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      I stared at the screen, not believing what I was seeing. First thing on a Monday, and it was all over the morning news. The footage caught on the security cameras appeared to be on an endless loop. My semipro football players were running through the town square of Bowling Green, Kentucky, in nothing but their underwear.

      My team is a joke.

      No one was ever going to take me seriously if I couldn’t manage the team. Worse yet, no one respected me. That had been apparent from day one when I’d arrived almost two weeks earlier, right after Wales Enterprises purchased the Mustangs.

      I ground my teeth as I thought back to some of my first moments there. I’d tried to hold a meeting, but the coach had adjourned it halfway through. Since then, I’d been poring over all the information I could get my hands on as I prepared to make my move. And I was ready. One thing my father had taught me was to not act in haste.

      The news reel kept rolling to the glorious moment when the team put some sort of soap in the fountain, which caused it to overflow with bubbles. I took a deep breath. The best part was yet to come. That was when our quarterback stood on the edge of the fountain and peed into the water. I shut off the television; I couldn’t stomach watching it again.

      My phone vibrated with a text from my father.

      Dad: I finished my phone call. Are you ready?

      Me: I’m on my way.

      This was the moment to prove I was capable. And I wasn’t going to let my father down.

      I pressed the intercom on my phone. “Amber, please send Coach Bailey to the conference room. Do not advise him that Mr. Wales is here. And have Jethro come to the conference room door.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I had brought Amber with me from North Carolina. She was an excellent assistant and due to her organizational skills and drive, Amber would go far in her career. Part of her relocation and compensation package included a full scholarship to the local college. I knew that had been her dream. And I’d been able to convince human resources that Amber was the perfect candidate for the Work for a Degree program Wales Enterprises had started. It was something my mother, Alli, was passionate about.

      I grabbed my leather folder and headed to the conference room down the hall. At such an early hour, the place was quiet. I should have handled this sooner. I knew I’d made a mistake when Dad arrived in the middle of the night. He’d called first thing this morning, wanting to discuss the story on the news. This type of media would reflect poorly on Wales Enterprises.  I hated that fact and was disappointed in myself for allowing the situation to get out of hand.

      I had a knot in my stomach thinking he might ask me to step down and put someone with more experience in my place to run the team. It was hard to be taken seriously as an executive at twenty-nine. Especially considering I was a woman in a very male-centric field, and people thought everything was handed to me because Damien Wales was my father. It was the opposite of what people thought. I had sacrificed any type of personal life to show my dedication.

      Since I was a little girl, I’d been determined to prove them wrong. I would be successful and run my father’s company one day.

      I opened the door to see my dad sitting at the conference table. He gave me the loving smile he’d been greeting me with my entire life. Before he had a chance to say anything, I stated my case. “Hey, Dad. I know this is a mess, but give me a chance to fix things. There’s a reason I haven’t acted yet.”

      His smile didn’t dim, but he nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Some of my tension eased. Not that I’d expected that he wouldn’t hear me out, but I had been prepared for the worst.

      As I stepped into the room, I heard Coach Bailey’s thunderous voice coming from down the hallway.

      “This better be good. I was in the middle of something. You can’t just call me on a whim when you feel like talking about something. I’ve got a team to run.”

      My dad’s eyes widened, and I winced.

      Yeah, I’ve let things spin out of control.

      I squared my shoulders as we waited for him to reach the conference room. It was past time our head coach met Kendall Wales, the general manager.

      He stormed into the room and stopped short, his face filled with shock. “Mr. Wales, I had no idea you were here. How was your trip?”

      Well, that was a change in tone. My dad’s response was clipped, his voice cold as ice. “Unexpected.”

      The one word spoke volumes. I gestured toward the table. “If you’d take a seat, we’d like to have a word with you.”

      Coach Bailey adjusted his pants in a way that drove me crazy.  He yanked them up an inch or two, but moments later, they settled right back down to their original location. Sometimes I thought that was a thing all coaches learned to do in school. Belts were made to hold pants up, there was no need to move them.

      I folded my hands on the table and crossed my ankles. This morning, I’d worn a black power suit and put my blond hair in a chignon. Businesslike and classy. “Coach Bailey, I assume you’ve seen the morning news?”

      His eyes darted to Dad, who remained silent. I was sure Dad was staring at the coach with that unwavering glare that made most people quake in their boots. Coach Bailey turned back to me, cleared his throat, and scratched his graying beard. “I have. The guys were initiating the new players, letting off steam before the fall season starts. A rite of passage, if you will.”

      Over the last two weeks, that had been his answer to every unacceptable thing the players did. I took a deep breath and stared at him. It was my moment to put my foot down. Initially, I had planned to go over everything with Dad, but ultimately, it was my team to run.

      I cocked my head to the side. “I don’t see how running through the streets almost naked, pouring soap in the town fountain, and relieving oneself in said fountain constitutes ‘letting off steam.’ Can you explain that to me?”

      He chuckled at my description before catching himself, apparently remembering who was in the room with us. “I’ll talk with the boys.”

      That was the other response I’d received whenever I’d tried to address something. I shook my head. “For the last two weeks, I’ve heard ‘I’ll talk with the team’ or ‘a right of passage’ multiple times. Those are no longer acceptable answers.”

      His chubby cheeks turned bright red. “Well, that’s the only answer I’ve got.”

      I opened the leather folder and pulled out a piece of paper. “Coach Bailey, your services are no longer required. We’re buying out the rest of your contract as per the agreement you made when Wales Enterprises purchased this team. Your termination is effective immediately.”

      He stood and slapped his palms on the table. “Wales, are you going to let this happen? I’ve been part of this team for ten years. I was part of the negotiation. I’m the best damn thing you’ve got going for this team. She knows nothing about sports or how this team should run.”

      How the hell would he know? I stood, placed my hands on the table, and leaned forward. He wasn’t the first asshole I’d had to deal with during a business negotiation. “If you had read your contract thoroughly, which I arranged, you would have seen the buyout clause. Jethro will take your badge and will supervise as you pack your belongings. You have thirty minutes.”

      It was petty, but watching his face turn redder made me feel better. I swore his eyes were going to pop out of their sockets any second.

      “This is bullshit, and you know it. Wales, get control of your daughter.”

      My father stood. His once jet-black hair had bits of silver in it now, and his blue eyes flared with anger. Even in his late fifties, my father was a formidable figure. “What I consider bullshit is getting a call from the local authorities in the middle of the night because my minor league team is trespassing, damaging public property, and acting inappropriately. What I consider bullshit is that my company is now linked to this PR nightmare.” Dad’s voice rose. “What I consider absolute bullshit is the lack of fucking respect you have shown my daughter—your general manager—in front of me! Get your shit and get out. And if Kendall hadn’t fired you, I would have.”

      “You’ll be talking to my lawyer.”

      Dad slid a card across the table. “Here’s the number to mine. But before you call, read your contract carefully.”

      “I made this team what it is.”

      That wasn’t saying much.

      I took control of the conversation. “Coach Bailey, I hope we won’t have to have you forcibly removed from the premises. You can either go with Jethro, or we can arrange to have your belongings shipped to your house.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. Before he could say another word I pointed to the door. “Jethro is waiting in the hall. Good day, Coach Bailey.”

      Fuming, he stomped out the door. Jethro’s deep voice greeted him as they walked away.

      “Well done, Kendall. That was overdue.”

      Dad deserved an explanation. “I know it was, but I’d like to explain why I waited.”

      With a nod, he allowed me to continue.

      I sat in a black leather chair, and Dad followed. “When I first came, I knew Coach Bailey was a problem and needed to be fired. However, I also had to get my hands around the finances here. Hiring a new coach to handle this mess is going to be a massive undertaking.”

      “You could have come to me.”

      Dad and Mom had always been supportive in every way. “I know, Dad. But I needed to do this on my own. I put this deal together and presented it to you. I had to show you I can handle it.”

      Dad’s smile conveyed his approval. “So, what’s your plan?”

      “To build this team up. Right now, it’s a mockery—the joke of the league. We need to start from the ground floor. I have a coach in mind; I want to make him an offer.”

      “Which one?”

      “Hunter Owens.”

      Dad’s eyebrows pinched together. “The Tennessee coach who disappeared?”

      I heard the doubt in his voice, and I understood what I was up against. “Yes. He lives just ninety minutes from here. I’m going to go see him tomorrow.”

      “You realize this would be a step down for him? A major step down, considering the shitstorm surrounding this team’s behavior.”

      That wasn’t a no, so I pressed on. “I understand that, but I think this guy thrives on a challenge. I’ve studied his videos. He was passionate about the game and his players. Coach Owens was all in, and he cared. There’s no way he doesn’t miss the game. We need someone like that to turn this organization around. And having a coach like him would definitely bring some much-needed positive PR to this team.”

      Dad leaned back in his chair. “And the finances?”

      “I can’t match what he was making as an NFL coach. But I’m going to offer him double Coach Bailey’s terms with housing. It’s a gamble, but I feel that it’s the right move. There’s been an enormous amount of waste in the budget. Each of the starting players has his own masseuse. Ridiculous. I get that physical therapy is important, but we can employ staff to work on the players for a fraction of the cost. The list goes on and on for expenditures like that. I found one player is charging his dry cleaning to the company as a work expense.”

      “And was this reported incorrectly to the IRS?”

      That was what I’d been initially worried about, as well. If the taxes had been filed incorrectly, the penalties could be enormous. It would mean the previous owners had provided false documentation, which meant a potential lawsuit. Once the accounting files were reviewed, I would know where we stood. Hopefully, everything had been done correctly.

      I took a sip of water. “Joseph, the new controller, will be starting tomorrow. He is going to look at everything and let me know. He’ll submit all his findings to corporate for you to review. This afternoon, I’m releasing the employees in accounting who were involved in this, which is about half the staff. My conservative estimate is we’ll be operating above my projections in six months.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      I smiled. He was going to let me continue. If he wasn’t, Dad would have already taken control. He adjusted his cuff links while he waited for me to answer.

      “Just let me continue the course. I want to prove myself. I know my brother Ryder is taking on the real estate side of Wales Enterprises. And you know I want the sports side. I want the board to have confidence. I want you to have confidence. I live and breathe this company. If I can make this successful and have a great minor league team to develop talent for our NFL team, the Lions, it’s a win-win. I know I can do this, Dad.”

      My brother Ryder was taking over the real estate side of Wales Enterprises. I wanted the sports side, which included the NFL team and now the minor league team. The long-term goal was for me to learn with the minor league team in preparation to move up to the NFL team. Then I would transition into an executive over both when Dad officially retired.

      He rose. “I know you can, Kendall. I’m proud of you.”

      I gave him a hug. “Thanks for letting me handle this.”

      “Of course. You’ve always been capable, Kendall. You must believe in yourself. There’s going to be backlash for your decision to fire Coach Bailey, which was the correct choice, by the way. But it’s also going to send a message that you’re serious. Whatever you need, your mother and I are here to support you.”

      And they always had been.

      He took me by the shoulders. “I want you to remember something before we go meet your mother for brunch.”

      “What’s that?”

      He waved his hand around the conference room. “There is more to all this. Your mom taught me that. Don’t forget to enjoy life, as well. You only get one. I get the need to work, but make sure you’re taking time for yourself.”

      “I will, Dad.”

      He raised an eyebrow in obvious disbelief.

      “I’ll try. Promise.”

      At some point there would be time, but now I had to focus on getting this team going in the right direction. My personal life could remain on the back burner, where it had been since I left for college.
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      I checked my GPS to make sure I was in the right place. It was leading me into the middle of nowhere. From all my research, this was where I would find Hunter Owens. And if I ended up on a stranger’s doorstep, well that would just be par for the course this week.

      After firing Coach Bailey, the entire team had thrown a conniption fit. One of the running backs had mistaken my dad for the new coach and had released a string of obscenities at him. I’d fired him on the spot. So, on top of needing a new coach, I also needed a new running back. If this kept up, I would be without a team.

      After that, word spread that I was on a “firing rampage,” and everyone avoided me. My mother had always said, “It takes change to make change,” which was true. But, man, change was painful.

      I turned down a long dirt road lined with a pristine white fence. It was beautiful and peaceful—definitely a place to relax and recharge. I would have loved to get away for just a weekend, but with the season only two months away, it was critical I get things under control.

      As I followed the dirt road, it occurred to me that it had to be the longest driveway known to man. Or maybe it was still a road. The GPS indicated that I was still on track, though, so I continued on.

      Please let this be where Hunter Owens lives. Please. I need just one thing to go right in my life right now.

      After ten more minutes of driving, I reached a ranch-style house. It was picturesque with its wraparound porch and breathtaking views of the barn, pastures, and horses. The mountain in the background topped off the view. I imagined the landscape out here was stunning in the fall. It reminded me of my parents’ place in Atlanta. I grabbed the portfolio from the passenger seat and stepped out of the car. A few horses frolicked in the paddock to the right of the house. They looked to be thoroughbreds. Dad had several.

      A faint smell of honeysuckle filled the air. If I allowed myself, I could get lost in the moment. The horses played. I smiled as I walked up the steps of the porch and approached the door. After debating whether to call, I’d decided it would be better to drive out here and surprise Mr. Owens. Saying no to someone over the phone was easier than in person. Or at least I hoped that was the case.

      I pressed the doorbell and waited.

      And waited.

      But there was no answer.

      I pressed the doorbell again. There was a chance he wasn’t home, but based on the big truck parked in front of the garage, I was willing to bet he was there. If not, I’d work from my car until he came home.

      “Motherfucker!”

      I jumped at the sheer volume. Maybe that was him; the sound had come from behind the house. I hoped it was him and decided to check it out. Maybe I shouldn’t have come? I questioned my decision. I hadn’t really thought about being out on a farm in a pencil skirt and heels. Carefully, I navigated the grass on the balls of my feet to keep my heels from sinking in.

      When I came around the corner, the vision that greeted me brought me up short. A man in chaps and a short-sleeved T-shirt stood with his back to me. He cursed as he dusted himself off, removed his hat, and swiped his brow. It was one of the sexiest things I’d seen in a long time. His voice was a deep, thick rumble. The mare he was working with gave a whinny, and I was able to regain some of my composure.

      I’d had a secret weakness for cowboys since I was a little girl.

      In a calming, soothing motion, he walked toward the mare. “Settle down, girl. Easy.”

      The mare calmed a bit but continued to daintily step around him.

      I needed to announce myself before he caught me ogling him. “Hi! I’m looking for Hunter Owens. Do you know where I can find him?”

      The man whipped around, and I gave a tight smile to hide my nerves. The tattoo sleeve on his left arm looked exquisite, adding a bad-boy vibe on top of the sexy-cowboy image he had going on. Another secret weakness of mine—tattoos.

      Get it together. You have a deal to close.

      I took another step forward, clearing my throat. “I’m looking for Hunter Owens.”

      His eyes did a quick sweep over my body. I usually didn’t appreciate that kind of assessment from strangers, but something about him felt different, and I enjoyed it more than I should. He tipped his hat and smiled, which set off an explosion of butterflies in my stomach. “Looks like you found him. What can I help you with?”

      This is Hunter Owens?

      The pictures on the internet hadn’t done him justice. And he’d expanded the sleeve of tattoos. When I’d researched him—which had felt more like stalking, to be honest—there had been one photo from his last game where a tattoo peeked out from beneath his short-sleeved shirt.

      I took another step forward, making sure to walk on the balls of my feet. “I’m Kendall Wales. Do you have a minute to sit down and talk?”

      “About?”

      That brought me up short. I wanted a chance to build up my offer, explain why he should basically take a career demotion and come out of hiding. Maybe if I was evasive, he would listen to my offer. “A job.”

      “What kind of job?”

      He hopped over the fence in one swift motion, the way they do in movies, and if I’d been the swooning type, I would have audibly gasped. Instead, I held my smile and ground my teeth while my heart beat double time. I might be mostly all business, but I was still a woman. And Hunter Owens was all man. I needed to get him in a more relaxed situation. I gave a sweet smile. “Can we sit down and go over the particulars?”

      As he stepped closer, I began to sweat, which was insane. Remain calm and in control.

      “Give me the highlights.”

      Think. Think. Think.

      “That would ruin the surprise. Why don’t we sit on your front porch and we can talk about it? I won’t take much of your time, Mr. Owens.”

      “Just Hunter.” The left side of his mouth quirked up as his eyes roamed down my body yet again. Maybe my form-fitting pencil skirt hadn’t been the best idea. “Just a sec. Let me get something, and we’ll talk.”

      “Perfect.”

      He disappeared up onto the back porch and came down with some muck boots. “Put these on. I’ll listen while I do my chores. But I can tell you, if it’s another coaching job, I’m not interested.”

      Oh hell, this was going to require a different approach. He raised an eyebrow at me, challenging me to put on the boots. Without hesitation, I put them on and placed my heels on the porch step. As I turned back to him, the horse came up to the fence. “That mare is beautiful. Is she an Akhal-Teke?”

      He stared at me, clearly surprised I knew horses. I’d grown up with them. My mother had taught me to ride. As a child, I’d learned to ride on Gingersnap, the horse my father gave my mom on the night he proposed. The horse had originally been a gift from her parents before they died, but Mom had sold her when she had to move. I loved how Dad was, and had always been, Mom’s knight in shining armor. Theirs was one of those love stories that made you swoon.

      I stuck my hand out for the horse to sniff me.

      Hunter patted the side of her neck. “She is. I’ve never owned a Golden Horse, or as you so accurately stated, an Akhal-Teke, before. I bought her last month for a small fortune, and she’s stubborn as shit. But she’ll break at some point. Just have to keep getting back on her. Can’t ever be bucked off and not climb back on.”

      Hunter gazed at the horse with an almost loving appreciation. “I do enjoy a challenge every now and then. We’ll build trust over time.”

      The coloring of the horse was breathtaking. Her cream coat had a metallic shimmer to it, which made the pale blond hair nearly glisten in the sun. The horse took off in a victory lap, knowing she’d won this round against Hunter. He definitely had his work cut out for him.

      I asked, “What do you need my help with since now my boots are on?”

      I got a sexy smirk. “You know my answer is going to be no, right?”

      So he knew. Well, hell, it was obvious why I was here. I put on a businesslike smile to cover up my attraction to this man. If he took the job, I would find a way to control it. Once we entered into a business arrangement, any attraction I felt would likely be gone. It always had been that way. There was not time for a personal life. It was business. All business.

      “If I’m not slowing you down, what does it hurt to hear me out? And you’ll have a free hand. Win-win.”

      He shrugged. “Just as long as you know what my answer is going to be.”

      “How do you know I’m going to offer you a coaching job?”

      He leaned against the fence and looked me over. “Because I know how to read people. It’s what made me successful as a coach—being able to predict what the other coach was going to do.”

      Damn it. He was reading me too easily. “Lead the way to where the chores are.”

      “Suit yourself.” By the tone of his voice, it was clear that he doubted I would actually do anything. What he didn’t know was that I could muck out stalls with the best of them even in a pencil skirt.

      We entered the barn, which was rather impressive with its tongue-and-groove walls and ceiling. The main aisle down the barn had a stained-concrete floor and reminded me of my parents’ place in Atlanta.

      “I need to brush the mare down.”

      “She doesn’t have a name?”

      “Not one that suits her yet besides pain in the ass.”

      I chuckled. “Well, I don’t think that would be very fitting for a Golden Horse.”

      “Probably not. You want to comb her down while I muck out her stall? She’s actually calm when she’s being brushed down.”

      “Sure.”

      It was obvious by the cleanliness and organization of the barn that he took pride in what he did. It was something our team desperately needed.

      Hunter led the horse into the barn. Before bringing her in, he’d changed out her leather bridle for a soft bridle and hooked her up to a lead rope. I petted her neck. “Hey, beautiful girl.”

      The horse I’d had from childhood had passed away two years earlier. My parents had given him to me for my fifth birthday. I’d loved Pete, and had named him after the character in Pete’s Dragon.

      The mare whinnied as I unbuckled the girth and removed the saddle. In business clothes it proved to be difficult, but I managed. With the right mindset, anything was possible. “Where do you put your tack?”

      He tipped his head to the left. “In the tack room right over there.”

      I followed the direction Hunter had indicated. On my way there, I sensed him watching me. My plan was to let him ask me about the job first. I grabbed a brush and proceeded with the mare’s mane. “Hey, sweet girl. I’m just going to comb out the tangles.”

      For a few minutes, we worked in silence.

      I was on the tail when Hunter asked, “You going to tell me about this job I’m going to turn down?”

      His arrogance was beginning to irritate me. But from experience with men just like him, I figured he was probably trying to rile me. Well, I play with the big boys. I can be unfazed.

      I set the brush down. “Well, you were correct. And I know when I first tell you, your reaction is going to be no.”

      “Go on.”

      “It’s head coach of a minor league football team in Bowling Green, Kentucky. We’re the Mustangs.”

      He laughed out loud, and I knew what was coming next. “A minor league football team? Are you joking with me? You realize I was an NFL coach, right? That would be a demotion. And considering I turned down the Packers last week, I don’t think there’s a chance in hell I’ll entertain a minor league team.”

      “Yes, I realize that. Hear me out. The program is being revamped. The goal is to get it as respectable as the minor league baseball teams. I can guarantee you it would be more challenging. And you would be a pioneer in this venture.”

      He shook his head. “Whoever put you up to this is wasting their time. I’ll give them credit sending out a pretty little lady who knows her way around a horse. But my answer is no to whoever sent you.”

      Anger surged through me, and I turned back to the horse and finished without another word. Hunter finished the stall, and I led the horse in and closed the door.

      Whipping around, I narrowed my eyes at him. “Mr. Owens, no one sent me. I am the general manager. It’s part of Wales Enterprises.”

      “Damien Wales owns a minor league team? You’ve got to be fucking with me. That man has a damn good head on him; I can’t believe he’d waste his time on that nonsense.” He paused and gave me a hard stare. “What did you say your name was?”

      “I didn’t. But it’s Kendall.”

      “Kendall what?” he asked with a raised brow.

      “Kendall Wales.”

      He groaned. “Oh, well that makes sense.”

      The sarcasm in his voice spoke volumes. Well, Hunter Owens could take his chaps and his sexy tattoos and just… just… well, I wasn’t sure exactly what, but he could do something with all that manly stuff he had going on for him.

      I took a step forward. “And before you think Daddy handed me something I haven’t earned, think again.”

      That sexy grin reappeared on his face, only now I wanted to slap it off. “I didn’t say anything, sweetheart. That was you. But just out of curiosity, why do you want me?”

      I wasn’t sure why I was even trying, but maybe I could break through to him. “I’ve seen your coaching videos. You have a passion that’s inspiring. You care about your team. You clearly want them to succeed. It’s not a job, it’s something that runs through you. It’s incredible.” I wanted to slap my hands over my mouth to make myself stop talking. Why did I just say those things? Oh well, they were out there now. I might as well keep going. “It’s obvious that you care about your players. And from the interviews I saw after you left, they cared about you, too. That kind of passion and heart is what I need to turn this team around.”

      Some unidentifiable emotion flitted across Hunter’s face before he shut it down. His onyx eyes grew darker. They were beautiful like a stormy sea. “There’s a reason I don’t coach anymore. The answer’s no. I think it’s time for you to go.”

      “Hunter… just hear me out.”

      A vein popped in his neck and his eyes narrowed. Hunter was pissed. “Go get back in your car and leave. You can find someone else to play with Daddy’s team.”

      Unbelievable. He was saying anything to get me to leave. I had to give this one last shot, so I took another step back. “I’m aware of the accident. It was terrible. But I’ve seen the reports, and it was an accident.” He grew stiff, and I pointed to the file folder. Before he could say anything, I continued. “The offer is in there. Burn it, trash it, or maybe live by your words… get back on the horse. Sounds to me like you’ve let this one buck you off and you’re afraid to get back on. If you don’t show up Monday morning, I’ll have your answer.”

      “You have my answer now.”

      What was I thinking?

      I took a step out of the barn and turned his way. “Maybe I was wrong about you. I don’t need a coward coaching. I need someone who’s willing to take a risk and shake up this entire industry.”

      Fuming, I left the barn and headed to my car.

      Damn it. Now, I was stuck in Bumfuck Nowhere without a coach.
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      Monday morning, there was no Hunter. No response. Nothing.

      I was currently without two players and a coach. My middle linebacker had quit. Well, he’d threatened to quit if I refused to rehire Coach Bailey. So I’d called security and had him removed. Of course, he’d been bluffing and was currently asking for his job back. Unfortunately, it wasn’t available. At least to him.

      Team members were dropping like flies.

      And each time I thought about Hunter Owens, I wanted to scream. To make matters worse, he’d starred in my dreams more times than I would ever admit to anyone. The moment he’d jumped over the fence played on repeat in my head. In my dreams, he jumped over the fence, walked up to me, grabbed my face, and kissed me senseless.

      I cradled my face and groaned. My head was a mess. And I blamed a certain asshole ex-NFL coach for that. Focus, Kendall. Handle your business.

      Before coming out to Kentucky, I’d cut ties with the man I’d been seeing casually for the last few years. We were both career-driven but needed to let off steam from time to time. I had never once dreamed about Weston. We would text, meet up, and then go our separate ways. The sex had been good, and we’d been exclusive, but there hadn’t been any feelings. He’d had an empire to build, and I’d had to build my experience to run an empire.

      It had worked.

      It wasn’t personal.

      And now I had nothing except sexual frustrations because of that stupid fence-jump move. And the chaps. And the tattoos. And the stormy eyes.

      GAH!

      I closed my eyes and thought of anything except the tattoos. To make matters worse, he hadn’t sent my heels back. When I’d gotten to the stadium, I’d realized I was still wearing his muck boots and had left my heels on his porch step. I’d overnighted the muck boots with a return label for my Louboutin shoes and a note that had been to the point—nice, even.

      I checked the tracking again this morning, but they hadn’t been sent. Asshole. If he wanted to keep the shoes, he could have them. Maybe he had a high-heeled shoe fetish. I chuckled at the thought.

      A knock on my door pulled me from my inappropriate thoughts.

      “Come in.”

      Joseph, the new controller, came into my office. “Ms. Wales, I wanted to drop off these reports. I’ve identified approximately a million dollars that’s been misappropriated over the last six months.  I have proposed a budget for the next two quarters and upcoming fiscal year. If it’s approved, we should be in the black within six months. Things will be tight, but even with the new salaries, we should be good.”

      A million dollars.

      “Perfect. Thank you, Joseph. I’ll review and get back to you with any questions.”

      “Sounds good. I have interviews this afternoon to replace the vacant accounting positions. I’ve audited the expenses of those you’ve kept on, and I agree with your assessment. I found no evidence of inappropriate spending with these associates.”

      “Was everything reported correctly to the IRS?”

      “Everything was categorized correctly for taxes, yes, just manipulated for the reports sent to the managers. I’ve sent my report to the corporate office of Wales Enterprises to verify my findings. I’ll keep you posted.”

      That was good news, but the cover-up in reporting bothered me. If the expenses had been valid, why would they have needed to hide it? That would go on my to-do list to continue digging. “Thank you, Joseph. Let me know if you discover anything else.”

      “Will do.”

      Joseph left, and I continued researching different coaches. None of them had what I was looking for. Frustrated, I walked over to the window, which looked over the field. So much needed to be done before the fall. And there wasn’t much time. Our ex-running back had been picked up by the team that had won the entire championship last season. He’d been one of the best players we had. I cracked my neck as the tension grew.

      Maybe the coach from Michigan State would work. He had a great record, but he lacked the passion. Results were what counted, though. But I truly believed the sky was the limit when people were invested in what they did, when it was part of them.

      As I pondered this dilemma, the door to my office swung open, and the man I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about filled the doorway.

      My assistant was behind him. Only her feet could be seen behind Hunter’s broad build. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Wales. He just walked right by.”

      “It’s okay, Amber. I was expecting Mr. Owens.”

      I hadn’t been, but there was no reason to let him believe that. I minimized the list of other coaches on my computer screen before I walked around the large cherrywood desk that had been here from the previous owner. I hated how large and blocky it felt, but a new desk simply wasn’t in the budget.

      The door shut, and I put on a smile. “Good morning, Mr. Owens. I hope you brought my shoes with you.”
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      I stared out over the pasture, my hands tightly gripping the railing as I tried to push away this strange ache in my chest. I hadn’t been able to get Kendall Wales out of my head for the last six days. She was consuming my thoughts day and night, and it was beginning to piss me off. When she’d put those damn boots on and followed me into the barn, I wanted to back her against the wall and kiss the living shit out of her.

      Fuck. Stop thinking about kissing her.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so conflicted about something. It’s a simple yes or no, son.”

      My father’s voice pulled me from my wandering thoughts. I turned to face him. He sat in one of the rocking chairs on my back porch, a knowing grin on his face. As if he could read my mind. He probably could. Brett Owens, my dad. The former college star, NFL MVP, and football coach loved by all. That was my dad. They were some big shoes to fill, but he never once made me feel like I had to fill them. Even now, he was here for me.

      “The woman drives me mad, Dad.”

      He arched a brow. “The woman you spent only an hour or so with? The woman who had the balls to drive down here and offer you a job?”

      I huffed. “You didn’t meet her.”

      Shrugging off my comment, he went on. “So if you don’t want to consider it, why are you driving up to Bowling Green today? Surely it’s not to give her back her shoes and tell her no again.”

      I hated that he could see right through me. At least three times I picked up those shoes, ready to ship them back to Kendall and move on. Each time I held them, I saw her smile and those damn blue eyes that had played in my dreams since she’d stormed onto my ranch. Those blue eyes and their color that reminded me of home. I could close my eyes and picture the blue sky of Wyoming, and when Kendall looked at me, I saw it right there in her eyes. After she’d left, it had been the first week in over a year that my dreams had not been nightmares. The first time in over a year my thoughts had been consumed with something beautiful rather than something tragic.

      “You and I both know I would never coach a minor league football team. It would be career suicide.”

      “Do you intend to go back to coaching?” he asked, his voice sounding hopeful.

      My heart ached, and for a moment, I felt nauseous. “No, but I’d like to keep my options open.”

      He nodded and took a sip of his coffee. After I’d called him Tuesday night to tell him about Kendall’s little visit, he’d informed me he was coming for a visit of his own. He’d clearly heard the uncertainty in my voice, the struggle with what to do and how to step back into an industry that had nearly drove me to a place so dark I was afraid I’d never escape it.

      I knew my father, and he wasn’t coming just to visit. He was coming to watch over the ranch while I headed up to Bowling Green to figure this shit out. I wasn’t going to coach, that I knew. But there was something about Kendall Wales that made me want to help her with this team, made me want to see her succeed, and I knew I was the man to help her do it.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Hunter.”

      Bile threatened to climb up into my throat.

      “I should have known, should have seen the signs. Something.”

      My father sighed and shook his head. He’d played professional football early on in his career and had been damn good. After an injury and a messed-up relationship with the owner of the team, he’d retired and went on to coach the University of Austin to three straight national championships. Then he’d walked away from it all to be with his father, who had been diagnosed with cancer for the second time. My mother, of course, followed him to Wyoming after quitting her job as an ESPN college football sideline reporter. To say football was in my blood was an understatement.

      I lived it.

      Breathed it.

      Played it.

      Coached it.

      I was first-round NFL draft pick my junior year at the University of Austin where my father coached. I knew football, and I was fucking good at it. I played four years in the NFL before I decided to move to my other passion. Coaching. I started off as the defensive coordinator for Tennessee Spartans before moving four years later into the position of head coach at the age of thirty, the youngest NFL coach to date. Until one of my players died right in front of my eyes and changed my entire life.

      “How? No one could have seen that. He had an undetected heart condition, Hunter. You could not have known that.”

      “I pushed him too hard.”

      “It was during a damn game, and he was running the ball in for a touchdown. How is that pushing him too hard? He was doing his job.”

      I looked into his eyes, shaking my head. “I should have known.”

      “So that’s it? You’re never going to forgive yourself?”

      “No,” I replied instantly.

      We sat in silence for a few moments before he did what he always did when we got to this point in the conversation—changed the subject.

      “Did I tell you about when your mother and I met?”

      A warm smile spread over his face, and I sat in the chair opposite him, relieved that we were no longer talking about that day.

      “Mom has told me her version. That the two of you saw each other on the sidelines, and you both knew there was something magical between you.”

      He chuckled. “Well, she’s right, but that wasn’t exactly the way I remember my feelings.”

      It was my turn to laugh, and it felt good. The heaviness from the conversation only moments ago drifted away in the light breeze.

      “She was beautiful, and I knew I wanted to… get to know her. Then I met her, and I wanted to strangler her. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to drag her from my boss’s office back to the airport or put her in my bed.”

      With a groan, I scrubbed my hands over my face. “Dad, I didn’t need a visual.”

      “All I’m saying is I see the same thing on your face, son. Trust me when I say you cannot deny to yourself that you’re attracted to Kendall Wales. It will only frustrate you more. What you need to figure out is if you can push that to the side and do the job she’s offering you.”

      “No.”

      “No, you can’t push the feelings aside, or no to the job?”

      I sighed. “I won’t coach the team, but I will offer to be the consultant for one year. That’s all I’m willing to give her to help turn the team around.”

      “From what I’ve read, it needs more than just turning around. Might take more like five years.”

      “I always did like a challenge,” I stated with a grin.

      He leaned forward. “And the attraction?”

      With a smirk, I stood. “What attraction?”
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      The entire drive up to Bowling Green, I cursed Kendall Wales. How in the hell did one woman make me consider getting involved in the one thing I vowed never to be a part of again?

      Football.

      The thought of stepping on the sidelines of a football field made me want to throw up. My head ached just thinking about it. Maybe what I needed to do was to give her back her overpriced shoes and walk away from this ridiculous situation. Yes. That was exactly what I was going to do. All this stress was my body reacting to a beautiful woman. Kendall Wales had appeared out of the blue and woken up a part of me I’d hidden away. It had been a long dry spell since the last time I had sex. At least a year… or maybe it felt that long. The last person I had slept with had been Rachel, my ex. Her true colors had come out after I’d walked away from my coaching job and said I wanted to be a rancher. In her eyes, giving up my coaching job wasn’t going to buy her all the expensive clothes, shoes, and all the other materialistic shit she was into. Little did she know I had more money than I knew what to do with thanks to smart investing.

      I turned on the radio and groaned. My father had used my truck last and had left it tuned to the eighties channel. “Oh, hell no, I am not listening to this!” I changed the channel to my favorite country station. My mother was obsessed with eighties music, and I’d had to spend my entire life being forced to listen to artists like Cutting Crew, INXS, Belinda Carlisle, and Glass Tiger, to name just a few. I shuddered at the memory of “Mad About You” blaring in the car on my way to football practice. My father might have let this shit grow on him for the sake of my mother, but I was never going to let that happen to me.

      As I drove the relatively short distance to Bowling Green, I tried not to think of Kendall and how adorable she’d looked in my mucking boots. Or how it had made my cock strain against my pants when she’d made her way around the horses dressed in her business attire. No, I needed to focus on all the reasons I was going to turn down her offer.

      I pulled into the parking lot of the office building complex on the other side of the stadium. After sitting in my truck for what seemed like forever, I grabbed the damn shoes and headed into the building. I was going to tell Kendall thank you but no thank you. My life back in Tennessee made me happy. It was what I wanted—or at least I thought it was what I wanted.

      After clearing my way through security, I headed up to the general manager’s office. Kendall’s office. A young woman, maybe twenty or so, sat at a desk. I walked past her on my way in, ignoring her as I went.

      “Oh, wait! Excuse me! You can’t just walk in there! Sir, please wait!” the woman shouted as she attempted to stop me. It was sort of cute how she thought she had a chance. I easily had over a hundred pounds on her.

      I pushed the door open and found Kendall staring at her computer, a look of frustration etched on her beautiful face. My knees went weak at the sight of her. What in the hell? She quickly glanced up, stood, and made her way around the desk as the young woman attempted to get around me.

      “I’m so sorry, Ms. Wales. He just walked right by.”

      “It’s okay, Amber. I was expecting Mr. Owens.”

      I forced myself not to smile at her words, although I felt my mouth twitch in spite of myself. Both of us were surprised as hell I was standing in her office. Her voice lacked the confidence to convince me otherwise. I raised a brow and finally gave her a smile.

      The assistant shut the door, and Kendall put on her professional smile. Damn, it was a turn-on to see a woman so confident and sure of herself. They were few and far between. I wanted to tell her I thought it was amazing that she was taking on this task, especially since her father owned a very successful NFL team. I’d played against the Panthers plenty of times. Some games I’d won; some they had. But Damien Wales was a well-respected man, and I knew he must have had total confidence in his daughter. I also knew he’d probably have me killed if he knew of all the sexual positions I had dreamed of taking her in the past week.

      That bit I’ll keep to myself.

      “Good morning, Mr. Owens. I hope you brought my shoes back.”

      My mouth dropped opened and then snapped closed again. Is she kidding me right now? She was asking about her shoes? Her. Shoes. And to think I’d been about to give her a compliment for taking over this team. I didn’t know if I wanted to pull her into my arms or throw her shoes at her.

      I decided neither was a good option.

      “I did. I also came to tell you I do not want the position of head coach for your team.”

      Her smile faded, and I swear her shoulders slumped. She quickly regained her composure and stared at me for the longest time before speaking. Her voice made my insides warm with a feeling I’d never experienced before. I quickly forced myself to ignore it.

      “You drove all the way here to return my shoes and tell me you don’t want the job again?”

      Say. Yes.

      “Yes.”

      Her blue gaze dropped to the floor with what looked like defeat, but her body remained strong. If I hadn’t been watching, I might have missed it. I hated myself for making her feel like that, if even for a second.

      “I don’t want the head coach job, but… I will offer you my assistance as a consultant. I’ll give you one year.”

      Kendall considered this for a second without giving anything away before she crossed her arms and replied, “One year? Only one year?”

      Don’t look at her chest. Or the way that dress hugs every single perfect curve. Focus, man! Focus!

      “One year. That should be enough time to help you get the team back on the right track and winning. Then my time here is done, and I go back to my ranch.”

      “A year to get the team on the right track?”

      I ran my hand through my hair with a groan. “For Pete’s sake, Kendall, are you going to repeat everything I say in the form of a question?”

      She looked as though she was about to speak, but she stopped herself. I was certain she’d been about to repeat what I had just said.

      Clearing her throat, she glared at me with a look meant to intimidate me. All it did was turn me on. “So let me get this straight. You’re turning down the job I offered you but offering to do another job? One that wasn’t even presented to you?”

      I wanted to smile at the bite of sarcasm in her voice.

      “That sounds about right.”

      Her body shook with… was that anger? This woman was hell on wheels.

      “Listen, I don’t need a job from you, Kendall. Hell, I don’t even want a job working for you. You’re going to drive me fucking insane—I can see the writing on the wall. I promised myself I would never step foot on a football field again, but I don’t particularly like being called a pussy.”

      “If I recall correctly, I called you a coward.”

      Glaring at her, I went on. “You challenged me, and here I am. Take it or leave it. You have one minute to decide.”

      Her eyes turned dark, and she took a step closer to me. My fists clenched tightly as I pushed away the urge to cup her face in my hands and kiss her until she was breathless. There was something about this woman that made me lose all common sense, including my ability to focus on our current conversation because I was mentally undressing her as she approached me. It was the storm brewing in those blue eyes that had me getting worked up in all the wrong ways.

      Shit… what is that smell? Is that Kendall?

      As she grew closer, I could smell something so fucking delicious it made my head spin. Jesus, what did this woman bathe in? And what in the hell is wrong with me? Her scent was now throwing me off balance. This wasn’t going to work. I needed to get the fuck out of there and back to Tennessee. Now.

      “I see you’re not interested in my proposal. Fair enough. Good luck with the team, Ms. Wales. I wish you all the best.”

      I turned toward the door. The moment my hand landed on the knob, she spoke, and it felt like time stood still.

      “Hunter, wait. Don’t leave.”

      My eyes closed briefly at the sound of her voice, at the words she spoke so softly.

      Smiling, I turned to face her. Her eyes roamed my body in the most seductive way a woman had ever looked at me. Either that or she was planning on how to bury my body in the woods when all was said and done.

      She motioned for me to sit as she rounded her desk and took a seat. “I have conditions.”

      Conditions? Of course she has conditions.

      I followed and sat in the brown leather chair. It was my turn to cross my arms and stare at her.

      Kendall placed her arms on her desk, folded them, and flashed me a smile I knew she reserved for those poor bastards in the boardroom.

      “Are you going to just sit there and flash your fake smile at me, or are you going to give me your conditions?”

      Anger flashed in those baby blues. She leaned back in her chair and glared at me. My cock twitched in my pants as I gave in to a smirk.

      This was going to be fun.
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      Hunter Owens was actually considering the job. I’d hoped, but I truly never believed he would take it after the incident in the barn. Think. Think. Think. I had to handle this delicately, or he would walk out the door. Hunter Owens was an enigma. I wondered what had changed his mind.

      Regardless, I had to seal the deal. I needed to show everyone that I was able to make the unthinkable happen. Plus, I enjoyed getting under his skin, probably more than I should have. Being near Hunter day in and day out was going to test me in the worst possible way. Even in these few minutes we’d been around each other, my thoughts kept going to what it would feel like to be in his arms.

      In the week since I’d seen him, my memories hadn’t done the man justice. His sexy, gruff demeanor had bad boy written all over it.

      Keep him off balance. Give him the unexpected. Calmly, I said, “First, can you please gently place my shoes on the floor? They’re expensive, and you’re clenching them. Those types of shoes shouldn’t be clenched, Mr. Owens.”

      I saw the fire in his eyes as he opened his hand and they clattered to the floor. “Done.”

      So, he was testing me. I would continue to push; there was something about knowing I aggravated him that thrilled me at the same time. It was a dangerous game I was playing. I gave a sweet fake smile. “I think you missed the gently part.”

      “You said you had conditions.” His smirk told me he might be enjoying this as much as I was.

      Welcome to the club.

      Earlier, I’d had to bite the inside of my lip to the point of pain in order to stay focused on the task at hand. In reality, all I wanted was to have him grab my face and kiss the ever-living hell out of me. Then toss me on the couch and fuck me senseless. The entire situation left me feeling off kilter.

      I leaned forward to clear my thoughts and steepled my fingers. “Yes, I do. You and I both know that a year as consultant will do very little to get this team on track. It’s going to need a complete overhaul.”

      I paused, waiting to see if Hunter wanted to add anything. He remained silent. Fine by me. “I would assume as a consultant, you’re going to look for a suitable coach while you’re assessing the players.”

