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      Ours is a marriage of convenience…until it isn’t.

      What do you get when you throw a stoic D-Man, a free-spirited art therapist, and an enormous dog into a house? It sounds like an opening line to a joke. But this is my life...

      I never expected to find myself legally tied to Maxim Dolov, the star defenseman for the Houston Wildcatters. Between his visa issues and my angry ex, a marriage on paper solves all our problems. Until our marriage becomes real… too real and I’m forced to confront the truth about our future: I don’t want our marriage to end.

      Another Hit will have you cheering for Maxim and Ida Jane’s happily ever after. Don’t miss this story with its sizzling chemistry and heart-pounding hockey action.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Jordyn Kross.

        You saw the mud, but you also saw the beautiful story on the other side. Thank you for helping me fix what I’d broken.

        And thank you for putting together such lovely salons.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Ida Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      No one had ever left me so disgusted—both with myself and them—as my ex, Dillon.

      “Why are you acting like this? Just say you’ll take care of the kid, and—”

      “I said no. Now, leave me alone, Dillon.” My accent thickened as it always did under stress, so I sounded way twangier than I wanted to. As a petite woman, I needed all the edge I could get, especially with an ex-boyfriend who acted like he’d never heard the word “no” before.

      “Aw, c’mon, Ida, this would really help me out,” Dillon wheedled as he skirted back in front of me. When he texted me just as I was sitting down to dinner at the swanky Montrose restaurant, I agreed to meet him outside. Some pathetic part of me expected Dillon, my first love, to tell me he’d made a mistake—that he wanted me back. That he’d prepared a tremendous show of love for me tonight, on my birthday.

      Instead, I received the proverbial slap to the face. This was the second time in the years I’d known him. The first was when he broke up with me mere weeks before I graduated with my master’s degree; the second was tonight with this doozy of a revelation.

      “Stella’s too wild to be a mom, and I don’t know what the fuck to do with a baby. You have all those siblings. You must know how to parent a kid.”

      I fisted my hands, red hazing my vision. “Just to be clear, you did not, in fact, show up at my birthday party to wish me salutations,” I gritted out. I was missing dinner with my bestie, Millie, for this. She was leaving for a new position in less than a week, and that made every moment with her more precious…especially more than Dillon’s stupid request.

      “Erm…happy birthday.”

      “It was,” I muttered, turning away.

      He grabbed my arm, just below the elbow, long fingers digging into my skin, and spun me around to face him. He attempted a placating expression that the anger in his eyes belied. Anxiety skittered along my back as Dillon held me.

      He let go and rubbed his palms down my arms. “Look, you know I care about you. I mean, you’re nice, and pretty, and you’re good with kids. Just help me out for a while, and then, ya know, when I figure the baby thing out, you can—”

      “What?” I asked, my tone dangerously close to a snarl.

      Dillon gaped at me. In the four years we dated, I never raised my voice. I never once was anything less than the doting girlfriend, partly awed and partly thankful the big man on campus wanted me, Little Ida Jane Barlow, from Clarendon, Texas. Sure, our lives had changed when he graduated and started working while I stayed in school to get a master’s degree.

      I believed him when he said he had to work late—plus, I’d been busy studying. I hadn’t been prepared to find evidence of him cheating. And I really hadn’t been prepared for him to dump me via text while asking me to move the spare few possessions—like a toothbrush—out of his apartment so he could move his new girlfriend in.

      Dillon was a total asshat. And I…

      “I’m not a pushover,” I whispered. At least I wouldn’t be ever again. I learned my lesson with Dillon, and it had hurt too much to forget.

      Dillon took that moment of preoccupation to slide his arm around my waist. “I’ll take you out for your birthday tomorrow. We’ll go somewhere nice.” He lifted my hair, no doubt planning to kiss my neck. The softness of his lips always made me shiver and my knees melt, and I always gave in when he smoothed his lips up and down my sensitive skin.

      But Dillon didn’t realize I was twenty-five now—older and, hopefully, a bit wiser. I’d finished my master’s degree, found a job I loved, and moved in with my BFF where, during those first weeks, I’d eaten enough ice cream to fill a railroad shipping car, cried the entire Rio Grande, and found myself a backbone. Only the last one was worth mentioning.

      “You do not get to kiss me. You do not get to touch me. Not now, not never again.”

      I pulled out of his embrace with a hard yank away from him. That caused Dillon to trip over his feet and land in a puddle. It was Houston—there were almost always puddles, and this one looked especially grimy.

      Good. Maybe finally his exterior would match his interior. I didn’t want to see him again—had been happy that I hadn’t seen him in over a year.

      I laughed as he raised his dripping, filthy hands, shaking them. “Lose my number, Dillon. I mean it. Don’t ever—ever—contact me again.”

      “You bitch,” he howled, rising from the water.

      For the first time, fear swirled through me. I faltered even as I put more space between us. He barreled toward me, rage causing his lips to peel back from his teeth. I set my feet as my daddy had shown me and lifted my fists into a defensive posture that I perfected at Millie’s gym.

      Dillon reached forward, intent to grab me, subdue me. No! He wouldn’t. I was not a pushover. And I knew how to take care of myself.

      I stepped out of his line of attack and brought my left fist in an uppercut, just like my younger brother, Amos, showed me years ago. When Dillon stumbled, I plowed my right fist into his gut. Millie’s words swam through my head, “Always follow through with an opponent to make sure they’ll stay down.”

      Good advice because Dillon didn’t go down. Clearly, I needed to punch harder. Also, my adrenaline and righteous anger were veering toward fear. I’d never been in a physical altercation before, and it wasn’t like the movies.

      Dillon wanted to hurt me. He had at least eighty pounds on me, and I wasn’t fast, especially in the three-inch heels I’d deemed necessary for my birthday outfit of a short and tight dress.

      I sucked in a breath and tried to channel my inner badass, all the while hoping Millie would show up and call for help.

      “No. Freaking. Way. You cheated, you lied, you left me. You will not also get to ruin my birthday or another day of my life.”

      When he came at me again, his own fists raised, murder in his eyes, I hit him once more with my left, connecting my knuckles with his cheek. Satisfaction roared through me as his butt collided with the puddle once more.

      “A man who wants a woman to do his job is pathetic,” a large man said. His voice was a deep rumble and accented enough for me to know English wasn’t his native language. He stood with five other enormous men a few feet away from us on the sidewalk. A large, dark vehicle pulled away from the curb, so I surmised they’d just been dropped off right into my drama with Dillon. I hadn’t heard them approach, and now my ears burned as tears threatened. As if this moment wasn’t humiliating enough, it was being witnessed by strangers.

      At least they were strangers and not my classmates who’d whispered behind their hands after Dillon dumped me.

      “Nice uppercut, Fists,” the man who’d spoken before said to me, throwing me a chin lift. “Good form, though I recommend putting more shoulder into it next time.” He stepped forward enough that I could make out the icy glint of his pale blue eyes.

      “You’re…” Dillon gaped. “You’re…”

      “About to finish what the lady started if you don’t get out of here,” Mr. Tall, Icy, and Dangerous rumbled.

      “This is between Ida and me,” Dillon insisted.

      Another of the large men stepped forward. Good gracious! My brother Amos played linebacker for UT, but these guys had him beat by four or five inches in height and nearly as many in breadth.

      “The lady said to get lost,” Hulk Two said. He was even bigger than Mr. Tall, Icy, and Dangerous and had a thick beard and a glint in his eyes that said you do not want to try something with me.

      No, no I did not. I didn’t want to be out here at all, truth to tell. I should have listened to Millie and my own gut and ignored Dillon.

      “She’ll get over it,” Dillon said with the confidence I used to find endearing and now found teeth-grindingly annoying. “As soon as she remembers I’m her best option, she’ll…”

      “I’m right here, butthole, and the only thing I’m remembering is that you’re the worst decision of my life.” Yes, the army of muscular men, who seemed to be on my side, made me braver than I would have otherwise been.

      I noted my response to these guys riding in to save me and promised I’d look into that later…once the adrenaline and shock faded so that I had a clear head. I’d also need to analyze why it had taken me so long to cut Dillon from my life—but I suspected it had to do with the abrupt ending of our years together…and my need for closure.

      Tonight surely gave me that, and the good sense to realize Dillon wasn’t the man I’d perceived him to be. Neither was he the man I’d wanted him to be.

      “Want to press charges?” a third man asked, pulling me out of my mini psychoanalysis.

      I shook out my hands. I’d been the one to hit Dillon, not the other way around. Granted, he’d been charging me at the time, but it was still probably best not to involve the police because Dillon was good at twisting a situation to his benefit. As he tried to do now.

      Dillon shot me that grin I used to find sexy. Gag. How had I been so blind? So stupid? Why had I pined for him for over a year?

      “Why are you fighting me? You know you want a baby, Ida. This just speeds up the timeframe. You’ll get to play house with me without getting the stretch marks or saggy tits. I mean, I did you a favor when I started fucking Stella—”

      Too far. No woman should tolerate such disgusting words. I lunged at him, ready to rip out something soft, but Mr. Tall, Icy, and Dangerous caught me around the waist, pulling me flush against his chest and slightly off the ground. Being short was annoying.

      “What a douche,” Mr. Tall, Icy, and Dangerous muttered just loud enough for me to hear. His breath slid along my cheek, causing goosebumps to flow across my arms and down my spine. When that warmth blossomed in my belly, I stopped fighting, shocked by my reaction.

      I liked being held by this man.

      No, no, that made no sense. I was finally over Dillon. Now wasn’t the time to get involved with someone new—not that Mr. Tall, Icy, and Dangerous was asking me out. Still, I should process my reactions, learn from them…

      “Is it really your birthday?” He turned me to face him as he set me on my feet, completely unperturbed by Dillon’s continued arguing with his buddies.

      “Yes. My friend Millie and I—Millie!” I gasped, my fingertips flying to my lips. “She must be worried.”

      Mr. Tall, Icy, and Dangerous tipped his head toward one guy who seemed younger than the rest. “Collect Millie and take her to our dining room. Tell her Ida’s coming inside right now.”

      The younger guy thrust up his chin and sauntered off.

      “Millie’s shy. Like, painfully,” I said.

      His palms continued to hover at my elbows, and I enjoyed his closeness. I looked at him again, craning my head to meet his eyes. When I stumbled, he clasped his warm fingers around my biceps. The night had cooled a little, but his skin heated my flesh and a thrill zipped through my blood. 

      “Stolly will handle it. He’s good with the ladies.”

      I scrunched my eyebrows together as I started walking toward the entrance. “She doesn’t need a charmer. She’s got me.”

      “And from what I’ve seen, you take good care of yourself, thus her.”

      “I try.” I stopped walking and looked up at him. “Wait. Why would you say that?”

      Mr. Tall, Icy, and Dangerous grinned, flashing a crooked incisor on the bottom right. It was so incongruous with his debonair suit and styled hair that I melted a little more.

      “I saw how you handled yourself with that piece of refuse, so I know you’re more than willing to stand up for yourself and your friends. I’m Maxim. Maxim Dolov.” He paused like that name should mean something to me. When I simply stared up at him, he shook his head. “Guess you’re not a hockey fan?”

      He tucked me into his side as we started walking again. Dillon was gone. I closed my eyes and sucked in a slow breath, let it out even slower.

      What a night. Maxim Dolov touched my elbow, which sent a shower of tingles up my arm and into my chest.

      That had never happened before.

      “You play hockey?” I asked, trying to steady my wayward emotions. I took another deep, slow breath. Those really did help regulate my cognitive function, something many of my charges didn’t believe until I managed to work through the exercises with them a few times.

      He nodded. “For the Wildcatters.” His chest puffed up a little, unconsciously, as if he took great pride in his team.

      “I know little about that sport—just that that’s the city’s NHL team.” Well, now, this sexy man was a professional athlete. Millie would love this turn of events. “My brothers all played football. Or still play. Amos is on the starting line for Texas this year—I mean the university, not the pro team—but he may go pro. At least, that’s what he’s hoping for…I’m blathering. Sorry, I’m nervous.”

      I wiggled my fingers, trying to ease the throbbing in my hands. My daddy and brothers never told me that punching a person hurt so much.

      Maxim’s gaze swept the room, noting the crowd and the growing cheers. “Nothing to be nervous about, Fists. I’ve seen you fight, remember? You hold your own just fine.”

      I clenched and unclenched my hand again, biting my lip as pain shot through my fingers. “About that…”

      Maxim raised thick, sandy eyebrows. “Yeah?”

      “Well…my hands hurt.”

      We were at the door to the restaurant, but Maxim stopped. He grasped my left wrist, smoothing out my fingers with his longer, bigger ones. That same zip of energy snaked up my arm, into my jaw. My lips tingled. He tutted as he noted the swelling.

      “We’ll get you some ice.” 

      He didn’t let go of my wrist, so I walked forward, our fingers intertwined. When he slid his palm against mine, I nearly whimpered at how good it felt. 

      Too much. He was too much. My mind was trying to process Dillon’s appearance, his expectations that I’d drop everything to do his bidding. Had I really been that much of a pushover?

      I pulled away. “I should grab Millie and go—”

      “On your birthday? After you knocked that loser on his ass? Please, you have big things to celebrate.” Maxim shifted, discomfort flitting across his face as he peered at me. His eyes were ice blue. As I leaned forward, trying to get a better view of the color, so pale in the light, he pulled his head back. His lips pressed into a thin line even as his pupils flared…

      With desire. For me. Oh! Oh… A whoosh of awareness settled, warm and pulsing, in my belly.

