour to think of all the things you did wrong for me not to take you back.” Then I turned and began to make my way out of the bistro.

      “I won’t give up on you!” Scotty called after me, but I was already halfway across the room. I waved at him over my shoulder, not even glancing back as I pulled open the door and headed out onto the street. I had a new life now, a new job and a new me. I wasn’t going to start taking steps backward. Scotty was the last of my worries. What I did have to worry about was Major Lawson becoming my coach on Monday morning.
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      Monday morning came around slowly. I was eager to get started working with a new team and even more eager to prove to Ruby that she hadn’t made a mistake in hiring me. Although I would never admit it to her or anybody else, she really had saved my bacon, and I would do whatever it took to repay her for that. Those boys wouldn’t know what hit them once I got my hands on them.

      I was all smiles as I headed to Ruby’s office to sign my contract, but my face fell as soon as I saw hers. For such a beautiful woman, she could pull off a stormy expression. Her eyes were dark, framed by her dark lashes, and her mouth was pursed as she looked at something on the desk in front of her.

      “Is everything all right, boss?” I asked in an attempt to keep things light and airy between us.

      “Have you spoken to anyone about your job offer?” she asked sternly, and something about her tone told me I was in deep shit.

      “What would make you ask a question like that?” I stood in the doorway and crossed my arms over my chest. I’d come to sign my contract, not get attacked first thing in the morning. “I’m not an idiot. I know that no deal is done until my name is signed on the dotted line.”

      “Then how the hell did the press get a hold of this?” Ruby picked up the newspaper that she had been reading. I gaped for a moment as I saw a picture of myself at the last Super Bowl with an angry expression on my face and my fist in the air. Next to it was a smaller picture of her and the rest of her team and the headline was Houston Buckskins hire Major Lawson.

      “I swear I haven’t spoken to anybody,” I insisted as I shook my head and wandered over to take the newspaper from her. I read the small article and picked out the relevant information. “They knew about our meeting on Friday and the fact that you hired me. Hell, the only thing missing is what underwear you were wearing.” Just the thought of it already had my cock standing at attention inside my jeans.

      A flash of a thought suddenly whipped across Ruby’s face, and she grabbed hold of her cell phone. “That little weasel. I’ll make him wish he’d never met me!”

      “Who?” I was lost but from the look on Ruby’s face as she dialed a number, I could see she had just realized exactly who the culprit was.

      “Scotty, when you get this message you better damn well give me a callback or I will hunt you down and make you wish you were never born!” She spoke into the phone without answering me and damn, she was even hotter when she was angry.

      When she put the phone down and turned back to me, her face softened, and she smoothed her hands over the front of her navy dress. “Sorry about that. I’ll handle it.”

      “Scotty? I’ve heard that name before.” I couldn’t help but try to put a face to the name, but I couldn’t quite seem to be able to do it.

      “Oh, he’s nobody important. Just somebody whose neck I am going to wring when I get hold of him.” The way she said the words told me that they were both a threat and a promise.

      “I have every faith that you will.” I couldn’t help but smirk at her, but she didn’t look impressed.

      “Shall we get on with signing your contract so that we can go out and meet the team? They are ready and raring to go to practice,” Ruby announced, and I felt a thrill of excitement run through me.

      “Hell, yes.” I nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      Ruby pulled a large wad of paper from a folder with my name on it and pushed it across the desk to me. “Sign your life away on the dotted line.”

      She clasped her hands on the desk in front of her as she watched me bend over and sign the contract. It took all of two seconds for me to do what she had asked and sign my life away. I was now the head coach of the Houston Buckskins.

      “Great.” Ruby picked up the contract and turned it around so that she could sign the witness line and the contract was locked and loaded. “Let’s go and introduce you to the team.”

      I watched as she pushed herself to her feet and walked around the desk. The sound of her stiletto heels clicking on the hardwood floor was enough to make me shiver, and I couldn’t help but glance down at her glossy smooth legs and the stylish cream and gold shoes she was wearing. Damn, this woman had style. Her navy dress hugged her in all the right places just like the coral dress had done a few days before. I had no idea how she stopped herself from getting eaten alive in a place filled with horny, rampant, overly aggressive men.

      I followed her from the office, unable to stop my eyes from wandering down to her backside and the way her dress was pulled tightly around it. For a moment, I imagined reaching out and caressing her ass cheeks, giving them a good squeeze and pulling her back against me until I could feel my cock bounce against her flesh. Then, just as quickly, I pushed the thought away, remembering where I was and who she was. For all purposes, she was my boss and nothing more.

      We wandered through the building until we came to the football field where the players were already running drills and warming up. I was pleased to see that they didn’t give up and take a break whenever their coach wasn’t around. They actually seemed as though they wanted to be the best, wanted to win. That was the kind of potential I needed to see in my team.

      “All right, guys! Huddle up!” Ruby yelled loudly and every single one of them skidded to a halt, turned to look at her, and began to jog toward us. They clearly knew who was boss and, from the way they reacted, they seemed to respect her more than I’d ever seen a team respect any General Manager before.

      “What’s going on?” one of them asked.

      “Where’s Bill at?” another yelled, and I couldn’t help but notice the way that Ruby stiffened at their questions.

      “As I’m sure some of you may have heard, Bill has left us for another team.” Ruby spoke through gritted teeth, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. “I’d like you all to meet your new coach, Major Lawson.”

      She waved her hand toward me, and I took a step forward to stand beside her. Some of the men cheered while others looked frustrated. A couple of them looked absolutely appalled.

      “You can’t be serious, Ruby!” one of them shouted from the back of the group. When the largest of the players shoved his way forward, his team members did their best to get out of the way. “We can’t seriously be letting this clown coach us.”

      “We can, and we will if we want any shot at winning the Super Bowl this year,” Ruby insisted. “And you’d do well to remember that your coach deserves respect.”

      “This guy doesn’t deserve anybody’s respect.”

      I recognized the guy as their star quarterback. It was just typical that I would get the crap from him. “You heard what he did! Everybody did!”

      “Everybody deserves a second chance,” Ruby told him and the way she said the words were as though she was reminding him of something. “You of all people should know that, Wills.”

      I couldn’t help but admire the way she shut the guy down, taking no shit from anyone on the team as they looked me up and down.

      “Does anybody else have a problem?” Ruby asked, and she scanned the entire team, giving each of them an ‘I dare you to try to say something about this’ look that told them all they had better keep their mouths shut if they knew what was good for them. I had to admit seeing a woman take charge of things was definitely a real turn on, especially in that skin-tight dress. Man, she made my loins ache.

      Stop it! This is strictly professional. Get your head out of the gutter.

      When she turned to me with a smile, I could see the concern on her face that said she wasn’t at all sure about what she was doing. “Are you going to be all right if I leave you guys to it?”

      “I’ve handled worse than this bunch before,” I assured her, and I gave the team my own ‘I dare you’ look.

      “Now, boys, are we all going to be able to play nicely or am I going to have to give some of you a timeout by the end of the day?” she asked the rest of the team again and several of them murmured profanities, which she seemed to ignore and take as part of their male chauvinistic bull crap.

      “Well, then, what are you waiting for?” Ruby demanded, gesturing toward the field. “Back to work. We’ve got a Super Bowl to get ready for.”

      With another set of grumbles, the men turned and began to make their way back out onto the field. As they began to jog around, getting back into the swing of things, Ruby turned back to me and gave me another smile. “Good luck with them. They can be one heck of a handful with the new guys. If they give you any trouble, just come and see me, okay?”

      “If they give me any trouble, I am a big boy and can sort it out myself,” I assured her.

      She gave me a raised eyebrow.

      “We both know what your sorting things out looks like, Major Lawson. Please just come to me if you need anything at all.” She placed her hands on her hips, giving me that sexy sassy expression of hers all over again. “And I mean anything at all.”

      Be careful what you say, or I might take that the wrong way. I could barely stop myself from biting my lip and showing her just what I really thought about her sentence.

      “Got it, boss,” I told her instead and turned my attention to the team. I spoke up louder then so they could hear me. “Let’s get down to business, guys.”

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          5

        

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        .

        .

        .

      

      

      
        CHAPTER FIVE

        . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        

    
    






          .

        

      

    
    
      
        Ruby

      

      

      I wandered back down toward the door, away from the practice field and, when I was sure that Major wasn’t paying attention to me, I slipped into one of the seats to watch from a distance. I was sure that the new guy could handle our team. I’d seen the teams he’d worked with before, yet I was still apprehensive to leave him alone on his first day coaching my team. I knew as well as anyone that the Buckskins could be a real handful when they got a bee in their bonnet and, from the way that Wills had gotten on at it as soon as he’d seen Major, I knew that I was going to be facing some negativity.

      I watched in silence as Major began to put the team through the usual drills, doing the same thing Bill would have done day in day out, watching them as he got to know them. I could see him picking up on their moves, their strengths, their weaknesses. The more I watched him, the more capable I realized him to be and before long, my anxiety at the whole thing began to subside. He demanded authority and ordered the team around as though he had been working with them for years. Yet I could see several of them watching him closely, giving him the eye whenever he wasn’t looking, and I knew that I was going to have trouble with at least one or two of the guys. I knew they were apprehensive about having a new coach. After all, they had been working under Bill for so many years. It must have been odd for them.

      “That’s enough drills,” Major yelled after around an hour. “Let’s split into two teams and get a little match going on. I want to see how you all work together.”

      “What are we? Kids?” Wills yelled over to him, and I groaned, rolling my eyes at his need to always be the one to speak up. He was, in fact, like a kid, the kid who always felt the need to speak against the teacher and get himself into trouble—the guy who always got put on time out. He used his sense of humor to rally people to his side, and I didn’t need Wills getting the team riled up against Major.

      Am I seriously going to have to take Wills into my office and give him a talking to? I watched how Major handled the most talented man on the team.

      “What’s wrong, Wills? Scared your team is going to lose?” Major goaded him.

      Several of the other men began to laugh at the flushed look that came upon Wills’ face. Bronson Wills had always been the big talker of the team, and he was dangerously close to cocky, although Ruby could admit that the kid had skills. And it seemed that Major knew just how to handle him.

      “Let’s team up and get on with it,” Major yelled when Wills didn’t give him any back talk.

      Finally satisfied with what I had seen, I pushed myself up from my seat and headed from the stadium back to my office.

      “Hey, Ruby,” Mary called to me from the reception desk as I passed. “What was that all about with Scotty on Friday?”

      For a moment, I wasn’t sure what she was referring to. Then I suddenly remembered the flowers that he had brought me and how he had handed them to her when I had refused to take them. I felt sick as I saw them sitting on the desk in a crystal vase.

      “Oh, you know what he’s like.” I shrugged and rolled my eyes. “Always trying to get into someone’s pants.”

      “So, he’s trying to get back into yours then?” Mary questioned with a raised eyebrow.

      “Don’t even go there.” I shook my head at her. “That is never in a million years going to happen.”

      “So, he’s on the market then?” Mary bit her bottom lip, and I could see from the look she gave me that she was hopeful.

      “You are welcome to him, but I will warn you that he is not the kind of guy you want to go getting involved with if you have any self-respect whatsoever.” I shivered as I remembered what he had done to me and how he had treated me, especially in the last few months of our relationship when he had barely given me the time of day.

      “I think I’d be happy to let him disrespect me any day if you know what I mean!” Mary gave me a wink, and I couldn’t help but laugh. She had always been a loose woman, always talking about her latest conquests as though she was the guy doing all the playing.

      “I thought you were seeing someone?” I asked, intrigued to talk about somebody else’s life for a while. I leaned with my elbows on the desk to talk to her. “What happened with that?”

      “Oh, yeah, Keith. He started to get boring as hell. Started with the whole marriage and babies talk and I cut it off right there.” Mary shrugged but there was something in her eyes that told me that wasn’t altogether true. The flash that went through her gaze told me she was more cut up about it than that. “But you know the best way to get over a guy….”

      “Is to get under another.” I laughed and rolled my eyes at her, remembering the line she always gave me whenever one of her trysts went bad.

      “You got it, girl.” Mary looked at me over the thick rim of her designer glasses, and I had to admit that she was good looking in that smart girl cutesy sort of way. Any guy would be lucky to have her if she could handle sticking around for more than a few months. “So, what about the new guy?”

      My heart skipped a beat at the mere mention of him, and I tried to force the sensation away. “What new guy?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me.” Mary scowled and pushed her glasses up her nose a little. “He is so freaking hot. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”

      “I’m not at all sure who you are talking about.” I laughed how young she sounded. “And for the record, that sounds like something my niece would have said back in seventh grade.”

      “Well, if the shoe fits.” Mary shrugged. “Major Lawson is so yummy!”

      “He is?” I feigned innocence. “I really hadn’t noticed.”

      “Any woman with eyes can see that bulky, tattooed god of a man from a mile off.” Mary continued to give me a ‘are you a crazy, woman’ look, and I barely managed to stop myself from laughing again.

      “Okay, so I had noticed but I’m sure he is taken anyway.” I wasn’t sure whether I was trying to put Mary off him or put myself off, but there was something about the way that I said it that made me think it was more for my own benefit.

      Just then, somebody cleared their throat behind me, and I whipped around, almost jumping right out of my skin. Off balance, I stumbled awkwardly in my heels.

      “Oh, my!” I gasped as I started falling, unable to stop. I tried to reach out for anything to hold on to, and my hand gripped flesh. My heart hammered in my chest as hands gripped my arms and held me up.

      “It’s all right. I’ve got you.” Major’s deep voice hit my ears, and my cheeks burned red hot with embarrassment. Not only had he just caught me from a majorly embarrassing fall, but he had probably caught the tail end of our conversation. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mary wink at me.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.” I pulled quickly away from Major’s grip, all too aware of how his flesh on my own made me tingle all over. “I must have tripped on the rug.”

      Oh, wow, what a lame excuse. I glanced down, not even sure if there was a rug beneath me, and I was relieved to see that there was.

      “Oh, come on, Miss Bowman, we both know that you are falling for me.” Major smirked at me, and my heart leaped into my throat. He was still standing so close to me and when I tried to take a step backward, my butt came up against Mary’s desk. He grinned, as if sensing my retreat. “You know, if you wanted to know whether I was single or not, you could have just asked.”

      “She most certainly does want to know whether you are single or not.” Mary spoke up for me, even as I opened my mouth to tell him that I wasn’t interested in whether he was single or not. The truth was that I was interested, even if that was just to learn that he was taken so that I could get these stupid ideas about him out of my head.

      “In that case, she should probably know that I am, in fact, single.” Though Major spoke as though he was speaking to Mary, he never took his eyes off me, and I felt anchored to the desk by his gaze. My heart hammered in my chest, and my mouth grew dry as I felt him gazing me up and down with an expression that told me he liked what he saw.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be working with the guys?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject. Major was clearly amused by the way I avoided the conversation.

      “I gave them a five-minute break so that they wouldn’t go killing themselves on the field.” Major shrugged, “I was hoping to get my hands on all Bill’s paperwork so that I can take a look at some of the stuff he was working on before he quit.”

      My heart still skipped a beat at the thought that Bill had quit on us, but it was slightly lessened by the fact that we had Major now. I wasn’t sure that he would be anywhere near as good as Bill had been for the team, but he was better than nothing.

      “I will go and grab the key for his office,” I told him. “I probably should have given it to you first thing this morning anyway, considering it’s your office now.”

      “Oh, gee, I get my own office?” Major mocked with a clap as though he was an excited school girl. I felt the urge to reach out and slap him but that would have meant having to touch him, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to feel those tingles again just yet, if ever.

      “Yes.” I rolled my eyes at him. “I get enough bullshit off the guys. Don’t you join in with them.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, boss lady.” Major straightened up, clicked his heels together, and gave me a salute that I couldn’t help but smile at. His charm was only growing by the minute. God help me.

      

      Having grabbed the key to Bill’s old office from my own, we headed to the room on the other side of the building. Bill’s name was still up in gold on the door, and I made a quick mental note to get it taken down and replaced as soon as possible, though Major didn’t make any comment on it. Something told me that he wasn’t the kind of guy who was all that bothered about having his name displayed. He seemed like the kind of guy who would rather be judged on his performance than showing his name off on an office door.

      “Here it is,” I told him as I unlocked the door and pushed it open to show him the small office that was crammed full of trophies, decorations, and ornaments, all having to do with the Buckskins and their success. Major stepped through the door with a whistle of appreciation and spun around in the small space so that he could see every inch of the posters that decorated the walls. “This guy really loved his team. Why did he leave again?”

      “His wife wanted better shopping opportunities.” I shrugged and rolled my eyes. “Some women just can’t be pleased.”

      “And what about you? What pleases Miss Bowman?” Major crossed his arms over his chest as he turned his attention to me to wait for my answer. My entire body stiffened at his question and I knew that he was talking in a romantic sense, but I could not allow myself to even think of going there.

      “What pleases me is knowing that my team is taken care of and my coach isn’t going to desert me again.” I held out the key to his new office and dangled it in front of him as though it was the greatest prize ever. As he reached up to take it from my hand, and a part of me thought of snatching it away from him just to see what he would do, but that was the kind of thing that people did when they were attracted to someone, when they wanted another reason to interact with someone. I didn’t want that with Major. At least, I wouldn’t allow myself to want that with Major.

      This is strictly business, I reminded myself quickly.

      “I am not going anywhere.” His voice was both a promise and a threat as he took the key from me and, for a moment, I felt our fingers brush. The rush of electricity that shot through my body was like nothing I had ever felt before, and I took an involuntary step back. He looked at me curiously. “Is everything all right? You look a little flushed.”

      “I’m fine,” I assured him with a nod. “It’s just a little hot in here.”

      “Really? I think it feels fine.” Major laughed, and I was sure that he was used to women reacting in this way to his charm and his good looks. That made it all the more frustrating. I wasn’t some weak-kneed woman who would drop my panties at a wink. Although if he flashes that dimple again…

      “Let’s get back to work, shall we?” I suggested. “We have been standing around too long, and there’s a lot to be done if we are going to get ready for the Super Bowl. We need a win this season.”

      With that, I turned and headed back to the door, ready to leave.

      “I’ll do my best to get you one,” Major replied and, from the way he said it, I knew that he knew as well as I did that if I didn’t get a win both my job and possibly now his own would be on the line. It was a dog-eat-dog world we found ourselves in.
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      Oh, how I usually loved to watch women squirm when they spoke to me, but even I could admit that there was something about the way that Ruby squirmed that made it all the more satisfying. I could see in the tension of her body and the way she spoke that she was fighting it with everything she had not to show me that she was attracted to me. I didn’t want to be big headed but there weren’t many women, if any, who could resist my charms when I really turned them on. The truth was that I hadn’t even been trying with this one. Perhaps that was what made it all the worse. I hadn’t been trying and yet I still felt so damn attracted to her.

      Even as I headed back to the field and the guys who had been taking their break, I couldn’t get her and her sexy curves out of my overactive imagination. For just a few minutes, I had been alone with her again, in an office that could have so easily been sealed off and made private with the click of a door and the turn of a key. Sure, she was my boss, and I shouldn’t have been thinking in such a way, but what could I say? I was a guy and guys have needs, especially when faced with such a beautiful woman.

      Even as I’d stood there talking to her, I had imagined unzipping that skin-tight dress, watching it fall off her curves to pool around her ankles. I could see her stepping out of the pool of material to bend over the desk and spread her legs for me. The way her hips moved and her ass bounced in the air made me groan, and I felt my cock harden in my jeans.

      Goddamnit, get a grip on yourself, Major. I dropped the pile of papers I’d picked up from the office onto the seat by center field.

      “All right, guys, let’s get back to it,” I called as I tried to turn my attention back to business. I had a job to do and there was no way I was going to be able to do it with dirty images of Ruby Bowman floating around my head all day. I closed my eyes for a second and sucked in a deep breath. Releasing it, I tried to force away the images and ideas forming over and over again in my brain. Sometimes I hated being a guy, especially when it came to women at work. I wasn’t that kind of a guy at least. I could pride myself on that. I never mixed business with pleasure. That was how it was going to stay.

      “Can anyone tell me what you and Bill were working on last week?” I asked the guys as they all huddled up in front of me.

      “You’re the coach,” Bronson Wills said instantly, and I struggled not to groan and show my frustration. “Shouldn’t you already have all the answers to things like that?”

      “Yeah, maybe you should give Bill a call and ask him for a hand getting your shit together.” Another one of them laughed, and Wills offered up his hand for a high five.

      “What the hell is wrong with you two?” one of the other men on the team, bearing the name Hobson on his jersey, asked. “Are you in kindergarten?”

      I was relieved to have at least a little support on the team even if I was going to have to put up with shit from a couple of them for a few weeks while they got used to me. I wasn’t surprised. I had been dropped on them like last night’s leftovers without any warning but there was no way I was going to put up with that shit.

      “Wills, Malcolm, give me ten laps around the field,” I told them, and the two men looked at me as though I had grown an extra head.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Wills demanded and the way he crossed his arms and pushed out his chest caused me to want to show him exactly what I was talking about. Oh, how I would love to show him who was boss. I knew he was testing me, testing just how big my balls were. He was trying to see how far he could push me before I snapped. I guess that was what I deserved after everything that happened at the Super Bowl.

      “You heard me, didn’t you?” I turned my attention to Malcolm, who had become quiet now. The guy nodded and began to make his way around the first lap of the field. I turned back to Wills. “Off you go, little boy, or I’ll have you benched for the next game.”

      It was every quarterback’s worst nightmare to be benched when they had been the star of the show for so long, and I could see the fear in Wills’ eyes. Relief washed over me as he finally turned and joined his teammate in the laps of the field.

      “Now, why don’t the rest of you go through everything with me so that we can get off to a strong start?” I suggested to the rest of the team.

      

      The first practice seemed to go well with very few comments from Wills or any of his little followers. It was a relief to know that they had stepped into line so easily. At least, I thought they had until I felt somebody grab me from behind. Stunned, I found myself pressed back against the hallway wall with an arm barred across my chest.

      “You think because you smacked your last quarterback that you are a big man, don’t you?” Wills put his face close to mine so that he was staring me right in the eye. He had picked the wrong guy to mess with.

      “I suggest you get your hands off me right now,” I told him calmly as my jaw tensed with the desire to fight back. There was only so long that I could hold my own anger at bay before I really let it rip on him. “You’ve tested my patience enough today.”

      “What’s wrong? Don’t like being shown who’s boss?” Wills laughed. “Don’t be making me do laps again or I’ll make you regret it.”

      “I’ll make you do whatever it takes to get you ready for the Super Bowl,” I assured him. “Even if that means getting you to run laps to show you who’s really in charge here.”

      With that, I shoved him away from me and he stumbled backward as though he hadn’t been ready for me to fight back.

      “Also, I suggest you keep your hands to yourself unless you want me to go to Ruby and request that you be benched for the rest of the season.” I straightened my t-shirt and glared at him to show him there was no way I was going to be intimidated by a small man like him. Sure, he was just as well built and slightly taller than me, but his attitude was petty, and I was almost sure he was trying to make up for something he must’ve been missing from his childhood. He probably just needed a father figure, but that wasn’t going to be me. “Play the big man all you want to out on the field but when it comes to me and you, I am in charge. You got that?”

      “Is everything all right down here?” A flowery, feminine voice hit my ears, and I didn’t need to look to know that Ruby was walking toward us. Her heels clicked on the hard floor as she swayed her hips deliciously. I forced myself not to look at her, knowing that I would fall into the trap as soon as I did.

      “Everything is fine,” I assured her without taking my eyes off the quarterback. “Isn’t it, Wills?”

      “Whatever you say, boss,” Wills replied, and I knew that he was only saying it for Ruby’s benefit. I could see in his eyes that I was going to have more trouble from him before the season was over, probably before the next practice session was over.

      “Why don’t you go and get showered, Wills? You stink to high hell.” Ruby pinched her nose as though she couldn’t handle the stench of him, and I couldn’t help but smirk at the annoyed look he gave her. Then his face fell into an easy smile and a punch of jealousy hit me right in the gut.

      “Most women swoon at my masculine odor,” Wills joked, straightening his back and winking at her.

      “You sure they aren’t just fainting from the potency of it?” Ruby teased back at him, and I barely managed to stop myself from losing my temper with both of them. Were they actually flirting right in front of me? My fists clenched, the movement more reflex than controlled action.

      “I think we are done here,” I told him. “Do as the lady says.”

      Wills turned and began to head down the hallway in the direction of the changing rooms and the showers beyond.

      “What can I do for you, boss lady?” I asked as soon as Wills was gone.

      “Please stop calling me that.” She shook her head and sighed but the look on her face told me that she liked the new nickname I had given her. “Or I may have to come up with something just as stupid for your nickname.”

      “Oh, we are on nicknames terms now, are we?” I winked at her and her cheeks flushed. There she was again, right where I wanted her, right where I liked every woman to be when they were talking to me. I could see her struggling not to melt under my gaze.

      “Grow up, Major.” She rolled her eyes at me. “I just came to see how your first day went. I hope the guys didn’t give you too much trouble.”

      I could see from the look on her face that she had caught more of my conversation with Wills than she was letting on, but I wasn’t about to make her think that I needed her help to handle it.

      I shrugged. “I can handle them just fine. I’ve handled much worse.”

      Much worse had been one of the reasons I had ended up in the situation I’d been in with my last team. Their quarterback had been ten times worse than Bronson Wills. He was a pussycat compared to Davis, my old QB.

      “So, we are all good then?” she asked and the look on her face told me she was relieved. I suspected that she had been half expecting me to walk out after the first practice.

      “I told you I’d get us a win, and I am going to do that,” I promised her. “I don’t give up that easily.”

      “I’m sorry if Wills has been giving you a lot of shit,” she told me, and I was shocked, not for the first time, at her use of cuss words. She didn’t seem like the type of woman to swear even when she was angry let alone in the midst of a general conversation, but I liked it on her. That felt strange because usually I was disgusted by women who swore but on Ruby’s lips, there was something almost gracefully aggressive about it, something only a beautiful woman like her could accomplish.

      “Like I said, I can handle it,” I assured her. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about me.”

      The way I said pretty caused her to blush all over again, and I felt the familiar tingling sensation throughout my body at her reaction. God help me. This woman is going to be the end of me.

      “Well, don’t forget my office door is always open if you need anything at all,” Ruby assured me.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied with a nod.

      “I’ll be seeing you bright and early tomorrow morning then?” Something about her voice told me she was hopeful.

      “You sure will.”
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      What I had witnessed in the hallway close to Major’s new office was not reassuring but there wasn’t much I could do about it if neither of them was willing to ask for help. I knew that Wills was just being stubborn, as he always was when he smelled blood in the water but knowing Major’s past made me all the more apprehensive about it all. The last thing I needed was word getting out that there was in-fighting in my team. It was already bad enough that people thought because I was a woman I couldn’t do as good a job but if they knew I couldn’t keep my men under control I was done for and my job would be swiped out from under me. A line of very skilled men waited to take my place as soon as that happened. They could smell the blood in the water, too.

      Things like that were floating through my head as I made the drive back home to my small apartment that I’d set up not long after Scotty and I had split. It wasn’t much but it was home, and I was always relieved when I could close the door and shut off the rest of the world to forget about it until I had to go into work the next day and begin all over again.

      Traffic wasn’t too bad this evening, and it wasn’t long before I was pulling into my usual spot in 4B. The guy in 4C, who always seemed to arrive home at the same time as me, gave me a quick wave from his sedan as he pulled in and I waved back. He always tried to stop me for a chat, so I quickly clambered from my car, grabbed my handbag from the back seat, and locked up before I headed into the building. I was in no mood to talk to anyone after the rough day I’d had of keeping my eye on the new coach and our overly big-headed quarterback. I needed a large glass of wine… and by large, I meant a bottle.

      As usual, the elevator was out of order, so I had to make the trek up four flights of stairs to reach my apartment door. By the time I made it up, I was already panting but it was the box I found on my doormat that caused me to gasp. “What on earth?”

      I bent down to pick up the box and was shocked that it was lighter than it had looked. From the weight, there was no way I could tell what was inside, but from the silver ribbon wrapped around it, I knew it must have been a gift. A gift from who, I had no idea, but a gift nonetheless.

      Holding the box and the straps of my handbag awkwardly in one hand, I used the other to unlock the door to my apartment and pushed it open. Stepping inside, I kicked the door shut with my heel and hung my bag up on the peg before I began to make my way down the hallway to the kitchen.

      I placed the box on the countertop and undid the ribbon carefully. For a moment, I held my breath before I pulled the top of the box off to look inside. Whatever was inside was covered in a layer of tissue paper to hide it and a note written on pink paper laid on top of it in unfamiliar writing:

      

      
        Ruby,

        

        I found this in the back of my wardrobe and thought you’d like it back. Perhaps you could wear it on our next date.

        I hope to see you again soon.

        

        Scotty
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      “You have got to be kidding me.” I rolled my eyes and groaned as I realized why I didn’t recognize the writing. He must have had his assistant write and send the package because he was too lazy to do it for himself. Whatever the hell is in this box is not going to make me go on another date with you, Scotty.

      For a moment, I thought of picking up the box without even looking at what was inside and throwing it in the trash. Then I thought better of it. Whatever was inside the box must have been mine once for him to say that he wanted to return it. I was intrigued to see what it was that I had left behind in my hurry to get out of his apartment and find my own place.

      Pulling back the tissue paper, I found myself face to face with my old Houston Buckskins Jersey, the one I had replaced shortly after splitting up with Scotty due to him being the one who had purchased it in the first place. I’d worn it to every game that we’d attended together, even though the truth was I hated wearing it. I might have been a woman who loved sports and worked in the sports sector, but I hated the loose fit and it didn’t flatter my figure in the slightest. Being a woman in my industry, I had to use everything to my advantage and hiding my figure beneath a loose jersey was not going to get me where I needed to be.

      “Thanks, but no thanks, Scotty.” I laughed as I upended the box into the trash can and left it there to rot with last night’s leftovers until I could be bothered to lug the black bag all the way down the four flights of stairs to the large dumpster out back. There was no way he was getting back in her good graces with a jersey.

      Look what he’s doing to you. I headed over to the fridge to grab the bottle of white wine I’d started on the night before. He’s even got you talking to yourself over him.

      I grabbed the bottle and a glass from the cupboard above the fridge and made my way through the apartment to the living room. Some trashy television and a glass of wine were just what I needed to unwind from the chaos of the day.

      I kicked off my heels and threw my feet up onto the arm of the sofa before I began to flick through the channels looking for anything that looked half decent. In the end, I stopped on a Johnny Depp movie. Some Captain Jack was just what I needed to ease the stress. Good old Johnny always knew how to make a girl laugh.

      I was just beginning to giggle at the movie, having drunk half a glass of wine, when I heard my phone ringing from where I’d left it in my handbag on the peg in the hall. With a groan, I pushed myself up from my comfortable position on the sofa where I’d hoped to remain for the rest of the evening and headed into the hall to grab my phone.

      “Whoever you are, I don’t need any more bull shit today,” I said before having answered the phone. I pulled it from the front pocket of my bag and groaned when I saw the name flashing over the screen.

      “What the hell do you want, Scotty?” I demanded as soon as I answered. I was not in the mood to talk to him, especially after what I’d found on the doormat.

      “You tell me,” he said calmly, and I could almost imagine him smiling at my annoyance. “You left me a voicemail.”

      I pressed my thumb and forefinger to the bridge of my nose in an attempt to reduce the headache coming on fast in my forehead, remembering the angry voicemail that I had left him this morning. I groaned to myself at forgetting such a thing.

      “Right, I have got a bone to pick with you,” I growled down the phone at him. “What the hell do you think you are playing at talking to reporters. My team is none of your goddamn business.”

      “Whoa, hey! I don’t have a clue what you are talking about!” Scotty exclaimed, and I felt my anger hitching up a notch.

      “Don’t lie to me, Scotty. You know exactly what I am talking about,” I wasn’t in the mood for his games. He was a compulsive liar, especially when it came to things like this. “You were the only one who knew that I was meeting with Major and you were there not long after the meeting, so it could only have been you who would leak something like that to the press!”

      “I swear, I didn’t leak it to the press.” Scotty chose his words carefully as though he knew exactly where the leak had come from, and I found myself groaning again. If it wasn’t Scotty, then there was only one other explanation. Whoever he had been banging over the weekend had gotten the rundown on every detail of his week’s adventures.

      “Why can’t you just keep it in your pants?” I snapped. Sure, it was none of my business who he stuck his dick in anymore but when it came to blabbing my business all over the place, I had a right to be angry. “Oh, who am I kidding? You couldn’t keep it in your pants if your life depended on it!”