      Hunter smiled at me in that way that had my core heating. Yet he remained silent. Maybe he was testing my knowledge or he was seeing where I was going. I wasn’t sure. Regardless, I needed to stay on task. His deep voice rattled me at times. “Let’s say you find a coach within a month or two, at best, which is unlikely. At that point, you’re going to have to mentor him and the team to build a cohesive unit. The season will nearly be over before that really starts happening. I need two years minimum, unless…”

      I left that dangling out there as a challenge.

      The room grew quiet as Hunter assessed me with his eyes. I knew he was trying to figure out where I was going with this. I remained unreadable and stiff the way I’d seen my father be all those times in the boardroom.

      Finally, he took the bait. “Unless?”

      Bingo. Without missing a beat, I said, “Unless the coach can win the championship this year.”

      He shot back, “That’s damn near impossible, and you know it.”

      This was where I had him. I cocked my head, remembering that he didn’t like being called a coward. “Oh, I hadn’t realized you were afraid of a challenge. Maybe I misjudged you.” Picking up the phone, I buzzed Amber to drive the point home. At any time, Hunter could call my bluff. It was a risk I had to take. “Hey, Amber, will you please validate Hunter Owens’s parking? And also send me the information for my next interview in…” For dramatic effect, I checked my watch. “Thirty-two minutes.”

      Amber answered in a whisper, “What interview?”

      I would fill her in later. “Thanks so much. I—”

      Hunter hit the button to end my call. “Stop baiting me, Kendall.”

      His commanding voice made me cross my legs and squeeze. I looked at him with innocent eyes. “Do we have a deal, Hunter?”

      There was something else lingering underneath the surface with Hunter. I wasn’t sure what it was, but it was as if he was afraid to want to take this consultant job that was actually a coaching job. His player’s death had been a tragedy, but it hadn’t been his fault.

      “We have a deal. But I’ll be out of here in a year. I’ll do the damn near impossible, but I will make it happen. Mark my words.”

      That hunger to prove me wrong was such a turn on. “I hope so. I’ll have human resources draw up the contract with those conditions. Housing will be provided. For now, until a coach is found, you can use Coach Bailey’s old office. Was there anything else you wanted to discuss in the agreement I left at your house?”

      It was hard to keep my emotions in check knowing I was close to closing this deal. It would change the fate of the team. And the sooner I locked Hunter in, the better. With the team’s record, it was only a matter of time before our next incident happened. All week long, I’d been fielding calls, and I was looking forward to watching Hunter kick their asses and get them in line.

      He stood. “I have a condition.”

      Here we go. Game face engaged, Kendall. Keep your head in the game. With practiced precision, I kept my voice level and void of emotion. “What’s that?”

      “Don’t interfere with my decisions for the team. I won’t be micromanaged. I’ll go over my decisions with you, but if I’m going to win this year and be gone by the beginning of the next season, I don’t need a babysitter.”

      From the set of Hunter’s jaw, this was a nonnegotiable point. The discussion had grown very serious between us, and we were near the point of breaking. I had to agree, but there needed to be parameters. “Deal. But we have to work within a budget, which I’ll share with you tomorrow morning. Amber will get you a key to the furnished apartment as well as anything else you might need. I’ll see you at seven in the morning. That’ll be all.”

      Hunter stood there, unmoving, and smiled at me. Quickly, I glanced around the room to see what I was missing. Why isn’t he leaving? He sat back down in the chair ever so slowly. Hell, he had muscular legs. Legs. This is not a time to think about his legs. I wanted to groan in frustration. Why is he still here? His earthy cologne was fogging up my senses. I made a mental note to buy some Lysol for the next time he came into my office. That addictive scent needed to be neutralized. I started an email to Amber.

      

      Subject: Lysol

      Amber,

      Can you please go get some Lysol and bring it to my office as soon as Hunter Owens leaves? Bring several cans. I’ll need backups.

      Thanks,

      Kendall

      

      I hit send and then looked back over at Hunter. “Oh, you’re still here?”

      The deep chuckle was so sexy. “Yeah, I’m still here, sweetheart. I have another condition.”

      Good grief. Are we ever going to be done with this agreement? We were going to be too old to coach a football team by the time we were finished. “And that is?”

      “I want you to show me around and and help me get set up. Not Amber. Consider it teambuilding.”

      I’m in so much trouble.
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      I was exhausted and ready to murder Hunter on my drive home.

      Murder. Him.

      I’d spent the last half hour imagining the different ways I could dispose of the body. Right now, a good, old-fashioned shovel in the middle of the woods was what I was thinking… that or a wood chipper. It depended on what point in the day I was focusing on.

      First had been the tour of every square millimeter of the facility.

      Then it was the rearranging of his office.

      After that, he’d given me a few “requests” of some things he liked to keep on hand, such as a specific tea, which was required to be in his office at all times. Starbucks was a “hard pass” for him. He also needed to have a stash of Swedish Fish and Mike and Ikes on hand—in both his office and the break room. Additionally, Hunter informed me he would need Milk Duds on his desk the morning of every game. With that last request, he tried to hold back a smile but failed.

      He had nearly driven me insane. Worse yet, the bastard was getting off on it. But a deal was a deal.

      Wood chipper, definitely the wood chipper.

      My phone rang. The name on the screen made me smile. “Hey, Dad. How are you?”

      “Kendall, I’m impressed. Hunter Owens.” My dad’s approval made all the stress of the day worth it. Maybe Hunter just deserved the shovel and not the wood chipper.

      I was pretty proud of myself, too. Somehow, I had done the unimaginable. “I’m sure you read the contract. He’s not the coach but acting as a consultant, instead. He insisted on the wording. I think that was more for future career opportunities, which makes sense.”

      “It’s a smart move on his part. I’ve always respected him. He always gave my team a good game. Win or lose, it was a clean game. I respect Hunter Owens.”

      That said a lot, coming from my dad. It took quite a bit for a person to earn his respect.

      I put my car in park and sat in front of my apartment complex for a few minutes to unwind. “Did you see the financial reports from Joseph?”

      “Yes. Good news that we aren’t in trouble with the IRS. But I do find it odd that certain expenses weren’t being reported to management correctly.”

      None of it made sense. “I know. I’m still going to investigate, but I also have to get the team ready to play.”

      “Do you need me to send some people?”

      I tapped my steering wheel. It would be easier if I had some help, but then it would only prove to the board I wasn’t capable of handling this myself. “I would like to do this on my own, Dad. As long as we’re legally compliant, I think it’s okay to take a little more time to figure out what was going on.”

      “Okay, sounds good. Oh, hold on.” His voice grew quieter as he took the phone away from his ear. “What was that, Alli? Yes, I’ll do that right now. I will. Yes.” His volume returned to normal when he came back to me. “Your mom sends her love and said she’ll call you tomorrow. She’s telling me to hang up and let you handle it.” He chuckled. “I better listen so I’m not in the doghouse.”

      I smiled. Dad worshipped the ground my mother walked on. “Night, Dad. Thanks for everything. Tell Mom I love her, too.”

      “Night, Kendall. We love you.”

      I ended the call and let out a breath of relief.

      After playing secretary to Hunter earlier, I’d sent him to Amber’s desk to get the keys for one of the apartments within the complex Wales Enterprises owned a few miles from the stadium. After we’d purchased the team, I’d suggested this real estate purchase. The market was favorable, and the apartments were a good investment. It was also an easy solution to my search for a place to live that had security, which had been a must for my dad. The exterior had been given a makeover. The building was now a light tan with black accents. It had ten units, five on each side of the front desk with a swimming pool and fitness center behind the apartments. Hopefully Hunter was at the opposite end of the building from my apartment, or he might be back in the wood chipper again.

      I opened the car door and grabbed my briefcase. It was nearly nine o’clock. Since I’d had to play travel guide to Hunter, I stayed late to finish up some paperwork. Maybe I could drop his body in the river. No evidence till spring… that might work.

      As the breeze blew, I got a whiff of “linen fresh” disinfectant. The amount of Lysol I’d sprayed in my office had left me tasting it and smelling like it. But at least Hunter’s cologne was undetectable.

      Gone.

      Vanquished.

      Bye-bye.

      I took joy in the small victories.

      As I entered the building, I nodded to Arnold, who sat at the front desk.

      “Evening, Ms. Wales. I see we have a new tenant.”

      “Hey, Arnold. Yes, the team has a new consultant.”

      He gave an approving smile. “That’s progress. Hopefully, he’ll be able to keep those hellions under control.”

      “Here’s to hoping.”

      I liked Arnold. He was in his late fifties, with silver hair and an easy smile. Since I’d come to Kentucky, we’d gotten to know each other in our brief, daily encounters. He had a lovely family, including an adorable four-month-old granddaughter, and loved to share pictures. When I saw pictures of his daughter, I wondered if I was ever meant for that type of life with a husband and children. Business was my life. I had no idea how I would navigate an actual boyfriend.

      Later. I’ll think about it later. Focus on the job.

      “Night, Arnold.”

      “Night, ma’am.”

      I walked to my apartment, tense from my head to my toes. It occurred to me that the fitness center was still open for a few hours. Maybe a quick run would clear my mind and help me sleep. I needed some sort of release. With no fuck buddy and my vibrator packed in some unopened box, physical activity would have to suffice. Something that would wear me out so I could get a decent night’s sleep.

      My unit was at the end of the hallway with four other units to the left of the main desk.. Nothing looked different as I passed the other units. Hopefully Hunter was at the opposite end of the building.

      I opened the door and entered my boring apartment. Boxes still lined the beige walls. The place really needed some color. And at some point, I needed to unpack. Hell, I’d hardly slept since I arrived. One box a day. That was my new goal—starting tomorrow. It would be easier that way, and before I knew it, I’d be moved in.

      I quickly changed into my workout shorts and tank top and headed to the back of the apartments. As I approached the glass doors, I stopped short, cursing my luck. It was nearly ten. The place should have been deserted.

      Why, cruel world? Why me? What have I done to deserve this punishment?

      Hunter sat on a bench in the gym, shirtless, his profile to me. He had earbuds in and was clearly focused on his workout. Leaning forward, he curled a weight that was probably heavier than I was. The tattoos on his arm shifted with each movement, and I may have drooled a little bit. I wiped my mouth, hoping I hadn’t.

      Walk away, Kendall. Walk away now.

      I was rooted in place as I stared, taking in everything about him. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. After another set, he put the weights down and moved to a bar where he proceeded to do one armed pull-ups. How is that even possible? I’d never seen this done in real life. No wonder he’d been able to jump that fence at his ranch.

      Hunter switched arms, and have mercy on me, I thought I might die on the spot. His abs were like a washboard. I’d have bet I could crack an egg on them.

      Bang!

      I dropped to me knees and lifted my hands as pain radiated through my face. My worst nightmare had just come to life. How did I walk into the glass door? The cleaners must have cleaned really well.

      I was afraid to open my eyes.

      From the tingles on my skin, I knew Hunter Owens was staring at me.

      Kill. Me. Now.
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      Hearing a noise I turned and saw Kendall back away from the glass door and drop to the floor.

      “Shit!” I whispered as I grabbed my stuff and made my way out of the gym. To my surprise, Kendall was crawling along the floor, apparently uninjured. With a smile, I leaned against the wall and watched her attempt to make her escape.

      “Whatcha doing?”

      She stopped, then began to run her hands along the floor as if looking for something.

      “I dropped a… um… my contact! I dropped my contact.”

      She was something else. One minute I wanted to strangler her, the next I wanted to drag her into my arms and kiss her.

      “Your contact?”

      “Yes, my contact. You know, the little things that help visually impaired people see better.”

      I couldn’t help but notice she was slowly making her way back toward the apartments. She was dressed like she’d been planning to work out. Her shorts were riding up her ass just enough to cause my imagination to get the best of me.

      Fuck, if she didn’t get up soon, I was going to do something I might regret. Instead, I reached for her arm and helped her up. My heart stopped when I saw that she was bleeding.

      “Damn it, Kendall. Your nose is bleeding.”

      She reached up, touched her nose, and then flinched. Drawing her fingers back, she stared at the blood on her hand. “Oh, wow. I hit it pretty hard.”

      “Come on, let’s see if we can get that bleeding under control.”

      Kendall seemed to be in shock because for the first time since I’d met her, she was silent. And she was willingly allowing me to lead her back to the apartment the team had provided me.

      I stopped at my door, where I took out the keys Amber had given me.

      “This is your apartment? This one?”

      She looked so confused, and for a moment, I began to wonder if Amber had given me the wrong apartment.

      “Yes. Why?”

      Kendall looked panicked, but she pulled herself together fast. This woman had a will of steel. “It appears we’re neighbors.”

      With a smirk, I leaned in closer to her, ready to say something that would surely have me fired for sexual harassment. She held her breath, as if waiting for my response.

      “Sit down and let me look at your nose.”

      Her body relaxed, and if I hadn’t been looking, I would have missed the flash of disappointment on her face.

      She sat down in the large leather chair as I assessed her nose. Good thing this place had come furnished or she’d be sitting on the floor.

      “Lean your head forward, and let me pinch your nose.”

      She gave me a weak smile. “I take it you’ve done this a time or two?”

      “Yes, but mostly for football players, not for women who walk into glass doors.”

      Her cheeks flushed, but she shifted her eyes away. The sight of her blush made my body jerk in reaction.

      What can I do to make her flush like that again?

      Kiss her? Tell her how I can make her come with the softest touch of my fingers? Maybe my mouth, too.

      Shit. Stop this, Hunter.

      “Your eyes—they’re so dark.”

      Her words were nothing but a whisper. We stared at each other for a good minute before I pulled my hand away.

      “I’ll get you some ice. It looks like you’re getting a knot on your forehead, too.”

      Kendall simply nodded and placed her fingers where mine had been. As I walked into the kitchen, I shook my hand to get the damn thing to stop tingling. The moment I’d touched her and helped her up, it had felt like my entire body had come to life.

      You need a good fuck, Hunter. That’s all.

      I scoffed at my thoughts. The only thing I would be getting tonight was my hand wrapped around my dick in the shower. With the memory of Kendall watching me as I worked out.

      “The bleeding stopped.”

      Her words snapped me out of my fantasy. I quickly grabbed some ice before snagging a few paper towels and wetting them.

      “Here, you might want to wipe off your face. You’ve got a bit of blood…”

      Instinctively, I reached out and wiped the blood from her face. She smiled at me, her eyes sparkling. I handed her the ice, trying like hell to ignore how that made my body feel.

      “Put that on your forehead.”

      “Thank you, Hunter.”

      Her voice was soft and sweet. A voice any man would want whispering to him as he slowly made love to her.

      What the hell is happening to me? Turn this around, Hunter. Now.

      “You might want to look into a lens case to carry with you.”

      Her brows pulled in, and she gave me a confused look. “Lens case?”

      With a devilish smile, I replied, “Yeah. For your backup contacts. For when one pops out at the sight of a hot guy working out.”

      Kendall huffed and stood. Glaring at me, she pushed the bag of ice at my chest. “You are mistaken, Mr. Owens. I was looking down at my phone.”

      I searched her body for said phone. “Which is … where?”

      Her fists balled up, and I swore she was about to punch me. She was probably making plans to sneak back in here tonight and do something evil to me. The thought actually aroused me even more.

      Her eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared. “You… I… You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Oh, look at that. I can piss her off even more. This was promising.

      When I said nothing, she mumbled to herself, “Wood chipper. Definitely a wood chipper.”

      It was my turn to be confused. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Kendall shook her head, pointed at me, and then turned on her heel and stormed out of my apartment. She slammed the door so loud I jumped. Then I laughed.

      Still laughing, I made my way to the kitchen, pulled open the refrigerator, and grabbed a beer. I sank down into the leather sofa and took a long, slow pull from the bottle. Smiling, I propped my feet up on the coffee table.

      “Hunter, one; Kendall, zero.”
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      I dragged my hand over my face with a sigh. The last three days had been hell. This team was worse than I’d thought. No coach in his right mind would want the responsibility of straightening out these idiots.

      I could hear the players carrying on in the locker room. They were pissed I’d actually made them run that day. A five-mile run should have been a walk in the park for them, yet each and every one of them bitched. Their last coach clearly hadn’t pushed them. That shit was not going to be happening while I was in charge. The quarterback, Josh McEvans, and I needed to have a come-to-Jesus moment. He thought he walked on water, and I was more than ready to let his ass sink.

      I pushed away from my desk and headed to the locker room. When I opened the door, I saw something I’d never thought I would see.

      Ever.

      “What the fuck?” I mumbled as I stared at the sight before me. Were those… condoms? These assholes were actually sucking condoms up their noses.

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      Drawing in a deep breath, I picked up the baseball bat I’d brought in earlier and had left right inside the locker room door. I lifted it up, restraining myself from hitting one of them over the head, and bashed the locker instead. Everyone froze, and the sight of condoms dangling out of nostrils made me gag. Internally, of course.

      “What in the living hell are you idiots doing?”

      Josh shot me a smirk. “Doing a condom challenge. What does it look like?”

      Fury erupted faster than I thought possible. I dragged my gaze around the room, hitting every single player with a look that dared them to keep going. One by one, they pulled the condoms out of their nostrils and tossed them in the trash. Josh was the last to comply.

      “You like challenges, boys?” A few visibly flinched at the term boys. “You like acting like a bunch of high school players jerking around in a locker room? No more. This shit ends right now or you can all pack up your shit and walk out the door. That includes you, McEvans. All I have to do is make a few phone calls and your time on the football field is over. Do I make myself clear?”

      A few mumbles were the only response I got.

      I lifted the bat and hit the locker again. “Do I make myself fucking clear?”

      This time, I got the respect I deserved when they all answered back with yes, sir.

      “Get a good night’s sleep tonight—you’re going to need it. Tomorrow, I’m giving you a new challenge.”

      Josh glared at me but said nothing. Pointing the bat at him, I growled, “I want to see you in my office in ten minutes.”

      “Yes, Coach.”

      I stilled. “I’m not your goddamned coach.”

      I rushed out of the locker room and made my way back to my office in the field house. I’d quickly made it my go-to office when I needed to get away from Kendall. The office up in the main building reminded me too much of her. The scent of her damn perfume was everywhere… except in her office. The woman had a weird fetish for constantly spraying Lysol in there. I was quickly beginning to hate the smell of that shit.

      I opened up my email and smiled when I saw the video my father had sent me. He spent too much time on Facebook and sent me funny videos daily. This one actually hit home, and I laughed as I watched a damn sheep stuck in a tire swing try to figure out how to get unstuck. It kept running and swinging helplessly as the other sheep watched the poor bastard.

      The knock on my office door caused me to look up, and I said, “Come in.”

      Josh walked in with a cocky grin on his face and a chip on his shoulder. His father had been one of the best NFL quarterbacks to ever play the game. As his son, Josh had a similar talent, but he couldn’t seem to grow the fuck up.

      “Take a seat.”

      He remained standing. “The guys just needed to blow off steam. I thought it would help.”

      I tilted my head toward the chair. “Sit down.”

      “Is this going to take long? I have a date.”

      Staring him down, I said nothing. He finally got the message and took a seat.

      “Do you have any idea the talent you are pissing away?”

      He huffed. “I knew it. I knew you thought this league is a joke. Why are you even here, man?”

      My head jerked back at his response. “Is that what you think I mean?”

      “What else would you mean? Mr. NFL Player of the Year and Coach of the Year. Why the hell you down in this league anyway?”

      I leaned forward and rested my arms on my desk. “Do you want to know why you’re not in the NFL?”

      He smirked at me but didn’t answer.

      I reached for the remote and turned on the video I’d been watching earlier. There stood Josh McEvans, pissing in a fountain in the middle of Bowling Green.

      His face went blank, and he looked away from the TV.

      “That right there is why you’re not in the NFL. You’ve been doing shit like this since college. Dude, you could have been the first-round draft pick if you didn’t act like a child all the time. Like it or not, you are the captain of this team. You have more talent in your damn pinky finger than most guys develop in ten years of playing in the NFL. Josh, you need to be the first change that turns this team around.”

      He shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “Listen, I get it. I had a father who dominated not only college football, but the NFL and coaching, as well. You don’t think I know what it’s like to try and follow in his footsteps?”

      Josh looked down and then back up at me. I thought he might open up to me. When he didn’t say anything, I went on.

      “You need to find your path, and you need to find it soon.”

      For a brief moment, it felt like I was getting through to him. Then he smirked again and stood.

      “You fire me, you’ll never get your championship this year. You need me.”

      Leaning back in my chair, I gave him an incredulous look. “I need you like I need a fucking hole in my head.”

      Josh grabbed the bag he’d dropped on the floor earlier when he sat down. “Is that all… sir?”

      I groaned internally. In a way, he was right. It would be hard as hell to find a quarterback as good as this little prick, but I couldn’t let him know that.

      Standing, I pulled out a stack of papers from a folder and slid them across the desk. He glanced down at it.

      “What’s that?”

      “Your contract. I’ve been going over it, seeing how expensive it will be for me to fire your ass.”

      His eyes darted from the papers up to me. He swallowed hard, looked back at the contract, and then stalked out of my office. Once the door was shut, I sat and dropped my head against the back of the chair before glancing back at my computer.

      When I saw the video again, I clicked Forward.

      Subject: I want a raise

      Dear Ms. Wales,

      This video currently represents how I feel about trying to get this team on track. And in case you don’t get it, I’m the fucking sheep stuck in the tire.

      H.O.

      It didn’t take long for Kendall to respond. I clicked on her email and stared at the response. She drives me insane, this woman. Insane.

      Subject: Re: I want a raise

      Dear Lost Sheep,

      I’m confused. You want a raise for having a good time? That swing does look fun. Let me know if you’d like for me to add it to your list of demands you so eloquently provided the other day.

      Kendall

      It hadn’t even been a week, and I was losing my mind. I was going to wind up murdering her before the year was up. This team has to win. For my own sanity… they have to win.

      I needed a run. I needed a drink. I needed to fuck Kendall senseless and show her who was in charge.

      Okay, so that last one was a fantasy. But before I left for the day, I had to fill her in on the day’s events. The thought of going to her Lysol-filled office made me queasy.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I mumbled as I gathered up the tapes I intended to watch later that evening.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hi Amber, is she in?” I asked, stopping at the woman’s desk. She smiled up at me with a dreamy look on her face.

      “Let me see if she is free to see you, Mr. Owens.”

      I nodded and waited while she got up and made her way into Kendall’s office. With a frown, I watched her. Why the hell couldn’t she just call her? I followed her and stopped short of the door. Amber thought she had shut it all the way, but it was cracked open ever so slightly.

      “Hunter is here to see you.”

      Kendall groaned. “Where is my Lysol? I need it for preemptive measures.”

      What the fuck? She’s using that because of me?

      I quickly lifted my arm and sniffed. No odor there, as far as I could tell.

      Amber responded, “At least he doesn’t wear a belt and pull his pants up all the time like Coach Bailey did.”

      “Thank goodness for small miracles. I watched his coaching videos before extending the job offer to ensure he didn’t have a habit like that.”

      Amber chuckled. “That is a rather weird pet peeve to have.”

      “It’s ridiculous. There is a reason you put on a belt, and that’s to keep your pants up. It drove me insane. Either tighten the belt or get properly fitting pants.”

      I grinned and knocked on the door before pushing it open.

      “Did you ladies forget about me out here?” I asked as I strolled into the office.

      Kendall rolled her eyes and then smiled sweetly at Amber. “Thank you, Amber. I’ll call if I need anything.”

      Lifting my brow, I gave Kendall an innocent look. As if Amber could really save her from me.

      “So, to what do I owe this honor? You’ve been hiding out the last few days.”

      I sat in the chair facing her desk. “I can’t stand the smell of the Lysol. It’s giving me a headache.”

      She almost looked regretful. Almost. However, she gave no response.

      “Anyway, I’m here because I walked in on something rather disturbing in the locker room today.”

      Kendall sat up straighter. “Disturbing?”

      “Yes. Your players were sucking condoms up their noses.”

      She stared at me with a look of sheer disbelief. Then she laughed. When I didn’t laugh along, she stopped immediately.

      “Wait. What?”

      With a sigh, I repeated my statement. “Your players were sucking condoms up their noses and pulling them out their mouths.”

      “Why are they my players in this circumstance? Why not your players?”

      My jaw hit the floor. “These are not our kids, Kendall. We don’t get to argue about who is claiming them and under what circumstances.”

      She smirked, which was sexy as hell. The idea of Kendall pregnant with my baby hit me hard. It warmed my body in a way I did not want to think about. Pushing all those thoughts aside, I continued.

      “These are grown men doing a damn middle-school or high-school challenge.”

      She nodded, seeming to get back on track. “What did you do?”

      “I picked up a baseball bat and hit a locker.”

      Her eyes went wide. “You hit a locker? With a baseball bat?”

      “Twice.”

      That brought her brows into a frown. “That’s going to cost money to fix!”

      Leaning back in the seat, I put my ankle over my knee. “Would you rather I hit one of them over the head? The thought did cross my mind.”

      “I believe you know the legal ramifications of that. Next time, let’s be mindful of what we are hitting. We have a budget to stick to, Mr. Owens. Hitting things that cost money to fix affects the bottom line. Actually, why don’t you just let me have the baseball bat?”

      I laughed. “No. That’s mine, and I’ll use it how I see fit.”

      She lifted a brow and said, “Do you always use force to get what you want?”

      “Not always, but I do rather enjoy it under certain conditions. My partners do, too.”

      Kendall seemed to stop breathing for a moment.

      Hunter, two; Kendall, still at zero.

      She cleared her throat and continued. “I am not the least bit interested in what you do in the bedroom, Hunter. We’re here to discuss the team and how you’re going to get it to a championship in one year.”

      “Who mentioned anything about a bedroom, Kendall?” Her cheeks heated, but her face retained a blank expression that I was going to refer to as Boardroom Kendall from that moment forward.

      “Let’s keep the bat-swinging to a minimum, if you don’t mind.”

      I nodded.

      “Anything else?” She was trying to dismiss me the way she had the first day I arrived.

      Standing, I pulled in a breath and gave my jeans a good tug up before sighing. “Not that I can think of.”

      Kendall’s eyes widened in horror, and she stared at my hands where they rested on my waistband. She was clearly disturbed, but then something in her eyes changed. She licked her lips, and my damn knees nearly buckled.

      “See something you like, sweetheart?”

      Her gaze jerked up to mine. “What? No! Why? Um… if you’ll excuse me, Hunter. I’ve got work to do. That will be all.”
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      My feet hit against the pavement hard and fast. I had never run for so long or so hard. The tension I was feeling had nothing to do with struggling to get the team under control. Or the fact that I would never be able to look at a condom ever again.

      It did, however, have everything to do with her.

      Kendall Wales.

      She was going to drive me insane and be the reason my dick fell off from jacking off so much. The cool night air felt good in my lungs. I was positive it was clearing out all the damn Lysol fumes Kendall was letting out in the office. Making a mental note to pick up new deodorant, I stopped and placed my hands on my knees. Taking one deep breath after another, I attempted to focus on the team. Focus on finding a decent coach who would take on these hooligans.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out, smiling when I saw who it was.

      “Hey, beautiful.”

      “Good evening, Hunter. How is my favorite son doing in his new job?”

      Running my fingers through my sweat-dampened hair, I sat down on the bench. “First off, I'm your only son, Mom.”

      “Minor detail. And second?”

      “The job is a job. It’s going to be difficult finding a coach who wants to take this team on.”

      “That bad?”

      “No, they’re all actually decent players. Well, they are when they’re not sniffing condoms up their noses.”

      There was a silence on the other end of the phone before Mom laughed. “Come again?”

      My phone beeped with a text message from Kendall. I put my mother on speaker and pulled it up.

      Kendall: I want you to know I just threw up.

      I frowned. Then I began to type my response while continuing to speak to my mother.

      “Apparently there is some weird-ass challenge out there where you snort a condom up your nose and pull it out your mouth.”

      My mother gagged audibly. “Why would anyone do that?”

      I smiled and hit send on the text message.

      Me: Aww… Is the Lysol getting to you?

      “That’s the million-dollar question. These men act more like twelve-year-old boys.”

      “Sounds like you have a challenge on your hands.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.”

      My phone beeped.

      Kendall: I pulled up a YouTube video of the condom challenge. For the first time ever, I don’t have a lot of words or know what to say. I have to give you props for only hitting the locker. I might have hit one of them if I’d been there.

      Smiling, I took the phone off speaker.

      “It will all work out; I have no doubt. I just need to find the right coaching staff. I’m going to hit the road in a few days to do some scouting of some high school football coaches.”

      “High school? Why not college?”

      I laughed. “No college coach would even consider taking on this team. A high school coach, on the other hand, would see the opportunity as a step up and might be willing to take on the challenge of whipping these guys into shape.”

      “That makes sense. Listen, your father is calling me. Do you have a name for the Akahl-Teke yet? She is one amazing creature.”

      “No, not yet. Nothing has come to me. I’ll plan on heading down there this weekend. I’d love to spend some time with you and Dad.”

      “That would be lovely, sweetheart. Why don’t you invite Ms. Wales? I’d love to meet her.”

      I laughed as I stood. “There is nothing going on there, Mom. I’m doing a job for her, that is all.”

      “Mmm-hmm. Okay, if you say so. I love you, sweetheart.”

      “Love you more, Mom. Tell Dad I said hi.”

      “Will do!”

      I resumed my run for another ten minutes and then made my way back to my place. When I walked by Kendall’s apartment, I glanced through the large picture window and I saw her sitting at the table. When she stood, I froze. She was wearing a black nightgown that hugged her body. My jaw hit the ground.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered, adjusting my growing dick. I was rooted in place, unable to move, and hell if I even wanted to move.

      Kendall must have felt my gaze on her, and she turned and caught me staring. She attempted to look angry, but I saw it in her eyes. She liked me watching her. She slowly made her way to the front window, and I caught a glimpse of her nipples pressing against the fabric of her gown.

      Jesus in the heavens above. What did I ever do to you to make me suffer like this?

      For a moment, I prayed she would flash me a peek of the breasts I knew had to be perfect. She reached up, and I held my breath.

      Fuck yes.

      With a roll of her eyes, she grabbed the curtains and yanked them shut.

      Okay, I guess I deserved that.

      Back in my apartment, I stripped out of my clothes and headed for the shower. If I thought my cock had been hard before, seeing Kendall dressed like that—nipples and all—had the poor bastard crying for relief.

      The water was hot as I stepped in, and I let out a sharp hiss, but it felt good on my tense muscles. It didn't take long for an image of Kendall in that damn suit and my muck boots to pop into my head, making one hand curl around my cock as the other braced against the shower wall. I started off slow, but more images of her filled my mind. Closing my eyes, I pumped faster, squeezed harder.

      I moaned as I imagined my cock deep inside Kendall. Her warmth and tightness pulling me deeper inside her. The only sound coming from her mouth would be my name cried out in pleasure, over and over again. Finally, I’d be able to shut her up and make her completely mine.

      “Ahh… fuck.” I groaned louder as I felt my balls tighten. I’d never come that fast before, but that was what Kendall Wales did to me. She drove me to the edge.

      One more fast pump, and I was spilling out over my hand, moaning with relief. I hadn’t come that hard in a long time.

      Letting the water run over me, I fought to control my breathing. “Fucking hell. Kendall Wales is going to be the death of me.”
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      Frozen, I stared at the wall in disbelief. Hunter was jacking off in the shower. The moans. Damn. They were deep and guttural. It was sexy. Beyond sexy. My core throbbed as I imagined his hand wrapped around his cock as he leaned against the shower while the water streamed over his body.

      Get a grip, Kendall.

      Fantasizing about the temporary coach wasn’t going to get me anywhere. However, that thought didn’t seem to stop me especially after I saw he’d stopped on his evening run and stared at me from the sidewalk the other night. I wondered who he was thinking about , if he was involved with someone. From what I had been able to glean from my research, he wasn’t. But asking if someone was single on the HR forms wasn’t really legal. And the fact I was even questioning this in my mind told me I was headed for trouble. Huge trouble in the form of a muscled cowboy who jumped over fences and did one-armed pullups.

      None of it mattered. Hunter was here for a year. Just a year, and then he would go back to his ranch and his nameless Golden Horse. And I would never think of him again.

      Or at least that was what I kept telling myself.

      The shower turned off, and I froze like I’d been caught red-handed. Which was ridiculous because he couldn’t see me. Heat rushed to my cheeks as I pictured him wrapping a towel around his firm ass. I looked at my phone, wondering what I should do. We seemed to be on the edge of crossing the professional line. But Hunter had started it, and I couldn’t not step up to the challenge.

      After that stunt in my office with him adjusting his pants and all his demands that my office had to fulfill, he deserved a little payback. Yes, it was decided.

      You don’t scare me, Mr. Owens. Time for a little payback.

      I pulled up my text messages.

      Me: Are you feeling okay?

      Hunter: Yeah, why?

      Me: I just heard a lot of moaning and groaning coming from your shower. I thought something was wrong and wanted to be a good neighbor. Are you sure you’re okay?

      Hunter: I have no idea what you’re talking about.

      Oh, so that was how he wanted to play.

      Me: Did I mention we have thin walls?

      I grinned to myself. There was something about Hunter Owens that made my focus stray from the job at hand. That wasn’t like me. The thee little dots indicating he was typing a response kept appearing and disappearing.

      I decided to poke the beast.

      Me: Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone your moans sound feminine. It will be our little secret.

      Before Hunter could respond, I added:

      Me: Night, Hunter. I imagine you’ll sleep well.

      I set the phone on the nightstand and got into bed. After I pulled up the covers, the phone dinged with an incoming message.

      Hunter: Sweetheart, sounds coming from me are anything but girlie. You should hear them without a wall between us. Come on over and I’ll show you what I mean.

      Smiling like a loon, I sank a little further into my bed. This was that line we’d danced around but tried not to cross. Hell, we appeared to have crossed it. And it seemed like neither of us could stop.

      Me: I’ll pass. But thanks for the offer. I prefer my men available, manly, and not afraid of a challenge.

      Hunter: Game on, sweetheart. Game on.

      Me: Oh, Mr. Owens, I am a pro at the game.

      Hunter: I’m not talking football.

      Me: I’m perfectly aware of that. That’s what my fuck buddy was for.

      Hunter: Was?

      Me: Is. Typo.

      Hunter: Right. Good night. And I think I more than surpass all of those qualifications. However, very few women can handle me. It’s why I’m single.

      A little squeal escaped me. He’s single! Immediately, my phone dinged. Shit. He heard that.

      Hunter: What was that?

      Me: What was what?

      Hunter: That squeal?

      Me: Are you drunk?

      Hunter: No, what was that?

      Me: Maybe you’re delusional. Quiet as a mouse over in my apartment.

      Before he could press me any further, I quickly typed, ignoring his dots.

      Me: Good night. Please use your pillow to muffle the sound if you have the urge for another moaning session. I need my beauty sleep.

      I put my phone facedown and snuggled deeper into my bed. I heard it beep, but instead of answering it, I turned over and giggled into my pillow, knowing exactly what I was going to do Monday morning before Hunter got to the office. I planned to lay low and work over the weekend. It would be too hard to face him knowing what he was doing next door. I had to fight every urge to slip my fingers into my panties and make myself come. I refused to give Hunter that satisfaction, even if he never knew. But if I didn’t get some relief soon, I might detonate like a nuclear bomb from sexual frustration.
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      I sat in my office with the windows open. The Lysol was embedded into every fibrous surface in my office, but after a weekend of working there with the windows open, I believed I had aired it out sufficiently. I’d gone through the city’s supply of lemon candles. At least I didn’t taste the Lysol when I took a deep breath.

      Hunter will be in the office today. I checked the time—it was a little past nine, and he wasn’t in the office yet, which was odd. But I wasn’t going to reach out. He was a big boy.

      I wanted to see him. There had been several times over the weekend when I’d gone to text him but stopped myself. I enjoyed the sparring. I wondered if he thought of me as much as I did him.

      Stop it. Stop being stupid. I was there to do a job. Nothing else would come of it. When I proved myself, I would move back to North Carolina and hopefully take over the company. I wasn’t good at relationships. They weren’t for me.

      What am I going to do when Hunter walks into my office? His smell would overpower my lemon candles. And my stomach couldn’t handle any more Lysol. I felt like I had overdosed on the disinfectant.

      I wondered what he’d think if I started Febrezing him when he walked in. That would neutralize his masculine scent. Oh, Hunter, don’t mind me, it’s a new protocol for all visitors. I groaned when I realized how stupid that sounded.

      I looked at the bottles I had bought to spray in the carpet that weekend. Nope, Febrezing him was not an option. It was official—I was losing my mind. How in the world did I think that would work?

      I focused on the paperwork Hunter had sent me for some of the players he considered options to replace our running back and linebacker. Any of them would be amazing choices.

      The problem lay in their choosing to be part of this disastrous team.

      My phone vibrated, and I couldn’t hide my grin when I saw the alert.

      Hunter: I’ll be there soon. My Golden Horse got out this morning. About twenty minutes or less away. I’ve stopped for coffee.

      Me: She really needs a name.

      Hunter: When it’s time, she’ll get one.

      Me: It’s probably why she hates you. Do you want to be called muscled tattooed guy? Probably not. You like being called by your given name.

      Hunter: So you like my muscles?

      My email pinged, distracting me from my conversation with Hunter. It was a media link from our PR team. After this mess was sorted out, they were going to get raises. I clicked on the link, a headache beginning to form as I watched the latest newsreel. The team had created a video on YouTube of them eating… detergent pods.

      How is this a thing? Detergent pods? What the hell?

      The video ended with one of the team members vomiting violently. Anger surged through me like a raging storm. This was a disaster. Inside, I was fuming. Not only were they making a mockery out of me and the team, but they might inspire children to do something dangerous. Plus, they were going to cause me problems with Hunter. He’d barely taken this job, and I needed him to stay.

      I furiously typed out a text.

      Me: Where is your bat?

      Hunter: My office. Why?

      Me: You may not have a team by the time you get here.

      I dropped my phone on the desk and watched the video again. My phone vibrated like crazy with a call from Hunter. No, I was not going to be deterred. At that moment, I had some players’ heads to bash in with a baseball bat.

      I stomped out of my office as Amber stood. “Mr. Owens is on the phone for you.”

      “Later.” My voice was cold and angry.

      I kept going, refusing to be distracted when Joseph called from the hall, “Ms. Wales, Mr. Owens is on the phone for you.”

      “He’ll have to wait. Prepare the contracts of the players with payouts for firing.”

      “Which ones?”

      “All of them.”

      There were gasps around the office as I kept moving. Enough was enough. By the time I’d made my way to the stadium, the fury had built to an insurmountable level. I heard laughter coming from inside the locker room. Those assholes. I was done. I had officially reached my limit.

      In Hunter’s office, which was surprisingly tidy, I looked for the bat. His shipments of candy had arrived, and the boxes were lined up along the back wall. I found the bat leaning up against the wall and quickly grabbed it before heading toward the locker room.

      Remembering everything the players had done only aggravated me more. I grabbed the bat and clenched it. My heels clicked a staccato rhythm as I stalked toward the locker room. From ten feet away, I yelled, “Woman coming in. Cover up any of those unmentionables, boys.”

      Without waiting, I stormed into the room. They were gathered in a loose circle, holding their phones, probably looking at the latest story on the news. Beside me stood the battered red locker Hunter had abused. I wanted to smirk at the huge dents he’d already put there, but I kept my composure. I glanced around the room. No one paid any attention to my presence.

      “We need to talk.”

      There was no response. They kept laughing as the familiar sound of the video clip came to the part where Gavyn puked.

      With all my might, I swung the bat into the locker, and it made a thunderous racket. That got their attention, and it felt good at the same time. Maybe there was something to this locker hitting.

      “What the hell were you thinking? Detergent pods? Eating them? First it was that Keke song challenge with moving cars where you two hit a fire station. Then the water fountain incident. Next, you’re caught snorting condoms like fucking twelve-year-olds. Thank goodness that wasn’t on the news. And now you guys have taken it upon yourselves to be complete idiots and eat detergent pods!”

      The quarterback, McEvans, started to speak, and I hit the locker again. “I am not finished. Do not interrupt me, assholes. I’m headed back to get the contracts for each and every one of you who were involved, so stay put! Each and every one of you.”

      The center, Edwards, stepped forward and rolled his eyes. “You don’t have the bankroll to buy us out, lady.”

      Even if I had to call my father and beg to get these bastards out, I would do it. They were done. But first, I’d find every breach of contract I could. I shifted my weight and gripped the bat harder. “Think again. I have the bankroll to buy all of you out and make phone calls across this nation to ensure you don’t ever get a job with any reputable team. Andrews, the middle linebacker, was released from the Mustangs this morning after they saw his video of adding soap to the fountain. You better get a grip, boys; I am done.”

      Edwards growled, “Take a fucking hike. You need us, bitch.”

      The door slammed open, and I jumped. Hunter stood there, fuming. His dark eyes were a thunderstorm on the worst of nights. The veins in his neck stood out like they might explode. His blue T-shirt clung tightly to his muscular arms. I’d missed having him around, and that irritated me more.

      With a dark, threatening voice, he said to Edwards, “You’re going to apologize to Ms. Wales right now before I ram my fist so far down your throat you’ll be eating from a tube for the rest of your life.”

      The room grew so silent you could have heard a pin drop. The center stared, but I saw the nervousness in his eyes. I swore the temperature in the locker room dropped simply from Hunter’s icy demeanor. He took a step forward, and Edwards put up his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, okay?”

      “Ms. Wales, will you please process Edwards off the team. You’ll find a clause in his contract that requires you to pay nothing for his release due to his behavior today. I need to have a word with the rest of the team.”

      Edwards stood. “Man, you can’t. I apologized.”

      “I can. I did. And I will do the same to any other fucker who doesn’t think I’m serious. The games and all this other shit are over. There is now a zero-tolerance policy, or you’ll find yourselves flipping hamburgers with your fellow team members.”

      I squared my shoulders. “Edwards, security will escort you off the premises. Do not leave until they arrive.” Then, I lifted the bat and handed it to Hunter. “Thank you, Mr. Owens, for loaning me your bat. It proved quite useful.”

      He nodded, taking it back. The set jaw and tense shoulders told me this team was only at the beginning of their lashing. I left the locker room with my heart fluttering in my chest. Hunter had rushed here. And he had been furious with how Edwards had spoken to me. Maybe he would have been like that with any woman. But there was something sexy about what he’d done. I hadn’t needed saving, but he had been my knight in shining armor, nonetheless.

      Bang!