      He cleared his throat. “I mean…if you want to. You don’t have to stay. Am I making you uncomfortable?”

      I shook my head, my eyes never leaving his ruggedly attractive face. He was a professional hockey player—a large, take-charge kind of man. For him to be asking me about my feelings…swoon!

      “No. You’re charming me.” And I liked it. A lot. This interaction was lovely—so much nicer than the alley interaction with Dillon that left me feeling dirty…a piece of trash he’d discarded again.

      Maxim Dolov was doing a delightful job of stroking my ego. Maybe fate had stepped in to show me what I’d been missing in my relationship with Dillon.

      Relief swept over his expression. My body hummed with energy. Oh, yeah, I desired him. Maxim Dolov, professional hockey player, was hot.

      “Excellent. I prefer charming to upsetting such admirable ladies.” He opened the door and ushered me inside.

      “Erm…” What was I supposed to say to that? I felt like I’d missed something in his words. No, in the translation of what he’d said in English from his native tongue. Still, it—he—was charming. I pulled my hand away from his touch and tucked my hair behind my ear, wincing as my swollen knuckles shifted under my bruised skin.

      “Join us in our private room. It’s just there.” He pointed toward the back of the restaurant where I knew there was a large, private dining area. “We had a good game tonight, and I’d like to celebrate our win with yours. Plus, it’s your birthday.”

      He beamed, and the pale blue of his eyes shone against the mood lighting. His cheekbones were prominent, but not in that sculpted, waif-like way of male models. Maxim was thick, solid—like a mountain. He made me feel dainty, feminine. I liked that, too.

      “It’s not every day you beat up your ex and turn another year more beautiful.”

      The blush swept up my neck and burned my cheeks. I pressed my palm to one side as I dipped my head. Maxim was a smooth talker, all right. He thought I was feisty. I bit back a  chuckle because he needed to be set straight. Until today, I would have said I was a peacemaker. I’d waded into too many fights between my brothers to even consider myself one to start an argument.

      “It’s not every day I get to hang out with professional athletes,” I said. “The closest I’ve gotten is my brother’s college football teammates.” I wrinkled my nose.

      Still, I preened. “Just call me Ida Jane Barlow, badass brawler.”

      He chuckled, and I lit up. “Yes, football players leave something to be desired.”

      I shook my head even as I giggled. Maxim’s wit was dry and sharp. I liked that. I liked him.

      “I prefer to hang out with you, Fists.” He winked. 

      I flushed from my neck, pleased with my new nickname. I was neither beautiful nor feisty, but it was my birthday, so I’d play along. This man knew how to grab my attention—and hold it. With his deep rumble of a voice, his large physical presence, and the sincerity in his eyes, I couldn’t help but think Maxim Dolov must be used to charming much more beautiful and accomplished women than me.

      “Ida Jane,” Millie called. She hustled toward me as Maxim led us toward the gleaming wooden doors of the private room.

      “Millie!”

      She hugged me hard before cupping my cheek and whispering fiercely. “Don’t scare me like that again. You were gone for so long, then Stol came in and sat in your chair.” Millie would have known him by sight because she loved sports. She leaned in closer. “He ate your dinner.”

      “And paid for it,” Stol said with a shrug. “Good choice, by the way. I love shrimp.”

      “Glad you liked it. I hope you enjoyed my glass of wine, too.”

      “Sure did. Paired nicely with the cream sauce.” Stol patted his belly.

      “You should limit your alcohol consumption during the season.”

      “That’s what I said,” Millie said, shoving her dark cat-eye glasses back up into place. The sweet tortoiseshell frames were slightly too big for her narrow cheeks and speckled with purple, her favorite color. She shot Stol a quick glance—one that told me she liked what she saw. More of my concerns about going into the private dining room faded. I’d be with Millie and we’d be in a public-ish place. Plus, I wanted to get to know Maxim better. He fascinated me, held my full attention.

      “The glass was there. Couldn’t let it go to waste. I’ll just drink water for the rest of the night. You can keep me honest.” Stol winked at Millie, and she blushed.

      I shook my head, wondering if this random weeknight was actually my fever-dream. That must be it. I was on my couch, asleep, because no way I’d ended up hanging out with a flirtatious professional hockey player or finally given Dillon a piece of my mind—and my fists—just like he deserved.

      Except for the throb in my hands, and the heat pooling low in my abdomen when Maxim brushed his thumb along my rib cage, convinced me otherwise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Maxim

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here. Your birthday ice, Ida Jane.” I settled it over her knuckles with a flourish. I liked that better than Fists or Ida. Her name looped through my mind. Ida Jane. Yes, I was partial to that—it was so American, but also unique, feminine, pretty. Like her.

      But she was strong; I’d seen the fire in her expression as she faced the much larger man. Nadia never showed such spirit. Maybe if my sister had the same spunk, she’d have fought harder then. And, then, possibly, she’d still be alive now.

      Those thoughts swirled through my mind as I ushered the women into the back room where we liked to eat and unwind. Thankfully, tonight had brought about a W—one where I had the opportunity to pound a much-too-physical Florida team into the boards and with my fists. That happened after the pissant got away with high-sticking Naese, who’d been on a breakaway.

      I flexed my fingers, which were looking like Ida Jane’s. Definitely worth the bruised knuckles knowing that player didn’t go after another one of my boys. Now, though, we could celebrate—and the boys looked like they were going to let loose.

      Houston had amazing food and great service—one of the perks of living in a huge city. Ida Jane and her friend were currently near the door, still hovering as they took in the scene of well-dressed hockey players and their partners, many of whom were dressed more casually in their team sweaters, milling around the buffet and bar set up along the far wall.

      I remembered my first time in such a room, back in Detroit, overwhelmed and unable to understand half of what people said. Pride bloomed in my chest. I’d come a long way from that lost young player.

      Glancing toward Ida Jane, I wondered if she wanted to be here in this room because of me or the novelty of being around professional athletes.

      Her eyes were bright with interest, her cheeks still flushed. She must have felt my attention because she looked up, her expression open and friendly. Her lips curved upward even as she slid closer to me, seeking my presence to ground her. Such a gentle little thing—so different from the tiny Valkyrie she’d been, standing over the ridiculous, selfish excuse for a man.

      I sobered, remembering another man like Dillon. The outcome hadn’t been so positive for the woman—Nadia—in that story. I shut my eyes and inhaled, not ready for the wave of grief that slammed into my chest.

      I rubbed at my sternum, knowing the ache would dull eventually. I returned my attention to Ida Jane, hopeful she’d ease it more quickly.

      This small woman intrigued me, and I wanted to get to know her better. Ida Jane repositioned the ice on her hand, wincing as the cold hit the inflammation in her delicate skin.

      Her bespectacled friend—Mildred or whatever her name was—gasped. “What happened?”

      Ida grimaced. “I punched Dillon.” Her lips compressed, but her eyes sparkled when she added, “Three times.”

      Millie—that was her name—gasped, her eyes even wider behind the thick lenses of her glasses. “That’s been a long time in coming. Tell me everything.”

      She did, and my lip curled in disgust at hearing just what the asshat had propositioned Ida Jane with. What a joke of a man. Clearly, he knew how to use his dick and mouth, but not his brain or eyes. Too fucking lazy to provide for his woman or child.

      Each thought wormed through my mind, stoking my anger, which always simmered under my skin. Who treated a woman—any person—like that? Again, the sadness dealt me a blow as I remembered my sister, Nadia.

      “I want your number,” I said, surprising us both. “So I know you get home okay,” I added, not wanting to come across as a creeper.

      Not because I planned to call her. Soon.

      No. I wasn’t looking for a woman. I didn’t want a woman. Women were a distraction—they took my focus from the game. I couldn’t lose focus, couldn’t forget how easy it was to fall back into poverty, to lose choices…to lose those I loved because of that poverty.

      “I’ll text you. And you can text me if that man bothers you again.”

      Because she reminded me of Nadia. Because I refused to let another woman be hurt if I could help it. Not because I wanted to talk to her, to inhale the soft, clean scent of her hair.

      I handed her my phone, and she grimaced as she grabbed it. I frowned, not liking the idea of her hurt, but she waved off my concern. She typed in her contact information. Her cheeks reddened as she handed it back with a little look from under her lashes.

      Dammit. That flirty but shy look hit me in the chest with even more power than the bright, sparkly happiness that had flashed across her face earlier. This woman was fucking with me, and she didn’t seem to know it.

      Worse, I didn’t want her to. I couldn’t give her what she wanted, what she deserved. I’d dedicated my life to my sport.

      “You’re a good man, Maxim,” she said. The thick honey of her tone coated my skin, but the words grated, causing me to fidget again. I was not, in fact, good. Hell, I wasn’t even decent, and if Ida Jane knew what was good for her, she’d run from me even faster than she had from Dillon.
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        * * *

      

      Millie insisted on taking Ida Jane to Urgent Care after she grimaced the third time. I hadn’t had a chance to get her a drink or a plate of food. I kicked myself, wishing I’d thought of that myself. Once the ladies said their goodbyes, I slunk into a corner to brood.

      Cruz came over, leaned against the wall next to me. We got on well, Cruz and me. He had befriended me right from the get-go when I’d lived in the condo that Stol owned next door to his.

      “Though she be but little she is fierce,” he said.

      I tipped my head back, trying to place the quote. “Midsummer Night’s Dream. One of the chicks in the forest,” I said.

      He offered his fist to bump. “All those nights at Shakespeare in the Park paid off.”

      “Looking forward to this summer’s season. I bought our tickets.”

      “Right on.” He leaned against the wall, getting more comfortable. We tended to be watchers, he and I. We’d step in if needed, but mostly we simply oversaw our teammates and their partners.

      We came from very different backgrounds but ended up with the same drive to protect.

      “You think he’s going to leave her alone?” Cruz asked.

      Ida Jane Barlow had been magnificent while standing up to her douchebag ex, but she’d also been much smaller than him…and about to lose if we hadn’t stepped in. I hadn’t liked the glint in the guy’s eye, and I didn’t trust him to stay away.

      I shook my head.

      “You going to do something about that?” Cruz asked. His voice was deeper, irritation already threading through his words.

      “Yeah. I’ll keep an eye on her.” If I didn’t, Cruz would, and I couldn’t stand the idea of Cruz talking to Ida Jane.

      He nodded. “Okay, then.”

      “Okay.”

      I managed to wait until the morning to check-in on her, but I hadn’t been able to stop worrying throughout the night, even waking a few times. My nightmares were from the last time I saw my sister but they intermingled with images of Dillon abusing Ida Jane. I rose from bed, unrested and grumpy as fuck.

      Did you make it home safely?

      Sure did! came the reply not long afterward. My hand isn’t broken, just bruised and swollen. Clearly, I need to work on my punches.

      I think you pack one hell of a punch, Fists.

      We texted back and forth a bit longer before she mentioned needing to get ready for work. What do you do?

      I’m an art therapist.

      Interesting. Sounded like a cool gig. I liked the idea of Ida Jane helping people—that suited her. She was a good friend to the other girl, and she’d known how to stand up for herself. I remained intrigued by Ida Jane as I headed into the stadium for practice.

      Stol nudged my shoulder as I set down the fifty-pound weights I’d been using for biceps curls. 

      “I invited Millie to come hang with us on Friday.”

      “Millie?” I asked, confused. Who the hell was Millie?

      “Your girl’s friend.”

      “Why?” I asked. “We’re celebrating Naese’s birthday, not doing anything fun.”

      Stol shook his head. “Because birthdays are fun, Maximum.”

      I frowned at the stupid nickname, one I hated even more than when the guys called me Max, but I wasn’t going to get Stol to stop using it. Why couldn’t people simply call me by my name? But the rest of my teammates liked their nicknames, so I participated by calling them theirs.

      There was something to the game because it helped bond us. But that didn’t mean I had to like the names they insisted on using. And I didn’t. I really didn’t like that one.

      “Sure, whatever,” I said, already wondering if I should invite Ida Jane.

      Did I want her there? I’d liked her, been attracted to her, enjoyed flirting with her this morning. My scowl deepened along with my confusion. These damn emotions swirled through me—a longing to see Ida Jane again but also the grief that came from losing Nadia.

      Meeting Ida Jane in that situation had stirred up those memories, which I thought I’d buried under years of hard work and distance.

      “And I told Millie to bring your girl.”

      “She’s not my girl,” I snapped. The response was reflexive, based on Stol’s irritating pushing.

      “Sure looked like you wanted her to be last night,” Stol said with a laugh. He walked away before I could say anything else. Probably a good idea.

      I glared even as I made plans to steer clear of Ida Jane. Forget what I told Cruz. She wasn’t my responsibility. I would ignore the connection we’d made. It would fizzle, and I’d go back to being…unhappy.

      Lonely.

      And, under it all, sad. I tried to will away feelings that hadn’t existed before last night, but the damn things wouldn’t tuck themselves back in the box, where I shoved them years ago.

      I hated that Stol’s invitation would force me to face my infatuation with Ida Jane in the light of day.

      I gave myself last night, as short as it was, to enjoy her. Based on how much I wanted to spend more time with her already, any further interaction was foolhardy, but I wasn’t sure I had the willpower to stop.