      “That’s a little harsh, Ru.” Scotty sounded hurt, and I almost felt guilty. If I wasn’t so angry, I might have been but the fact that this was Scotty and he had just called me Ru again made me blow my top all the more.

      “It’s true, Scotty!” I yelled at him. “Keep your nose out of my business from now on and don’t bother sending me any more gifts. Save them for your little tramps because they are wasted on me.”

      I distantly heard Scotty begin to speak as I removed the phone from my ear and pressed the end call button. I wasn’t interested in whatever he had to say to defend himself. All I wanted to do was curl up on the sofa and forget about everything.

      Anger still sizzled inside me as I dropped down onto the couch and picked up my glass of wine, returning my attention to the movie that had continued to play during our argument.

      

      “Johnny?” I whispered as I rolled over, feeling an arm draped over my ribs. I could feel a bare body pressed against my own, and I found myself pressing my buttocks back against him.

      “You dreaming about Johnny Depp again, sweetheart?” An oddly familiar voice hit my ear. “Because I can be your Johnny if you like.”

      I rolled over to find myself face to face with Major. His bare arms and shoulder bulged as he wrapped his arms tighter around me. My water mattress wobbled slightly with the movement, and I found myself rolling into him.

      “He’s not really my type.” I shrugged, and Major gaped at me.

      “Johnny Depp is every woman’s type, I’ve heard,” he laughed.

      “If you are so in love with him then you can go and sleep with him instead,” I giggled and in response, Major began to tickle me. His fingers upon my bare skin were like fireworks coursing through my body, and I wriggled in his arms, unable to get away from his strong grip.

      “Ahhh! Stop! Okay! Okay! I give!” I laughed loudly as he continued his onslaught of tickles to my ribcage and stomach.

      “I don’t want Johnny Depp, Ruby Bowman. I want you,” Major assured me as he came down to kneel between my legs. “I want you and this sweetness between your legs.”

      I shivered at his words as he pulled my thighs apart and began to trail kisses down my chest and stomach. My heart skipped a beat as I realized he was going down south and my cheeks began to flush as his tongue slipped deep inside my pussy. He began to lick and nibble and suck. Just as I began to feel as though my climax was coming, he reached down with his middle finger and slipped it deep inside me. Using a come-hither motion, he coaxed my climax over the edge, and I screamed as my head rolled back on the pillow. My entire body exploded with pleasure and my hands wrapped in the sheets as he continued to work my body. His free hand gripped hold of my stomach, pinning me to the bed so that I couldn’t wriggle away from his onslaught. His tongue switched direction then and began to move back and forth, hitting me from a different angle to bring me toward another climax.

      “Major! Major!” I screamed as another orgasm ripped through my body.

      By the time he was finished with me, I was a dripping mess in the middle of the bed. He sat up and smirked at me with my womanly juices glistening on his afternoon shadow.

      “God, you taste good, woman.” He grinned down at me as he pulled me farther down the bed by the backs of my knees and hovered above me. I could feel the tip of his cock bouncing close to my entrance, and I suddenly burned with the need to have him inside me. Lifting my head up off the pillows, I consumed his mouth with my own. Tasting myself on his lips caused me to only want him more, and I gripped hold of his head to pull him farther down onto me.

      “What do you want, Ruby?” Major asked in the huskiest, most sensual voice I’d ever heard. It caused me to quiver beneath him with desire and need, and I felt myself unraveling all over again.

      “I want you, Major,” I told him, still quivering. Major began to smirk again as he rubbed his cock gently against the outside of my pussy. Fire burned deep within me, and I knew the second he entered me, I would begin to climb toward another climax.

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Major whispered as he slammed deep inside me.

      I suddenly bolted upright on the sofa. My heart hammered in my chest, and my skin was slick with sweat as though I really had just been in the throes of passion with my new coach. I reached up and ran my fingers through my hair with frustration.

      “Damn it, I really do need to get laid,” I muttered to myself as I remembered the conversation Mary and I had been having earlier today about the hot men in our lives. I wasn’t attracted to Major. Well, okay, yeah, I was, but I wasn’t allowed to be attracted to Major. I was just sexually frustrated. After all, I hadn’t slept with anybody since Scotty and I had split up. That was the only explanation for it. Major was far too arrogant, far too stubborn to be somebody I would even consider sleeping with.

      I think it’s time to buy myself a vibrator. I laughed as I pushed myself up off the sofa and headed in the direction of the bathroom, hoping that a cold shower might have the right effect to get these stupid ideas out of my over imaginative brain.
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      “Hey, Major! Where you been hiding for the last few days?” Tommy, my best friend since high school asked into the phone as soon as I picked up. I had debated ignoring him as I had been all weekend, but I knew that he would only get more pissed the more I ignored him, and the truth was that after the day I’d had, I could do with talking to a friend.

      “Sorry, man, I’ve had a busy weekend,” I apologized even though we both knew that wasn’t true. I’d spent most of my weekend drinking and thinking about the drop-dead gorgeous woman I was about to be employed by on Monday morning. Lucky for me, thoughts of her had stopped me from going down my usual route of finding a woman at my local to bring home to the hotel.

      What about her made you change the habit of a lifetime?

      “So, what’s been going on then? What’s happening in Major world?” Tommy questioned, and I suddenly realized that I hadn’t even called my best friend to tell him the good news.

      “Well, I guess you could say I’ve gotten some good news.” I found myself rubbing my fingers through my hair, suddenly self-conscious on what I was about to tell him. He was sure to be pissed. The Houston Buckskins were the worst rival of his own favorite team, but the truth was I didn’t care where my job came from as long as I was in the game.

      “Well? Do tell? You didn’t get one of your hookers pregnant, did you?” Tommy asked mockingly.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the joke.

      “What about that would be good news?” I pulled open the door on my truck, leaving work behind for the evening.

      “Well, I always imagined you would make one hell of a good daddy,” Tommy laughed. “Besides, I’ve been dying to be an uncle.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure the kids would love Uncle Tommy teaching them all about ice hockey and drinking,” I laughed as I found myself imagining it. I then quickly shook my head. Kids had never been in the cards for me and that wasn’t changing any time soon. I needed to find a woman before that could happen anyway, and I wasn’t even in the market for one just now.

      “Don’t forget the skills of picking up the hottest girls,” Tommy reminded me, and I laughed all over again as I climbed up into my truck.

      “Oh, I mustn’t forget that,” I rolled my eyes and slammed the truck door closed.

      “Well then, go on,” Tommy insisted. “Don’t keep me hanging too long. What have you got to tell me?”

      “I’m guessing that means you haven’t seen the news today?” I remembered my picture being splashed all over the page and couldn’t help but feel a small wave of anger. The press loved to portray me in a negative light no matter what I did to try and remedy the situation.

      “No, I haven’t, but this must be something big if it’s in the news, so come on! Out with it!”

      “I’m coaching the Houston Buckskins.” I closed my eyes and flinched as I braced myself for the onslaught Tommy was about to give my ears.

      “Oh, my god! That’s fucking great news!” Tommy’s words shocked me more than I ever believed possible.

      “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend Tommy?” I demanded as I scowled at the phone. Never in a million years had I expected Tommy to be pleased with the fact that I was coaching the Houston Buckskins.

      “No, really, man. I’m pleased for you.” Tommy sounded genuine, and I still couldn’t believe it. “You deserve to finally get a break, and I’ll be glad to get my old friend back again. We should go out and celebrate.”

      “I’m not sure I feel up for that tonight,” I replied with a sigh. After the crap Wills and some of the other guy on the team had given me, all I wanted to do was go home and get an early night ready for it to all begin again tomorrow.

      “Oh, come on! You’ve been waiting for this day a long time. Come and have a drink with me!” Tommy insisted. “You are already in your truck. Just head over and we’ll go out.”

      “How did you know that? Are you spying on me?” I glanced around even though I knew that Tommy would be nowhere near.

      “Oh, come on, you slam that truck door of yours like a bull in a china shop.” I could imagine Tommy rolling his eyes at me. He’d always had a go at me for not being gentler with my truck.

      “She’s a big girl,” I told him as I stroked the steering wheel of the truck that had been my baby for so many years. “She can take good care of herself.”

      “Not if you go ripping the door off its hinges,” Tommy laughed, and I knew we were both imagining me as the Hulk ripping the door away from the rest of the vehicle. “Come out with me and celebrate. I won’t ask you again.”

      “Fine, but just for one and then I need to head home and get some rest. It’s going to be a long week,” I sighed.

      “Careful, Major, you are starting to sound your age,” Tommy laughed.

      “Don’t be such a cheeky shit, Tommy. You are older than I am, remember.”

      

      “How’s business?” I asked Tommy as I slipped onto the bar stool opposite where he was stood behind the bar. “The drunks keeping your till full?”

      “Of course, they are,” Tommy replied as he filled up a pint glass and placed it on the bar in front of me, “First one is on the house.”

      “Well, then, I guess tonight is free because I’m only staying for one, remember?” I reminded him as he began to pour himself a glass.

      “You can stay for one here and then we will move on to the next bar,” Tommy told me and then he turned to the bartender who was working farther down. “You and Sam okay to close up for me tonight?”

      “That’s not necessary,” I said before the pretty little brunette got the chance to reply. “I am not going anywhere with you tonight.”

      “Oh, come on, I’ve had a long week, too, you know. You’d be doing me a favor,” Tommy insisted. “I need a break from this place.”

      “You mean you need a break from Jean,” I laughed. My best friend was so under the thumb it was unbelievable. He pressed his index finger to his lips and hissed between his teeth in a gesture for me to be quiet.

      “Shh,” he warned me. “She might be listening.”

      He glanced around the room jokingly as though his missus might jump out from the shadows at any moment.

      “We both know she’s probably off at the salon getting her nails done.” I rolled my eyes at him.

      “And that’s exactly why I need a break,” Tommy insisted. “She’s been spending so much money lately I’ve been working this place all hours to keep it coming in.”

      “Maybe you should cut her off. More money for you that way,” I joked, knowing that there was no way he would ever do such a thing. Jean was the absolute love over his life, and I had never seen him so happy. The smirk on his face told me everything I needed to know how their relationship was really going.

      “What can I say?” Tommy shrugged. “I love her too much to cut her off.”

      “You keep that shit away from me,” I told him as I placed my index fingers in the shape of a cross in front of me. “I don’t want to be catching the love bug.”

      “Oh, come here and give us a kiss!” Tommy leaned forward and pouted his lips together in a kissy motion, reaching for my wrists to pull me toward him.

      “So not cool, bro!” I warned him, and we both began to laugh.

      “Yes, I can look after the bar for you,” the bartender interjected as she passed on her way to fill out a drinks order. “Please, take him out, Major. He has been driving us all up the wall lately.”

      “See, how can you say no to the pleading of such a lovely woman?” Tommy asked, and she rolled her eyes at him.

      “What would your beloved think of you flirting with your staff?” She winked at him, and I laughed along with the running joke that they had been going on for some time.

      “We both know you are just jealous that you can’t have all of this.” Tommy gestured down to himself and I smirked. Yes, Tommy was a good-looking guy, but he definitely was clumsy when it came to the ladies. It was a miracle he’d even managed to snatch a catch like Jean.

      “Don’t make me sick,” Jessie laughed, and she faked a gagging noise. “Too late.”

      “Don’t worry,” I sighed. “I’ll get him out of your hair for a little while.”

      Suddenly the laughter that had begun to infect me left me with the urge to continue the night and I wasn’t so ready to go home.

      “Great! Looks like I’m off duty then!” Tommy took all of two seconds to skip around the end of the bar and prop up a stool beside me, “So then. Tell me about your first day. I heard the Buckskins have a hot as hell GM.”

      And there it was. Ruby suddenly flew back into my mind, and I could imagine her curvy body all over again. I closed my eyes for a second, imagining her bending over in front of me as she had to sign the contract first thing this morning. Her butt cheeks bounced in my vision, urging me to reach forward and give them a good spanking.

      “Well? What is she like?” Tommy questioned me again, and I felt his elbow in my ribs.

      “She’s average.” I shrugged my shoulders, and Tommy looked at me with a raised eyebrow. I instantly knew I had said the wrong thing.

      “From what I’ve heard, she’s smoking hot and everybody wants her.” Tommy looked at me with a concerned look. “You aren’t swinging for the other team now, are you?”

      “Never, I’m all about the hens,” I assured him. “But she’s my boss, and I am not going to comment on her appearance.”

      “So, she is hot as hell,” Tommy determined from my words. “When are you going to bang that?”

      “I don’t mix work and pleasure, you know that.” I shook my head although the images of it had been running through my mind all damn day. I just couldn’t seem to get Ruby Bowman out of my brain.

      Just then, I felt my phone begin to buzz in my pocket and my heart filled with dread. I groaned as I pulled the device from my jeans and saw the name that flashed up with the text.

      “From your reaction, I’m going to guess that’s Shauna still messaging you?” Tommy asked, and all he needed to do was look at my face to know that he was right. “So, it wasn’t bad enough that she got you fired from your last job? She just can’t leave you alone now either.”

      “She keeps apologizing and asking me to meet up with her for a drink.” I shrugged.

      “You aren’t going to do it, are you?” Tommy gaped at me.

      “Do I look desperate?” I scowled at him and shook my head. “I have never gone there, and I never will go there. I don’t need any more angry quarterbacks on my tail.”

      “Glad to see you talking sense.” Tommy slapped me on the shoulder and pointed to my glass. “Down that so we can move on. I hear the bar down the street has got a singles night on.”

      Just what I needed after a long, hard day. A bar filled with single women. This night was beginning to sound better and better. I grabbed my glass and began to chug it down. Tommy cheered me on until I had finished the entire thing and slammed the glass down on the bar. “Careful with that or you’ll be paying for it.”

      “We both know you break more glasses in here than any of the customers.” I laughed, remembering the last time Tommy had gotten so drunk that he had climbed up on the bar with his glass in hand and began to dance around. It was safe to say that the glass hadn’t remained in his hand for very long before it shattered as it hit the corner of the bar.

      “Let’s do this!” I told him as I pushed myself up from my stool and began to make my way toward the door. Tommy rushed to finish his own pint before he quickly began to follow on his shorter legs. Oh, how I loved making him run after me. It was something he’d been doing since we were boys in high school. It never got old.
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      “Keep your hair on!” I yelled down the phone at my best friend, who was so obviously pissed at me for forgetting that we were supposed to be going out tonight. I’d climbed out of the shower to hear my phone ringing on the bed where I’d thrown it after waking from my overly real dream.

      “Ruby, you promised to come out with me,” Tessa whined, and I struggled not to groan at her. It was the truth. I had agreed to go out with her, but I agreed to go out with her all the time and never actually made it. Sure, that made me feel like a shitty friend, but the truth was I just always seemed to forget. Work always came first in my book.

      “I know, I know,” I sighed. “Why don’t I meet you there in half an hour? I just need to dry my hair, put a little makeup on, and get dressed.”

      “You promise you are coming and you aren’t going to fall asleep on me again?” Tessa demanded.

      “I promise that I am coming, and I am not going to fall asleep on you again,” I promised her, knowing that she would demand to hear the words from my own lips before she would believe them. She was like that. She never believed anybody unless the told her exactly what it was that they meant.

      “You had better not be lying to me,” Tessa demanded, and I could almost imagine her staring me down with her glossy green eyes, already done up for going out. It was one of the reasons I didn’t really like going out with her. She was so good looking that I always felt as though I was blending into the background whenever I was around her. With glossy red hair, bright green eyes, and a curvaceous figure, she was every guy’s dream girl. “I’ll meet you at the Black Orchid in forty-five minutes. Do not be late or you are buying the drinks all night!”

      “All right, Mother, I’ll be there,” I promised again before I put the phone down and turned my attention to getting ready. I was in no way prepared for going out, and I had no idea what I was going to throw on. I wasn’t even sure what mood I was in when it came to how attractive I wanted to be tonight. Sure, I wore tight dresses and heels to work every day, but in a dog-eat-dog world, it was important to always look good. For me, going out was my downtime, and I often thought of just simply dressing down in a t-shirt and jeans.

      I laughed aloud to myself at the thought of that. Tessa would kill me if I turned up for one of her nights out dressed like one of the men she wanted to pick up. I could imagine her horrified expression as I approached the line waiting to go into the bar, and it was almost priceless enough just to do for the fun of it. Yet I knew that if I did, we would spend all night arguing over my wardrobe choices. In the end, I settled for a black lace body con dress with long sleeves and way too much cleavage.

      “Look out, Black Orchid,” I said as I looked myself up and down in the mirror, slipping my feet into my black stiletto heels. “Here I come.”

      I quickly called a cab before adding the final touches to my face with a little red lipstick and some mascara and gave my still damp hair another going over with the towel to add a little volume to my curls. Those curls were the one thing my friend had always been jealous over, and I wasn’t about to spend time getting rid of them.

      The second I grabbed my handbag and headed out my front door, I cursed myself for putting heels on yet again. The out of order sign on the elevator almost seemed to laugh at me as I passed the closed doors and headed for the stairwell instead.

      “Somebody really needs to fix that damn thing,” I huffed to myself as I began to storm down the stairs, the heels of my shoes clicking on every step as I went.

      “You got that right.” The cute guy from 4B, whose name I had never bothered to learn, smiled at me as he came up the stairs, and I realized that he had heard me. He was freshly groomed, wearing jeans and a leather jacket instead of his usual working suit.

      “Coming home so early?” I asked him as I put two and two together on the fact that he was coming home rather than going out. After all, you couldn’t exactly leave the building via the roof, at least not unless you were a billionaire with a private jet, and I was pretty sure that none of those lived in the building.

      “Am I going home early or are you going out late?” the guy asked as he glanced at his watch, stopping to talk to me. I paused in my own descent to give him a polite moment of my time. Glancing at my own watch, I knew that it was debatable. It was almost nine o’clock on a Monday night and most people would be getting ready for bed due to having work in the morning. I rolled my eyes at the things my best friend made me do when all I really wanted to do was be like those people.

      “I promised a friend I’d go out with her.” I shrugged, “Between me and you, I’d rather be snuggled up in bed counting sheep but don’t tell her that or she’ll flay me alive.”

      My joke seemed to make him laugh but the truth was it was only half a joke. Tessa really would flay me alive if I flaked on her again. It was the only reason I’d plucked up the courage to leave my apartment and head out.

      “Hey, did you get the package that I left on your doormat earlier?” he asked, and I groaned inwardly suddenly reminded yet again of Scotty and his stupidity. “Some guy dropped it off not long after you’d left this morning.”

      “Yes, I got it, thanks.” I nodded and began to make my way toward the next step. “I should probably be going, or I will be late meeting my friend.”

      The last thing I wanted to get into a conversation about was what Scotty had left for me. I wanted nothing to do with him.

      “Okay, well then, have a good night, I guess,” he gave me a wave and the expression on his face was almost as though he was sad to see me go. I almost felt sorry for him going home alone. He seemed as though he was in need of some company but there was someone else on my schedule tonight and the truth was that 4B guy just really wasn’t my type. He was tall and athletically built but his hair was far too far and he had a boyish face that just didn’t do it for me.

      “You have a nice night, too,” I called over my shoulder as I continued to head down the stairs.

      By the time I made it downstairs, the cab driver was waiting impatiently for me with his fingers tapping on the steering wheel. “You took your time, miss.”

      “I’m sorry. The elevator was out of order,” I apologized as I slipped into the backseat.

      “I don’t need your life story,” the pig snapped at me. “Where are you going?”

      A part of me wanted to push the door back open and clamber back out. There was no way I wanted to give this idiot my money but when I glanced at my watch, I knew I would be late to meet Tessa if I mess around anymore.

      “The Black Orchid Bar,” I told him as calmly as possible even though he had really pushed my buttons. I barely had the time to push my seatbelt into the buckle before he sped away from the curb. I clutched hold of the handlebar on the door for dear life.

      “Could you slow down?” I called to him, but he barely seemed to hear me. In fact, I was almost sure that he had sped up. Clearly, he wanted to get this fare over with quickly so that he could get on to another one. Maybe he was in the running for most fares in one night or something but whatever it was, I didn’t like it.

      By the time we pulled up to the Black Orchid, I felt as though I was going to throw my guts up. I handed the driver a twenty and waited for my change. There was no way I was going to be giving him a tip for driving like a maniac. He looked displeased at the realization as I held my hand out.

      “Next time don’t drive like such a fuck and you might get a tip,” I told him with a scowl as I pulled myself out of the cab. I was still feeling nauseous as I stood on the pavement and took a moment to compose myself, pulling down the back of my skirt to make sure that my butt wasn’t exposed. Taking in deep breaths of cool evening air, I closed my eyes for a moment in an attempt to stop the spinning in my head.

      “Ruby? Are you all right?” Tessa’s voice came from behind me and when I turned around to face her, I almost rocked right off my heels. She reached out to grab hold of me even as I reached for her arm to steady myself. “Whoa! You look positively green.”

      “I am,” I told her through pursed lips, still trying not to throw up everywhere. “That guy drove like he wanted me to throw up in the back of his cab just so I had to pay the fine.”

      Even as I spoke, the cab raced away from the curb, ready for its next fare and proving my point. Tessa watched it go and shook her head before she turned to me with a bright smile. “I’m glad you came. I got here a little early so that I could scope out some of the hotties, and I’ve definitely seen a few go in there.”

      “Please don’t tell me we are here scouting for men again.” I rolled my eyes at her. I hated being her wing woman. She always picked the guys who had ugly best friends, and I was always stuck entertaining them while she had her tongue down somebody’s throat.

      “Well, it is singles’ night.” Tessa shrugged as though it wasn’t a big deal, and I groaned loudly at her as I shook my head. If I had known that, I would never have agreed to come in a million years. She knew that as well as I did and that was why she hadn’t mentioned anything until now.

      “You are a serious sneak, Tessa,” I told her. “I am going home.”

      “No! Wait! You just got here!” She grabbed hold of my arm so that I couldn’t turn and begin to head down the street toward the nearest taxi bank. “Come on. Just have one drink with me and see if anybody takes your fancy.”

      “They won’t,” I shook my head. The truth was I hadn’t been interested in any guy I’d met since Scotty and I broke up, and I was pretty sure that one singles night at the Black Orchid wasn’t going to change that.

      “How do you know if you don’t try?” Tessa demanded, and she placed her hands on her hips, looking at me as though I was a child and she was my mother scolding me for giving up on something before I’d even really tried. “You never know. Your prince charming might be mere inches away from you right now.”

      I glanced around at the men on offer in the line waiting to go into the bar. That gave me the shivers and not in a good way. They all looked slimy or arrogant or nerdy. Not a single one of them was my type.

      “I really don’t think that he is,” I insisted. “But seeing as I am here. I will take the drink if you are paying. I need something to settle my nerves after that ride.”

      “Great!” Tessa wasted no time in linking her arm with mine and racing to the front of the line.

      “Hey!” several of the other members in the line began to shout as we stepped up to stand in front of the bouncer.

      “Hey, Flash.” Tessa fluttered her eyelashes at the bald, tattooed security guard and his eyes flashed as they always did whenever he saw her.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite girls.” Flash grinned at us, and I couldn’t help but smile. Although he was more acquainted with Tessa than I cared to mention, he had always been nice to me. He wasn’t like most of the bouncers in town, who tried to take advantage of their position and use it against the women so that they could get into the club. Although I was sure that Tessa wouldn’t have a problem with that even if he was. She seemed to like doing the racy things some of the guys asked of her, like flashing her boobs to get us in for free or giving one of them a kiss. It didn’t happen often but when it did, she thrived off the attention.

      “What’s the damage to get in tonight?” Tessa asked him as she sidled up to him and wrapped her arm around his broad shoulders, looking as though she was pushing herself farther onto her tiptoes just to reach.

      “For you beautiful ladies, entry is free,” Flash told us, and Tessa grinned at me with a wink.

      “Hey! No fair!” one of the women in the line yelled from behind us.

      “Yeah! You can’t let them cut in!” one of the guys who was with her added.

      “Maybe if you hadn’t worn that hideous jacket, I might have let you in by now,” Flash shot back at him.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see that the guy was, in fact, wearing a hideous red leather jacket that looked like something from Back to the Future.

      The guy pulled his jacket on a little tighter around his shoulders and scowled at us.

      “Go right on ahead, ladies,” Flash told us as he picked up the red rope blocking the door and gestured us inside.

      “Thanks, Flash,” Tessa told me as she pecked him on the cheek and he instantly began to blush a little. For a masculine, broad-shouldered man, he wasn’t difficult to make blush, especially when it came to Tessa and her charm. All she had to do was say jump and he would ask her how high.

      “Anytime, princess,” he called after us as we headed into the music that blasted at us from the inside of the club. As soon as we entered, Tessa began to dance as she walked. She was up for a good night and I found myself wishing that I could share in her enthusiasm. The truth was that all I really wanted to do was go home and climb into bed. I was still struggling to fight off the yawning episodes since I’d woken from my dirty dream on the sofa and the truth was that those thoughts were still prowling around my mind.

      Inside the club was jam-packed and Tessa grabbed hold of my wrist to guide me through the crowd to the bar so that we wouldn’t lose each other.

      “Two martinis, please!” she yelled to the bartender over the music as soon as we hit the counter, and I felt my stomach churn at the thought of it. Tessa was ready for the hard stuff—me, not so much.
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      “You have got to be kidding me,” I shook my head at Tommy as we turned the corner of the street and the bar came into view. It looked as though it was an old warehouse that had been turned into a dance club with neon lights lighting up the entire front. People were milling around and at least twenty of them were in line waiting to get inside. The music that blasted from the building wasn’t at all the kind of thing I liked to listen to, and I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d want to be less.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Tommy scowled at me and when he clapped me on the shoulder, I barely managed to stop myself from sucker punching him. “It’s been too long since you last went on a date. It’s time to get back in the game, man.”

      “Picking up random women at my bar and taking them home for a one-night stand is not a date,” Tommy assured me, and I groaned inwardly. He knew me so well and I sometimes hated him for it. “It’s time you got out into the world again and met yourself a nice girl. Hopefully, bring your chances of catching something nasty down.”

      “I’m always safe,” I reminded Tommy, but the truth was that the last few times I’d taken a woman home, I had been too plastered to remember her name let alone if I had been safe or not. The only telltale signs I had were the foil wrappers and used rubbers I found strewn on my floor.

      Maybe he’s right. Time to find myself a nice girl and stop all this messing around.

      But the truth was that I liked all the messing around I’d been doing. It helped me forget about my problems. Even if that was mostly the alcohol.

      “Come on, bro.” Tommy slapped me on the shoulder again. “Just give this one go for me?”

      “What are you doing going to a singles night anyway?” I scowled at him with a raised eyebrow as I saw the singles sign that was hanging on the wall of the club. “What on earth would Jean say?”

      “She would understand that I am trying to get my best friend back on the straight and narrow and find him someone as wonderful as she is,” Tommy told me, and it was then that I remembered him telling me how he had met Jean. She had been on her hen do for a marriage she really didn’t want, and he’d been out for my birthday. The two of them had hit it off instantly and been inseparable ever since. I guess in a way I did want that. I was beginning to feel lonely. After all, the women I always took home weren’t much to talk to when they always seemed to have nothing but air between their ears.

      “Fine,” I sighed, and Tommy wasted no time in pushing me toward the line. “But something tells me we aren’t even going to get in. I mean, look at that line!”

      “That’s what you think,” Tommy laughed, and I was shocked when he pushed right through the line to the very front of the line. Several of the men were disgruntled but I saw the way they glanced at my tattooed muscular arms and thought better of crossing us. I could feel a few of the women checking me out but even at a glance, I could tell that not a single one of them was for me. They just didn’t have the spark that set my heart racing.

      One woman who did do that to me was one woman I could never have. I gritted my teeth at the thought of her and tried to get myself under control. Ruby was way off limits, and I had to remind myself that every chance I got.

      “Tommy!” The bouncer greeted my best friend as though they had known each other for years. They embraced in a quick man-hug before Tommy clapped me on the shoulder again and began to introduce me.

      “Flash, this is my best friend, Major Lawson, and I am determined to get him laid tonight,” Tommy explained as he squeezed my shoulder in a show of brotherly affection. “He’s in desperate need, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’d love to help, boys, but we are almost full, and these guys have all been waiting for an hour.” Flash pointed to the line behind me, and Tommy rolled his eyes at him.

      “What’s it going to take, brother?” Tommy asked as he dug into his pocket for his wallet and I couldn’t help but shake my head at my best friend. He always knew how to talk with his money, and I found myself glancing over my shoulder to see how many people in the queue had noticed what was going on. Of course, every single one of them had noticed. After all, they had been waiting patiently to get in for so long it was only right that they would notice two grown ass men skipping the queue. “How about a ten?”

      “Make it a hundred and you’re in,” Flash said with a straight face. Tommy glanced at me and sucked air between his teeth as though he was shocked by the price of admission. Then he began to dig into his wallet and pulled out a bill. He was about to hand it to Flash when he suddenly slapped his hand away and shook his head, shaking with laughter.

      “As if you actually think I’d charge you of all people for entry!” Flash laughed. “Besides, I think some of the women inside might pay me for letting your friend here in.”

      He looked me up and down as though he was getting the full measure of me, and I couldn’t help but smile at him. There was nothing about this guy that told me he was into men, but he clearly knew what the women he catered to liked and I wasn’t going to complain about that.

      “I always knew having a good-looking friend would come in handy,” Tommy laughed, and sucker punched me in the arm.

      “I am glad I could be of assistance to you,” I laughed, and Flash let us slip past as he pulled the red rope out of the way. “Cheers, man.”

      I shook the man’s hand before entering the club and Tommy walked confidently at my side.

      We paused at the entrance for a few moments to survey our current hunting grounds. It was something I always did whenever I entered a new establishment. I liked to know where the bar was, where the restroom was, and where all the hot chicks were situated before I began to make my way around the room. It was a habit we had both picked up over the years from Tommy’s older brother and it was something we’d always thanked him for. It seemed to get us to the hottest girls the quickest. I found myself remembering the best piece of advice he’d ever given me. Every woman in the place has to go to the restroom at least once so always stand close by and you’ll get your pick.

      “Why don’t you grab the drinks, and I’ll meet you by the restroom?” I yelled over the music to Tommy and he grinned at me as though he had been remembering his brother’s advice, too.

      “Sounds like a plan to me!” he yelled back, and we separated to do just that. “Good luck out there.”

      Luck wasn’t something you needed when you looked like I did. It wasn’t difficult to pull a woman in a place like this. What was difficult was finding a woman worth pulling. I scanned the room as I passed through the crowd, pausing on several women who might have been possible candidates for my attention.

      Yet it wasn’t until I reached the wall by the women’s restroom and turned back to face the dance floor that I noticed one woman I never thought I’d see in a place like this. My jaw very nearly dropped to the floor, and I might have tripped over it had I still been walking. My heart hammered just as it had the first time I’d seen her in her office and the truth was she was even more beautiful than she was at work.

      The way the disco lights hit her eyes caused them to spark and her glossy hair bounced as she danced almost as much as her ass did. She stood out from the crowd like a flashing light as my eyes pinpointed her and I watched with growing desire as she moved along with the music, never spilling a drop of the drink she held in her left hand. The woman she danced with was equally as beautiful but no match to Ruby’s grace and movement and I found myself mesmerized by her.

      Goddamn it. Out of all the women in all the world, why did it have to be Ruby Bowman?

      I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, taking in a deep breath in an attempt to steel myself against the desire to walk right on over there to talk to her. Sure, we weren’t at work now, and there was nothing wrong with approaching her even if we were, but the fact was that the things I wanted to do to that women just weren’t appropriate.

      An elbow jabbed me in the ribs and Tommy stood beside me, holding out a bottle of beer. “You all right, brother?” he asked with a look of concern and a raised eyebrow. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I sighed, and I gestured toward the woman who was still dancing away in the crowd, “My boss is here.”

      As soon as I pointed her out, I realized my mistake. Tommy turned his attention to her and his mouth practically dropped open. “I thought you said she was simply average but, unless I have my beer goggles on already, which I’m sure I don’t, that woman is freaking scorching hot!”

      I flinched at the way he spoke about her. I didn’t like the way Tommy’s eyes looked her up and down or the way several other men in the club were doing the same from a distance.

      You better all keep it that way. That woman is too good for the likes of any of you. Hell, she’s too good for the likes of me.

      That thought made me angry and it was more than a little frustrating, but the fact was that it was more than a little true. Ruby Bowman was way out of my league. I knew it, she knew it, and I was pretty sure that everybody in the club would know it if they saw us together.

      “Why don’t you go and talk to her?” Tommy asked, “It’s clear that you like the looks of her. I can see you practically foaming at the mouth.”