      The bat crashed into the locker again, and Hunter yelled something I wasn’t able to discern. We were definitely going to keep that set of lockers in an unrepaired state to beat from time to time.
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      I took Edwards’s name off the team listing on the board that dominated one wall in my office. It was like the song “99 Bottles of Beer.” Take one down, fire his ass, one less player’s name on the team wall.

      Good one, Kendall.

      Yeah, I was stressed. We were hemorrhaging players.

      Shit.

      I’d called my father to let him know. It was best to be on the front end of it so he wasn’t flying back out here. He praised Hunter’s and my actions. I smiled at his words. “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for, Kendall. I’m proud. You are doing a great job. I knew you would have a mountain of issues to conquer when you took it. I also knew it would be a great learning experience before you transition to the NFL team at some point.”

      And it had been. What still perplexed me was how Coach Bailey had let them run amok. It was bad… worse than bad. I figured I was the laughingstock of minor league football. And honestly, I deserved it. But if we got this turned around, the team would begin to earn respect.

      It was late, and I kicked off my heels as I went over some of the accounting information. My mind was everywhere but on the books. We were within two months of our first game, and the team was a wreck. I understood things typically got worse before they got better, but not having a complete team on opening game day would be catastrophic.

      My phone rang. I looked at the display to see it was my mom. I needed a break. I rubbed my temples as I put her on speaker. “Hey, Mom. How’s it going?”

      “I’m good. I miss having you close. How are you doing?”

      She had such a sweet innocence about her. It had been soothing as a child—still was, actually. Mom and I had always been close. I loved how open I could be with my family and still have their support. “I’ve been better. I had to fire another player today. Another one bites the dust.” I let out a stressed sigh.

      “Your dad mentioned that. I had to force him to stay here and not fly out to Kentucky.”

      I chuckled. “I bet it’s hard for Dad to sit back and let this ride. I remember when I was learning to ride my bike, he ordered me and Ryder rubber padding that covered us from head to toe. We were so padded we couldn’t pedal our bikes.” I laughed at the memory. Dad had always been a bit over-the-top protective.

      “He just never wants you to think we aren’t here for you. And he never wants his kids hurt.”

      “I know. And that’s one of the things I love most about him. Please assure him that Hunter and I have this under control.”

      “Oh, your dad mentioned Hunter Owens. Your dad was so proud you talked him into coming. What a phenomenal coach. How’s that going?”

      I cradled my face, thinking about the mess of feelings in my head about the tattooed coach who confused me in so many ways. “Good. Well, good when I’m not ready to throw him in the wood chipper for being difficult. He’s got such an amazing gift. And I know he’s locked it away. I feel like it’s right there under the surface, waiting to break free again, but he’s scared, too. He’s got a kind and gentle side, too. One of the players called me a bitch, and Hunter threatened to ram his fist down his throat so hard he would have to eat from a feeding tube.”

      I stopped talking, and the line was silent.

      “Mom, you still there?”

      “How much time are you spending with him?”

      That was an odd question. Why is she asking that? I shrugged even though she couldn’t see me. “We see each other from time to time in the office. Run into each other at the apartment complex. That’s about it.”

      “Well, I’m glad it’s working out.”

      “I guess it is. I mean, he drives me crazy at times. And his cologne has driven me to the point of having to disinfect my office. It just lingers. I went a little overboard on the Lysol and then had to switch to lemon candles and Febreze. So, yeah, when he’s not being difficult, or smelling things up, things are working out well.” It felt good to release some of my mixed-up thoughts to my mom.

      “That’s interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” What did I say that would be interesting? Hunter and I fought. He drove me mad. But he was nice. End of story.

      “Nothing. It’s just interesting. I worry about you, Kendall. I don’t want you to wake up later in life and all you have to show for it is work.”

      Here we go again. I was so tired. And my filter was failing. My head just needed a break. “Dad said something similar. I promise I’m okay.”

      “What about Weston? Has he reached out?”

      “No, Mom. No, he hasn’t.” And he wouldn’t. I’d tried to make sure my parents understood that things weren’t serious, but Mom wanted me happy. Weston had accompanied me on a couple of business events, and that was it. He’d never come to family dinners or anything that wasn’t business related. “I promise, I’m okay, Mom. Don’t worry about me.”

      “That’s a mother’s job, sweetheart. One day you’ll see for yourself.”

      One day. Or maybe never. There was something deep inside me that wanted a family and kids. But I was afraid to throw away all I’d worked for in my career. Terrified. What would define me as a person? Being a mother or a businesswoman? How would I balance a career and a family? It would be nearly impossible. I loved working and the thrill of closing a deal.

      It wasn’t worth arguing over with Mom. “You always make me feel better. Love you. Give Dad a hug for me and assure him that I’m okay.”

      “Love you, too. And I’ll do my best to keep your father occupied. I threatened to have the keys to the planes misplaced.”

      I giggled. “Thanks.”

      We hung up, and for a few minutes, I just stared into space. It was time to go home and go to bed.

      “Knock, knock. You in there?”

      I turned at the sound of Hunter’s voice. “Come on in.”

      He looked me up and down. There was something about having his eyes caress my body that I enjoyed. Something I shouldn’t want to feel with him but enjoyed anyway. I was tired and my willpower was giving out.

      “You okay?” Hunter asked.

      It was so sweet that he was checking up on me. I ran my fingers through my hair. “Yeah, that’s not the first time I’ve had a run-in with a player. They seem to think they can push me around because I’m female. But thank you for taking over. I was about two seconds from swinging that bat at one of them.”

      The corner of his mouth turned up. “Yeah, I heard. After you texted me, Amber sent me the video, and I hauled ass here. I was out in the hallway for your first swing. Way to put some power behind it.”

      “You didn’t just come in?” I was shocked. Most men would have bulldozed in and taken over.

      “I wanted to see if you’d really swing that bat. And you had it under control. However, I don’t put up with disrespect, especially to women.”

      I stared at Hunter for a few seconds, butterflies fluttering in my stomach. Then he winked. “Admit it, it felt good to hit those lockers.”

      I laughed. “It did. I think we need to keep that set of lockers in there. Just in case.”

      “I agree.”

      It felt like something shifted between us at that moment, but I wasn’t sure. My brain was definitely tired. Tomorrow, I’d probably be debating between a wood chipper or a shovel again.

      Hunter rubbed the back of his neck. He was tired, too. “Tomorrow, I’m going to head to the high school down in Franklin to look at a coach. I’d prefer the new coach be part of picking the three players you’ve vanquished.”

      I held up my hand. “Whoa, Mr. Owens, let’s back that horse up and revisit the facts. One quit, one I fired, the other you vanquished.”

      “Fucking bastard. He deserved it. I don’t understand what is up this team’s ass. It makes no sense.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, trust me, I get it. There’s a lot about this team that doesn’t make sense.” Hunter raised an eyebrow, clearly wondering what I was talking about. It was too late to get into the accounting debacle. And I wasn’t sure if I should talk to him about it. He was here to get the team in order, not worry about the finances. “Anyway, I need to go with you to interview the coach.”

      “I’d rather not be micromanaged, Kendall. I will make the right choice.”

      That was ridiculous and unacceptable. “If your choice hates my guts and I end up taking a baseball bat to his head, that isn’t going to win you a championship, Hunter. I need to get along with the coach. I don’t need to become recipe buddies with the guy, but there has to be some sort of mutual respect or this will never work. You know it. I know it.”

      That fire I was used to seeing in Hunter quickly returned. He said nothing, just flexed his fists. Yeah, I had pissed him off. Of course I had to push his buttons more. “Go run. Go do those one-armed pull-ups. Do whatever you need to do in order to work out your aggravation. But come tomorrow morning, we’ll be headed to Franklin together. I’ll pick you up at seven. You said Starbucks was a hard pass, so is there somewhere else you’d like coffee from? I’ll also be sure to pack you a lunch box full of the candy you requested.”

      “I’m driving.”

      Oh, I had plans to keep that from happening. But it was easier to simply agree with him and let him think he won that battle. “Okay.”

      “Wait, you’re going to agree that easily? What are you up to?”

      “Nothing.” I said that too fast. Damn it. Hunter had a way of disarming me at times and breaking through the impenetrable wall I’d spent years perfecting.

      For a second, he closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m going to go for a run.”

      “Have fun!” Then I remembered my present. “Oh, I got you a gift you may need tonight.”

      It was really one of those things that technically crossed the line. But I’d convinced myself that Hunter was a consultant and not an employee. I handed him the pretty blue box with the huge white bow.

      “What is this?”

      “You’ll have to open it to find out. I was shopping this weekend, and I thought this might be helpful. I mean, it will definitely be helpful to me.”

      Cautiously, Hunter opened the gift and read the card aloud. “To help with your moaning sessions. All the best, Kendall.”

      He pulled out the ball gag I’d found at a BDSM store. “What the fuck?”

      I pretended to misunderstand his comment. “It’s a ball gag I bought in a specialty store. You put it in your mouth, and it stifles your moans. The instructions say you can also bite down really hard if the sensations get too intense.”

      “I know what the fuck this is, Kendall. I’m asking why the hell are you giving it to me? And why the hell were you in a BDSM store?”

      I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Well, to your first question, I can hear you moan through the thin walls. And to answer your second question, a girl has needs. Surely you understand the concept of sex.” I held up my finger. “It was explained to me like this: the P goes into the V.”

      His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Stop. For the love of all that’s holy, stop talking.” Abruptly he turned and stalked out of my office after trashing the ball gag. “I need to go run ten miles.”

      I called after him, “You’re welcome! See you in the morning, bright and early. We’re going to have so much fun!”
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      I couldn’t get her words out of my head. After threatening to kill every player on the team if I ever heard them to speak to or about Kendall disrespectfully, I worked their asses off for the next few hours. Then I went to Kendall’s office to check on her. I hadn’t meant to eavesdrop on her conversation. But I’d been frozen in my tracks when I heard her talking about me. There hadn’t been a bit of distaste in her words. They were heartfelt, even kind. And they had me even more confused than I already fucking was.

      What did she mean when she said I was scared, too? Was she nervous about the team not being ready? About letting her father down? Maybe she was scared because she was developing feelings for me. Yeah, no, I seriously doubted that. Kendall had made it clear over and over again she wasn’t attracted to me. Hell, she even said I was difficult.

      She also said I was kind and gentle.

      Jesus, what the hell is wrong with me?

      I picked up my pace and ran faster. Why in hell am I dissecting her conversation with her mother? So she thought I was kind. Maybe she liked the whole “white knight in shining armor” bullshit. I couldn’t think about it any longer. Between her insulting me, and giving me a fucking ball gag, I was about to lose my damn mind. I needed to get screwed—preferably by Kendall, but that was never going to happen.

      Finding myself in front of my apartment, I paused for a few moments. Part of me wanted to walk over to her door, kick it in, and show her exactly what I would do with her little gift. I’d use it on her, and she would be the one biting down in sheer fucking pleasure. Too bad I tossed it.

      An image of Kendall popped into my mind—her arms tied up over her head, me moving inside her, a look of ecstasy etched on that beautiful face of hers. I groaned before chastising myself for it. For all I knew, Kendall had cameras everywhere, recording every sound I made.

      Scrubbing my hand over my face, I headed into my apartment. Tonight I would be jacking off at the very far side of the apartment, away from any shared walls. I may have to go into the pantry, for fuck’s sake. She surely won’t be able to hear me from there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The knock on my door made me more nervous than it should have. Only Kendall would show up on my doorstep at seven in the morning. I mentally prepared myself for her.

      I threw it open and glared at her as she stood there with a smile.

      “Good morning! Good morning! Good morning!”

      She held the last note for entirely too long.

      I pushed the bagel I was about to eat into her mouth. “It’s too early. I’m not a morning person, and I can’t deal with you right now.”

      Without missing a beat, she pulled the bagel out and took a bite as she followed me into my apartment.

      “Cinnamon raisin? I wouldn’t have pegged you for that. Maybe more like a plain bagel to go with your starchy attitude.”

      With a roll of my eyes, I grabbed my keys and the notes I had on the coach we were going to see as well as some additional players for recruitment.

      “Let’s get going. The faster we get there, the faster this day is over.”

      She looked at me with a strange expression—something that looked almost like guilt. She was up to something.

      Ignoring the desire to push her against the wall and kiss the truth out of her, I grabbed my duffel bag and headed back to the door.

      “What is the duffel bag for?”

      With a shrug, I said, “I always bring a bag with me. It has extra change of clothes, some workout things, and a few protein bars.”

      Her nose crinkled in the cutest way. “Why?”

      “Habit, I guess. You never know when you’re going to want to work out or need an extra set of clothes.”

      “Hunter, you do realize that Franklin is only a few hours away, right? I seriously doubt you’re going to need a change of clothes and a few protein bars.”

      “You’ve never driven through Nashville. It will probably take us a good three and a half hours to get there. And what if we break down?”

      Kendall raised one perfectly arched brow.

      “In a downpour.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, and I tried not to look at her tits.

      “For hours with no food.”

      “Right. Way to be prepared, Coach.”

      I watched her walk out the door and couldn’t help but admire the way her ass looked in those stark business pants she had on. When she had crossed her arms, her silk blouse opened just a tad, and I knew if I had really wanted to, I could have seen the swell of her breasts.

      Stop or you’re never going to make it through this trip.

      Whoever her fuck buddy was, I was jealous of the bastard.

      We headed to my truck in the parking lot, and I came to a halt.

      She did not. She. Did. Not.

      Turning to face her, I narrowed my eyes. “You let the air out of my tires?”

      With a look of innocence, she placed her hand over her mouth and gasped. “I wouldn’t even know how to do that! It’s quite rude of you to point the finger at someone with no proof.”

      “Right. With a father like Damien Wales, you’re going to tell me you wouldn’t know how to check the air pressure in the tires on your tricycle?”

      The corners of her mouth lifted in a soft smile.

      “Guess we’ll have to take my car.”

      She sauntered over to her BMW SUV. When I reached the passenger side, I caught her smirk.

      Oh, she thinks she’s gotten one over on me. Okay. Hunter, two; Kendall, three. But the day is not over.

      “Buckle up. It’s time to get going if we’re going to stay on schedule.”

      I groaned in defeat.

      “You do like making moaning sounds, don’t you?”

      My dick jumped. We had been bantering back and forth, and I decided it was time to bring out the big guns in this war. “Why? Do you like hearing me moan? I’m sure I can use my skills and we can both moan. Together.”

      I had to give her credit. The only way I knew my comment affected her was the tightening of her grip on the steering wheel. She was a hard nut to crack.

      “Together? Hmm. I foresee us doing just that. Once this team hits the field and we begin losing.”

      I huffed. “I’m not the type of guy who likes to lose, at anything.”

      The heat from her quick glance in my direction had me turning my head to look out the window.

      “In the bag in the back seat, there are some travel snacks for you. I figured if my staff was going to go to all the trouble getting you your… treats… the least I could do was bring some.”

      I reached into the back and pulled her purse up front with us. When I looked inside, I smirked.

      Mike and Ikes. Yes!

      I ripped open the box.

      “You’re going to eat them now? Before breakfast?”

      “Why not? I already ate.”

      She gasped.

      I couldn’t help but laugh and then popped a handful of Mike and Ikes in my mouth.

      “Um, maybe you shouldn’t eat so many at once.”

      “Excuse me, don’t tell me how to eat my Mike and Ikes,” I said around a mouthful of candy. The moment I started to chew, I knew something was terribly, terribly wrong.

      “Holy fucking shit!” I yelled, rolling down the window, and started to spit out the mouthful of fire.

      “Water!” I cried out as my eyes filled with something foreign and it began to leak out down my face. Tears? Are those tears?

      Kendall pulled over on the side of the road and put the car in Park.

      As she got out of the car, she called out, “I put a cooler full of water in the back!”

      I jumped out of the car and spun around in circles, searching for anything to put out the flames in my mouth. My throat burned, and I was positive I would never be able to taste food again.

      Kendall ran over and handed me a bottle of water. I opened it and tipped it upside down, letting it pour directly into my mouth.

      When I finished the bottle, I whispered, “More!”

      She spun around to the back of her SUV and came out with two more bottles, both of which I drank in record time. When my throat finally seemed to be cooling off, I looked at her. She stared at me, biting her lip nervously.

      Anger quickly coursed through my body, and she apparently knew to take a step back from me.

      “What did you do?” I growled.

      “Do? Wh-what do you mean?”

      “Those had something in them, Kendall. Something hot.”

      “Hot?”

      “Yes. You little—”

      Before I could take her by the throat and strangler her, a cop pulled up behind her parked car.

      This was Kendall Wales’s lucky day.
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      Once the cop made sure we weren’t in need of assistance, he headed back to his patrol car. He no sooner pulled away than I went to ask Kendall what in the hell she had put in my Mike and Ikes but was stopped when she turned on the satellite radio and had me plotting my own death—maybe hers, too. She did the unthinkable. The one thing that was sure to drive me over the edge of madness.

      She put on eighties music. I was stunned into silence for a moment.

      This is not happening. No. What are the odds? What did I do in my life to deserve this misery?

      “Oh, I love this song!” Kendall cried out, reaching for the volume and turning it up.

      The sounds of Wham! filled the car.

      No. No. No, God, no!

      My mother had infiltrated my world. Somehow, she had gotten to Kendall. This wasn’t the normal Boardroom Kendall. No, this was a relaxed, carefree Kendall. I instinctively looked around the car for cameras.

      Kendall started singing a Wham! song.

      I turned to her with a look of pleading. Begging. It didn’t work. She kept on singing.

      “I love this song!”

      Slamming my hands over my ears, I closed my eyes and thought of football, suspense movies, the Sports Illustrated calendar. I hadn’t been shocked when I started rocking in my seat. Memories from my childhood came rushing back. Hours upon hours of listening to this music.

      “Stop!” I yelled. “Kendall, stop!”

      “Why? What’s the matter? You don’t like Wham!?”

      “I will pay you five hundred dollars to put on anything else. No, not anything—I don’t trust you. Put on some country.”

      “Five hundred dollars. That is tempting, but you need to broaden your musical tastes, Hunter.”

      When another song came on and I recognized what it was, my hand landed on her leg and squeezed. Kendall stilled.

      “A thousand dollars. Please change it.”

      “But this is ‘Sussudio.’ It’s a great song.”

      “Unless you want me to hurl my body out of this moving car, you will change it. Now.”

      “Okay! Okay! Calm down, I’ll change the station.”

      A country song filled the car, and I instantly relaxed.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, dropping my head back against the headrest.

      “Hunter?”

      I closed my eyes and attempted to steady my heart rate.

      “Yeah?”

      “Um… your hand.”

      Lifting my head, I glanced over and saw my hand was moving up and down Kendall’s leg. I jerked my gaze from my hand to Kendall’s face. She was stopped at a light, and her teeth were sunk into her bottom lip as she stared at me with a look I couldn’t read.

      “Sorry,” I said softly, withdrawing my hand and jamming my fingers through my hair in frustration. “Could you turn the AC on? It’s starting to get hot in this car.”

      Without a word, she reached over and turned up the AC.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time we made it through Nashville, it was nearly lunchtime.

      “What time is he expecting us?” Kendall asked.

      “I told him it would be sometime after lunch. I wasn’t sure what time we’d be heading out this morning. I did let him know we wanted to stay and watch a practice. I’d like to see how he works with his players.”

      Kendall nodded. “We could get lunch, text him that we’ll head his way after that.”

      “That’ll work. Franklin is only forty-five minutes away. There’s a great place to eat that I think you’ll enjoy.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Less than an hour later, we were walking into 55 South. The waitress seated us right away. After she took our drink order, I asked for an order of fried pickles.

      “Fried pickles?” Kendall asked, her nose crinkling up again. Damn if it didn't make my pants feel too small.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never had fried pickles.”

      “And if I haven’t?”

      I sighed. “I have so much to teach you.”

      Her eyes heated with something that looked like lust before she gazed back down to the menu.

      Did I imagine that or does she want me as much as I want her?

      After eating our order of fried pickles, two Nashville Hot Chicken sandwiches, and a large order of fries, we were full and ready to get on the road. The conversation had been light and easy, which was a shift from our normal. We talked about both business and personal topics. I asked her questions about where she grew up, and she asked me some about where I grew up. I confessed to the reason I hated eighties music only to have her laugh for a good five minutes. I had wanted to bring up the near burning of my throat, but I was enjoying myself too much. I’d bring it up another time.

      “I’ll drive to the school,” I stated as we left the restaurant.

      “What makes you think I’ll let you drive my car?”

      Rolling my eyes, I stopped and looked at her. “Are we back to this?”

      “To what?” she asked, her hands on her hips.

      “Bickering, Kendall. Just let me drive the damn car. We’ll get there faster.”

      “Are you saying I drive slow?”

      “No. I’m saying I can get us there faster because I know where we’re going. In case you forgot, I used to live in this area.”

      After a moment or two while she considered my argument, Kendall slapped the keys into my hand.

      The drive to the high school was short—ten minutes at most. After stopping in the office to check in, we were escorted out to the field house and to Coach Mac White’s office. He stood and smiled as I motioned for Kendall to enter the room first. It didn’t take long for Boardroom Kendall to reappear.

      “Mr. White, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for seeing us today to discuss the possibility of coaching for my team.”

      Mac looked at me and then back to Kendall’s outstretched hand before shaking it. Mac and I had met a few years back after I had just started coaching for Tennessee. His brother-in-law had been my defensive line coach. I probably should have informed Kendall of our past connection, but it honestly hadn’t entered my mind. At least not until that very moment.

      “It’s good to see you again, Hunter. How’ve you been?”

      Shit.

      Kendall snapped her head around and glared at me. She was clearly not happy to be just finding out this bit of information.

      “I hadn’t realized you were acquaintances,” she said, shooting daggers straight at my head.

      “Sure are. My brother-in-law Pete was the defensive line coach for Tennessee. Still is, as a matter of fact. Those boys sure could use you back, Coach. That losing streak they’re on is killing us all.”

      I smiled, rubbing the instant ache in my neck, and took a seat.

      “Listen, Mac, here is the situation. This team we’re looking to recruit a new coach for is in serious need of someone with a strong hand. They’re out of control, and I believe the quarterback, Josh McEvans, is the source of all the issues and negative media attention.”

      “McEvans? Roger McEvans’s son? The NFL player?”

      I nodded. “The one and only.”

      “Lost out on the Heisman Trophy because he couldn’t grow up.”

      “Well, he still hasn’t.”

      Mac rubbed his chin. “He’s got talent.”

      “A lot of it,” Kendall added. “We simply need to refocus his energy to the right places.”

      “We need to kick his ass into gear is what we need to do,” I added.

      “Drop him to second string?” Mac asked.

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      Mac replied, “If you do that for a few games, it will make him sit and think. You got a decent second string you could throw in?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.”

      Kendall and I spoke at the same time and then glanced at one another.

      “You think McBride can start as the quarterback?” She nearly laughed at the suggestion. “I don’t think so. His arm isn’t strong enough to last an entire game, and his reaction under stress needs improvement.”

      I fought to hold back my frustration. She might be good at running the ins and outs of the business side of this team, but she hired me to help with the players. “Kendall, this is why you brought me on. Just let me do my job.”

      Her eyes turned dark.

      “I understand you have extensive knowledge of football, Mr. Owens. As do I.”

      I was not going to do this with her now. Not right now.

      “I’m aware of your knowledge of football… Ms. Wales.”

      Mac cleared his throat, drawing our focus back to him.

      “Listen, like I told you on the phone, Hunter, I’ve been coaching high school football for twenty years and I was going to retire after this year. What makes you think I’m the coach you need?”

      I smiled and began to reply, but Kendall beat me to it.

      “Coach White, we need someone who has the ability to take my team to the next level. The talent is there. It’s proper motivation we’re lacking, which means leadership. The team currently consists of grown men acting like a bunch of twelve-year-old boys. I need a coach who is willing to step in and focus on this team. I hadn’t realized you were ready to retire. We need a long-term solution. So, if that’s the case, there’s no reason to waste each other’s time.”

      I stared at Kendall in disbelief. For someone who wanted the new coach to like her, she was not starting off on the right foot.

      Mac leaned forward and smiled. “Ms. Wales, I appreciate your candor, I truly do, but with all due respect, I haven’t spoken a word to you before five minutes ago when you walked into my office. As I was saying, I was ready to retire seeing as I had taken Franklin High to five straight state championships and was becoming somewhat bored with my job. I’m up for an adventure and think this could be something I could see myself doing. What I wanted to know from Hunter is what he thinks I can do for the team.”

      Kendall lifted her chin and nodded before turning to me and waiting for my response.

      Fucking hell. It was going to be a long drive back to Bowling Green.

      “Mac, it is because of those five straight championships I believe you’re the perfect man for the job. I have no doubt in my mind that you’ll get these idiots back on track and focused on what they’re being paid to do, which is play football. Win games. You are what the Mustangs need.”

      Mac leaned back in his chair and studied us both. “Are you interviewing any other coaches?”

      “I have a list. You were first, and I’m hoping last, on it.”

      He stood. “Come on, let me show you around, then make our way out to the field. Last two periods of the school day are athletics. You can get a taste of how I work.”

      Kendall and I stood and followed Mac out of his office for the tour. Kendall kept a smile on her face, but I could see she was seething inside. When we finally got down to the field and took a seat on the bench, she let loose on me.

      “You lied to me.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “You neglected to tell me you knew this coach.”

      I took a drink of water. “And how exactly is that lying, Kendall?”

      She sighed. “You made me look like a fool in front of our potential new coach.”

      “You did that all by yourself, sweetheart.”

      “Do not call me sweetheart.”

      Turning to face her, I set the water bottle down. “Listen, Boardroom Kendall came out and you tried a different play. This is football, Kendall, and, yes, I get it, your daddy owns an NFL team. But when you’re sitting in a coach’s office, it is not the same thing as sitting in a boardroom full of uptight stiff shirts. It’s one thing to know what the play is, it’s another to know when to call the play. Was it my mistake to not tell you I knew Mac? Yes. Honestly, I didn’t even think about it. You were the one who decided to come at the last minute.”

      Her face turned red. Damn if watching her get pissed off wasn’t the hottest thing ever.

      “You’re blaming me?”

      “If the expensive high-heeled shoe fits.”

      Kendall’s mouth dropped open and then snapped shut.

      “You better find another way home, Hunter Owens, because I refuse to sit in a car with you.”

      I laughed. “Wow. Why don’t you stand and stomp your foot while you’re throwing your temper tantrum?”

      Her eyes widened, and I knew she was about to unleash the tenth circle of hell on me, but the whistle blew and snapped her out of it. She turned and focused on the practice.

      With a smirk, I mumbled, “Saved by the whistle.”
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      Silence filled the car as Kendall drove away from the high school. The tension had gotten to the point where I couldn’t take another moment of it.

      “Kendall, you cannot control everything.”

      Her head snapped toward me. I was ready for the onslaught, but it never came. Instead, she quickly jerked the wheel and pulled into a gas station. She drove up to a pump, got out, and slammed the door shut before she stalked into the gas station.

      Getting out, I called after her, “I’ll get the gas!”

      Five minutes later, Kendall was walking out, a frown on her face.

      Did she go in there to hide from me?

      “Did you buy me any more snacks?”

      She tossed me the keys and said, “I have a headache; you drive.”

      Thank fuck. Now we could at least make good time.

      After climbing into the driver’s seat, I went to start the car but all it did was click.

      “Great! Just great. What did you do to my car?” Kendall cried out.

      “I didn’t do anything to your damn car.”

      “Then why is it not starting?”

      Sighing, I pulled the latch to pop the hood and got out of the car. It had to be the battery.

      When I looked closely, the cables were clean.

      “Shit,” I mumbled. Glancing around, I saw a small mechanic shop next to the gas station.

      I shut the hood and opened the driver’s door. “I need you to get in and put it in neutral while I push the car over to that mechanic shop.”

      Kendall looked across the parking lot and then back to me.

      “By yourself? You’re going to push the car by yourself?”

      I winked. “Are you worried about me, sweetheart?”

      Her lip curled. “Hardly. I hope a tire runs over your foot.”

      “That will be hard since I’ll be behind the car, pushing.”

      “This is all your fault!” she declared as she crawled into the driver’s seat and put her SUV in neutral.

      “Is it in neutral?” I called out.

      “Yes!”

      I started to push. Thank fuck it sloped downhill. The car started to move easily, and then quickly it became harder. Straining to push it, I called out, “Is your foot off the brake?”

      “Oh… it is now. Sorry!”

      “Jesus freaking hell. Who hates me up there?”

      Once we finally got it over to the shop and the mechanic tried jumping the battery, it became clear we would not be getting back to Bowling Green that evening. Especially when the mechanic kept rubbing his chin and repeating, “We’ve got a problem here.”

      With a deep breath in, I looked at the man. He had to be in his midthirties. Looked like he hadn’t seen a trip to the dentist in the last ten years.

      “Solenoid is out on the starter. I’m fixin’ to close up in five minutes, but it looks like I can get to this tomorrow. I’ll have to drive on over to the next town, pick up the part, and then drive back. Shouldn’t take but an hour to fix it.”

      Kendall stared at the man like he had grown two heads.

      “You can’t fix it tonight? I will pay extra to have this fixed tonight.”

      “No, ma’am. Like I said, I’m fixin’ to close the shop, and I’ve got to be at my mama’s for dinner. I’ll get on the road early in the morning. The next town is only ’bout fifteen minutes each way. I figure I can have you on the road by ten.”

      “Ten? Tomorrow morning?”

      Kendall looked ready to take her high-heeled shoe off and stab the guy in the neck. I stood between her and the innocent mechanic. It was odd to see Kendall unraveling like this. If there was anything you could count on Kendall being, in control was it, and this was off for her.

      “That’s fine, Roy. Your name is Roy, right?” It was a guess, but I figured since the shop was called Roy’s Mechanic Shop, it was worth a shot.

      “Yes, sir. Now, y’all can find you a room over at Ms. Pratt’s. It’s one of the nicer hotels in town.”

      Kendall started to mumble something under her breath while pacing back and forth.

      “Thanks, Roy. Let us grab some things out of the car, and then we’ll be back around ten in the morning.”

      “Maybe make it eleven. Mama might be making biscuits and gravy in the morning.”

      Kendall started at a fast pace for the guy, fury written all over her face. “Are you kid—”

      I grabbed her by the waist and spun her away from him. “Kendall, get your briefcase and purse out of the car and wait over there.”

      She growled at me.

      I faced Roy. “Here’s hoping Ms. Pratt has two rooms on two different floors.”

      “You best sleep with one eye open. She looks like she’s ready to bury you in a field.”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I grinned. She indeed looked to be plotting my death.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow,” I said with a wave.

      With my duffel bag in hand, we headed down the street to find Ms. Pratt’s. Once we found it, Kendall paused outside and stared at it. The hotel was an old white rustic house that had seen better days. It actually reminded me of something out of a horror movie.

      “This is the nicest hotel in town? I feel like I’m looking at something from a Stephen King movie.”

      I was glad I wasn’t the only one who’d thought that. I shrugged. “It’s charming.”

      “Charming? Really, Hunter?”

      “Come on. I’m hungry and tired. Let’s check in and then go find something to eat.”

      We stepped into the foyer turned front desk area. Kendall rang the bell, and a black cat jumped up and greeted us. I reached out to pet it while Kendall jumped back and gave a little yelp, clearly at the end of her rope.

      “Welcome! How can I help y’all?” an older woman with white hair asked as she picked up the cat and set it on the floor.

      Kendall cleared her throat and said, “We need two rooms, please. Preferably very far from one another.”

      I grinned when the old woman looked at me and then back to Kendall. “Well, I only have one room available. It’s the honeymoon room.”

      Turning to face me, Kendall said, “We’re going to have to find another place to stay.”

      “Oh, you won’t be finding any rooms tonight. It’s our annual Kentucky Bourbon festival. There aren’t no rooms left in town. The only reason I’ve got the honeymoon room is because Bobby Joe and his ex-fiancée, Petra, decided to call off the wedding on account of Bobby Joe cheated on Petra with her best friend Clarice.

      Kendall stared at the woman and then laughed. “You’re kidding. Right? I feel like I’m being pranked. Or this is a bad dream. The entire day is just a nightmare. Maybe I’ll wake up any minute in my bed, safe and sound.”

      “No, everyone in town was talkin’ ’bout it.”

      With a sigh, Kendall replied, “No, I mean about the rooms. Please tell me there is something else available. Anything.”

      “I’m the only one in town with a room. There was a young couple who called earlier—said they couldn’t find a room in Nashville and were looking for something.”

      “We’ll take it!” I said a little too quickly. The older woman jumped. Then she smiled. “You kids been together long?”

      “Feels like forever,” I replied, pushing Kendall back. “How is cash?”

      “The best kind of payment!” she replied as she pushed the guest register toward me and handed Kendall the key.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever had to fill one of these out.” I said with a chuckle.

      “Sheriff wants us to keep one.”

      “The… the sheriff? Why?” Kendall asked.

      The older woman winked. “Something about the ghosts here.”

      “I’ll sleep on a bench in the park,” Kendall stated, turning to walk out the door.

      I reached for her hand and pulled her back to me. “How do we get to our room?”

      “Oh, it’s on the top floor. It was the attic, but my late husband converted it to the honeymoon room. Course, he died in the middle of the renovation.”

      Kendall whimpered.

      “Right, well thank you, miss...?”

      “Pratt! I’m Ms. Pratt! By the way, I hope you kids ate. Everything closed down early tonight to prepare for the festival tomorrow.”

      With that, I was pretty sure Kendall started to cry.

      With another smile, I waved our thanks and dragged Kendall up the three flights of stairs. Once we were in the room and the door shut, Kendall shoved me.

      “What the fuck was that for?”

      “Everything! Withholding information on Mac White. Breaking my car. Making me stay in a haunted hotel, starving me to death, and driving me up the wall with that damn cologne of yours! I am completely out of sorts. Nothing has gone right, and it’s all your fault. All of it. I just… I cannot believe the things I’ve done or said today.”

      Clenching my fists, I counted to ten.

      “You are lucky I don’t push you against the goddamned wall and kiss you until you lose your breath. Then maybe I’d get some peace and quiet.”

      Kendall folded her arms over her chest and flashed me that smirk of hers. “Is that meant to be a threat? Because it had the opposite effect.”

      “What?”

      She dropped her hands to her sides. “Nothing. I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      I exhaled a heavy breath and sat on the edge of the bed. Glancing around, I saw we had our own bathroom. Thank fuck for that. Reaching behind my head, I grabbed the collar of my shirt and pulled it over my head.

      “Whoa! Hold on there. I think you’re getting the wrong idea.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder. “I’m taking a hot shower and changing into something to wear for bed.”

      “What am I supposed to wear?”

      I shrugged. “You’re the one who didn’t pack an emergency bag.”

      As I walked to the bathroom, a pillow hit me in the back of the head.

      “Jerk!”

      I spent a good fifteen minutes in the shower. My goal was to use up all the hot water, forcing Kendall to take a cold shower, but it appeared Ms. Pratt had a large water heater. A loud knock on the door interrupted my quiet time.

      “Hunter! I think I hear something scratching on the wall!”

      “It’s me… trying to get out of here and away from you.”

      “Ha-ha. My death will be on your conscience, and I will haunt you forever if a ghost gets me.”

      I shut off the water and wrapped a towel around my waist before making my way back into the room. I stopped at the sight before me. My heart dropped to my stomach and my knees felt weak.

      God help me. Please, please, please. Give me strength.

      Kendall was sitting on the bed in one of my T-shirts, her hair up in a ponytail and a half-eaten protein bar sticking out of her mouth. She was the most adorable creature I had ever laid eyes on. She glanced up at me and caught me staring at her.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t eat them both. I saved you one.” Kendall stood, and I had to grab onto the doorframe as she rounded the bed and bent over, pulling the other protein bar from the bag and giving me a shot of her black lace thong panties, which were so tiny they could be classified as dental floss.

      “If you were a gentleman, you’d let me have both.”

      I couldn’t move. I was frozen in place as I let my eyes sweep over her body.

      Our eyes met. It was Kendall’s turn to look me over. “Why… why are you only wearing a towel?”

      Swallowing hard, I shook my head. Why in hell can I not form words? Oh, that was because the woman I had been dreaming about for the last three weeks was standing before me dressed in nothing but my T-shirt.

      Kendall took a step back. Can she feel the energy between us?

      “Maybe… we should probably… are there more towels? I need to… shower.”

      I had never moved so fast in my entire life. My mouth crashed against Kendall’s as I backed her up against the wall. She moaned and wrapped her arms around my neck while I grabbed her ass and picked her up, forcing her to wrap her legs around me.

      “Hunter,” she whispered as she drew her head back.

      “For once, Kendall, shut the fuck up.”

      I pushed her against the wall, and instantly, my mouth was back on hers. I explored her body with one hand, pushing it under my T-shirt, and I nearly lost my load on the spot when I felt her bare breasts. She didn’t have a bra on.

      “Jesus, Kendall. You’re not wearing a bra.”

      Her breath was quick and fast.

      I lifted the shirt, took her nipple, and sucked on it.

      “Don’t stop!” she whimpered.

      “Tell me what you want, Kendall.”

      “Want?” she gasped.

      “Yes.”

      “I… I can’t think straight. My mind. Your smell is making my brain fuzzy. What do you want?”

      With a grin, I pulled back to look into her blue eyes. I wanted to take things slow, but I knew I couldn’t. This woman had been driving me mad for weeks. I wanted her like I had never wanted another woman. I needed her. Needed to feel her coming on my cock, over and over again. “I want to bury my face between your legs and finally taste you.”

      “Finally?” she gasped.

      “It’s all I’ve been thinking about for the last three weeks. Then I want to fuck you until you can’t move. I want you to feel me every time you move for the next week and know I was the one between your legs, making you scream out my name with each orgasm I gave you.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “How many are we talking?”

      With a wink, I replied, “A lot.”

      Her fingers laced in my hair, pulling my mouth back to hers. “Now. I want you now, Hunter.”

      I moved us to the bed and gently laid her down. My hands slid slowly up her legs, and I watched her entire body break out in goose bumps. I loved that my touch was having that effect on her.

      When I slid her black lace thong off, I moaned at the beautiful sight before me.

      “There you go moaning again, Mr. Owens.”

      Smiling, I pulled the towel from around my waist, watching as Kendall stared at my hard cock. I knew I was big, and I loved the way she licked her lips as she took me in.

      “I want to go slow, but you’re making this hard.”

      Her eyes lifted to mine. “I can see how hard it is. Now is not the time for slow, Hunter.”

      “I need to ask—are you with anyone? Dating anyone?”

      Kendall smiled and shook her head. “Are you?”

      “No, I would never cheat.”

      “Neither would I. No, I’m not with anyone.”

      She sat up and pulled my T-shirt off, exposing her perfect body to me. I stared at her.

      “Condom?”

      I dragged my gaze from her body and looked into her eyes. “What?”

      “Do you have a condom? If you say no, Hunter, I will throw you out this attic window.”

      Laughing, I leaned over and found my wallet. I pulled out two condoms.

      “Two? That’s it?”

      I glanced down at the condoms in my hand and back to her. “Well, I wasn’t actually planning on fucking you tonight, Kendall. If I had planned this, I’d have brought a whole box.”

      Her brow arched. “Think highly of yourself, do you?”

      “Don’t worry, there are other things I can do to please you that don’t involve my dick.”

      Her lips pressed together, and I watched as her hand slowly slid down her stomach and between her legs.

      Jesus and all the Hail Marys in heaven. This woman was going to kill me.

      “Prove it,” she whispered.

      With a smirk, I dropped down and slowly began kissing her up her thighs. One kiss on the left thigh, one on the right. Back to the left. I went back and forth as slowly as I could stand it, making my way to that perfectly groomed pussy.

      “Hunter! Wait!”

      I stopped and looked at her.

      “I have a confession.”

      “One you have to confess right now, Kendall?”

      She nodded. “I let out the air in your tires.”

      I knew it! “Payback is a bitch.” When she smiled, I couldn’t help but smile back. “You’re lucky you’re distracting me right now.”

      Lifting her hips, she whispered, “Please.”

      I slipped two fingers inside her and nearly came undone. She was so wet and tight. It was going to be embarrassing if I came after a few pumps.

      Sliding my tongue along her sweet bundle of nerves, I worked my fingers inside her.

      Her hands gripped at my head, guiding me to the pace she wanted. It turned me on even more that she had no problem taking control. When I felt her body tense and quiver around my fingers, I sucked her clit into my mouth.

      “Hunter!” she cried out as she fell apart. I watched as she stroked her own breasts and arched her back while she whimpered my name over and over.

      I slipped my fingers from her body, put them in my mouth, and sucked them clean.

      “Damn, that is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen a man do.”

      I ripped the condom open and slid it over my dick. My body trembled as I looked up and saw Kendall watching me, her lips slightly parted, her eyes hooded. I wanted that mouth around my cock, but that would have to wait for another day. I needed to be inside her.

      I pushed her knees apart, opening her to me.

      “Wait!” she cried out.

      If she was changing her mind, I was going to throw her out the attic window.

      “I have another confession.”

      My head dropped. “I don’t care, sweetheart. I just want to be inside you.”

      I lifted my gaze back to hers. She crinkled that nose, and my dick grew harder.

      “I injected habanero sauce into some of your Mike and Ikes candies.”

      A low rumble came from the depths of my throat. “You bitch.”

      She covered her mouth to keep from laughing. “How was I supposed to know you would put a whole handful in your mouth at once?”

      I pulled in a deep breath and then blew it out in a rush. “I’m willing to forgive and forget if you would just stop with the confessions.”

      “Okay,” she said softly.

      Moving closer to her, I asked, “How long has it been?”

      “About six months. It was safe. I’ve been tested.” She panted in anticipation.

      She looked up at me, silently asking me the same question. “It’s been over a year. I was with the same woman for over three years.”

      Something moved over her face, but it was gone before I could register it.

      “I’m not sure I can go slow,” I said.

      “Don’t. Please don’t go slow. I need to feel you, Hunter,” she pleaded, wrapping her legs around my waist and pulling me to her. I leaned down and kissed her lips. The kiss was soft and sweet at first, but when I lined up my cock with her opening, something happened. Our kiss turned hungry. Passionate and needy. Kendall lifted her hips, and I pushed inside her. All the way inside her. When she hissed, I stopped.

      “Don’t. Stop.”

      “Fucking hell,” I panted as I buried my cock completely inside her. She was the perfect fit. No woman had ever felt this amazing. I lowered my face to her neck, breathing in her sweet scent. I didn’t want to move. I wanted to live out the rest of my life inside this woman.

      “Hunter… Hunter, please.”