      More importantly, I couldn’t go back on the promise I’d made to Cruz…or to Ida Jane, though she didn’t yet know it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ida Jane

      

      

      “I told Stolly that we’d go to his teammate’s birthday party tonight,” Millie said from her spot on the couch where I’d just plopped down next to her. “I thought you’d be happy to see Maxim Dolov again. You liked him; we both had fun on Tuesday. So what’s the problem, Idge?”

      Millie had called me Idge, as a shortening of Ida Jane, years ago. I hated the nickname because it rhymed with fridge, something my brothers found hilarious, but I also disliked the mouthful of syllables that was my entire name.

      “Don’t call me that, and I don’t want to go.”

      I so did want to go, but I refused to admit it because I didn’t appreciate the itchiness of anxiety percolating under my skin. Staring out the large panes of glass at Houston in the late afternoon, I admitted to myself that I’d enjoyed my evening with Maxim Dolov and didn’t want to taint the memory. I already managed to do that because after his flirty texts that morning, I’d looked him up, unsurprised by the sophisticated and beautiful women he’d occasionally escorted to various events. A different woman every time, which told me everything I needed to know about his beliefs in relationships. He didn’t want one.

      I sighed as jealousy and self-consciousness battled.

      “I’m thinking about getting a cat,” I said.

      “You’re a dog person. Stop changing the subject.” Millie pushed her glasses back up her nose. “I want to see Stolly again.”

      I flopped onto my side and gaped. Millie only went out with men she knew well, which meant mostly from the dojo. After Trent, she refused to date anyone even slightly related to her work. She had a type—muscular and sexy—but she didn’t act on it often.

      “You’re admitting you’re attracted to him?”

      Millie remained calm, as if we were discussing which type of pasta best held sauce. “Of course I am! He’s a hot hockey player. He’s also funny and charming. What’s not to like?”

      “Um…the fact that he outweighs you by a good hundred pounds of muscle.” My lips twisted. 

      “Look, Idge. I don’t want to sit at home on my last Friday night in the States and watch reruns of Outlander. Again.”

      The cushion on the couch became very interesting, and I traced my finger along the pattern. “I texted with Maxim today. He didn’t invite me.”

      “But Stol invited both of us, so you’re good. Stop throwing a damn pity party and just enjoy this new opportunity. For me, but more so for you.”

      “Fine,” I sighed. “But if I feel uncomfortable, we leave.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You’re supposed to support me in this.”

      “I do support you when you’re being rational, but Maxim got to you, like really got to you, on the same night you realized you have shit taste in men. I get it—you’re worried Maxim will be like Dillon. But he’s not because very few people are as gross as Dillon. Look, we both have terrible mistakes in our pasts, right?”

      “Not really. I wasn’t—”

      “Don’t,” Millie said, her voice quiet but absolute. “Trent and Dillon are cut from the same narcissistic, entitled cloth.”

      I swallowed, hating to think she was right and unable to disprove her comment. Millie turned back to the nature documentary she’d been watching while I fumed.

      “Oh, stop it,” Millie said without glancing over at me.

      “Stop what?” I asked.

      “Stop thinking you’re going to get your way. I’m not one of your brothers who’ll cave just because of a lip quiver.”

      I pressed my lips together, annoyed, because Millie called it true. There were times when I’d been overly dramatic—I’d been the only girl with four brothers, three of whom were older. Tears and pouting worked on my brothers. So, I wielded my weapons, which often got better results than roughhousing or fists, mainly because I couldn’t keep up with the rough-and-tumble play my brothers preferred. They’d always been bigger than me.

      I’d gone into psychology to understand why. I came out with a master’s degree because I wanted to help other people identify why they behaved the way they did. The human mind fascinated me.

      “I am worried Maxim will turn out to be like Dillon,” I admitted. “Or even worse.”

      Millie paused her show and slid closer to me. She wrapped her firm arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “Maxim and Dillon are not the same type of men. Not even close.”

      I kicked out my feet, noting the new droplets of paint on my old Converse. My last session proved a wild one, and it had taken me twenty minutes to clean off most of the paint from my hands, face, and neck. I’d left the splatters on my old, snug jeans and shoes to dry because a little color hurt no one.

      I liked the side-eyed glances I received from the tenants of this luxury apartment building. Sure, I lived here, too, but I never considered the space mine. While Millie never talked about it much, I knew the compensation at her petrochemical engineering position at a large, multinational conglomerate allowed for her to live in one of Houston’s nicest addresses, right near the Galleria.

      Except she was currently packing up her fabulous, swanky condo to move across the world.

      Part of me envied her choices; Millie would get to see exotic places, the first of which was Sri Lanka, and experience more of the world than I could imagine. She had the freedom to travel during her off time, whereas my paycheck covered my necessities and a few extras.

      “How can you be so sure?” I asked.

      She considered that but finally shrugged. “I just am. It’s like…a knowing. I knew something was off with Trent, but I didn’t listen to that knowing. I’ll never make that mistake again. And I won’t let you make that mistake if I can help it. Now, I’m telling you that Maxim’s not like Dillon, so you should believe me.”

      “What if he doesn’t like me, like me?” I asked. “Because I could really like him, and this probably isn’t the time to start a new relationship, not when Dillon’s returned and—”

      Millie took my hand between hers and squeezed it gently. “If Maxim doesn’t like you like that, who cares? We go to the party, enjoy the hockey hotness where we’ll be safe and have fun. Based on what you told me about the intervention with Dillon, this group of guys is one of the best ways for us to spend my last late evening in this city.”

      She patted my arm. “Now that that’s settled, we need to make sure we both look amazing for Friday. Got anything new to wear? Something that’s show off how beautiful you are.”

      I snorted and slid down again so my butt nearly hung off the cushion. Dillon’s comments about cheating to be with a sexier woman had cut deeply into my self-esteem. I understood why I felt the way I did, but that didn’t mean it was easy to change the reasons for those emotions.

      Millie pressed her glasses up her nose. “I’m serious, Idge. You’re hot. Like, smoking. You just don’t like to show off your assets.”

      I pressed my hands to my chest, wanting to smooth my breasts back into my chest cavity. “They’re so…there.”

      She smirked. “Maxim liked your boobs.” 

      The sneaky bitch. She was using my crush against me. I sat up as I side-eyed her. “I’m more than my cleavage. I’m independent and capable and…and…fun…a real catch,” I concluded. I wished I could believe it. I hadn’t even tried dating since Dillon dumped me…until now.

      Did I want to date?

      She raised an eyebrow, her gaze level. “The best.” She turned quiet, staring at the paused TV. “I know you’ve never paid attention to hockey,” she said.

      Millie was into sports. When she put on hockey, soccer, or baseball, I got on my phone, painted my nails, or took a nap.

      “So, trust me when I say that Maxim Dolov is known for his icy self-control and his complete lack of dating rumors since he moved to Houston. I mean, there was talk about him being a wild rookie in Detroit but that was years ago.”

      She raised an eyebrow. I sighed as I pressed my hands to my belly. “I better find something cute that shows off my boobs.”

      Millie beamed. “There’s my girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Maxim

          

        

      

    

    
      Practice had ended, we’d all showered, and, as I packed my bag, I listened to Naese and Cruz bicker about the best type of deodorant.

      “Yours doesn’t work,” Cruz said. “You smell worse than a bear that’s shit itself all winter.”

      “Bears don’t shit themselves. You should know that. You look like a bear,” Naese said.

      “That was a terrible comeback,” Cruz said. “Do better with your words and your hygiene.”

      Coach Silas Whittaker stuck his head into the locker room and called my name. I grabbed my bag from the bench, worry beginning to skitter through my mind. There was always a constant nagging that I’d get traded or cut that flared to life when I had to do these one-on-ones. My training ethic was stronger than most of the guys, but that’s because I refused to believe in talent alone. I was a great defensive player; so were hundreds, probably thousands, of others.

      As I wove past them, I patted Cruz on the shoulder. He elbowed me in the side.

      I hovered in Coach’s office doorway. Like the locker room, with its cushy seating and high-end touches that included a smoothie bar and a dedicated massage room, the office was luxurious. Our team’s owner wanted everyone comfortable and happy while they were part of the team.

      “Sit down; we have an issue,” he said.

      A film of sweat coated my body—not the healthy kind that leaked from my pores during a workout or practice. This was oily, heavy. Like my mood.

      I settled on the edge of the plush chair, my knees bouncing.

      Coach Whittaker was a fit man, less than fifteen years older than me. His dark hair was beginning to thread with silver, but his eyes were keen and sharp.

      “There’s an issue with your Green Card,” Coach Whittaker said as he closed the door. I relaxed back into the chair. That didn’t sound so bad. I wasn’t getting traded. Good. I loved this team, my teammates. The rest I could deal with. My shoulders eased, and I took a full breath.

      “What do I need to sign to fix it?”

      “This isn’t a sign-and-fix thing.” Coach paused, clearly struggling with something.

      “I asked for more of our staff to get ahead of the issue, but it appears your first team was sloppy and made mistakes. I’ve been informed by USCIS—that’s immigration and customs—that your status is being revoked.” He rubbed his hands along the back of his neck, face tense.

      Well, now, that sounded really bad. I leaned forward, searching Coach’s face as I pushed down the panic building inside me. “I don’t understand.”

      Coach shook his head. “Me either. I’ve worked with lots of foreign players, and this is the first such issue I’ve ever had. Basically, someone in Detroit didn’t do their job, so now, even though it’s only been five years and you should have the Green Card for ten, a local bureaucrat has decided to revoke your status. He plans to send your information to Immigration Court. We’ll have to work through legal channels to reinstate it.”

      “What?”

      “Gunnar’s aware of the situation created by Maurice Lambert—the bureaucrat.”

      Gunnar Evaldson was the team’s owner and a Green Card holder himself. He was also a multi-billionaire and could simply buy his way out of such issues. Apparently, my measly millions didn’t have the same impact. Or it could be that I was Russian, and the political situation with Russia was deteriorating. Probably this government guy, Lambert, had seen an opportunity to raise his profile by going after the enemy. I snorted.

      “I want you to know we’re working on finding you the best immigration attorney in the country. You’re a valuable member of the team, and we plan to do everything in our power to keep you here.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      “For what it’s worth, I told the USCIS that taking any punitive action against you would cause more blowback here in the city, maybe even the country, but these are tricky times, and Lambert’s got a burr up his ass.”

      I leaned forward, elbows on knees. “I don’t want to live in that country, haven’t lived there in years. This is my home. What can I do to make sure it stays that way?”

      Coach pulled his glasses from the pocket of his shirt and tapped them on the desk. “Would you be willing to renounce Russia and request full citizenship?”

      I held his gaze. “In a heartbeat.”

      Coach leaned back in his chair and swiveled it, pursing his lips. “That woman Stol mentioned earlier this week…”

      My stomach tightened again. Coach knew everything about everyone on the team. It was unnerving.

      “Ida Jane Barlow.” I liked saying her name. I had, multiple times, until I thought that made me creepy. I didn’t want to frighten her, of course I didn’t. But I liked Ida Jane—too much. Just as I’d spent too many hours replaying our interactions in my head. I needed to let that, and her, go.

      I wasn’t going to get involved with any woman for any reason. I’d made mistakes when I landed in Detroit, ones I wasn’t sure I’d ever live down. I wouldn’t knowingly add more now. Anyway, I loved being a Wildcatter; I wanted to retire from this team. That meant focusing on my game…not on a woman, any woman. No matter how pretty she was.

      “Ida Jane. She’s American?” Coach asked. He stopped moving his chair and studied me. “She needs to be American.”

      “As apple pie. But she says it pa-ie.” I smiled, remembering her accent when she’d been talking about birthday pie with her friend, her pretty face. Yeah, I liked her, and was looking forward to seeing her tonight.

      I wanted to move forward with a relationship with her. My mind settled a bit with that choice.

      Coach leaned forward, elbows on the desk, studying me. “Think you could talk her into marriage?”

      I gawked at him.

      “We need you here, Maxim. The only way to ensure that is for you to get married. I saw your expression when Stol was ribbing you—you like this woman. Better to be with someone you care about, you’re attracted to, than someone we find to fill the role.”

      My current precarious position seemed ridiculous. One puny pencil pusher was going to decide my fate? Fuck that shit. I’d go talk to him myself. I’d told Coach as much and he shook his head.

      “He’s making a power play. Think about it—from his side, he looks like he’s following the rules, sticking it to a rich asshole who didn’t care about them. He’ll probably get a promotion out of the deal or something. If you go down there blustering, he’ll stick more firmly to his belief that he’s in the right and you’re wrong.” Coach shifted his jaw back and forth. “Plus, I already told the little prick that you’re in a relationship with a woman. That it’s serious. He can’t do anything about that, and messing with true love…well, I was there the night you guys watched Princess Bride. We don’t like that, as a culture. You get me?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. The pencil pusher from immigration would be a love-hating little prick who ripped apart a storybook romance.”

      Coach leaned back in his chair. “Exactly.” He pointed at his computer. “There are already images of you with Ida Jane online—walking her into a restaurant and talking with her. You two look cozy. So, it’d be best for you to get her to marry you. Takes all the steam out of the bureaucrat’s ambitions.”

      “But…but…I don’t want to get married,” I said.

      “Why not?” Coach asked.

      “Because…” Ida Jane was a distraction. Sure, I had protective feelings for her, texted her every day to make sure she was safe, just like I’d promised Cruz I would, but I couldn’t get involved with her.

      Nope. That could lead to feelings…and I had no intention of ever having those toward a woman. I’d loved Nadia. She died. I’d been gutted.

      Not doing that again.