      I straightened up a little and shook my head before I raised my bottle to my lips and took a long, quick swig. The harsh taste hit the back of my throat, but I handled it like a man and chugged down half the bottle before I relented.

      “I can’t do that,” I told my best friend. “It wouldn’t be right.”

      “All I said was go and talk to her. You don’t have to fuck her right here right now.” He shrugged as though it wasn’t a big deal and I sighed. The more he suggested things like that, the weaker I was going to become. Usually, I didn’t give a damn what other people thought or wanted me to do but he was talking to the deeper more primal me, the one who didn’t think straight when it came to women I was attracted to.

      “What harm can it do, really?” Tommy shrugged and looked at me as though he was really trying to persuade me to go there. I knew deep down that I really shouldn’t but something pulled me toward that woman, something telling me I simply had to have her. I needed to know what it felt like to wrap Ruby Bowman in my arms and take her.

      “I could lose my job,” I reminded him. “She’s my boss and it could ruin everything. I can’t go through that again.”

      “As far as she knows, you are just two people talking in a club,” Tommy insisted. “Nothing needs to happen that would risk your job. Just dip your feet in the water before you dive in. Flirting with a coworker is the perfect way to practice your skills because it can’t go anywhere.”

      I had to admit that what Tommy was saying did sound logical. Maybe that was simply because I really was struggling not to make a move on Ruby. He was still speaking to the animal inside of me, the one that didn’t care whether I lost my job over something like that, the one who just wanted the pleasure of being inside a beautiful woman. Until now, no woman had spoken to my animal like Ruby Bowman did.

      “Go for it!” Tommy urged, and I was just about to step forward when Ruby suddenly stopped dancing and turned in my direction. My heart stopped as she began to walk toward me and our eyes connected.
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      “Hey, Tessa! I need to use the little lady’s room,” I called over the music from where we had been dancing for the last twenty minutes. It felt like we had been moving for way long. I was out of breath and pretty sure that I would pass out if I didn’t take a break. I knew that Tessa would never let me go unless she thought I was desperate for the toilet and so I pulled away and quickly turned toward the restroom.

      I had just begun to walk away when something magnetic seemed to pull my gaze up from the crowdand look across the room. I paused dead in my tracks when I saw the familiar eyes gazing back at me from across the room. I barely managed to catch my jaw before it began to gape open and when I saw by the look of surprise on Major’s eyes I knew that he was just as shocked to see me standing there.

      For a moment, I wondered whether I might be able to turn around and pretend that I hadn’t seen him but when his friend gave him a quick shove in my direction, I realized that the two must have already been talking about me. My heart hammered in my chest as Major Lawson walked toward me through the crowd. His broad shoulders made it easy for him to barge his way through the ocean of people and I soon found myself in the shadow of his bulging figure.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I said, determined not to look like a startled doe in headlights. My chest ached with my continuing rapid heartbeat and when Major smiled at me, it only quickened more.

      “You were the last person I expected to see in a place like this,” he gestured around the room and I glanced around to follow his hand.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I furrowed my brow, not quite sure whether he was trying to offend or compliment me.

      “What I mean is that I thought you were way too classy to end up in a dumb bar like this.” Major shrugged.

      “This is the hottest club in town,” I told him with a smile, knowing that it sounded like the stupidest thing I’d ever said. Sure, the decoration was good, and the bar was pretty new, but the people and the music made the place one heck of a dive. If it wasn’t for Tessa, I wouldn’t think twice about stepping into a place like this. I much preferred a quiet drink in a pub.

      “I’m glad to hear sarcasm in your voice on that one.” He leaned closer to speak into my ear as though he was frightened that I wouldn’t be able to hear him. A part of me hoped that it might in fact simply be so that he could sneak closer to me without alarming me. The truth was he was one of the few men I wouldn’t be alarmed to get close to.

      Knock it off, Ruby.

      “You can hear that over the music?” I asked, leaning in closer to be sure that he could also hear me. When he nodded, I felt myself blush. Either he had excellent hearing, or he really was listening to me because he actually wanted to. There was no other way he could have heard my sarcasm over such loud music.

      “Hey, what do you say I get you a drink and we talk about work?” Major asked, and I instantly screwed up my face. Major looked almost hurt, as though he was sure I was rejecting his offer.

      “I’ll take the drink, but I’ll pass on the talking about work,” I told him with a smile to be sure that he knew I wasn’t rejecting him. “I’ve had enough of talking about the Buckskins to last me a lifetime. Let’s leave that talk for the office.”

      “Sounds like a good idea to me.” Major shrugged. I had to admit that out of the office and away from football, he seemed a lot less stubborn and arrogant. I was amazed when he turned and offered me his arm for me to slip my hand into the crook of his elbow. He led the way toward the bar, barging people out of my way so that I did not have to make my way through them. It was a relief not to have to do it for myself after almost being pushed right off my heels several times already during the night.

      “What can I get you?” Major yelled over the music.

      “Whatever you are having,” I told him as we reached the bar, and he allowed me to slip in front of him so that I was not pressed against by the crowd.

      “You don’t strike me as a beer drinker.” He raised an eyebrow.

      “What? A woman can’t have a beer and look cute?” I fluttered my eyelashes and then instantly regretted it. How could I be fluttering my eyelashes at my new coach? Sure, allowing him to buy me a drink was one thing, but a coworker could buy another coworker a drink without it meaning anything. Flirting and eyelash fluttering was a different story. I would not be that woman. I would not allow myself to go down that path.

      “Something tells me you could look cute doing just about anything,” Major insisted before he waved over the barman and ordered two bottles of beer. “Make sure the lady’s drink has an umbrella.”

      “How am I supposed to drink a beer out of a bottle with an umbrella in it?” I gaped at him and Major smiled back at me as though he had a devilish plan up his sleeve.

      “You’ll see,” he assured me.

      As soon as the bottles were placed in front of us, he paid the barman and handed me the bottle with the umbrella in it before picking up his own. I was about to remove the umbrella to take a sip when he pulled the small decoration from the neck of the bottle and reached up toward my ear. “May I?”

      I found myself nodding and, a moment later, I felt his fingertips brush against the flesh of my ear as he gently placed the open umbrella beneath my hair.

      “It matches the color of your eyes perfectly,” he told me.

      “Aren’t you a little charmer when you’ve had a drink?” I laughed.

      “If you gave me the chance, I could be a charmer without the drink.” Major shrugged. “But I think you were already predisposed to hate me when we met.”

      I instantly felt guilty because the truth was that he was right. I had been preprogrammed to hate him by all the rumors I’d heard, even if I prided myself on not listening to such gossip. It still had an effect on me, especially when it came to making decisions for the good of my team.

      “You might be right,” I sighed and took a sip of my beer. It was much better than the martini that Tessa had me choking down, but I wasn’t at all sure either if the two would mix well with the glass of wine I’d fallen asleep on the sofa with earlier that evening. It was too late to turn back now.

      “Maybe I could change your opinion of me?” Major suggested, and I was suddenly intrigued by what he was suggesting. From the way he spoke, I wasn’t at all sure his intentions were completely innocent, but I had to give him the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps I was simply reading too much into his tone because I was hopeful for something like that myself.

      You are not allowed to be hopeful for something like that. The feeling I got in my gut told me that the rest of my body wasn’t listening to my head in any way, shape, or form.

      “How do you propose to do that?” I asked before I took another swig of beer. I was going to need it if I was going to make it through this night.

      “Can we start over? Pretend like you’ve heard nothing about me and I’ve heard nothing about you?” Major held out his hand as though he wanted to shake on it. I looked down at his hand for a moment and puzzled over what he was asking me.

      Then I reached forward and took hold of his hand. “Sounds like a deal to me but what have you heard about me?” I was intrigued to know what kind of things had been going around about me but even as I asked the question, I wasn’t so sure I wanted to know.

      “I’ve heard that you are a beautiful, fierce woman who always gets what she wants.” Major shrugged as though it wasn’t a big deal. “I’ve also heard you can be pretty scary when you get angry.”

      “You’ve seen me pretty angry,” I reminded him as I remembered how he had stood in my office when I’d tried to call Scotty about leaking information that wasn’t his to leak.

      “Something tells me you could get a damn sight angrier than that,” Major said. “I’ve handled worse, and I’m lucky not to bear the scars from it.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that but something about the expression on his face told me that it wasn’t something he wanted to go into, at least not right now. I made a mental note to ask him about it in the future.

      “So, then, Major, tell me, what do you like to do in your spare time?” I asked, changing the subject. If he wanted to get to know me better, then I wanted to get to know him better, too. When he suddenly pulled his hand away, I realized I had been gripping hold of him for far too long. My hand still tingled as he turned his attention to his own beer.

      “Oh, you know, the same as most guys really,” he said. “I like to eat, drink, and follow sports.”

      “That sounds like a riveting life,” I joked, and I couldn’t help but giggle at the feigned look of shock on his face as though I had offended him.

      “What is so exciting about your own life then, Miss Bowman?” he asked, and my entire body shivered at the way he said my name. I found myself leaning in toward him, drawn by the sultry tone of his voice.

      “I guess I’m much the same as you,” I replied.

      “Are you sure you aren’t actually a man in drag?” he laughed, and I couldn’t help but laugh along with him.

      “Do I look like a man in drag?” I asked as I glanced down at myself and the lace dress I was wearing, “It definitely wasn’t the look I was going for.”

      “No way in hell do you look like a man in drag, but if you really do like eating, drinking, and sports as much as you say you do, you could quite possibly be my dream girl,” Major sighed and my heart skipped a beat. His last sentence pushed a thorn in my heart, “It’s a shame you are my boss.”

      His words suddenly reminded me of the situation we found ourselves in, and I tried to pull away from him. My back came up against the bar, and I realized I was trapped between the counter and his body. The rest of the crowd around us suddenly seemed to press in closer, and I began to feel claustrophobic.

      “I’m sorry.” I placed my half-empty bottle of beer on the counter beside me. “I think I am going to have to go. I suddenly don’t feel so well.”

      With that, I slipped past him and began to make my way quickly through the crowd, not bothering who I had to barge out of the way to get to where I needed to be and where I needed to be was far away from Major Lawson.

      I didn’t stop until reached the alleyway that led back out of the club and onto the street and then I stood in one of the alcoves in the hopes that if he tried to follow me he would walk right on past. I pressed myself back against the wall, closed my eyes and took a deep breath in order to steady myself and my wracked nerves.

      What the hell was I thinking? I asked myself as I realized that I had been leaning closer and closer into him. It was the kind of thing I did when I was attracted to somebody. I got closer and closer until I was close enough to kiss them and then I pulled away just enough for them to have to chase me for said kiss. Yet how the hell could I even think of playing that game with Major when he was my employee?

      I felt sick to my stomach with anger and guilt. I should never have allowed myself to get so close to him. Even worse than the fact he was my employee were all the things I had heard about him, not just the fact that he had hit his quarterback during the Super Bowl but also the fact that he was a known womanizer who fucked and chucked as though it was an all you could eat buffet and every woman was on the menu.

      “Keep your eyes on the prize,” I told myself out loud. “You just need him to help you get your team ready for the Super Bowl. Nothing else.”

      Yet there was a small voice in the back of my head that was whispering, you also need him to get you into bed.
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      I watched Ruby walk away with guilt in my stomach. I should never have offered to buy her a drink. I should have simply let her walk toward the restroom like I was sure she would have done if she hadn’t seen me standing there. I should have let her get on with her life and not put myself in front of her but with the way Tommy had been pushing me to go for it, I just couldn’t bring myself to stop. I wanted that woman and the animal inside of me wanted to do everything possible to make that happen, yet my mind knew better, and I knew better.

      “What the hell happened?” Tommy slid up beside me just as Ruby disappeared from view behind a guy who was far too tall for me to see her smaller frame. “What did you say to make her run off?”

      God damn it, you idiot. I thought over the last thing I had said to her. It was a sure way to scare her off by reminding her what kind of relationship we really had when it came down to it. She was my boss, and I was her employee. That was all there was to it.

      “I… I reminded her that she’s my boss.” I barely managed to stop myself from slapping myself with the palm of my hand to the face in a ‘doh’ motion.

      “Way to go and not get yourself laid.” Tommy laughed at me, and he patted me on the shoulder. “Let me get you another drink.”

      He waved his hand to the barman and waited for him to come over before he began to place his drink order.

      “No thanks.” I shook my head and downed the final dregs of my beer before I placed it on the counter in front of him. “I think I am just going to head home. I’ve got to be up early for work in the morning.”

      “Don’t be silly!” Tommy protested. “The night is still young, and there is still plenty of time for you to find a nice woman to go home with.”

      I shook my head at my friend and, for the first time, realized that was the last thing I wanted to do. The old me would have jumped at the chance to take just about anyone home and bury myself in them for a little while to forget my miserable life but something had changed in me over the last few days, and it no longer appealed to me.

      “I just want to go home on my own.” That wasn’t one hundred percent true but the only woman I would even consider going home with had just run out on me. “I’m not in the mood for this tonight.”

      “Don’t leave,” Tommy protested but I was already in the process of doing just that. I headed through the crowd in the same direction that Ruby had gone, heading for the front door and the alleyway beyond.

      I distantly heard Tommy calling after me above the music, but I didn’t turn around or stop. I simply continued going until I reached the alleyway and finally stopped to give myself a minute to breathe.

      The air outside the club was much less heavy, and I found it easier to breathe as I sucked air into my lungs. I closed my eyes for a second, allowing my breathing to calm me and my racing heart. My entire body was tense with frustration and not simply because all I wanted to do was go home. I was frustrated because Ruby had turned me on to high hell in that tight black lace dress and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Why the hell did she have to be my boss? I was about to give up and head home when I suddenly heard a muffled scream coming from halfway down the alley.

      I suddenly remembered that there was a slight bend before you made it to the street farther down. Something about the sound I’d just heard filled me with dread, and I found myself rushing forward to the aid of whoever was in trouble.

      “Get off me!” I heard the familiar voice hit my ears just before I turned the corner and my blood instantly began to boil.

      The sight that met my eyes was more than enough to make me explode on a good day but the fact that this was Ruby caused me to fly at the guy who was pinning her to the wall of the alcove she was standing in.

      “Please, leave me alone,” she begged him, but the stumbling drunk guy didn’t seem to hear her. He didn’t seem to care that she didn’t want the attention he was giving her and the way his hands traveled up and down her body caused my entire body to burn with hatred.

      I grabbed hold of the back of his shirt and ripped him away from her, hearing the tearing of material as his hand fisted in the front of her dress. On a normal day, my male brain might take over and I would have gazed down at her overly exposed breasts bouncing in her black lace bra but now I was simply too angry.

      I whipped around with the guy’s shirt still gripped in my hand and shoved him against the other wall. “Didn’t you hear her?” I growled as I got up in his face and the stench of alcohol on his breath almost took my nose off. “She said get the hell off her!”

      “Hey, man! I was just having a little fun!” the guy protested, and his hands flew up in the air in surrender. Now both of my hands were in the front of his shirt, and I was almost lifting him up off his feet against the wall.

      “I don’t think she saw it that way,” I snapped at him. “Did you see it that way, Ruby?”

      Even as I spoke, I never took my eyes away from the gaze of the other man, who was only half my size. My teeth were gritted with anger, and I could feel the red mist rolling in. I knew that if I allowed it to continue much longer, I would not be able to control myself. There was one thing that was true about me in the newspapers—when somebody got me angry, it was hard for me to control it. I’d spent my entire life trying to control my anger, but it sometimes got the best of me.

      “Major!” Ruby’s voice hit me through the fog. “Major, please! Let him go!”

      For a moment, I couldn’t do as she asked. I was just too wound up. My fists tightened further in the guy’s shirt, and I felt myself lifting him ever higher.

      “Major! You are strangling him!” she gasped at me and when I felt her hand land on my shoulder, the spell was suddenly broken. I stepped away, releasing the guy from my grip.

      “Get out of here,” I warned him. “Before I change my mind and dash your head against those bricks.”

      The guy looked absolutely terrified as he scurried away like a frightened rabbit. When I turned to look at Ruby, she looked just as horrified as he was, and my chest began to ache with guilt all over again. The last person I wanted to look at me like that was Ruby. It made my heart hurt to see that expression on her face.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her gently as I breathed in slowly, attempting to calm myself down. “I just can’t stand it when I see a woman in danger.”

      “That… that’s okay.” She reached up and placed her hand on my shoulder again, squeezing it gently. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t turned up.”

      I shivered at the thought of it. I couldn’t bear to think what might have happened if that guy had gotten what he wanted from her. Would he have stopped at a little grope or would he have gone even further? Would he have completely ruined Ruby’s views on men?

      “I would never have let that happen,” I promised her, and she smiled warmly to me though we both knew that there would have been nothing I could have done if I hadn’t turned up just at the right moment.

      “Can I buy you a drink to say thank you?” she asked me.

      “I thought you had to leave.” I raised my eyebrow. We both knew the real reason why she had been leaving but I couldn’t bring myself to let her go on that one so easily.

      “I shouldn’t have run away like that.” She shook her head. “I should have at least gotten hold of Tessa and told her we were leaving.”

      “I guess everything happens for a reason.” I realized that had it not been for that man holding her up, I might not have been standing with her right now. Everything certainly did happen for a reason, even if we couldn’t see it right away. Perhaps that was the real reason why I’d gotten my big break. Perhaps it wasn’t to coach the Houston Buckskins. Perhaps it was because I was supposed to meet this woman and be standing here right now with her.

      “Then let me get you a drink.” She smiled at me.

      “There is no way I am letting you go back in there like that,” I told her as I glanced down at her chest just long enough to show her that she was overly exposed.

      “Oh, my!” she gasped, and she reached up to grip hold of the front of her dress and pull it shut. “Maybe I should go home after all.”

      “My place is just around the corner,” I told her as I pulled my jacket off my shoulders and wrapped it around hers to help cover her up. “I’ve probably got an old shirt lying around you could borrow while we have a nightcap?”

      Ruby took my jacket willingly but at my last comment, she raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m not so sure being alone is the best idea.”

      “I’m a big boy and you are a big girl,” I told her with a grin. “I’m sure that you can keep your hands off me.”

      “What if you can’t keep your hands off me?” she asked.

      “Who says you are even my type?” I winked at her and she scowled. Another score for me. “Come on. I can’t let you go home in this state.”

      I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and instantly felt her trembling beneath me. Though she was putting a brave face on it, I could tell she was still traumatized by what had happened.

      “What about my friend?” she asked.

      “You got a picture of her?” I asked as we paused a little farther down the alley.

      “Yes, of course, I do; she’s my best friend. What has that got to do with anything?”

      “Give me your phone.” I held out my hand, and she scowled at me with a raised eyebrow but reached into her handbag and pulled her phone out anyway, “Put a picture of her into a text and then give it to me. I’ll handle the rest.”

      She did as I asked and then I took the phone. I dialed Tommy’s number into the top of the text and typed a quick message asking him to make sure that my boss’s best friend got home okay because there had been a small incident.

      “I don’t know him,” she protested. “He could be anybody and you have just given him a picture of my best friend. What if he hurt her? I’d never forgive myself.”

      “Tommy is my best friend, and I can assure you that I would trust him with my life,” I told her. “Now come on. Let’s get you back to my place before you catch your death out here half naked.”
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      What the hell am I doing here? That was the first thing that came to my mind when I stepped into Major’s hotel room. Similar questions had been flying through my mind ever since I left the Black Orchid with his arm wrapped around my neck, but the truth was I just couldn’t face the thought of going home alone right now. Not after what had just almost happened to me.

      I could still imagine that slime ball’s hands as they roamed all over my body and the way his breath had stung my eyes as he’d tried to slap a big kiss on my face. He had been so drunk that he’d missed and gotten my cheek instead, but he was almost twice my size and there was no way I could have pushed him away, even if I had been completely sober. I’d felt my heels wobbling beneath me as he’d pushed me back against the wall and my heart had hammered in my chest. I’d been frozen, paralyzed beneath him as though he had injected me with something, although I’d never felt the sting.

      I had always told myself that in that kind of situation, I would react better than I did then, but I now knew that wasn’t true. If Major hadn’t come out just in time to rescue me, I would be just another sad statistic by now. The thought of that brought tears to my eyes.

      “Are you all right?” Major asked as he handed me a crystal glass of whiskey. I sat on his couch with his jacket still wrapped tightly around me. I was shivering, though I wasn’t sure whether it was the coolness in the room or the fact that I was still in shock. I stared at a fixed point on the floor in front of me as I took the glass, unable to look him in the eye as I nodded. I knew that he could see that I was not in fact all right.

      “I’m just worried about Tessa.” I shrugged my shoulders. “That’s all.”

      “I promise you that your friend will be fine with Tommy,” Major assured me, and the serious tone of his voice told me that I could trust him. I guess I must have been able to trust him to a certain extent, otherwise, I never would have hired him to coach my team in the first place. “That’s not all that’s wrong. I know you are still shaken up by what happened in the alley. That’s why I thought you could use something a little stronger than beer.”

      He gestured at the glass in my hand, and I nodded as I took a swig of the silky brown liquid. It burned the back of my throat, and I almost gagged on it but when it slipped down my throat, it began to warm me from the inside and definitely helped with the trauma.

      “I really don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t turned up,” I admitted, and I felt myself beginning to shake even more as images began to go through my head all over again of what might have happened if he hadn’t turned up. I distantly remembered wondering where Flash could have gotten to and why the bouncer wasn’t around to help me but then I remembered the huge queue that had been waiting to be let in and knew there was no way he would have even been able to hear me over all the noise they were making, not to mention the music blaring from the club. I was lucky that Major had been able to hear me from down the alley or I would have been done for.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Major wrapped his arm around my shoulder as though he realized that I really was in need of a little comfort right now. “I’ve got you.”

      It was nice to simply be held by a man without the knowledge that he wanted something more from me. From the way that Major had spoken to me in the alley, I knew he wasn’t interested in me for anything like that and it was a pleasant relief to simply be able to be myself around a man who didn’t see me as something he simply wanted to stick his dick inside. To him, I was an equal. Yes, I was his boss, but I was also his equal, or at least that was how he made me feel.

      I found myself turning my face up toward his and before I even had a chance to realize what I was doing, my lips pressed firmly against his. His body stiffened against my own and for a moment everything seemed to hang in time and space. We were simply pressed against each other, holding each other, kissing each other.

      Then Major suddenly pulled away and shook his head, turning his gaze away from me and unwrapping his arms from around me. I instantly felt disappointment wash over me as he pushed himself to his feet. “I can’t allow that to happen. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry.” Tears pricked in the corners of my eyes. I had no idea why I felt the need to cry. Perhaps it was because of the trauma I had just been through or the fact that the guy I was so attracted to had just rejected my advances. There was no way I was going to cry in front of Major Lawsen of all people. “I shouldn’t have done that. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “We’ll chalk it up to the alcohol,” Major sighed, and I was relieved to have that excuse at least.

      “Perhaps I should just go home.” I pushed myself to my feet and unwrapped myself from his jacket to hand it back to him. I couldn’t help but admire the way Major averted his gaze from my sudden state of undress. There weren’t many men on the planet who would have the strength to do such a thing.

      “I don’t like the thought of you going home in this state on your own, and I’ve had too much to drink to give you a lift even if my truck wasn’t still at Tommy’s bar.” Major shrugged his shoulders.

      “I can call myself a cab,” I protested but the second I reached into my handbag for my cell phone, I realized it was almost dead.

      “There’s no way you are getting in the back of a cab with a pervy taxi driver looking like that,” Major gestured at me, without glancing down, and I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment, “No, you can stay here for the night and in the morning, I’ll grab my truck from Tommy’s and take you home.”

      “But we have work in the morning,” I protested, “I can’t be late.”

      “You are the boss. Of course, you can be slightly late.” Major scowled at me. “I’m sure nobody would even notice if you just gave them a flutter of those dark eyelashes of yours.”

      “I might be a woman but that doesn’t mean that’s how I get the job done,” I protested, and I placed my hands on my hips, standing a little taller before I realized that my breasts were popping out of my ripped dress even more. I quickly adjusted my position to hide them a little better.

      “It was just a suggestion,” Major said with his hands raised in surrender. “Don’t shoot me for being a typical guy.”

      Something about Major Lawson that told me he was far from being a typical guy. I didn’t know many men who would have a half-naked woman in their hotel room and not try to sleep with her, even if she was his boss.

      “If you are going to hold me against my will, you can at least tell me where I can sleep,” I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest in an attempt to cover up most of my nudity.

      “You can take the bed.” He gestured over to the four-poster bed on the other side of the room. “I’ll take the couch.”

      “No, I’ll take the couch,” I protested, “This is your hotel room and I am an intruder.”

      “You are a guest, so do as I say and take the bed,” Major ordered and I saw a flash of that anger that had rescued me in the alleyway earlier that evening.

      “All right! All right! Don’t get your knickers in a twist,” I told him, and I couldn’t help but smile at the way his eyes flashed with anger all over again. Score for me.

      “You women can be so infuriating sometimes.” He glared at me, and I found myself wanting to goad him on some more but the yawn that ripped from my throat stopped me. “Get yourself to bed, and I’ll fish out something for you to slip over that dress in the morning.”

      “There is no way I am sleeping nude in your hotel room,” I told him. “Have you got anything I can wear tonight?”

      Major sighed as though I was rapidly testing his patience and then he turned and headed over to the drawer close to the bed. I watched as he pulled out two t-shirts, one black, and one white. Deciding that it wasn’t the best option to wear a white t-shirt with nothing else on underneath, I took the black one from him and smiled. “I’ll change in the bathroom.”

      “You do that,” he told me as he placed the other t-shirt on the end of the bed ready for the morning. I headed over to the bathroom and paused at the door to watch him pull the top blanket off the bed and wander over to the couch to throw himself down. “Make sure you turn out the lights when you’re finished, will you?”

      “Will do, boss.” I saluted him much like he had done to me before, and I knew that my use of the word caused his jaw to tense. That was more than a little satisfying as I headed into the bathroom to change into the t-shirt he’d given me.

      I slipped out of my favorite dress and took a moment to mourn the fact that it was now ruined before I pulled on the t-shirt. The smell of it washed over me, and I realized that save for the fact it was clean, it definitely smelled like Major. He’d only been close enough to me for me to smell him a couple of times, but it was a scent my brain had remembered.

      I lifted the hem of the collar to my nose so that I could give it another quick sniff. I tried to tell myself that it was simply because I hadn’t smelled the great scent of a man in so long, but I was almost sure there was more to it than that.
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      I threw myself down on the couch because it was the only thing I could do to control myself. The thought that Ruby was in my hotel room, half naked and soon to be even more naked in my bathroom, overwhelmed me with desire. There was nothing I wanted more than to rip that dress right off her curvy frame and take her to bed myself. If she hadn’t been my boss, I would have wasted no time in doing that, but she was my boss and I had to respect that.

      Even as I laid on the couch and closed my eyes in an attempt to get to sleep because I had to be up for work in the morning, I couldn’t help but listen to her moving around in the bathroom. I heard her turn on the tap. I could hear her walking around, her now bare feet slapping against the tiles. Even those sounds caused me to want to rip off my blanket and head over to the door, knock, and let myself in. I wanted to take her in my arms and kiss her and do so many other things to her, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      My lips still tingled where she had pressed her own against my mouth with such force that she had almost knocked me backward. I was already cursing myself for refusing her, but I would never take advantage of any woman who had drunk too much, and the fact was that if anything was going to happen between the two of us, I wanted us both to be one hundred percent sober when that happened. I didn’t want to leave any room for regrets on either of our parts.

      Stop thinking about it and planning it because it is not going to happen. I screwed my eyes shut even tighter and attempted to turn my ears off to the sounds of her moving. When I heard the bathroom door click open and her slip out to head over to the bed, I couldn’t help but risk a peek.

      My cock hardened instantly as I saw the lace panties peeking out from under my black t-shirt that was too short to have been considered anywhere close to dress length. Lucky for me, she didn’t glance in my direction or she would have seen me ogling her like a schoolboy. Even in an oversized t-shirt, she was the sexiest woman I’d ever seen, and I found myself struggling even harder not to go to her.

      “Major? Are you awake?” she called over to me as she slipped under the blankets and into the bed, the bed where I had slept every night for the last month or so since the lease on my apartment had run out.

      I decided that it was best to pretend that I was in fact asleep. The more I spoke to her, the more she would draw me in with her charm and her beauty. I had to keep a safe distance from her until I could get her home the next morning.

      I quickly closed my eyes again, hoping she wasn’t close enough to see that they had been open and barely managed to stop myself from pretending to snore. I was a terrible actor, and she’d know that I was faking as soon as I tried it.

      As though she had bought it, she turned over in the bed and laid down. I barely managed to stop myself from sighing with relief.

      

      I wasn’t sure when I got to sleep but I woke up to screaming. The shrill, terrified sound made me instantly sit bolt upright on the couch. In the darkness of the room, I could barely see the writhing form atop the bed, but the screaming was enough to tell me that Ruby was in quite a lot of distress. From the way she thrashed about, I knew she was still asleep and as I jumped up from the couch and rushed over to her, I realized she must have been having a nightmare.

      I dropped onto the bed beside her and pinned her to the mattress by her shoulders so that she couldn’t hurt herself. Shaking her gently, I whispered, “Ruby, Ruby, wake up.”

      Her eyes flew open, red and wide with terror. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyelids and the sight caused my heart to wrench. She writhed free of my hands, backing away from me as though she thought I had been trying to attack her.

      “Get away from me!” she screamed, and I felt my heart ache for her.

      “Ruby, it’s all right.” I quickly flicked on the lamp on the bedside table. “Ruby, it’s me, Major.”

      Slowly recognition dawned on her face and tears began to stream down her cheeks, “Oh, Major! It was awful!” she gasped as she rushed forwards and wrapped her arms tightly around my neck. I could feel her bare breasts pressed up against my chest and I barely managed to contain myself. If she hadn’t been weeping I might not have been so controlling.

      “It’s all right, you are all right.” I comforted her with a hand stroking down her back as I held her close to me. “I’m here. I’ve got you.”

      There was something so calm, so intimate about the moment that I felt myself falling into her, melting into her arms as she held on so tightly to my neck that she almost choked me. She was strong when she was scared, and I was suddenly surprised that she hadn’t been able to fend her attacker off in the alley.

      “I… I’m sorry,” she gasped as she suddenly remembered herself and quickly pulled away from me. Disappointment lit inside me like a forest fire, and I barely managed to stop myself from taking hold of her and pulling her back into my arms.

      “You don’t need to be sorry.” I told her as I reached out and placed my hand on hers instead, “You had a nightmare and I’m here for you. There’s nothing to be sorry about in that.”

      I squeezed her hand gently until she smiled sadly to me.

      “I don’t know how I am going to go back to sleep after that.” Her hand trembled beneath my own. “It felt so real.”

      “I know.” I sighed. “Dreams often can.”

      “Will you lie with me?” she asked suddenly, and I was shocked by the request. Anyone would thing that she had just asked me to jump on top of her and bang her brains out, but the truth was all she wanted was for me to lie with her and

      I was more than sure I could handle that request, at least if the animal inside me didn’t try to take over for a while.

      I gritted my teeth as I slipped farther onto the bed, kicked off my shoes and held out my arm. She hesitated for a moment before she settled down with her head on my chest. “Tomorrow this never happened, okay?” she told me.

      “Tomorrow this never happened,” I promised, although deep inside my heart ached at the thought of having to pretend it didn’t. If promising something like that was what it took to hold this woman in my arms, even for one night and never to really get to be with her, then that was what I would do.

      I tried my best to relax back against the pillows as she rested her head on my chest and placed her hand on my stomach. Her fingers played with the front of my t-shirt and the sensation of her fingertips grazing over my flesh, even through the material, was enough to make me quiver.

      Her hands were soft but insistent. I tried to keep my thoughts on something else, anything else, but her fingers were running up and down my chest. It was part relaxing and part incessantly erotic. I tried to shift my hips, trying to will down the massive hardon I knew was going to be visible if she opened her eyes. When her fingertips grazed my nipples through the shirt, it lit my entire body on fire. She was killing me with only the lightest of touches.

      Suddenly, her fingers splayed wide. They measured my pecs, trailed down to my ribs. Her soft voice was closer to my ear than I thought when she whispered, “What’s wrong?”

      I fought the urge to laugh. What’s wrong? I wanted her so fucking badly my entire body was strained in her direction. All sorts of scandalous thoughts were coursing through me, hotter than blood. “Nothing,” I grunted.

      She laughed softly. “Do you just not like cuddling?”