      Her voice pulled me from my fog. Lifting up onto my knees, I pulled her legs over my shoulders and grabbed onto her hips. With relentless force, I pounded into her. Kendall cried out in pleasure, her hands stroking her tits, then my chest, and back to her tits. I wasn’t going to last much longer. Her moans and whimpers were going to be the death of me.

      Kendall’s entire body shook, and she grabbed at the sheets. “Hunter, I’m going to come!”

      The second I felt her grip my cock, I felt my own release. I dropped her legs and leaned over her, capturing her mouth with mine as I pushed in deeper with each stroke. With every pulse, I gave her more than just my orgasm.

      I had just given Kendall Wales my soul.
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      I shifted ever so slightly and felt the delicious soreness from the night before. Hunter had made good use of the second condom. In the light of morning, though, my head was a jumbled mess. I had never felt so connected to someone. It was as if we’d become one person. Almost literally. Hunter’s strong arms were wrapped around me, and one of my legs was intertwined with his. I liked this feeling of complete peace. It was different… so much different than it had even been with Weston.

      But… I was scared. Scared shitless.

      I was out of my league and had no idea what happened next.

      Suddenly, things were messy. Complicated. And I wasn’t sure where Hunter’s head was at. I moved to get out of the bed, but Hunter tightened his grip around me. I stiffened when he spoke.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I was going to check my emails.”

      He looked at his phone on the nightstand and chuckled. “Hell, Kendall, it’s not even eight yet. Stay in bed.”

      I tried to sit up. Eight. Oh no! I should have been prepping for the day an hour or two ago.

      Hunter tightened his grip on me, refusing to let me move. “Just a few more minutes, Kendall.”

      “Hunter…” There was no time. I had so much work to do.

      He persisted. “It’s okay to relax every once in a while, you know. The world won’t stop. Promise.”

      For a few seconds I remained rigid. This was new territory for me. So, I took a deep breath and relaxed. It’s just a few minutes. The world will go on. I stared at Hunter for a second longer. This might be the last time I’m in his arms. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. But I also wanted just a bit more time to sear into my mind what it felt like to be the center of his world—even if it was only for a moment.

      He pulled me closer, and I laid my head on his chest. His morning voice was gruff and sexy. “I want to explain something to you. I didn’t have a chance yesterday.”

      Here it comes. The part where he let me down easy so there wouldn’t be awkwardness at work. I opened my mouth to beat him to the punch, but he surprised me. “I don’t want you to think I doubt your ability to run this team, Kendall. I don’t.”

      That wasn’t what I had been expecting. I stared up at him in confusion. “But you said… yesterday, it was like you thought I had no knowledge of football.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Do you think I could run the team’s day-to-day budgets, PR, accounting, and all that other shit you do that keeps coaches in a job?”

      “With training, I don’t see why not. But no, you couldn’t just walk into my office tomorrow and know what to do.” Any job could be done if one had the mindset and willingness to succeed. But like anything else, there was a learning curve.

      Goose bumps raced along my skin where Hunter dragged his fingers up and down my arm. “Coaching is the same thing. If you threw me into a boardroom full of suits to work out a business deal, they’d eat my lunch. What I do… what Mac does… it’s not your strength, sweetheart. But I’m sure if you put your mind to it, you could learn it.”

      That made sense, and I laughed. “I did pick up the bat swinging into the locker thing pretty fast.”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      I snuggled in a little closer. “Thank you for explaining. I guess I can get a little sensitive about this since I’m a woman in a man’s world.”

      And Hunter had me off kilter. I hadn’t been myself yesterday. Normally, I stayed in control.  Around Hunter, I felt something else emerging, something I couldn’t understand yet.

      “My mom was the same way. She was a reporter and had been assigned to my dad. She’s told me stories about what it was like to work in a prominently male field. Some coaches wouldn’t let her into the locker rooms. She even had one guy ask if she was reading from cue cards when she quoted some stats on his team. You two are actually a lot alike.”

      I liked that comment about being like his mother a little more than I should have. Which was odd. I decided to put myself out there a little. “I’d like to meet her sometime.”

      “She’d like that.” I looked up at his face but couldn’t read his expression. It was almost like he was processing the statement, as well. Hunter ran his free hand down his face, and just like that, it was gone. Maybe we were both in uncharted territories, but Hunter had had a serious girlfriend at one time. There had been several pictures of them together before he walked away from football.

      Things were changing so fast. There wasn’t time to get caught up in something that would break my heart in the end. I shifted a little to get some space, clear my head. The movement made me wince.

      “You sore?”

      “Some.”

      “Good. You’ll remember me every time you move.”

      I laughed, and when my body relaxed Hunter brought me close again.

      “That’s a little barbaric.”

      “It might be, but you will think of me, and I’ll fucking love that.”

      I bit my lip at the gruffness of his statement. It was true—and we were out of condoms.

      Hunter’s phone beeped, and he shifted to see who it was. “Mac accepted the job. You have the email in your inbox.”

      I shot up and smiled. “He did? That’s fantastic news.”

      Finally, we were adding to our numbers instead of reducing them.

      Hunter winked. “It is. You got yourself a coach, Ms. Wales. A good coach. I think Mac will be able to take this team far.”

      There was so much to do. I whipped back the covers, and this time, Hunter let me go. I missed the connection more than I wanted to admit, but I pressed forward pushing away the thought. “Let me get my laptop so I can get the contract over to HR. We don’t have any time to lose.”

      “Ain’t that the truth. I’ll go get you a coffee and some breakfast for us. Then we can see about the car.”

      That squishy feeling came into my stomach. Hunter hated coffee but he was going to get me some anyway. I softly responded, “Thanks.”

      He gave me a chaste kiss before he threw on his clothes and left. Nothing more had been said about last night, and I wasn’t sure what to make of that. Is his head just as messed up as mine? Or is this the way adults handle a one-night stand?

      I put on his T-shirt before turning on my laptop. Mac’s acceptance was right there in my email, so I forwarded it to HR with a high-priority flag. I wanted it finalized before I got back to the office. I also emailed the good news to my dad. He texted me back.

      Dad: Never doubt your ability to lead this team. With your focus and sheer determination, anything is possible when you keep the end goal in sight.

      End goal.

      Getting mixed up with Hunter wasn’t possible right now. A relationship wasn’t part of the plan. I needed this to work. I needed the board to realize I had the ability to run Wales Enterprises so the transition was smooth. The team had so many issues to fix. And if I let myself fall any harder for Hunter… I wasn’t sure what would happen.

      I quickly dressed in my clothes from the night before and put my hair up. There was no time for a shower. Then I paced the room, unsure how to proceed.

      Distance. I need distance.

      Hunter probably wanted that as well. Getting involved would be messy. Too messy. And he wanted out of this gig as soon as possible.

      The door opened, and I froze in the middle of what was probably my hundredth rotation around the room.

      Hunter’s brow furrowed. “Everything okay?”

      Set the tone. Take control of the situation.

      I began to ramble. “I don’t want things to be weird between us.”

      “Okay.”

      I put my computer in its bag. I couldn’t look at him. “Last night we gave into our desires, scratched the itch. I don’t want things to be weird between us when we get back to the office. I don’t want it to cause problems with the team. We’re finally on the right track.”

      When I looked up, Hunter’s head cocked to the side as he watched me. He put the coffee on the dresser. His face was once again unreadable, and I wasn’t sure what he was thinking.

      Finally, he nodded. “Sure thing. Itch is scratched. I ran into Roy. Vehicle is fixed. His mama ended up making a roast for lunch instead of the biscuits and gravy.”

      The way I acted toward Roy last night had been terrible. I’d been a crazy person driven to the brink. I knew I had to apologize.

      Hunter shoved his things in his bag and walked out the door, saying, “I’ll check out with Ms. Pratt and meet you downstairs.”

      “Okay.”

      The door closed behind him, and I collapsed on the bed, knowing I had just made the biggest mistake of my life. Did Hunter want more? He seemed too mad at me, or maybe I was imagining the whole thing.

      I had to stay the course.

      I had to keep focused.

      At least that was what my head kept telling my heart.

      When I went downstairs, Hunter was waiting at the door with his aviators on. He had that bad-boy vibe going on with his jeans and short-sleeve T-shirt. Last night those arms had been wrapped around me, that body giving me pleasure. I closed my eyes for the briefest of seconds. This was for the best. I turned toward the front desk area and straightened my shoulders. “Thank you, Ms. Pratt.”

      “Have a goodun’.”

      “Thank you. You, too.”

      Yeah, that’s not going to happen.

      Hunter held the door for me, but his face was closed, his expression blank. His mouth opened and closed like he was going to say something. I waited, unsure what I wanted to come out of his mouth.

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course, Boardroom Kendall.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m not a Barbie doll, Hunter. Stop being a dick.”

      Abruptly, he turned to face me, and I stood my ground. He leaned forward to say something when my cell phone rang. He stepped away from me, and whatever moment we’d been about to have was gone. “Conquer the world, sweetheart. I’ll get the car. We’re headed back to the stadium.”

      This time the endearment wasn’t said so sweetly.

      Yeah, it’s over.

      I sent the call to voice mail, but pretended to connect it as I turned away. Tears threatened to spill over, but I blinked them away. Why does this hurt so much? It had been two people giving into lust. That was it. Nothing more.

      I dialed Wales Aviation to arrange a plane and a car. I would let Hunter take my car back to the stadium. My resolve would not last if I was stuck in the car with him for any amount of time. I had to get away from Hunter before I gave into the one thing I knew my heart wanted… love.
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      I sat on the ridge that overlooked a larger pasture at my parents’ place. In the distance, I could see some horses grazing. I had been home for nearly two weeks. When I’d arrived, it had felt like I was a target at a firing range. The team’s stunts were now blowing back on Wales Enterprises negatively, and the board had chewed me up and spit me out. It was bad. Really bad.

      My dad ran a tight ship, which meant the board ran a tight ship.

      When the interrogation had begun, Dad had offered to intervene, but I’d refused to let him; I’d needed to handle it on my own. Due to the size of Wales Enterprises, it wasn’t a one-man ship. I needed the board to believe in me. I’d managed to negotiate one season for the team. If they messed up again, there would be hell to pay.

      And then there was Hunter.

      Since I left him in Franklin, I hadn’t been able to get him out of my thoughts. Those dark eyes haunted my dreams. The security of being in his arms was like a distant memory.

      I stared at the last text I had received from him that morning.

      Hunter: I’m headed home for an early weekend. Mac has everything under control.

      Me: I’ll be back on Monday and will set up a meeting to go over the progress with you and Mac.

      Hunter: Safe travels.

      Me: Have a good weekend.

      The situation was strained, and I wanted things to go back to the way they had been. What I really wanted to say was I was sorry and ask if we could talk, but I wasn’t able to bring myself to write those words. The look on his face when I told him I wouldn’t be riding home with him our last day together still haunted me. I knew I had hurt him, but what he didn’t know was that it had killed me to do it. I was terrified. And a coward.

      I let out a breath. Since Hunter was headed out of town early for the weekend, I planned to go home in order to get in the right mindset for Monday. If I had the pilot bring me home that evening, I could get in the office the next day. Then I could power through Saturday and Sunday and get caught up on everything.

      Hunter and Mac had signed five new players in the two weeks I’d been gone. All were under budget, and I had signed off on them without comment. But I wanted to review the tapes to understand the new players’ strengths. They had signed another quarterback, as well, which hadn’t made a lot of sense. But I was going to let the coaches do their thing.

      From behind me, I heard a horse whinny, and I turned to see my mom riding up to me. It struck me how beautiful and graceful she was. There had been times over the last two weeks when it had been hard seeing her and Dad together. They had one of those love stories that was made for romance novels. I hoped to be like her someday, but then I was scared what that meant for my career.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “I thought I might find you out here. This seems to be the place you go every evening after work.”

      I turned my focus back out to the field. “This has always been one of my favorite places.”

      Mom dismounted, leaving her horse to graze near mine before coming to sit beside me. A few minutes passed without either of us saying a word. I watched the grass roll and sway with the wind. Inside, I felt numb. I missed that spark I used to feel, but something had happened to me over the last two weeks. It was like the real me had disappeared and I was stuck in some sort of emotionless purgatory.

      “Kendall, what’s really on your mind?”

      I blinked a few times. “Work. There’s a lot going on there.”

      Mom arched her eyebrow, shifting as the wind blew her blond hair away from her face. “Is it Hunter?”

      “What?” I jerked back as if I had been caught sneaking candy. “Mom, no.”

      I focused back onto the horses in the pasture, afraid if I kept looking at her, I might cry.

      Yes, it’s Hunter. I miss him.

      “My sweet Kendall. I can tell something is wrong. But if you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.”

      Mom had always been so considerate. She was the rock of our family, keeping Dad in check when his crazy protectiveness reared its head. I so was tired of keeping all this inside while inside, a bit of me died each day.

      I threw my arms around her neck and sobbed, “I don’t know what to do! I think I like him.”

      She hugged me to her. “Did something happen?”

      “I … it was different with him, and then I lied to him—and myself—about how I felt. I am so confused and don’t know what to do. I like him.”

      Mom said nothing, just held me and rubbed my back while I let it out. My entire life, she had been supportive, never pushing for more until I was ready. When I’d calmed a little, she asked, “How does he feel?”

      I sniffled. “I don’t know. I never gave him a chance to tell me. I just ran.”

      Mom pulled back and wiped my tears away. “My sweet Kendall. You remind me so much of your father. So much. When I met him, work consumed him. But he let me in and found a way to have both.”

      “I don’t know how that’s possible, Mom. There’s so much pressure and running a company that size takes a lot of dedication. If I split my focus, I won’t be able to run the company. There isn’t enough time to have both.”

      Mom paused. “It’s different for me because I don’t have that corporate drive you and your dad do. But he managed to run the company as well as be an amazing father and husband. You can do it, too, Kendall. The question you have to ask yourself is: what do you want?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Mom beat me to the punch. “Think about it. Figure out what you actually want. Then talk to your father. You don’t have to have your whole life mapped out today. And your Dad doesn’t expect you to take over tomorrow. Nothing’s been defined.”

      For a second, I processed her words. She was right. No formal decision had been announced to the board. It was safe to assume his intentions, but only Dad and I had really discussed it.

      “I’m scared, Mom. I mean… I’m terrified of trying and failing. I’ve never really been in a relationship.”

      If I shifted my focus and lost Hunter and my ability to run the company, it would all be for naught.

      Mom put her arms around me. “That comes with any risk we take. You have always taken life by storm and conquered anything in your path. But allowing yourself to be vulnerable is hard. Love means giving someone the chance to hurt you while trusting them not to.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know if it’s love.”

      “But you don’t know if it’s not. You’re not really living if you’re giving up something that might make you happy just because you’re afraid.”

      Mom had always had the best quotes. When she’d been a college student, her parents had been killed in a car accident. But I’d heard stories of my grandparents often. The quotes came from my grandma. Even though I’d never met her, I felt close to her. Her quotes created a roadmap on how to live your life.

      My mind circled back around to Hunter and our interactions. Was it just for fun? Or is there something there?

      I shook my head. “Mom, I don’t know if Hunter makes me happy. We’ve only known each other for a month or so.”

      “Well, you’ll never know if you don’t give it a shot. You can have it all, Kendall. You just have to figure out what having it all means to you. I don’t want you to wake up one day and regret not exploring what you really want in this life.”

      That was the question. I really had no idea. None. “Thanks, Mom. I think I need to go back to Kentucky.”

      “The plane is yours to use. Do you want me to arrange it?”

      I took a deep breath. “Yes. If I can fly back tonight, that would be great.”

      “Consider it done. We’ll be ready to drive you to the airport when you get back.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Always will.”

      Mom rode off, heading back toward the house, and I stared off into the distance. Hunter deserved an apology. I thought about texting him, but this needed to be face-to-face. I was going to have to grovel.

      Hopefully I wasn’t too late.
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      It was early in the morning on Friday—not much past seven. I’d left my apartment at the crack of dawn to drive to Hunter’s place. My left leg bounced ninety miles a minute from all the caffeine I had consumed so far that morning. My nerves were on edge.

      What if I’ve read this entire situation wrong?

      I gripped the steering wheel tighter. I fought the urge to turn around and hide out underneath the mountain of paperwork in my office.

      No. Stop it.

      If Hunter had moved on, or I was out of line, I’d force myself to go back to business as usual. It would be fine. I would be fine.

      I turned down the long drive, my heart rate speeding up the closer I got to the house.

      This is it.

      I put my SUV in park, immediately noticing that his truck wasn’t there. What if he’s gone? Or worse yet, has a woman in the house with him?

      Shit.

      I hadn’t thought this through at all. It would be hard to explain to some random woman why I’d showed up at the butt crack of dawn. I pulled my phone out of my bag and sent Hunter a text. If I found out he wasn’t alone, I could just leave and no one would be the wiser.

      Me: You up?

      The dots appeared and then disappeared. Then they came back. I took another sip of my coffee as I watched those dots reappear. Finally, he responded.

      Hunter: It’s my day off.

      Jerk. He was going to make this tough on me. I smiled in response to the familiar tingles that hit me when he replied.

      Me: So the answer to my question is yes. Thanks!

      Hunter: Was there something you needed?

      Me: Where are you?

      

      Please don’t be in bed with someone. Please. Please. Please.

      

      Hunter: At my ranch. Why?

      Me: No reason.

      Hunter: Kendall, what is going on?

      Me: Can I not just be curious where you’re at and what you’re doing?

      Hunter: I’m eating a bagel.

      Me: Anything else? You alone?

      

      Way to be subtle.

      

      Hunter: Are you drunk?

      I scoffed at the text.

      Me: It’s seven in the morning! No, I’m not drunk. Maybe a little overcaffeinated. But certainly not drunk.

      Hunter: Are you high?

      Me: NO! I have never done recreational drugs nor do I ever plan to do them. Are you avoiding my questions?

      Maybe he was with someone.

      Hunter: You want to know if I’m with someone?

      Me: Yes. Why are you being difficult?

      Hunter: I’m not being difficult.

      Me: You are being very difficult.

      Hunter: Welcome to my life.

      Me: What does that mean?

      Hunter: You’re in my driveway, texting me, and being weird. Look up difficult in the dictionary. It’ll have your picture beside it.

      I gasped and looked up at the house. Hunter was standing on the front porch, looking at me. Unsure what to do, I ducked down to hide. Good grief. I’d lost my mind.

      Me: Maybe you’re delusional.

      The dots appeared and then disappeared. They didn’t return. Where are the damn dots? Has Hunter had enough and gone back inside? I peeked up over the steering wheel to find Hunter staring at me from two feet away.

      I yelped in surprised, and he jumped.

      Through the window, I yelled. “You scared me. That’s not nice.”

      He tilted his head without responding and just stared at me. I saw that familiar glint in his eyes.

      I asked, “So what are you doing?”

      “The better question is: what are you doing at my ranch at seven in the morning?”

      His voice was muffled since we were still speaking through the window. “Umm… well… I figured I would let you know I was back in town?”

      Why did that come out like a question? This had gone so wrong. Terribly wrong. I sighed and got out of the car.

      Hunter stared at me with those dark, stormy eyes. I wanted to run into his arms, but I stayed put. The silence was killing me.

      “I—”

      “Why—”

      We both started at the same time. I motioned to him. “You first.”

      “Why are you here? No games, Kendall.”

      That was fair. I wasn’t one to play games, but this was hard. It was time to put my big-girl panties on. “I wanted to apologize for what I did.”

      “And what was that?”

      “I left.” When Hunter raised an eyebrow, I added, “Actually, I ran.”

      Hunter dragged a hand down his face. “We were just scratching an itch, Kendall.”

      The words hurt more than they should have, and I dropped my head and took a step back. I started to pace, beyond nervous at that point. “Yes… yes… that was what I said. I… uh… it was an itch. And the uh… it’s been scratched. Totally scratched.”

      When I turned back his way, Hunter grabbed me by the shoulders and stopped me. “I never figured you for a coward.”

      I reared my head back and narrowed my eyes at him for throwing the words I’d said to him back at me. “I am not a coward.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You ran. You got scared because we both know that night was more than a fuck.”

      I swallowed hard. It had been. Memories of his touch swirled through my head. In a whisper, I asked, “What do you want from me?”

      “To be honest with me and with yourself.”

      I closed my eyes, forcing myself to say the words. “It was more than a fuck. I admit it. And I am terrified.”

      “Why?”

      I opened my eyes to find Hunter still watching me intently. He didn’t appear mad, his expression was more concerned than anything else. That made it easier to open up to him. “Because this isn’t part of the plan. Having a relationship wasn’t supposed to happen yet—or maybe ever. You weren’t supposed to happen, Hunter.”

      “Hell, Kendall, there’s no script. Life isn’t some damn movie you play a part in. There are no guarantees. None. Do you think I wanted this to happen? Trust me. This…”—he gestured between the two of us—“complicates the hell out of things.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about. What if the complications lead to a fallout, and we hurt more than just ourselves? What if I hurt you? Or you hurt me? What if I fail?”

      He took a step forward. “And what if it leads to something we never imagined? The question you have to ask yourself is if it’s worth the risk. Only you can answer that.”

      “Is it worth the risk to you?”

      I waited for him to respond, and he reached out to cradle my face. “Yeah, baby, it is. I haven’t been able to get you out of my head.” He brushed a stray hair out of my face. “What do you want to do, Kendall? It’s your turn to call the play.”

      I laid my palm on his chest and spread out my fingers over his heart. “I want to try whatever this is, but I also want to make sure we aren’t so consumed with each other that we bring down the team. If we don’t handle this right, it’ll doom us from the start.”

      I felt his heartbeat speed up. “I would never put your career at risk, you have to know that, Kendall. I feel something between us, and I don’t want to ignore that. We’ll make sure we handle this right.”

      “I’ve never tried to balance the two. And I’m terrified.”

      Without another word, he grabbed my hand.

      I asked, “What are we doing? Where are you taking me?”

      “We’re going to spend the day getting to know each other. No plans. No structure. Just you and me.”
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      I’d doubted my own eyes when I saw Kendall parked outside in my driveway. The fact that my body felt alive for the first time in two weeks hadn’t gone unnoticed, either. This woman had a way of both getting under my skin and making me want her at the same damn time.

      “Hunter?” she asked with a girlish giggle. “Where are you taking me?”

      “To the barn,” I said.

      “Oh.”

      Her voice was laced with disappointment, and I knew she probably would have preferred for me to take her to my bedroom. In truth, it was hard to not throw her over my shoulder and take her to bed. But after the way she’d run away, I knew I needed to take things in a different direction. Focus on the us part rather than the sex part.

      “I don’t have the right shoes on to go to the barn, Hunter.”

      I stopped, turning to face her. She was wearing jeans that fit her body perfectly and a long-sleeved blue T-shirt that had the Carolina Lions plastered on the front. I’d have to admonish her later for her taste in NFL teams. When my gaze landed on the stylish boots, I rolled my eyes.

      “Did you bring any other shoes in your bag?”

      “Um… my bag?”

      I lifted a brow. “Your overnight bag. You did pack one, right?”

      She kicked at something on the ground and lifted one shoulder in a half shrug before mumbling something that sounded like no.

      “I’m sorry, what was that?”

      Her blue eyes lifted to meet my gaze. “I didn’t pack a bag.”

      With a sigh, I dropped my head back and looked up at the sky. “Did I not teach you anything on our little road trip?”

      “I hadn’t planned on staying the weekend. I hadn’t actually planned anything. The only thing I knew was that I needed to talk to you.”

      The corner of my mouth turned up and my chest tightened when she gave me the most adorable smile. Does she have any idea how beautiful she is? Add in her intelligence, mix it with the strong stubborn Boardroom Kendall, and you had one sexy-as-hell woman.

      “Tell me you’ll stay with me all weekend.”

      As she pulled her lip between her teeth, her sweet and adorable smile turned into something more sinful. There was no denying the connection between the two of us. I’d felt it the very first time she’d approached me.

      “All weekend?” she asked with a purr. “I don’t have any clothes, remember. What will I wear?”

      My dick instantly went hard, and it took everything I had to push away the thought of her walking around my house naked.

      “I would say you could go naked, but that might give my mom and dad the wrong first impression of you.”

      Her smile dropped, and she stepped back. “What? Your parents? Here? Now? Oh. My. Gosh.”

      And there was the freak-out version of Kendall. She didn’t show up often, but when she did, it was in full force.

      “They’ve been staying here, watching the place for me, until I hired someone to take care of running things. They’re going to be here one more night, and tomorrow morning they head back to Wyoming.”

      She swallowed hard, her eyes cautious. “So I have to meet them?”

      I tilted my head and replied, “Unless you want to hide out in the barn tonight. I could bring you out scraps of food and a blanket.”

      Her forced smile told me she was really worried. Wringing her hands together, she said, “It’s just so soon. I mean, you don’t really meet the parents until after like six months of dating.”

      “Six months? Jesus, is that how long you’ve made your boyfriends wait before meeting the folks?” I laughed. Kendall didn’t laugh. She looked up with me with a blank look that told me she wasn't exactly used to meeting the parents.

      The last thing I wanted to do was cause her more stress. Placing my hands on her cheeks, I leaned down and softly kissed her lips. It was the first contact we’d had since that morning two weeks ago, and damn it all to hell if it didn’t feel incredible. “They don’t have to know anything about our relationship.”

      “Then why would I be here?” Her voice was soft. Not weak—Kendall didn’t do weak. No, it was more unsure, uncertain. As if she was stepping into uncharted territory and had no clue how to chart the course.

      Smiling, I said, “You were out of town for a few weeks and decided to come to the ranch so we could catch up on work.”

      Kendall worried her lip.

      “Stop using your brain so much, Kendall. Will you please just relax? It’s my folks. Meeting them does not commit you to anything. Let’s just do us and let this thing go where the universe wants it to go.”

      She stood with a nod and a smiled before placing both hands on my chest. “You’re right. I need to relax. Being here this weekend will do just that.”

      “Besides, my mother is going to know we’ve slept together the moment she sees you.”

      With that, I turned and walked to the barn.

      “What!” Kendall cried out, running up next to me. “Hunter, why would you say that?”

      I laughed. “I’m kidding. But they know something is up considering the way I’ve been acting the last two weeks. It’s hard to keep things from my mother. It’s like she has some sort of weird magical mom power and knows when something’s off.”

      “Yours, too, huh?”

      Kendall laced her fingers in mine, and my heart rate dropped before speeding up again.

      “This still doesn’t solve my boot situation. I’m not wearing the mucking boots again.”

      “What size shoe do you wear?”

      Her brows pulled in tight. “I am certainly not wearing a pair of boots your old girlfriend left here, Hunter. No, thank you.”

      I looked down at her boots and then back up to her face. “I’m talking about my mother’s boots. You’re about the same size, and the woman has added about ten pairs to her collection here over the years.”

      “Oh,” she said, a small smile playing on her face. “I’m a six and a half.”

      “Perfect, I think she is around that size. Come on, she has a couple pairs in the tack room.”

      “She won’t mind?” Kendall asked as I took her hand and led her to the barn.

      “Are you kidding? She would probably give them all to you if she thought we had something going on.”

      This time her cheeks flushed. Which was equally hot.

      After we fit Kendall with a pair of boots, she sighed and looked around the tack room. “What chores are we going to do?”

      “No chores. We’re going riding. I need to figure out a name for this horse,” I said as I approached the Akhal-Teke mare. I smiled as I stepped into her stall and ran my hand over her golden coat. Her head bobbed, and she made it known she was happy with the attention. My father had spent the last few weeks working with her and finally got her to take a rider for more than a minute. I should have known he’d get through to her.

      “She is so beautiful. I thought you couldn’t stay up on her?”

      I huffed. “My father had to go off and prove who was the better horse trainer. Let’s see if she’ll let me ride her the way she lets him. She’s beautiful to watch when she’s got a rider.”

      “Maybe she has a crush on him. I’ve seen pictures of your father; he’s quite handsome.”

      Turning to face her, I lifted a brow. “You got a crush on my father, Kendall?”

      She gave a half-hearted shrug. “I’m simply stating a fact. I see where you get your good looks.”

      When she winked at me, it took everything I had to not pull her into my arms and take her right there in the stall.

      “Your mother is beautiful, as well. And your sister. She looks exactly like your mom.”

      “Thank you. My mother is stunning. So is Charlotte. But you didn’t answer my question. You got a thing for dear old Dad?”

      This time she smiled. “No, but I do have a crush on you.”

      “Just a crush?” I asked, lifting my hand and tucking away a stray piece of hair that had come loose from her ponytail.

      Kendall worked her lower lip a bit. “It’s more than a crush.”

      “Good,” I whispered right before I leaned down and kissed her. When she moved to wrap her arms around my neck, I stepped back.

      She let out a sound somewhere between a whimper and a growl.

      “Who do you want to ride?”

      That question made her brow lift and her cheeks turn red again. Damn, it was a major turn-on knowing she wanted me.

      Keep it slow, Owens. Keep it slow.

      She drew in a quick breath before letting it out slowly. “I’ll let you pick.”

      “I’d go for Romeo.”

      My father’s voice caused us to turn toward the door. My mother stood next to my father, a huge smile lighting up her face. She really was beautiful. Her dark hair was pulled up, and when she glanced up toward my father, I could see the love for him all over her face. I longed for that kind of love someday. The way my father told their story, my mother had given up her dreams to be with him. The way she told it, my father was her dream and she’d given up nothing and gained so much more when she left her job at ESPN.

      Kendall looked at me and then back to my father.

      “I meant Romeo the horse,” he clarified with a wink.

      “You must be Kendall Wales,” Mom said as she slipped her arm out from Dad’s and made her way over toward Kendall.

      “Y-yes,” Kendall replied, apparently a bit shaken from the unexpected encounter. “And you must be Mr. and Mrs. Owens. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

      Kendall stepped out of the stall and extended her hand to first my mother and then my father. Of course my mother’s eyes darted over to me. I could read her expression and was pretty sure where her thoughts were going.

      Beautiful woman. Check.

      Smile back on my face. Check.

      In the barn with my prized horse. Check.

      I gave her a look that asked her to back off. With my last girlfriend, Rachel, my mother never really pushed hard at all. I often wondered if it was her mother’s intuition that told her Rachel wasn’t the one. She’d never pushed me for details on the progress of our relationship. Not that my mother was pushy in that way, but I had dated Rachel the longest out of any of my exes. Looking back on it now, I should have seen that as a warning sign.

      “What brings you out to the ranch, Ms. Wales?” my mother asked.

      “Please, call me Kendall. I, um… well…”

      “She was back in Atlanta for a couple of weeks and wanted to catch up on some work. I told her I was here for the weekend, so she decided to come down and stay for a few days.”

      “For work,” Kendall added… and not in a convincing way at all.

      That made my father chuckle and pull my mother back against him. It was obvious they weren’t buying that excuse.

      “Aubrey and I are happy to finally meet you.”

      “Finally?” Kendall asked, glancing up at me and then back to my father.

      “Yes!” my mother stated with excitement in her voice.

      “We’ve been wondering who the woman was who had our son turned upside down the last few weeks,” Dad added.

      I focused in on my father. “Dad,” I said with a warning tone in my voice. I needed to stop him before he sent Kendall running to her car and heading back to Bowling Green, all thoughts of a relationship right out the door.

      He smiled and gave me an innocent shrug. “What? Did you really think your mother and I didn’t notice what was going on?”

      “Okay,” Kendall said, her voice shaking. “Here goes.”

      My head jerked to Kendall. What in the world is she going to say to them? Folding my arms over my chest and leaning against the stall, I waited. The Akhal-Teke standing next to me seemed just as interested because she came up and nudged my arm. I reached up and stroked the side of her neck while we both waited for Kendall to continue.

      “I like your son. There, I said it.” She tossed her hands up in the air, causing my nameless horse to bounce her head a bit and stomp.

      “Easy girl,” I softly said.

      Kendall turned to me and replied, “No, it’s okay, Hunter. I want to tell them the truth about us.” Facing my folks again, Kendall went on. “Some things happened between us and I got spooked, but now I’m ready to see where this goes. I’m ready to take the leap and trust where this leads us.”

      My mother perked up, and I had to admit she did a damn good job trying to hold back the megawatt smile I knew had to be threatening to take over her face. “Things? Such as?” Mom asked in a calm voice. I knew she had to be doing cartwheels on the inside.

      I shook my head. “Mom, please don’t go there.”

      With an innocent shrug and a wink in Kendall’s direction, she added, “What? A mother can ask.”

      Kendall cleared her throat and seemed to falter for a moment. “I have feelings for your son that I’ve never had for anyone before. This is new to me and we’re…” Her voice trailed off.

      I stepped closer to her and took her hand. “Exploring that,” I finished for her.

      My mother walked up to Kendall and kissed her on the cheek. “Sometimes admitting something to others is just as hard, if not harder, than admitting it to ourselves. Good job, sweetheart.”

      My mother. The personal cheerleader. I could practically see the plans swirling around in her head.

      Kendall beamed at my mom, and soon they were hugging each other. My heart pounded so hard in my chest I actually rubbed the spot in an attempt to settle it down. My body suddenly got hot, and I took a step away from the two women. I hadn’t felt this way when Rachel had hugged my mother for the first time. So what the hell is this feeling rushing through my damn body?

      I looked over at my father, and it was like he was reading my mind. He gave me a half smile and nodded as if to say he understood the realization I had just had. I was falling in love with Kendall. He also knew I’d only ever given my heart to Rachel, who’d broken it. Or so I thought it had been. With Kendall, I already knew if she were to break my heart, I would never recover.
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      Kendall and I rode through the pasture in silence. The rolling mountains surrounding us were beautiful. It was spring in Tennessee, but there was still a hint of winter trying to hold on as long as it could.

      “What’s over there?” Kendall asked, pointing to a small corral.

      “That’s part of the original ranch. They used it for cattle. See the chutes? They loaded up the cattle in the corral and then herded them into the trailers.”

      She stopped Romeo, the horse she’d picked to ride—at my father’s suggestion, of course—and stared out at the scenery. Before we’d left for the ride, Mom had packed us a small picnic lunch.

      “This looks like a beautiful place to stop and eat. I’m starving.”

      I nodded. “This will be a good test for no-name to see if she runs or stays with Romeo.”

      “We could tie her up to the corral?”

      “Nah, I’m going to give her some trust and see how far she takes it.”

      Kendall smiled. “I have a feeling you were like that as a coach, too.”

      I smiled but neither agreed nor disagreed with her.

      We slid off our horses, draped the reins over their necks, and walked a few yards away from the horses. My nameless beauty seemed confused by my letting her wander. She let out a blow, as if she was curious about her freedom. She followed me for a few steps before she stopped. Glancing over my shoulder at her, I smiled. She bobbed her head a few times before she lowered it and started grazing. I wasn’t surprised by this. She showed me I could trust her, and I had just returned the same trust to her.

      Kendall laid out the blanket while I pulled everything out of the basket. My mother had somehow whipped up chicken salad with pecans in it, fresh fruit, and two brownies that she must have hidden from my father.

      “May I ask you something?”

      “Of course you can.”

      “Why don’t you like talking about it? Coaching, I mean. You know it wasn’t your fault, right?”

      Swallowing hard, I glanced around the wide-open countryside. I could feel Kendall staring up at me.

      I didn’t like talking about the past. It was just that—the past. A part of me I had buried away and saw no sense in discussing further. But a part of me wanted to talk about it. Maybe I needed to and was just afraid. “I should have known something was wrong. It was my job, and I failed. It’s that simple.”

      “Hunter,” she whispered, standing up and taking my hands in hers. “That’s not true. How could you have known? Did you have a way to look inside his body? See what was wrong? It was a tragic accident, that’s all.”

      I lowered my gaze so our eyes met. I wanted to lean down and kiss her again, but I didn’t want to use a kiss as an excuse not to talk about my past.

      “It’s over with. I’d rather not talk about it, Kendall.”

      She nodded her head and said, “Okay. Then let’s eat. Everything looks amazing and smells even better.”

      I watched as she sat back down and got to work arranging everything. I loved that she hadn’t pushed me on the subject. When I declined to talk about it, she took it in stride and kept the mood light. This woman truly was amazing. I fought against the urge to spill my guts to her. Instead, I dropped down next to her and took the bottle of water she handed me.

      We sat in a comfortable silence as we ate. She popped a strawberry into her mouth and glanced out over the pasture.

      “It’s so beautiful here. I can see why you love it.”

      “I really do. It settles my soul. Gives me a sense of peace I long for.”

      I felt her stare, but didn’t turn to face her.

      “May I ask you something, Kendall?”

      With a sweet smile, she replied, “Of course.”

      Our gazes met and for a long moment, we held the connection.

      “Have you never been in love?”

      She stiffened before glancing down at her food.

      After a long moment of silence, she let out a chuckle and replied, “No. Unless you count my job.”

      I grinned. “No one has ever caught your interest? Made you long for something more?”

      “No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “Not until you.”

      That made my heart beat faster.

      She lifted one shoulder and stared out at the horses.

      “I wonder how your dad got your nameless horse to let him ride.”

      Change of subject. Okay, fair enough.

      My chest filled with pride as I thought of my father training my horse. “Let’s see. He’s patient. Has a great deal of love in his heart and is stubborn as hell.”

      “Sounds like the apple didn’t fall very far from the tree.”

      I winked at her when she looked in my direction. Then we both focused back on the horse.

      “Dad has always had a way with horses, though. Everything I know about ranching and football, I learned from him. I remember when I was little thinking I couldn’t wait to grow up and be just like him.”

      “What did he do differently than you did?” Kendall asked, honestly interested.

      “Who knows? Patience goes a long way.”

      “You weren’t patient with her?” she asked incredulously.

      I laughed. “I was, but she also knew she was getting to me, and I think she liked it. Stubborn mare.”

      And as if she knew we were talking about her, she gave a quick bob of her head and neighed. Kendall and I both laughed.

      “I think you’re right. Seems she likes getting under your skin.”

      I chuckled. “The moment I saw her, I fell in love with her.”

      Taking a bite of my sandwich, I felt the heat of Kendall’s stare.

      “My mother once told me in order to love, you have to give love. I feel the love coming from this horse. It’s hard to explain, but I feel connected to her, and I think my father does, too. I think she feels that.”

      “Ahava,” Kendall said softly.

      Kendall stared out at the golden horse with a look on her face I’d never seen before. She whispered the word with an almost longing. It made my chest squeeze to see that longing on her face.

      “What?” I asked.

      She cleared her throat and looked directly at me. “Ahava means love in Hebrew. It literally means to give love. I attended a wedding last year where ahava was used to describe the kind of love these two people had. I always thought it was beautiful.”

      I jumped to my feet, alternating my gaze between the horse and Kendall.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      The horse was only a few yards away, so I walked over to her and ran my hand over her impressive muscles. “That’s it.”

      “What’s it?” she asked, following my lead and running her hands over the horse as she neighed again and dropped her head so Kendall could give her a good scratch between the ears.

      “Ahava. That’s her name.”

      Kendall’s beautiful face broke out in an enormous smile. “It’s perfect for her.”

      The way she was looking at me, the way her blue eyes reflected the sky above us, had me losing control. I reached for her hand and pulled her against me. Cupping her face in my hands, I pressed a light kiss to her pink lips and then whispered the only word I could manage at the moment.

      “Kendall.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After making out on the blanket like two high school kids, we stopped before things got carried away. I knew Kendall wanted more—I did, too—but I needed to keep this away from the sex. At least until after my folks left. I really wanted Kendall to see there was more between us than just the intense physical attraction we had for each other. Maybe intense was the wrong word, though. It felt like so much more.

      After washing down the horses and getting them into their stalls, Kendall and I headed out of the barn.

      “Now what?”

      “Now I’m taking you into town so you can get a few things for the weekend. As much as I want you naked in my house tonight, I’m pretty sure you would rather have clothes on. Especially since Mom is planning game night.”

      Kendall perked up. “Game night? Oh, how fun! My parents used to have game night, too.”

      My father walked out and stood on the porch as we approached. He tossed me my keys. “Got your text y’all are heading into town.”

      “Yeah. Need anything?” I asked.

      Laughing, my father shook his head. “No. Your mother has pretty much shopped in every single store on Main Street. I may need you to ship some of this stuff back home to us.”

      Kendall giggled, and I found myself loving the way it sounded as well as how it made my body feel. I loved it when she was relaxed. When she simply let her guard down and enjoyed life. Not that she was uptight, but she had always put her job first and foremost. It was time to show her there was more to life than boardrooms, high-heeled shoes, and endless work.

      I opened the door for Kendall and held her hand while she climbed into the truck. I gave her a wink, kissed the back of her hand, and shut the door. The drive into town was pretty much silent. Kendall appeared lost in her own thoughts, and I figured it was best to let her work through whatever it was she needed to work through. She stared out the window, and I would have given anything to know what she was thinking. Part of me was afraid to ask. Maybe giving her too much time to think hadn’t been a good idea. The last thing I wanted her to do was regret coming. After endless minutes of silence, I gave in, my own fears beginning to take hold.

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      She turned and gave me a sweet smile. One that had my entire body feeling something I don’t remember ever feeling before. Not even with Rachel, and I had been in love with her, or so I’d thought. At the time, I’d figured she was the one. The girl I’d ask to marry me, settle down with, and have a couple of kids with. Looking back now, though, I knew that wasn’t what either one of us had wanted. She wanted money and stability. I wanted someone to share my bed for all the wrong reasons.

      “I was thinking how glad I am that I came here this weekend. That we’re spending time together. But…”

      My heart dropped. “The infamous ‘but.’ Hell, I knew it was coming.”

      “It’s not what you’re thinking, Hunter. I just wonder how we’re going to do this once we get back to the real world on Monday. Being here at your ranch, in this town where no one knows me or knows who I am to you, it’s freeing. I’m loving it and loving feeling so relaxed. Once we get back to Bowling Green, though, that’s a whole other thing. I need to know how we’re going to do this. I can’t walk into that part of my life with no plan of action.”

      She was right, and I knew it. Kendall wasn’t the fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants type of woman, especially when it came to her career, and I respected that. I couldn’t deny that part of me simply wished we could stay at my ranch and never go back to Bowling Green, but I knew that would never make Kendall happy. Pushing that thought out of my head, I focused on this current problem. The other one could be dealt with when the time came.

      “I think we should keep our relationship between us. No one needs to know we’re dating. We’re adults, and I’m confident I can keep my hands to myself when we’re at work. After work, though, you’re mine.”

      Her cautious smile turned to a wide grin. “Dating. I’ve never dated anyone. I mean I’ve been with men, but nothing serious. It was more of an arrangement, I guess.”