      “If you want to stay here, in Houston, you don’t have a choice.”

      “But…”

      Coach leaned forward. “Do you have a better idea?”

      “N-no.”

      I left his office in a daze. I was the bruiser of the team, used as a weapon to keep other players on the ice to score goals. At least, that’s how I viewed myself. Coach viewed me as integral, one of the mainstays of our shot at another Stanley Cup.

      That revelation had been a surprise—a good one—because the men I played with and worked for were my family and I protected the people I cared about.

      I’d promised, with my hand on Nadia’s grave, that I wouldn’t fail anyone else, ever. So far, I’d kept it. I planned to keep doing so—for my teammates, Coach, like he’d asked me.

      And Ida Jane, too.

      If I could talk Ida Jane into marrying me.

      Which wasn’t such a bad idea the more I thought about it. I desired Ida Jane. She was sexy and feisty. We’d be able to enjoy each other for weeks, possibly months, then part amicably, both of us having gotten something fabulous out of the deal.

      I knew some of my teammates believed in love and all that fairy-tale shit. Cormac was one since he’d met Keelie. Adam adored his wife, Naomi.

      But you didn’t need love for marriage. In fact, an arranged marriage was cleaner. Better. Easier to end.

      Love and forever—those were fallacies people told each other, especially in this country. My parents hadn’t had affection or respect for each other. And Nadia…Nadia told me she adored her sophisticated, older boyfriend, and she was dead because of those emotions.

      I’d pretty much talked myself into the idea by the time Ida Jane showed up.

      I wore my typical attire of black dress pants and a button-down shirt. The guys gave me shit for never deviating from the outfit, but I never wanted to look sloppy. Nadia had drilled that into my head: If you look poor, people treat you poor, Maxim.

      She’d stolen clothes from fancy neighborhoods so that she could go into them, look like she belonged, and meet the men there. I rubbed my thumbs across my eyes, disliking the rest of that story. With a thick swallow, I forced those emotions down and away, into the box where I kept them. I had other worries right now.

      But Nadia’s lesson about apparel stuck, and I wore what the guys called “business douche.” They could keep their ripped jeans and sweatpants—I was the one voted best dressed each year in the sports magazines.

      I saw her walk into Naese’s house and stepped forward, ready to enact my plan.

      “Heya, Maxim,” Ida Jane said, her tone a bit shy as she greeted me.

      My good sense left my brain at her sunny expression, and I leaned down and kissed her cheek, enjoying the softness of her skin and the scent of her shampoo. Oh, yes, I could get more involved with Ida Jane—for Coach, my team.

      “Hello, krasivaya.”

      The words slipped out before I even thought them. It’s what my mother called my sister. Nadia was on my mind tonight. Would she have liked Ida Jane? Yes, she would have. Very much. I relaxed.

      Ida Jane’s long lashes, coated in mascara, lifted to reveal those warm brown eyes I’d dreamed about the night before. She took in my crisp blue shirt that was open at the throat and the rolled-up sleeves at my forearms. I used to keep my shirts buttoned, but I was always so hot, I’d made the allowance after seeing it in many American TV shows and movies. She licked her lips.

      “What’s that now?”

      “Krasivaya means ‘beautiful’ in Russian. I’m from Saint Petersburg.” That was public knowledge; I wasn’t sharing anything she couldn’t find on the internet, so why were my palms sweaty?

      Because I needed this woman to like me. Coach and our owner, Gunnar, had recommended a lawyer, and I went straight to his office from the rink. According to my newly appointed legal counsel, my current situation was…precarious, whatever the fuck that meant.

      It meant bad. My situation was bad, and I was on edge, worry seeping through my every thought.

      “The only foreign language I know is ASL, but that’s what happens when you have a sibling who’s deaf.”

      I straightened to my full height as my friends’ laughter filtered through my mind. For a moment, all I’d seen and heard was Ida Jane. I’d never been so focused on a woman before.

      I noted that Stol embraced Ida Jane’s friend. The thick glasses and tied-back hair had vanished, and a dazzling brunette stood there. No wonder Stol was intrigued.

      I glanced back down at the blond pixie bombshell standing so close to me. The way she’d turned and lifted her face toward me showed she was as interested in me as I was in her.

      I hated the idea of using this pretty little woman, and I hadn’t mentioned my situation to the guys yet. That meant I had no one to talk to about how to process this situation.

      I worried that bringing up the possibility of deportation would cause the guys to fret, which could impact our play. Right now, we were in an excellent position for a run for the Stanley Cup. I didn’t want anything to get in the way of that.

      Except I wanted to be on that run with my teammates. I’d worked hard to be here, and I coveted that win—that stat by my name.

      I wanted to spend more time talking to this woman. I wanted to date her. Fuck. I really liked her. 

      “Oh, okay. Well, kassi…kras…”

      “Krasivaya,” I offered.

      She wrinkled her nose and spoke slowly, “Well, it sounds nice when you say it.”

      My gaze toured her face, stopping at her eyes, lips, skimming her cheeks and throat. “That’s why I called you that. You are lovely. How’s the hand?”

      She looked down and sighed. “Bruised. Sore, though it’s getting better. Kind of ugly.” She shot me a small smile. “I’m pretty proud of it.”

      I chuckled. “As you should be, Fists.”

      Her gaze caught mine…and held. Yeah, yeah. This half-hatched plan was beginning to take shape. Ida Jane would marry me. We’d live together. I’d worship her while she was mine. Then, when the time was right, I’d divorce her.

      I frowned, hating that idea.

      What was wrong with me?

      Naese called out Ida Jane’s name. “Glad you could make it to my bash. Bummer you had to leave your shindig early the other night, but we’ll celebrate right tonight.” He blinked owlishly, letting me know we’d have to start pumping him with sports drinks and water soon.

      We had a game Sunday, and I didn’t want the team to suffer from his overindulgence tonight. Just because our trainers and dieticians preferred us not to drink during the season, that didn’t mean everyone always toed the line…and birthdays were a reason to celebrate.

      “I’ll get you a drink. White wine?” She nodded and I settled in the line, thankful for a moment’s peace.

      “You spoke to her in Russian,” Stol murmured once he’d edged up against my shoulder.

      He said it quietly, but there was a question in his eyes. I stiffened. Until this moment, with Ida Jane, I’d never spoken Russian. With her, it seemed right. Natural. But from the moment I moved to the United States, starting my career in Detroit, I reinvented myself into something other than the throwaway kid from the worst parts of a nation the wonderful citizens of this country wouldn’t be able to comprehend. Not even the poverty I’d witnessed in Detroit came close to the suffering I’d left.

      Maybe that’s why I’d been so wild in those early days. I’d been let off a leash not of my choosing or making…and enjoyed the freedoms Detroit offered me. Though, I did come to realize most of those so-called freedoms came with their own strings. Like nicknames I didn’t want…and experiences I shouldn’t have indulged. Shame crept up my throat but I choked it down.

      A mistake. One I hadn’t made again.

      “So I did,” I said. I never spoke about my years in Russia—about my dead sister, or my drunkard father. But tonight, instead of walking away from Stol, I stood there, patiently awaiting his next comment. Ida Jane smiled as Naese said they were basically birthday twins, then tossed her head back and laughed when he admitted she was the prettier of the two of them. The lovely sound was deep—from her belly. My chest loosened as my own lips curved upward.

      I wasn’t the type who fixated on any woman because I’d decided years ago not to get involved. I didn’t like my lack of control over my body, but I still didn’t turn away. Nope, my gaze stayed glued on the petite blond having way too much fun around my teammates.

      Her luscious tits tried to spill over the top of her modest neckline and her waist nipped in enough to make me wonder if I could span her middle with my hands. My dick paid attention to that thought. Her hips were narrower than I’d have expected for such luscious cleavage, and her thighs must be as toned as her bare arms. I’d seen the muscles in her biceps and forearm flex when she slammed her tiny fist into the rat-bastard Dillon’s smug face.

      Her brash defense of herself and her dignity both turned me on and amused me. She was a dichotomy: feisty and shy, fiercely protective and timid, that my mind struggled to work out. Like she was a problem. A sexy one with those lush curves that I wanted to stroke.

      The two friends tipped their heads together, murmuring, as they took in Naese’s grand living area. The room was big with polished hardwoods and leather furniture. He’d bought it fully furnished over the summer when he signed a three-year contract with the Wildcatters—his first NHL contract, and a good one.

      I liked her here, amongst my friends. But that didn’t mean she deserved to end up with a man like me. She merited better than me, though I was better than Dillon. Much better. I’d never degrade her, embarrass or hurt her, never expect her to raise another woman’s child. Mainly because I didn’t plan to have kids. No way would I put a child through what Nadia and I had to live through.

      Ida Jane had seemed the type to want a family, but she’d thrown that possibility back in Dillon’s face. He deserved that, but maybe, maybe she thought like I did, wanted to focus on making her world a better place and not forcing new, innocent lives into a shitty existence.

      I blew out a breath. That didn’t matter now. I couldn’t let Coach down, couldn’t end up back in the same place Nadia had made me promise to flee.

      Naese jumped up on his coffee table and began to sing a completely different song than was on the stereo. I shook my head as I watched him play air guitar—badly. Idiot.

      Adam and Naomi hooted, egging him on, while Cruz frowned into his beard. A few women, more than likely single ladies Naese had invited, bopped to the beat, eying Naese with various levels of interest, fascination, and dismay.

      The song changed to a popular country tune. Much to my surprise, Ida Jane and Millie started to line dance. I watched, mesmerized, as Ida Jane tossed her honey-colored hair out of her way, grinning as she twirled through the moves with graceful ease.

      “Ooh! Look! You know this one,” Naese yelled out, finally noting Millie and Ida Jane dancing. A few of his fan club had joined them. “Show me.”

      Naese stumbled off the table and between Millie and Ida Jane. I was surprised when Millie jerked back, clearly not wanting Naese to touch her. Ida Jane steadied my teammate and slowed down her movements, but he was too wasted to follow along.

      I brought her the glass of wine as the song ended and she smiled her thanks.

      “That was fun,” she said.

      “I liked watching you out there.”

      “I love to boot-scoot,” she said, taking a deep sip. “Mmm. But I’ll need a couple glasses of water before I dance or drink more.”

      “I’ll get us each a bottle,” Millie said. Stol intercepted her and whispered something in her ear. She glanced back at Ida Jane, caught my eye, and took Stolly’s hand.

      When the next country song blared out, the guys all cheered Ida Jane until she laughed and offered a dance lesson. By the end of the song, Naese, Cruz, the rookie, Adam, Naomi, Quintin, Nicole, and a few other people were crammed into the open space, line dancing to Ida Jane’s lead.

      I offered her a bottle of water when she finally quit dancing. “That’s thirsty work,” she said.

      The rookie tried to take over the stereo, which promptly got him tossed into Naese’s pool. He floated out there, arms and legs spread as he stared up at the sky. A couple of Naese’s female guests huddled by the edge, giggling as they watched him.

      “This is a wild time,” Ida Jane said. Her eyes sparkled.

      “Naese likes to party.”

      “You don’t?” she asked.

      Her phone pinged as she took a long, deep drag on the bottle. It pinged again, and she tensed. Concern sparked deep in my chest.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Ida Jane, tell me what’s wrong so I can fix it.”

      She blinked up at me, her gaze assessing. She wanted to trust me. I could see it in her expression, but she wasn’t sure she should.

      Her phone pinged again. With a long breath, she grabbed her phone from her small bag and shoved it into my hand.
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      My text app chimed again, as it had all day. I’d stopped checking my messages after lunch because I’d been so busy preparing for my long weekend. And I hadn’t wanted to after I read the first few.

      Maxim looked down at the screen. “These are all from Dillon?”

      He could only see the name, not the entire message. I hadn’t told Millie, not wanting her to worry, but the longer I went without responding, the more aggressive Dillon’s messages became.

      Up until my birthday, I would have answered him, even though he’d hurt me by cheating with Stella. That night outside the restaurant changed my perspective—showed me that I’d been taken in by a narcissist. I shuddered, hating that I’d given him my time and my love.

      “Open the screen, Ida Jane,” Maxim said, his voice soft, coaxing.

      I licked my lips, the swallow that followed painful. I didn’t want Maxim to see the ugly words Dillon wrote to me, but I couldn’t keep the burgeoning worry at bay. Dillon was the same—used to getting what he wanted when he wanted it—but I’d changed. Dillon clearly didn’t like my newfound will, and he seemed more than willing to escalate his dominance to reestablish our previous relationship.

      I wavered as I stared at the screen, shocked I hadn’t thought to block Dillon earlier. I considered it now, but I worried my ex would come to my place if I did so. I shivered, unsure of what to do. Maxim helped me on my birthday—maybe he’d know what to do now.

      You think you can move on? Bullshit. I made you someone years ago, so I get to decide what you do.

      That was the most recent message that flashed as I looked on, but there were more messages. Many more.

      “Ida Jane?” Maxim’s voice softened. “You’re shaking.” His warmth enveloped me in a much-needed hug, and I shoved my nose against his chest, inhaling his scent. His deodorant smelled piney-fresh, but underneath was pure male.

      “I’ve got you, krasivaya. I won’t let harm come to you. Let me see.”

      I did, my hands shaking so badly, Maxim had to steady me. As soon as the messages popped up, Maxim plucked my phone from my numb fingers. He scrolled through the texts, his lip curling as he went.

      “Stupid shithead.”

      I swallowed but the fear continued to bite at my throat. “He…he’s mad at me.”