      My eyes closed shut quickly then reopened. I could be honest with her, or I could pretend like everything was fine and attempt to be a friend right now. Friend. Yikes. When had that become something I wanted to be? “I like cuddling just fine, Ruby.”

      She pushed herself up on one arm, looking at me in the dim lighting. “Then what is it?”

      It was everything. The smell of her perfume and womanhood. The feel of her warm body against mine. The thought that if I shifted my hand just right, I could rub the nipple currently poking through my black t-shirt. I could tease it, play with it, suck it, fuck it. My body shuddered at the thought.

      “Major, just tell me,” she sighed. “If this is too weird for you, I’m sure I can—“

      With a groan, I gave up the fight. Maybe it was the way she said my name. Maybe it was the feeling of her full breast against my chest. Maybe I was just so damn tired of fighting my attraction to her. Whatever the reason, I gave up trying to fight it. With one arm, I tangled a hand in her hair, pulling her to me so hard that she gasped. I gentled my grip. With my other hand, I felt up the curve of her waist.

      My eyes flicked closed, trying to keep any semblance of control because I had to know something. I had to know it before I could continue. “Tell me if you don’t like this. And I’ll stop. Quickly.”

      While she stared at me, confused, I crushed my mouth down on hers. And then groaned aloud. She tasted like raspberries and chocolate and woman. If I was hard before, I was a rock now. My cock had never ached this bad for a woman. My mouth tugged hers, drawing her into me and my embrace. I sucked on her bottom lip, absorbing her moan. Our tongues tangle together, a violent make out but no less hot than I’d be expecting. Hell, it was more like an inferno.

      After a few minutes, I came up for air and stared at her. Her mouth was swollen, moist, and so delicious red that it was a miracle I could restrain myself from kissing her again. “Tell me if you didn’t like it. Tell me now and I’ll stop.”

      She stared at me, her eyes light even in the darkness, her cheeks flushed and pink. With a daring look, she inched closer to me until our lips were a breath away. That took all the willpower I had, not to crush her to me and force her underneath me again, if only for a moment. But I waited. I had to. I had to know that she comprehended I wasn’t forcing her simply because I was bigger, like the guy at the bar. It had to be her choice, even though she was killing me with every moment she waited.

      With a little smirk, her lips pressed into mine and her body stretched in a lithe movement that thrust every part of her onto my hard body. It literally took my breath away to feel the hard points of her nipples through my shirt against my chest. My other hand rose to secure her against me, certain that I was not going to let her go unless she made me. With a growl, I admitted, “I want you so fucking bad, Ruby Bowman.”

      She let out this little mewl of a sound that had my cock twitching in response. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders, lifting the globes of her breasts until they settled against me like we were made to fit together. With a single motion, I pulled off my t-shirt, leaving only one of us clothed in my cotton shirt. With a devilish glint in her eye, her soft fingers started rubbing my chest. My breath came out in heaving gasps, her fingers lighting fires wherever they touched.

      Her fingers kept splaying out, then squeezing shut, feeling the sparse hair on my chest. While I was focused on dropping the shirt from my hands onto the floor, the little minx started to kiss and lick my bare chest. “Fuck,” I groaned.

      It felt amazing. She felt amazing. My cock pressed into her, wanting its own turn, but I knew if she touched me, it would all be over. I wanted it too badly, wanted her too badly to control myself any longer.

      With a grin, she ran her tongue from my nipple, down my ribs to the elastic waistband of my athletic shorts. The air expelled in my chest, feeling the wet heat of her tongue as it slid just below the elastic line, teasing, dipping. “Ruby. God.”

      Instead of answering, she tugged down the shorts. I was naked underneath them. Really, I’d only donned them to make her feel more comfortable. Her tongue teased the top of my crotch, my entire groin seizing up into one big ball of sensation, awaiting the pressure of her moist tongue.

      She slid down my body so that she was at eye level with the appendage currently holding the most blood in my body. I closed my eyes, waiting for the gentle pressure. Instead, I was suddenly engulfed in pure liquid heat. I was sure I cried out, but I didn’t remember it. All I knew was that suddenly it was like a tight, wet, hot glove of pleasure wrapped around my dick. Her tongue licked and sucked me until I was practically writhing. I’d never felt anything like it before.

      If I would start getting too close, she’d pull back, licking the head in a swirl pattern that kept me hard but wouldn’t let me orgasm. It was driving me crazy and I wanted to explode, but I didn’t want it to stop.

      “Ruby, what are you doing?” I gasped.

      “Shh,” she whispered back to me. “Don’t think. Just feel.”

      The truth was that was all I could do as she began to stroke my cock up and down with her fingers and mouth wrapped around me. The movements were slow and agonizingly pleasurable, and I found myself biting my lip, tensing every muscle in my body against the urge to jump on her right there and then.

      “Ruby,” I moaned, knowing I was getting too close to hold back. “You need to—“

      But she didn’t wait for instruction. I’m not sure why I thought that she would. Instead, she let my cock go with a pop and a lick to the head, and then pushed herself upward and climbed onto me, straddling me with her perfect thighs. I felt as though I really had died and gone to heaven.

      “Is this what you want?” she asked as she hovered her pussy over my cock. She gripped him with her hand and rubbed the tip gently against her folds. My mind was blown when I felt the wetness of her pussy against my cock and I knew that she was ready for me. My hands tightened into fists in the sheets to stop myself from grabbing hold of her, whipping her over onto her back and ramming myself deep inside her.

      “Don’t tease me, Ruby,” I warned her. “I can’t handle it when you tease me.”

      She looked at me with a devilish smile on her face, and I knew that she knew she had me right where she wanted me, and I was right where I wanted to be.

      “Tell me, is this what you really want?” She swiveled her hips to massage the tip of my cock with her wet sex.

      “Yes, this is what I want,” I told her and when she slid herself down onto my cock, I gasped with pleasure. She was so tight that I could barely believe it, so tight that she took my breath away. I blinked up at her just in time to see a look of satisfaction on her face and knew that she was pleased with where she was sitting.

      “Take it easy on me, baby,” I told her as I reached down to grip hold of her hips. She began to rock backward and forward until I felt my head spinning with pleasure. She was going to kill me. “Go easy on me.”

      The way she moved caused my entire body to erupt with pleasure and for the first time in my life, I found it impossible to hold on to the orgasm that was threatening to rip me apart. My entire world spun, and I continued to struggle on, holding my breath in an attempt to hold on to the pleasure just a little while longer.

      I needed her with me though. It was like it was my only goal in life right now. If she didn’t come first, I’d never be able to live with myself. Committed to the goal and throwing myself into it like I did everything, I started to buck my hips. I thrust so deep inside of her that the tip of my cock bumped her womb, causing her to moan and writhe on my dick.

      Reaching up, I fondled the perfect globe of her breast in my hand. When she gasped, I knew that I’d found her weak spot. “You like that, don’t you?”

      She moaned in response, a perfect answer if I’d ever heard one. I squeezed her nipple, thumbing it to a hard point before reaching up and sucking it into my mouth. She exhaled a breathy scream, and I teased the nub with my teeth. It was so fucking hot that she seemed to like it a little bit rough. Daring to go just a little farther, I tugged on her hair, forcing her neck back and teasing her soft skin with my lips, tongue, and teeth, my hot breath in her ear, saying, “I’m gonna fuck you so hard, you’re going to think about me every step that you take tomorrow.”

      She gave a shuddering scream, and her pussy clenched around me, milking me for everything I had. I lost control, rope after rope of cum sliding up into her greedy pussy. I felt her quaking, sliding and gripping me so tight that I swear I blacked out for a minute.

      “Damn it, baby!” I groaned as I bust the last of my load inside of her.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          16

        

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        .

        .

        .

      

      

      
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN

        . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        

    
    






          .

        

      

    
    
      
        Ruby

      

      

      “Ruby,” a man’s voice whispered in my ear, and I fluttered my eyes open to realize that I was lying upon a man’s chest. My heart hammered as I tried desperately to remember the events of the night before, but nothing came to me. When I moved slightly in the bed, the sheets stroked against my bare legs, and I realized that I wasn’t wearing my dress. Had I really been that drunk that I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten here?

      Panic rose in my throat as I realized that I’d slept with someone. I couldn’t remember sleeping with whoever it was, but I had. I must have done at least something with the man who was currently lying next to me. How else would we have ended up in bed together like this? Please, don’t be Scotty. That was the last thing that I needed right now – to deal with Scotty hanging on and insisting that I had feelings for him when I surely did not.

      I looked down at the man next to me and realized from the look on his partially-covered face that he must have still been asleep.

      Recognition hit me like a semi-truck. I knew that hair, that face, that muscled upper body. It’s Major. For a moment, I was overwhelmed with the sweet sensation that he must have been dreaming about me to have spoken my name while he slept. Then I felt the rush of panic all over again at what I had done, and I began to clamber quickly out of the bed. Oh, God. How had this happened?

      My heart raced as I looked around the room for my dress, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember where I’d taken it off. When I gazed down at myself, I realized I was wearing one of his t-shirts. One of Major’s t-shirts, a stark piece of evidence that it had happened. They’d officially crossed all sorts of inappropriate lines.

      How the hell did I get into this? My head began to throb. I wasn’t sure whether it was the stress of the situation I found myself in or the fact that I’d had way too much to drink that made my head hurt but all I knew was that I wanted it to stop.

      “Ruby?” Major’s voice hit my ears again and the questioning tone told me that he was awake this time. For a moment, I thought of ignoring him and pretending like I hadn’t heard him. I thought of slipping into the bathroom to pretend I was freshening up. I just needed a moment or two to process.

      “Ruby, are you all right?”

      He shifted in the bed, and I knew that it was too late to run now. I was a deer in headlights. I turned to face him and saw the look of concern on his face.

      “No, I’m not all right,” I cried. “This was a bad idea. I should never have gone out last night. I should never have come back here with you. I should never have slept with you. Everything is ruined!”

      I ran my fingers through my hair as I felt the headache worsening. I could do nothing but screw my eyes closed in an attempt to ease it off.

      “Whoa! Hey! Ruby, calm down!” Major jumped off the bed. “This didn’t ruin anything. At least it hadn’t until you freaked the fuck out on me and made me feel like sex with me sucked.”

      Just as my eyes flew open, he gripped my arms as though he wanted to steady me against my racing thoughts.

      “Ruby, look at me,” he told me. I turned my face up to look at him, and he stared me right in the eye as he added, “Did sex with me suck? Is that what this is about? Because we can just pretend it never happened. Or we can try again…”

      I bit back a laugh. I was starting to have flashbacks of last night and not a single one of them sucked. “Umm, I’m not sure. I don’t remember.”

      He looked slightly irritated. “You don’t remember having sex with me? Me – Major Lawson.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded as I snapped myself away from him, suddenly offended. “Like just because you’re Major Lawson the sex had to have been great? Like I didn’t have anything to do with it? It wasn’t a team effort?”

      “Damn it, woman, you are infuriating,” he growled at me. “A moment ago you were devastated because you remembered that we had slept together but now you are angry because I told you we could pretend like it had never happened.”

      “I’m angry because you acted like a pompous dick about it!” I yelled at him and instantly regretted it as it caused my head to throb all the more. I pressed my hand to my temple and screwed my face up again.

      “I’m sorry,” he shook his head and sighed deeply. “I said that because I’m trying to do whatever I have to do to make you understand that I’ll do anything to fix this. You had too much to drink and you were traumatized and it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have made a move at all. The truth is, when I thought about us having sex prior, I would have preferred it be remembered on way better terms than this.”

      “I’m sorry,” I sighed as I continued to run my fingers through my hair. “I’m always a mess the morning after I’ve been out drinking. I wasn’t thinking clearly either”

      “I can see that,” he looked me up and down and I was suddenly all too aware of the fact that I was stood in front of him half naked.

      “Where is my dress?” I asked him as I pulled the hem of the t-shirt I was wearing down a little further so that he could no longer see my panties.

      He was smiling as though he was pleased by my discomfort as he replied, “I assume you left it in the bathroom when you got changed last night but its ruined, so you’ll have to wear this over the top.”

      He picked up a white t-shirt from the end of the bed and I distantly remembered him getting it out of the top drawer the night before.

      “Thanks,” I told him as I took hold of the t-shirt.

      “Why don’t you have a shower here to save you having one when you get home and I’ll run over to Tommy’s and grab my truck?” he suggested.

      I was about to protest when he began to walk away, leaving no room for me to argue with him. When he stopped at the door and looked back over his shoulder, I knew there was no way I was going to persuade him not to help me. “I’ll be back in a few.”

      With that, he disappeared from the room, leaving me feeling a whirlwind of emotions. I had no idea what I was even doing here. What the hell had I been thinking? That was just it. I hadn’t been thinking. I had been drunk and just went on feelings and emotions. Why else would I have spent the night with Major Lawson? My body clearly had taken hold of the reins and my mind had taken a back seat.

      Determined not to think about it anymore, I turned and padded into the bathroom. Dropping the t-shirt he’d given me down onto the counter beside the sink, I stripped off the other t-shirt and my panties and flicked on the shower.

      After waiting a few moments for the water to heat, I slipped under the jet and stood for a few moments simply enjoying the feel of the water rushing over my body. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I pushed my head back under the water and allowed it to soak into my hair.

      After shampooing, I grabbed some shower gel and began to rub it all over my body. I needed to remove all the sweat and grime from the club. When I ran my fingers over my back, I felt pain shoot up my spine, and I gasped in surprise. I remembered suddenly the way that my attacker had forced me back against the wall of the alcove, and I realized that he must have pushed me hard enough to bruise. I wasn’t one for bruising easily, so he must have given me a real hard shove.

      “Ruby? Are you okay?”

      Major’s voice interrupted my reverie of the night before. I shivered, his voice running through me in a way that had nothing to do with the attacker or the heat of the water currently pouring over me.

      Clearly, he didn’t want to wait for my answer and the door opened slowly, first a crack then wider. His head popped through, his gaze intense even through the steam of the shower and the glass. “Are you okay?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Suddenly, everything from last night hit me at once. Not just the attack, but him. Everything that had happened. It was so much to take in. I felt faint. I let out a little mewl of distress, and he strode over to me in a flash, ripping off his athletic shorts and cotton shirt in two moves that barely registered in my vision.

      He opened the glass door, stepping into the large tiled walk-in shower completely naked. I gasped. “Major…”

      His cheeks were flushed already, but whether it was from the heat, the attraction, or embarrassment, I’d likely never know. His voice was low when he asked, “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, my wet hair sliding against my nude shoulders. “Yeah, it was just… everything, you know?”

      He stayed silent for a moment. “You don’t always have to be so strong. You can lean on someone else for a few minutes if you want. I can do that for you.”

      My heart flipped a little. The guy was actually kind of sweet, when he wanted to be. I laughed. “Thanks.”

      “And if you need someone to help you rinse off…” he offered, looking at me intensely.

      The giggle I was going to let go died in my throat as he looked at me. I didn’t really think he was kidding. Eager to forget the night before, I should’ve gotten out of the shower, but I couldn’t look away from him. Couldn’t walk away.

      Instead, I reached forward, sliding wet hands up his shoulders, down his muscled ribcage and abs. When I hooked my hand around his hardness, he let out a groan that sounded a lot like my name. Biting back a smile, I enjoyed myself for a few minutes. Here, I was in power. I was in control. I rubbed him up and down, his member slick and so hot.

      I was about to drop down to my knees to take him in my mouth, when he must’ve seen the bruises on me. He hissed. “I should’ve killed that guy.”

      I motioned it off. “No, you shouldn’t have. And I’d like to focus on… other things right now.”

      He let out a strangled chuckle, then dropped his mouth down onto mine. Our tongues fought for purchase, our make-out session almost desperate in its intensity. He reached down and sucked my nipple into his mouth, causing me to gasp. It was like a frisson of intense heat straight to my core.

      Without preamble, he slipped his cock into me on a thrust that had me begging for something I couldn’t voice. He was so big, so hard, that all I could think about was having more. In any way possible. He started to thrust into me, his eyes flickering shut and his hands squeezing my breasts until I was a mess of emotions and feeling.

      My orgasm came suddenly, rushing through me and causing my thighs to clench around him. When my pussy constricted, he groaned, and I felt him release into me. We both stayed like that, together, for a few minutes until I realized I probably looked like a drowned rat and needed to get out of the shower.

      He reached forward, washing all the soap off me. We both slipped out of the shower, toweled dry with only a few inappropriate touches to our naked bodies. When I turned to take a look at my back in the mirror, I was stunned. The large purple bruise that covered my lower back was even worse than I thought but I was relieved when I examined the rest of my body and found that there weren’t any marks that anyone would be able to see. The last thing I wanted was to have to answer question after question on how I’d been hurt. That was definitely not a conversation I wanted to have with anyone.

      I looked up at Major and he just looked pissed but didn’t say a word. He walked out the bathroom and disappeared to let me get dressed.

      I brushed my teeth with his toothbrush, fixed what was left of my makeup, and peed. I was just about to pull on my dress again when I heard knocking coming from the bedroom. The sound caused me to jump, and I rolled my eyes as I realized that Major must have forgotten his key card.

      I grabbed the towel I’d just used to dry myself and wrapped it around me before heading out into the room to let him in.

      “You know you really shouldn’t be so forgetful,” I called to him as I headed down to the door. I pulled it open with a smile that quickly dropped as I found myself face to face with a woman. She was clearly half-African with tendrils of thick black curls dyed caramel at the tips but her skin was a pale chocolate color suggesting that at least one of her parents was white.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, all too aware of the fact that I was standing in my towel in front of a woman I didn’t know.

      The disgusted look she gave me as she looked me up and down told me all I needed to know. She clearly had some kind of relationship going on with Major and it was not something I wanted to get in the middle of.

      “Who the hell are you?” She glared at me as though she wanted to fly at me, and I was instantly fearful for my life.

      “I could ask you the same question.” I stood my ground. There was no way I was going to let this woman intimidate me, no matter what I had just walked into. I’d done nothing wrong and at least I could say that with a clear conscious knowing it was true. Major had confirmed as much before he’d left, “You are the one who just knocked on the door of a room I was already in, so maybe you would like to go first?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, still holding up my towel, all too aware of just how easily it could slip off. My heart was thundering, and I was more than a little on the spot but there was no way I was going to let her know that. I’d been in enough confrontations over the years in my line of work to know how to handle myself.

      “Oh, damn it!” Major’s voice came from down the hall, and I instantly sighed with relief as the other woman’s eyes were drawn away from me.

      “Major! There you are! Who the hell is this bitch?” the woman demanded, throwing her thumb in my direction.

      “Excuse me?” I gaped at her. Under no circumstances had I been a bitch to her but I was beginning to feel the need. Had I been a less classy woman, I might have thrown myself at her there and then, especially had I not been wearing a towel that threatened to fall with the slightest of movements.

      “Don’t speak about her like that,” Major insisted as he approached, and I was pleased that he defended me so quickly. “Ruby can be a little bossy sometimes, but she’s not a bitch.”

      My cheeks instantly began to brighten at that, and I struggled to stop myself from yelling at him and proving just how bossy I could really be. When he turned to me with a deep scowl on his face and a look in his eye that told me not to say too much, I was more than a little wary.

      “Why don’t you go inside and wait for me?” he said, and the woman only looked more appalled. “I can handle this.”

      “Handle this? Handle me? You couldn’t handle me even if you tried!” the woman yelled at him, and I instantly knew that she was insane. Major was the type of man who could handle just about any damn woman he wanted. I could see it from the way he held himself, from the way he charmed every female in sight. Heck, he even made some of the men swoon.

      “You sure you don’t need backup on this one?” I asked, looking the woman up and down, making it clear that she pissed me off just as much as I did her.

      “Dream on, honey,” she threw at me, and I could feel my anger rising further.

      Oh, hell, she definitely knows how to push my buttons. I bit the inside of my lip to force myself not to say anything out loud.

      “I’ve got this,” Major insisted and I began to turn around to head back into the hotel room.

      “That’s it, turn around and walk away,” the woman snapped at me, and I pausedwhere I was. For a moment, I thought of turning around and flying at her just like she had looked like she would do to me when I first opened the door.

      “Shauna! Get out of here!” Major yelled, and I knew there was no need for me to do anything. The anger in his voice told me all I needed to know. He was definitely going to handle it. I pushed the door, leaving it open just enough for Major to enter once he’d finished throwing out the trash and stood back to listen. I know I shouldn’t have done it, but I was too intrigued, too wound up not to. I needed to know what that was all about.
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      “Shauna, what the hell are you doing here? How did you even find out where I was staying?” I demanded as soon as Ruby had closed the door. I slipped in front of the doorway to block Shauna’s path into the room, knowing that Ruby hadn’t closed the door all the way. “You have no right to be here.”

      “I asked around until I found you.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I needed to see you.”

      “Like I said, you have no right to be here,” I reminded her. “What the hell do you even want?”

      “I want you, Major.” She reached forward and took hold of my arm, but I quickly snapped it away. The thought of her touching me made me feel nauseous and it was the last thing I wanted. “I want you back.”

      “You are crazy.” I shook my head and glared at her. “You need to go and get your head tested or something because we were never together.”

      “Don’t talk like that, Major.” She sounded hurt, and the look in her eyes told me she really had gone off the deep end. “We were good for a while, weren’t we? We had fun.”

      “Try telling that to your boyfriend,” I hissed at her in the hopes of reminding her that she had been with somebody else, definitely not me. “Try telling the guys who fired me because you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself.”

      She paled then, and I knew I’d hit a nerve. Hopefully, that would be enough to put her off, enough to stop her coming back here again. The last thing I wanted to do was find another place to live because this crap just kept on following me.

      “Stop it, Major.” Shauna shook her head and reached for me again. “I know you felt the same way that I do once. I know you want me just as much as I want you.”

      “I want you like a hole in the head, Shauna,” I assured her. “I lost everything because of you, and I didn’t even do any of the things I was accused of so forgive me for wanting nothing to do with you. Why don’t you go back to your quarterback boyfriend?”

      “Seth left me.” Shauna began to sob then, and we came down to the real reason she stood at my door looking like a hooker first thing in the morning. She was frightened of being alone. It had nothing to do with me. At least I hoped it had nothing to do with me because I wanted nothing to do with it.

      “Go home, Shauna, and forget that you ever met me,” I insisted and reached for the door of the hotel room. “I will do the same for you.”

      “Major, wait! Please!” she begged and before I could do anything to stop her, she practically jumped at me, wrapping her arms around me so that she could clamp her mouth down on my own. Totally stunned, I struggled to comprehend what was happening for a moment. Then my senses came back to me and I quickly dragged her off me, grappling with her arms to pull them from around my neck.

      “Shauna, I’ve had enough of this crap.” I shook my head and shoved her away from me. “If you don’t leave me alone, I will be forced to get the police involved and I’m sure that’s the last thing either of us wants or needs right now.”

      “You don’t mean that.” Shauna shook her head and tears welled in her eyes. “You want me. I know you do. I see it in your eyes every time you look at me.”

      “Like I said, you need to go and get your head tested,” I insisted, “Maybe your eyes, too, while you are at it.”

      I knew that hurt her, but the truth was I didn’t care. I was well past the point of caring. Because of this loose woman, I had lost everything I ever cared about. I was just beginning to get my life back on track, and she was trying to derail it all over again. There was no way I was going to allow that to happen.

      “Please leave or I am going to have to call security,” I warned her and turned to head back into the room. I entered just in time to see Ruby slip into the bathroom, and I was suddenly wary of what she might have heard. I could only imagine what kind of man she would think I was if she had heard all of that and the way that I’d spoken to Shauna, but the truth was, there was no other way to get her to listen.

      I was just about to head over to the bathroom and knock on the door to check that she was all right when my phone suddenly began to ring in my pocket. The sound caused me to almost jump out of my skin, and I dug into my jeans to pull out the device. When I saw that it was Tommy, I answered and pressed the phone to my ear. “Hey, Tom, sorry I missed you.”

      I’d looked for him at the bar when I’d arrived, but he hadn’t been around, and I was anxious to get back to Ruby and get her home for work.

      “More like you are avoiding me.” Tommy didn’t sound pleased, and I was instantly on edge.

      “What happened?” I asked as I dropped down onto the couch where I’d intended to sleep the night before. Nothing ever happened the way I planned it to anymore.

      “I got your text about making sure your boss’s friend got home okay,” Tommy explained. “I obviously did as you asked because what man would leave a damsel in distress? And when I got home, Jean accused me of cheating on her and I had to sleep on the couch.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that. I was the one who was supposed to sleep on the couch and yet it turned out to be my best friend, who was in a seemingly happy relationship.

      “Did anything happen?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. In all the years I’d been friends with Tommy, he had never once given the indication that he was the kind to be unfaithful. Even when he’d been in an unhappy relationship, he’d refuse to go there and that was something I’d always admired him for.

      “Of course, it didn’t,” Tommy hissed. “You know me, Major, I simply took Tessa in a cab, practically carried her into her apartment she was so drunk, and left. Jean smelled her perfume on me and went apeshit.”

      “I’m sorry, brother,” I sighed and closed my eyes for a moment as I thought of what I could do to rectify the situation. “I could give Jean a call and clear everything up for you if you like?”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll just let her simmer for a little while,” Tommy replied. “She’ll come around and realize she’s being ridiculous eventually and then I’ll have something to hang over her head when she decides she wants to argue again.”

      “You know relationships don’t work on a point system, right?” I joked.

      “Ours does, brother, you should try it some time.” Tommy laughed. “It might actually work for you and that hottie boss of yours.”

      “We are not in a relationship,” I reminded him and pressed my thumb and forefinger against the bridge of my nose. The last thing I needed to be thinking about was being in a relationship with Ruby. If I allowed myself to daydream about it, then it would be even harder to resist than it already was. And I still smelled like sex with her, a seductive reminder that I could maybe rekindle another session before she had to go.

      “But you want to be, right?” Tommy asked. “I saw the way you looked at her last night and you clearly took her home, otherwise, you wouldn’t have had me chasing her friend around to make sure she was all right.”

      “Something happened but it’s all handled,” I assured him as I remembered finding Ruby in the alley and how the red mist had descended upon me when I’d seen how the guy had his hands all over her. “Somebody attacked her last night and I didn’t want her going home alone.”

      Tommy gasped on the other end of the line, and my heart skipped a beat. It was exactly how I’d felt when I’d seen it happening the night before. “Is she all right? Did you kill the guy?”

      “Believe me, I wanted to, but I don’t think she’d have ever looked at me the same if I had.” I thought of how she’d looked at me with fear and disgust when she’d seen how I pinned the guy to the wall and my stomach ached with what she thought of me. “She’s doing all right but she is the least of my problems right now. I just had Shauna at my door.”

      There was another gasp then and I flinched at the sound of it.

      “Man, that woman has got it bad for you.” Tommy clucked his tongue against his teeth, and I groaned. He was right. Shauna certainly had it bad for me, although I had no idea why. I’d never given her any indication whatsoever that I was interested in her. She’d been dating one of my quarterbacks and I simply wasn’t that kind of guy. When I went for a woman, I wanted one that was clean and single. I didn’t like sharing.

      “I know she does, but I don’t want anything to do with that.” I shook my head and sighed all over again. The mess that was my life really was beginning to pile onto my shoulders. “Even if she hadn’t cost me my job, she’s a psycho.”

      “I’m glad you can see that.” Tommy laughed as though he was trying to tell me, ‘I told you so’. He’d seen it coming from a mile off, even before Shauna had ever made a move toward me, and I should have listened to him when he told me to be more careful.

      Just then, I heard the bathroom door click and I quickly whispered into the phone, “I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you back after work.”

      I didn’t give Tommy the chance to say another word before I ended the call and turned to see Ruby stood in the doorway wearing last night’s dress with my own white t-shirt over the top to cover the rip that her attacker had made.

      “Hey, how are you feeling?” I asked, and I could see from the look on her face that she was feeling awful. Even though she did look hungover, she was still drop-dead gorgeous, and I found it difficult not to take a step toward her.

      “I feel rough as hell,” she admitted. “Do you have any painkillers? I normally carry some with me, but they wouldn’t fit in my handbag last night.”

      “Sure, there’s some in the nightstand.” I gestured toward the bed and she wandered over to pull open the top drawer. “I’ll grab you a drink.”

      I headed over to the mini-fridge to grab a bottle of water and when I turned back around to take it over to her, I realized my mistake. I should never have pointed her in the direction of the painkillers. I should have gotten them for her myself.

      Ruby was standing beside the nightstand, holding up a strip of condoms, several more of which were hanging out of the opened drawer.

      “These don’t look like painkillers.” She scowled at me, and I wasn’t sure why I felt guilty, but I did. Perhaps it was the fact that so many condoms meant that I must be prepared for a lot of sex and the fact that I wasn’t in a relationship showed that I was willing to have sex with just about anybody who walked into my hotel room. At least that was how a woman would see it. Especially a woman like her who seemed to only have sex in committed relationships, at least that was the type she seemed to be.

      “You can never be too careful,” I shrugged trying to shake off the feeling of guilt that was roiling in my stomach. I had nothing to be guilty about. Ruby and I were not in a relationship and we never would be. She was my boss and that was it. Of course, I had never had a boss find my condom stash before, so this was new territory for me.

      “Hey, it’s none of my business, I guess,” Ruby rifled in the drawer and pulled out the pack of painkillers she’d been looking for. I walked over and handed her the bottle of water I’d picked up before slamming the draw shut so that she couldn’t look into it anymore. She didn’t need to see the bottles of lube or the packs of tissues and she definitely didn’t need to see the adult magazines I’d stashed in there either. Ruby didn’t seem like the type to refrain from asking questions and that definitely was not a conversation I wanted to have with my boss.

      You are right. It isn’t any of your business, I thought to myself and a little voice in the back of my head whispered, But I’d like to make it your business.

      Instinctively I took a step backwards, trying to put some space between us as I watched her take the painkillers. I watched as she upended the water bottle and swigged. I watched the way her throat moved as she swallowed and how a small droplet of water dripped over her chin and down her neck. A part of me wanted to lean forward and lick that droplet from her skin but I barely managed to hold myself back.

      “I should really get you home or we are both going to be late for work,” I told her as I turned away in the direction of the door. The quicker we got out of here, the less likely I was to do something I would regret.
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      The drive back to my place was far too quiet, and I found myself thinking of the conversation I’d overheard outside Major’s hotel room. Several questions buzzed through my mind until there was nothing left for me to do but ask them. “Major, what happened at the last Super Bowl?”

      Major who had been driving with his eyes dead set on the road stiffened in his seat and I instantly felt as though I was on edge. I wasn’t at all sure I was going to like his answer but, as his boss, I felt it was my job to know everything about the man I had hired.

      “You heard the stories,” he told me in the same evasive manner as when we’d spoken about it the last time.

      “Yes, I’ve heard the stories, but I haven’t heard the truth,” I told him. “At least I don’t think I have.”

      “You don’t believe the stories?” He glanced at me then with a look of surprise, and I found myself wishing I could reach out and touch his leg, to squeeze him gently to comfort him.

      “After what I saw in the alley last night, I am perfectly sure that you could have punched a guy but there is something about you that tells me that wasn’t the whole story.” I shrugged. “Am I right in thinking that it has something to do with that Shauna girl? She was a real piece of work.”

      “You are right,” he sighed and for a moment I was hopeful that I was going to get some answers from him but when he added the next sentence I knew it was going to be much harder than that, “She is a real piece of work.”

      “So, she is the reason that you lost your job?” I asked. “What happened?”

      Major tensed further, and I knew that I was pressing on a raw nerve. I knew I should stop and leave it. I shouldn’t have been listening to his conversation at the door, but I couldn’t help myself. I needed answers. Not just because I was his boss but because I was intrigued by him. I wanted to know more about him, and I wasn’t sure my intentions were strictly professional.

      “Can we just drop it?” When he glanced at me again, I could see the pleading in his eyes. I knew that I wasn’t going to get anything out of him.

      “You know, if you just told me the truth, I might be able to set everybody else right?” I told him. “I could do that for you. You wouldn’t need to be ashamed anymore.”

      “Who says I am ashamed?” he growled, and I knew I’d hit another nerve. “Who says that I feel anything about that time in my life? I am trying to move on, and I am fed up with people dragging up the past again.”

      “Maybe if people knew what had really happened in the past, you could move on a little faster.” Again, I felt the need to reach out and comfort him, but instead, I clasped my hands on my lap and stared straight ahead as he was. “Maybe people might be more likely to look at you kindly.”

      “I never needed anyone to look kindly at me back then, and I don’t need it now,” he insisted. “I am getting on with my life as best I can under the circumstances.”

      “What if the circumstances could change?” I persisted. I felt the need to help this man. I had no idea why, but I wanted to make his life better, make him feel better.