      I found a parking spot on Main and turned off my truck. The last thing I wanted to hear about was her fuck buddy back in Atlanta. I almost wanted to ask her when they’d broken things off, but figured it was better if I didn't know.

      “That’s why we’re taking this slow. It’s not just about the sex, Kendall.”

      “Speaking of… when will we be revisiting that again?”

      I laughed and opened the truck door. Kendall followed my lead and hopped out of the truck.

      “Trust me when I say it is taking every ounce of strength I have not to bury myself inside of you.”

      Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. If I hadn’t been paying attention, I might have missed the soft moan that came from the back of her throat.

      “What if that’s what I want you to do?”

      I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Not very patient, are you?”

      “Not when it comes to something I want, but I do agree with you. We need to take it slow. And if this doesn’t work, we won’t let it affect our working relationship. We both have a goal for the Mustangs, and that is to make them a championship team. So for now, this stays between us.”

      “Sounds like a solid plan. Come tonight, though, you’re mine, Kendall. I plan on learning every part of your body and what it takes to make you call out my name in pleasure.”

      Her breathing increased, and I leaned down, keeping my mouth inches from hers and teasing her with the idea of a kiss.

      “Damn it, Hunter. Kiss me.”

      Slipping my hand behind her neck, I drew her mouth to mine and kissed her. She parted her lips and sighed when our tongues met. It never ceased to amaze me the warmth that flowed through my body when I touched her. I’d been going fucking mad the last two weeks. Knowing she’d run from what happened between us had both pissed me of and confused me. I hadn’t been looking for a relationship, but Kendall was an unexpected surprise. One that would change my life forever.

      We ended the kiss, and I leaned my forehead against hers. “Kendall, I need to be honest with you.”

      “Please do. I want nothing but honesty between us, Hunter. I need it.”

      “I can’t shake the fear that you’re going to run again. Promise me you won’t run and we’ll talk if anything spooks you again.”

      Her bright blue eyes looked up into mine with nothing but truth in them. Kendall simply nodded and whispered, “I promise you, Hunter. I’ll talk to you if I feel scared about something.”

      “I’m falling for you, Kendall.”

      “Falling for me?” she asked in such a soft voice, I barely heard it.

      “Yes.”

      “Oh.” Then she stepped away from me, turned and walked into the clothing store.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled as I followed after her.

      Too soon. What the hell were you thinking, Owens?

      Kendall walked in and took a quick survey of the store. A young girl approached us, a smile on her face.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, looking at Kendall and then me.

      “Yes, I need a couple pairs of jeans, some boots, and a few other things.”

      Her voice was firm—not a shake to it. As if what had just happened outside hadn’t happened. I pushed my fingers into my hair and sighed. Kendall turned around and smiled. Does she have any idea what she just did to me? I’d opened myself up, and she’d shot me down.

      “Why don’t you do what you need to do and let me take care of this? I won’t be that long.”

      She was pushing me away again. Great.

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll be down at the feed store. Just come get me when you’re done.”

      I was sure she heard the coldness in my voice. I tried not to be that way, but hell, I had just opened my heart to her and she’d ignored me.

      Kendall reached for my hand and pulled me close to her. Leaning up on her toes, she kissed me on the lips. When she smiled, I felt my knees shake. “Hey, I wasn’t spooked. Just caught off guard. I needed a minute to process.” She took a deep breath and said, “I’m falling for you, too. Be patient with me, Hunter. Please.”

      My entire body sagged with relief. I was positive Kendall noticed.

      “I can do that.”

      “Good. Now go so I can get this done and we can get back to the ranch.”

      Taking a step back, I tipped my cowboy hat to her and replied, “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her cheeks flushed. and her eyes did a slow sweep of my body. What had been humor in those baby blues quickly turned to something far more sinful. I needed to leave before I followed her into the dressing room.
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      After I picked up a few bags of feed and talked to Charlie Rogers for about fifteen minutes, Kendall met me outside the feed store. In her hands, she held three shopping bags.

      “What in the world could you possibly find in that small-town country store to fill up three bags?”

      Her eyes were ablaze with excitement. “You would not believe the cute outfits I found in there! I even bought myself a pair of cowboy boots.”

      Charlie looked at me, then at Kendall, and back to me. “City girl, huh?”

      I nodded.

      “You went off and picked yourself a real fine young man here, miss. Hunter Owens is a class act. A good man right down to the bones.”

      Kendall smiled. “Yes, he is, sir.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her attempt to throw in a southern accent. The girl was from Georgia, after all… but she certainly lacked the accent.

      The trip back to the ranch was filled with shoptalk. I got Kendall caught up on what had been going on the last two weeks, how well the new coach was doing, and even how the players were coming around. Even Josh McEvans seemed to be getting his shit together. Of course, I knew that stemmed from our announcement in practice that we did not know who the starting quarterback would be. The fact that we hired a third-string quarterback, as well, had lit a fire under his ass.

      Once we got back to the ranch, Kendall asked to see the garden out back, and we spent a good amount of time working in it. My mother had, of course, done an amazing job getting it in order for spring, and I was hoping the new foreman I hired would keep up with it. Once mom and I left, there wouldn’t be anyone at the ranch to take care of it.

      Kendall stood and wiped the sweat from her brow. She’d been working in silence next to me and my mother as we pulled weeds, planted vegetables, and tried to fix the sprinkler system. It was no surprise that she was a hard worker and liked to get her hands dirty. I knew she came from a pretty wealthy family, but it was clear her folks had given her balance. Kendall wasn’t a snob or afraid of hard work. Working together in my garden had triggered something in me, and I wanted more of it. Hell, if I was being honest, I wanted Kendall here on the ranch with me. That thought made my heart drop. She had her own dreams, and I wouldn’t stand in the way of them, no matter how sick the idea of living in Tennessee while Kendall lived in Atlanta made me.

      “I’m going to turn on that sprayer in the last bed down there!” I shouted. Kendall was leaning over it and lifted her hand up to give me the go-ahead. I flipped on the zone and suddenly heard screaming.

      When I turned around, I watched as a gush of water from the flower bed sprayed directly up at Kendall. She was holding out her hands as she leaned over and tried to make it stop. I couldn’t help it; I lost it and burst out laughing. My mother rushed over to Kendall and attempted to help her stem the rush of water.

      “Hunter! Turn it off! Turn it off!” Kendall screamed.

      Part of me enjoyed the show. Why? Because I could now see through that ridiculous T-shirt Kendall had on. And what I saw had my dick coming to attention.

      “Hunter Owens!”

      My mother’s stern voice had me jumping out of my fantasy and rushing to turn off the water. It also made my cock instantly deflate.

      “Goodness, Kendall sweetheart, let’s get you in the house and into a hot shower.”

      “Can I come?” I called out. That earned me a dirty look from both women.

      “You did that on purpose!” Kendall shouted out. “Payback’s a bitch, Hunter.”

      With a shrug, I said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ll just stay here and fix that.”

      She snarled at me and let my mother lead her into the house.

      After taking my own shower and making my way to the kitchen, I stopped in the doorway and took in the sight before me. My mother and Kendall were in the kitchen. They worked around each other like they’d known one another for years. My eyes landed on Kendall. She was wearing a light blue dress that hugged her perfect body. I laughed when I saw she was wearing my mother’s giant green Monsters Inc. slippers my father had bought her.

      “Are your feet cold, Kendall?” I asked, stepping into the kitchen.

      She gave me a wink and said, “They are. I forgot to buy socks when we were in town. Can you believe that? Socks.”

      I rolled my eyes and laughed. Only Kendall would do something like that.

      “We’re making spaghetti and homemade sauce, so I hope you’re hungry,” my mother said as she held her hand under the pasta machine.

      “Sounds delicious,” I said, reaching out to taste the sauce only to have my hand smacked away.

      A squeeze on my shoulder had me glancing over said shoulder at my father.

      “I need your help in the barn. We have a problem.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “What sort of problem?”

      “Your golden child. She’s causing a bit of a stir.”

      “Ahava?”

      “That’s her name, huh?” my father asked with a wide grin. “I like it.”

      “Kendall came up with it,” I said, glancing back at the two women. They clinked their glasses of wine together and then started talking, completely ignoring the two men in the room.

      “Dear God, help us all. Your mother broke out the wine she bought today.”

      I laughed and took in my two favorite women laughing and getting along so well.

      Just when I thought things were perfect in my world, Kendall turned on music. Eighties music. When they broke out singing, I took that as my cue to leave.

      “I’m out of here. Call when dinner is ready!” I shouted over the music. Both women ignored me as they danced around, singing Phil Collins’s “You Can’t Hurry Love.” I couldn’t help but chuckle when I heard them singing.

      Five minutes later, Dad and I were attempting to calm Ahava. She was rearing up and making a fuss about something.

      “Have you checked around her stall?” I asked, turning on the flashlight to get a better look around the stall. Ahava had two stalls that had been converted into one. She was my spoiled girl, no denying it. I smiled when I saw the reason for the horse’s behavior.

      “Dad, want to grab hold of Ahava while I remove this hideous thing that has her all in an uproar?”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      I bent over and picked up a white and orange kitten. She couldn’t have been more than eight or nine weeks old. I turned around and held her up to show my dad. Ahava’s eyes widened in horror, and it was a good thing Dad had her because she went to rear up. I couldn’t hold back my laughter.

      My dad laughed as well and said, “Jesus, she’s afraid of a kitten.”

      Walking past the horse, I tucked the kitten into my chest and headed to the office in the barn. I could hear Dad speaking softly to Ahava and calming her down.

      “You causing trouble?” I asked, taking a closer look at the kitten. A little girl. She looked up at me and meowed. My heart melted on the spot. “Damn it. You know I’m going to have to take you up to the house now. Then the women are going to fall in love with you and the rest will be history.”

      I had a few barn cats I kept around to keep the snakes and mice away, but this little girl must have been the product of a neighbor’s cat. All of mine were fixed.

      “If they get one look at that cat, you’re done for.”

      With a chuckle, I turned to my father. “That’s why I plan on keeping her in the office.”

      He frowned. “Hunter, you can’t lock her in there. She’s a baby.”

      My mouth gaped open, and I stared at him. “Who are you and what have you done to my father?”

      He grinned. “I’ve grown soft-hearted in my old age.”

      “Or Mom has trained you well.”

      He scoffed. “Probably both. Come on, let’s bring her up to the house and get her something to eat. Who knows how long it’s been since the poor thing ate.”

      “You didn’t see another cat around here?”

      “Besides the barn cats? No, none.”

      “Let me do a quick once around the barn and then we can head up to the house.”

      My father and I both gave the inside and outside of the barn a quick sweep. No cats were around except for mine, and none of them wanted anything to do with the kitten. I couldn’t leave her out there all alone.

      Lifting her up, I looked into her blue eyes. “Well, looks like you’re heading up to the house. Try not to let Kendall fall in love with you.”

      “She’s not allergic to cats, is she?” Dad asked as we walked up the path to the house.

      “I don’t think so. If she doesn’t like cats, then I’ll just keep her.”

      “Now who’s the softy?” he asked, nudging my arm with his. We both let out a chuckle. I reached for the back door and found it locked.

      “Shit, I must have locked it by mistake,” I said, knocking on the door. I could hear music coming from the house.

      “Those two must be having fun.”

      I nodded, knocking again. “Must be. They can’t even hear us knocking.”

      Dad turned to follow the wraparound porch to the front door. “I’m sure the front door is open. Let’s just head around, and if it’s locked, too, maybe they’ll hear the doorbell.”

      As we walked around the house, I tried to glance into the windows, but the blinds were all closed. I could hear my mother and Kendall laughing their asses off, and I couldn't help but smile. I loved that the two of them were getting along so well.

      My father opened the front door, and I walked right into him when he stopped on a dime. Looking past him, I saw my mother standing in the hall with a wide smile and a glass of wine in her hand. She was dressed in what looked like one of my father’s white, button-down shirts.

      “Oh dear God,” my father whispered. “Aubrey, you didn’t.”

      Maneuvering around my father, I stepped into the foyer. “Mom? What are you doing?”

      Lifting her wineglass, she yelled out in her wine-induced buzz, “Your turn, Kendall!”

      I heard a yelp coming from behind Mom, and the sounds of Bob Seger’s “Old Time Rock and Roll” started. I walked further into the house only to have one very drunk Kendall come barreling down the hallway dressed in one of my white shirts and the damn Monsters Inc. slippers. She went into what would have been a damn impressive slide had she not hit a roadblock.

      Me.

      She slammed into me so hard I lost my balance and stumbled back until I landed on my ass. Kendall landed on top of me, laughing her head off. Then she saw the kitten in my hand.

      “Oh my gawd! Kitty!”

      My brows pulled in tight as I stared at her. She grabbed the kitten and jumped up like she had springs on the bottom of her feet.

      “Where did you come from?” she asked.

      My mother and Kendall went into a laughing fit for some unknown reason.

      “Aubrey, sweetheart, how much of that wine did y’all drink?” Dad asked.

      My mother fell into my father’s arms, looked up at him, and giggled. “The whole bottle. Some of the other one I bought.”

      I rolled my eyes and stood. Jesus. My mother and girlfriend had gotten drunk on a little over a bottle of wine.

      “What’s your name, kitty?” Kendall said as she buried her face in the kitten’s fur. “Oh, no! Is my buzz going?”

      “More wine!” my mother called out just before my father wrapped his arms around her to keep her from walking away.

      “Oh no. I think we’ve had enough wine, sweetheart.”

      “Party pooper!” Kendall said, reaching out for my mother’s hand as if she might be able to save her from the clutches of the mean man who was taking away their fun.

      The kitten meowed, and Kendall’s attention was immediately diverted to it. My eyes swept over her body, and it was all I could do to keep my dick from getting hard.

      Your parents are standing right there. Get your mind out of the gutter.

      “Hunter, I think I’m going to take your mother on up to our room. I think she’s a goner for the night.”

      Mom was now passed out in his arms but still holding her wineglass. Kendall took the glass from my mother and downed it then started to sing a song from the damn eighties as she made her way back to the kitchen.

      Dad and I watched her saunter away before he cleared his throat. “Right. You deal with that; I’ll deal with this.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “How did they get drunk so fast?” I asked.

      “I have no clue. We were only gone fifteen or twenty minutes, at the most. I mean, your mother is a lightweight when it comes to drinking, but…”

      My dad lifted my mother into his arms and turned to the stairs. He stopped and said, “I hope you have Advil. I think they’re both going to need it in the morning.”

      “I’ve got plenty. Good night, Dad.”

      “Good luck, Hunter.”

      I waved him off and headed into the kitchen. It appeared my mom and Kendall had started to make the spaghetti but didn’t get very far. The smell of something burnt drew me to the sink and the pot of homemade sauce. Or what had once been homemade sauce. Kendall was currently sitting cross-legged on my kitchen island, eating sauce out of the jar and then picking up a spaghetti noodle and eating that. The kitten was curled up next to her, sound asleep. Her eyes met mine when she heard me laugh. My dick was once again coming to attention because of the beautiful woman sitting on the counter, half-dressed. She held up the empty bottle of wine and pouted.

      “I’m out.”

      God she was stunning, even when drunk.

      “How’s that sauce?” I asked, standing in front of her.

      Scrunching up her nose, she replied, “I don’t think your mom heated it good. S’cold.”

      I laughed, taking the spoon and jar out of her hands and moving the uncooked pasta to one side. “Let’s get you up to bed.”

      She leaned over and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “S’bout time, Mr. Owens.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “I never in my life dreamed my mother would get my brand new girlfriend drunk on wine and then cockblock me.”

      Kendall dug her teeth into her lip. “I can be quiet. Your mom said she would be.”

      And there went my hard-on. Gone in a blink of an eye.

      “I’ll be sleeping in the barn tonight, thank you very much.”

      She giggled before starting to say something, but then she closed her mouth and whispered, “I sleepy.”

      At that point, her head dropped to my chest and she let out a loud snore. Glancing down to the kitten, who was now cleaning herself off, I smiled.

      I sighed. “Come on, let’s get y’all to bed and figure out a litter box for you, too, squirt.”
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      “You kids have a good time! I love you!” my mother called out as they got on the security line at the airport. Kendall and I waved.

      “Thanks y’all for everything! Love you back!”

      “Safe travels! Can’t wait to see you again,” Kendall added with a wide grin.

      The moment they were out of sight, however, she leaned against me and groaned. “I have the worse hangover ever.”

      With a chuckle, I wrapped my arm around her. “I bet. The two of you polished off nearly two bottles of wine in less than thirty minutes.”

      “Shh… stop talking so loudly.”

      We walked back to my truck in silence. Kendall drifted off to sleep not two minutes after we pulled out of the airport and she stayed asleep the entire trip back to the ranch. She didn’t even wake up when I stopped at one of the bakeries in town and grabbed fixins for lunch.

      Once we got back to the ranch, I carried her into the house and got her settled on the sofa.

      “Want anything?” I asked softly, covering her with a blanket.

      “A miracle drug that takes away headaches?”

      “Best I can do is aspirin and one small kitten.”

      “Give me six aspirin and the kitty, for sure.”

      “Two aspirin coming up.”

      By the time I got the aspirin and a bottle of water, Kendall was asleep. I left it on the coffee table. Then I scooped up the kitten from the mudroom, where I’d set her up with food, water, and a makeshift litter box and put her next to Kendall. She gave a little meow, making two little turns before curling up and going right to sleep.

      “Watch over our girl,” I whispered.

      Kendall wrapped her hand around the kitten and said, “I will.”

      My chest squeezed. This woman had successfully gotten me to fall hook, line, and sinker in love with her. I slipped a loose piece of hair away her face and tucked it behind her ear. After watching her sleep for another few minutes, I got up, kissed Kendall on the forehead, and headed to the barn. I had a shit ton of things to do and only two days to get them done. The new ranch hand would be there tomorrow, and I wanted to make sure I had plenty of time to show him everything.

      Hours passed as I worked. Sweaty and tired, I tossed the last hay bale in the empty stall and leaned back against the wall.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so sexy in my entire life.”

      Her voice had me breaking out in a full-on grin. I pushed off the wall and headed over to her.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a Mack Truck hit me going ninety miles an hour.”

      “That good, huh?”

      She giggled. “Your mom is so much fun. But I wish I could remember what we did last night. After she opened the second bottle of wine, I was pretty much gone. I take it we never did have game night?”

      “Nope. Never even ate dinner. Y’all somehow managed to burn the sauce, and I’m not even going to ask what was going on with the pasta.”

      She giggled.

      “Can’t even remember your Risky Business dance montage?”

      Her mouth dropped open. “I didn’t.”

      “You tried.”

      She rolled her eyes and laughed again. It was a beautiful sound and something I wanted to hear every single day. As many times as possible. And if I allowed my mind to go there, it was a sound I wanted to hear for the rest of my life.

      Kendall walked over to me, a sexy smile on her face.

      “Do you want to take a drive with me to check the fence line?” I asked.

      Her smile faltered before she replied. “I’d love to.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      With a tilt of her head, she gave me a knowing smile. “A little, but what I’m hungry for isn’t food.”

      That brought my body to full attention. Lifting one brow, I feigned innocence. “Why, whatever do you mean, Ms. Wales?”

      Kendall motioned between us with her finger. “As much as I love this ‘getting to know each other’ thing we’ve got going on, my body is aching for you, Hunter.”

      “I’m all sweaty.”

      “So? I like to get dirty every now and then.”

      Kendall put her hands on my chest and slowly slid them up my body until she was on her toes and wrapping her arms around my neck. Our lips brushed lightly at first before the kiss grew hotter. Deeper.

      “Hunter.” My name on her lips was like a silent plea.

      “It’s killing me not to take you right here in the middle of the barn, Kendall.”

      Her teeth dug into her lip again and I moaned.

      “But—”

      “No! No more buts… Hunter, this is torture.”

      Taking her hand, I led her out of the barn and to my truck. “Fence line first. Then bed.”

      She stomped her foot when we got to the truck, and damn, if it wasn’t the cutest thing I’d ever seen. This woman had so many sides to her. I was sure she’d forever keep me on my toes.

      “Did you just… stomp your foot?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I did. I’ve waited over two weeks, Hunter. Two. I’m horny, I miss the feel of you, and I’m tired of waiting. If I have to wait one more minute, I’ll make myself come and you’ll have to watch.”

      My eyes widened at her threat. “That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever heard. I’m down for that.”

      She sighed. “That didn’t turn out the way I’d planned. What will it take, Hunter?”

      I opened the door and motioned for her to get in. She did but gave me the silent treatment for the first ten minutes or so.

      “Damn it, hold on. I need to fix that fence really fast. It won’t take long.”

      Kendall just sat there, her arms folded over her chest and a pout on her lips.

      “It’s not like I’m doing anything else,” she called out as I got out of the truck.

      I grabbed the tools I needed and quickly set off to fix the part of the fence that was coming undone. It was an easy fix, but one I was glad I’d caught early.

      When I jumped back into the truck, my eyes bugged out of my head. Kendall had one hand inside her jeans and her legs spread apart. Her back was arched, and she gave a soft, slow moan as her hand moved inside her jeans.

      “Jesus,” I gasped out.

      “I… got… tired… of… w-waiting.”

      “Kendall, stop.”

      She shook her head and panted, “No.”

      With a growl, I pulled her hand out of her jeans and had her in my lap two seconds later. She gasped, but quickly pushed down against my hard dick.

      “Yes, Hunter. Yes.”

      I grabbed her hips and pushed up against her, causing her to gasp again.

      “Is this how you want our first time back together to be? Dry humping in my truck?”

      “I need you. Why don’t you want me? Is this your way of punishing me for running?”

      My body froze. “You think I’m punishing you?”

      She stilled her rocking body and met my gaze. “What?”

      “You think this is some game I’m playing?”

      “I… I…”

      “You’re wrong; I’m not playing any game. You freaked out, Kendall, and I was trying to show you that this was more than sex. That we had a connection together—a damn good one. If you think for one second I don’t want you, then you’re insane. It’s been killing me to not make love to you. All I wanted to do this weekend is show you how much I’m falling in love with you. How I care about you and your feelings about our relationship. It goes so much deeper than fucking you. In two days, we’re going back to reality. We’re going to be putting on a show, so believe me, I have every intention on spending the rest of today, tonight, and tomorrow inside you.”

      Kendall’s eyes went wide, and she stared at me for a few moments. Then she smiled and leaned down to softly kiss me. “You’re right. Finish checking the fence, and then we’ll get something to eat.”

      The sudden change caught me off guard. I was expecting her to argue with me.

      “Eat? Now you want to eat?” I asked, confused.

      She gave me a smile and a wink and climbed off my lap. “I have a feeling we’re going to need the energy. Once I get you into that bed, I’m not letting you leave.”

      I shook my head, put the truck in drive, and finished checking the rest of the fence line. When that was done, I dropped Kendall off at the house and told her about the sandwiches I had picked up earlier. Then I went back to the barn, shut everything up, and met her back in the kitchen.

      The sounds of music greeted me as I walked up the back steps. I swung open the door, stepped inside, and grinned from ear to ear when I saw Kendall standing in my kitchen, wearing one of my Tennessee football shirts that fell to the middle of her thighs. Our adoptive kitten was at her feet, meowing and rubbing against her bare legs.

      “Hold on. I’ve got your lunch coming, Nala.”

      I stepped up behind her and wrapped my arms around her, sighing to myself when she dropped her head back against my chest.

      “You look sexy as fuck in my kitchen dressed in that T-shirt.”

      “Mmm,” she murmured. “Don’t let my dad know I was wearing this.”

      My lips found their way to her neck and then to her earlobe. She tilted her head and let out another sexy moan.

      “I won’t. But I am going to take care of that problem you had earlier.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, turning in my arms and smiling up at me.

      With one hand, I pushed everything off to the side, lifted her up, and set her on the island.

      “Hunter, what are you—”

      I kissed her while sliding my hands up her legs. Gently pushing them open, I smiled when I saw she didn’t have any panties on.

      When I slipped my finger inside her, I groaned, and Kendall lay back on the island. I pulled her closer to me and buried my face between her legs. It didn’t take long before she was calling out my name, and then I was carrying her up to the bedroom. To hell with food. It was overrated.

      “Lunch?” she asked with a giggle when I tossed her onto the bed.

      “Can wait. I need to make love to you.”

      “I won’t argue with that, Coach.”

      Narrowing one eye at her, I reached behind me and pulled off my shirt before slipping off my boots. Kendall had gotten up and moved to the end of the bed where she quickly focused on taking off my belt and unbuttoning my jeans.

      “I need to shower,” I said right before she pushed my jeans and boxer briefs down past my hips. My dick sprang up, showing how much I wanted her.

      Her tongue licked slowly along her soft lips. “I already told you, I don’t mind getting a little dirty.”

      Reaching down, I pulled the T-shirt off her and tried to keep from falling to the ground at the sight of her beautiful body. She was mine. Kendall Wales was mine, and I’d be damned if I would let her get away.

      “Lie back, baby.”

      Kendall hurried back up the bed and fell against the sea of pillows. I started at her feet and worked my way up her body, kissing and licking, memorizing every single bit of her. I made mental notes on the areas that made her moan or grab at the sheets. When she bucked her hips, I knew that was an area I’d be visiting often. Her patience had to be growing thin, but when I sucked on one nipple and rolled the other between my thumb and finger, she seemed to let go of a bit of that frustration. With my dick rubbing against her clit, I worked her nipples and brought another orgasm out of her. Damn, it was so hot hearing her come. She wasn’t afraid of being loud, which I liked. I couldn’t wait to see how she tamed this side of her when we got back to Bowling Green.

      “Hunter, please don’t make me beg.”

      I reached over to the end table next to my bed and grabbed a few condoms out of the drawer. I rolled one on and slowly guided myself into her. When she gasped, I stilled.

      “No! Don’t stop. Keep going!”

      With a grin, I pressed my mouth to hers. Kendall wrapped her arms around me and used her heels on my ass to push me deeper inside of her.

      “You feel so good. I want to stay like this forever, Kendall.”

      She ran her fingers through my hair with one hand while the other traced slowly along my tightened arm muscles. “Mmm, forever,” she whispered softly.

      I closed my eyes and buried my face into her neck, breathing in her sweet scent and wondering what it would be like on Monday when we went back to reality. When we had to pretend there wasn’t this amazing connection between us. I would do it, of course, but only because I knew how much her career meant to her. I also knew we were going to have to make time for each other. There was no fucking way I could go more than a day without this. Without her.

      “Hunter. Oh, Hunter.”

      Her whispered words pulled me away from my thoughts and brought me back to this amazing, beautiful moment. Lacing my hands with hers, I kissed her again, pouring myself into the kiss and praying like hell she wouldn’t walk away ever again. Deep down inside, I believed she wouldn’t, but that small part of me was still scared I would open up and she would run again.

      Kendall nudged me with her legs to give her more. I did just that, and within moments we were both coming at the same time. I stayed inside her for the longest time while she traced her fingers over my back. I wanted to tell her I loved her. I wanted her to know that I had never felt this way about anyone, ever. But I didn’t. I was silent when I rolled over and pulled the condom off. Kendall sighed in satisfaction and snuggled up against me, her hand on my chest, her leg over mine.

      “That was amazing.”

      “Yes, it was,” I replied, kissing her on the head.

      “When can we do that again?”

      Laughing, I slid my hand down her back to her ass. “Well, I’m not Superman, but I do have other ways of making you call out my name.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes twinkling with a light I loved seeing. “Should we make a game plan with all these plays you have, Coach?”

      “Oh yeah, a woman who speaks my language. I like it… a lot. Keep using those sexy words, and my dick will be back up in no time.”

      Kendall chuckled as she crawled on top of me. It only took her rubbing against me a few times before she was the one leaning over and getting a condom. We spent the rest of the afternoon learning different ways of making each other come—some sweet and romantic, some hot and dirty—until we finally crawled out of bed, got into the shower, and then headed back into town for dinner.

      We spent the rest of our time at the ranch, enjoying each other’s company. We ate breakfast and lunch in bed, talked about work, ranching, and one of her favorite subjects—horses. When the new ranch hand came on Sunday, I spent a few hours showing him the ropes while Kendall got caught up on some work in my office, Nala close to her side. After he left, Kendall and I made love in the barn and then against the back door while the sun slowly set behind us. We laughed, learning more about each other Sunday night when we cooked tacos, made chocolate muffins, and ended up on the sofa, clothes stripped off and me deep inside her. Then I carried her upstairs where we showered and made love slowly until we were both exhausted.

      Kendall was curled up next to me, her body wrapped in mine as I drew light circles on her arm. In a few hours, we would wake up and head back to Bowling Green. Back to the real world. I knew I would never be able to go back to a place that didn’t have Kendall Wales in it. Life had been perfect the last few days, and I honestly didn’t want it to change. I dreaded Monday morning and what it was going to bring. Finally, my mind grew tired of thinking of it all, and I started to drift to sleep. In a few short hours, all my questions would be answered. Would Kendall freak when we got back to Bowling Green, or would she trust this thing we had going on?

      Only time would tell.
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      I raced around my apartment, trying to get ready for the day. It was going to be a busy day after being gone for two weeks. Stopping, I touched my lips, which were still tender from the bruising kiss Hunter had given me before I left his ranch that morning. He wouldn’t be far behind, but he needed to help Ahava adjust to the new foreman.

      Ahava.

      I loved the name and everything it meant. To give love. At a wedding I’d attended about a year before, that had been the theme for the ceremony, and I thought it was the most beautiful concept. I wanted that concept someday. Or maybe I already had it. My thoughts were a little crazy after the amazing weekend we’d had. Hunter had shown me what it was like to be with someone where it wasn’t just about sex.

      It was beautiful.

      Magical.

      Soul shattering.

      My phone vibrated, and I smiled when I saw his name.

      Hunter: Did you make it?

      Me: Yes, I’m so sorry. I’ve been trying to get ready and go through my agenda and to-dos.

      Meow.

      “Oh, Nala. I forgot to feed you.”

      All my life, I had wanted a girl cat and to name her Nala. I remembered when I’d decided I wanted a Nala like it was yesterday. I’d been eight years old and my dad had taken me on a father-daughter date to the drive-in where they were playing classic cartoons. That night it was The Lion King. I had fallen in love with the name and all Nala stood for in the movie.

      Strong.

      Loyal.

      Not afraid to go after what she wanted.

      It was what I wanted in life.

      I never shared that with anyone, but when Hunter had brought her in from the barn, it had been like fate telling me “He is the one.”

      “Here, Nala. Here’s some nom noms.” I poured the food and made sure the litter box was all set and secure. “Be a good girl.”

      Another text came through.

      Hunter: On my way. How’s Nala?

      Me: Good. She’s settled and should be good. She’s so sweet.

      Hunter: She is. But not as sweet as you.

      Nervous jitters started in my stomach. I was falling for Hunter fast. My phone rang, and I startled for a second. “H-hello.”

      “Hey, baby.”

      “Hey.” My voice shook. Even I heard it.  Damn it.

      There was a pause before he asked, “What’s wrong?”

      I took a deep breath, wanting to be open and honest. There was something about Hunter that soothed me. He had a way of calming down my erratic thoughts. “I’m nervous.” I let out a breath and leaned against the couch. “Taking on an entire angry boardroom is a piece of cake by comparison. I don’t want to lose the magic we had this weekend.”

      He was silent for a second. “We’re going to figure this out, Kendall. I’m in this for the long haul.”

      “Me, too.” My mind started racing. “Okay, just don’t ignore me too much or spend too much time with me or let your eyes linger too long or—”

      “Kendall.” There was humor in his voice, which made me smile.

      “Yes?”

      “Take a breath, baby. I’ll be there in time for our meeting with Mac. It will all be fine. I promise. I meant what I said; I will never jeopardize your career.”

      “I—” I slapped my hand over my mouth. I had almost said that I loved him. Hunter had already said he was falling in love with me without realizing it. Was he in love? A phone call was not how I wanted to profess my love for him. And it terrified me to be so vulnerable. To put love out there truly gave someone the power to hurt you.

      “You broke up. What did you say.”

      “I…”

      Think. Think. Think.

      “You broke up again.”

      I slapped my forehead. “It must be where I’m standing in my apartment.”

      “Okay, that came through clear. What were you saying?”

      What was it about Hunter that brought out this part of me? Normally, I was always able to keep it together. “I was just saying I know you wouldn’t jeopardize my career.” I cleared my throat. “I trust you, Hunter. I’m just scared I’m going to mess it all up.”

      “Kendall, breathe.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We’re going to figure it out.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      It had worked. Hunter had talked me off the ledge. “Thank you.”

      “Always. I’ve got to run so I can get to the office.”

      “See you soon.”

      After giving Nala some snuggles, I grabbed my briefcase and headed out the door. My revelation about love would need to be put on the back burner, otherwise I would spend the entire day freaked out until I saw Hunter again.

      Currently, I had a job to focus on. I rushed out the door and to my office. It was a madhouse when I got there. People were already lined up to speak with me. I gave rapid-fire responses, signed the payroll authorization, and requested the quarterly reports. I was due to present a detailed brief to the board by the end of the week.

      When I made it to my desk, Amber brought me a cup of coffee. “Thank you. You’re amazing.” I never expected Amber to get me coffee, but she must have seen that I needed the caffeine fix.

      “No problem. I’ll keep them coming.”

      “You are a lifesaver. Thank you.” I took a sip of the heavenly bliss. Coffee with a dash of cream and smidge of sugar. Perfection.

      Amber took out her notebook and sat down. “Of course. It’s nice to have you back. Did you have a good weekend?”

      I stopped and smiled, thinking about my stolen time with Hunter. “I did. You?”

      “I did. I like Bowling Green. It’s growing on me.” There was a little something extra in her words. I paused my keystrokes and focused back on Amber. “Have you met someone?”

      She shrugged and gave a shy smile. “Maybe, but we’re just keeping it low-key until we figure things out.”

      That sounded familiar. “Well, whoever he is, he’s a lucky guy.”

      “Thank you.” Amber blushed a little. “I’ll leave you to it unless you have anything for me.” She readied her pencil.

      “I think I’m good. Let me know when Coach White and Mr. Owens are ready.”

      “Will do.”

      As soon as the door closed, I buried myself in work. I nearly jumped out of my chair when my phone vibrated. I took another sip of coffee, already on my third glass, when I opened the text.

      Hunter: Made it. I’ve missed you.

      Hunter was here. I would see him soon. It felt like it had been forever.

      Me: Me, too. The weekend already feels like it was forever ago.

      Hunter: I can’t wait to feel you in my arms tonight.

      My cheeks heated and I bit my lip. Then I chuckled, feeling a little mischievous.

      Me: At least I won’t have to hear this through the walls anymore.

      Hunter: Admit it. That turned you on.

      I uncrossed and re-crossed my legs.

      Me: Would it make you feel better knowing I used the vibrator to come as I remembered your voice?

      Hunter: Fuck.

      Me: I’ll see you in a few.

      I giggled as I gathered my things for the meeting with Hunter and Mac.

      Hunter: I’m hard as a fence post now.

      Me: Well, this might help. I’m not wearing any underwear.

      Hunter: Get your ass over here now. This meeting needs to be over so I can go take care of something.

      Me: Yes, sir.

      Payback would come at some point. As I gathered my things, Amber’s voice came over the intercom. “Ms. Wales, Mr. Owens and Coach White are in the conference room.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be right over.”

      Before I left to walk into the conference room, I saw an email from Steven, one of the board members. Everyone was copied on it. I opened it to see a picture of the team drinking at the bar and my heart sank. Standing on the bar was our quarterback, Josh McEvans, holding a bra while some girl hung on him. This wasn’t good. Not good at all. And I had a call with the board in one hour. This was going to be terrible.

      I clicked on the link, and it appeared that there hadn’t been a brawl. Thank goodness. It seemed the team had gotten very drunk and unrolled all the toilet paper in the men’s room with a group of ladies they later left with. It then went on to show a completely trashed hotel room of one of the players. I slapped my forehead. I was going to need Hunter’s bat again. These assholes had no idea how close they were to having no team.

      I printed the email and the article before heading to the conference room. Furious was an understatement. My heart quickened when I heard Hunter chuckling. The deep timbre of his voice reverberated through me. His mouth had done such wicked things to me. Hiding our relationship was going to be harder than I’d thought.

      I need to get my head in the game.

      It was time to focus on the task at hand. If Mac caught wind of our relationship, he might never take me seriously. We needed to be a team. I had two options: go in mad or go in with the hope of collaboration. I squared my shoulders and entered the conference room.

      “Good morning, Coach White. Mr. Owens. Thank you for seeing me.”

      The men stood. “Morning.”

      Hunter cocked his head, probably sensing how tense I was. We took our seats, and I kept the printouts of the article and the picture facedown on the table. Mac leaned back, and I sensed a bit of dread. Our last meeting hadn’t gone that well. From what I had seen over the years, coaches and the owners tended to disagree. Maybe if we got on the same page, it would help.

      I gave him a smile. We needed to go the collaborative way. “How was your weekend? Did the move go okay?”

      Mac took a sip of his coffee, apparently wary of where I was going. “Good. My wife and I got settled in the house. The movers did a great job. Thanks for making it a seamless transition.”

      “You’re welcome. Amber handled most of it, though.” I tried to relax, but I was still humming with irritation. I had purposely kept my eyes averted from Hunter. He might worry more if he saw how worried I was, but there hadn’t been time to tell him what was going on.

      “How was your trip to headquarters?” Mac asked.

      He was engaging—it was progress. It also gave me the proper segue to the matter at hand. I took a deep breath. “It wasn’t good.” Both men cocked their head. And I glanced at Hunter. He leaned forward.

      Here goes nothing.

      “I want to create transparency between us.”

      Mac waited. Humility was going to be the best way to begin that route. “Let’s face it, I don’t have the first clue about coaching. And maybe you know how to run a team, I’m not sure, but I would like to think your expertise is the former and mine the latter.”

      Hunter had been the one who’d taught me this when we’d been stranded. I waited as Mac was silent for a second. From the corner of my eye, I saw Hunter smiling.

      “You’re right, Ms. Wales. I know shit about managing a team, but I can coach.”

      I chuckled at his bluntness. “Kendall, please.”

      “Okay, Kendall.”

      I took out the latest email he’d sent and motioned to it. “I read over the summary you sent, and I’m impressed with what has been accomplished. It looks like you and Mr. Owens are making great strides toward having a successful season.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      So far so good. I was shooting from the hip considering this hadn’t been my initial plan this morning. “I’m not sure if you have the full history yet. Before I got the team, it was operating in the red. Through cutbacks and readjustments, we are now operating in the black, but just barely. In meetings back in North Carolina, members of the board are questioning my judgement in taking over the team.”

      “Really?” Mac sounded surprised. Or maybe it was just doubt due to who my father was.

      It was best to shoot straight. “Yes, my last name doesn’t get me any favors. It probably makes things harder.”

      He nodded. “I can understand that.”

      I glanced over at Hunter, and he gave an encouraging nod.

      I continued on. “While I was there, I convinced the board to give us one full season to get things turned around. It’s not that we must win, although that would be nice, but the negative press has to stop. The PR mess has started to blow back on Wales Enterprises. And they aren’t pleased. My father is not pleased.”

      I hadn’t mentioned this to Hunter over the weekend. There just hadn’t been time, and I’d wanted to leave all the work stuff behind and focus on us. But as I talked to Mac about it, it occurred to me that maybe I should have said something.

      “I see,” Mac said. “After talking with Hunter, I think we have policies and procedures in place to keep the boys in line.”

      I turned over the two pieces of paper and slid them their way. “This just popped into my inbox as I was about to come in here. It appears the team drove to Nashville over the weekend. They made the press again—and in a negative light. It appears they thought it would be funny to unroll all the toilet paper in the bathrooms at a club and then trash a hotel room. The article also referenced a slew of women entering that hotel room.”

      Mac and Hunter leaned forward with similar looks of surprises. They hadn’t seen it yet. That made me feel better. I knew Hunter would have told me, but I wasn’t sure about Mac since we hadn’t really worked together yet.

      “I’m assuming from the looks on your faces that neither of you knew about this. I have to talk to the board in an hour and somehow save this team. But it’s going to take all of us working toward the same end goal to get there.”

      Mac slammed his fist on the table. “Those little bastards.”

      “My sentiments exactly. I’m two seconds from finding Hunter’s bat and using it on them instead of the locker.”

      “Me, too,” he spat.

      I loved how Hunter was letting Mac take the lead. But I could see the irritation brewing in the tense set of his shoulders.

      I continued. “Between the condoms and the fountain and now this, I don’t know what’s going to happen. Wales Enterprises is getting demands for compensation for damages. One individual has contacted them saying they slipped on the bubbles created by the fountain. A mother contacted corporate saying her kid was inspired by the team, sniffed a condom up his nose, and ended up in the ER. And while, yes, Wales Enterprises gets frivolous claims all the time, they are not in the mood to deal with this from the Mustangs. Buying the team wasn’t something they were in favor of in the first place, so it’s making my job more complicated as these roadblocks appear.”

      Mac stood. “Kendall, I would like to cut this meeting short if you’re okay with that. I have some asses to kick. Josh McEvans is not going to play the first game. We might lose, but he needs to understand that no one fucks with my team or my job.”

      I held out my hand as I stood. “Thank you, Mac. I look forward to working with you. I will let you know how the call with the board goes. We cannot have any more incidents. I am meeting with the accounting team and reviewing all budgets to see where we can make more cuts. The more profitable I can make the team, the better at this point. Before I do any budget cuts, I will get your input as I don’t want to hinder your job, either, and put us at cross-purposes.”

      “I appreciate it. We have a scrimmage game this week. It’ll help me assess the team better before opening day. The Bears coach, Stan, just confirmed with me this morning.”

      “Great idea.”

      They made their way to the door, but Mac turned around. “I’ve asked Hunter, and he didn’t know, but have you figured out why the previous coach allowed them to behave like this? It’s doesn’t make a damn bit of sense.”

      “I have no idea. I have wondered the same thing myself, but I haven’t found an answer… yet. My first goal was to get the team operating within the budget, which is done. Now, I’m just trying to make sure we have a team to start the season. I am working to figuring it out, though, so if you hear anything that would help, I would appreciate you sharing it with me. I will do the same.”

      “Will do.”

      We shook hands, and they left. I returned to my office, satisfied that meeting had gone well. Then came time for the call with the board. It was brutal. They had run assessments on what the team was worth if they sold off the assets. At this point, they might break even. My chances were gone, and they had recommended to my dad to dismantle the team. I wanted to cry.