      “I can tell,” Maxim muttered. “You need to get a restraining order. We can start by going to the police, see what the process is.”

      I looked up at him, desperate to believe it would help. “I’m scared.”

      Maxim’s expression softened. “You should be. He’s become more aggressive with you.” His thick fingers brushed a lock of hair away from my cheek. “But you have me, and I’m not going to let this pathetic man take your life from you.”

      “H-how?” I whispered.

      He pressed a kiss to my temple. “I’ll help you, all right? We’ll come up with something. Together.”

      I didn’t have it in me to argue.
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      Ida Jane calmed once I promised to help. She even managed to joke around with Naese and Cruz. Both of my buddies liked her, hanging off her every word. I kept an arm around her waist or at the small of her back, glaring when the guys inched in too close.

      “I’ll take you to the police department,” I said, after noting it was getting late.

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that, Maxim. He’s stopped blowing up my phone.”

      “For now,” I said.

      She nodded, her expression concerned. “For now.” Her discomfort wafted off her. She didn’t feel safe, but she didn’t want to impose. Well, the second was easy enough to fix.

      “I’d still like you and your friend to sleep with me,” I said.

      “What?” Ida Jane’s eyes bugged.

      I frowned. “You will spend the night in my guest rooms. As my guests.”

      She relaxed but her eyes remained wide. What had I said to cause that look?

      “I’d know you’re safe. I have good security and lots of bedrooms. Plus, from what you showed me, he’s been hounding you all week.”

      “He has. It’s the most attention he’s paid me, ever.”

      I scowled. What a dick. Dillon hadn’t gotten his way, so now he was going to make her life difficult. Bullies were universal, it seemed.

      “So you’ll stay?”

      “If Millie will go for that,” she said. She seemed more confident when she wasn’t talking about her ex. I didn’t have to wonder why; Nadia had been the same way. I’d hated it then, with my sister, and I hated it now. But, this time, I could—and would—ensure a different outcome. And being able to keep Ida Jane safe would help me win her over to my marriage plan.

      “Without effort you won’t even pull a fish out of a pond.”

      “What’s what?” she asked.

      I hadn’t realized I’d said that aloud. “Something my mother used to say. Never mind.”

      “Ah, okay.” She fiddled with the ends of her hair. “Your friends are fun.”

      “They are. So are you.”

      Her expression told me she assumed I was feeding her a line. I wasn’t. Ida Jane had me chatting and laughing. Since I was typically a loner, I’d caught a few of those side-eyes from my teammates, but I didn’t care.

      “Ah, I get it,” Ida Jane said. “That saying—it’s Russian?”

      I nodded and she continued, “Like ours—no such thing as a free lunch. As in you have to work for things.”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “Hmm. Do you believe that?” she asked.

      “Of course. Just as I believe that life is a struggle but that doesn’t make it any less beautiful. In fact, the more one struggles, the more one appreciates the fruits of their labor.”

      Ida Jane pursed her lips as she considered me.

      Her friend reappeared with Stol. Millie’s flushed cheeks and rumpled hair gave them away, and I didn’t need to guess what they’d been up to. Part of me wished I’d done the same with Ida Jane. At least then she’d look at me with the sleepy, satisfied grin Millie tossed Stol. 

      Stol leaned down and whispered something in Millie’s ear. The woman’s lips parted. She was softly pretty in an understated way. I bet she fed right into one of Stol’s fantasies—he seemed to have a lot of those. Then again, he was young, only twenty-three, and this was his second year in the NHL after a few seasons in the minors. Most of the young players went woman crazy.

      Millie nodded again, turning her gaze to the side. Stol kissed Millie’s cheek, his lips lingering. 

      “I’ll see you soon,” Stol said, his voice throbbing with interest. Hmm. Maybe he really liked the girl in glasses. That would be an interesting turn of events. Cormac was into Keelie, and I was interested in Ida Jane. If Stol started dating Millie, then nearly half the team would be in relationships. After being part of a bachelorhood for years, the idea of all of us settling down was…nice.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Sure,” Ida Jane said.

      Millie cast a lingering glance at Stol, but she trotted up to Ida Jane and the women walked in front of me as we headed out Naese’s front door toward the line of vehicles parked in the semi-circle drive. Ida Jane’s thick, blond waves draped down her slim back to the flare of her hips, meaning I couldn’t get a great look at her ass. But I knew it was spectacular. More, I wanted to grab it, mold it to my palms while I kissed her senseless.

      Not now. If I was lucky, soon.

      The heat and humidity slammed into me like a fist to the gut. It was December and still the weather was in the eighties. This was my least favorite part of this city. Well, this and the flying cockroaches. Those pests, called palmetto bugs, were a horror I never wanted to experience again. Naese found it hilarious when one zoomed in on me—until I batted the scary fucker toward him, and it went down his shirt. I smirked, remembering his squeals and dumb little dance.

      I glanced around, ensuring none of those monsters were nearby to bother the ladies. I wished I were taking just Ida Jane home, but I’d already noted how much more comfortable she was when Millie was around. Oh, what I wanted to do with her. To her.

      Millie stopped walking, grabbing Ida Jane’s arm, and turning her so the women faced each other.

      “What?” Millie asked, her voice vibrating with concern and a deep, vicious anger. I knew that wavelength. It was one I lived on.

      Ida Jane handed Millie her phone with a long sigh.

      “Oh no, he didn’t,” Millie whispered. She raised her gaze not toward Ida Jane, but toward me where I read mutual understanding.

      Millie wrapped her arm around Ida Jane and hugged her, leading her toward where I pointed. Once we got to the car, Millie stepped back.

      “You’re going to help her, Maxim?” Millie asked.

      “I intend to, yes. We’ll go to the police department now.”

      “My flight’s in about five hours, and Luka said he’d take me.”

      “Who?” Ida Jane asked.

      “Stol,” I said. “You sure?”

      Millie nodded, a sly smile breaking out on her face. “Yes, I’d like the time with him. But you have to promise to keep my girl safe.”

      “I will.”

      Millie hugged Ida Jane and whispered something in her ear before she hurried back into the house, leaving Ida Jane and me alone.
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        Ida Jane

      

      

      I wasn’t one for coddling—that’s what I would tell anyone on a normal day. But I had to admit, I enjoyed Maxim’s attention. I didn’t have to stay strong with him. Some of the tension that had built in my muscles, leaving me achy and quivering, eased.

      Maxim’s car was expensive—different from the ranch trucks I’d rattled around in most of my life. Once he started the car, he turned down the volume to the sports station he’d been listening to, and we drove the short distance to a local police station. “I’ve never needed their services before,” Maxim said with a shrug. He seemed nervous to go inside, but he kept a firm hand on my elbow.

      The process was like what I’d expected; the officer told me I’d probably have to talk to a judge in court to get an actual restraining order, but that he’d follow up with me when the courts were open. As soon as he said that the officer was much more interested in Maxim than in me. He kept trying to engage Maxim about their upcoming game, and I watched Maxim’s scowl deepen.

      Just when I was about to intervene, Maxim leaned forward and snapped, “I’ll be happy to squirt the shit regarding hockey once my woman’s been taken care of.”

      I bit my lip to keep from grinning at his malapropism. He almost had the idiom right, but like the sleep-with-him thing, Maxim’s grasp of American slang wasn’t quite there, and I found that adorable.

      “Y-your woman?” The officer’s eyes widened as he seemed to realize he’d been neglecting Maxim Dolov’s girlfriend. Maxim placed his arm around my shoulders, and I looked over at him, trying not to smirk.

      “Yes.” He looked back at the officer with that ferocious scowl back in place. “And she deserves your best capabilities.”
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        * * *

      

      Exiting the precinct half an hour later, Maxim was still glowering, but I couldn’t help my giggles. “I can’t believe you took that many pictures with the staff.”

      Maxim shrugged. “I would have made those balloon figures if that’s what it took to get them to take your security seriously.”

      “Do you know how?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I laughed harder, but I also stopped on the bottom step. It took a second for him to realize I wasn’t beside him anymore. He strolled back toward me, concern in his light blue eyes.

      “Thank you,” I said. I leaned in and wrapped my arms around him, settling my head against his chest. He held me close, his cheek against my hair.

      “You matter to me, Fists,” he said, his voice a little garbled.

      “Yeah. Same goes, Maxim.”

      When his lips brushed my temple, I relaxed against him, letting him accept not just my weight but some of my worries. After all, a problem shared was a problem halved—at least that’s what my mama always told me.

      “Let’s get you home,” he said.

      I thrilled at the sound of that, though I knew he didn’t mean it as he’d said.

      After a few minutes, we were back in the neighborhood we’d left, and soon, Maxim pressed a button near his rearview window and the wrought-iron gate in front of a stately home swung open.

      “Nice digs,” I said. His house was even more upscale than Millie’s apartment—beautiful in that understated way only the wealthy can pull off.

      “That means house?” At my nod, he said, “Thank you. I like this place. It’s the first house I’ve ever owned.”

      “I plan to buy a house in about twenty years, when I can afford a down payment.”

      He shook his head even as he chuckled. “I’m lucky, I know, but that’s because I’ve worked hard for my success.”

      “You are lucky, to some degree, but I don’t know everything about your situation, so no judgment. Unless you have weird stuff inside. Do you? Have weird stuff inside? Like a pain dungeon?”

      His eyes danced as his lips quirked. “Indeed, I do.”

      “Ooh…” My heart pounded a little too fast. “For sex?” I could imagine that—Maxim’s red room of pain where he forced orgasm after orgasm from his partner…

      His guffaw burst my fantasy. “No. For exercise. But I like your idea better. Maybe I’ll wall off a section and add toys.”

      My entire body zinged at the thought of Maxim’s powerful body directing mine in a sex dungeon. Huh, that was a first. I’d never been into kink before. I shot Maxim a side-eye. This man brought out the vixen in me. Millie would be so proud. He was still chuckling at his joke as we walked into his house.

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Actually, I am. I didn’t eat much at Naese’s place—”

      “I know.”

      I stepped into the house behind him and gawked at the kitchen. It was nicer than the one I shared with Millie.

      The space was larger than my bedroom and flowed into the living area. While the counters were a muted gray, the cabinets were a rich espresso. The appliances were the expected high-quality stainless steel, but I noted the slight scratches on the six-burner range’s surface and the faint sheen from a recent spill that slid down the front of the refrigerator below the water dispenser. This wasn’t a showpiece kitchen—Maxim used it. Overall, Maxim was tidy. Precise, even. No pots or glasses sat out, and the space had few knickknacks. But I appreciated the four, sturdy, well-padded bar chairs on the peninsula that led into the living space. There, Maxim had what my brothers dreamed of: deep, long couches surrounding an enormous television. I raised my eyes when I noted the lack of gaming equipment. So, not my brothers’ full paradise. Those boys could spend hours on some sports game, seeming to find the digital competition as stimulating as real life.

      I’d never been caught by the bug. But then, I’d always been more interested in our farm animals and my colored pencils than pixels and sports.

      Overall, the place had a warmer vibe than Naese’s well-appointed bachelor pad.

      “You live here alone?” I asked. My gaze settled on the wax warmers stacked by the laundry room door.

      “I do,” came Maxim’s deep, rumbling reply. “Oh! Those are from our self-care night.”

      “What?” I asked, eyes rounding.

      “Keelie got us hooked. We wax our hands, elbows.” He shrugged, seemingly unaware that my idea about self-care and his hadn’t been the same. I’d still been stuck on Maxim’s potential sex dungeon. “The ice cracks the skin.”

      “Why does that one say ‘Cruz’?” I asked, pointing in an effort to keep Maxim from noting my flaming cheeks. It was written on pretty much every surface, bold and large.

      “Because the rude bastard stuck his feet in it, and no one will share with him now.”

      I giggled. “He figured out a way to get his own. Like licking a cookie to own it.”

      I raised my gaze to Maxim’s, shocked by the heat in his expression. Well, I guess I had brought up a kinky sex room and licking. I fanned my face. Think, Ida Jane…

      “Um, this is a lot of space,” I blurted.

      Maxim’s lids lowered and his nostrils flared before he refocused on his home. My shoulders relaxed.

      “Too much, but I wanted to be near my teammates. They are my family.” He shrugged. I wondered why he’d do that—why he considered these men his family and not the one he’d left behind in Saint Petersburg. There went my therapist’s brain, trying to uncover and unpack someone else’s pain points so I didn’t have to focus on my own.

      Not that I had many. My parents loved me. They’d showered me with affection, teaching me to understand right from wrong, mostly through the natural consequences of my actions.

      But I’d never felt I fit in my family of large, lumbering football players; instead, I’d sought attention through flouncing and dramatics. I winced. Millie had been more correct than I wanted to admit.

      Maxim had moved to the fridge and started to pull out food: grapes, some wedges of cheese, high-end sparkling water.

      “How’d you know I didn’t eat much?”

      His ears turned red as he glanced at me. “I paid attention.”

      My pleased smile burst across my face. “To me.”

      “There was another tiny blond at the party?” he teased. “Maybe it was her I talked and laughed with all evening.”

      “Shove it, Dolov.” I enjoyed his chuckle. “Now, I’m pretty good in the kitchen. Since you’re letting me stay here, I’m happy to cook for you.”

      He turned back toward me, his posture a bit stiff, but his eyes filled with a fierce yearning. “Marry me.”

      I caught my breath—from the words, yes, but also from that penetrating look. He was serious. “W-what?” I squeaked.