      “Just leave it,” he snapped at me, pulling up onto the curb. I realized then that we had made it to my apartment and time had run out. There was no way I was going to get the truth out of him now. Major pushed opened his door and climbed out of the truck before I could ask any more questions. I remained where I was until he came around to pull open my door and when I still didn’t move, he unclipped my seatbelt for me.

      “You know that you don’t have to live life with everybody hating you,” I told him, and I remembered the way I’d felt when all the rumors had begun flying about me and Scotty. I remembered how I had wanted to hide away from it all and pretend like it hadn’t happened. I’d tried it for weeks, but it always seemed to follow me around no matter where I went. Eventually, I had just had to deal with it head on and speak to the press myself. I had to put them right on the matter and show them that I was, in fact, the one who had ended things and not the other way around. It had been one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do but I was stronger for it now.

      “I said leave it.” He stepped away from the truck to allow me room to get out. I hesitated for a moment before finally jumping down. “I’ll walk you to your door.”

      “No need,” I replied, and I quickly pulled off the t-shirt he’d given me to wear. I gripped hold of the front of my dress to hold it shut and handed him the t-shirt.

      “You don’t need to give it me back right now,” he protested and tried to hand it back to me.

      “I can run inside, and nobody ever need know,” I told him. “I’ll see you at work?”

      “Yeah, sure, I guess.” Major didn’t sound himself at all as he went around the truck and clambered back inside. My heart ached as I watched him leave and when I turned to apartment building I wanted to turn back and wave him back to me. I had no idea why I felt the need to leave him on better terms but there was something drawing me back to him. I had to fight it with all I had as I headed into the building and began to climb the stairs. As usual, the elevators were still out of order.

      “Hey you….you look wrecked,” the guy from 4B just had to be walking down on his way to work as I went up. He had to be there didn’t he? He had to see me in all my morning after shame even though I really hadn’t been doing what he thought I’d been doing. If only I had. Then the stupid look on his face would have been founded.

      “Thanks for making me feel even worse than I already do,” I told him with a shake of my head, “It isn’t at all what it looks like.”

      “It looks like you were attacked,” he gaped at me as he looked at the front of my dress, “Are you alright? Do you need me to call someone?”

      Why did he have to be so nice when I was feeling so mean.

      “Why don’t you mind your own business?” I told him as I stomped past and the look on his face almost made me turn around to apologize. Almost.

      I was too riled up from my conversation with Major and there was no way on earth I was going to be apologizing to him on anything that I had said. As his boss I deserved the truth and unfortunately 4B guy was taking the brunt of that.

      “I guess I’ll see you later then,” he called after me and I listened to his footsteps as he headed down the stairs to his car.

      I headed to my apartment and tried to forget the events of the last twenty-four hours as I put my phone on the charger and changed into something a little more appropriate for work. My heart ached as I took a moment to put my ruined dress in the trash and said a little prayer that I might be able to find a similar one in the next sale. The thought crossed my mind that I might be able to get the same one online but then I began to think that it would feel like cheating and crossed the thought off my list of things to do.

      I was just about to unplug my phone again when it began to ring, and my heart sank. Seeing Tessa’s name flash across my screen, I remembered the fact that I’d left her in the club alone last night.

      “I’m sorry, Tessa, I’m so sorry,” I told her as soon as I answered the phone. I held my breath as I waited for her to begin yelling at me.

      “What the hell? It’s a good job your friend’s friend isn’t a serial killer, or I’d be dead right now. I was far too drunk to be going home with some random man last night!”

      “I’m sorry. Something happened, and I was in no state to go home on my own,” I told her.

      “Then you should have come and gotten me, and we’d have gone home together,” she insisted. I should have thought of that but, at the time, I had simply been too traumatized to even consider going back into the club.

      “I was attacked last night, Tessa,” I told her, “If it hadn’t been for Major, I don’t know what I would have done.”

      “Oh, my god! Are you all right? What happened? Wait! Don’t tell me! I’m coming right over!” she babbled into the phone, and I felt my headache coming back three-fold. I really didn’t need this right now. I just needed to get to work and forget all about all of it, especially Major. Yet thoughts of him were still swimming around in my head, and I was sure I could still smell him on me even though I’d showered.

      “Don’t worry about me,” I told her quickly as I unplugged my phone and grabbed my handbag. “I’m just on my way to work.”

      “You are going in to work?” she protested. “Shouldn’t you be going to the police station or something?”

      I knew she was right, but I just wanted to forget all about what had happened and go on with my life.

      “It was just some drunk guy who got a little bit too touchy-feely,” I told her with a sigh and again I found myself wondering what might have happened if Major hadn’t turned up and rescued me. “It was no big deal, and Major handled things anyway.”

      “Did you go home with him? What happened?” Tessa questioned. I really wasn’t in the mood for those questions. I knew where her mind was going. It was going in exactly the same way mine had been going when I’d woken up next to him this morning.

      “Yes, I went home with him,” I said shortly. “No, I didn’t sleep with him. I have no intention of sleeping with him. He is my employee.”

      “He’s one hot employee.” Tessa laughed. “And his friend was pretty cute, too. You always seem to have the right contacts. Maybe if you aren’t going to give him a go, I will take my chances with him.”

      My heart jumped into my throat. When I closed my eyes, I imagined an image of Tessa cozying up to Major and it made me feel nauseous. The bile that rose in the back of my throat was bitter and made me gag.

      “Please don’t put me in that situation,” I sighed. “You would put me in the middle of it all if anything went wrong.”

      Tessa sighed then as though she knew that I was right, and I knew that I had gotten away with it this time. There was no way I could tell my best friend that I didn’t want her to try things with Major because I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing him with someone else. I couldn’t even bring myself to say it out loud.

      “Why are the good ones always off limits?” I could imagine her disgusted face as she busily painted her toenails on the coffee table or put on her lipstick in the mirror as she readied herself for work. She was never one for going out with a single hair out of place.

      “Because you would eat them alive,” I laughed as I remembered the way she had flitted from guy to guy, determined to get what she wanted before throwing them to the curb.

      “Anyone would think that I was a black widow or something with the way you talk,” Tessa joked.

      “I definitely wouldn’t put it past you,” I assured her. “Look, Tessa, I’ve got to head off to work. I’ll give you a call later, okay?”

      “Sure, sure, you be careful controlling yourself at work today.” I could imagine her biting her lip as she spoke, daring me on to doing something. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “That’s not much then.” I laughed. “I’ll speak to you later.”

      “Bye, sister,” she called just as I ended the call, and I rolled my eyes as I placed my phone into my bag.
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      You can’t fight this. You know you want me.

      Yet another message from that crazy ass bitch, Shauna. I slammed my phone down onto my desk and ran my fingers through my hair. The last thing I needed on top of all this was to be thinking of Ruby, but it seemed that no matter how hard I tried, there was no way I would be able to push her out of my mind. She was there at the forefront of everything even as I flicked through the piles and piles of paperwork that Bill had left mixed and matched together, leaving me feeling as though I didn’t know which way was up.

      I glanced at my watch and saw that it was almost time to begin training when I heard the sound of knuckles rapping on the half-open door. My heart beat faster for a moment as I imagined Ruby pushing her way in, but when I looked up to see the pretty boy face of someone who looked oddly familiar, I was overly disappointed.

      “Can I help you?” I asked as I sat a little straighter in my chair. Something about the look on this guy’s face told me I wasn’t going to like why he was in my office.

      “So, I’m not sure if you remember me but my name is Scott Hardy,” the guy explained as he helped himself to the chair across from my desk. “My friends call me Scotty but you can call me Scott.”

      “And here I was hoping we could be friends.” I glared back at him. There was something overly aggressive about him and I didn’t like the way he had come into my office. He was clearly here for business. “What can I do for you, Scott?”

      I recognized his name, although I couldn’t quite pin it down and the truth was, I didn’t really care. He looked over groomed, pompous, and not at all the kind of guy I would like to get involved with.

      “So, I hear that you have a thing for your boss.” Scott laughed and rubbed his thumb against his bottom lip as though it was sore. “You know you really should be more careful about who you let take your picture.”

      “I’m not sure what you are talking about.” I shook my head even as the dread began to fill my stomach. I had no idea who this guy was, yet he seemed to know far more about me. I didn’t like that. I didn’t like not knowing who my enemies were. I suppose that came with my job, knowing my opponent was what I had to do for every game, and it followed me into my personal life.

      “This is what I am talking about.” Scott pulled his phone from the inside of his jacket then and I felt my heart sink. An online gossip site showed a picture of me with my arm wrapped around Ruby’s shoulder as we left the Black Orchid the night before. “If I had known that you were going to sleep with the boss, I never would have put your name forward to her in the first place.”

      “I’m not sure what you did to get where you are now, but I assure you I have not slept with anybody to get to where I am.” I shook my head and looked away from the phone. I didn’t need to see that crap. Hell I didn’t even have any idea how they managed to snap the picture and get it to print so soon. They must have been working through the night to get the job done. I suppose I had to admire the press their determination to be the first to publish on a story. It was just a shame their stories were always so off the mark.

      “So, did you rip her dress or did she do that herself in her frantic efforts to seduce you?” Scott sounded bitter, and I suddenly wondered what kind of relationship he had with Ruby to be getting so uptight about something like this in the first place.

      “Who the hell are you again?” I asked him with a raised eyebrow. There was no way I was going to rise to what he was saying to me. I could clearly see that he’d come here to start a confrontation. I wasn’t about to fall into that trap again. I’d been there and done that before and I’d ended up losing my job.

      “I’m Ruby’s boyfriend,” Scott snapped, and my heart sank deep into my stomach. Bile rose in the back of my throat. I was sure that my face must have gone ten shades paler, if that was even possible, and I struggled to stop myself from shaking in anger. I remembered the night before and how she’d felt on top of me, how she’d cried out in the shower when she’d come, how I’d taken her back to my place because I didn’t want her to be alone after she was attacked. Little did I know that she had somebody waiting for her back home, and she wouldn’t have been alone. Why hadn’t she told me?

      “Look, I’m a very busy man, and I can see that this is going nowhere,” I told him in an effort to change the subject. “I’m not sure what you came here looking for, but if it was some reassurance then you can be reassured that I did not sleep with your girlfriend, and I have no intentions of ever doing so in the future.”

      Those words hurt to say, and I didn’t have a clue why. Not only was Ruby my boss but I had also just learned that she was off the market. That was two strokes in the off-limits box and yet still I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

      “Now, if you will excuse me, I have a team to go and drill,” I told him as I pushed myself to my feet and headed for the door. I pulled it open and gestured for him to leave in the hopes that he would get the hint.

      “This isn’t over, you know,” he promised me as he slipped out of the room and I followed him, locking the door behind me. “I know you are sleeping with her, and I will prove it.”

      I suddenly felt the desire to really sleep with Ruby just so that what he was saying was true. I felt targeted, judged and demeaned. At least if I had been sleeping with her those feelings would have been justified.

      “Get your facts straight before you come over next time, okay?” I suggested to him before I began to make my way down the hall, shoving my keys into my pocket as I went. I could feel Scott’s eyes on me the entire time and I barely managed to stop myself from turning around to check on his whereabouts. I wouldn’t put it past a guy who thought his girlfriend was cheating on him to come flying at me from behind. The last thing I wanted was a right hook to the back of the skull.

      When I made it to the other end of the corridor without incident, I was relieved for a moment. That was until I turned the corner and found Ruby walking right toward me. My heart sank a little bit further as I saw her beautiful face turn upward into a brilliant smile. “Major, I’m glad to see you here bright and early.”

      I knew instantly from the sound of her voice and the way that she smiled that she was putting on a front for the receptionist who sat across the room at her desk. From the way Ruby was still wearing her jacket and handbag, I could tell she’d only just arrived. Greeting your coworkers first thing in the morning was only natural, yet everything about Ruby’s demeanor in that moment was faked.

      “I thought I’d get a head start and get us one step closer to winning the Super Bowl,” I explained to her as I passed. The last thing I wanted right now as to be caught in the middle of the lobby talking to Ruby when Scott turned up behind me. “Gotta run. The boys will be on the field waiting for me.”

      “I’ll stop by later to see how practice is going,” she assured me. “Let me know if you need anything in the meantime.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I quickly slipped through the door on the other side of the room and made my way to the field. I sighed as I realized that from now on I was going to have to avoid Ruby like the plague, especially if I was ever caught alone with her. The last thing I needed was a repeat of Shauna. Were all women lying, cheating whores? I was angry with myself for even thinking of Ruby like that, but the truth was that I clearly knew little to nothing about her.

      The second I walked into the stadium, I knew it was simply going to be one of those days. The second Wills saw me coming he gave me a disapproving look and turned to whisper something to a couple of his roommates. The last thing I needed right now was another ‘how big is your dick?’ contest with the star quarterback.

      I tried to ignore the unease that filled me whenever I saw him glaring at me or so obviously talking about me and called out, “All right, guys, are we ready for another good practice today? Let’s see if we can get these moves nailed before we go home tonight.”

      “You mean like you nailed Ruby last night?” one of the guys called out and I felt my heart squeeze in my chest. The mention of her was bad enough. The fact that it seemed the whole team had seen that picture, just as her boyfriend had, made me feel as though I had been transported back in time. It was happening all over again. Perhaps I just wasn’t cut out to be in the game anymore. It seemed all I ever did was get into trouble.

      “Guys, you should know better than to believe everything you read online,” I told them as the team began to huddle up on the edge of the field for a team talk.

      “So, that wasn’t a picture of you getting all cozy with Ruby that I saw then?” Wills questioned as the other team members allowed him room to get to the front of the crowd. “Because I could have sworn that it was, and it looked to me like she had those beautiful assets of hers well on show for you.”

      I gritted my teeth as I remembered the way that Ruby’s dress had been ripped open by her attacker. I suddenly wished that I’d zipped up my jacket around her just so that there was no way anybody could have seen the damage done.

      “You would do well to remember that Ruby is your General Manager, and she deserves way more respect than you are giving her right now,” I reminded him in an attempt to get him off the subject. I could only imagine how Ruby would feel if she turned up and heard what they were saying about her. I had no idea why I felt a need to protect her from that but something deep inside left me in doubt over what everybody was saying about her. Even what Scott had said didn’t feel as though it was adding up. If I had found out that my woman was cheating on me, I wouldn’t have been so calm about it. I’d have killed the guy and probably her, too, for betraying me in such a way.

      The truth was that at that moment, as I stood glaring at Wills, I felt as though I wanted to kill somebody and it wasn’t because I was being accused yet again. It was because I felt as though Ruby had lied to me, betrayed me, and demeaned me. I felt as though she’d led me on. Hell, she’d fucked me and the only thing that had stopped it from happening a third time had been the fact that we needed to go to work. I suddenly felt cheap and nasty, and I hated what I might have felt like had I broached the topic of attempting a relationship.

      Damn it. Would you stop thinking like that? I snapped at myself as I again remembered myself buried deep inside the beautiful body of that woman. The thought of her tight little pussy wrapped around my cock was almost enough to make me quiver but it was the anger I felt at being accused yet again that caused me to shake violently.

      “Can we just get on with practice, please?” I asked politely. I hadn’t risen to Scott’s confrontation and there was no way I was going to rise to Wills’ either.

      “I bet that is what she said when she climbed on your cock last night, isn’t it?” Buddy, the center, laughed and several of the other players guffawed with him. Back in my college days, I might have thrown myself at him and beat the living daylights out of him for even confronting me, let alone dragging it on like this. Buddy and Wills and the other guys were pushing my buttons more and more with every passing day, and I knew it wasn’t going to be long before I had to do something about it.

      “Like I said,” I growled, glaring at the center, “let’s get on with practice. That is if you guys want to win the Super Bowl this year?”

      There were a few grumbles at that and finally, the hubbub about me and Ruby began to settle down a little. I knew that at some point it was going to come up again but, for now, I was simply relieved at the quiet. Even if it wasn’t going to last very long.
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      I was more than a little uneasy as I made my way to my office that morning. It wasn’t just the fact that I’d seen Major in the lobby that made me feel that way but the way that everybody seemed to be eyeing me up. A couple of men who passed me in the corridor looked me up and down which might have been the same old same old if it hadn’t been for the way that they began to murmur to each other in hushed tones as soon as they’d passed. I wasn’t at all sure why, but it appeared that I was the gossip at the water cooler this morning and the fact that I didn’t know why made me feel more than a little unsettled.

      I was already suffering from the world’s worst hangover. The last thing I needed was everyone looking at me as though I was on exhibition at the local museum. Lucky for me, my office was secluded, and I was able to shut myself away in there where I could avoid everybody’s gazes, at least until I figured out what the hell they were gossiping about so that I could set them all straight on the matter. No doubt they were talking about something to do with the team, and it really had nothing to do with me personally at all. I was the figurehead, the one who got blamed when something went wrong with the Buckskins. I was used to that by now. Yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was something more sinister than that.

      Focusing on my work was all I could do until I figured out what that was, and I was ready to do just that when I turned up to the door of my office. My entire body filled with dread when I saw the envelope that was taped to the door. I instantly recognized the handwriting and I gulped sharply as I pulled it from the wood.

      I slipped inside my office before opening the envelope and instantly wished that I’d simply shoved it into the trashcan.

      

      Ruby,

      Meet me for dinner tonight at Lukas or the rumors that are going around are only going to get worse.

      

      He hadn’t signed his name, but I didn’t need him to for me to know who it was. There was no doubting that this was Scotty’s handwriting and only he would threaten something like that just to get me to go to dinner with him. I shivered at the thought of sitting across a table from him again, and I couldn’t help but wonder what rumors he was talking about.

      My office suddenly felt all too small, and I headed back out into the corridor. I needed some fresh air and an extra-large coffee if I was going to get through today.

      I could still feel the eyes of everybody on me as I passed them in the lobby, but I was determined not to act any differently than I normally would.

      “I’m just heading out for five,” I called to Mary, who sat at her desk still as she had been when I’d greeted her ten minutes before. “I’ll take any messages I’ve got when I get back.”

      “Ruby!” Mary called after me, but I didn’t turn around. I simply slipped out of the double doors and began to head down to the nearest coffee shop. I needed caffeine coursing through my veins or I was likely to curl up and die by the end of the morning.

      I was only halfway to the shop when I realized that it wasn’t just the people at work who were giving me the eyeball. It seemed that everybody on the street felt the right to stop and stare at me as I went past. There was nothing I could do but grit my teeth and bear it until I realized what it was that they were all gossiping about.

      “That’s her,” I heard one woman say. “Isn’t she lucky?”

      Lucky? What have I got to be lucky about?

      For a moment, I wondered whether there might be a promotion of some kind in my future, maybe even a pay raise. Yet I couldn’t understand how the public would have gotten hold of such information even before I knew myself.

      Just get your coffee and get back to the safety of your office, I told myself as I pushed my way into the coffee shop and the bell above my head dinged to tell the server behind the counter that they had yet another customer. I groaned deeply when I saw the length of the queue of people who were all waiting for their early morning fix. It would be a long time before I was back in the safety of my office. I slipped into the back of the queue and focused my attention on the pastries and cakes that were on show in the display window of the counter as I tried to force away the fact that everybody inside seemed to be talking and staring at me just as much as everybody else had been.

      I was more than a little creeped out by it. Sure, I’d been the talk of the town many times over before. It came with the territory of being the General Manager of the Houston Buckskins, but this felt different and not in a good way. Something about the stares I was being given told me people weren’t at all happy with me and I had no idea why. This was the kind of attention a General Manager would get when their team had lost the playoffs or, god forbid, the Super Bowl. Yet neither of those things had happened, at least not recently.

      I was relieved when I finally got to the front of the queue and was able to order my vanilla Americano. The woman behind the till smiled warmly to me and said, “You know it’s none of my business really but good on you for following your heart. It’s about time you were happy after what that ass did to you.”

      I was about to ask her what the hell she was talking about when she quickly turned to begin making my coffee. Another server stepped up to the plate to take the next order and I was practically forced out of the way.

      I was even more wrapped in confusion than I had been before as I stood impatiently waiting for my coffee. I began to feel as though I was going insane, barely able to stop myself from rocking from one foot to the other.

      I wanted to ask the server what she had been talking about, but I never got the chance as she handed me my coffee and turned to serve the next man in line. Part of me wanted to wait for the queue to die down so that I could ask her, but I knew with the way that people were watching me it wouldn’t be all that long until I figured out what the hell was going on. It was only a matter of time until somebody gave away what had everybody watching me like hawks and the longer I waited the less sure I was that I really wanted to know.

      I guess I should just focus on what the hell I am going to wear to a date I have no desire to be on. I wasn’t in the mood for Scotty’s blackmail but to figure out what the hell was going on I had to get answers and there was no way I was going to let him bully me. He would regret ever threatening me if it was the last thing I did.

      I headed back to work with my coffee in one hand, my handbag in the other and my head held high because there was no way I was going to let these idiots make me feel any less than I was. I’d been bullied as a girl in school and I wasn’t about to go back to those days of cowering in the shadows just waiting for the gossip to pass before some other poor sucker fell into the trap. I was a woman now and I wasn’t ever going back there.

      “Ruby!” Mary called as soon as I entered the lobby. She pushed herself up from her desk and came around to me quickly. The look on her face told me I wasn’t going to like what she had to say, and I dreaded the fact that I was almost certain it had something to do with whatever was being spread around town about me. “I thought you told me you weren’t interested in him?”

      Before I had a chance to ask her what the hell she was talking about,  she pulled a magazine from behind her back and shoved it at me. I slipped the strap of my handbag onto my arm and took it from her feeling my entire body begin to shake with dread. The picture on the front cover was one that  caused my head to ache even more than it already had been, and I took a quick swig of my coffee in order to hide my shock from Mary, who was staring at me as though I’d grown an extra head.

      “I thought you didn’t mix work and pleasure?” she questioned, and I sighed deeply, closing my eyes for a moment to think of how best to reply to that comment.

      Even when I closed my eyes, I saw the picture of me and Major walking out of the Black Orchid with his arm wrapped tightly around my shoulder. I remembered the way he had held onto me as though he was protecting me from whoever might attack next, the way that he guided me down the street as I’d walked in my dazed, traumatized state in the direction of his hotel. Not for the first time, I regretted going there with him but at least I could hold my head up high and say that I was a grown woman and had nothing to be ashamed of. I was single, unmarried, and Major was more than sexy. It had only been a matter of time before I’d caved to those biceps and that face.

      But it was more than just sex, and that worried me. The sex had been fantastic, but it was the sweet side of him that had taken me more by surprise. A sudden image of him holding me tight to his chest after he’d woken me from a nightmare flashed into my brain and I remembered the sensation of slipping into his open arms and resting my head upon his chest. I quivered again, though this time it was with pleasure and delight and not dread.

      “So, tell me all about it!” Mary told me before I had a chance to set her straight. “How was he? Did he have a big…?”

      I cut her off with a raised hand before she could finish that sentence. The last thing I wanted to do was have a conversation about Major’s private parts, even if it was to tell her that the whole big hands and feet thing was stereotypically accurate.

      I needed to get those thoughts out of my head once and for all. There was never going to be another chance for me to see Major naked again. He’d already seen me my naked body in a few different positions and I wasn’t about to make that a regular thing.

      “Nothing happened, Mary,” I told her with a sigh. “You shouldn’t believe everything you see online.”

      “Why was your dress ripped? Did he get aggressive? Oh, I bet he was aggressive! I love that in a man!” Mary began to babble as though she hadn’t heard me, and I simply rolled my eyes at her.

      “Like I said, nothing serious happened,” I told her and even as I said the words, my phone began to ring in my handbag. With a sigh, I pulled it from the bag and saw Tessa’s name flashing across the screen.

      “Just what I need,” I whispered under my breath. She must have seen the picture, too. I was certainly going to be in for an angry rant as soon as I answered the call, especially after telling her not even an hour ago that nothing had happened between us.

      “Is that him?” Mary asked, and I rolled my eyes at her again.

      “He’s already in the building,” I reminded her. “Why on earth would he need to call me?”

      With that, I turned and began to head for my office. I couldn’t deal with any more questions from her.

      I waited until I had turned the corner to pick up the phone to Tessa and braced myself for the scorn that was to come. “I thought you said nothing happened!”

      Even though I was ready for it, her anger still made me flinch. She had always been a drama queen, and things were only amplified when it came to men.

      “Nothing serious happened,” I assured her as I slipped into my office and kicked the door shut behind me with my foot. “It was just a one-time thing with Major.” Twice, my brain reminded me. “But it’s not like that. I don’t care about him that way.”

      “What other way is there?” Tessa sounded almost hysterical, and I was just about ready to hang up on her. This was the last thing I needed right now.

      “We slept together.” My entire body shivered as I remembered waking up curled against Major’s side. For those few seconds between sleeping and wakefulness, it had felt right. I had felt his warm body beside my own and I had felt blissful peace. That was until I realized what I was doing and jumped up. “But it was just sex. It’s not going to be a reoccurring thing. Just a one and done.” Two and done, unfortunately.

      “And you’re not going to put out again? Why the hell not?”

      I could imagine Tessa gaping in shock at me that I’d broken my sacred no-mixing-business-and-pleasure code, and I couldn’t help but smile with amusement.

      “Not all of us are looking for a serious, one-man thing. Even if it was pretty great,” I told her and instantly regretted it. The way that I had phrased the question suggested something that I hadn’t meant. At least, I wouldn’t allow myself to think I’d meant it.

      “So, you admit there is something going on between you and Major?” Tessa zeroed in on it like a hawk to a field mouse and I groaned inwardly, cursing myself for speaking in such a way when I knew that my best friend would instantly pick up on it.

      “There is nothing going on between me and Major and if you keep on asking me, I am going to shove my fist down your throat the next time you ask,” I insisted.

      Tessa laughed on the other end of the phone. She loved to antagonize me.

      “You would tell me if something was going on, wouldn’t you? I mean, sex is one thing, but if there’s more…” Tessa questioned. “I mean, I know that if something was going on between you two then it would be dangerous with you being coworkers and all and you being his boss, but you know you can trust me, don’t you?”

      “Tessa, I trust you with my life,” I assured her and that was true. I had always trusted Tessa, ever since we had been best friends in high school and she had been the only girl in school who didn’t join in the bullying. “If anything was going on past just a quick bang, I would definitely tell you.”

      I suddenly felt as though I was lying but I had no idea why. There was nothing to tell her. I could tell her that I found Major stubborn, arrogant, and annoying. I could tell her that he annoyed me to the point where I wanted to slap him. Yet the truth was he annoyed me so much that I wanted to kiss him just to shut him up. I couldn’t bring myself to admit that I was actually attracted to the likes of him. And I couldn’t share with her how amazingly earth-shattering the sex had been. How, even right now, I wanted him to fuck me. Here, there, anywhere. It was like a bad Dr. Seuss book.

      All of a sudden there was a hurried banging on my door and before I had the chance to yell for the person to enter, the door flew open to reveal Mary. “Ruby, you have to come quick!”

      “What?” I gaped at her. “Tessa, hold on a minute, will you?”

      I then turned back to Mary and furrowed my brow at her. “What’s going on?”

      “You need to come quick.” Mary gestured me up from my seat. “There’s been an accident.”

      My heart sank, and I suddenly saw an image of Major broken and battered on the field with Wills standing over him, a fist held high above his head in triumph. Bile rose in the back of my throat at the thought of it, and I pushed myself quickly to my feet, praying that I was wrong.

      “Tessa, I will have to speak to you later,” I said into the phone even as I hurried after Mary. “Something’s happened and I’m needed.”

      Before she could ask me any more questions, I ended the call and shoved the phone into the pocket of my dress. My feet carried me like lightning through the corridors to the football field behind Mary, who seemed to be struggling after already running to my office.

      I found the team crouched in a circle around somebody who was laid on their side in the recovery position. My heart hammered in my chest as I drew closer, half expecting to find Major.

      Relief washed over me at the sight of Wills grimacing in agony. “This is your fault, Lawson!” he grumbled, and I knew that there was nothing dire about his situation. He was still being his usual grumpy self.

      “Did somebody call an ambulance?” I asked when I saw the odd angle at which Wills’ leg was bent. It was clear that he’d broken something. My heart sank further at the thought that our star quarterback had such an injury. It could be the end of his career.

      “I called one before I came to get you,” Mary told me, and I placed a hand on her shoulder to show my gratitude.

      “Thank you,” I told her before I yelled, “Major! Get the hell over here!”

      The coach suddenly looked up from where he’d been trying to attend to Wills with little success. The quarterback didn’t seem to want to be anywhere near him.

      “Can’t you see I’m a little busy over here?” he growled back at me and the stubbornness on his face made me want to run out onto the field and slap him. It was a good thing I was wearing heels, otherwise, I might have braved the muddy field.
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      “What the hell happened?” Ruby demanded as soon as I joined her on the sidelines of the field. I could see the anger barely veiled on her face and knew she was thinking I’d done something to Wills to make him hurt himself or worse, that we’d been in a bust-up like me and my former quarterback. The accusing glare she gave me set anger deep inside my soul, and I struggled not to snap at her there and then.

      “I don’t have any clue what happened,” I told her honestly. “I glanced down at my paperwork for just a minute and the next thing I know, all I can hear is screaming.”

      Ruby looked at me with a raised eyebrow as though she didn’t quite believe me but when she glanced at the other team members and none of them spoke up against me, she must have thought better of it.

      “I’m going to need you to come to my office and fill out an incident report once Wills is taken care of,” she told me simply before she turned her attention back to the man who was still laid on the field. Her demeanor had turned cold since this morning, and I was sure she wasn’t pleased with the way I had refused to tell her anything. I felt guilty for a moment before deciding that it really wasn’t any of her business and that was how I was going to keep it.

      “I’m sure I can do that,” I told her before I turned back to the field. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have my team to take care of.”

      I slipped back onto the field and carefully made my way back to Wills. The guy clearly didn’t want me anywhere near him, but I needed to take care of him to take my mind off the fact that I could feel Ruby’s eyes all over me. I thought again of the night before and how she’d ridden me and again I wished that I hadn’t pushed her away so quickly that morning. I wished that I could speak to her about everything that had happened for me to lose my last job, and I wished that I could share more of myself with her, but she was my boss, and I couldn’t cross that line. If I did, it would make it even harder to stay away from her, and I couldn’t afford to lose this job, too.

      “How many times have I got to tell you to keep still?” I snapped at Wills, who was wriggling in agony on his side with his legs spread awkwardly out. I didn’t like the look of the way his lower leg was bending the wrong way and the sight of it made me feel sick, not just with the goriness of it but with the fact that a broken leg usually meant the end of a career in football. I could only imagine the kind of damage another bad hit on such a leg would do once it had healed. Even though Wills and I didn’t see eye to eye, I wouldn’t wish that kind of future on him. I’d seen it all too many times before. He was soon to be chewed up and spat out.

      It wasn’t long before the paramedics arrived.

      “Let’s give them some room,” I told the other team members, who were crowding around their injured teammate as though they didn’t want to leave him unprotected. That was one thing I loved about football teams, they were like packs of wild animals, always ready to defend their brethren. It was one of the redeeming qualities of some of the stubborn assholes I had to train.

      I was relieved when the entire team listened to me and moved back so that the two paramedics could see to their patient. I helped the two men to get the injured man onto the stretcher before I realized that my job was over. There was nothing left for me to do but follow Ruby to her office to file the report she’d asked me to file. My heart sank at the thought of being alone with her and my stomach flipped.

      I watched the paramedics begin to carry the injured man off the field and avoided Ruby’s gaze for as long as possible. I could feel her standing impatiently with her arms crossed over her chest, but I couldn’t even bring myself to look at her out of the corner of my eye. I was having a harder and harder time of staying away from her and the thought of going into her office alone with her made my cock harden instantly. The last thing I needed was to be alone with her.

      “Shall we?” She gestured toward the door as I finally approached her and my heart sank just a little further. She was still being cold toward me. I could hear it in her voice as though she was seriously pissed with me. I hated it, but I knew it was better than the alternative. At least, if she was pissed with me, she might try to push me away instead of attracting me. Yet the angry look on her face only made her look even more beautiful.

      I’m doomed. Just keep your distance.

      Even as I followed her down the corridor, I found myself watching the way her butt bounced as she walked. The thought of wrapping my fingers around her buttocks was intoxicating, and I struggled to drag my eyes away. She was just too curvy in all the right places and her body was simply begging to be touched.

      Keep your hands to yourself, I ordered myself as I slipped into the office behind her. I watched as she wandered over to the filing cabinet on the other side of the room and pulled open the top drawer. When she picked out the accident book and placed it on the desk in front of her, I made no move toward it.