      Dad had stepped in and said we would not be selling the team, which further drove a wedge between me and the board. I was accomplishing the exact opposite of what I had intended to do.

      If I hadn’t disappeared for the weekend, I could have been able to get ahead of this. But I couldn’t doubt my feelings for Hunter or ever wish the weekend had gone differently.

      Amber’s voice came over the intercom. “Mr. Owens has requested an appointment at noon. I had you blocked out for lunch.”

      I needed to see him. “You can accept it.”

      “Will do. I’m about to head out for lunch. Do you need anything?”

      “No, I’m good. Thank you, Amber.” I heard the tiredness in my voice. It had only been a few hours and I already felt my world crumbling around me. About an hour later there was a knock.

      Amber peeked in. “I’m back from lunch. Mr. Owens is here. I mentioned I was giving him your lunch spot, and it looks like he brought lunch for you.”

      “Oh, that was nice. Thank you, Amber.”

      Hunter came in, and the sight of him about took my breath away. I was able to stop and fully appreciate him for the first time since I left him that morning at his ranch. I loved his tattoos. They gave him such an edge.

      He stopped and watched me. “You look exhausted.”

      “I am.” I stood and walked around my desk. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about what happened while I was away. And there just wasn’t time this morning. I literally got the email right before the meeting.”

      He set lunch down and came over to me. “How are you doing?”

      I leaned my head on his chest and just tried to be in the moment. His masculine scent was like a soothing balm. I felt like Hunter really cared about me and not all this other stuff. He was concerned about me. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m failing and don’t deserve this company.”

      It felt good to voice one of my deep-rooted fears.

      “Kendall—” He put a little bit of distance between us and lifted my chin to meet his eyes. His dark eyes were calm and full of love. “Breathe, baby. Just breathe.”

      “I might need your voice on a recording reminding me of that. I’m trying. The board can’t know I’m in a relationship until things calm down. They’ll think my focus is split.”

      His eyes tightened ever so slightly. “They don’t own you.”

      “No, they don’t. I know it is ultimately my father’s choice, but it will make it much easier if they have faith in their future leader. Their approval is important to me for when I take over at corporate headquarters.”

      Hunter was quiet for a second. When my stint ended here in Bowling Green, I wondered how that would affect our relationship. Maybe he was thinking the same thing, too. I wasn’t sure. But I refused to voice my concern, afraid it might end things prematurely.

      His lips touched mine. “Don’t ever doubt yourself.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you.”

      Part of me wanted to tell him to not doubt himself, either, but after our picnic in the pasture, I didn’t think it was a good time.

      He gave me the sweetest of kisses again. “This is harder than I thought it was going to be.”

      “Which part?” I asked.

      “Hiding us.”

      I swallowed hard. “I know.”

      “At some point, we won’t have to, baby.” It sounded almost like a question, and Hunter waited for my response.

      I kissed him. “Thank you for being patient.”

      But for how long is Hunter willing to keep us concealed? That wasn’t a question I wanted to discuss right now. Hopefully, we could wait until his contract was done.

      That seemed like forever away.
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      It was almost midnight when I pulled up to the apartment complex. Dad and I had had a long talk that day, just the two of us. He let me know the board wanted to take a vote on selling the team, and I’d agreed to present a case and hear the board out. Somehow, I had managed to smooth-talk my way with the board, explaining that the event had happened before I was able to get back in the office and get a handle on things from being in Atlanta at Wales Enterprises.

      They blamed Hunter and Mac and their inability to manage the team.

      That irritated me, but I had to remain neutral in order to be effective. I explained the three of us were out of town, and additional measures to keep the team in line were being taken as of today. My father had remained neutral on the matter at my request, and I explained as much. That seemed to help earn me some respect.

      Sometimes I wondered why I punished myself with the board. Was it worth it?

      Of course, Kendall. This is what you’ve always wanted.

      But was it?

      My head was spinning as these thoughts were becoming more prevalent. Hunter had had to run back to the ranch early that afternoon but would be back by morning. The well pump had busted. Though the new foreman had assured Hunter he could handle it, I knew Hunter felt better making sure everything was okay.

      Without the well pump, things could get critical at the ranch.

      I closed my car door, exhausted from the day. When I turned, Josh McEvans was standing there next to my car. I yelped and took a step back. His presence in my parking lot so late at night was odd, to put it lightly. I kept my keys, which had a small container of Mace, in my hand.

      He gave me a cocky smile that had me squaring my shoulders when he spoke. “You can’t bench me during the scrimmage game.”

      Wait, he was here about being benched? Who the hell does he think he is? Enough was enough. I’d had my fill of shit for the day. “First off, this is not an appropriate venue to speak with me. Second, you will have to take that up with Coach White and Mr. Owens. It’s their call.”

      He took a step forward, and I readied my Mace. My heartbeat quickened; I did not like this situation in the slightest. Josh had never struck me as a dangerous individual, but I wasn’t going to discredit my gut reaction at the moment, either.

      “No, I’m going to take that up with you. And you’re going to fix it.”

      There was something aggressive about his demeanor that I didn’t appreciate. Before either of us said anything else, headlights shone in the parking lot, and I sagged with relief at the sound of Hunter’s truck.

      The truck pulled up haphazardly in front of us, and Hunter got out of the truck and slammed his door, clearly agitated. He looked at me first, silently asking if I was okay. I gave a quick nod. His whole demeanor grew rigid when he turned to face Josh.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, McEvans? It’s a little late to be out taking a stroll.”

      “I was here talking to Kendall.” He gave another one of his cocky smiles and folded his arms over his chest in challenge.

      Hunter seemed to grow in height and breadth as he mimicked Josh in a much more intimidating way.

      “You mean Ms. Wales.”

      “Whatever. It’s between me and her.”

      I took a step forward, completely done with the situation. “Mr. Owens, Mr. McEvans would like to talk to you about playing in the scrimmage game. He’s not pleased with the decision to pull him from the game and found it appropriate to approach me late at night in front of my residence. I would like that noted in his file. And if this happens again, Mr. McEvans, I will ask Coach White to dismiss you immediately from your contract. Goodnight to you both.”

      I turned to walk away, but then stopped and faced them again. “And for your information, Mr. McEvans, I support the choices of your coaches. You are a disgrace to the game the way you’re throwing away your talent. I hope you get your head out of your ass. At this point, you are more of a liability than you’re worth. It’s because of your coaches’ belief in your talent that you still have a job. If it was up to me, you’d be fired and unemployable. Your previous teammates haven’t been able to sign with a team. If you don’t want the same fate, I would advise you to not approach me again. Coach White and Mr. Owens coach the team; I run the day-to-day operations. If you have a complaint that your rights have been violated, please contact human resources.”

      Josh swore as I turned on my heel and stalked to my apartment. The guy had so much talent, but he insisted on acting like a child and throwing it away. His parents had to be disappointed, considering he was an all-star player and had won a championship.

      Why he hadn’t been fired yet, I wasn’t sure. But I sensed Hunter wanted to help Josh. Maybe in some ways, he would be Hunter’s redemption. For the time being, I was going to trust Mac and Hunter’s decision not to dismiss him from the team.

      I massaged my temples. From then on, I planned to contact the security office at the complex when I was going to be coming home that late again.

      Meow.

      I bent down to pick up Nala, who was rubbing against my legs. “Hey, sweet girl. Sorry I was gone so long.”

      Before Hunter left for the ranch, he’d come by to check on her. Nothing in the apartment seemed torn up. Of course, there wasn’t much to tear up, considering my apartment was still mostly boxes. I changed my clothes and curled up on the couch as I waited for Hunter to come inside. I knew he would come here once he was done with Josh. That morning I had given him a key.

      It wasn’t long before I fell asleep with Nala curled up on my lap.

      I woke to the sound of the door opening and checked at the time. It was nearly two in the morning. “Hunter?”

      “Yeah, baby, it’s me. You didn’t go to bed?”

      “No, I wanted to wait up for you.” Nala was fast asleep on my lap.

      Hunter closed the door behind him. His face was still set in angry lines, and his shoulders were taut. “What happened?”

      “I ran his ass. Then ran it some more. Then, for good measure, I ran the bastard a little more.”

      Hunter came to sit on the couch and pulled me and Nala into his lap. “You okay?”

      “Yes, it unnerved me, but I’m okay. He was two seconds from getting Mace in the face.”

      Hugging me closer, Hunter laid his chin on my shoulder. “I nearly lost it with that asshole. It was either choke the life out of him or make him run.”

      “I’m glad you did the latter. I wouldn’t want to visit my boyfriend in prison.” He gave a ghost of a smile. “I’m okay. Promise.”

      Leaning back, Hunter looked at the ceiling. “I don’t know what it’s going to take to get through to him. I thought I had before, but there’s something else going on.”

      So maybe my hunch that Hunter wanted to save him wasn’t that far off.

      He dragged his free hand through his hair. “Mac told me at the fieldhouse that he’s decided to take him out of the first game of the season.”

      “Oh. How’d Josh take it.”

      “He was visibly pissed, but he said nothing.” He shook his head. “Damn it. That kid has so much talent, and he’s throwing it all away.”

      I ran my hand up his arm, and he looked at me, concern clear on his face. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes, I promise.” I leaned in a little to give him a kiss. “I missed you. It seems like forever since we were at your ranch.”

      He grabbed me tighter, upsetting Nala, who jumped off to move to the chair across the room. “I missed you, too. I think it’s time I got reacquainted with your body.”

      “Yes.” My voice was breathy as Hunter captured my mouth.

      For the first time in my life, I realized I was living, and it was all because of Hunter.
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      In the week that passed after the incident with McEvans, he stayed the course and hadn’t stepped out of line. I was hopeful it remained that way. The first scrimmage had gone better than any of us anticipated. We’d only lost by one field goal. One. The team seemed energized from their performance and actually seemed to be functioning as a team. Our third string quarterback had done a good job. He had a lot of potential. From the notes Mac had given me, there was a chance he would become second string soon.

      From time to time, I peered over to watch Josh. He wore a blank expression like armor, appearing to be both bored and unbothered, but every once in a while, the mask fell and the vulnerability was plain as day. And it was good that this bothered him. It meant he actually cared. Maybe he wanted to save himself. Hopefully.

      I hung up the phone, breathing a sigh of relief at the results of my conference call. The board was pleased. And since there had been no further instances with the team, the leash I was on loosened ever so slightly.

      Mac knocked on my door. “Do you have a second?”

      “Sure.”

      I turned my attention to Mac. Thank goodness he wasn’t one of those coaches who yanked up his pants all the time despite wearing a belt. That would have been a deal breaker—or the only way we could’ve communicated would have been through Skype video with a “from the shoulders up” rule. I tried to not smile at the thought.

      Mac was at ease as he sat in my black leather chair and drank his coffee. Things were going well between us. With the partnership we were becoming a true team. He nodded. “How’d it go with the board?”

      “Good. Very good. They were pleased with the scrimmage. As a result of the additional budget cuts we’d already discussed and agreed to together, we’ve increased profit by seven percent. And because of this, they’re backing off, which is going to make my job a lot easier. As long as we don’t have any more incidents, we might just save this team.”

      “That’s good to know. I have a feeling McEvans is trying to start something, but the team seems to be ignoring him. They know I’m serious, and I’ve told them they are all replaceable. Honestly, I’m about two seconds from getting rid of him, but Hunter has asked me to keep him on a little longer.”

      My heart melted a little at how much Hunter cared. The more I got to know him, the more I understood why his player dying on the field had completely wrecked him. Hunter put his heart into his team. Though we hadn’t said those three magic words yet, I saw him put the same type of devotion into our relationship. I came first. The feeling was addictive.

      “Good. Glad to hear it. Well, I best get back to it.” He stood.

      I mirrored his action. “Have a good day, Mac. Thanks for stopping by.”

      A bit later, Amber’s voice came over the intercom. “Ms. Wales, your father is here.”

      “Thank you.”

      My nerves were an absolute mess, and I tried to prepare myself as best I could. On Saturday, Mom had called to ask if they could come see me and meet Hunter. It had seemed like it hadn’t been long enough for that kind of thing, but considering I’d already met his parents, I said sure. It occurred to me that Hunter had been waiting for this to happen. He’d causally ask when my parents were coming to town.

      Dad came in wearing a black three-piece suit. He was such a strong man, and I admired him so much. In many ways, I wanted to be like my dad and receive the same type of respect when I walked into a room.

      “Hey, Daddy. It’s so good to see you.” I looked around him toward the door. “Where’s Mom?”

      He gave me a big hug, and I melted into him. There was just something about a dad’s hug that was irreplaceable. With that thought in mind, I hugged him tighter.

      “Hey, sweetheart. Now, this is the kind of reception I love to get. Your mom is getting settled in at the apartment.”

      That was Mom’s way of giving me and Dad some time together. “I missed you.”

      “Me, too. I hear I have to meet the dreaded b-word.”

      I pulled back and giggled at the grimace on his face. Since I had never really had a boyfriend before, this was new territory for all of us.

      Amber had set up lunch on the small table to the left of my desk. We sat and ate, catching up on our lives. I found myself talking more about Hunter than I thought I would. Dad listened and smiled, seeming to enjoy my stories of Hunter taking me on a hike last weekend. I also told him about Ahava and Nala.

      After a while, we switched to business. “You did a good job holding your own with the board.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

      “But, Kendall, I need—"

      There was a knock at the door, interrupting us. I called out, “Come in.”

      “Hey, baby, what time—” Hunter froze at the sight of my dad. “Amber was away from her desk.” He pointed to the door. “Your calendar was empty.”

      It was rare for Hunter to be flustered. Dad stood, and I wasn’t sure who filled the room more. Dad adjusted his suit jacket. “Hunter Owens, it’s been awhile.”

      “Yes, it has. Your team still has an impeccable record.”

      “We’ve definitely missed playing against you on the field. You gave us a run for our money every single time. If I recall correctly, we ended with an even number of wins and losses.”

      Hunter smirked. “Yes, we did. Your team always gave mine hell, Mr. Wales.”

      Oh, good grief.

      Dad straightened his cuff. “Please, call me Damien. Seems like this time we aren’t on opposing teams and have a common goal in mind.”

      Their eyes shifted to me, and my cheeks heated. Hunter said, “Yes, we do.”

      The vow he’d given had me smiling in response. Hunter took a few steps toward Dad with his hand outstretched.

      “How about we go get a drink? There are some things I would like to discuss,” my dad said.

      Before I could respond, Hunter nodded. “Sounds good.”

      Oh dear.

      My dad alone with the guy I was dating was not a good idea. “Are we sure this is a good idea? I mean, it’s barely lunchtime—not really proper hours to be drinking. Maybe we should stay here, have some sparkling water, catch up on business, not kill my boyfriend.”

      Both men looked my way, and Hunter quirked a smile. Dad raised an eyebrow at my outburst. “What? Why are you staring at me? It just seems that a very protective dad plus a boyfriend could be catastrophic. I would like to have my dad and my boyfriend when the day ends and it’s time for bed. Not that I would have anyone in my bed. I mean, I’m like a nun. Well—”

      “Kendall, breathe.” Hunter took my hand, and I instantly calmed.

      Dad was watching us intently. He gave me a loving smile. “I promise to return him in one piece.”

      I nervously chuckled. “Dad.”

      Hunter gave me a kiss on the forehead, and I froze while he joined my dad at the door. No man had ever shown affection to me in front of my dad. I glanced over my shoulder, nervous at what I’d find.

      “We’ll be back soon,” Hunter said.

      I mouthed to Hunter, “Be careful.”

      He gave me a wink in response and seemed completely at ease with my father. Not many would be so relaxed with a man as powerful as Damien Wales. When the door shut, I paced and then paced some more. Maybe I needed a drink.

      Work. I would lose myself in work.

      I sat down at my desk only to be distracted more. At one point, my phone vibrated, and I noticed almost three hours had passed without hearing from Hunter.

      Me: Are you still alive?

      Hunter: Of course. Your dad isn’t going to kill me, Kendall.

      Me: He might if he knew what you had done to me.

      Hunter: If I remember correctly, you were the one who rode my face this morning, baby.

      I smiled, feeling those delicious shivers in my abdomen, and then remembered Hunter was with my dad.

      Me: Hunter! Do not let my dad see you texting those things.

      Hunter: Oh, so it’s bad if he’s reading over my shoulder right now?

      Me: Hunter!

      Hunter: We’ll be back soon. Don’t worry. Everything is going fine. Promise.

      I knew he would never lie to me, so I relaxed just a little. Then another text came through.

      Hunter: I’ll see you soon.

      Those were the exact words I needed to hear. I turned my focus back to work. About thirty minutes later, Hunter walked through the door. He’d texted me to let me know he was on his way and asked if I was free. Dad had gone back to the apartment with Mom to help with dinner.

      I bit my lip as I waited. Hunter casually sat on the chair at ease. “You seem unharmed.”

      “We just had a few drinks and talked.”

      I raised my eyebrow and stood to come around my desk. No way it was just drinks. “My dad has never met a boyfriend before because I’ve never had one. And with how protective he is of his family… I doubt it was just a few drinks.”

      Hunter grabbed my waist and gave me a quick kiss. We had to be careful at work—anyone could walk in at anytime. “Well, he made it known I better not hurt you or I would wish I wasn’t alive.”

      I gasped. “Oh my gosh. Please tell me he didn’t. Hunter, I am so sorry.”

      His thumb traced my bottom lip. “Baby, I’m going to tell my daughter’s boyfriend the same someday.”

      That squishy feeling took over in my stomach. “You want kids?”

      It was something we hadn’t really discussed. Kids. When does he want kids?

      Hunter watched me closely. “I do.” He looked a little worried. “Do you?”

      I bit my bottom lip. “I… uh… yes… I… uh… maybe… I…”

      “Take a breath.”

      I inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “I don’t know what I want. I mean yes, I always wanted a family at some point, but I have no idea how I would even manage taking on that responsibility. Over this last week, we’ve barely seen each other because of my work schedule.”

      “But we have made time for each other every night. And we had a good weekend.”

      “We did. And yes, we do.” I took a moment to get my thoughts in order, and Hunter waited patiently. “What if you get tired of waiting for me to be ready?”

      He grabbed my shoulders. “Kendall, we don’t have to have all the answers today. Do you want to be with me?”

      “Yes.” That was an easy answer.

      “Then that is what matters.”

      I just hoped it was enough until I worked it all out.
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* * *

      Mom and I sat in her apartment, sipping wine and catching up. The sliding door that led to the garden was open to create a breeze on that pretty spring evening. In the distance, the water feature for the pool gave a tranquil feel. It was nice to have a relaxing evening with my mom. Dinner had been full of laughter. It seemed like Hunter and I had been together for years, not just a month. Our lives fit together effortlessly. Hunter was showing Dad around the stadium while they talked shop. I was relieved to see them so at ease with each other. In my mind I had worked it up to be a horror movie.

      “You seem happy, Kendall. You have no idea how much that warms my heart.”

      I snuggled into the chair.  “I really like him, Mom. Like really like him. I think I’m in love with him.”

      The smile on my mom’s face grew brighter—like I had given her a gift she’d always wanted. “Oh, Kendall, this makes me so happy. I had my suspicions at dinner, but I didn’t want to push. Hunter seems like such a nice man.”

      “He is, Mom. I just… I can’t describe it. And I think he loves me, too. He slipped and said he was falling in love with me when we were at his ranch.”

      “He did?” Her happiness was contagious.

      I was excited to tell someone. It had been on my mind a lot, and I wondered when I should tell him. “I don’t think he realized he’d said anything, but he did. And I’m scared to death I’m going to mess this up. I haven’t told him how I feel.”

      Mom tipped her head to the side. “Why are you afraid you’ll mess it up?”

      I leaned back on the arm of the oversized leather chair, feeling like a little girl sharing concerns about school. My mom had always had an endless amount of time to listen to me. “How would it all work? If we got married? He wants kids, and my job is demanding and will only become more demanding. How would I balance all that?”

      She patted my leg. “For the work piece, talk to your dad. He had to make the exact same decision, and he managed. He was very much a part of your life. Being a mother is the most rewarding thing I have done. You can work and be a mother, Kendall. You don’t have to have one or the other.”

      “I don’t want to disappoint him or you.”

      “Nothing you could ever do would disappoint us, Kendall. We are so proud of you. No job is worth giving up your life for. There is only one happiness in life—to love and be loved in return.”

      I smiled at the words of wisdom I knew came from the grandma I’d never met. “Thanks, Mom. I love you guys.”

      “We love you, too.”

      “You ready to start the movie?”

      “Yes.”

      Mom turned on the television, and we lost ourselves in Romancing the Stone. Not only did I love eighties music, but Mom and I enjoyed watching romantic eighties movies. Before I knew it, I was drifting off.

      My body shifted, and warm arms held me close. I stirred and Hunter’s warm voice soothed me. “Shh, baby, I’ve got you.”

      I cuddled further into his chest. The beat of his heart was strong and steady. There were murmurs I couldn’t quite make out before I felt us moving again. The rocking motion nearly had me back to sleep. Before I knew it, I was in my bed, and I felt Hunter’s thumb trace my bottom lip.

      “I’m so in love with you.”

      My eyes sprang open as his words registered. Hunter’s dark eyes were stormy from his confession. “Wh-what? What did you say?”

      This was our moment. I wasn’t ready to let any more time go by before I told him how I felt. I needed Hunter to know I was in this for the long haul.

      “I love you, Kendall. I told your father today.”

      “You did?” My voice was all but a whisper. That wasn’t what I’d been expecting.

      He smiled. “Yes, baby, I did. I needed him to know my intentions.”

      I leaned forward to be closer to him. “I love you, too, Hunter Owens.”

      I lifted the hem of my T-shirt and pulled it over my head. “I need you to make love to me. I need to feel you inside of me. I need to feel your love.”

      “I want nothing more, Kendall. You are my world.”
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      We were about a week out from game day and things were moving right along. The team’s performance was improving, according to each update I received from Mac. For the first time, I believed we had a shot at a decent season.

      I sniffed the flowers from the latest bouquet Hunter had sent to my office. Once a week he sent me some sort of flowers and signed them from Nala to keep rumors down.

      I spent more time going over the books with the controller and still had no clue why the previous coach had allowed and approved the expenses he had. But everything had been reported correctly except to me at the purchase of the team. That alone was grounds for fraud, but I wanted to see the internal investigation through. And with the board slowly warming up to me, it seemed everything was within my grasp.

      Everything except time for a family at this point.

      We hadn’t talked about kids again. And I knew I was jumping the gun, but I needed a plan for all possibilities. More and more I found myself wanting to have that life. But with everything, there were trade-offs. I just had to figure out that balance. It was harder than I’d imagined.

      Later. There is no rush.

      It was late, and I’d sent off my last report when there was a knock on the door. Everyone was gone but Hunter.

      “Come in.”

      Hunter strolled in and shut the door. “I wanted to see if Ms. Wales was available for a meeting.”

      “What did you have in mind? I’ll have to see if she’s available.”

      “I was thinking dinner, maybe a movie?”

      “Is that it?”

      “Well, at the end of the night, I was hoping I might get lucky.”

      I stood and walked around the desk and leaned against it. “And what would you do if you got lucky?”

      Hunter locked the door and casually leaned against it. “Well… first, I would undress her.”

      I reached for the tie of my wraparound dress and let it fall open. Hunter’s eyes widened as it exposed my lacy black bra. I let the dress slide down my arms and onto the carpet, leaving me in my bra, panties, garter belt and stockings. “What would you do next?”

      “Well, I would run my hands up her body until they landed on her breasts. My fingers would slowly roll her nipples until they were dark and hard…”

      I followed his directions, a soft moan escaping me.

      Hunter murmured, “Fuck me.”

      “Oh, I plan to.”

      He ran his hand through his hair, watching me with hooded eyes.

      “What would you do next?”

      “I would trail kisses down her body while my fingers made their way to her pussy, teasing her, making her want me to push them in deep.”

      My hands trailed down my body until I reached my clit, barely grazing it. My body was revved up and needy for Hunter. I whispered, “Hunter.”

      “I would push my fingers in just a bit, making her wish for my cock.”

      I pushed my panties aside and teased myself. His eyes were on fire, and he looked like it physically pained him to stay away. I sucked on my lip and moved further up my desk, exposing myself to his hot gaze.

      He let out a string of curses as I lay back on the desk, giving Hunter an unrestricted view. I trailed my fingers down my body and touched my clit again, barely touching it and sending shivers through my body.

      “You are the most beautiful fucking thing I have ever seen in my life.”

      I dipped my finger inside my core and moaned. “What would you do next?”

      “I would take my fingers out, leaving her wanting more, reminding her she’s mine.”

      Reluctantly, I took my fingers out and brought them back to my nipples. “She is yours. Completely. But she needs to come… badly.”

      “Close your eyes.”

      I obeyed. Within seconds, I felt his breath against my sex, and I shivered. “Next, I would taste her sweetness, savor her. Keep your eyes closed.”

      His tongue traced up my slit, and I nearly came undone as he worked me up into a feverish frenzy. When I was on the cusp of coming, he withdrew.

      I groaned in frustration. “Hunter…”

      The weight of his body was on me and I felt the tip of his dick tease my entrance. Hunter moved the cups of my bra, freeing them, and hoisted them up. His hands intertwined with mine while teeth teased my nipples. I arched in response and begged, “Please.”

      The tip of his dick entered a little deeper, and he sucked harder on my breast. That was going to leave a mark for sure. I nearly came on the spot, knowing he’d marked me. My legs wrapped around his waist, urging him to enter me. Of course, he only teased me more while he moved to my other breast, sucking to the point of pain. When his mouth captured mine, he thrust inside of me. It was deep, raw, and beautiful.

      We raced to the finish.

      Sweet euphoria claimed me as we kissed and swallowed each other’s moans. The pace slowed as we rode out our orgasms. Sweat was beaded all over my skin and our kisses slowed.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      “I love you more.”

      We were sprawled on my desk, kissing sweetly. “So what happens when you get lucky first?”

      “I still take my girl to dinner and hope to get lucky again.”

      “Oh, I can guarantee you will.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      Hunter eased out of me and cleaned himself up. I walked over to a decorative mirror that hung on the wall and saw the marks he’d left on my skin. He stepped up behind me and traced them with his thumbs. The image was incredibly erotic. “You’re mine.”

      “Always. I like seeing your mark on me.”

      His thumbs were working me up all over again. Hunter kissed the side of my neck. “Maybe I could get lucky twice before dinner. And this time, I want you to watch while I take you from behind.”

      “I think that can be arranged.”
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      “I’ve got this.” I took a deep breath, double-checking my calendar as I readied myself for the coming days. We were three days before the first game of the season. Our parents were coming in for the first game. Apparently, it was customary for the parents to meet. I knew this, but it all seemed archaic. Things were going smoothly—too smoothly—and I waited for the other shoe to drop.

      Maybe it won’t.

      Hunter and I were growing closer every day, and he had been true to his word. He was supportive of me and my career. I was so in love with him. And I hadn’t stopped my quest to find a work-life balance. Because of that, I was ready to take Mom’s advice and talk to Dad about my concerns. I hadn’t mentioned it to Hunter because I wasn’t sure where it would go. I wasn’t sure what the options were. It felt like it was all or nothing, but maybe that wasn’t the case.

      Dad and Mom were making a pit stop in Bowling Green so I could talk to him before they went on to Los Angeles for an event. I was nervous and excited all at the same time.

      Hunter came out of the shower, water still beading on his chest and the tattoos in stark relief against his skin. Behind him Nala slept peacefully on the hamper. He ran a towel through his hair before securing it around his waist. Just moments before, I’d been against the shower wall with Hunter buried deep inside me.

      He is mine. And I am his.

      Hunter ran a comb through his hair. Casually, he said, “What would you say to us coming out as a couple after the first game?”

      I froze, my mascara wand halfway to my face. That had come out of left field. “I… uh…”

      He paused for a second. “We’ve been together for nearly a month.”

      Setting down my mascara, I turned his way. “I know, but it’s just that I don’t know what the right thing to do is. I didn’t think we would go public this quick. Things are just settling. I figured we would let it ride and see how the season goes.”

      Hurt flashed across his face, and I hated that I had put it there. “You weren’t planning to wait until my contract ended, were you?”

      I had actually planned on exactly that, but from the look of Hunter’s face, we weren’t on the same page… at all. Standing, I tried to center myself. “We’ve got so much on the line. A scandal wouldn’t help anything.”

      He reared back as if I’d slapped him. “A scandal? Loving you isn’t a fucking scandal. It’s not a crime. I want people to know you’re mine. I want people to know I love you.”

      “I love you, too, but…”

      “That sentence should never end in a but, Kendall.”

      I remained silent, unsure what I to say. I was making a mess out of everything. We stared at each other. I was so scared to put our relationship out there and what it would mean to everything I’d worked for. I just needed time to talk to my dad and see my options.

      I cleared my throat. “Hunter, work is important to me, you know this. I don’t understand where this is coming from.”

      He took a step back. “I need a few days to think, Kendall.”

      Now I felt like I had been slapped. “About what? I don’t understand.”

      “Everything. I don’t know if I can play second to your career.”

      “Okay,” I said numbly, my shoulders sagging. Even more hurt flashed across his face. I was spiraling out of control, unsure why I couldn’t get it right. “Are you breaking up with me?”

      “No, but we need to take a few days and think about what we want.”

      “I know. I do love you, Hunter. I am committed to you.”

      He touched my face. “Think about it. We’ll talk in a few days.”

      I nodded, trying to hold back the tears. He went into the closet and came out dressed. He gave me a nod before he walked off without a kiss goodbye. When I heard the door close, I sank to the floor and sobbed.

      What have I done? Did I lose the only man I’ve ever loved?
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* * *

      My leg bounced as I waited for my dad to arrive. Hunter and I hadn’t talked since the day before in my bathroom. His family was due to arrive the next day. And the day before had gone to shit. When I’d arrived at the office, Dad had told me there was a delay and he would be there the next day. Somehow, I had managed to hide how miserable I was.

      There was an awkward, painful weight on my chest. That morning, I’d caught Hunter running from out my window. I thought he’d seen me, but he’d pushed himself harder as he passed by my window. Inside, I felt like a piece of me was gone.

      Amber’s voice came over the intercom, jolting me. “Your dad is here.”

      “Thanks, Amber.”

      I poured two cups of coffee and set them on the table. A couple of seconds later, Dad walked in. Immediately, there was concern on his face. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “Oh, Dad.” I started crying. “Things with Hunter are complicated.”

      Dad enveloped me in his arms, offering me the comfort I’d missed being so far away from home. “Come here. Tell me what happened.”

      I filled Dad in on everything, and he listened without much expression. When I finished, he was quiet for a second, absorbing it all.

      “What do you want, Kendall? What do you really want?”

      “I want to be a wife, mother, and have a career. But I know what the job entails, and I can’t have all three.”

      Dad smiled at me. “Kendall, we are in a position to make the job whatever you want it to be. You’d have the power to delegate, which is how you’d be able to do it all. You can choose to run the company or not run the company. What matters to your mother and me is that you’re happy. That’s all that has ever mattered to us.”

      “It can’t be that easy. There’s so much responsibility. And I haven’t proven myself.”

      “It is that easy. You delegated the coaching to Mac, and it’s been successful. You aren’t trying to do both jobs. Same goes with other aspects. You just have to hire competent people, teach them to do the job to your expectations, and then trust those people.”

      “But you do it all. And you’ve earned the respect. It’s your company.”

      Dad led me over to the couch. “No, I have a team that does it all, and I manage it from above. I respect your need to prove yourself to the board, but you don’t have to. Your name alone gives you that right. And if they can’t accept that, they have no place at my board table. I wouldn’t let you take it on if I didn’t fully believe you were ready for the job.”

      Everything was all so confusing. “But you let me work for their trust.”

      “Yes, I did. It’s a life lesson, Kendall. One thing your mother and I have also believed is not micromanaging our children. If you think I haven’t had the same conversation with your brother, you’re wrong. He’s trying to find himself, too. But you don’t truly learn until you fall and have to pick yourself up.”

      I scratched my head. “So this was all for nothing?”

      “What do you think?”

      I thought for a second. “No, it wasn’t. Because I’ve realized what I can do. And I’ve learned how to manage the board when they don’t agree with me. They were ready for you to pull the plug, but I convinced them to give me time.”

      Dad smiled. “Yes, you did that even though it wasn’t necessary. They know this. At the end of the day, the board holds no decision-making power in my company, but they are wise, so I listen to them.”

      That made sense. I changed topics. “Hunter is upset.”

      “And so are you.”

      “Yes, but he wants a break. I’m worried. We might be over.” I’d opened my messages about a million times the night before to send him a note but had stopped myself.

      Dad took a sip of his coffee. “Every relationship has its challenges. When your mother and I met, I messed up several times; I was overbearing and very controlling. It was through her love I found what a real relationship meant. And through her patience, I found the balance we have now.”

      “You make it sound so simple.” My parents had never seemed stressed balancing it all.

      Dad took another sip as he thought for a second. “Relationships are anything but simple. But that man loves you. You are both going to make mistakes. Hunter has his equal share in this. I would have never been this patient—just ask your mother. But if he’s your match, Kendall, you need to fight like hell for him and he for you. Love is the best thing you could ever fight for.”

      I gave voice to what I’d been scared to say before. “I want the balance, Dad. I want to be a wife, someday a mother, and still have a career.”

      “Then you’ll get it. This team is a good way for you to learn to delegate and prepare for the bigger roles. I’ll help you.”

      There was something else Hunter and I hadn’t discussed, but I knew he wanted to stay at his ranch. “Would we have to move to North Carolina or Atlanta?”

      “Not full time, but you would have to be there some. One thing about love is there is always a compromise. You just have to find a middle ground.”

      I hugged my dad. “I love you so much. Thank you.”

      He squeezed me tighter. “I love you, too. More than words can ever say. Even though you’re all grown up, you will always be my little girl.”

      “Always.”

      I felt lighter after talking to my dad. He hadn’t been concerned about the press or anyone else’s reaction to our relationship. In fact, that hadn’t even come up in the conversation. Nor did he care what the board thought.

      Have I been wrong about it all along?

      The board had been some scary, all-powerful entity in my mind that now seemed more manageable. This was my life. They worked for me. And if I wanted to date someone, I could damn well date them.

      After Dad left, I had a desperate need to find Hunter. I needed him to know how I felt. I went to the locker room. “Hey, Mac. Have you seen Hunter?”

      Mac looked up, his glasses perched on his nose as he read something. “No, he left a little bit ago to work on his plays. Everything okay?”

      “Yes.” I needed to deflect; I wasn’t ready to discuss anything with Mac. “Do you need anything for the game?”

      “No, I think we’re all set. I’m hoping for a win.”

      I winked. “Me, too.”

      I left the stadium and headed to the apartment complex. I looked in the gym at the back of the complex, then went to his apartment door. His truck was there, but there was no sign of Hunter. I needed to see him. Back outside, I typed out a message.

      Me: Where are you?

      Hunter: On the trail. Just got done with my run.

      Me: Can we talk?

      Hunter: Of course. Am I going to like this talk?

      Me: I think so. I hope so.

      Hunter: Thank fuck. I miss you.

      Me: I miss you, too. I’m so sorry.

      Hunter: I’m sorry, too. I’ll be to your place in five minutes.

      Me: Perfect.

      I turned and ran straight into the chest of Josh McEvans.

      “Ms. Wales.”

      Squaring my shoulders, I narrowed my eyes. “Mr. McEvans. Why are you here when I have advised you otherwise?”

      “You’re going to talk to your boyfriend and make sure I play in Saturday’s game.”

      I stood my ground. “We have been through this; that’s not my call.”

      He handed me an envelope with a nasty smirk. I wanted to slap him. “These are just copies. I knew I just had to bide my time, just like with the other coach. He found it was easier to do as I asked than have his wife find out about his cheating.”

      Cautiously, I took the envelope and opened it. Inside were pictures of me and Hunter in the parking lot of our apartment complex. Surprisingly enough, they were innocent. There was one where he was cupping my face and another where he was giving me a kiss. That one had to be from a couple of days earlier when Hunter and I had kissed before getting into our cars to go to work. We had been so careful otherwise.

      I called his bluff. “It’s not a crime to date someone.”

      “No, it’s not. It won’t take much to spin this into something. How will Daddy feel about that?” Josh folded his arms over his chest. “Pull some strings and get me back on first string, or those will be sent to every media outlet with some story. Have a good evening, Kendall.”

      Josh turned and walked away with a swagger through the front lobby door.

      Hunter walked in. “Kendall, what happened?”

      The asshole. The fucking asshole was trying to cause a shitstorm. “I want McEvans fired.”

      Hunter took the envelope. “He gave you these?”

      I was mad as hell. “He said if I don’t get him back on first string, he’s going public with them with some made-up story to cause problems for me. It’s how he got away with everything from the previous coach. The guy was having an affair and he was blackmailing him.” I squared my shoulders. “I want him off the team, and if he causes problems I will have him arrested.”

      Hunter was immediately fierce and angry. It was raw and protective. He fisted the photographs, the pages crinkling in his hands. “Let me talk to him, Kendall.”

      “I am tired of this. He needs to be gone.”

      “Let me go find him. Will you please trust me and let me handle it?”

      I took a deep, calming breath. “Okay.”

      He turned, but I grabbed his arm. It was imperative I told him before he went anywhere. “I need you to know that I choose you. No matter what happens, I choose you. I want to balance everything where you are first in my life. I don’t want to hide our relationship. I love you, Hunter.”

      He searched my eyes and then kissed me fiercely. All too soon, he pulled back. “Let me go sort this out. These pictures are not going to make it public. I’m sorry about how I reacted. It wasn’t fair. I choose you, too. I love you, Kendall.”

      “I love you, too.”
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      I pulled out my phone and sent McEvans a text as I tried to calm my racing heart. It was partly due to McEvans and the bullshit stunt he was pulling, but mostly due to Kendall telling me she loved me. I’d never in my life loved anyone like I loved Kendall, and I would do anything to protect her and show her how much I loved her.  Anyone who stood in my way would have to deal directly with me. Anger started to build up as I thought about that idiot trying to blackmail Kendall.

      My hands were shaking as I sent off the text.

      Me: Meet me in my office. Now.

      McEvans: Sorry boss, got other plans.

      I stared at his text, feeling my blood boil. Who the hell does this asshole think he’s dealing with?

      Me: You have ten minutes or you can start packing your bags.

      By the time I got to my office, Josh was standing outside my door. I wanted to punch the smirk off his damn face. Instead, I brushed past him, unlocked the door, and motioned for him to go in.

      The moment I shut the door, I grabbed him by his shirt, spun him around, and slammed him against the door.

      “I could kick your ass right now I’m so goddamned pissed at you.”

      “What the fuck?” Josh bit out. “What is wrong with you?”

      I stared him down, furious. His smug attitude quickly dissolved, and he looked away. The bastard couldn’t even look me in the eye.

      “You want to tell me why you threatened Ms. Wales?”

      He had the nerve to laugh as he looked back at me. “You mean your girlfriend?”

      Pushing him harder against the door, I got into his face. “No, I mean Ms. Wales. Our relationship is none of your fucking business, McEvans.”

      “Yeah, well I’m about to make it my business. I’ll go to the press and turn this into the biggest scandal Wales Enterprises has ever seen.”

      I shook my head and gave him a good push before letting him go. He nearly dropped to the floor. He stumbled and tried to right himself, but for the briefest moment, I saw his vulnerability. I saw the scared lost kid he really was. A part of me wanted to shake the sense into him, the other part of me wanted to punch it into him. Neither idea was the right one. Taking in a deep breath, I shook my head in disbelief. “You just don’t get it, do you?”

      Josh stood there with a confused expression on his face. “What do you mean? I get it. The coach is sleeping with the team owner. That can’t be good publicity.”

      With a sigh, I dropped into my chair and rubbed the back of my neck. “This has nothing to do with Ms. Wales and me. If you want to take that to the press, have at it.”

      His expression turned from smug to shocked.

      “So you have a picture of me kissing her. Who gives a fuck? We’re dating and have no issue confirming it. The only thing you’ll be doing is looking like some revenge-seeking crybaby because he’s not the starting quarterback. The press will eat you alive, McEvans. I’m not the coach of this team, Mac is. You’re not going to get your way with this one.”

      Josh looked lost. It was the first real emotion I had seen from this kid since I got here.

      “This is about you, McEvans. You’re a damn good player—why do you think we’ve kept you on the team? Do you know how easy it would be to let your ass go? All the trouble you’ve caused Ms. Wales and this team is enough to fire you. Why the hell do think you’re still here?”

      He gave me a blank stare.

      “You’re still here because we see talent in you. Hell, you should be playing in the NFL as a starting quarterback, but look at you. You’ve made sure that didn’t happen. What I’d like to know is why.”

      “I don't know what you mean.”

      “Cut the shit; you know exactly what I mean. You’ve sabotaged your own career. Why?”

      A few moments passed as Josh seemed to consider his options, and then he sat down in one of the chairs in front of my desk. He inhaled a deep breath, dropped his head back against the chair, and let out a halfhearted laugh. Finally, he looked directly at me, and I swore I saw tears in his eyes.

      “I was never good enough for him.”

      “Your father?” I asked.

      Josh nodded. “Yeah. Do you know how many of my high school games he came to? None. Not one of them. When I went on to college and the cameras were around, he would show up for the important games. He told me I got where I was because of his name. That I didn’t have any real talent.” He paused, shaking his head before going on. “That was all I ever heard from him. So, I started fucking off, playing pranks, getting into trouble. It was the only time I could ever get him to pay me any attention. Then I went too far in college, and I knew an NFL team would never pick me up. My dad makes sure to remind me what a failure I am each time I see him.”

      “So in order to get his attention, you act like an asshole?”

      Josh laughed. “That’s one way of putting it. Football is my life, Coach. Since I can remember, all I’ve wanted to do is play. When I started getting good in middle school, that was when my father started up. For every good thing anyone said about my game, he would say two negative things. I guess it’s gotten to the point where it’s the adrenaline rush I’m looking for. The prank pulling, I mean. It’s almost like I get a high off it, and I can’t stop myself. The last coach threatened to cut me. I was more scared of telling my father I failed than anything else, so I found out the coach was having an affair and told him I’d go public. He kept me on and never said anything about the pranks. Then all of this shit happened with being pushed back to third-string quarterback, and it scared me more than pissed me off. When I saw you kissing Ms. Wales, I figured that was my ticket back into first string.”

      It was my turn to sigh. “That is some fucked-up way of thinking, kid. Listen, I get your dad probably wasn’t going to win father of the year, but do you realize you gave up a promising career just to get some of daddy’s attention? Did it ever enter your mind that if you worked hard and showed him just how damn good you are, he might give you the respect you deserved?”