      “You cook. You’re beautiful. You like my sense of humor. You might be the only person.”

      “You’re joking.” But my palms began to sweat. My first marriage proposal and it was for a laugh…in the fanciest kitchen I’d ever been in, made by a professional hockey player.

      Part of me wanted to cry and part wanted to scream.

      He scratched the side of his head. “If I wasn’t?” he asked.

      I stared at him, open-mouthed for another long minute before I broke the spell by reaching into my purse that still dangled from my arm and grabbing my phone.

      “I…I need to get home. Thanks for going to the police with me, and I appreciate you checking in and all, but this…I can’t…that’s crazy talk, Maxim.”

      I pulled out my phone and opened the rideshare app. Maxim’s larger hand engulfed both my hand and the phone. His skin was warm, callused, his fingers thick. He didn’t have any of those weird hairs on his knuckles or hands, so I watched the play of tendons as he flipped my hand over and took the phone from me.

      I gave it to him. Willingly, too enthralled by the zinging in my chest and belly to fight further. His touch electrified me. Desire bubbled from my fluttering belly into my chest, a warm feeling—like settling into a hot bath.

      I loved it. I hated it. I reverted to my behavior with my brothers and lunged for my phone, snarling, intent on proving my independence—from Maxim’s dominating presence but, more so, from my emotional response to him.

      Maxim held it above my head and peered at me. When I continued to lunge, he bent his knees and used his free hand to lower my chin from the phone-prize to his face.

      I picked up one of the grapes he’d gotten out and tossed it at him. It pinged off of his cheek as he flinched back and rolled to the ground.

      “You’re a pain in the ass,” he muttered.

      “Older. Brothers,” I sang, grabbing another grape.

      Instead of picking me up like my brothers would have done, Maxim slid between me and the counter, effectively blocking me from my ammunition.

      “Look at me, Ida Jane.”

      Once I did, I stilled, shocked by the need shining from his expression. It wasn’t sexual—not the same desire that had stirred so brazenly through my veins since our first meeting. Maybe that lust I could have fought against. But no—his need was visceral from his soul, and as filled with concern as it was awareness.

      We stood in his kitchen, my chest heaving, his gaze burning into my soul, and I knew—even then, I felt it—the realization that my life would never be the same.

      “Please, don’t go. Don’t make me worry about you again tonight, as I have since we met.” He touched my cheek, despondency seeping into his expression. He returned his gaze to meet mine.

      “Please.”
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      Ida Jane stilled, much like a wildcat pondering its next move. Except, this was more. The moment expanded, need permeating the very air. So many things I needed: her safety, her acceptance, her lips brushing mine, her body quivering under me.

      I must stop thinking about sex. If Ida Jane agreed to my plan, she’d be so much more than a quick lay to me. Actually, she already was. I had those in Detroit, and they meant nothing—left me feeling ashamed.

      Ida Jane mattered. I had to show her how much—that she wasn’t interchangeable with some other woman. I’d shattered her trust when I blurted out my request.

      Heavy-handed and awkward, I’d destroyed what we’d been building and her eyes, so expressive and full of passion, were filled more so with the shadows of wariness. She expected me to laugh off my proposal. I’d never been more serious about anything.

      And I had no one to blame but myself. 

      I wasn’t sure how to explain to her what she meant to me because I’d never needed to make that point before—not to anyone, even Nadia. With her, life had been simple. She’d understood me because we were siblings. We’d loved each other, and we’d failed each other.

      But with Ida Jane, my emotions were so big they felt like they were bursting the seams of my very body: tenderness, concern, desire.

      I didn’t let people into my home, into my life, or into my heart. But Ida Jane was already there. In all of them. She’d plunked down in my heart that first night when she battled her ex without me knowing or understanding the depth of our fragile bond.

      She was still here, and she was softening toward me. Thank all the hockey saints. Her expression, when unguarded, was just as yearning as mine. Her eyes burned with desire even as her gaze beckoned me to treat her softly, gently—lovingly.

      I wanted to. More than anything. So much that my throat ached, and my hands trembled. I trailed my fingers down her neck before sliding my palm around to cradle her nape. Her skin was as silky as her thick mass of spun-gold strands. I rubbed my thumb there, unable to stop the compulsion to touch her. I drew her a little closer, inhaling the fruity tang of her shampoo. Her lashes were long and light, her eyes held flecks of amber and green deep in the brown—like the kaleidoscope I’d loved to look through as a child.

      We continued to stare at each other—the moment growing in both meaning and time.

      “Please,” I murmured again. It was more than the word, more than a request. I wasn’t sure what I was asking for, but I held my breath, unable to tear my gaze from hers.

      She studied me for so long, I became lightheaded. “I’ll stay and hear you out on one condition.” Her soft, sweet voice crackled over my nerve endings, making need simmer in my belly.

      “What’s that?”

      “You call me krasivaya.” She shivered a little at the term even as she tilted her head. “That meant something to you, and if you want me here, I need to know I mean something to you.”

      Whatever flashed across my face caused her eyes to widen.

      “Never mind,” she said, pulling away from me. The moment crashed, all the emotion bursting around us in a froth of discomfort and awkwardness.

      “You are my krasivaya. Always. But you are also Ida Jane. Fists.” I lifted her bruised hand and kissed each knuckle. She inhaled and the moment turned heavier, filled with a promise of what could be.

      She’s my future.

      And I was beginning to suspect not just because she could help me stay here, in this country.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Ida Jane

      

      

       

      Maxim stared at me as if I had the answers to the deepest questions of the universe. Wouldn’t that be a treat…if it were true.

      “I’d like for you to stay here. I’d like to feed you. I’d like…” He blew out a breath. “I want you at ease with me.”

      “What do you mean, Maxim?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “How about we talk some more tomorrow, when it isn’t late, and when we’re both in a better frame of mind?”

      My head ached, so I nodded.

      “Do you want to eat?” He waved his hand at the food he’d set out.

      I shook my head. “No. Thank you.” My stomach remained tied up in knots, and there was no way I’d be able to keep anything down. Exhaustion weighed on me. Millie would get on a plane soon. My bestie would be a world away from me. I blinked back tears.

      “Will you be okay?” Maxim asked.

      “Yes. Once I sleep.” I offered him a tremulous smile. Worry tugged at his eyebrows.

      “I’ll get you something to wear to sleep in.”

      “Okay.”

      He turned down a hall off the back of his living room. I meandered into his living space, touching his dining table that was the same gleaming dark wood as his cabinets.

      Maxim’s space was uncluttered—some would say sparsely furnished—but the pieces he had were high quality, built to last. I loved the rug sitting beneath his large cube-shaped coffee table. It was a thick, soft material—maybe wool—and set with various colored blue and green dyes in a honeycomb pattern. I’d never seen another like it, just as I’d never seen a cube for a coffee table.

      Maxim remained distinct among the men in my life, intriguing. I couldn’t say that about many people. While my father was a lawyer, he would always be a rancher first, and he’d married an even better rancher in my mother. My parents were salt-of-the-earth: hard workers who told it like they saw it. My brothers were similar; in Amos’s case, so focused on football, nothing else fit into his life.

      But Maxim read, listened, understood the concepts I wanted to discuss. He was a big bruiser of a hockey player with the knowledge of an ancient philosopher. He was also distinctly an alpha male who preferred to growl than produce erudite commentary on his teammates or the state of the world. No wonder I found him so intriguing.

      Marry me.

      He hadn’t meant to propose. He couldn’t have. No man asked a woman he barely knew to marry him outside of Vegas.

      That was shenanigans-level ridiculous. And Maxim was not into shenanigans. Heavy weightlifting, skating, glaring, grunting—sure. In fact, come to think of it, he’d fit in pretty well with the men in my family…minus the skating.

      I’d have to make sure he ate steak. My daddy always said he could tell a real man from a poser by how he took his meat.

      “The redder, the more of a man,” Daddy said with a wink.

      That always made my mama scoff and me giggle. Why? No idea. Just…a happy memory, I supposed.

      I wandered over to the mantel that held a few framed photos. All of them were of a much younger Maxim with a woman in her early twenties. His girlfriend?

      “My sister. Nadia.”

      I turned around, my heart pounding. He stood close behind me, holding a shirt in his hand. With a slight frown, he straightened one of the photos.

      “Is she still in Saint Petersburg?”

      He dropped his gaze from the photos to me. “Yes.”

      “She didn’t want to move here?” I asked. He seemed close to her—the pictures of the two of them were the only ones in the room except for a photo of Maxim with his teammates, still in their gear, on the ice, celebrating some win.

      Maxim sucked his lower lip into his mouth, his eyes darkening. I didn’t think he would answer me.

      “I think she would have, yes, but she didn’t get the chance. Nadia’s dead.”
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        Maxim

      

      

      “Oh…” she murmured, her eyes soft and filled with sympathy.

      I scrubbed my hand up and down my neck. I couldn’t spell woo. Ida Jane didn’t want more to do with me. She’d shut down as soon as I asked her to marry me.

      I got it; I really did. I got Nadia killed, so I didn’t deserve the happiness Coach Whittaker had with Paloma, or Cormac seemed to find with Keelie.

      The brittle silence stretched between us. I didn’t know how to cross the crumbling bridge. How could I get her to hear me?

      “Um…where should I go? I mean, tonight.”

      “Right. Of course.”

      As I tromped up the stairs, part of me wanted to insist she stay with me, but I’d flubbed the proposal too badly for that.

      I continued to ponder the situation even as I pushed open the door to the guest room and waved her in, feeling off-kilter. Ida Jane was the first female overnight guest I’d hosted. Sure, the guys liked to come over and do their self-care stuff. We’d all discovered a love for warm waxes and massage.

      “This is where you can stay. I’m downstairs.”

      There were four bedrooms, but the guest rooms revolved around the large, central loft. My bedroom was its own wing of the house, opposite the kitchen and living spaces. Normally, I liked the privacy, but this time, I worried about the distance between Ida Jane and me.

      I’d spent hours on Pinterest, a secret pleasure I thought I’d never admit to my teammates, picking out the perfect furniture, paint, and accessories. The walls were painted a soft rose pink, Nadia’s favorite color. High-thread cotton sheets, a duvet, and a silk coverlet and a wool throw in a deep cranberry completed the full-sized bed. Cruz had helped me pick some of the stuff out, not making it weird when he found out about my Pinterest obsession the day he’d borrowed my laptop.

      Cruz was a great friend—one I’d desperately needed when I came to Houston. He’d taken me under his wing and shown me how to be part of the Wildcatters organization. I should do more with his military K-9 project. Walking a few dogs, sometimes housing them here when Cruz collected too many, wasn’t enough. I’d get more involved, I decided. Money, time—whatever he needed.

      Pillows piled high against the white leather headboard. Photos of a trip to Yosemite created a triptych above the headboard, and original artwork from some local Southwestern artisans sat on the wall and the dresser, made in bleached white wood. I disliked carpet, so there was none in my house; the hardwood floors were a rich espresso covered in a rug in swirls of whites, pinks, and red.

      I set a T-shirt on the bed and backed out of the room.

      “Thanks, Maxim.”

      I wanted to say more, but I left. Once I was in my bedroom downstairs, I called Cormac.

      “What?” he asked, sounding sleepy.

      “Sorry to wake you but I need your help.”

      “Course, dude. Whatcha need?”

      That was why everyone loved Mac. He was a great captain—selfless, dedicated, and thorough.

      “Ida Jane’s ex is sending her threatening text messages. We started the process to get her a restraining order, and I can call the company the Wildcatters uses for security to get someone to guard her when we leave again, but I’m not sure that’s a long-term strategy with her.”

      “Because she’s stubborn and full of pride?”

      “Don’t talk badly about my woman,” I snapped.

      Mac laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Maximum. Nah, what I’m saying is you need something a bit more…Ida Jane.”

      I let the nickname slide because I needed Mac’s ideas. But I shuddered. I’d earned that name for a very stupid stunt early in my career—one I wasn’t proud of. One I didn’t want Ida Jane to discover.

      I knew she wouldn’t understand. Now that I played for Houston, I didn’t either. It had been a rite of initiation, I’d thought. What all players did.

      Not true. I should have stuck with my gut and left the party the night I got that nickname.

      “And what would that be?”

      “How about a big-ass guard dog and an arrest?”

      “I already thought of that and plan to get her the biggest, meanest beast I can find. You got any recs on that?”

      “Nah, man. I was joking.”

      I hummed. “Those are good next steps. So is my plan to marry her.”

      “Whoa…what?”

      “She hasn’t agreed, but I’ll talk her into it.”

      Mac remained silent for a long stretch of time. Long enough for me to get antsy and rise from my bed to go grab water from the fridge. I put away the food I’d gotten out, sad that I hadn’t been able to provide more for Ida Jane.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea? I mean, you just met the woman.”

      “You only recently met Keelie. What do you feel for her?”

      Mac hummed, no doubt lost in thought. “Fair. I’m just worried, my friend. I’ve never even seen you date.”

      “That’s because I haven’t wanted to.”

      Mac remained quiet. He knew the basics of Nadia’s death; I’d told him and Cruz one night after a particularly brutal loss.

      “What’s really going on here?” Cormac asked.

      I’d wanted to tell him, I realized. That was why I’d brought up marrying her. So I did. I let him know about Detroit’s fuck-up and my precarious position. I cared about Ida Jane and wanted this marriage to be with her but that I’d messed up by blurting out my desire.

      “And now, she seems to think I was teasing her.”