      “Why are you standing all the way over there?” She frowned at me. “I don’t bite.”

      She placed her hands on her hips, and I felt the need to replace them with my own.

      Keep your hands to yourself, I repeated to myself over and over. Keep your hands to yourself.

      “Let’s just get this over with so that I can get back to work,” I sighed as I stepped up to the desk and took a pen from the holder.

      “I’m guessing from your attitude that you’ve seen the picture, too?” Ruby asked, causing my pen to pause where I’d begun to fill out the report. I looked up at her from where I’d been perched over the desk to see that she was frowning at me.

      “It was kind of hard not to when the guys were rubbing it all in my face all morning.” I shrugged. She didn’t need to know that it was, in fact, her man who had brought the picture to my attention, reminding me of yet another reason why I should stay away from her.

      “What are we going to do about it?” she asked me, crossing her arms over her chest again as though she was attempting to protect herself from my gaze, yet it only aided in making her breasts even perkier, and I found myself having a difficult time not looking directly at them. I tried to focus on her face, but her beauty hurt, knowing that she was somebody else’s girl.

      “There isn’t much we can do about it,” I told her as I straightened up and shrugged my shoulders again. “I’m sure it’ll die down soon, and we can forget all about it. There’s no need to get your panties in a twist over it. As long as we stay away from each other, nobody can accuse us of anything untoward.”

      “Major, we work together,” she protested. “How are we supposed to stay away from each other?”

      “I’ll stick to my business and you stick to yours,” I told her and turned my attention back to the report. I couldn’t handle the hurt expression that jumped onto her face at my words. It seemed that she hated the thought of staying away from me as much as I hated the thought of staying away from her.

      She has a man. I had to keep reminding myself of that and the fact that she was my boss. Maybe then I would be able to resist the temptation of her, the temptation of touching her skin and kissing her lips and feeling her body against my own.

      I wrote the report out quickly and signed the bottom before taking myself back over to the door. I needed to put as much distance between us as possible.

      “If that’s all you needed me for, I’ll head back out to the rest of the team and see if we can salvage this practice,” I told her as I held on to the doorframe in an attempt to stop myself from going to her. For a moment, Ruby looked like she was going to protest, as though she was trying to think of a reason to keep me there a little longer. I began to feel as though she would think of something so that I wouldn’t have to leave. I would do just about anything to continue gazing at her beautiful face for just a little bit longer, but it seemed that she couldn’t think of anything.

      “I guess I will see you around then,” she sighed. “Remember, my door is always open if you need anything.”

      “Please don’t tell me that or I won’t be able to stay away,” I sighed under my breath.

      I was almost sure she had heard me yet she said nothing as I turned and left the office.

      The farther away I walked, the more I could feel my attraction to her pulling me back. I struggled to keep one foot moving in front of her other. A large part of me wanted to turn around and head right back to her, take her in my arms, and kiss her as she had kissed me the night before. Yet I kept moving. She has a man.
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      All too soon, I stood outside Lukas’ restaurant and everything inside of me was begging me to climb right back into the cab and head home, but I knew that I needed to do this. I needed to meet Scotty just to tell him that he couldn’t blackmail me, that he couldn’t get what he wanted from me, and that I was never again going to be his. I was done with that life, and he needed to know that.

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed my way into the building, and Scotty quickly pushed himself up from the two-seater table he’d been perched at. He smiled warmly at me as I approached but I could see the slyness in his expression that told me he thought he had won. He thought that because I was there he had won me back and I was just going to fall back beneath his thumb. There was no way on earth that was going to happen.

      “It’s good to see you again, Ruby.” He smiled as he reached out to embrace me. My entire body stiffened at his touch and bile rose in the back of my throat. Never had I been so physically repulsed by another human being but Scotty had reached a new level. He disgusted me.

      “Can we just get this over with?” I suggested as he took his arms away from me.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked, looking as though he didn’t understand my cold tone.

      “Is something wrong?” I gaped at him, unable to believe what I was hearing. How could he even ask me such a question? “Are you kidding me?”

      “Ruby, what’s wrong?” Scotty asked, and he gestured toward the other seat as he took back to his own. I held my breath as I slipped into the other seat across from him.

      “What is wrong?” I repeated. “What’s wrong is the fact that you think it’s okay to send me gifts and blackmail me into taking you back.”

      Scotty’s eyes widened with shock, and he shook his head quickly. “Ruby, I know I am awful with words but that was not my intention.” He reached across the table to take hold of my hand. I quickly pulled my arm away from the table and clutched hold of my handbag with both hands. I couldn’t stand the thought of him touching me again.

      “Blackmail is blackmail no matter how it is intended,” I assured him.

      “I wasn’t blackmailing you.” He shook his head again. “Ruby, I am trying to give you a way of getting out of the mess you find yourself in. Take me back and all the rumors about Major will stop. I can put an end to them if everybody sees us happy together again.”

      That suggestion was even more disgusting than having to sit here with him and I struggled not to gag openly in front of him. I couldn’t think of anything worse than taking back the scumbag across the table from me.

      “You think that I need to take you back to do that?” I couldn’t help but laugh in his face. “Do you think I am some hopeless woman who can’t take care of herself? You think a few rumors are going to be the end of me?”

      “I am trying to make life easier for you,” Scotty assured me. “I miss you, Ruby. I want us to go back to the way we were before.”

      For a moment, I allowed myself to think of the happy times with Scotty, the times when I had genuinely smiled to be with him, when his hugs and kisses had filled me with butterflies. Then I quickly pushed the thoughts away. All those memories were tainted the moment he took his whore into our bed.

      “We can never go back to the way we were before,” I assured him. “That is never going to happen in a million years, and I do not need you to save me. I can save myself.”

      “These rumors will kill your career,” he warned me, and I knew that what he said was very possible. My career was precariously balanced on the Houston Buckskins winning the Super Bowl and if they didn’t, then my job would be well and truly on the line. I was sure to be axed if they didn’t win and the rumors of me and Major continued. The only reason the powers that be would overlook an in-house relationship was if the team was winning and the fact that our star quarterback was now down and out would not work in our favor. I was determined to keep my mouth firmly shut on that one. Scotty did not need to get hold of that snippet of information to feed to whoever was sharing his bed tonight because it certainly wouldn’t be me.

      “I think I will take my chances,” I told him. “If you threaten me again, I will make sure you wish you were never born.”

      “Ruby, the last thing I want to do is threaten you,” Scotty assured me. “I just want to help you, and I want you back. I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”

      “You will die trying then,” I assured him and pushed myself to my feet. I couldn’t stand the thought of spending another moment in his presence. I was still nauseous at being so close to him.

      “Ruby, please, give me a chance to prove myself to you,” he called after me as I began to head on my designer heels toward the door.

      I didn’t turn around as I replied, “You had your chance to prove yourself to me and you mucked it up. I don’t give second chances that easily and I don’t think I’ll ever give you one.”

      I pushed the door open and slipped back out into the chilled evening air. I glanced from side to side for a few moments, wondering which direction to take. I could either turn left and begin to walk home or I could turn right and head for Tessa’s place. There was also the third option of crossing the street, heading around the corner and making my way to Major’s hotel. I shivered at the thought of it and the way it made my stomach flip with both delight and dread. Then I shook my head and forced the thought away. I couldn’t do that. Scotty’s threat was real and I knew my career would be over the minute my bosses got a whiff that something was going on. I was already surprised that I hadn’t heard anything from any of them. Perhaps they were trying to gather more evidence before they came in to fire me. The thought of that made me realize just how much I needed some company and a drink.

      I turned in the direction of Tessa’s place. By the time I reached her apartment building my feet were aching, and I was sure that I would have blisters when I took them off. I walked awkwardly up the front steps and pushed the buzzer for her apartment.

      “Are you looking for Tessa?” an oddly familiar male voice hit my ears and I turned to see Tessa’s next door neighbor stood behind me. He was attractive in a pretty boy kind of way and there had been more than once when I had considered having some kind of fling with him. Tessa had been the first person to put the idea in my head but I had tried to force it away at a time when I had been focused on my career and men were utterly repulsive to me. I had been able to thank Scotty for that.

      “Yes, do you know if she’s up there?” I asked when there was no answer on the other end of the line. If she was up there she would have surely seen on her buzzer camera that it was me and buzzed me in.

      “I think I saw her going out about an hour ago,” he shrugged and I sighed deeply at the thought of having to head home alone, “You could come up with me and wait for her if you like?”

      “I…I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I shook my head, “I should probably just head home.”

      “You sure? I have a bottle of white wine that’s just dying for me to share with a pretty girl,” his charm was not lost on me. He was no Major but he was pretty cute and the thought of turning down a drink from a cute guy was stupid considering I was trying to stay away from the one man I couldn’t have. Maybe getting under another man might help me to get him off my mind.

      “Well, how could I turn down a free drink?” I shrugged with a smile and the guy seemed to brighten further with my answer.

      “The name’s Ash,” he told me as he held out his hand to take hold of my own.

      “Ruby,” I replied as I took his hand. I couldn’t help but notice that there was no spark of electricity between us like there had been when I had shaken Major’s hand and I was almost disappointed not to feel such a sensation between us. Why couldn’t I feel something like that with somebody that wasn’t off limits?

      “Shall we?” he gestured towards the door and I nodded. Taking out his keys from his pocket Ash opened the front door and held it open to allow me to enter. I was relieved to see that unlike my own apartment building the elevator in Tessa’s building was working, and it took us only a few moments to step inside the cart.

      “So, what’s it like being Tessa’s neighbor?” I asked in an attempt to keep a conversation going so that the silence didn’t become awkward.

      “She can certainly be very….loud at times,” he smiled to me and from the way he said the words I knew that he was talking about when she had male company.

      “I know exactly what you mean,” I giggled remembering when Tessa and I had been roommates in college and I’d spent several nights a week with my pillow pressed against my ears while she banged whichever guy she’d brought home in the next room.

      “She’s like a banshee, isn’t she?” Ash joked, and I couldn’t help but laugh and nod.

      “Finally, somebody who agrees with me,” I laughed, “The men always seem to love it. I guess it does their ego some good to think they are doing a good job.”

      I shrugged and then suddenly began to blush as I realized exactly what I was talking about with a practical stranger. How could I be talking about my best friend’s sex life with somebody I barely knew?

      “I guess I would feel pretty big headed if I could make a woman scream like that,” Ash shrugged and for a moment I allowed myself to imagine what he would be like in bed. Something told me that he wasn’t a bad lover but there was something missing. Perhaps it was the fact that he didn’t quite seem the dominant type.

      He’s not Major, a voice whispered in the back of my head and I struggled not to shiver at the thought. My entire body tensed as I remembered what it had been like to be in this situation with Major, the guy who’s room I really wanted to be going to now.

      Just then the elevator doors opened, and I found myself face to face with the door to Ash’s apartment. He stepped out of the elevator and when I hesitated he placed his hand on the doors so that they wouldn’t close on me, “You alright?”

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I assured him with a nod even though I really didn’t feel alright. My entire body was quivering with the need to turn and run right back to Major’s hotel room. Yet I stepped out of the elevator in the hopes that the doors closing behind me might cut off the feeling. The further I got away from my escape route the better. All I had to do was hold on until Tessa got home and then she would be able to keep me from going back to him. Sure, I’d have to explain everything to her but if that was the price I had to pay to stop myself from doing something stupid then so be it.

      “Welcome to my humble abode,” Ash told me as he unlocked the door to his apartment and gestured me inside.
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      I sat in my hotel room with my cell phone practically burning a hole in the palm of my hand. I was alone and feeling down. In desperate need of some company, I wracked my brain for who might be the best person to call. Of course, Tommy was the obvious answer. He was always up for a laugh and a joke but after hearing that Jean was on his case, I was sure he didn’t need to be seeing me for a little while. There was always one of the women whose numbers I’d picked up and never used over the last few months but that opened a whole new can of worms. There was even Shauna, who was sure to give me a good time if she thought it was getting her somewhere, but I wasn’t that desperate. Yet my mind kept returning to the same conclusion. I should call Ruby.

      What on earth would I call her for? I thought to myself, but I knew well why I wanted to call her. I was attracted to her, not just physically but mentally. There was something simulating about her, something about being around her that didn’t feel like it felt with any other woman I’d ever met. Ruby Bowman was different. I wasn’t sure whether it was the fact that she was off limits that made her different or the fact that she was just so damn attractive, but the truth was I didn’t really need to know. All I knew was that I wanted her.

      Time for some advice, I told myself as I finally dialed a number. It wasn’t Ruby’s number like I so desperately wanted it to be. Instead it was Tommy’s number. He might not have been able to come out because he was so under the thumb at the moment, but I was sure he could spare a five-minute chat over the phone.

      “Hey, Major, what’s happening?” Tommy’s voice was cheery as ever and I guessed that he must be well on his way back into Jean’s good graces. I could imagine him sweeping in through the front door carrying a large box of chocolates and a bouquet of roses. She would have forgiven him in an instant because that was the kind of love they shared. I smiled to myself as I imagined having something similar, but the truth was I would never get that because the only person I seemed to be attracted to, I could never have.

      “Hey, Tommy, I need some advice, man.” I ran my fingers through my hair and tugged on the roots a little as I braced myself for what I was about to ask my best friend. “But I need you to promise that this stays between us. You can’t even mention it to your little lovebird.”

      “Well, damn, man,” Tommy sighed. “You know I can’t keep things from Jean.”

      “Then you better pray she never asks a question about my love life because I need you to swear this stays between you and me,” I told him. The last thing I needed was for word to get out about this, especially with everything that had been on the Internet.

      “Does this have something to do with your hottie boss?” Tommy asked, and I cursed him for always knowing me so well. He could always tell what was wrong with me before I’d even mentioned anything.

      “Tommy, promise me,” I insisted. I wasn’t going to tell him anything until he had at least done that.

      “All right, all right.” I could almost imagine him putting his hands up in surrender. “I promise I will not tell another living soul about this conversation.”

      “And you promise that after we’ve spoken about it, you will never bring it up again unless I bring it up?” I couldn’t stand the thought of him teasing me about this afterward. He had a nasty habit of mocking me for the stupid things I’d done in the past and I didn’t want to add this one to the list.

      “Sure, man,” Tommy sighed as though he was fed up with having to jump through my hoops. “Would you just spit it out?”

      “I can’t get her out of my head.” I placed my hand over my face as my head began to ache. Ruby had been swimming around my thoughts all day. The tight purple dress she’d been wearing had left little to the imagination and the way that the other men in the room stared at her had frustrated me all day long. “I know I shouldn’t be thinking like this, but I can’t get her out of my brain. It’s like she’s infected me.”

      “Oh, hell, you’ve got it bad, haven’t you?” Tommy gasped, and I flinched at the tone of his voice. He was right. I did have it bad whatever ‘it’ was and I had never had it so bad in my entire life. Never before had I been consumed with thoughts and images of a woman I could never hope to have. Never before had I been so filled with desire that I felt as though I might burst at a single glance from her sparking eyes.

      “What do I do?” I asked.

      “I suggest you pack your bags and move to another country,” Tommy laughed, and I cringed at his words. Though he was joking, I imagined that it would be the only way I could fully remove myself from the situation I found myself in.

      “I’m serious, Tommy,” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose with my thumb and forefinger. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t stop thinking about her and if I try to do anything about it, I will lose my job or worse. She will lose hers.”

      The thought that I was putting her entire livelihood at risk by simply being attracted to her was the worst part of all. I could only imagine the way she would look at me with disgust and hatred if that ever came to pass. One night of pleasure could turn everything to hell for the both of us, yet I was growing less certain by the day whether I might be able to avoid that moment.

      “Then maybe it’s time to ask yourself what’s more important,” Tommy said. “A night of passion or your career. That is unless you think this might be more than that?”

      I knew he was fishing for more information. I could hear it in his tone and I knew what he was thinking. I had been thinking the same thing myself, yet I couldn’t allow myself to admit it, at least not yet and not to Tommy.

      “The truth is I just don’t know,” I sighed as I felt the stress headache growing with intensity.

      “I never thought I’d see the day when Major Lawson fell in—” Tommy began but I quickly cut him off, clearing my throat.

      “Do not say it!” I couldn’t allow myself to admit it because I was scared. What if she didn’t feel the same way?

      “You need to speak to her,” Tommy advised. “Maybe she will feel the same way and if she does, I’m sure you could come up with a plan between you that would stop you both from losing your careers.”

      “Maybe I should just ignore it?” I suggested. Although I said the words aloud so that Tommy could hear, I was actually asking myself the question. “Maybe if I ignore it, it’ll just go away and that will be that.”

      “Sorry, but if this is what I think it is, then it isn’t just going to go away like that,” Tommy told me and all I could do was sigh. “Once it gets a hold of you, it doesn’t let go.”

      I found myself praying that he was wrong. I wished that I had never taken the stupid job with the Houston Buckskins. I wished I’d never heard Ruby’s sweet angel voice on my answering machine telling me to come down to her office and speak to her about employment. Maybe then I wouldn’t be faced with the impossible decision of choosing between my feelings and my career. I couldn’t have both. Yet as I sat there thinking about my options, I realized that if it came down to one or the other, there was no doubt in my mind which one I would pick.

      “I have to go,” I said suddenly into the phone.

      “You all right, Major?” Tommy asked. He must have heard the urgency in my voice.

      “I have to go,” I repeated and with that, I hung up. My friend would understand my urgency one day. He always forgave me for putting the phone down on him.

      I dialed a second number almost as quickly as I’d dialed the first and pressed the phone to my ear. My heart hammered in my chest as I waited impatiently for her to answer. The thought of hearing her angelic voice filled me with both delight and dread. Her voice alone could have me on my knees.

      

      Damn voicemail. Why did it have to be her voicemail that answered? How could it get my hopes up like that just to dash them to the curb when I realized that it wasn’t in fact her but a recorded message of her voice?

      I didn’t wait for the beep to come. Instead, I ended the call and pushed myself to my feet. I couldn’t wait for her to call back. I couldn’t leave a message on her phone and lie in bed all night wondering whether she had gotten it. I was a practical man and that meant action. Pushing my feet into my boots, I walked through the hotel room, grabbed my keys from the bowl by the door, and headed out to the elevator. If she wasn’t going to answer her phone, then I would just have to do this in person.

      My entire body was shaking as I stood in the elevator. I was so impatient that my toes tapped on the floor of the cart was I waited for it to descend and for the doors to slide open in the lobby. Even more annoying was the fact that it seemed to stop every other floor to let other people on. They were so inconsiderate of my mission, causing my progress to the finish line to slow drastically.

      “Come on, come on,” I huffed under my breath when an elderly couple took their time hobbling onto the elevator.

      Come on, keep your cool Major, I thought to myself. The last thing I needed was to be arrested for giving a little old lady a heart attack. I gritted my teeth and endured the ride down to the ground floor. By the time we reached the bottom I was forced back against the back wall of the elevator and had to wait for everyone else to disembark. First waiting for the elderly couple to shimmy off was like watching paint dry and the rest of them seemed to move just as slowly. I clenched my hands into fists at my sides and gritted my teeth as I waited.

      It’s going to be a long night, I sighed to myself as I eventually managed to throw myself from the elevator before the doors closed on me and blocked my path again.
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      I wasn’t sure how I always managed to get myself into these kinds of situations but the minute I sat down on Ash’s couch and he handed me the glass of wine I knew exactly where my night was going. Sure, Ash was hot, and any woman would be lucky to get him into bed but the thought of it made me more than a little nervous. I hadn’t gone to bed with any man for a long time, not since Scotty had royally messed me up. I hadn’t even thought about sex in such a long time. That was until Major showed up and my every waking thought turned to him undressing me and taking me from behind.

      Yet I couldn’t have Major so here I was. I needed to get rid of this frustration somehow. Maybe Ash could help me do that. I was sure he wouldn’t mind being my guinea pig for the night. Every guy wanted a girl who would give him what he wanted and then leave right? At least that was what I told myself as I felt Ash inching towards me on the couch.

      “So, Ruby, what brings you here tonight?” he asked me with a smile before he took a sip of wine from his own glass. I took a swig of my own before answering that question.

      “I just left the worst date of my life,” I admitted with a shrug of my shoulders and Ash’s eyebrow rose with interest. I felt his arm slip over the back of the couch, resting just beyond my shoulders, not quite touching me but close enough for me to be able to feel the warmth of his flesh against the bare skin of my back where my backless dress revealed plenty of my own flesh.

      “What’s a pretty girl like you doing on bad dates?” he frowned and shook his head, “We can’t have that can we?”

      “I’m sure everyone gets a bad date every night and again,” I brushed it away trying not to think about it anymore. The last thing I wanted to think about was Scotty. It was right up there with the fact that I couldn’t have Major.

      Stop thinking about him, I snapped at myself and in an effort to get him out of my head I found myself inching a little closer to Ash. He seemed to take it as a hint that he was able to touch me, and I felt his hand slip onto my shoulder.

      “Maybe I could turn your night around for the good?” he suggested and when he placed his wine glass on the coffee table I knew that the game was on.

      “Maybe you could,” I agreed as I placed my own glass on the table beside his. My heart hammered in my chest as I leaned back, and he came towards me. Our eyes connected for a moment and I quickly blinked mine shut as I felt his lips drawing towards my own. I was more than a little nervous now. I wasn’t sure whether it was how fast things had begun to happen or whether it was the fact that I really didn’t want it, but something simply didn’t feel right.

      Yes, I felt my stomach flip as he kissed me, but I didn’t feel the butterflies that I knew I should feel when someone kissed me. The ones I’d felt with Major. I didn’t feel the tingling sensation of lust deep in my body. In fact, I didn’t feel much of anything at all and I quickly pulled my face away from his own.

      All too late, I realized that I was hemmed in by his arms and my heart hammered in my chest as I suddenly remembered being pinned to the wall in the alleyway.

      “Get the hell off me!” I yelled at him as I shoved him away from me. I didn’t realize my own strength and Ash suddenly went flying towards the coffee table, completely unprepared for my sudden change of heart.

      “What the hell?” he gasped as he managed to catch himself midair right before he hit the table, “Are you crazy?”

      Oh, how I hated it when men called me that. Just because I didn’t want somebody touching me I was automatically crazy. I guess every woman was crazy for not wanting a hot man like Ash to touch her.

      “I’m sorry,” I shook my head as I forced myself onto my feet and grabbed my handbag from where it was resting against the couch on the floor, “I can’t do this.”

      Before Ash had the chance to question me on what the hell was going through my mind I turned and began to race down the corridor to the front door of his apartment. I could imagine his disgusted face watching me as I slipped out of the door and slammed it shut behind me causing it to lock instantly. There was no turning back now and I was sure that even if I had the moment was ruined anyway.

      I stood for a moment looking at the floor, panting with the effort of my sudden sprint and I could feel tears burning in the corners of my eyes at the thought of what I had just been about to do.

      “I should never have come here,” I told myself as I suddenly thought of what Major would think if he saw me now.

      “Ruby?” a familiar voice hit my ears and my face flew up to see Tessa stood on her doormat with her key in the door, “What are you doing here?”

      She raised her eyebrow at me and glanced at the door behind me, “Did you just come out of Ash’s apartment?”

      She stepped away from her own door and took a step towards me.

      “I know, I know,” I raised my hands at her in order to stop her from saying anything, “I know exactly how this looks and if you had come an hour later you might have been right, but I didn’t go through with it.”

      “Through with what? What are you talking about?” Tessa scowled at me as though she couldn’t understand what I was saying. From the look on her face I might as well have been speaking in a foreign language.

      “I…I almost slept with Ash,” I squeezed my eyes shut tight and shook my head, “Don’t judge me okay!”

      I heard her gasp and my eyes flew open to see the shocked look on her face.

      “I think you had better come inside and tell me exactly what is going on,” she told me as she stepped back up to her door, unlocked it and pushed it open, gesturing me inside.

      “Only if you have a bottle of wine,” I told her, and she smiled at me.

      “Tessa always has wine,” she laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile. My best friend always had more than one bottle of wine in her apartment ready for just these such occasions, “Come on. Let’s go inside and talk this through, whatever this is.”

      She gestured down at my overdressed state and I suddenly realized that I hadn’t told her about my blackmail date with Scotty. At lot seemed to have happened since I’d seen her the night before and I knew that our next conversation was going to be a long one.

      The minute we settled on her couch and I kicked off my heels I began to feel a little better. She handed me a glass of wine much like Ash had but I knew that she wasn’t going to try to kiss me and that made me feel ever better than I had a few minutes before.

      “So, what’s going on with you?” she scowled at me as though she was worried and the concerned glint in her eye made me feel a little nauseous. I was the mother bear of this relationship and I knew that things much be serious if she was having to take on that role for me.

      “I went on a sort of date with Scotty because he’s been sending me gifts and he left me a note on my office door this morning telling me that if I didn’t go on a date with him then the rumors about me and Major would only get worse,” I explained, “I went just to tell him that he couldn’t blackmail me and if he tried again I would make him wish he was never born. Then I came here to talk to you about it, but you weren’t here and then Ash found me downstairs and I felt so lonely and I just wanted to forget everything so I….”

      I couldn’t bring myself to finish the sentence, but it seemed that I didn’t need to.

      “So, you did a me,” Steph sighed. We both knew that she was the one who always slept with men to keep herself from feeling lonely. She was the girl who hated being in a long-term relationship. She hated being tied down to one man, but she also hated being alone and that was why she had a different man in her bed every week.

      “I guess you could say that,” I shrugged my shoulders, “Only I couldn’t go through with it and I almost pushed Ash through his glass coffee table and I can’t get…..” I had been about to tell her that I couldn’t get Major out of my head, but something stopped me. Perhaps it was the fact that if I said it out loud then it made it real or maybe it was the fact that I was scared I would see my own judgement reflected in my best friend’s eyes.

      “I’m sure Ash wouldn’t be the first guy you’ve had meaningless sex with so why the sudden drama?” Tessa frowned further, and I knew that she was trying to read me. She had a habit of always being able to hit the nail on the head and I was sure that if I allowed her to look at me for too long she would see right through me, so I turned my face down towards my glass.

      “I’m not sure I should say it,” I sighed, “If I say it out loud then it becomes real and if this becomes real then I am in deep crap.”

      “Well now you absolutely have to tell me,” she twisted on the couch so that she was facing me, looking at me as though she was waiting for the juiciest bit of gossip she’d heard all year and the thing was that for her it probably would be.

      “How strict do you think the rules are on employee relationships in the football industry?” I flinched as I said the words and Steph gasped instantly.

      “I knew it! You’ve got a thing for coach hottie, haven’t you? A serious thing…” she practically bounced on the couch and I clenched my glass a little tighter to stop from spilling it as I took a swig to stop myself from having to answer straight away.

      “I’ll admit that he’s definitely attractive, and the sex was great, but I just can’t go there, can I?” I sighed as I tried to push myself away from the idea yet again, “I can’t afford to risk losing my career over some guy, no matter how hot he is.”

      “Ruby, I saw the way he was looking at you in the club last night,” Tessa sighed, “That guy looked like he wanted to whisk you away to a secret location and never let you go again. There is no way that this is a one night stand kind of deal. I bet right now, he’s even trying to figure out how to have a repeat of you guys again.”

      For a moment I allowed myself to imagine just what it was that Tessa was telling me but then I had to force the thought away. She could be wrong. She was most likely wrong. I couldn’t allow myself to think that this was something more than it was. It was a simple workplace crush, and one night of physical release, and nothing more. Nothing would ever come of it because I wasn’t going to allow anything to come of it. I couldn’t afford to.

      “I can’t lose my job,” I shook my head and took another swig of my drink, “I’ve been working so hard for this since I left college.”

      “I know,” Tessa sighed, “But one day you will look back at your life and do you really want the only thing you see to be work?”

      “What are you saying?” I scowled at her even though I knew what she was saying.

      “What I’m saying is do you want to die a lonely old woman with all your certificates and trophies around you or would you like to have somebody to share your successes with?” Tessa suggested, “Because if I know you and I’m pretty sure that I do, then you want a companion and who better to be your companion than somebody who shares the same passions as you?”

      I had to admit that Tessa was right on that. Major had only been around a few days but already I could see his passion for his new team.

      “You might be right,” I admitted begrudgingly.

      “I’m always right,” Tessa laughed, “Maybe you should just speak to him. See if he feels the same way.”

      “And if he doesn’t I’m likely to go into work to find a sexual harassment report on my desk,” I shivered at the thought of that and shook my head, “I just need to stay away from him and let him get on with his work. These feelings will die down eventually.”

      “Do you know that for sure?” Tessa raised an eyebrow at me, “Because I know you. When you want something, you can’t stop until you’ve got it.”

      “I want to keep my job,” I told her, “I can’t very well do that if he puts in a complaint against me.”

      “Well then maybe you should just wait and see if he makes a move on you,” Tessa suggested, “Put yourself in his way and see if he takes the bait.”

      “I can’t do that!” I protested although I couldn’t help but think of how good it would feel to put myself in front of him and have him make the first move. I remembered how I’d ridden him in his hotel room, how he’d fucked me so hard in the shower, and I couldn’t help but think of what it would have been like during Round 3 if he hadn’t pulled away in the bathroom. I closed my eyes for a moment and imagined his hands coming up to cup my face. My stomach began to tingle with butterflies as I imagined the way he would kiss me passionately as though he was hungry for me and simply couldn’t get enough.

      “This guy really has got you messed up, hasn’t he?” Tessa sighed and I blinked my eyes open to see her staring at me with even more concern in her eyes.

      “It’ll pass,” I assured her though I wasn’t sure whether I was trying to make her believe it or whether I was trying to make myself believe it. All I did know was that I was going to have one hell of a hard time at work until these feelings began to die down. That was if they died down at all.
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      Her skin was so soft. Her body was so curvy. She stretched out on the bed like a feline with silky cream flesh that made me want to caress every inch of her with my tongue. Her hair was glossy and glowing like a halo around her head, and her eyes glistened as she looked at me with a devilish gaze that said, ‘I want you to take me right here, right now, Major.’

      My entire body quivered as I reached out to place my hand on her hip and pull her toward me. “Come here, you.”

      I pressed my lips firmly against hers and felt her kiss me back. It was the best feeling I’d ever experienced in all my life. The thought that she wanted to kiss me as much as I wanted to kiss her made my heart dance and I drew her ever closer to me as I felt my cock hardening beneath the bed sheets.

      “Somebody is happy to see me,” she giggled against my lips as she reached down and took my cock in her hand. I gasped and clenched my jaw as she began to stroke her palm up and down my shaft.

      “What are you trying to do to me?” I whispered and felt her smile against my lips before she kissed me again.

      “I am trying to get you to make love to me, Major,” she whispered, and my entire body exploded with delight.

      “Well, you don’t need to ask me twice,” I laughed as I slipped between her legs and forced her thighs apart. “Your wish is my command.”

      “I like the sound of that,” she giggled.

      I suddenly awoke with the sound of her laughter still ringing in my ears. It was quickly drowned out by the sound of my alarm screeching at me from the bedside table, and my hand snapped out to press the snooze button. I wasn’t ready to wake up yet. I wanted to go back to sleep and dream of her some more. I wanted to bury myself deep inside her because in my dreams was the only place I would ever be able to do that.

      I reached for my cell phone that must have rolled out of my hand when I fell asleep after I’d thrown myself into bed fully clothed from my mission over to her place.

      I thought again of how I’d waited outside her apartment building for hours. I’d sat on the cold steps with my jacket collar pulled up around my ears against the chill of the evening, but she hadn’t come back. Perhaps I’d missed my chance and she was with somebody else. Of course, she was with somebody else. She was probably with her boyfriend. The thought of that made me feel sick.

      I pressed the home button on my phone half expecting to see a missed call but there was nothing. I’ll call you back as soon as I can my ass, I thought to myself as her voicemail rang in my ears for the hundredth time. I was sure that she could have called me by now if she really wanted to.

      Grow up, I snapped at myself as I rolled off the bed and headed into the bathroom, You aren’t a child. She’s busy and she wouldn’t call you in the middle of the night.

      I hated what this woman had done to me. I never cared when somebody didn’t call me back right away. It could take Tommy days to get back to me and I wasn’t bothered so why was I so bothered about this? Perhaps it was because I knew that I shouldn’t be doing it or maybe it was simply because I was desperate to hear her voice. I shivered at the mere thought of it.

      “You need to grow some balls,” I told myself as I stared at myself in the mirror that hung over the sink. Bending down, I turned on the tap and sloshed some water over my face before I straightened up again. “Don’t let her get to you like this.”

      Yet that was easier said than done. Ruby was under my skin, and I hadn’t even fucked her properly yet. We’d had sex quickly twice, but I dreaded to think of the kind of spell she would have over me when I really got to take my time with her.