      He shrugged.

      “Josh, it’s not too late. Get your shit together, be the team leader I know you can be, and show not only your father but everyone else that you are one of the best quarterbacks to play the game.”

      Drawing his brows in tight, Josh looked away and then quickly back at me. “Do you really think that?”

      “Why the hell do you think we’ve kept you on? Mac and I have been trying to teach you a damn lesson, but you won’t stop acting like a juvenile long enough to learn it.”

      He nodded his head but still said nothing.

      “You ever think your father treated you that way for a different reason?”

      “What reason is that?”

      “He was the one who was scared? Josh, your dad was a great football player, but you’re better than he was. You can still turn this around.”

      Josh stood and began to pace across my office. I could tell he had a million thoughts spinning around in that head of his. This kid just needed someone to show him he was worth the time.

      After a few minutes, he stopped pacing and faced me. Arching a brow, I asked, “Why the worried look on your face?”

      “There is no way Ms. Wales is going to let me stay on the team after I just tried to blackmail her.”

      Leaning back in my chair, I smiled. “Let me talk to Ms. Wales. Meanwhile, I want you to pack a bag for a few nights. We’re going to my ranch after the game on Saturday.”

      “Your ranch?”

      “That’s right, my ranch.”

      “What are we going to do there?” he asked.

      “I’m going to teach you a few lessons my father taught me. We’ll leave first thing Sunday morning. Be out front of the stadium at six. This isn’t an option, McEvans. Do you want to fight the right way for your position?”

      He nodded. “Yes, sir. But what about Ms. Wales?”

      “Like I said, I’ll talk to her, but in the end, it will be her and Mac’s decision whether to keep you on the team or not.”

      Josh closed his eyes and blew out a breath.

      “Josh?”

      Quickly looking at me, he replied, “Yes, sir?”

      “Delete those photos off your phone right now and give me your word, man to man, you won’t pull another stupid stunt like that again.”

      He reached into his back pocket, pulled up the photos, and hit delete. Then he went to his deleted files and permanently deleted them. “I only printed out the two. No one else has seen them.”

      “Good,” I said with a firm nod. “You do realize I wanted to kick your ass when we first walked in here.”

      Rubbing the back of his neck, he said, “I deserve it.”

      “You’ll apologize to Ms. Wales tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And, Josh? No more pranks, or I will kick your ass.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted as he said, “No more pranks.”

      When he walked out of my office and shut the door, I let out a deep breath. I knew this kid’s issues went deeper than simply not getting his father’s attention. A few days with him at the ranch would hopefully get him to open up and let me know what the hell was going on with him.

      I took out my phone and sent Kendall a text.

      Me: I’m finished dealing with McEvans.

      Kendall: Please tell me you didn’t hurt him.

      Me: I wanted to, but no, I didn’t. I’ll tell you over dinner.

      Kendall: Okay. Hunter, we need to talk about us as well.

      Me: That is the plan, sweetheart. I’ll pick you up in an hour. Dress casual.

      I smiled as I pulled up another number on my phone. The last words Kendall had said to me before I left to go find McEvans replayed in my mind.

      No matter what happens, I choose you.

      I hit the number and waited.

      “Hello, Hunter. I was expecting your phone call.”

      “Mr. Wales, are you free to meet me quickly?”
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      The knock on my office door had me standing up and calling out, “Come in.”

      Kendall’s father, Damien Wales, stepped into my office. He smiled as he shook my hand and sat when I motioned toward the chair in front of my desk.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

      “Of course.”

      “From prior conversations, you know how I feel about Kendall.”

      He nodded but said nothing. Damn, the man was intimidating.

      “There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her, but I need to know something.”

      “Go on.”

      “Once Kendall gets this team going and on steady ground, she’ll be going back to Atlanta, correct?”

      “That was the plan.”

      Sighing, I leaned back in my chair. “And I’ll be heading back to Tennessee. I’m sure you can see where I’m going with this, sir. I love Kendall, and there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her.”

      “Even move to Atlanta?” he asked, his brow arched.

      “If it meant making her happy, then yes.”

      “Would that make you happy, Hunter?”

      I swallowed hard. “That was why I wanted to talk to you. If things keep going the way they are, I honestly can see spending the rest of my life with Kendall. I don’t want her to feel like she has to give up something to be with me, and I don’t want her to think I have to give up something to be with her.”

      “Makes sense. I’m glad to see you’re thinking about the future like this.”

      “If Kendall told me the only way we could make this work was to move to Atlanta, then I’d do it. I just need to know if there are other… options.”

      Damien leaned back in his chair, lifted his foot across his knee, and stared at me. The silence was driving me insane. He was about to kick my ass. Shit, I was going to be late for dinner.

      Finally, he spoke.

      “Kendall and I already had this conversation earlier today.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprise clear in my voice.

      “I’ll tell you what I told her. When it comes to love, you are both going to have to learn to compromise. You’re going to have to find a middle ground that works for both of you. Whether that means living most of the time in Atlanta or in Tennessee. It will all depend on what the future holds for you both. I will tell you this, Hunter. Neither of you has to give up what you love simply because you’ve fallen in love. Take it day to day, talk to each other, and most of all, support one another. But, yes, there are always options.”

      A sense of relief washed over me. The last few days, I had been thinking about Kendall’s and my future. How can we make this work with me living in a completely different state?

      “I hope you know, sir, I would move to Atlanta if that was what she wanted, and I wouldn’t think twice about it.”

      He leaned forward, a wide smile growing on his face. “I know you would, Hunter. And I hope you know how much it means to me to hear you say that. Although, I have a feeling the two of you will work something out.”

      It was my turn to smile. “Yes, sir, we will.”

      Damien sat back, adjusted his tie, and gave me a shit-eating grin. “Now, I want to talk to you about something else.”

      “Something other than Kendall?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I want to talk to you about football.”

      I instantly relaxed. “That is a subject I’m always happy to talk about.”

      When he laughed, I knew we were not going to be talking about our picks for the Super Bowl. What came out of his mouth next, though, took me by complete surprise.
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      Before I even had a chance to knock on the door, Kendall threw it open. “Hunter!”

      She looked beautiful, as always. Dressed in jeans and a light blue sweater, Kendall searched my face for the answers I knew she was waiting for.

      I lifted the picnic basket Amber had helped me put together and smiled. “I’ve got us the perfect spot picked out for a late-night picnic.”

      Kendall smiled. “A picnic? That sounds romantic. Am I dressed okay?”

      I let my eyes roam freely over her body before nodding. “You’re perfect. We’ll be outside, so a sweater should be warm enough. Plus, I have a blanket.”

      “Let me grab my keys to lock up.”

      We walked to my truck in silence. I could practically feel her holding back the need to ask me what happened with McEvans. The second I got into the truck and shut the door, she started to fire off questions.

      “What happened? You didn’t hurt him, did you? Did he say why he was doing this? What in the world was he thinking? I could fire him right now and not regret it for a moment. I—p…”

      Leaning over, I pulled her to me and kissed her. She instantly opened to me.

      “I missed you,” I whispered against her lips.

      “I missed you, too.”

      “Let’s get to where we’re going and then we can talk. Okay?”

      She nodded and softly replied, “Okay.”

      A few minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot at the stadium.

      “What are we doing here?” Kendall asked, hopping out of the truck.

      “Did anyone ever tell you that you ask too many questions?”

      She gave me a sweet smile as she wrapped her arm around mine. “I’m sorry. My mind has just been racing since McEvans showed me those pictures.”

      I stopped walking and looked into her eyes. “There is nothing to worry about. I promise. Now will you try to relax and let me do this picnic?”

      With a giggle, she nodded.

      As we walked through the gates and toward the field, I took in a few deep breaths. I wasn’t sure how she was going to handle what I was about to tell her, but I was tired of worrying about scaring her away. If she loved me the way I loved her, I knew we would be okay.

      “We’re eating out on the field?” Kendall asked.

      “Yep.”

      She chewed on her lower lip as I spread the blanket out and started to take everything out of the basket.

      “Hunter? I’m not really getting your choice in venue.”

      I reached for her hand and gently tugged her down to sit next to me.

      “Think about it—if it hadn’t been for this team, we would never have met.”

      Kendall tilted her head and regarded me for a few moments before she gave me the most brilliant smile.

      “That’s true.”

      “Before we talk about us, let me tell you what happened with McEvans.”

      Her lips flattened, and the anger flared in her eyes. “If he thinks for one—”

      I shook my head, placing my finger against her lips. “Baby, let me talk.”

      Kendall exhaled and relaxed while I dropped my hand and finished taking everything out of the basket.

      “I think the problem with McEvans goes deeper than his excuse of not getting enough attention from his father.”

      “So his excuse for all this is daddy issues? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Exactly. He told me it started after middle school. Apparently, Josh was a star football player in middle school, but his father told him it was because of his name. That he didn’t really have the talent there.”

      Kendall gasped. “What a horrible thing to say to a child.”

      “I know. Burned me up a bit when he told me. All through high school, his father never came to a single football game. Once he got to college and the national media was there, his dad showed up for the important games. But it sounds to me like his dad was jealous his son showed a hell of a lot more talent than he had, and his way of dealing with it was to tell Josh he wasn’t that good. He started pulling pranks to get his father’s attention. I don’t believe that, though. I think he was trying to self-destruct his own career because deep down the kid doesn’t know what the hell to do. He panicked about getting kicked off the team. Said his father would really throw it in his face that he failed.”

      “So why keep pranking? That doesn’t make any sense, Hunter.”

      I nodded, getting lost for a moment in the memory of the pain in Josh’s eyes as he talked to me.

      “Exactly. That’s why I think we’re dealing with a deeper issue here. He destroyed the photos and will be apologizing to you tomorrow.”

      “I have to tell you, every ounce of me is screaming to cut him from the team. I’m so angry that he had the nerve to try to blackmail me.”

      I squeezed her hands. “I was pissed—still am pissed—but give me a few days alone with him at the ranch. We’re leaving the morning after the game.”

      “You think I should keep him on the team?”

      “I do. I’m asking you to trust me on this one, Kendall. There is something telling me there’s more to this than what he is telling me, and I feel like I need to be the one to figure this out with him.”

      Kendall gave me the most loving and trusting look I’d ever seen before. She understood this was important to me and that I needed to see this through. “I’ll trust you on this one, but, Hunter, if he ever comes to me again and crosses the line, he’s gone.”

      “Agreed. Now, why don’t you pour the wine, and I’ll get the food on our plates.”

      She smiled and took the bottle of wine from me. “How in the world did you get all this planned in such a short period of time?”

      “I’d love to take credit, but Amber helped me out on this one.”

      Her brow lifted. “Really? I’m not surprised, though. She is pretty amazing.”

      “She certainly came through for me. I mean, look at these.” I held up the skewers that had cheese and fruit on them. Next, I put some marinated tomatoes, onion, basil, and garlic on the plates with a slice of toasted Italian bread Amber had added with a note that said for bruschetta. Then came the best part. Tiny egg-salad sandwiches cut into heart shapes.

      “Did she seriously cut those into hearts?” Kendall asked with a giggle.

      I laughed. “Well, I did tell her I needed a fast, romantic picnic.”

      Kendall covered her mouth and laughed harder. “Does she know you were going with me?”

      “No. I didn’t tell her, although I think she has her suspicions.”

      Kendall handed me a glass of wine and then popped a strawberry into her mouth.

      “So, let’s talk about us, Kendall. If it’s okay, can I go first?”

      “Okay,” she said softly.

      “I know when we started this relationship, I told you I would never do anything to hurt your career, and I meant that. When you told me you wanted to keep things between us quiet longer than I thought, I will admit I was pissed. I didn’t handle it the way I should have, and for that I’m sorry.”

      “Hunter…”

      “Please, let me keep going.”

      Kendall nodded.

      “The more I thought about us, the more I saw the bigger picture.”

      “And that was?” she asked when I paused.

      “What happens when you’re done getting the team on its feet? When you go back to Atlanta. When you take over your father’s company someday.”

      She swallowed hard and averted her eyes for the briefest of moments before she focused back on me.

      “The idea of walking away from you has never been an option, Kendall. Ever. I’m in love with you; I think I fell in love with you the moment you slipped on my damn mucking boots.”

      Kendall let out a small giggle. Her eyes filled with tears, and she pressed her lips tightly together.

      “I’ll be honest with you because you deserve the truth. I can’t give up my ranch in Tennessee.”

      She gasped. “I would never ask you to,” she said, sounding shocked.

      “Kendall, baby, I know you wouldn’t. But I struggled with how this would work between us. The thought of a long-distance romance was not something I looked forward to, and I wasn’t sure where you stood with the concept of us. If you wanted to keep us a secret, I wasn’t sure how long could I honestly do that.”

      “I don’t want to keep us a secret, Hunter. I love you, and I want everyone to know I love you. It was just… overwhelming, and I hadn’t thought it all out because of everything going on with the team. We will figure this out, though. I’m sure of it.”

      I smiled. “I think I’ve got a solution. Well, I didn’t come up with the solution. Your father did.”

      Kendall looked confused. “My father?”

      I set my glass of wine carefully down and took her hands in mine. “I want you to have the career you have worked so hard for, Kendall, but I also see a future for us. And I pray like hell you see the same one I see.”

      With a sniffle, she nodded. “I do see a future with you.”

      “Mine has a vision of you dressed in a beautiful wedding gown, saying you’ll be my wife for always. Holding our babies while rocking on the front porch at the ranch.”

      A tear slipped free and made a slow path down Kendall’s cheek. I reached up and brushed it away with my thumb. “I also see you being the CEO of your father’s company and kicking ass at it.”

      “Hunter,” Kendall whispered before the tears began to fall freely.

      “Compromise is the key. Or at least a very wise man told me that only about an hour ago.”

      “My father?” she asked.

      “Yes. I called and asked if I could speak with him. I needed to talk to him before I told you I wanted forever with you, Kendall. Because forever is exactly what I want. I’ll do anything you need me to do to make your dreams come true.”

      “Hunter,” she said, wiping her tears away.

      “And if that meant moving to Atlanta, then I would.”

      She shook her head and tried to speak, but I went on.

      “If it meant leaving everything behind to make you happy… Kendall… I would do it because I love you. I love you so much.”

      Before I knew what was happening, Kendall launched herself across the blanket and knocked me back, her lips pressed against mine. She kissed me with such passion, I was instantly lost to her. Nothing else in the world mattered to me more than the woman in my arms. Even though I’d already known that I would give up everything if she asked me to, I knew even in my heart that I could easily walk away from anything if it meant keeping her in my arms.

      When Kendall pulled back and looked at me, she smiled. “I didn’t think it was possible to love you more than I already did, but you just proved me wrong. I have a feeling you’ll be doing that a lot.”

      I wiggled my brows and said, “Tell me what I did so I know for the future.”

      Kendall smiled and looked into my eyes. “Hunter, I love that you said you would give everything up for me, but I know you, and I know how much you love your ranch.”

      “Kendall.”

      “No, it’s my turn to talk.”

      “Okay, but with you lying on me like this, all it makes me want to do is flip you over and make love to you.”

      Her brows lifted. “That sounds tempting.”

      “It does.” I could feel my heart pound in my chest. This was what Kendall did to me. Left me wanting her and not just in a sexual way.  I desired to simply be near her. Touch her. Hold her while we talked about everything and anything. “But we need to finish talking.”

      “I agree,” Kendall said, crawling off me and sitting back across the blanket. Our wineglasses had gotten knocked over, but neither of us seemed to care.

      “Hunter, I would never ask you to walk away from your dream any more than you would ask me to walk away from mine. We can have both worlds. Together, we can make it work. I don’t know how exactly, but we can make this work.”

      “I think so, too,” I said with a wink.

      “So, what was this solution my father came up with?” she asked.

      Leaning back on my hands, I stared at her. “It seems your father is looking for a consultant regarding his expansion in the NFL.”

      A confused expression appeared on her face. “His expansion?”

      I nodded. “I guess he’s looking to buy another team and he wants my advice. Then he offered me a possible job.”

      Her mouth dropped open and she shook her head. “He offered you a what?”

      “A job.”

      “No, Hunter, I heard that. What kind of job? Doing what? Where would the job be?”

      Laughing, I pulled her back over to me so that she straddled my lap.

      “Turns out the owner of the Tennessee Spartans is putting the team up for sale, and your dad got wind of it. He wants to consult with me on buying the team, and if he ends up buying it, he wants me to be the general manager.”

      Kendall looked at me, a shocked expression on her face. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, and then the tears came back.

      “Oh my gosh,” she whispered as she buried her face in my neck and cried. She knew as much as I did that her father was doing this for her. Wrapping my arms around her tightly, I held her while she cried, knowing that there wasn’t a damn thing I wouldn’t do for this woman.

      Kendall Wales was my life. My now. My future. My forever.
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      “I thought you never wanted to coach again.” I pulled back, wiping away the tears that were still fresh on my cheeks. This seemed surreal, and I wanted it so much. But I had to ask myself… what was the cost to Hunter? I would never want him to sacrifice his life for me.

      Hunter’s black eyes were intense when they met mine. It was how he looked at me when he made love. Butterflies took flight in my stomach. “I don’t want to coach again. I would be hired as a consultant like I’ve done with the Mustangs. Your dad wants me to help get the right staff in place for the team. He said it would allow him time to help you.”

      Dad. It was still hard to believe he was making this all possible. “Did he tell you about it?”

      “No, he wanted you to discuss it with me.”

      I smiled. “Dad said I could have it all and he would teach me all about delegation. He helped me see the lesson I’d learned about the board. They’re a tool to guide me, but they don’t dictate my life. So, I’m going to work on work-life balance for us.”

      “Your dad is a smart man.”

      He really was. And I was proud to be his daughter. By purchasing the Tennessee team, Dad was letting me learn more of the business but stay at the ranch with Hunter at the same time. It would also allow Hunter and me to work together.

      I gently kissed his lips, and his arms wrapped tighter around me. “What did you tell him?”

      “I said I wanted to talk to you first.”

      It still worried me that Hunter felt pressured to make this move. “I don’t want you to feel like you’re putting your life on hold for me.”

      There was no pause in his response. “I won’t be. For the first time in a while, I’ll actually be living it. I think doing the consulting thing is giving me closure to a sport I will always love. It’s a way for me to be part of it with the woman I love.”

      That made sense. But I was nervous at the same time. “How long will this last? Do you have a time frame before you’ll want to move on to the next phase in life?”

      Hunter cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

      I fidgeted with my fingers as I thought about the last few days. “Well, our fight was about me not being ready for the next phase. And I’m afraid if I don’t understand your expectations, we’ll start fighting again.”

      He put his index finger under my chin to bring my eyes back up to meet his. “Life isn’t a laid-out plan, baby. Are you talking about marriage and children?”

      I nodded. “I don’t want you running out on me because I might not be ready. I mean, we’re dating now. But if things progress and we get married, what happens when you’re ready for kids but I’m not. These last couple of days have been hard. And I just don’t think I could bear it again. I—”

      He cut me off with s swift kiss. “Take a breath.”

      I took a deep breath and then another one for good measure.

      When I exhaled a third time, Hunter vowed, “I will never run out on you again. Never. But we are going to disagree on things. It’s what happens. I promise when it does, I will talk to you and we’ll work things out.”

      I believed and trusted Hunter. “Thank you for loving me.”

      “Always. Thank you for giving me a chance to win your heart, baby.”

      “Will you please take me home and make love to me? I’ve missed your touch, Hunter.”

      “I want nothing more in this world.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I laid curled against Hunter’s side, thankful to have him back. “I can feel your wheels spinning, Kendall. What’s on your mind?”

      My mind had been drifting to my encounter with Josh. Trying to figure out if he was connected to the weird budgets. “I’m thinking about what McEvans said regarding the blackmail. Do you think he was in on it with Coach Bailey and the crazy expenses?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      He sounded pretty certain. I raised my head to look at Hunter. “Why not?”

      “His focus was on being a shithead, not money. I don’t see him leaving a trail from a kickback. And that wouldn’t give him the attention that he thrives on. He told me today getting in trouble was like an adrenaline rush.”

      Kickback.

      I shot out of bed and dashed to my laptop bag. “What are you doing?” Hunter called from the bed.

      “I need to check something.”

      I started up the computer and found the areas of the budget that’d had the highest reduction in the report Richard had sent.

      Physical Therapy Equipment

      Medical Miscellaneous

      Medical Supplies

      There were seven more categories. These were categories for which a higher budget would be expected. Misappropriation wouldn’t really be uncovered unless someone dug deep. With the pressure for me to get the company back in the black, I had gotten new bids for every line item.

      I checked the notes Richard had given me. From the ten categories, the bids had gone to three different companies. I used a search engine to get background on those companies. All three had the same parent company—Onyx Industries. That was interesting and a little too coincidental.

      It was such a basic scheme, yet I hadn’t seen it. Kickbacks. Forensically, these cases were hard to prove, and most of the time went on for years without anyone finding them.

      Hunter came over and leaned his tattooed arm on the table. “What did you find?”

      Finally, I had figured it out. This was something that had bothered me, yet I hadn’t been able to find the answer. “When Richard gave me the books, he was able to find a million dollars in the budget where, after we got new vendors and new bids, the costs were just too high. It was across so many categories that it was hard to detect. And it looks like the companies had been set up as shell companies, so it would take someone purposely looking at it to figure it out. I think Coach Bailey was taking kickbacks for using Onyx Industries.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, it’s not good. At least the team is fine legally.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      My first reaction was to fly to Atlanta on Monday and oversee the process. If Coach Bailey had done what I thought, we would press charges. But I thought for a second, considering my dad’s advice. “I’m going to send the information to my dad and let him guide me on delegating instead of micromanaging.”
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      “Score! And the Mustangs win their first game!” the announcer shouted over the loudspeaker.

      I stared down onto the field from our box as cheers erupted around me. My eyes were glued to Hunter. They’d done it. Somehow, they’d pulled this team together. I touched the glass as the players gave each other those manly hugs. I was elated and so proud. I wanted to cheer with everyone, but I also wanted to savor every second of watching Hunter. A hand touched my shoulder. I turned to see my dad standing behind me.

      “We won,” I said with a smile.

      “You and your team have done well. I’m proud of you, Kendall.”

      My father’s approval was the one thing I had always wanted. And as I stood in that box with my father’s hand on my shoulder, I realized I’d always had it. I’d been the one pushing myself to be perfect.

      “And I’m proud of you for not giving up on the books. The legal team thinks you’re likely correct. They’ll be here over the next few days to start gathering evidence to pull together their case. They want to do it quickly and quietly in order to surprise all parties involved.”

      That would be perfect, considering Hunter was leaving for his ranch in the morning with Josh. I’d be able to work closely with my dad while he advised me. I let out a relieved sigh. “Thanks. And thanks for working with me, Dad. It’s going to be hard to not just jump in and take over running the show.”

      Dad nodded. “It will be; it’s going to take practice.”

      “I’m ready for the challenge.”

      “I know you are.”

      One of the sponsors pulled my dad away, and I looked back onto the field. Mac and Hunter had stayed true to their word and hadn’t let McEvans play. It was hard to believe we managed to squeeze out a win of 37-36. The two-point conversion at the end had won the game. It had been a brilliant play from Mac. And if McEvans got his shit together, I had a feeling the team could really be an unstoppable force. I chuckled to myself. Hunter might have a chance at pulling off the championship after all.

      Dad came back to join me, and I said, “I think I need to start interviewing for a new general manager for the team. Doing it sooner rather than later will give me time to train them on my responsibilities before the season’s over.”

      He put his arm around me, and I leaned against his shoulder. Life was working out better than I’d ever imagined. It was hard to keep my emotions in check considering all Dad had done. When I had first seen him that morning at breakfast, I had run into his arms, thanking him. “I think it’s wise to start looking for a replacement.”

      I needed someone competent to run this team. Maybe if Amber wanted to stay in Bowling Green, I could look at creating a hybrid role. She could assist me remotely while still working with the new manager I planned to hire. It would help the new manager since Amber had experience. I focused back on Hunter as I watched the team dump water on him and Mac. I couldn’t help but laugh. This was one of those moments in time I wanted to freeze forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the game, things had gone into warp speed. I’d hardly seen Hunter. The plan was to meet for dinner at a local restaurant, The Night Cap. It was one of the nicest restaurants in town, a steakhouse pub with a great atmosphere. Hunter and I had enjoyed takeout from there quite often when we had been hiding our relationship. The parking lot was empty when we pulled in, which seemed odd.

      I checked the time. Eight o’clock. Not too terribly late, but definitely past the dinner rush. Since we’d been busy after the game, entertaining sponsors, it was the earliest we could get together with our parents. Our families were so different, yet alike when it came to the important things, like their views on family. In the owner’s box at the stadium during the game, everyone had gotten along so well.

      At the door, Hunter paused and turned me to him. “You know how much I love you, right?”

      I smiled, knowing I would never tire of hearing Hunter say those words. “I do. And you know I feel the same way about you.” He took in a shaky breath, which seemed odd for Hunter. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I just needed you to know. It doesn’t feel like we’ve been able to spend much time together lately. And tomorrow morning, I’m going to the ranch.”

      He was right; we hadn’t. I touched his cheek. “We have the rest of our lives, Hunter.”

      “Yes, we do.”

      What I said obviously put him at ease, and he opened the door for me. We walked in to the sight of a big banner that said congratulations! I put my hand to my mouth and backed up. “Oh no, Hunter. We’ve made a mistake.”

      He looked at me like he was going to be sick. “What?”

      Horrified, I whispered, “We’ve got to go. Back up slowly. Then, they won’t know we’re here.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

      I pointed to the banner. “We’ve walked into someone’s party. It says ‘Congratulations.’ We have to go.”

      He laughed out loud. I shot my hands out in panic. “Shh! Don’t be loud! Was there a sign at the door? I didn’t see a sign. I thought we had reservations.”

      I rushed to the door and turned to see if Hunter was with me. Instead, he continued into the room. I loudly whispered, “Hunter, come back here! We need to leave.”

      “I’m thinking we should crash the party.”

      “No, we have to go.”

      There was a cake in the middle of the room. He took his finger and ran it through some of the icing at the base of the cake, and my mouth dropped open.

      I was beyond shocked. “Hunter! That’s someone’s cake.”

      He gave me a wink. “It’s delicious. Do you want some?”

      “No! We need to go.”

      The door to the kitchen opened, and a waiter came out. I pressed myself against the wall, hoping it might camouflage me. Hunter was on his own. The young waiter calmly walked over to talk to Hunter. I waited for my boyfriend to be called an icing thief and kicked out of the restaurant. But the waiter left the room, allowing Hunter to stay there. If we weren’t supposed to be there, I figured the guy would have asked us to leave.

      Curious, I walked into the room. “What’s going on?”

      He chuckled. “I will never stop loving you and your crazy antics.” Taking my hands in his, he looked into my eyes. “When we first met, I thought I was going to die from Lysol fumes.”

      I giggled. That had been really bad.

      “The night we were stranded and you thought we were going to die from a ghost haunting, I gave you my heart. You brought me back to life, Kendall. You were the missing piece I’ve been searching for all along.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. This was the moment I dreamed about happening but was too scared to hope for. Hunter got down on one knee. “I will follow you to the ends of the earth, Kendall. I want the next chapter in our lives to be with me by your side as your husband while you conquer the world. I want to help you achieve all your dreams. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      I nodded, whispering, “You are the only dream I want now, Hunter. Yes, yes, a million times, yes.”

      He scooped me up and kissed me hard as our families walked into the room. Hunter set me down, and my mom engulfed me in a hug.

      “I am so happy for you, Kendall. Hunter is an amazing man.”

      “He is. Thank you, Mom.”

      Dad was next for a hug. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to think of you as anything but my little girl.”

      “I won’t ever stop being Daddy’s girl.”

      I hugged my dad fiercely, and he kissed the top of my head. Brett and Aubrey were next to hug me. “Welcome to the family. I am so happy to have you as a daughter,” Aubrey said.

      My parents looked on lovingly. Aubrey whispered in my ear. “I’ve got more wine we can drink later.”

      “It’s a date.” I laughed.

      Brett shook my dad’s hand. “I appreciate you going easy on my son when he asked for Kendall’s hand.”

      We all laughed. Hunter joined me again, and I turned to face him, wrapping an arm around his waist. “When did you ask my dad?”

      “Yesterday, after we talked shop.”

      “I want to get married at the ranch where we plan to start our lives.”

      Hunter’s eyes gleamed with happiness, and I knew he wanted that, too.

      Our mothers came to our sides. “Oh, you guys are going to have the wedding at the ranch?” Aubrey asked.

      Hunter gave me a squeeze as I turned to his mom. “Yes, and I was hoping you two could plan it.”

      There were gasps all around. “I want to focus on Hunter and me instead of getting lost in all the planning. None of the details matter as long as at the end of the day, I get to marry my soul mate.”

      Aubrey squealed, and my mom gave one of those excited claps while bouncing. It was like our mothers had regressed and turned into kids.

      Mom turned to Aubrey. “Lunch tomorrow?”

      “For sure.”

      They became engrossed in all things wedding while I turned my focus back to Hunter.

      “You’re giving up control of planning the wedding?”

      “Yes, my priority is us. Not all the small details. I can’t promise I won’t get hung up on schedules and outlines, but know I will always put us first at the end of the day.”

      The point of a marriage wasn’t all the planning for the day. It was the two people joining their lives together and becoming one. Through Hunter’s love, I understood that.

      “You are my beginning and my end, Kendall.”
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      Josh and I rode silently along the fence line. Neither of us had said a word since we had saddled up the horses and took off for an afternoon ride.

      Patience was the key, so I waited. When I thought I would be waiting all day, he finally spoke and told me his story.

      “Her name was Lisa. I met her sophomore year of high school and instantly fell in love with her.”

      I looked at him, wondering where this conversation was going and if it would be the reason behind his behavior.

      Josh shook his head as we both brought our horses to a stop. He stared out over the countryside as if lost in thought.

      “Have you ever met a woman who made you want to kill her and love her at the same time?”

      Smirking, I nodded as I thought of Kendall. “Yes. Yes, I have.”

      Josh let out a halfhearted laugh. “That was Lisa. God, she was like a breath of fresh air one minute and my mortal enemy the next. Just when I thought I wanted to kiss her, she would do something that made me want to strangler her. I guess it was her way of trying to push me away.”

      I frowned. “Why would she try to push you away?”

      His smile faded. “At the time, I had no idea. All I knew was she was the most interesting girl I’d ever met. She was new to our school and instantly fit in with everyone. The popular kids, the science nerds, the jocks—everyone adored her. I was no exception. The moment she smiled at me, I knew I had to have her. I worked my ass off to impress her, but the more shit I did to show off, the more she ignored me. Pissed me off.”

      I laughed. “I don’t miss those days.”

      Josh faced me and grinned. I could see the pain and hurt in his eyes, and I started to think all of this kid’s issues had less to do with his father and more to do with this girl.

      “Did you ever win her over?” I asked.

      He turned and looked out over the pasture. “Yes. It took me a few months, but I did. She told me she liked me the first day she saw me in biology class. I guess it was love at first sight for both of us.”

      “How did you win her over?”

      Josh chuckled. “Ignoring her was the first plan of action. I figured if she didn’t like me, then I would just pretend she didn't faze me in the least. Fate kept throwing us together, though. She was my lab partner in biology class, then we were voted to be part of the homecoming court, and if you can believe it, we got partnered up for a fundraiser the football players and cheerleaders were doing. It seemed like at every turn, we were pushed together—no matter how hard I tried to stay away from her. I couldn’t take it and finally told her how I felt about her.”

      “What did she say to that?”

      “She admitted to liking me, too. We started dating, and for the first time in my life everything felt perfect. I didn’t care that my father wasn’t around, and when he was, I wasn’t bothered by his constant bashing of how badly I played or how I could have gotten a higher grade on a test. Nothing mattered to me but Lisa.”

      His voice cracked at the end, and he closed his eyes as if he were being taken back in time. After clearing his throat, Josh went on. “I think I saw the signs from the very beginning but chose to ignore them. We dated for two years, and I never once went into her house. She would always meet me on the porch if I picked her up. She never talked about her family life at all. All I knew was her mother stayed at home with her little sister and her older brother was in college. Her father worked for a bank in town. He was the vice president or something like that. The first time I met them was at a football game. Lisa was so nervous when I introduced myself to her father. He was a fan of my dad’s, so he seemed pretty nice. Told me how much he admired my father, what a great football player he was, and how I had a bright future ahead of me. Based on that, I couldn’t figure out why Lisa never brought me around her folks. She said her father was strict and already didn’t like the idea that we were dating. He tolerated it because of who my father was.”

      A sinking feeling started in my chest as I listened to Josh tell his story. I prayed like hell it wouldn’t go in one of the many different directions my mind was taking it.

      “The night we had sex for the first time, she was really scared. I kept telling her we didn’t have to do it for me to love her. We’d been dating for over nine months, and I hadn’t pressured her at all. We messed around—went pretty far with things—but never had sex. I would have waited a lifetime for her if she wanted me to. I loved her like I’ve never loved anyone in my life.” He shook his head and let out a breath. “She wanted us to be together, told me she needed it, needed to feel the connection between us. Hell, in the end, I wanted to be with her more than I could admit. I probably could have talked her out of it, but I wanted her, too. I tried to make it as romantic as possible. I got the key to our lake house and told my folks I was spending the weekend there with a couple of buddies of mine. They went with us, and so did two of Lisa’s friends. It was perfect. Everything about it was perfect. From the candles in the room to the way she whispered how much she loved me. I knew my life would never be the same. I no longer cared about football being the number one thing in my life. I cared about her. Lisa was number one.”

      “What happened?” I asked, watching his face drain of color.

      “For awhile after that everything was amazing. My mother loved Lisa. Even my father liked her, but like I said, she was hard not to love. She had this way about her that just made everyone love her. The end of our junior year, she told me she was pregnant. We were so careful all the time, and she told me she was going to go on the pill. Come to find out she never did because she was afraid her parents would find them. Her dad especially. I didn’t find out until it was too late just what a prick he was. Lisa hid the fact that he would use her and her mother as a punching bag, so she tried to avoid any little thing that might set him off. Things slowly started to make sense. Why I hardly went to her house. Why she would meet me places instead of letting me pick her up. The bruises she used to have that she made up stories for. All of it made perfect sense.”

      My stomach felt like I’d swallowed a twenty-pound weight.

      “When did you find out her father was hitting her?”

      “The day she told me she was pregnant. She was freaking out big time, and I didn’t know what to do. My father was home that weekend, and I told her it would be okay to talk to my folks. I knew my mother would stand by us; I wasn’t so sure about my father. When we told them Lisa was pregnant, my father, of course, told me right in front of Lisa that I had just ruined my chances of ever being a football player.”

      My mouth dropped open. “That was his first reaction?”

      Josh nodded. “He made sure to get in a few good jabs before my mother stopped him from going too far with his words. My mother, on the other hand, told us it would all be okay. She would help us in any way she could. She even went with us when we told Lisa’s parents.”

      “How did they take it?”

      “Weirdly fine. Her father was calm, but of course it was because my mother was with us. After we left, I just couldn’t shake the feeling something bad was going to happen. I remember telling my mother we needed to get Lisa out of that house. She needed to come stay with us, but my mom told me I was being overprotective of her because she was carrying my baby. She said I needed to take a deep breath and let Lisa and her parents process everything. The next day in school, Lisa tried to avoid me the entire day.”

      Josh stopped for a moment and pulled in a deep breath before continuing. “I skipped football practice and went to her cheerleading practice. She instantly started crying when she saw me and ran into my arms. It wasn’t until she pulled away that I saw the black eye. She’d had a couple before but had always said another cheerleader had elbowed her in the face during practice. This time, I knew it was the bastard of a father who’d done it, who had caused all of them. I made her leave with me, and we went to our spot at the lake. We’d had sex there a number of times, and Lisa said it was the only place in the world she felt happy. I’m sure we conceived our baby there. She told me about the abuse, how it started when her little sister was born. Turns out Lisa’s mom had been having an affair with an old college boyfriend, and Lisa and her younger sister were this other guy’s kids. Her father started hitting her and her mom after finding out the truth, which was not long after the baby sister was born and her brother went off to college. Lisa said her mom begged her dad for a divorce but he wouldn’t give it to her. I guess he decided to keep them around to take out his anger. Lisa said she would hear her mother screaming sometimes from her parents’ bedroom while her father would beat her and then make her have sex with him.”

      A sick feeling rolled through my entire body. “He didn’t ever touch the girls, did he?”

      “No. At least Lisa said he didn’t.” Josh turned and looked at me. His eyes filled with tears. “She begged me to run away with her that day, to just up and leave everything. As much as I loved her, Hunter, I couldn’t do that. I had to think about her and our baby’s future. My best shot was football. I knew I was good enough to make something of myself. Pay to support our family. I told her she could move out and live with my folks and me. I knew without a doubt my parents would be on board, especially when they found out her old man was hitting her. We made a plan that afternoon. I would go home and tell my mother and father what was happening. She was going to go home, pack a bag, and meet me at my house.”

      Josh pulled in a shaky breath. “She never showed. I kept calling her, but she wasn’t answering her phone. I begged my father to go with me to her house. When we showed up, Lisa’s mom was frantic and the police were there. She begged me and my father to find Lisa because her father told her he was going to take the baby away from her and she would never see it. Her mom’s face was swollen and bruised, so I couldn't image what he had done to Lisa. The police started asking me if I knew where she would have gone. Instantly, I thought of our spot at the lake. They followed my father and me up to the lake, and when we pulled up, she was there.”

      Tears streamed down Josh’s face, and I closed my eyes, knowing the outcome wasn’t going to be a good one.

      “She had shot herself in the head and was on the ground. There was a note in her car addressed to me. In it, she said she had to do it because her father was going to force her to give him the baby. He also told her he would make sure I never played another game of football again. She said she did it to save my future and to protect our child.” Josh turned and looked at me, his eyes full of regret, anger, and sadness. “Do you know what my father said to me after he took the note from my hands?”

      Slowly, I shook my head.

      “He told me it was my fault she killed herself.”

      I slid off the horse and fought the need to throw up. What the hell kind of father says that to his child? Puts that sort of guilt into his heart. Pulling in a deep breath, I turned to Josh, who was also off of his horse and staring out over the field. I turned him to face me.

      “It was not your fault, Josh. None of it was your fault or Lisa’s. She was scared and didn’t know what to do.”

      He nodded.

      “Look at me, son. I need you to look at me.”

      Josh’s eyes met mine.

      “You didn't do anything differently than I would have done. As a matter of fact, you handled it like a gentleman and stepped up to your responsibility. You were getting her out of there. It just so happens that her father was a fucking monster.”

      Swallowing hard, Josh looked down at the ground. “He took his own life a few months later. Didn’t leave a note or anything, but I’m pretty sure the guilt of what he had done was eating him alive.”

      “I’m sure it was.”

      “I just gave up on everything. I didn’t care anymore, Coach. Lisa was gone. She took her own life so I could play fucking football. I love the game, but it just didn’t mean anything to me after that. My father pretty much told me I would fail at every turn, and a part of me knew I had failed Lisa already, so I couldn’t stand the thought of failing her again.”

      “So you started acting up and pulling the stunts because you were afraid of failing?”

      He shrugged. “I guess. I look back on it, and it’s like I failed her anyway. She took her life and our unborn child’s life for nothing.”

      “That’s not true, Josh. If you want this dream you once had, I will do everything in my power to help you make it happen, but it starts here.”

      I placed my hand on his chest. “Inside here, you have to want it. You have to work for it. You have to have a reason to want it.”

      A tear rolled down his face. “I just want her back.”

      And like that, the wall crumbled, and Josh McEvans fell along with it.
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      The smell of bacon had me opening my eyes and taking a deep breath. It had been a long day and night with Josh. After he broke down, we’d sat for an hour and talked. Josh had a lot of guilt he needed to work through and even more soul-searching.

      The sound of laughter made its way up to my room. It sounded like my folks and Josh. I quickly got out of bed, brushed my teeth, and got dressed. By the time I made it into the kitchen, it was just my mother sitting at the table, drinking a cup of coffee and eating breakfast.

      “I thought I heard laughter,” I said, walking into the room and pouring a cup of coffee.

      “Your father and Josh headed out to the barn to see Ahava.”

      I lifted a brow and gave my mother a look. “Dad is with Josh?”

      She shrugged. “Is that a problem?”

      “No.”

      Peering over her mug, she smiled. “He sees something in that boy. Clearly you do, as well.”

      “I do. The kid has been through some serious shit, that’s for sure. Doesn't excuse him from acting like a little prick, though.”

      She chuckled. “Your father said Josh’s father isn’t the nicest guy and he feels sorry for him.”

      With a sigh, I took another drink and sat down next to my mother. “Yeah, the guy sounds like a jerk. This kid has a lot of emotional shit to get through, but I honestly think he could be a great quarterback.”

      “In the minors, you mean?”

      “No, pro. He’s that talented. I was up last night watching some of his high school and college games. The kid has got more talent in his pinky finger than his father ever dreamed of having. It’s a shame he tried to pull the kid down instead of building him up.”

      “That’s where you come in, I take it? Does this have anything to do with—”

      I held up my hand. “Don’t, Mom. This is simply me trying to help this kid out because I can see there’s something special in him and there had to be a reason he was sabotaging his career. I’m hoping over the next day or two, he sees what he’s got inside of him.”

      Tilting her head, she regarded me for a moment. “You are so much like your father, you know that? You have one of the most loving hearts I have ever seen, and that is because of the man who raised you.”

      “You had a little something to do with it, too, you know,” I said with a wink.

      She blushed. “Yes, I did, but you learned from a good man. You’ve always been open to advice from your father, so don’t stop now.”

      I leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

      With a shrug, she motioned for me to join Dad and Josh in the barn. “I’m just saying keep an open mind and lead with your heart, not your head, Hunter.”

      I gave her a nod and glanced toward the door.

      “Now, let’s talk about Kendall. You’re engaged.”

      With a smile, I looked back at my mother. “I know. I haven’t really had time to process it all. I love her, Mom. I know some people might think we’re moving fast, but it feels right.”

      “Then that is all that matters. She’s a lovely girl, and I adore her. I see why you’re in love with her. She makes you happy. Your father and I can see the change in you.”

      “Kendall makes me very happy. I can’t imagine my life without her in it.”

      “I’m sure you make her just as happy, sweetheart.”

      Letting out a sigh, I said, “I hope so.”