      Cormac sighed. “If she likes you, which I’m pretty sure she does, she may think you’re making a play to get her into bed.”

      “I do want her in my bed,” I said. I made sure the back door was locked, and the lights were off.

      “Then you should tell her that. Just like you should tell her why you need to get married.”

      I stared out my glass patio doors toward the pool in my yard. “Won’t she think I’m weak? Unable to handle my affairs?”

      “I guess that’s possible. But I think that’s more likely to be your concern rather than hers. Look, women like a man to be honest. They want to know what you’re thinking and feeling. They love to talk about that shit…I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that negatively.”

      Keelie must be awake and listening.

      “You think my best course of action is to talk more?”

      “I think your next course of action is to help us win our game, then hire the best attorney in the country. After that, yeah, I think communicating is your best bet.”

      “I need to make this happen soon, Mac. My future could depend on Ida Jane’s answer.”

      Mac’s silence informed me of his reservations, but I hadn’t gotten to this level of success without pushing single-mindedly for what I wanted.
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      “And now, she seems to think I was teasing her,” Maxim said as I opened the bedroom door, planning to ask for some of his pants or boxers to go along with the shirt he’d given me. I held the handle with one hand, my other resting on the frame as I shamelessly eavesdropped.

      Oh my…Maxim was serious. He actually wanted to marry me.

      Me.

      Little ole Ida Jane Barlow from Clarendon, Texas.

      My jaw dropped so fast and hard, it popped. No. No way. He wanted me in his bed…

      I eased the door shut, worried Maxim would hear my panting breath. He wanted me. Not only did he want me in his bed, but he did also want to marry me.

      That thought swirled through my head all night, and, at first, I jumped up and down, flapping my hands. Giddy.

      A sexy-hawt man wanted to marry me. Sweet lord and apple pie—I fanned my face and then fell on the bed with a squeal into the pillow. As I calmed from the initial rush, though, thoughts of why Maxim would want to marry me made sleep near impossible.

      It had something to do with his sister; I was sure of that.

      How had she died? Something in Maxim’s eyes reminded me of one of my patients. He was nine, and he continued to blame himself for his father’s death. His dad had been driving him to get ice cream when a car ran a red light and slammed into the driver’s side, killing him.

      That little boy kept saying that if he hadn’t wanted ice cream, his dad would be alive.

      Maxim’s look mirrored my client’s when he’d mentioned Nadia.

      I needed to know what had happened to her. I pulled up my phone and did a search for Nadia Dolov. Nothing.

      Hmm…I’d been so sure I was right. I dozed around dawn and woke to an empty house. Maxim left a note in the kitchen, letting me know he was at practice. I took a rideshare back to my condo after I wrote him a thank-you note. Once I entered Millie’s apartment—with no Millie—I let myself cry. Then, I soaked in Millie’s jetted tub and pulled up some websites as I searched for a new place to live. Nothing good came up.

      The rest of the weekend passed in relative peace, interspersed with texts from Maxim, my first video chat with Millie, and a time to see the judge about my restraining order.

      Maybe I should have asked Maxim to meet me here—he would have. But I hadn’t wanted to be a bother…and I wanted to prove I could handle the situation myself. Still, telling my daddy would have been smart. Smarter than having a judge explain that “the man in question has no previous record, a stable job, and has in no other way been deemed a threat to society.”

      He peered at me over the top of his glasses, his mouth pressed in a thin line. “That said, I read the messages you included in your petition as well as the incident report you and Mr. Dolov filed, which is why I’m willing to grant you a temporary ex parte. You can refile in twenty days, and I’ll decide if a permanent protective order is necessary. However, I strongly doubt any further action will be needed.”

      Once I left the courtroom clutching my paperwork, I called my mama. The thing about Mama was, she knew something was bothering me.

      “I’m leaving the courthouse.”

      “Whyever would you do that?” she asked.

      “I got a temporary restraining order against Dillon.”

      At Mama’s demands for details, I filled her in. While I was talking, I glanced around…and right into Dillon’s eyes.

      My breath caught and my stomach clenched…rolled…dropped.

      No. You can’t be near me.

      He glared, nostrils flared. I stepped back, so that my back was tight against the wall.

      “Ida Jane?” Mama asked.

      “He’s here,” I whispered.

      “Who’s where?”

      “D-Dillon. At the courthouse.”

      “Get the hell away from that cretin,” Mama exclaimed. “I…”

      Dillon smirked, seeming to like my fear.

      “Get out of there, baby. Now. Go. Get. Away.”

      “Working on it, Mama.” I hustled out the main doors of the building and into the waiting rideshare. My legs gave out as I closed the door. I had to open it to snag my purse inside and onto my lap.

      “I’m safe,” I whispered.

      “You can’t stay there,” Mama said. “Come home—”

      “My clients, Mama. They need me. They’re just little kids.”

      “You’ll be no good to them if you’re hurt,” she snapped. Her voice trembled when she said, “Or worse.”

      “I’m going to move out of Millie’s condo this weekend.” Where to, I still didn’t know, but after seeing Dillon today, knowing he could find out where I lived, if he didn’t already know, I couldn’t stay there any longer.

      “What if he finds your work?”

      “There’s security.” I wanted to believe it was enough. Moving locations, falling into anonymity as one of the millions in the city would give me some measure of security. Plus, I had a restraining order.

      “You should take a leave of absence,” Mama said, still fretting. “Your safety’s too important to risk, Ida Jane!”

      “I met someone,” I said, mainly because I couldn’t talk more about Dillon. I smiled at my driver as I exited the vehicle, glad to be back in the relative safety of Millie’s condo. I headed inside the lobby doors quickly. Old Mrs. Gordon sat in her normal chair right by the doors.

      “You’re not even wearing stockings. What kind of lady goes out with bare legs? A hussy.”

      I rolled my eyes even as I offered a tight smile. Mrs. Gordon loved the 1950s—everything since was…

      “Such a travesty, what’s happening with the world today,” she said, right on cue.

      “Who’s that?” Mama asked.

      “A neighbor.”

      “Well, I don’t want to talk about stockings and the country’s shortcomings right now. I want to hear more about this young man you’ve met and to make sure you’re safe and got a plan to stay safe.”

      “I am, Mama.” I paused, but she’d calm down if I shared the next bit. “He said I could stay with him for a little bit. He’s got a nice house and a good security system.”

      “Hmmm. When did y’all meet? What does he look like? What does he do?”

      “Is he a criminal?” Mrs. Gordon asked.

      I laughed. “Not a criminal.”

      “Steer clear of those men, Ms. Barlow. Criminals love you and leave you,” Mrs. Gordon warbled. “Such a travesty.”

      “She’s got that right,” Mama said.

      “He’s a hockey player,” I said. I chose not to tell Mama I’d only met him last week—no reason for her to worry more than she already was. “I like his eyes. They’re this pale blue…” I shivered, remembering the feel of Maxim’s gaze as it drifted over my skin. It had been electric. Like a physical touch.

      I pressed the button to the elevator. It opened immediately, and I headed up to my floor.

      “Hockey. That’s different, but you know your daddy likes sports. I’m sure he can fit in a few more games a week,” she said, her voice dry.

      “I…like him.”

      “I should hope so, especially if y’all are thinking of living together, even if it’s just as roommates.”

      I shuffled into the apartment, making sure to lock the deadbolt and put on the chain—just as I had all week. “He’s moving faster than I am.”

      “Ah.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Means you’re dragging your feet because you’re worried about whether you have impaired judgment after dating that…that dufus.”

      Millie had said something similar on Friday.

      “I don’t know, Mama. I mean, I need to be sure.”

      “My lovely girl, there’s no such thing as sure in life. If you love him and he loves you, if you respect him and he respects you, then you’re better off than most.”

      Mama just added more thoughts to my swirl. After we hung up, I texted Maxim good luck in his game. I watched it, more excited than I’d ever been at my brother’s games. I cheered and danced when the Wildcatters scored.

      I texted Maxim great game and fell asleep, clutching my phone…not because I wanted him to text me back…

      Or because I was terrified Dillon would show up in the middle of the night.
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        * * *

      

      Mama’s and my fear turned to reality Monday afternoon when Dillon caught me on the way out of my work building.

      “Finally,” Dillon snarled, and he gripped my arm. “I wondered if that hockey player locked you away.” Dillon squeezed harder, to the point I cried out, shocked by the ache through my muscle and into my bone.

      “Let go,” I yelled.

      “You don’t tell me what to do. You’re nothing without me, Ida. Nothing. Clearly, you need a lesson to remember that.” Dillon shook me and I reeled back, intent to get away…and ran my cheek into the edge of the metal door frame. Pain exploded.

      “God. You’re so stupid,” Dillon sneered.

      I blinked through the haze of pain, trying to grasp the change in him. I’d dated Dillon for years and never seen the brutality he now exhibited. My muddled mind couldn’t merge the disinterested former lover with this vicious man.

      “Is there a problem?” The security guard for the building stepped forward, hitching his pants as he glanced between us. His name tag read Paul.

      Of course there was a problem—Dillon was squeezing my arm and my head throbbed. Tears streamed down my cheeks.

      Sweat glistened on the guard’s forehead, and it wasn’t just from the heat. The wrinkles around his eyes and mouth grew more prominent, his bald head gleaming with perspiration. I knew what he was thinking because I was thinking the same thing: Dillon hurt me. He might hurt others. Please don’t let him have a gun.

      The security guard’s eyes darted around, as if seeking hiding places. There were few; safety was back inside the modern building behind us, and that was more glass than steel. Would bullets shatter it? Hurt the innocent people inside? I licked my lips, cringing from the strange feeling of my fattened lip, peering out of my swelling eye.

      My cheek already burned, and I tasted blood. “He’s hurting me.”

      Because I wouldn’t have slammed into the door frame if he hadn’t made me feel so unsafe.

      The guard cleared his throat as his hand hovered over his weapon. “Back off, son.”

      Dillon squeezed my arm even harder, and I screamed as my flesh contorted under his cruel fingers. A woman exiting the building pulled out her phone and pressed a button as she darted back inside.

      “Come with me,” Dillon snarled.

      “No!” The word was so high and loud, it shredded my throat.

      “You don’t tell me no! I tell you no,” Dillon snapped.

      “Let her go, buster,” the security guard said. “Now.”

      Dillon leaned in closer, squeezed harder. “This isn’t over, Ida.”

      Oh…oh…God. Dillon flung me away, and I stumbled back into the security guard’s thick chest, clutching my arm. I heaved a sob as shock took over the pain. By the time I caught my breath, Dillon had disappeared.

      “Come back inside, ma’am. We need to report this.”

      The security guard helped me back into the building. His eyes were kind but filled with speculation—no doubt he was wondering if Dillon would be back, and if he’d hurt me again. I was, too. I shivered so hard that walking was challenging. Paul cupped the elbow of my good arm, and my messenger bag banged against my quivering leg.

      “I called the police,” the woman said. She darted forward and pressed a cool can of soda to my cheek. “Best I could do. I can’t believe the bastard accosted you like that. In broad daylight.” Her fear rippled outward, merging with mine. We were supposed to be safe during the day. But I wasn’t, not if Dillon didn’t fear consequences—and why would he? Up until now, there never had been any in his life.

      I’d played the fawning girlfriend for years. I’d broken the pattern, refused to participate in his game. He’d made it clear in those awful texts and now, in person, that he refused to abide by my new rules—or my wishes.

      I collapsed into the chair Paul pulled out for me at the kiosk that served as the information center for the building and his desk. He and the woman fussed over me as we waited for an officer to arrive.

      I gritted my teeth, not wanting to go through whatever this process was, but knowing that I had to document Dillon’s behavior if I were to have any way to stop it. Not that I expected the police to do much.

      I sucked in a long, hard breath. I’d just become a statistic.

      Fumbling, I pulled my phone from my back pocket and dialed Millie’s number. Then, I remembered she was gone.

      My cheek throbbed. My eye had already swelled shut, and I lost vision on my left side. My right arm burned, matching my bruised and swollen right hand. 

      “I need you,” I whispered into the phone.

      But Millie wasn’t there. No one was. I dropped the phone onto my lap.

      A text alert with Maxim’s name flashed on my screen. He asked about my day. Maybe I was terrified of being without Millie, and that’s why I answered.

      Dillon came to my office. He threatened me and grabbed me.

      My phone rang within seconds.

      “Are you okay?” Maxim asked.

      Though his words were more guttural, the tone clipped, warmth blossoming out of the frigidity that encased my midsection. He was worried about me.

      “I am.” I so wasn’t. “Paul—that’s the security guard—stopped him from dragging me off.”

      “But not before he grabbed you and you hit your face,” Paul added.

      I tried to glare, but I failed.

      “Fuck! I’m traveling tonight, so I can’t be there—”

      “What could you possibly do?” I asked.

      “Go to my house. Stay there tonight.”

      I’d been thinking of Maxim’s offer before, when I talked to Mama this weekend, but I’d decided not to get Maxim more involved in my life. It was a mess. I was a mess.

      “I couldn’t—”

      “Please, Ida Jane. I’d feel so much better knowing you’re in a place where Dillon can’t get to you. And I’m getting you a bodyguard to watch out for you at work.”

      My life had shifted so much. Millie was gone; I was alone. Maxim offered a safe place to stay, which I needed. My only other option was to tuck my tail and return to my parents’ ranch in Clarendon. Mama would fuss and Daddy would bluster and worry, but they wouldn’t be able to protect me when I returned to Houston.