      I needed to get those kinds of ideas out of my head. There was nothing saying that I was ever going to be able to fuck Ruby again. I might have already missed my chance when I turned her away the last time. Not to mention the fact that she wasn’t single. Whenever I closed my eyes, I saw the disgusting, arrogant face of Scott as he sat in my office warning me away from her. He didn’t strike me as the kind of man Ruby would ever entertain although perhaps that was me being hopeful in the fact that he was completely different to me. It also worried me because if he was her type then I definitely wasn’t.

      None of that matters. She’s already with him.

      With another deep sigh, I turned my attention to getting ready for work. Several times I thought I had heard my phone ringing but every time I checked, it was unchanged. I hadn’t missed any calls and there were no texts. All I could do was wait to see her at work and see how things went. The thought of seeing her face again caused me to smile and I shivered as I imagined taking her in my arms and kissing her as I’d wanted to kiss her every moment of every day since that night, ever since I’d walked away from her in the bathroom. I had been cursing myself for that ever since it had happened. I should have just not let her go that morning. I should have kissed her, forced her to call in sick, and seen where it could go but my morals got in the way and I couldn’t allow myself to sleep with my boss.

      So, what has changed? I asked myself. It’s only been a couple of days since then and the urge to be near her is only growing.

      After a quick shower and a rush to get dressed, there was nothing left to do but climb into my truck and head over to the stadium. As I glanced at the dashboard clock, I realized that practice wasn’t scheduled for another couple of hours but heading in early would give me the chance to get some extra paperwork tidied up and check out my office some more. At least I had a reason for being their early if I was caught off guard by another staff member. I could at least make myself look like I was working rather than simply waiting for Ruby to arrive so that I could speak with her.

      Don’t become that guy, I warned myself as I pulled my truck out of the parking space and out onto the street. As I drove, my mind returned to my dream and frustration overwhelmed me all over again. I felt my cock hardening, uncomfortably restricted by my jeans. If a dream of her could turn me on so bad, I dreaded to think what I would be like if things got heated for real. My flesh burned at the mere thought of it, and I had to reach down to adjust myself to a more comfortable position.

      I should never have taken this job. I pulled into the stadium parking lot and drove my truck into the space that was dedicated for the coach. Bill’s name had been removed from below the coach plaque and I was sure my own name would be put up if I made it through the week.

      I clambered out of the truck, locked it up, and headed inside, relieved that the doors were unlocked, and I wasn’t going to have to wait outside. Unlucky for me, that also meant that I wasn’t alone, and I had no idea who would have unlocked the doors at this time of the day.

      When I passed a cleaner on my way to my office, I determined that it must have been them. Nobody else was crazy enough to come in so early other than me.

      “Good morning,” I greeted the cleaner as I slipped past her cleaning cart and she gave me a smile but said nothing before she returned to hovering the floor. She was clearly foreign with dark olive skin and dark eyes and hair and as I spoke I wondered whether she even understood me. Perhaps that was why she didn’t answer and simply smiled instead.

      The second cleaner I came across was more talkative although the minute I began talking to him I wished that I hadn’t.

      “So, I heard there was an accident yesterday,” he sighed as he stopped me in the hallway, “That quarterback always had a nasty habit of throwing himself around too hard in practice.”

      I had almost completely forgotten about the incident with Wills the day before and guilt instantly overwhelmed me. Although I hated the guy and how much he’d been on my case as his coach I really should have attempted to check up on him. Ruby really had sunk her claws into me if I couldn’t at least do that much.

      “Do you think he will recover?” the cleaner asked when I didn’t make any comment on the incident. I knew he was fishing for information. Everybody always fished for information when it came to things like this but there was no way I was going to give anything away and the truth was that I just simply didn’t know yet.

      “I think it’s too early to say,” I admitted with a shrug, “If you’ll excuse me I have a lot to get done.”

      I needed to get out of there quickly before he attempted to ask me any more questions. I didn’t like being put on the spot at the best of times but with my situation as coach so new I couldn’t afford to go giving anything away that might get me into the crap chute all over again.

      “Oh, yes, you are a very busy man,” the cleaner grinned at me, “Keep up the hard work.”

      From his tone I sensed that he was being genuine although I couldn’t help but wonder what hard work he was asking me to keep up with when I hadn’t even been coaching the team for a week yet and already my star player was injured.

      Maybe it’s your bad luck following you around, I thought to myself as I slipped into my office, I picked up my phone to give Wills a call and see how he was doing.

      “What the hell do you want, Lawson?” he asked as soon as he answered. “It’s not even nine in the morning!”

      “I just wanted to check in and see what happened at the hospital yesterday.” I tried to keep my cool, knowing that if his injury was as bad as it had looked, then he would be in major amounts of pain even if he was doped up on painkillers. A guy like Wills he wouldn’t be too happy with the fact that he would be out for at least the rest of the season if not the rest of his career.

      “How do you think it went?” Wills sounded grumpier than ever, but I had to bite my tongue to stop myself from snapping back at him. The last thing I needed was for him to report me for harassment or something stupid.

      “So, I take it from your response that my fears were right, and it’s broken?” I said simply, and Wills’ sigh was all I needed to confirm my fears.

      “Broken in two places,” Wills admitted, and I flinched at the news. That was even worse than one break in the leg. Two breaks meant double the time to heal and double the damage if he was to injure it all over again. His chances were not looking good. “Looks like Jeremy will be stepping in for me for the rest of the season, Coach.”

      I was shocked at how easy it was for him to say such a thing, although I was glad not to have to pry his position from him like I thought I was going to have to.

      “Looks like it,” I sighed. “You rest up and let either myself or Ruby know if you need absolutely anything.”

      “I’ll still be swinging by practice,” Wills assured me. “Don’t be thinking you’ve gotten rid of me that easily.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I sighed. “Just make sure you are well rested before you go lugging yourself all the way over here.”

      After reading up on every file for my team members, I knew exactly where he lived, and it was a fair distance from the stadium. I didn’t like the thought of him busting his balls just to come to practice when it was obvious he wouldn’t be able to drive with a broken leg.

      “Take care of yourself,” I told Wills before I put the phone down. When I glanced at my watch, I realized that it was about time for Ruby to get to work and so I pushed myself up from my chair and headed down the hall.

      Just as I turned the corner, I found her unlocking the door to her own office. At the sight of her, my heart skipped a beat and my cock began to harden. She was just as beautiful from behind as she was from the front. With all the curves in all the right places wrapped in a tight black dress, I couldn’t help but want to run my hands all over her body. I could only imagine the smooth, sensational skin that was hiding beneath that black material.

      As though she sensed me watching her, Ruby turned to face me and her eyes widened. “Major, I wasn’t expecting you to be here so early.”

      “I came in to get some paperwork done.” I stepped up to stand beside her. “I was wondering if I could have a word with you in private?”

      Her eyebrow raised with interest and she nodded. “Of course. Let’s go into my office.”

      I knew the minute that I stepped into that office I would be alone with her and I would more than certainly be done for, but I could not stop myself. She pushed open the door and gestured me in ahead of her. I stepped in, feeling her eyes on my back, and I was almost sure that she checked my ass out before she stepped into the room behind me.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked as she closed the door behind her.

      “No, it’s not,” I began, and I suddenly realized that I hadn’t even thought of how I was going to tell her about my feelings. I knew I shouldn’t even be telling her anything. I should be staying away from her. Even if she wasn’t my boss she already had a man and I would be stepping on his toes the instant I opened my mouth. An image of Scott in my office warning me off her flashed into my head and I took a large gulp, “I just wanted to come and let you know that I’ve spoken with Wills this morning.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to do it. They may not have been married but I still wasn’t a home wrecker. If she chose to be with that ass, then I wasn’t going to get in the way of that. It was her life and she had to live it. I had no right to get involved.

      She’s your boss, I reminded myself even as she took a step closer to me and I could feel the urge to touch her growing ever stronger to resist. Stick to business.

      “I haven’t had a chance to speak to him yet,” she admitted. “How is he doing?”

      “It’s not good news, I’m afraid,” I sighed and shook my head. “He’s broken his leg in two places, which means he’s definitely going to be out for the rest of the season.”

      “If he comes back at all,” she sighed saying the words that I couldn’t bring myself to say, “This is the last thing we need right before the super bowl.”

      She ran her fingers through her hair as though she was more than a little frustrated and the urge to take her in my arms and comfort her was so overwhelming that I forced my hands into my pockets to stop myself.

      “What are we going to do?” she asked me, and I could see in her eyes that she was searching my face for any sign that I might know what to do.

      “The only thing we can do.” I shrugged. “Pray that Jeremy is good enough to get the job done.”

      “I trust you’ll be working with him extra hard to make sure he’s up to scratch?” She looked at me with a raised eyebrow as though she was challenging me to say that I couldn’t get it done.

      “I’ll get him ready,” I promised. “This won’t be the first time an injury has caused problems with how a team functions, but we have enough time.”

      “Good, I’m glad to hear it because we need a win badly.”

      “Yes, well, unless there’s anything else we need to discuss, I’ll be heading back to my office,” I told her with the sudden need to be out of there. I knew if I stayed any longer, I wouldn’t be able to resist the urge to grab hold of her and kiss her as she had kissed me in the hotel room.

      “Oh, right, yes,” she sighed, sounding disappointed as I slipped past her to the door. “Major…”

      I turned to look at her and for just a moment I was hopeful that she might have something more serious she needed to say to me, that she would tell me she had feelings for me just so that I would have the chance to air my own feelings and put all my cards on the table.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “It can wait.”

      “You sure?” I asked, hoping that I might be able to coax something out of her.

      “Yes, your team will be waiting for you if I keep you in here too long.” She smiled warmly at me and shooed me out of the door with a gesture of her hand.

      “I’ll see you later then.” I had to force myself out of the room.
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      All day, I found myself thinking of how Major had entered my office with the intentions of talking to me privately, and I sure as hell knew that what he’d said wasn’t what he had really wanted to talk to me about. I could see it in his eyes the entire time that he was speaking. Something else was on his mind, and he wasn’t willing to tell me what it was, at least not yet. I had to give him time to man up and get whatever it was off his chest. Yet I still couldn’t get it off my mind. Throughout the day, I was caught off guard several times staring into space thinking about what he could possibly have wanted to talk to me about. Mary questioned me on it but what could I tell her? That I thought Major was getting ready to admit something big to me about his past or something even worse?

      By the time the end of the day came, I was only halfway through my work and there was no way I was going to be able to head home until it was done. I knew that if I did, it would simply be playing on my mind and I’d have an awful night’s sleep. I was the kind of woman who took work home with me if it wasn’t completed during the working day. I couldn’t face doing that tonight and so I decided to stick around late.

      A knock on the door caused me to jump and I looked up, half expecting to find Major. Perhaps it was more hopefulness than expectation, but I was disappointed when the door clicked open to reveal Mary.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked her with a smile in an attempt to hide my disappointment.

      “I was just coming to check whether you needed a hand with anything before I head home,” she explained as she stepped a little farther into the room. “I wasn’t expecting you to still be here at this time.”

      “I wasn’t really expecting it myself.” I shrugged with a sigh and looked at the mountain of paperwork on the desk in front of me that I still had to sort through, sign, and file away.

      “I can give you a hand if you like,” Mary insisted. “I don’t have anything to do tonight.”

      “No, you go home and relax. You have enough of your own work to do without helping me with mine.” I smiled at her. I saw how hard she worked at the front desk, taking call after call and handling awkward people who came in seemingly just to annoy her.

      “It’s not a problem at all,” Mary assured me. “I don’t mind giving you a hand, so you can get home a little quicker.”

      “Its very kind of you, but the truth is I like to get this stuff done on my own,” I said. “Gives me a good sense of accomplishment.”

      “Well, all right, if you are sure?” She raised an eyebrow at me as though she half expected me to change my mind and ask for her help.

      “Thanks.”

      “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow then.” She stepped back toward the door and adjusted her bag on her shoulder. “Have a nice evening.”

      “You, too.”

      I watched her go before I turned back to my mountain of paperwork and began to flick through sheet after sheet.

      I wasn’t sure how long I worked, but it seemed as though I was on autopilot, going through pile after pile of paperwork, signing documents that needed to be signed, filing away pieces that needed filing.

      It wasn’t until the lights suddenly cut out that my brain switched back on. My heart jumped into my throat and I jumped up from my seat. My stomach flipped, and I gasped in shock. In all the years I’d worked here, there had never been a power outage. It was the last thing I’d been expecting.

      Feeling around on my desk, I found my phone and flicked on the flashlight, relieved to see that my phone still had half a battery of life in it. There was no way I could continue working with the lights off, so I began to make my way toward the security desk even though I knew the security guards would probably already be working to fix the problem.

      Everything in the building looked far more menacing in the dark. Shadows seemed to loom and lurk around every corner and the things that I took for granted in the light seemed to jump out at me from the darkness as though they were living, breathing beings who wanted to do me harm.

      Several times, I paused mid-step to listen for any signs that I wasn’t alone. It wasn’t until I stopped for the third time that I realized that in fact, I could hear footsteps walking toward me. My heart hammered even harder in my chest, and I held my breath as I stood still and listened. The footsteps were loud and ominous as though the person was making no attempt to hide the fact that they were there.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Who’s there?”

      I glanced down both directions of the corridor, not quite able to tell which direction the footsteps were coming from. The sound seemed to bounce off every wall and window and it disorientated me to the point that I felt my head was spinning.

      “Hello?” I called out again when there was no answer and my heart jumped into my throat again. My pulse raced so rapidly that I could hear it pounding against my eardrums, and I thought that if I didn’t get a response soon, I might well pass out with the trauma of it all.

      “Who’s there?” I called again a little louder.

      Suddenly, I felt somebody grab me from behind. My scream was cut off by the hand that came down over my mouth, and I was forced back against the wall. This situation was all too familiar, reminding me of the attack I’d experienced at the Black Orchid and for a moment I thought that my attacker had found me for round two.

      Then I smelled the familiar scent of his cologne, and I knew exactly who my attacker was. I recognized him by the way he pressed his body flush against my own. I didn’t need to see his face to know that this was Scotty. I could sense it with every fiber of my being. I had been this close to him so many times that my body knew every inch of his.

      When his hand came away from my mouth, it was replaced by his lips, and I almost gagged on the bile that rose in the back of my throat. My phone dropped from my hand, causing the light to flicker and dance as it hit the ground and I tried to force Scotty away from me. He was too strong. His body forced me back against the wall and I felt his hands all over me as he stroked down my hips and came to cup my buttocks as I used my entire body against him.

      There was only one thing left to do. I kissed him back. For several long agonizing seconds, I allowed him to believe that he was getting what he wanted. I allowed him to believe that I wanted to kiss him back. Then, just as he began to drop his guard, I took his lip in-between my teeth and bit down as hard as I could. The taste of blood filled my mouth and I quickly spat in his face as he stumbled backward.

      “Ahh! You bitch!” he yelled at me, but I was already running down the corridor. I had no hope of getting away from him in my heels, but I was damned if I wasn’t going to at least try.

      I heard his heavy footsteps coming after me and my heart felt as though it was going to burst out of my chest as I forced myself on with as much effort as my legs would give. My entire body felt as though it was made of lead and I struggled with every footfall.

      Just as I turned the corner, I found myself stopped by what felt like a brick wall. I screamed and struggled as arms wrapped around me and I realized that Scotty couldn’t have been alone. He had brought help with him to ensure that I didn’t get away from him. I felt as though I had dropped into a horror movie and I was done for. I would soon be dead in Scotty’s trunk next to the shovel that would dig my grave.

      “Whoa, hey! Ruby! Calm down!” Major’s voice was like that of an angel as it washed over me, and my heart instantly began to calm.

      “Oh! Major!” I gasped, and I felt the tears of relief begin to stream down my cheeks. I couldn’t stop them as they flowed forth like a torrent of emotion and I was soon blubbering into Major’s chest as I wrapped my arms around him. He held me back with such fury that I felt as though I was going to melt right into him.

      “What’s going on?” he questioned. “What’s happened?”

      When his words only made me cry more, he stopped asking and simply stood silently holding me. I knew that Scotty was somewhere in the building, probably right around the corner but I knew him, and I knew he was too much of a coward to come out while Major was around. I knew that I was safe in this man’s arms. As long as he didn’t let me go, I was safe.

      I trembled in his arms for what could have been hours or simply just a few seconds but when the lights suddenly flickered back on, I felt brave enough to pull my face from his chest and look up at him.

      “Ruby, what the hell is the matter? Don’t tell me you are scared of the dark?” he smiled down at me as though he was trying to lighten the mood and I couldn’t help but give him a sad smile back. I had to admire him for trying to cheer me up.

      “He… he attacked me,” I gasped. I couldn’t get the words out. I couldn’t voice what had just happened because the truth was I simply couldn’t make any sense of it. What was Scotty doing here? Why had he attacked me like that? I knew he was determined but I didn’t think he was a psycho.

      “Who attacked you?” Major looked past me then as though he half expected some kind of wild ax murderer to be rushing toward us.

      “Scotty, he… he pushed me against the wall and he… he….”

      “Scotty? Your boyfriend Scotty? He attacked you? I’ll kill him!” Major’s face grew red hot with anger. For a moment, I was overwhelmed with the emotion in his voice and then it suddenly dawned on me what he had said.

      “My boyfriend?” I gaped at him and quickly pulled away. Those words stung. They would once have given me little butterflies in my stomach, back when things had been good between me and Scotty. Now then only aided in making me feel even more nauseous.

      “Scotty is not and never will be my boyfriend!” I snapped at Major, and his eyes widened in shock. He raised his hands as though he was signaling surrender and I realized that I must have looked like a crazy woman with mascara streaming down my face and an angry expression, not to mention the way my hands had tightened into fists as though I was ready to punch his lights out.

      “Don’t shoot me!” he told me. “He came to my office claiming to be your boyfriend. I took him at his word!”

      “Is that why you have been avoiding me?” I asked him, and I wasn’t sure how it was possible, but his cheeks grew even redder.

      “You noticed that?” he sighed as though he wasn’t proud of it. “I’ve been avoiding you for a lot of reasons but, yes, he was the main one.”

      “Scotty is not my boyfriend,” I repeated the words just to be sure that he had heard them.

      “Then, in that case, there is something I need to do,” Major told me and with that, he stepped forward, took hold of my cheeks in his palms, and pressed his lips firmly to my own. My head spun, and I felt as though the ground beneath my feet was moving as I placed my palms on his chest and kissed him back. A moan escaped my parted lips as his tongue slipped into my mouth and I tasted the sweet scent of mints on his breath.

      When he pulled back from me, my eyes fluttered open and I gazed up at him feeling as though my head was filled with fog. “Wha… what was that for?”

      “That was what I wanted to do in your office this morning but the only thing stopping me was Scotty,” he told me. “I needed to do that at least once before I told you the truth.”

      “The truth?” I scowled at him.

      “Let’s go back to your office and call the police,” Major told me then and he suddenly reminded me that there was a lunatic loose in the place somewhere. “Then we can have this conversation.”

      A part of me wanted to stop him and make him tell me everything but I knew he was right. We had to take care of the Scotty problem first.
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      I wanted to go out there, find Scotty, and throttle him for what he had done to Ruby. I wanted to hurt him for the terror he had put her through. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to leave her and so I simply walked her back to her office and pulled my phone from my pocket.

      After calling the police, I turned to Ruby, who sat at her desk with her head in her hands.

      “They should be here any minute,” I told her gently as I walked around the desk and dropped into a crouch beside her. “After they take a statement and see if they can find him, I’ll take you home.”

      “What if they can’t find him?” she protested with a shake of her head and her eyes widened with terror. The look on her face made my heart ache and I wanted to take her into my arms and hold her until she felt safe. “He knows where I live! What if he comes to my apartment?”

      “It’s all right,” I promised her as I reached forward and placed my hand on her knee. “I will stay with you until the police have him in custody.”

      “And what then?” She sounded as though she was close to hysterics. “What about when they let him out because they can’t charge him with anything?”

      I could feel her leg shaking beneath my hand and I struggled not to grab hold of her and shake her until she came out of it.

      “We will cross that bridge together when it comes to it,” I assured her. “Ruby, I am not going to let him get anywhere near you again.”

      I was shocked then as Ruby flew off her chair and wrapped her arms around me. “Thank you, Major,” she sobbed, and I realized that she was crying again. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      The urge to tell her everything there and then was so overwhelming that I had to bite the inside of my lip to stop myself. Instead, I simply wrapped my arms around her and held her until she began to calm down.

      It wasn’t until somebody in the doorway cleared their throat that I realized we had been holding each other for quite some time. Ruby suddenly pulled away from me, her head snapping around to the door as though she half expected Scotty to be standing there. My gaze followed hers a little more slowly to see the two police officers. They both looked sour-faced and bored as though they hadn’t been having a very good shift and I suddenly began to worry that they might not be much help.

      “We received a call about an attack on a Miss Bowman?” the male officer spoke up from beside his female counterpart, and I couldn’t help but look at her and wonder what she could do against a much larger man if she had to try to subdue him.

      “That’s me.” Ruby’s voice shook, and she pushed herself to her feet.

      “Could we take a statement from you?” The female stepped forward and pulled a notepad and pen from her pocket.

      “Yes.” Ruby still didn’t sound steady.

      “Do you believe that the culprit is still on the premises?” the male asked, and Ruby and I both nodded.

      “We haven’t looked for him, but he definitely didn’t come past us on our way to the office,” I explained.

      “And who are you?” the man asked, looking suspiciously at me as though I might actually have something to do with the attack on Ruby. That thought made me sick to my stomach. The thought that I could do anything at all to harm this beautiful woman made me want to hit myself.

      “I am the one who called you,” I said simply. “My name is Major Lawson, I’m the coach here.”

      The officer raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. He turned to his partner and whispered something in her ear before he turned and headed out of the room again. I watched him go, wondering whether he had said something about me to his partner. Yet there was no way of me knowing.

      “I shall take that statement from you and then my partner would like me to escort you from the premises,” she explained, and she clicked her pen. “What can you tell me about your attacker?”

      “It was my ex-boyfriend,” Ruby said and when I felt her reach for my hand, I didn’t try to stop her. I wrapped my fingers through hers and held on to her as I felt her shaking hard. She was clearly still traumatized by what had happened.

      “What makes you say that?” the police officer asked even as she was writing down information in her notepad. “Did you see his face?”

      “Well, no.” Ruby didn’t sound too sure as though she realized that she wasn’t as confident as she thought she had been in identifying her attacker. “But I smelled his cologne and it was the same cologne I bought him for his birthday. It felt like him, too. There was just something familiar about him when he pushed up against me.”

      “And what did he try to do to you? Did he say anything of significance that would lead you to think it was him?” the officer asked, and I held my breath as I waited to hear what Ruby had to say.

      “The only words he said were, ‘Ahh, you bitch.’” Ruby flinched as she said the words as though she was remembering how he’d said the words. “It was definitely his voice.”

      “Are you sure that your mind was simply trying to make sense of the situation and you simply heard your ex-boyfriend’s voice?” the woman asked, and I felt Ruby tense further beside me. “Have you had any contact with your ex recently that leads you to believe it was him?”

      “I called him to ask if he knew anyone looking for a job,” Ruby explained, and my entire body stiffened. I instantly felt sick to my stomach as she added, “He pointed me in the direction of Major.”

      She gestured toward me and I felt even more nauseous.

      “And how did that go?” the woman asked with a raised eyebrow, looking at me as though she thought I was involved.

      “He told me that I could have some information if I agreed to go on a date with him,” she explained, and I felt my heart skip a beat. The thought that she had gone on a date with this sicko just to get hold of me made me feel even worse. I began to feel as though this was all my fault.

      “And you agreed to this?” the officer asked, all the while writing down information in her notepad.

      “Yes, I was desperate.” Ruby shrugged, and I tightened my grip on her hand for comfort when I saw her cheeks flushing red. “I needed to find a coach quickly or my team would have no chance in the Super Bowl. They couldn’t train without a coach.”

      “And so, I assume you’ve been on the date?” the officer asked. “What happened there?”

      “Scotty asked me if I would take him back,” Ruby explained, and I felt anger at that. The thought of her taking back such a man made me want to shake her for being so stupid. “I assured him that there was no way on earth I would ever take him back.”

      “And how did he take that?” the officer questioned, still writing. She turned the page in her little notepad and continued to write.

      “Obviously not well because I found a note on my office door telling me that if I didn’t go on another date with him, he would give everybody more information about my relationship with Major.” Ruby glanced at me and I felt the guilt growing at the thought that he’d been able to use me against her. I should never have allowed myself to get so close that she could have something like that used against her.

      “And did you go on another date?” the officer asked as she glanced at me again. “What is your relationship with this man?” She pointed at me and I felt as though I was a fly on the wall, as though they were talking about me as though I wasn’t really there.

      “Yes, I went and met him again,” she admitted, and her voice shook as though she hated to even think about it. “Major and I aren’t in a relationship. I employed him and that’s it, but everybody seems to think that there is something going on between us.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the way that the officer glanced down at our interlinked fingers. Our holding on to each other contradicted what Ruby was saying.

      “And what happened when you went on this second date?” the officer asked.

      “I told Scotty that he couldn’t blackmail me and that if he tried to, he would wish that he hadn’t,” Ruby explained and then she began to sob again. “Oh, god, I basically threatened him and dared him on, didn’t I?”

      She turned to look at me with wide eyes as though she was looking for some comfort, and I reached around and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, pulling her into me. “Any sane man would simply listen to you and let you go,” I told her, “This isn’t your fault.”

      I then turned to the officer and asked, “Do you have everything you need? I’d like to get Ruby home, so she can calm down.”

      The officer glanced over her notes for a moment and I wondered whether she was going to try and stop us from leaving. Then she nodded and gave me a guarded smile. “I think I have everything that I need for now.”

      With that, she pushed her hand into the breast pocket of her jacket and handed Ruby a card with a number on it. “If you think of anything else that you think might be useful information for us. please don’t hesitate to give us a call. We take incidents like this very seriously.”

      “Thank you.” Ruby took the card and pushed it into the pocket of her dress. “Are we all right to leave?”

      “Yes, I shall escort you off the premises.” The officer gestured us toward the door, and Ruby slipped her hand from mine so that she could reach for her handbag.

      When she turned back to me with a fearful look on her face, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder again and gave her a quick squeeze. “Come on, kid, let’s get you out of here.”

      The usual fiery boss Ruby would have probably scratched my eyes out for calling her kid, but this Ruby was subdued and scared and she simply smiled at me.

      “Take me home?” She said the words as though they were a polite, probing question and I nodded, giving her another squeeze.

      “Of course,” I told her with a smile and we began to head out of the office. Ruby quickly locked the door behind us and then began to make her way down the corridor as though she couldn’t walk fast enough. Several times, I was sure she would rock right off her heels, but she kept her balance like a pro and even I struggled to keep up with her as I kept my arm wrapped around her shoulder.

      We were just about to turn the corner in the corridor when somebody stepped out in front of us and a small squeal escaped Ruby’s lips. She began to shake, and I held her closer to me.

      “It’s all right, it's only me,” the male police officer spoke up and just from looking at him and his sour expression I could tell he’d had no luck in finding Scotty. I held my breath as I waited for him to break the news to Ruby. I knew she would have felt much better if he had been able to find him.

      “Have you gotten everything we need?” he asked his partner as though he wasn’t sure the woman could do her job properly before she sent us on our way.

      “Of course,” she replied, giving him a look that said, ‘I dare you to question me again.’

      “Right, well, I’m afraid there doesn’t seem to be any signs of anybody else on the premises but I have asked the security team to get me all their security footage, and we will do whatever it takes to find this attacker of yours.”

      “How long do you think that will take?” Ruby asked, and she looked from the man to the woman as though she hoped that she might get better sympathy from her, “Will you be able to find him from what I’ve told you?”

      “I’m sure we will be able to get him by the morning,” the woman assured her. “Especially if his face is on the footage.”

      “It was dark when he attacked me,” Ruby protested. “There was a power outage.”

      “I spoke to the security team about that. One of them checked it out and found that the switches had been tripped. Whoever attacked you clearly wanted it to be dark when he did so,” the male officer explained, and Ruby began to shake worse than ever.

      “He planned this,” she sobbed and when she turned her face up to look at me, her eyes were filled with horror. “He really wanted to hurt me.”

      “But he didn’t get the chance,” I reminded her. “And you don’t need to worry. He isn’t going to get anywhere near you. I’ll die before I let that happen.”

      “Can we just go home?” Ruby suddenly deflated as though she was tired and couldn’t bring herself to stand up straight anymore. “I just want to go home and forget any of this ever happened.”

      “Let’s get you out of here,” I told her before I glanced at each of the police officers to see if either of them would protest. They didn’t try to stop us as I began to lead Ruby toward the lobby.
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      I was about to get into my car when Major sighed. “Ruby, what are you doing?”

      I turned to look at him to see that he was scowling at me with a look that said, ‘are you a crazy woman?’

      “What?” I asked him with my hand on the handle of the driver’s side of my sky-blue Mini.

      “You are not driving tonight.” He shook his head and stepped up to place his hand on the door to stop me from pulling it open.

      “Then how am I supposed to get home?” I frowned at him and shook my head.

      “I’ll drive you home,” he told me, and I felt my stomach flip at the thought of sitting in a car with him again. I remembered how things had ended the last time I’d been in his truck, and I wasn’t eager to have that happen all over again.

      “I am not going to bite,” he assured me, and I couldn’t help but smile back at him. “You are not driving after the trauma you’ve been through and I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “I’m not a child, you know?” I sighed. “I can take care of myself.”

      The truth was that I didn’t want to be alone either. The last thing I wanted was to be alone behind my steering wheel with the thoughts rushing around my head and nothing I could do to take my mind off them, but I was too independent and too stubborn to admit that to Major.

      “I would feel a whole lot better if you would just let me drive you home,” Major assured me, and I was slightly relieved that he hadn’t let the subject drop and let me get behind the wheel. “I’ll even give you a lift to work in the morning if you feel up to coming in.”

      “I can’t afford not to,” I shrugged. I needed every pay check that came in for my little apartment and I could only imagine what the board would think if I didn’t turn up because I was being stalked by my ex-boyfriend. That was the last thing I needed.

      “Well, then, let me give you a lift,” he told me. “It’ll save you some gas.”

      When he winked at me, I couldn’t help but giggle at him.

      “You know you are an idiot, right?” I told him and as he smiled, I found myself looking at his lips, remembering how he’d kissed me before. “You sure you want to come back to my place because if you do, you are going to have to explain yourself.”

      “I promised you I would,” he said. “Come on. Let’s get you home and settled. You look like you are freezing.”

      For the first time, I realized that I was shivering, and I couldn’t help but smile when Major shrugged off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      “You know my dress isn’t ripped this time, right?” I glanced down at my dress, half expecting the front to be ripped away as it had been when I’d been groped at the Black Orchid.

      “Can I not simply be a gentleman?” Major asked me as he wrapped his arm around my shoulder and began to lead me toward his truck.

      “I wasn’t aware that word was even in your vocabulary,” I joked and Major gaped at me feigning a look of shock.

      “I have never been so insulted,” he scowled at me and I rolled my eyes at him.

      “I’m sure you’ve been insulted far worse in your time,” I told him. “You seem like the type who gets offended easily.”

      “Oh, how you wound me.” Major pressed the palm of his hand over his heart and I couldn’t help but smile. I had to hand it to him, Major definitely had a way of taking your mind off things. He knew how to keep a conversation going and keep you talking.

      “Your chariot awaits,” he told me as he pulled open the door of his truck and gestured me inside. I pushed myself up into the truck and he made sure that my arms and legs were inside the vehicle before he slammed the door shut behind me. I was instantly relieved to be inside the truck. It smelled like Major, almost like he was wrapping his arms around me and holding me himself. I closed my eyes and imagined it for a moment until I felt him slip into the driver’s seat beside me and slam his own door closed.

      “Seat belt on please, Miss Bowman,” he told me as he clicked on his own belt. I reached around and pulled mine on as he pushed his key into the ignition and the truck roared into life. As soon as I clicked the seat belt into the lock, he smiled at me. “Good girl.”

      My entire body shivered at the tone of his voice and I felt heat pool between my thighs. For a moment, I was able to forget that he was my employee and just imagine that we were simply a woman and a man together, heading home for the night. I imagined all the things that could happen in such a situation and my entire body lit with desire. I closed my eyes again, able to imagine his hands trailing all over my body, touching areas that were aching with need already.

      “Are you all right?” Major asked as he pulled the truck out of the parking space and began to head in the direction of my apartment building.