      My mother took her cup and dish to the sink before turning to face me. “I’m going to go for a walk and take in this beautiful morning.” She bent down and kissed me. “Enjoy your day, sweetheart. I love you.”

      I finished my coffee and made my way out to the barn. I could hear my father and Josh talking, so I paused around a corner and listened.

      “Keep a hold of that leg good and really get into that shoe. Get it clean.”

      “Yes, sir,” Josh replied.

      Smiling, I stood and listened to my father give Josh lessons on how to groom a horse. I could hear a change in the young man’s voice. It sounded as if he might not have been carrying so much on his shoulders this morning and simply living in the moment.

      “You dating anyone?” Dad asked.

      “There is someone I sort of like, but I’m not sure how far things will go.”

      Josh had told me last night he had asked Amber out on a few dates. He’d said he really liked her, but it made him feel guilty at the same time—liking another woman after Lisa. The guy hadn’t dated anyone since she died.

      “You’ll never know unless you take the leap, son. So don’t wait around; take the chance.”

      My father’s words hit me right in the chest. It was something he had said to me on more than one occasion, but somehow hearing him say it to Josh made it feel like the most important time he’d ever said it. I was sure he had no idea just how important those words were to this kid.

      Walking around the corner, I saw Josh staring at my dad. He smiled and replied, “I will, sir. Thank you.”

      The rest of the day was spent working on the ranch. My father and I worked Josh until he was practically crawling back to the house. He’d muttered something about being the most tired he had ever been in his entire life. My mother went all out and made a home-cooked dinner with an apple pie and homemade vanilla ice cream. Josh was in heaven after the hell we had put him through.

      I picked up my phone and sent Kendall a quick text. I hadn’t spoken to her since earlier in the day when we’d both had a break.

      Me: Hey, baby. I miss you.

      Kendall: I miss you, too. How are things going?

      Me: Tough at first, but I think we’re going to be seeing a new Josh McEvans after this.

      Kendall: Good. Call me before you go to bed. I want to hear your voice again.

      Me: Will do. I love you.

      Kendall: I love you, too.

      “Coach, do you mind if we speak in private for a minute?” Josh asked after we had all helped Mom clean up dinner.

      “Not at all, let’s head out to the front porch and sit for a bit.”

      “You boys want some fresh iced tea?” my mother called out.

      “No, thank you, Mrs. Owens,” Josh said as I took a glass from her and then kissed her cheek.

      Once we made our way to the front porch, Josh and I both took a seat. “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      He drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I wanted to apologize for the way I’ve been behaving. I intend on apologizing to Ms. Wales and Coach White when we get back. I know why Coach isn’t starting me, and I’ll earn back the title. I swear I will. I’ll do whatever you think I need to do to get it back. If that means it’s not this year, I’ll work even harder to get it for next year.”

      I nodded, taking a drink of my tea. “It means a lot to me to hear you say that. The only thing we want you to do is step up to the plate and be the team leader I know you can be, Josh. Those players see your talent just like Coach and I do. Show them you’re not going to piss it away anymore.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I see good things in your future, Josh. It’s not too late.”

      He gave me a weak smile. “I hope it’s not.”

      I lifted a brow and gave him a stern look.

      “I know it’s not too late.”

      This time his smile grew bigger, as did mine.

      We spent the next hour talking football. It was nice to relax and get to know this side of him even better.

      Josh stood and clapped his hands together. “I think I’ll go for a run.”

      “I think I’ll join you.”

      He laughed.

      “Why is that funny?” I asked.

      “It’s just, well, I usually run about six miles.”

      I curled my lip. “You little prick. You don’t think I can run six miles?”

      He shrugged. “You might be able to, but I doubt you could keep up with me.”

      Setting the glass of tea on the table, I stood, cracked my neck, and did a few stretches. Pointing to him, I said, “Let’s do this shit.”

      Josh grinned from ear to ear. Little did I know that one evening run would turn our entire relationship around. Josh McEvans became more than just another messed-up football player. He became a friend whose friendship I would always treasure.
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      Josh dropped out of the pocket and looked for a receiver. I held my breath and waited for him to find the line. The ball left his hand, and suddenly, everything was moving in slow motion. Jackson caught it and ran six yards to score the winning touchdown in the championship game. The players went wild. The crowd erupted with a roar. Turning, I looked up toward the booth where I knew Kendall was with our parents. I smiled even though I couldn’t see her. Life had been crazy the last few months. With both of our mothers planning the wedding and Kendall doing her best to let them take the lead, I couldn’t believe how far we’d come in such a short amount of time.

      Facing back out onto the field, I watched as the entire team gathered around Josh. He had earned the right to be starting quarterback and had taken the team to the championship with an almost perfect record. We’d only lost one game, and that was when Josh hadn’t been playing. Once he stepped up to the challenge, he’d lit a fire under the ass of every player and they never looked back. With the team winning the championship, my obligation to the team was now fulfilled. It was a bittersweet ending to this chapter of my life, but I could not wait to start the next chapter.

      Josh’s searching gaze found mine through the crowd. He was being interviewed by a local news station. He smiled and I returned the gesture. Neither of us needed to exchange words; we knew what this moment meant. A few players and coaches approached me, and we shook hands before I made my way over to Josh. Once everything had settled down, we stood in front of each other. Neither of us said a word. We didn’t need to. He knew I was proud of him. What I hadn’t realized until that moment was that Josh had helped me move past my own guilt. He’d taught me that some things were simply not in our control and that beating yourself up for those things actually kept you from letting go. Kept you from taking the leap.

      “Thank you, Coach.”

      My chest felt tight as I reached out and pulled him into a hug. Slapping my hand on his back, I said, “Thank you, Josh.”

      When he pulled back, he gave me an incredulous look and asked, “For what, Coach?”

      I rested my hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “For trusting me.”

      His eyes filled with emotion, and he cleared his throat as he replied, “Always.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two months later.

      “How is she doing?” I asked my mother.

      She smiled. “She is floating around on cloud nine.”

      “She’s not stressed?”

      “No, not at all. She trusted Alli and me to take care of everything, and we did. Kendall walked around this morning, taking it all in, and she loved everything. It all looks beautiful.”

      Smiling, I took my mother’s hands. “It is beautiful. Thank you for doing this, Mom. I know it wasn’t easy being so far away and having to fly in to see it through.”

      “It was worth it. Wait until you see your bride. She is stunning.”

      I sighed. I hadn’t seen Kendall in over twenty-four hours. Not since the rehearsal dinner. It felt like a month.

      “Oh, stop that. It’s only been a day since you’ve seen her.”

      “A day is too long.”

      “That is the response I want to hear.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Damien standing there next to my father.

      “You ready for this?” Dad asked as he walked up to me and slapped the side of my arm.

      “I'm more than ready. I think it’s time to get this show on the road.”

      They all laughed. “Well, I’m going to go see my beautiful daughter. I think the wedding planner wants you all outside.”

      I nodded, pulled in a deep breath, and tried to push away the sudden nerves.

      “Okay, now I’m nervous as fuck,” I mumbled.

      My father laughed. “Then it’s a good thing we have just the right person to distract you.”

      I glanced to the door and saw Josh standing there. “I guess I’m too late for the bachelor party, right?”

      I shook his hand and pulled him in for a quick bro hug.

      “It’s good to see you. Keeping that arm protected?”

      He nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Standing next to him was Amber. I smiled and leaned down to give her a kiss on the cheek. “Hey, Amber. It’s good to see you.”

      Since the championship, I had stepped down officially and given Mac full control. I had hated not being able to walk into Kendall’s office anytime I wanted, but as she started letting more and more people take control over things with the team, the more she was with me at the ranch. When she needed to fly to Atlanta, we did. We had sold her condo there and bought a house right outside of town for when we were in Atlanta. We had talked about keeping the condo, but with getting married and talking about kids sooner rather than later, we went with the more family-friendly option.

      “It’s great to see you, Hunter. I’m going to head on out and take my seat. It looks like things are about to get started.”

      Amber reached up and kissed Josh quickly on the lips. He watched her as she walked away and then turned back to me. I lifted a brow, and his cheeks turned a deep red.

      “I see things are going well with you two.”

      He nodded. “Yes, they’re going really good.”

      Slapping his back, I said, “Good. You deserve to find some happiness.”

      Josh changed the subject. “Right now, you’re the one finding all the happiness. Come on, let’s get you out there. The wedding planner nearly pulled my arm out of its socket when she saw me and asked me to find you.”

      We laughed and made our way to the back of the house. Kendall had wanted something simple. Family and close friends. My sister Charlotte and Kendall’s brother, Ryder, had flown in a few days earlier. It had been amazing having both of our families there. I couldn’t remember laughing as much as I had in the last week.

      On my way down the aisle, I stopped a number of times to speak to people. Congratulations were offered as I shook hands, kissed cheeks, and made my way to the end. The arbor at the end of the aisle was decorated in a beautiful fall theme with tiny white lights everywhere. The preacher shook my hand, then Josh’s, and then Ryder’s.

      “I’m told we’re about to start.”

      My entire body trembled. Not from nerves—although I was nervous as hell—but from excitement. Kendall was finally going to be my wife. I couldn't have wiped the smile off my face if I wanted to.

      Next to me, my father stood proudly. I’d asked him to be my best man and he said yes, of course. Josh and Ryder were groomsmen. Everything seemed to be happening at warp speed until I saw her.

      Kendall.

      She was dressed in the most beautiful wedding gown I had ever seen. My breath actually caught in my throat the moment I saw her. I could see her smile through her veil, and as she got closer, I felt weak in the knees.

      “You all right there, son?” my father whispered.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “Yes, she is. You’re a lucky man indeed, Hunter,” my father said as Damien stopped, lifted Kendall’s veil, and then whispered something into her ear. Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them back. Damien turned to face me and placed Kendall’s hand in mine.

      “She is my life. Take care of her.”

      I nodded. “She is my everything, sir. I promise you I will love her and cherish her forever.”

      Damien smiled and discreetly wiped away a tear before he kissed Kendall once more and took his seat.

      Kendall stepped closer to me, and I returned her smile.

      “You take my breath away, sweetheart. You’re so beautiful.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “I love you, Hunter.”

      “I love you, baby.”

      The rest of the service was a blur. I heard the preacher speak, I answered his questions, spoke the words I needed to speak, and finally, Kendall was mine. Cupping her face gently in my hands, I leaned my forehead against hers and gazed into her eyes.

      Kendall giggled. “Hunter, are you going to kiss me?”

      “I am,” I answered. “I just want to memorize every single detail about this moment.”

      She looked so happy, so in love. I wanted to remember it for the rest of my life.

      “You’re my wife,” I said softly.

      She grinned. “It’s not official yet, Mr. Owens.”

      I pressed my mouth against hers, and we both let out a soft sigh. We both drew back and smiled at one another. With a wink, I said, “It’s official now, Mrs. Owens.”

      A tear made a slow path down her beautiful face. Brushing it away with my thumb, I asked, “Are you ready?”

      With a chuckle, she nodded, saying, “I’ve never been more ready.”
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      The sound of the door hitting the wall as I kicked it open made both Kendall and I laugh.

      “Are you in a bit of a hurry, Mr. Owens?” Kendall asked as I carried her into the hotel room and set her on her feet.

      “In a bit of a hurry? I’m frantic to get you out of this dress and into that bed.”

      Kendall turned and glanced at the bed before facing me again with the most seductively innocent look. “Why, sir, what do you plan on doing with me once you get me into that bed?”

      I growled, turning her around. The realization that Kendall was finally my wife left me feeling breathless. I had never been so happy in my life. Kendall glanced over her shoulder at me as I started to unbutton the ungodly and obscene number of buttons running down the back of her wedding gown.

      “If I wasn’t certain you want to preserve this thing, I would rip it off of your body.”

      She ran her tongue over her lips.

      “Kendall, don’t look at me like that or I’ll do it.”

      This time her teeth dug into her lip, and she turned to face me, her dress half unbuttoned.

      “What if I told you there was an easier way?”

      My brows lifted. “Go on.”

      She gave me a sinful little smile and took a few steps back. “I’m not wearing panties.”

      My heart dropped. “This whole time, you haven’t had panties on?”

      “No! Of course, I have! I took them off in the rest room downstairs. I wanted to be a bit naughty.”

      “Naughty?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you want me to fuck you in your wedding dress, Kendall?”

      Her eyes went from a bright, beautiful blue to dark and stormy. “Yes.”

      “Well, what my wife wants my wife gets.”

      “I do believe I’m going to like the perks of being married to you.”

      As I lifted her up, Kendall wrapped her legs around my body. “I do believe you’re right.”

      After gathering up her dress, I reached between her legs and moaned as I slipped my fingers inside her. She was ready for me. More than ready.

      “Hunter, please. I need you.”

      Somehow, I managed to support her against the wall, undo my pants, and take my cock out. As I pushed inside her, we both let out a long soft moan.

      “Don’t go slow, Hunter. Please, give me what I want.”

      Happy to oblige, I pulled out of her slightly before pushing back in, hard and fast. It didn’t take long for Kendall to cry out my name in pleasure. I followed quickly behind her.

      When I’d regained the use of my legs, I walked us over to the bed and dropped down onto it, our chests heaving as we tried to control our breathing.

      “I’m exhausted,” I panted.

      “Me, too,” Kendall said. “Looks like we’re already turning into an old married couple.”

      “It feels like the last few months have been a blur. Helping with the new team your dad bought, getting the Mustangs to a championship, and the wedding—it’s been insane. We have the right to be a bit tired.”

      Kendall grinned. “It has been nonstop, but it was all worth it.”

      “Yes, it was,” I said and kissed her lightly on the lips.

      “How about we get undressed, crawl under the covers and… go to sleep.”

      “I like that plan. We can make love in the morning before we leave for the airport.”

      She slapped my chest before standing. “That’s a solid plan. Now get me out of this damn dress.”

      “I deserve some sort of reward for getting you out of this thing.”

      Kendall giggled as I went back to work on the dress.

      “Who helped you pick this damn dress out, anyway?”

      Peeking over her shoulder, Kendall deadpanned, “My father.”

      With a grunt, I rolled my eyes and mumbled, “That bastard was trying to cock block me on my own wedding night.”

      With another adorable chuckle, she said, “It almost worked.”

      After the last button was undone and I examined the blister forming on my finger, I pushed it off her shoulders and let it pool around her on the floor. With a soft kiss on her shoulder, I whispered, “Almost.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kendall stood in the middle of the log home and stared out the window over the snow-covered countryside. “Canada?”

      I had successfully pulled off surprising her. Of course, it had meant taking one of Damien’s private planes and blindfolding Kendall on the car ride up, but I’d done it.

      Kendall spun around and stared at me, a panicked look on her face. “I let you pick the honeymoon destination, and you picked… Canada?”

      I smiled. “Yeah. It’s not just Canada. It’s a cabin in Canada, away from everything and everyone. It’s perfect!”

      With her mouth hanging open, Kendall shook her head then placed her fingers on the bridge of her nose. She started to mumble something about me never having control of family vacations.

      “Look at the view from this picture window. Is that not beautiful?”

      “Oh, it’s breathtaking, Hunter. Stunning. The only problem is I was under the impression we were going somewhere warm. You left clues it was someplace warm. I imagined I would be dressed in a bikini that you would be stripping off me every chance you got.”

      I frowned at that thought. “Hmm, I didn’t think about that.”

      “Clearly, Hunter! I packed for the beach. The. Beach.”

      I snapped my fingers and pointed to her. “See, I am one step ahead of you. I had your mom pack another suitcase that I sent up earlier! It’s full of winter clothes. It’s funny though, your dad and mom sure did laugh a lot when I told them the plan about taking you to Canada.”

      “I wonder why?”

      I jammed my hands in my pockets. “Your dad said you would love it.”

      “Of course, he did! He knew I’d be dressed from head to toe in winter clothes. Do you not remember the wedding dress from less than twenty-four hours ago?”

      I swallowed hard. “But here it’s just us. I can build us a romantic fire, and we can make love in front of it. Nothing or no one will bother us. We can’t even get internet up here. It’s just the two of us.”

      Kendall gasped. “What?”

      “I know, it’s going to be so great to unplug.”

      Kendall spun around and walked away from me. She went down the hall to the bedroom before slamming the door. And then there was silence.

      Moments later, the door opened and she walked back out. “I love you, Hunter.”

      I smiled. “I love you, too, baby. I thought for a second this was going to be our first fight as a married couple.”

      “Oh, you were right.”

      “You don’t like the cabin?”

      “The cabin is beautiful. The view is beautiful. The bedroom is filled with rose petals and wine. Everything is romantic. I just thought it was a thousand miles south on a private beach somewhere. That’s what I had in my mind. I know it’s terrible, but I just never imagined this place. It’s just… I don’t know. I feel like I was tricked.”

      I shoved my fingers through my hair and sighed. “Okay, well let me see if I can find something and we can fly out tomorrow.”

      Kendall’s eyes widened in shock. “Wh-what?”

      “Yeah, let me see what I can do to fix this.”

      I grabbed my coat and started toward the door. Kendall reached for my arm and pulled me to a stop. “Where are you going?”

      “Into town. There’s a little café there that has internet. I wanted to make sure you could at least check in once or twice while we were here. I’ll make this better.”

      Closing her eyes, Kendall whispered, “No.”

      “No?”

      When her gaze met mine, her eyes were glossy with the tears she was trying to hold back.

      “I’m sorry I fucked this up, Kendall.”

      Throwing her arms around my neck, Kendall started to cry.

      Shit. I really messed up. She’s a bawling mess now.

      “I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry I complained and didn’t appreciate all the hard work you did to make this so special. You’re right; it is perfect. Sometimes I just get something in my head, and I don’t know why I acted like that. I’m so sorry.”

      Pulling back some, I looked at her closely. “I thought you wanted somewhere warm.”

      Kendall slowly shook her head as she placed her hand on the side of my face. “The only place I want is to be in your arms.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “I can do that.”

      I picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. After I gently set her on her feet, she slipped into the bathroom and I quickly built a fire in the fireplace.

      Once that was done, I turned to see Kendall standing in the doorway of the bathroom. She was dressed in white lacy lingerie and wore a sexy smile on her face. Her finger moved slowly down her neck, over her chest, and then back up to her mouth. I moaned as she lightly traced her bottom lip and smiled.

      “I want you, Hunter.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. I was stunned by the beauty that was my wife, standing there in front of me and telling me she wanted me.

      “Do you want me, too?”

      I nodded.

      “Then maybe you should get undressed.”

      My boots went flying, and I quickly tugged my shirt over my head, tossed it to the side, and then worked on getting my jeans off.

      Kendall approached me slowly, her eyes taking in every inch of my naked body.

      “I can’t believe you’re my husband.”

      Still unable to speak, I placed my hands on her hips, letting my gaze roam freely over her body.

      “Make love to me, Hunter.”

      Sliding my hand around the back of her neck, I leaned close and pulled her mouth to mine. “Kendall,” I whispered before pressing my lips to hers.

      There was a soft rug in front of the fireplace, and I lowered our bodies to the floor as I kissed every inch of her body. My hands explored her like it was our first time together. Kendall was breathing heavily, whimpering for me to touch her, come inside her. When I couldn’t take not being closer to her, I slipped off her panties and tossed them to the side. Moving over her, I slowly pushed inside her until I was buried so deep we both let out a long, deep moan.

      “Hunter,” Kendall whispered, her fingers moving lightly over my back.

      “I love you so much, baby. So much.”

      As I moved in and out of her slowly, our hands touched one another, our mouths kissed deeply, and I felt as if my entire world was right there in that room.

      “I’m going to come,” Kendall gasped.

      “Yes,” I hissed, moving faster as I felt my own buildup growing.

      We called out each other’s names as we came together. When I finally stopped moving, I kept my body over Kendall’s. Our eyes met and we both smiled. My heart was filled with so many different emotions. Pure happiness, disbelief this beautiful woman was mine, and excitement for what our future held.

      “Hello, Mrs. Owens.”

      “Hello, Mr. Owens.”

      Kendall’s smile turned into a frown as she scrunched up her nose and asked, “Is something burning?”

      I gave a sniff and then turned to the fire. Focusing back on Kendall, I said, “I really hope you brought more panties. Yours are going up in smoke.”
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      Hunter wrapped his arms around me. “How’s it going?”

      Having him hold me never got old. My love for this man only grew every day.

      I checked the gravy to make sure it was still okay. Cooking had never been my strong suit, but I’d been practicing and had greatly improved. Mom and Aubrey had given a lot of guidance the day before. But I wanted to be in charge of the turkey.

      This was the first year we were hosting Thanksgiving at our house. In years prior, we had alternated between our parents. But this year, I wanted everyone to come to our place for a perfect Thanksgiving dinner.

      I opened the oven and showed Hunter the turkey. “It’s a perfect golden brown. And according to the laminated timeline, everything is right on track.”

      I heard his laughter behind me and turned around to see that oh-so-familiar gleam of happiness in his eyes. “Why are you laughing?”

      “Laminated timeline?”

      “What? Thanksgiving cooking can be messy, and I figured things can go off the rails really fast. So I thought this would give me a guideline and the paper would stay neat and tidy at the same time. Win-win.”

      Hunter just nodded and gave me that smile that I loved.

      I asked, “Where’s Alec?”

      “The grandpas took him out to see the horses.”

      There was so much pride in Hunter’s voice. When we’d found out we were having a baby, I thought Hunter might burst from happiness. Initially, I’d wanted to wait until things were more settled in our careers, but then I realized they never would be. Through it all, Hunter supported me while I came full circle. Of course, he wanted children almost right away. Originally, I had, too, but then I got scared.

      The moment Alec came into the world fourteen months ago, my life shifted. Becoming a mother was the best thing I had ever accomplished.

      Sometimes, it was hard keeping the balance, but with my dad’s guidance and sheer determination, we’d found a happy medium. In five to seven more years, Dad would officially take a step back as I continued to grow into my role.

      Hunter had taken the Tennessee Spartans for a Super Bowl win this last year with Josh McEvans as his star quarterback. The thought of Josh made me smile. Just three days ago, Josh and Amber welcomed a baby girl into their family.

      Hunter nuzzled my neck. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Just how perfect life is. I can’t wait to see Josh and Amber’s baby.”

      “I’m so proud of him.”

      “Me, too.”

      After Hunter’s weekend with Josh at the ranch, he’d been a totally different person. Even Josh’s dad had come around after a lot of time and therapy.

      Life was a beautiful thing.

      The timer went off. “Oh, I think it’s time to get all the food on the table.”

      Hunter leaned over my shoulder. “Seems we have seventeen minutes to carve the turkey and then twelve more minutes to set the table.”

      I playfully slapped his chest. “Your time is a-ticking, Mr. Owens.”

      He grabbed the carving knife and set to work. When it was about an inch or two in, the knife stopped moving. Hunter’s muscles were flexed more than what should have been required to carve the turkey.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Uhh…” He tried a little harder. “When did you defrost the turkey?”

      “This morning. I put it in water while I creamed the corn. It stayed in the hot water for about an hour. Why?” Before Hunter could answer, I gasped. “Is it… is it still frozen?”

      He pulled out the knife, and I touched the turkey. On the surface, it was the perfect temperature. Just a little deeper, it was rock solid.

      “Pretty much, baby.”

      “But it’s golden brown! And in the sink, the skin was all mushy.” I was devastated. This wasn’t going according to plan at all. How can this be happening? There was a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      Hunter kissed the top of my head. “We need a plan B. Wait, what is this?”

      Leaning over, he grabbed something out of the turkey and pulled it out.

      I gasped. “What is that doing in my turkey?”

      “It’s the gizzard, giblets, and heart.”

      There were no words. I was now horrified. “They leave that in the turkey?”

      “For the gravy, generally.”

      I started gagging. “Throw that away. Throw it away or I’m going to be sick.”

      As Hunter turned toward the trash can, the back door opened and Frank came racing in, chasing Nala. Suddenly, everything moved in slow motion. Our poor cat was being traumatized by Frank, the mutt we’d adopted about six months before. Nala raced into the room and climbed up the tablecloth, and the pies I had slaved over the day before came tumbling down.

      Arf. Arf. Arf.

      “Frank, get your ass out here,” Brett called from the door just outside.

      “Language!” Aubrey yelled from what sounded like the living room.

      “What?” Brett said.

      “What happened?” Aubrey asked.

      I cocked my head as Brett’s expression grew tense. “Well, there was a little mishap.”

      Alec. My heart skipped a beat. “What happened?”

      Brett looked guilty. “Well, Alec wanted down.” I closed my eyes, afraid of where this was going. “And we can’t say no to the little guy.” I opened my eyes and raised my eyebrow. “He might have thought the manure bucket was fun.”

      “Oh, shit,” Hunter said, laughter obvious in his voice.

      “Exactly,” Brett responded.

      My dad came walking in, holding our baby wrapped up in a towel from the tack room. Alec was flapping his arms around and giggling. It still warmed my heart to see my dad holding our son.

      “Your dad and I have got this. We’ll get Alec changed in time for dinner.”

      Frank came running out after Nala again.

      “Oh no,” my mom called from the kitchen.

      Everyone rushed in, and I sighed. This was turning into more of a disaster than I ever dreamed. The pies were all over the floor, the turkey wasn’t cooked, it appeared the creamed corn had been burning before Aubrey could grab it off the stove.

      Stupid laminated schedule.

      I heard Alec laugh, and I closed my eyes, focusing on the sound of his precious voice. That was what mattered. Being together. When I opened them again, Hunter was staring at me. “I’m so sorry, baby. I know how much you were looking forward to this.”

      “I was, but just like our honeymoon, all I ever need is you, Hunter. This life, whatever it brings us, is all I need.”

      “I love you, Kendall.”

      My world was complete.

      Mom and Aubrey were picking up the dessert mess. “I’m so sorry, Kendall.”

      I hugged my mom and said, “Time for plan B.”

      Everyone stared at me. “Hunter, grab the sandwich meat from the fridge. Mom, Aubrey, there are Twinkies in the pantry—hidden in the back. We also have Zebra Cakes.”

      Hunter stopped and stared at me. “We have Twinkies and Zebra Cakes?”

      Oh no. I’d stashed those in the back, hoping Hunter wouldn’t find them. Tonight, after Thanksgiving dinner, I had planned to surprise Hunter with our news. When I’d been pregnant with Alec, I’d craved those two things the entire nine months.

      I froze. Think. Think. Think. “Yeah, Alec pointed to them in the store, so I got them.”

      He set the sandwich meat down, the smile huge on his face as he walked toward me. He knew. I giggled and nodded. In one swift movement, Hunter picked me up and spun me around before he crushed his lips to mine. When he finally put me down, he cradled my face. “Is it true? Tell me it’s true.”

      “It is.”

      The dads joined us, carrying Alec, who was dressed in a Lion’s jersey. Dad loved putting Alec in his original team colors since Hunter was a Tennessee man.

      “What did we miss?” Brett asked.

      Aubrey said, “I’m not sure. Something about Twinkies and Zebra Cakes.”

      It was then my mom gasped and tears filled her eyes. Dad asked, “What is going on? Is Kendall okay?”

      I nodded. “I am, Daddy. I’m more than okay.”

      Hunter gave me a look that silently asked if he could tell, and I nodded.  “We’re pregnant!” he shouted.

      The room erupted in cheers.

      I walked over to Alec, and Dad had a huge grin on his face. “So I’m going to be a grandpa again?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      Alec kicked and giggled like what we were saying was the funniest thing in the world. He reached for me. “Momma.”

      I took him and held him to me, treasuring this moment. I kissed the top of his head. “You’re going to be a big brother.”

      Hunter put his arms around us. “My world. My family.”

      “It’s time for a toast,” Brett announced.

      The parents were abuzz with excitement.

      I never imagined when I drove out to this ranch to ask Hunter Owens to be a consultant to the minor league team, I would have been able to have everything I ever wanted and more.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three months later

      Alec was asleep in the house with my mom. They’d flown in for the weekend to spend some time with their grandson. Hunter and I lay on a blanket in a field, my head on his biceps while his hand rested gently on my stomach.

      “I love feeling our child move.”

      “She’s been really active today.”

      A few weeks before, we’d found out we were having a little girl. My world was complete. Life was more laid back than I imagined it could be. Yes, I was busy with work, but my family was my focus. I never imagined I would be able to have this sort of life. And with Hunter consulting, it helped tremendously. We were a team.

      I let out a contented sigh.

      Hunter asked, “You happy, baby?”

      “Very. I can’t wait to meet this little girl.”

      Our child kept kicking, and we smiled at each other. Hunter and I had made it a point to get away once a week for a few hours just to spend time with each other. This week, we were having a picnic in the same spot where we’d had our first date.

      I yawned. The sun was making me sleepy. As I drifted off to sleep, I heard him whisper, “I love you, Kendall. More than life itself.”

      “Love you, too, Hunter.”
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      Home.

      I was home.

      Or at least the place I considered home.

      As I turned off the SUV, the headlights disappeared, which left me alone in the dark of the night. The drive to Maine had been long, but I’d needed to spread Grandpa’s ashes in the place where he’d done the same with Grandma’s fifteen years earlier.

      I let out a deep, tired sigh, releasing some of the stress from the last few days while I watched the glow of fireflies in the yard behind the vet clinic.

      Grandpa had died two weeks earlier from a heart attack. There had been no time to say goodbye. He had simply been here one day and gone the next.

      Mom had flown out here for the week before she returned to California. Now I was here… alone.

      “I miss you, Grandpa.”

      Every summer since I was a little girl, I’d come to Salem for six weeks from the West Coast. It was where I’d developed my love for animals and the desire to become a vet. In two days, I planned to reopen the practice since it had been closed due to Grandpa’s death.

      His death.

      I shook my head, unable to comprehend that he wasn’t in his apartment, waiting up for me to come through the door like I had on the countless nights when I’d been visiting from New York where I went to college.

      Another deep sigh interrupted the quiet.

      “I wish you were here to fulfill our dream of working together.”

      In his will, he’d left everything to me—the veterinary practice and a house he’d bought a few months earlier. I’d had no idea about the property until I’d read the will.

      So many of the decisions I’d made felt foolish now.

      I’d wanted to make it on my own.

      I’d wanted to prove my worth as a veterinarian.

      I’d wanted to explore the unknown and take chances.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      I shrieked as the knocks on my window interrupted my thoughts. A flashlight shone at the glass, nearly blinding me.

      “Ma’am, I’m Officer Murphy.” The words were muffled with the window up. “Is everything okay?”

      The deep voice silenced my cry, but I held my hand to my racing heart. “You scared me. Who are you again?”

      “Officer Murphy with the Salem PD.”

      Officer Murphy? The name wasn’t familiar. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the patrol car. “Ma’am, is everything okay? Would you step out of the car?”

      My heart still beat rapidly in my ears. Having lived in the city for most of my life, I was leery of getting out of my car at night with a stranger. “I’m just going to verify you’re a cop first.”

      “What?”

      The window was still up, so I raised my voice. “I’m going to call Doug to verify you’re a cop.”

      “That’s fine, ma’am.”

      Ma’am? How old does he think I am?

      Salem was a small town, and everyone knew everyone. I probably had nothing to worry about, but it was late at night and I’d never heard of Officer Murphy.

      Though a lot could have changed in the three months since I’d visited last.

      I grabbed my phone and dialed with the light of the flashlight still shining inside. Doug was the Chief of Police of Salem, and I had his number. He picked up on the first ring. “Sydney, is that you?”

      “Hey, Doug. Sorry to call so late at night. I’m outside the clinic. An Officer Murphy is outside my car window. Is he part of the PD now?”

      Doug had been a longtime friend of Grandpa’s. As a kid, I had been best friends with his daughter, who had mysteriously disappeared without a trace nearly seven years ago. We’d been inseparable during the summers and had written and called through the months I was back in California. Vicki had only been twenty-two years old when she disappeared.  The case was still unsolved.

      He chuckled. “Oh, that’s Mike. Yeah, he’s new. I asked him to keep an eye on your place since I didn’t expect you home until tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Doug. I was ready to get back.”

      “I’ll call him real quick. He was one of those big city cops looking to slow down. Sometimes he forgets we’re just a small town.”

      “I get it. Thanks again. I’ll have to bring you some of my homemade fudge soon.”

      Yelling away from the receiver, Doug said, “Gladdis, Sydney is going to bring us some of her homemade fudge.” I chuckled while they bantered back and forth because Gladdis couldn’t hear Doug. He came back on the line. “Gladdis wants you to come over for tea when you bring the fudge.”

      “I will. Have a good night, Doug.”

      “You too, punkin pie.”

      My throat tightened at the name Grandpa had given me when I was five. He’d called me that until the day he died, and it had stuck with some of his friends.

      I grabbed my purse and my duffel bag. For the time being, I planned to stay in the small apartment at the back of the clinic where Grandpa had lived.

      As I opened the door, Officer’s Murphy’s phone rang. The moon was only a sliver in the sky and didn’t offer enough light to illuminate the man’s features.

      “Hey, Doug.” Given the dark, husky voice and broad shoulders, I could have only imagined how handsome he was. “Yes. I will. Thanks.”

      Nothing else was said. My eyes began to adjust to the darkness, but I could only make out an outline of the man. “I’m Sydney Burch.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Doug told me. Sorry I scared you. I was keeping an eye on the place since you were still supposed to be out of town.”

      I squinted harder, trying to align the features of the man with the voice. Checking out Officer Murphy in the daylight had officially jumped to the top of my to-do list.

      “Sydney?”

      Oh shit.

      I’d spaced out for a second while thinking about him. “Umm… thank you for keeping an eye on the place. I came home early.”

      “You’re welcome. Let me walk you to your door,” he said.

      The presence and size of Officer Murphy further fizzled my thoughts. I tightened my hand on my bag.

      Exhaustion. It had to be exhaustion. I decided I was going to blame my thoughts on being worn out from the drama of the last two weeks.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes.” My response came out quiet. A bit stronger, I said, “Yes. I’m just tired. It’s been a long trip.”

      After the first step, the next became easier. The flashlight pointed at the ground, illuminating our way. I wondered if it would be weird to glance his way.

      Yes. Yes, it would. Get inside the house and go to bed.

      When we were nearly at the door, I took out my keys. “Thanks again, Officer Murphy. Have a good night.”

      “You, too, Syd.”

      Syd.

      No one had ever called me anything but Sydney or punkin pie.

      I opened the door and flipped on the light. When I turned around, all I saw was his retreating back and dark hair. I waited at the door longer than I should have to see if he turned around. He didn’t.

      If I’m still standing at the door gawking when he gets in his car, I’ll look like a loser.

      On that thought, I closed the door quickly, rested my forehead against the wood, and closed my eyes. I needed sleep stat so that my rational mind could return to me.

      The two-bedroom apartment was small and homey. Grandpa’s room was to the left and mine to the right.

      Without even flipping on the bedroom light, I kicked off my shoes and crawled into bed still in my lounge clothes. A dreamless sleep claimed me before long.
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      The early morning light shone through the windows, filling the room with bright light. I hadn’t closed the blinds when I’d gone to bed. Glancing at the clock, I saw that it was after nine.

      Oh man, I slept in late. Normally, I hit the running trails around six.

      The plan was to meet with my childhood friend Wesley Youngsten for lunch. Every summer when I came to visit Grandpa, we’d been thick as thieves with Vicki. Now he was a successful lawyer in Salem and handled the probate for Grandpa’s will.

      While I’d been on the road, Wesley had called to tell me there were a few papers that still needed to be signed. My appointment had been for the following morning. However, on my way back, I’d asked to move it up a day to get everything completed.

      I stretched my limbs and tried to prepare myself for how empty the apartment would feel without Grandpa. Life would never be the same again. Death was still hard for me to comprehend at times.

      Tossing back the blankets, I decided I most definitely needed a run.

      The trails behind the clinic were peaceful and my favorite place to escape. I found my running gear in my duffel bag. There were more clothes in the dresser to tide me over until the moving truck came along later that week. At the moment, my life felt like it had been turned upside down and inside out.

      Up until the day he died, I’d thought I had plenty of time before I moved to Salem and practiced with Grandpa.

      I shook my head. No regrets. Live each day with no regrets. All the decisions I’d made had led me down the path I was meant to follow.

      The pavement of the trail called to me as I donned my running shoes, hoping to leave all the thoughts of never-to-bes behind me.

      I felt more rested than I had been on my trip to Maine, though I still had dark circles under my eyes. Running would help. I tightened my blond hair in the ponytail before I headed out the door.

      The fresh air invigorated me as I stepped onto the wet grass. It must have rained overnight. At nine-fifteen, the sun was halfway up the sky, and I stepped beneath the tree canopy of the trail where it cooled down five degrees from what felt like the upper sixties.

      After stretching, I took off at a steady jog to build my pace. This was exactly what I needed. The constant pounding on the pavement in rhythm with my breathing centered me. Like anything else in life, I would tackle one thing at a time.

      Contact Peggy to see which property Grandpa had bought.

      Meet with Wesley.

      Go see the property Grandpa had bought.

      Get ready to open the clinic tomorrow.

      Figure out what I’m going to do next.

      The last task daunted me the most, and I wasn’t sure why. I had so many plans for the clinic and my life. One step at a time.

      The trail curved to the left, and I kept my focus on the pounding of my feet and steady breathing.

      “Syd?”

      That voice. That voice. It was the voice from the night before, coming up from behind me. Officer Murphy. Oh shit. I had been a complete idiot. And I’d pushed the incident to the far recesses of my mind, hoping to never have to think of how I must have come off in my muted state while he talked to me like a normal person.

      What do I say to him?

      Oh shit. I was doing the same thing I’d done the night before.

      “Syd?” The voice was closer and slightly out of breath.

      Do I pretend I can’t hear him? I kept my pace steady, my breathing even. I

      There was a cough behind me and it sounded like he was right behind me. Was he sweaty? Would I be able to put a face to the amazing voice? On the thought, my feet got caught up in invisible strings, and I toppled over to the ground. I threw out my hands to take the brunt of the impact.

      “Ouch!” I hit the ground and quickly rolled to a sitting position.

      “Hell, are you okay?”

      I closed my eyes and dropped my forehead to my knees in humiliation. “Yes, I’m okay.”

      A shadow leaned over me as I mentally gathered myself together. Peering up, I saw concern in his deep blue eyes and dark hair.

      I gulped. I seriously gulped. “Officer Murphy. Nice to see you again.”

      Nice to see you again?

      Okay, it had apparently been awhile since my lady parts had gotten a workout from the opposite sex. A good, long while. Longer than I cared to admit after my last breakup. And even in my nonbreakup state, said lady parts had not been satisfied.

      “You sure you’re okay? That was a nasty fall.”

      I felt his hand on my elbow, and the tingles nearly had me gasping in shock. “I’m sure. Probably still tired.”

      Hell, Sydney, how many times can you use the tired excuse?

      “Let me see your palms.”

      The Adonis in front of me squatted to my level, popping out his calf muscles. I only imagined what his thighs looked like. And those abs. Oh, and that ass. I would have bet he had one of those asses that curved inward at just the right spot.

      Oh my gosh! Get a grip, Sydney! Get. A. Grip!

      With gentle hands, he turned mine over. “Nothing too serious. You didn’t break the skin.”

      “I probably should have slept a little longer.”

      He gave me a wink. “Probably. Doug told me you went to Maine to scatter Virgil’s ashes.”

      “Yes, the same place he took my Grandma’s. That was where they met for the first time.”

      Officer Murphy held out his hand to help me up. I had two options: take his hand to ensure I got up or try on my own, which most likely would end up with me flat on my ass again.

      It was a no brainer.

      I held out my hand and felt the same pulse between us at the moment of contact. Unable to meet his gaze, I glanced down as I retracted my hand and kicked at an invisible rock. My foot nearly caught on the invisible string again, and I wavered. With lightning speed, he caught me by the shoulders.

      “Steady there.”

      Do not take a step while he is here. I gave a smile. “Thanks, I’ve got it now. Sluggish feet are the worse.”

      Not to mention a short-circuiting brain due to testosterone overload.

      Lightly, I brushed off my hands after he released me. “Thanks again, Officer Murphy. Come by the clinic sometime if you ever need a vet.”

      What. The. Hell?

      If you ever need a vet?

      For the most part, I was a fairly intelligent individual. But this man turned me into a blubbering, tripping goober.

      “Mike.”

      “Mike? Is that the name of your dog?”

      He chuckled. Loudly. “No, that’s my name. Please, call me Mike. I’m only Officer Murphy when I’m in uniform.”

      After this, I needed to have a serious talk with myself.

      “Mike. Is that the name of your dog?” A person should only be allowed so much humiliation in one day.

      I tried out his name, which came out sounding like a question. “Mike?”

      “Yes, Syd?”

      Oh hell, he thought I was asking him a question. What do I say? “Oh, I was just trying out your name to see how it felt on my lips.” Think fast.

      “I was saying it out loud to commit it to memory. You know they say if you say a person’s name while looking at their face, it helps you remember.”

      I mashed my lips together, forcing myself to stop talking. Maybe Mike would walk away, thinking I was too crazy to talk to. Or he’d move away from Salem altogether to save me from remembering these two wretched incidents every time I ran into him.

      No, he smiled, and dammit if he didn’t have dimples. I was so royally screwed. “I’m glad you want to remember my name. Do you want me to walk you back?”

      “No!” I nearly screamed it, and Mike took a step back. “I mean, no thank you, I’m not done yet. I use my running as a time to get my thoughts all aligned. My very, very tired thoughts.”

      Stop digging a hole, Sydney.

      More grinning. “Well, I’ll leave you to sorting out your very tired thoughts while running with your sluggish feet. They may need a little caffeine.”

      “Oh, yeah. Maybe that’s what’s wrong. I need to get some caramel creamer. I don’t have any at the house right now.”

      That was random. I wanted to pretend this never happened.

      He shook his head. “I think Salem just got a bit more interesting.”

      “Umm… I guess tired thoughts and sluggish feet can make any town more interesting. Who would have known?” I was grinning now, too.

      Still facing me, he started jogging backward. “Be careful. Until later, Syd.”

      “See ya.” I gave an awkward wave and then sighed when he turned around and jogged the other way. The muscles in his calves contracted. His shoulders were broad and strong. He had perfect form. Sigh.

      For a few minutes, I waited in that spot before taking off at a snail’s pace to avoid running into him again. I needed to get my wits about me before the next time I ran into Mike Murphy, the sexy cop.

      No, no, no sexy cop. Just Mike Murphy, town cop. There, that’s much better. Well, not really.

      It wasn’t that I wanted to avoid guys. Things with Henry had ended three months ago as cordially as it had begun nearly a year ago. No fizz. No fire. Just safe and blah.

      Mike Murphy … he was different.
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