      My eyes flew open again and I realized that I’d had them closed a lot longer than I thought.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I told him with a quick nod and turned my attention to the road ahead in the hopes that he wouldn’t see what I had been thinking about in my eyes. He glanced at me and sighed, and I was almost sure that I hadn’t looked away from him in time for him to miss it.

      “You don’t have to play brave with me,” he told me and when he reached over to place his hand on my knee, I felt my entire body begin to shake with need. “You’ve been through the wringer over the last few days. It’s all right not to be all right.”

      “I’m fine,” I insisted. “Can we just pretend like none of it has happened?”

      “I’m not sure that’s the best way to handle it but if it makes you feel better then fine.” Major shrugged and I was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t remove his hand from my leg. He squeezed my thigh gently as he drove closer to my apartment and I simply sat back, enjoying the feel of another human’s touch. Something felt so right about it that I couldn’t help but sigh with relief.

      “Here we are.” Major pulled in front the apartment building and I gestured toward my apartment’s designated space.

      “You can park there,” I told him, and he smiled at me as though he was pleased.

      “I’m honored,” he laughed as he pulled the truck into the space and I couldn’t help but tap him on the upper arm playfully.

      “You should be,” I insisted. “I don’t let just anybody park in my space.”

      “Is that an innuendo?” Major raised an eyebrow at me and my breath caught in my throat at his meaning. I began to blush instantly as I thought of him parking his ‘truck’ in my ‘space’.

      “You are not coming upstairs until you get those thoughts out of your brain,” I warned him, and Major began to frown. A look of anger crossed his face for a moment and I wondered whether the anger was aimed at me or himself.

      “I’m sorry.” He shook his head and sighed. “I sometimes forget who I’m talking to.”

      “It’s all right, I am only joking,” I told him, and I gave his upper arm a quick squeeze. “Let’s go up.”

      “Do not move a muscle!” Major yelled suddenly as I reached out to take hold of the door handle. I paused instantly, stiffening up, “What is it?” I gaped at him. “Is it a spider?”

      The thought that there was a creepy crawly climbing all over me made me shake and I struggled not to begin wriggling around like a mad woman to get it off.

      Major suddenly jumped out of the truck and rushed around to my side, pulling open my door with a smile. “Sorry, the gentleman in me couldn’t resist.”

      He winked at me, and I slapped him on the upper arm again. “You had me thinking I was about to get eaten by a massive spider!”

      Major simply smiled at me devilishly as he held out his hand to me. I placed my hand in his and allowed him to help me out of the truck.

      “I’m sorry,” he apologized when I stood in front of him, and I was surprised when he leaned down and pressed his lips to my forehead. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I held my breath for a moment, holding on to the sensation that tingled on my forehead where his lips had been. Then I began to smile.

      “What was that for?” I asked him.

      “I felt like it.” He slammed the door closed and took hold of my hand. “Let’s get you inside and out of this cold.”

      

      As soon as I found myself on the couch with Major at my side, I knew it was a bad idea having him in the apartment, yet I couldn’t bring myself to ask him to leave. He had been so kind to me, looked after me and made sure that I was all right. He’d even made me a coffee before we’d settled down to watch some television and it all felt so right. It felt as though we had known each other forever and everything had simply fallen into place. I found myself leaning in toward him when he placed his arm on the back of the sofa and we watched television like a couple who had been living together for months.

      “Ruby, there is something I need to tell you,” Major said after a while and I felt my heart sinking. I couldn’t help but think that he was about to shatter the peace I felt deep inside and a part of me wanted to tell him to be quiet so that I could simply enjoy being close to him for a little while longer. Yet the other part of me was intrigued to know what he had to say. I was almost sure it had something to do with the way he had kissed me earlier.

      I pulled away from him and turned in my seat to look at him. “Go ahead.”

      Major leaned forward and placed his coffee mug on the table in front of him before he shifted in his own seat to look directly at me. “I’ve been fighting this since the first moment that I saw you but I don’t think I can do it anymore. There’s something drawing me toward you and I don’t know what it is but I can’t ignore it anymore. This is more than just about sex. I thought maybe after one time, I’d get release and it would be over but it’s just… not.”

      I felt my heart begin to swell as I realized that I wasn’t alone in my feelings. I had felt drawn to him from the moment I met him. Even when I thought I hated him for his arrogance and stubbornness, there had been something drawing me to him. It had been a big enough draw for me to hire him.

      “I…”

      I didn’t give Major a chance to finish what he was saying. I didn’t need him to. Instead, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his. For a moment, he tensed up, and I thought that he might try to pull away from me as he had in the bathroom at the mention of my attacker. Then his hands came up to cup my face, and I felt him begin to kiss me back. His tongue stroked against my lips and I opened them to allow him access to my mouth. My own tongue came up to dance with his and I placed my hand on his chest. His muscles rippled beneath my hand as he moved to push himself against me. His body forced mine back into the back of the sofa, and my entire body began to shiver as his hand dropped down onto my thigh and began to stroke upward toward my sex. My blood pounded so hard in my ears that I could hear it, and I felt desire overwhelm me as I realized where this was going.

      This was what I’d wanted all along. From the moment I saw Major in all his tattooed, bearded glory in my office, I had wanted him in my bed. Now all my dreams were coming true as Major suddenly pulled himself up from the couch and carried me with him, my legs wrapped around his waist. I couldn’t stop kissing him as my arms wrapped around his neck and he began to carry me down the hall toward my bedroom.

      My heart hammered in my chest and all the dreams I’d had of him began to swim in my mind. I wondered for a moment whether this would be anything like them and I knew that if it was even half as good I would be one very happy lady.

      The moment he dropped me down onto the bed and came down on top of me, he whispered against my lips, “Are you sure about this? This is not going to be another quickie… and I’m not just letting you go at the end.”

      I reached up and placed my hands on either side of his face, forcing his head away from me so that I could look him in the eye. “I have never been surer of anything in my life.”

      Major smiled at me for a moment before he placed his fingertips against my chin and forced my head around so that he could get access to my neck. My entire body quivered as he began to trail kisses down my throat and a shiver ran down my spine, into my stomach, and darted to my sex. He ground his body against my own as though he wanted every inch of himself to touch me and I began to explore his body with my own hands. My fingertips slipped beneath the hem of his shirt and I felt his rock-hard abs quiver beneath my touch. He gasped as though he hadn’t been expecting my touch to be so pleasurable and I felt desire overwhelm me as I desired to hear the noise again. I wanted to pleasure him further and I wouldn’t stop until I had.
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      I couldn’t control myself any longer. I had been fighting this attraction since the moment I first saw Ruby in her office. Now she had given me permission and there was nothing stopping me. I needed to have her, and I was going to take my time having her this time. The way she kissed me set my entire body on fire and my rock-hard cock was more uncomfortable than ever, restricted in my jeans. The small voice in the back of my head that was telling me this was wrong, and we were in business together, was slowly becoming quiet with every touch of her lips against mine. The way she clutched hold of the front of my shirt and held me to her told me that she didn’t want me to stop and I had no intention of doing so.

      I stood up, dragging her with me, and she looked shocked for a moment, as though she thought I was having second thoughts. When I reached around to the nape of her neck with a devilish smile, I knew from the look on her face that she knew exactly what I was about to do.

      “Let’s get you out of this dress,” I told her as I clutched hold of the zip and began to pull it down toward her buttocks. She shivered as my fingertips stroked down her spine and when she shrugged out of the dress, it dropped down onto the floor, pooling around her heeled feet.

      “Sit down,” I ordered her, gesturing toward the bed and she did so without comment. I half expected her to question me, taking on the boss attitude that she always exuded at work, yet she didn’t. She played the submissive well as she set herself down on the edge of the bed.

      I dropped down onto my knees in front of her, admiring the plain black lace underwear she was wearing. Her perky breasts bulged from the lace, simply asking to be touched, but I wasn’t ready to go there yet.

      I reached out and took hold of her left foot. Unclipping the clasp of her shoe, I slipped it off before placing a kiss on the top of her foot. She gasped as I began to trail kisses up her shin, around to her calf and up over her knee. She quivered as though she was fighting the urge to pull away from the sensations. When I took hold of her other foot and repeated the process, she was ready for it, but she was not ready for what came next.

      As I placed the last kiss on her thigh, I spread her legs open, exposing the tender area between her thighs and she gasped. I could smell the scent of her arousal even through the thin lace of her panties and the desire to taste them was almost overwhelming.

      I brought my mouth down over her most sensitive parts and tasted her through her panties. Nibbling and sucking until she moaned deep in her throat, falling back against the bed. My thumbs hooked in her panties and I pulled them off quickly before bringing my mouth down between her thighs again. Her juices instantly covered the lower half of my face and I felt them dripping into my facial hair as I licked and sucked and nibbled away at her tender, warm flesh. She tasted sweet and delicious and I simply couldn’t get enough as I held her down on the bed and ate my fill. Her legs quivered beneath the palms of my hands, and her moaning only urged me on more.

      “Oh, Major!” she gasped as her climax came, and I couldn’t help but smile with triumph as I felt her entire body tense and convulse with pleasure.

      When I lifted my face from between her thighs to look her in the eye, I found her gazing down at me with a brilliant smile on her face. She was panting heavily, and her eyelids were heavy as though she was struggling to keep them open.

      “You all right, doll?” I asked in a cheeky tone, knowing exactly what the answer would be.

      “Never been better,” she breathed before she pushed herself up off the bed and stood before me wearing nothing but her lace bra. “I think it’s your turn.”

      “My turn for what?” I asked her with a raised eyebrow and the animal inside of me began to jump for joy at the look on her face.

      “You’ve tasted me and now it’s my turn to drive you crazy.” She didn’t give me the chance to protest, not that I would have, as she grabbed hold of the buckle of my belt and began to undo it with such fury that I felt as though she was going to pull me right off my feet.

      Within a matter of seconds, she had undone the button of my jeans and pulled them down along with my boxers. Dropping down to her knees in front of me, I saw her eyes widen as she soberly took in the sheer size of my cock.

      “He’s impressive. Was he this big before?” she gasped as she took him in her hand, and I gasped along with her as her soft fingers wrapped around the shaft of my manhood.

      “Yeah, I’m glad you like him,” I breathed out, struggling to control myself as I could feel my knees shaking from the pleasure she was gifting me with.

      When she took me into her mouth, I felt as though I was done for. My entire body began to tense up as her moist mouth began to move up and down my shaft. Her tongue danced around the tip, coaxing the pleasure out of me and I groaned deeply. I had flashbacks of the last time she’d done this, but somehow it was different, hotter, knowing that she knew exactly what she was getting into this time.

      Instinctively, my hands came down on the back of her head and my hips began to rock slightly. I drove myself deeper into her mouth as she placed her hands on my hips.

      “Oh, hell, Ruby!” I groaned as I felt my climax inching closer.

      Just as I began to feel as though I was going to explode, I pulled back and reached down to pull her up from the floor. There was no way I was going to waste this climax without being inside her first.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked me with a concerned look on her face and I quickly shook my head.

      “Everything is just right,” I told her as I urged her down onto the bed and came between her legs. “You still sure this is what you want? And you’re not going to run when we’re done?”

      When she nodded and grinned, I reached over to the top drawer of the bedside table and pulled out a foil wrapper. Carefully tearing the packet open, I slipped the condom over my rock-hard cock and positioned myself between her thighs. She gazed up at me with a hunger-filled look on her face and when I came down on top of her, she placed her hands on either side of my face. When she kissed me again, I felt my entire world spinning and the urge to be inside her was too great to resist.

      The second I entered her, she gasped aloud, and my own groan joined hers as I realized just how tight she was around my cock. I held still for a moment, allowing both of us to adjust to the intensity of it all. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt her but, as she’d done the last time, her body grew accustomed to my size rapidly. When she began to relax a little beneath me, I began to move, and I felt her hands snake around my hips to cup my buttocks and drive me deeper.

      She began to gasp and moan, drawing me on faster and deeper and before long, her head tilted backward, and her eyes rolled in her head, her mouth open wide with pleasure.
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      Having Major inside me was even more intoxicating than I remembered. His mouth had worked me so expertly that I was dripping by the time he entered me. For a moment, I wasn’t sure I would be able to take the sheer size of him, but I was pleasantly surprised when he held still to allow my body to adjust. I remembered the feel of him entering me the last time, but somehow, in the full light, his cock seemed massive. The groan that escaped his lips when he pushed inside me was enough to make my insides flip with desire and satisfaction.

      When he began to move, I couldn’t help but reach down and take his buttocks in the palms of my hands. I wanted him deep inside me. The action seemed to cause him to drive on faster and harder and before I knew it, my head was tilted backward, and my eyes were rolling back in my head. His huge cock hit every spot just right and pleasure overwhelmed me until there was nothing but him in the room.

      The groaning that came from his lips drew my pleasure on faster and I felt my climax come in a rushing wave that overwhelmed my entire body, causing me to shake and quiver.

      “Major!” I screamed.

      “Ruby!” When I heard him whisper my own name, I felt completely undone. I screamed louder than ever before as I felt him begin to quiver with his own climax. He growled and grunted through his teeth and his entire body tensed up.

      When he grew still on top of me, we both remained panting for breath. He opened his eyes to look down at me, and I found myself smiling at him through my panting.

      “How was that, sweetheart? As good as last time?” he asked me as he stroked a stray strand of hair away from my face.

      “Magical, but still room for improvement,” I panted back, teasing, and he smiled back at me before placing a kiss on my forehead.

      “Looking forward to it,” he breathed into my ear before he nibbled on my earlobe. I shivered all over again at the sensation. When he rolled over onto the bed beside me, I was almost disappointed until he pulled me into him, and I was able to rest my cheek upon his chest. The sound of his heart beating beneath my ear was the perfect ending to our lovemaking, and I sighed with satisfaction as I closed my eyes and simply enjoyed the feel of his body beside my own. The moment was made even more perfect by the way he reached up and began to stroke the back of my head.

      “Sleep now, beautiful,” he whispered, and I found my head growing heavier as though every part of my being wanted to obey him.

      I drifted into a peaceful sleep. The first peaceful, dreamless sleep I had been able to have in a long time and when I awoke the next morning, I felt as though I was dreaming.

      I lifted my head up to see that I had been laid on Major’s chest all night. He had barely moved an inch, save for to place his hand on my arm and hold me close to him. The hand that had been stroking my hair was rested over my shoulder and when I looked at his face, I saw that he was still sleeping peacefully with a contented look on his face. His eyelids twitched slightly, and I wondered whether he might be dreaming and if he was, whether he might be dreaming about me as I used to dream about him.

      As though he sensed me looking at him, his eyes began to flicker open, and I cursed myself for having moved. I didn’t want to ruin this perfect moment of seeing him in the peacefulness of sleep.

      “Good morning, beautiful.” He smiled at me and I felt my entire body shiver at his compliment. I would never get tired of hearing compliments come from this man’s lips.

      “Good morning, handsome,” I replied with a smile as broad as his own. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did.” Major rolled onto his side slightly and pulled me flush against him. “Because otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to do this.”

      When he kissed me, I felt my entire world begin to spin all over again. He rolled further, pushing me down into the bed and I felt him come down on top of me. My entire body was quivering with desire for him when I suddenly heard the raucous sound of a cell phone going off. With a groan, I realized that it was my own.

      “Ignore it,” he told me and with his hands traveling all over my body, I found it impossible not to. I could still feel the tenderness of the night before between my thighs, yet already I wanted him again. “How would you feel about taking another shower with me?”

      I delighted at the thought of showering again with this man, especially if it meant what I thought it meant. Picturing his muscled body dripping with the warm water again had me already wet.

      “I could definitely do with a shower,” I giggled as he kissed the tip of my nose and began to smile at me.

      He rolled off me then and threw himself up off the bed as though he wanted to waste no time in getting me to the shower. I rolled with him and was about to get up off the bed when he suddenly reached down and pulled me up into his arms. I squealed as he threw me over his shoulder and I was all too aware of just how naked I was.

      “Major!” I gasped as his palm slapped down over my buttocks. My face turned downward, and I suddenly had a great view of his ass. He certainly had rock hard buns of steel and I remembered wrapping my fingers around them the night before to drive him deeper inside me. My body shivered and delighted at the memory.

      “You have such a nice ass, Ruby,” he told me as he stroked my buttock before spanking it all over again. This time, the slap smarted against my ass and I gasped with the sensation of it. When he stroked my buttock again, it tingled with sensation.

      He carried me into the bathroom and turned on the shower, waiting for it to heat up before he stepped into it and finally put me down on the tiles. The large square shower head jetted down over me, the water caressing my body even as Major’s hands began to. His hand slipped down between my thighs and he began to rub gently, cleaning away my juices from the night before while making some fresh ones along the way.

      “I can’t get enough of you,” he whispered into my ear as he slipped a finger deep inside me. His mouth came down on my own before I could tell him that I felt the same way. His tongue stroked against my lips and my mouth opened to allow him entry. Our tongues connected and danced as he pressed me back against the tiled wall. For a moment, the shock of the cold overwhelmed my body, and I shivered, but when he drove his finger harder and faster inside of me, it was quickly forgotten.

      My entire body began to shiver with pleasure and just as I felt like I was about to climax, he suddenly stopped. My eyes flew open to see that he was looking down at me with a devilish smile on his face.

      “I want you to come on my cock,” he told me, and his words almost tipped me over the edge.

      “Oh, god,” I began, feeling a rush of heat directly between my legs. “How are you hard already?”

      “I seem to always be hard around you,” he teased, and he slipped his hand down onto his hard cock. The thought of having him inside me again was a delight.

      I gasped suddenly as he gripped hold of my hips and pulled me up into his arms. I had never been taken in such a way and shock overwhelmed me as he lowered me down onto his cock. My legs wrapped around his hips and my arms around his neck as he pressed me against the wall and began to drive into me. Pleasure overwhelmed me and within moments, I felt my climax climbing all over again. I exploded around his cock, gasping and moaning. The moment my pussy began to tense around him, he groaned, “Fuck!”

      Still, he drove on harder and faster and the second my climax was over, I felt another one climbing in its place. The process repeated over and over until I was spent, hanging from him as he finally came deep inside me.

      When he pulled me off his cock, I released my legs from around his waist and allowed him to put me down. My legs were shaking violently, and I could barely stand, relieved that he kept his body pressed against my own to hold me up.

      “Are you all right?” he asked me as he kissed my cheek. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “I’m great,” I gasped, still panting from the exertion of it all. “No, you didn’t hurt me.”

      I reached up and pressed my lips to his. He kissed me back as he reached out to pick up the shower gel off the shelf. I held the click of the cap and a few moments later he was lathering up the soap to stroke it all over my body.
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      I loved to explore Ruby’s body with my hands. The silky soap that danced between our skin was a sensation that caused my cock to harden all over again and had I not been worried that I might scare her away if I overdid it, I might have taken her all over again. Yet, at that moment, I simply wanted to take care of her, to clean off all the mess that I’d left between her thighs. She leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes, breathing in such a way that told me my hands caressing her skin caused her great pleasure.

      I couldn’t help but smile to myself as I slipped my hand between her thighs, remembering that just moments before I had been there. It was a memory that would remain with me forever. I would never forget being inside this woman, and I found myself hoping that I could relive the experience for as long as possible.

      “Your body is so beautiful,” I whispered into her ear as I worked the soap over and under her breasts and arms. Then I pulled her under the jet to wash the soap away from her skin.

      When I was finished, she reached for the shower gel and squeezed a dollop onto her palm.

      “Your turn,” she purred to me and I couldn’t help but smile. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      With her free hand, she reached down and rubbed the semi-hardness of my spent dick. In the next moment, she was lathering the soap up on my manhood and I felt myself hardening all over again. This woman was something else.

      When she slipped her hands lower to massage the soap into my balls, my entire body tensed, and I gasped. She smiled up at me with a devilish expression that told me she was more than a little pleased with herself.

      “You are enjoying this, aren’t you?” I clutched hold of the wall. She was clutching hold of my most sensitive area, and I could barely control myself.

      “Why, yes, I am,” she giggled. “Aren’t you?”

      “I definitely am.” I nodded, and when I leaned forward to kiss her again, she kissed me back just as passionately as she had before. I really could not get enough of this woman. I never wanted to let her leave but in the back of my mind, I knew that it would have to end soon. She would have to leave, and we would have to go back to reality. For now, though, she was mine and I was going to make the most of it.

      When she pulled me around to stand beneath the jet and stroked the soap off me, I was almost disappointed that our shower was over. A light bulb moment took over me then and I smiled down at her. “How would you feel about me washing your hair?”

      “Well, that’s an offer I can’t refuse.” She grinned, and I was more than happy to lather up the shampoo and stroke it into her long, thick locks. She closed her eyes and moaned with pleasure as I massaged her scalp and I couldn’t help but press my lips to her forehead. I tilted her head back into the water to wash the shampoo from her hair and saw that she was grinning to herself. I was unable to stop myself from leaning down to press my lips to hers.

      It was then that I heard her phone ringing again, and my entire body stiffened even as hers did the same. She sighed and shook her head. “I suppose I should get that.”

      “I’ll grab it for you,” I told her, knowing that she’d never reach it in time if she had to wring out her hair first. I slipped out of the shower before she could protest and, still dripping, began to make my way into the bedroom. It took me only a few moments to locate her handbag and the phone that was ringing from within. I carried the bag back into the bathroom. Being the gentleman that I was, there was no way I was going to go into a woman’s handbag without her permission.

      I held it open for her and she slipped her hand in to take hold of her phone. “Thank you.”

      I slipped back into the shower beside her and allowed her to move to step up to the entryway so that she could take the call without getting her phone wet.

      “Hello?”

      The moment I saw her face, I began to hold my breath. I couldn’t hear what was being said on the other end of the phone, but I could tell it wasn’t good.

      All I could do was hold my breath and wait until she came off the phone, praying she would tell me what it was about. I hated those women who had conversations in front of you, acted as though something terrible had happened but then still wouldn’t tell you what had happened. Something about Ruby told me she wasn’t like that and I was holding on to that hope.
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      “Ruby Bowman, this is Officer Lancaster, we spoke last night about an incident at the Buckskins Stadium?” the female voice on the other end of the phone shocked me. I wasn’t sure how she had gotten hold of my phone number but then I realized she was a police officer and it wouldn’t be hard for her to track me down.

      “Yes, I remember.” There was no way I could forget that. I still shivered at the thought of what had happened. The thought of Scotty’s lips on mine made me feel sick. “Has something happened?”

      “Yes, we have been going through the footage all night, but we have him,” the officer explained, and I felt relief wash over me. “Scott was clearly seen turning off the power to the stadium before he came to find you. We also have a witness who can attest to him being there at the time the lights went out.”

      “So, what does that mean?” I could only hope that meant I would never see him again. “Will he be charged?”

      “Yes, he will be charged with criminal damage first of all and we shall be pressing for him to be charged for the attack on yourself,” the officer explained. “You may also file a restraining order against him if you wish as the sentence for these things is unclear until he is faced with the judge.”

      “I’ll definitely do that.” I found myself nodding even though I knew she couldn’t see me. I could feel Major watching me as I spoke.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with today?” the officer asked me as though I had called her.

      “I think you’ve done everything you can,” I told her. “Thank you very much.”

      I was relieved and surprised. I hadn’t expected them to get any evidence on him. I’d always thought Scotty was sneakier than that.

      “Then I wish you all the best for the future,” the officer told me. “Have a wonderful day.”

      “You, too,” I told her before I flicked end call and turned to Major. “They got him!”

      I threw myself at Major even as the phone fell from my hand onto the shower mat. Major wrapped his arms around me as I pressed my lips against his and kissed him with even more passion than before.

      When I pulled back again, I told him, “They got him! They have footage of Scotty taking down the power at the stadium before he attacked me.”

      Major looked more than a little relieved and I felt a shiver run through me as he pressed his lips against the tip of my nose. “I’m glad you’ve got one less thing to worry about.”

      The tone of his voice made me a little uneasy, and I pulled my face back to look at him with my hands still wrapped around his neck. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “We need to talk about this.” He inclined his head between us, and I couldn’t help but sigh. Just like that, the magic of the night and the morning we had spent together was broken and I was dropped back into reality.

      “So, that means you are regretting this already?” I asked him and pulled away, quickly unwrapping myself from his arms. I suddenly felt dirty all over again, but I wasn’t sure any amount of showering would change that.

      “No!” Major stepped forward and grabbed hold of my hips. “I could never regret anything that’s happened between us, but I am worried about what it means for our future. You know, at work.”

      “The future is what we make it.” I shrugged, remembering the words that my grandmother had told me over and over when I was a child.

      “So, you want to see where this can go?” Major raised an eyebrow at me. “What does that mean for work?”

      “Everybody already believes there’s something going on between us, so why not give them what they want?” I smiled at him and I saw his own lips twitch up as though he liked the sound of it.

      “What if the bosses don’t like that?”

      “Then they can go fuck themselves,” I told him, and I realized that it was the truth. I had lived so long for my job that I had allowed my personal life to take a big hit. It was time to take some time for myself and get what I wanted instead of working for everyone else.

      “If they have a problem with it, I will leave,” I said. “They wouldn’t be where they are now without me.”

      “They’d be stupid to let you go,” Major insisted and I knew that he was right. There weren’t many general managers who would work as hard as I did. “So, are we doing this?”

      “Yes, we are doing this!” I giggled and pushed myself up on my toes to press my lips to his again. My world spun out of control then and happiness overwhelmed me as he wrapped me in his arms and held me close. I felt my heart swelling so much that I was fearful it might burst.

      It was then as he pulled his lips away just enough to speak that I heard the four words I realized I had been longing to hear from his lips from the moment I first met him in my office, “I love you, Ruby.”

      My entire body quivered as I heard the words and I felt my mind spinning all over again. “I love you, too, Major.”

      He pulled me closer as the shower washed down over. “I love you.”

      I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to hearing those words from his lips, but my heart danced when he said it.

      “I love you, too,” I told him as I realized that it didn’t matter what happened from here on out. All that mattered was that he was close to me and that he loved me. As long as I had that, it didn’t matter what else happened.

      “We will figure this out,” he promised me, and I felt myself melting into him again as he placed his palm on the back of my head and cradled my face against his chest. “Everything is going to be all right.”

      I believed him, and at that moment, I knew everything was going to be just fine. The tone of his voice told me that he was never going to let anything bad happen to me and I realized that he had already been doing that. When I’d been attacked at the Black Orchid, he had been there. When I was attacked by Scotty, he had been there. Now he was here. He was my guardian angel, my knight in shining armor, and I knew that I would be and could be whatever he needed me to be.
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      “You dirty whore,” Tessa teased me the next morning. “I knew there was something besides just sex with you two.”

      I just laughed. She wasn’t wrong. “Yeah, yeah.”

      I felt a hand reach up to cup my breast. I slapped it down, shivering with the feeling of Major’s rough hand on my naked nipple. I seemed to be in a habitual state of undress around him. “Stop,” I whispered, putting my hand on the phone.

      Tessa picked up on it. “Oh my god, he’s there with you right now, isn’t he? Ew!”

      The way that she squealed told me she didn’t find it completely ew, but was likely just jealous of our relationship. Relationship. It felt weird to admit that it’s what Major and I now had going on. “Yeah, he’s here.”

      There was a dial town click as she hung up. I turned to Major. “See what you did?”

      He cupped himself, flicking off the covers and revealing his cockstand. “See what you did?”

      “Well, we can’t have that, Coach,” I teased. I leaned down, straddling his lean hips and giving him an open-mouthed kiss. I moaned. God, I loved his mouth, his lips, his tongue.

      Suddenly, I was on my back and he was over top of me. “Major, what are you…”

      My voice trailed off as I saw what was in his hands. I let out a giggle. “Handcuffs…seriously?”

      “I stole them off the officer,” he said in a dark, suggestive voice.

      I gasped. “Seriously?”

      He grinned. “No, but it did remind me that I had a dream once where I tied you up and had my wicked way with you.”

      I shivered. “Oh really?”

      He didn’t answer, distracted by his task of closing the metal circles around my wrists and securing them to the headboard. He looked at me, my body spread-eagled on the bed and completely naked, waiting for him to touch it, lick it, fuck it. Oh God, I was so wet. I was seconds away from begging.

      He ran his palms through my air, down my face, over my plump bottom lip, and down my shoulders. With both hands, he plucked my turgid nipples, causing a whimper to arise out of me. His rough hands were caressing my sensitive peaks, becoming rougher and rougher until I would have literally done anything for his touch to continue.

      Instead, he dropped down lower and placed his mouth directly over my hot center, running his tongue through my wet folds. “Major,” I exclaimed breathlessly, not sure what I wanted to tell him exactly.

      He sucked and licked me until my world came apart, exploding in an orgasm of epic proportions. I gasped for breath, asking, “Are you going to let me go now?”

      He seemed to understand what I wanted, what I needed. “Hell no.”

      With that, he flipped me over to that my arms were crossed but I was still bound. He pulled my ass back, leaving it plumply in the air, waiting for his touch. It felt so dirty, so right, and I’d never been more turned on. With a swat, I felt the light spanking thrill my entire body. The next swat, I leaned back, pushing my butt into his hand and heard him groan. I hit a smile. Two could play at that game.

      I felt the hard, wet heat of his cock poised at my entrance. But first, he inserted two fingers, opening me and preparing me for his huge dick. His fingers went in without any resistance, my pussy so wet it was practically dripping. He reached down to lap up my juices, causing my thighs to shiver. I felt so vulnerable, but I’d always feel safe and protected around him.

      He reached forward, pulling me back against him and essentially shoving my pussy around his waiting stiff member. We both let out expletives that indicated how turned on we were by his cock sliding inside of me unhindered. I felt him shudder behind me.

      He started up a punishing rhythm of thrusting that had be begging for release, screaming for him to cum inside of me. But he took his sweet time, tempting and infuriating me until finally he came in a huge burst of cum inside my sensitive walls. He body shook with the release, my body squirming around his to find my own orgasm at the last second. He groaned when my walls started to constrict around him in pulsing drives.

      We both collapse, this time with him still inside me and his head on my lower back. He placed a kiss to my rear and told it, “I’ll be back soon for you.”

      I laughed and then shivered. Did he mean…? Yeah, probably. It seemed nothing was off limits to a guy like Major. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. I wouldn’t have him be anything different than he was.
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      “You’re shitting me,” I said into the phone, pressing it even harder against my ear. “No joke?”

      Wills laughed into my ear. “No joke. They said I can play in the playoffs. I won’t make the regular season though.”

      I heard the disappointment in his voice but didn’t feel the same way. The playoffs were really what I needed him for. The regular season was almost over, only one game left and based on the numbers, we were in. ”Wills, that’s fantastic news!”

      He laughed, hearing the excitement in my voice, but I knew that my excitement was nothing in comparison to his own. “Yeah, I know, Coach. That is, if you’ll have me.”

      The truth is, Wills had really grown up through his injury. He’d been at my side through most of the drills, coaching his own replacement better than even I could’ve done. I actually really liked the guy. He was still arrogant and kinda an asshole, but then, so was I. “The team could use your arm, Bronson.”

      Wills paused, likely taking it in. “Thanks, Coach.”

      I hung up with him and immediately walked into the next room where Ruby was dressing. I could call it a closet, but really it was a 12’ x 14’ bedroom that we’d turned into her walk-in closet. I still couldn’t believe she’d agreed to move in with me. I felt like the luckiest guy on earth. There was only one step left.

      When she turned, she took my breath away. We were going to a banquet dinner in preparation for the playoffs, and she was dressed to the nines in a floor-length, deep vee black suede dress that fit her curves in a way that made my mouth water. “Dear God, you’re hot.”

      She laughed, rubbing her hands over my silk white tuxedo shirt. “You’re not so bad yourself, killer.”

      I had a big thing planned later tonight, but suddenly the moment was right and I couldn’t wait. I bent on one knee, like I had so many times before as a football player. She looked at me curiously. I took a deep breath. “Marry me, Ruby.”

      She gasped, staring at me with her intense eyes and those perfect lips in a ‘o’ of surprise. “What?”

      “I love you. I know we had reservations on what people would think, but these last few months have been incredible. I can’t live without you in my life, don’t want to. Marry me.” I opened up the black velvet box, exposing the big diamond surrounded my little rubies that I’d had custom-made for her. She was my life. My everything. This was just the final piece.

      “Yes,” she breathed, her eyes shining with tears. We kissed, and I lifted her up high, enjoying this moment. “Yes.”

      And then, like the perfect football princess that she was, her next words had me laughing.

      “If only we could win the Super Bowl now.”

      I chuckled out loud. Oh Ruby. I couldn’t wait to tell her about Wills.

      Super Bowl, here we come.
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