      I had a career here, a life. The kids needed me, and I didn’t want to disappoint them. But Dillon had shattered the thin veil of security I’d walked around with, and my fear crept closer with the darkening sky.

      “Okay.”
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      Aggression poured off me all game. Ida Jane had been hurt, and by a man I’d let walk away from her a few days ago. If I’d broken his kneecap or elbow, he wouldn’t have been able to scare her, harm her. 

      Like Nadia. My beautiful sister had been small, fragile, beautiful, too. I would always miss her, and I would always blame myself for her death. 

      I told myself that was why I wouldn’t let something terrible happen to Ida Jane. After sitting too many minutes in the penalty box, gritting my teeth as Anaheim scored a goal, I came out and skated well, played aggressively. I enjoyed slamming a few players into the boards and scrapping for the puck, which I won more often than not.

      My energy was nearly as high as my frustration, and I refused to lose, which was how I managed to outmaneuver Anaheim and ensure Naese scored on my hard pass that went between a player’s legs.

      Coach Whittaker pulled me aside as soon as our locker room doors slid shut behind the team. This building wasn’t as nice as ours back in Houston. That smell—sweaty socks and jockstraps—permeated the very walls. I wrinkled my nose, but I also found it soothing. Hockey had always been my outlet.

      “Anything I need to know?” Coach asked.

      I considered that for a long moment before I met his concerned gaze. Silas was the youngest coach in the league. He wasn’t yet forty, but he seemed both in optimal shape and wise enough to keep us in line. I respected him, having learned so much from him about being a responsible player and a solid teammate. “Possibly. Not yet.”

      Silas’s eyebrow rose. “Ah. Your woman?”

      “Ida Jane.”

      “How’s that going?”

      I cleared my throat, not wanting to mention my botched first attempt at a marriage proposal. “She’s hurt. Scared. By her ex.”

      “That explains your play.” Coach tapped his clipboard against his thigh. “See if you can get her to stay with you, Maxim. The better we sell this to the bureaucrat and resolve this Green Card situation, the faster we can return our focus where it belongs—to winning this season.”

      I rocked back on my skates. I hadn’t been thinking about my potential deportation, but I needed to take that seriously. “Have you heard anything?”

      This time, Coach frowned. “No, which is why I’m worried—and why I think you need to marry that woman as soon as possible. Like, tomorrow. And based on what you just told me, that’s in her best interest, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Stol fished for information on the flight home, so I explained the situation with Ida Jane. Cormac must have heard part of it because he leaned forward from across the aisle. “Ida Jane went to dinner with Keelie tonight. They’re both staying at my place.”

      “Good,” I said. “I was worried about that. I don’t want the douchebag near her. I lined her up a bodyguard. He starts tomorrow.”

      Cormac nodded, his expression tense. “You think the ex is going to settle down?”

      I simply raised an eyebrow. Cormac cursed. “I don’t want him to hurt Keelie.”

      “That’s why I’m getting her round-the-clock security.” I didn’t want Dillon running around loose, hurting anyone.

      “Thanks, man,” Cormac said, blowing out a breath. “Appreciate you thinking about Keelie, too.”

      “Course. She deserves to be safe.”

      I flexed my hands, which had been clenched in fists for so long that the tips of my fingers were numb. I hated bullies—because of Nadia—but also because of the havoc they continued to wreak on my friends. These men were my family, and not even a close relationship with Ida Jane would save Millie from my wrath if she hurt Stol. He might be a charming playboy, but he was a good man. Millie would not fuck him over.

      Stol’s screen lit up and a beatific expression bloomed on his face.

      “I gave Millie your digits,” Stol said. Concern etched into his forehead. “Maybe she can give you some pointers.”

      My phone rang with an unknown number. I answered, casting a surreptitious look at the coaching staff. “Dolov.”

      “Max.” A shiver ran up my neck—I hated the shortened version of my name. “What’s going on with Idge?”

      “Not sure. Ida Jane’s hurt. Dillon got to her—”

      Millie cursed. “That guy…I hate that he knows where she lives. At least she’s moving soon.”

      “She is?” I asked, distracted.

      “She has to be out of my place by the end of the month, but she hasn’t found a place she likes.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” I said. A plan unfurled in my mind.

      “I can’t leave my project,” Millie said with a deep, long sigh. “I want to. Gosh, I want to be there for her…”

      “Let me talk to her,” Stol begged, grabbing at my phone.

      “I popped out of a meeting, but I’ll call Ida Jane later,” Millie rushed to say, so I was sure she’d heard Stol’s request. I’d consider why she was avoiding my teammate later—and do him a solid of getting him back in Millie’s good graces once Ida Jane was safe. Her well-being was paramount.

      “Call me instead,” I said. “I’m going to talk her into moving in with me.”

      Millie snorted. “Good luck with that. Idge is freaking out that she’s already made a terrible decision with Dillon. No way she’ll hop into a house-share, let alone bed with you.”

      Damn. I’d been afraid Ida Jane would think like that. Made sense, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.

      Stol reached for my phone, which I let him have. He glanced at the blank screen and cursed. Millie had already hung up. “She’s ignoring me.”
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        Ida Jane

      

      

      Hanging out with the other women dating Wildcatters players made a nervous sweat bloom over my skin. Keelie had called to ask me to dinner soon after Maxim’s call, and while there, we’d hit it off. I’d stayed with her at Cormac’s home that night, sleeping better than I had since the night of my birthday. So, when she asked me to watch the game the next night with some of the Wildcatter wives, I couldn’t say no.

      I didn’t want to say no. Spending time with these women was infinitely better than returning to Millie’s condo or Maxim’s large house. Even if I did have a security guard trailing my every move during the day, I’d never felt so alone.

      “I’m not sure how you talked me into this,” I said when Keelie picked me up from work the next evening. We drove to Naomi’s, the goalie’s wife, where we planned to watch the game. The security guard Maxim had hired drove in the car behind us. He was big, with cool, assessing eyes, and very polite. He made me nervous, too.

      “Well, I’m new, too, so I figured we’d be freaked out together,” Keelie said. “Plus, you’re my roomie now.”

      “Just until Cormac returns,” I said. “Then I’ll head back to my place.”

      No, I wouldn’t. I’d never feel safe there again. Plus, the subletter moved in at the beginning of the month. Worry burbled through my gut and I had to swallow it down.

      “Okay, so that’s on Thursday. You have a little time, and I’ll be glad for the company. So, what’s going on with you and Maxim?” she asked.

      I scooched down in my seat with a sigh. “I’m just Maxim’s feel-good project.”

      “That isn’t true. Maxim told Cormac he likes you. I heard him on the phone.” Keelie chewed her lip. “I’m nervous. Naomi’s fun, but she’s loud and asks a lot of questions…”

      I perked up. “I have an enormous family with tons of nosy women. Those I know how to handle. Consider me your wing woman.”

      “That would be amazing. I think Naomi and I could be great friends once I figure out how to handle her.”

      I giggled, but it turned into a groan. “Don’t make me laugh. The bruises hurt.”

      “Sorry.”

      Naomi stood with the wood-and-mullion glass door open and waved with her right hand, a margarita in her left. She wore glitzy sandals and a romper that flowed over her figure. 

      “This is going to be crazy,” Keelie said, glancing back to the driveway.

      My bodyguard opened my car door and stood nearby. “You need anything else, Ms. Barlow?”

      “We’re good.”

      He nodded. “Well, as soon as you’re inside, that’s a wrap for me. Someone will be at your office to walk you up tomorrow.”

      I nodded, but I planned to talk to Maxim about the security—it was too much.

      “Yay, you’re here!” Naomi beamed. “Nicole brought a margarita machine, so that’s going to mean loose lips and a hangover tomorrow.” Naomi’s grin faded as she caught sight of my battered face. 

      “Who the hell did this to you?” she demanded. 

      “My ex—”

      “Did Maxim beat the shit out of him?” Naomi remained stiff, her expression furious.

      I shook my head. “No, the rat bastard ran away cuz he’s a cowardly sack of horseshit. No offense to horses. But now I have security—courtesy of Maxim.”

      Naomi sniffed, her disdain clear in every line of her expression and body. “Horses should be offended. When the police find the man, I want a turn.” She curled her lip, anger vibrating off her. “My boyfriend in college hit me. If Mimi hadn’t come home in time…” She guzzled her margarita.

      “I’m sorry that happened to you,” I said, touching Naomi’s shoulder.

      We shared a long look, cementing a bond that only women who’d gone through such trauma understood. Naomi’s eyes shuttered for a moment as if she were packing away her terrible memories, then she brightened.

      “Sorry, that was a lot for the welcome committee. Come on in. Hey, girls! Keelie’s here with Maxim’s CAT.” Naomi winked. “Mimi, be sure to lay off on the questions. Ida Jane’s face got stomped.”

      Mimi turned out to be a younger, more curvaceous version of Naomi. She hugged both Keelie and me and chattered pretty much nonstop about nothing. But she was sweet and thoughtful, happy to ask and answer her own questions.

      “I’m Nicole,” a sleek brunette said. “I’m Quentin’s wife. He’s one of the D-men.” She walked in from the open-concept living area toward the kitchen, where the rest of us stood. The spaces were large and ornate. The wood floors were polished and covered in thick rugs, while the farmhouse-style kitchen boasted soft blue walls and dark wood farm doors. A huge TV took up most of one wall in the living area, a gas fireplace another, and windows occupied the last one. Three large white leather couches were situated to ensure an optimal TV-watching experience. 

      Once Nicole shook both our hands, she pulled her hair up into a messy bun and dug through the bag Keelie had brought with her and set on the end table in the living room. “Ooh, Keelie’s my new favorite person,” she said. “She went to Sephora.”

      “Was I supposed to bring something?” I asked, my stomach dipping.

      “You did,” Mimi chirped. “Yourself. Next time, you’ll probably get booze duty.” She waved her hand. “It all works out in the wash.”

      “Lemme see.” Naomi dove into the bag headfirst. 

      I inched closer to Keelie and Mimi. “Do they do this for every away game?”

      “No,” Nicole said. “But we like to when we can. Quentin and I have three kids, and I like to be there at bedtime because he can’t. But he’s about to retire—or be forced to, thanks to his shoulder.” She grimaced. “And he’s not happy about it. He’s going to want to stay in the industry, and we both like the club here. We’re hoping Coach Whittaker and Gunnar Evaldson—that’s the Wildcatters’ owner—will ask him to stay on as a defensive coach, but we haven’t gotten there yet.” 

      “The thing you have to know about hockey is that the roster changes pretty much every year,” Naomi said. She opened one of the exfoliating creams and sniffed. “You didn’t need to go this all-out, but we’re going to appreciate how great our skin looks.” She smiled at Keelie who let out a long, nearly-silent sigh of relief.

      “Did you see this eye cream?” Nicole asked. “Girls, our men are going to lose their minds when they see us on Thursday.”

      “Let’s get you girls some drinks and dive into one of those facial masques. “I have dibs on the Green Tea and Honey,” Naomi said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Maxim

          

        

      

    

    
      I drove to Ida Jane’s office on Thursday afternoon, annoyed she’d shifted her plans and stayed with Keelie the last couple of nights. We’d returned in the early hours of the morning after another away game, and I was glad to be back home. Today, I planned to talk to Ida Jane’s boss and whoever else I needed to about security. I wasn’t willing to take any more chances. Dillon had proven he was dangerous.

      Ida Jane’s offices were in Houston’s second downtown area near the Galleria. Unlike the buildings downtown that required parking garages, this area had large parking lots next to each structure with delivery lanes. I pulled my Mercedes EQS coupe into the delivery lane, unwilling to wait another minute to see my girl.

      I talked to the security guard at the front kiosk and received a pass for clearance up to Ida Jane’s floor. The world blossomed with more color when I stepped into her office, my gaze homing in on her immediately. Horror overpowered my anger. Half of her beautiful face was swollen, black and purple.

      I didn’t even notice the small child at one of the easels until I almost tripped over the kid.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Mind if I talk to my girl…er, Ida…er, Miss…” What did the kids call her?

      “You’re Miss Ida’s boyfriend?” she asked. She had a lisp and two missing front teeth.

      “I am.”

      “You’re big.”

      “I am.”

      “She said you didn’t hit her.”

      “I would never, ever hurt Ida Jane.”

      “Do you hurt other people?”

      I considered that. “Sometimes. When they deserve it. Almost always that other person—a man—does something first. Like hurts my friend.”

      “Okay.” The child turned back to her painting; her small, dark hands splattered in paint. I stared at the kid for a minute, wondering what the hell just happened, before refocusing on Ida Jane.

      I reached for her with shaking hands. “What did he do to you?” I breathed. My fingers barely skimmed the surface of her skin, which ran hot and seemed too tight.

      “Ah, krasivaya.” I dropped my hand and then my head, letting my cheek rest against the crown of her warm, silky curls as I embraced her. Even as a fierce battle raged within me, I kept my touch gentle. I wanted to destroy Dillon.

      Hitting a woman, someone who weighed barely more than a child, was disgusting. All that it proved was that he wasn’t worthy of the title of man and wasn’t capable of humanity or decency. I detested him with as much passion as I hated my sister’s murderer, his belief that he could just take whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted.

      Nadia. I sucked in a long, slow breath. She had been so lovely once. Like Ida Jane. Bright, happy—then a man took that, her very life, from her. I’d played a part in her horror by begging Nadia to leave him.

      If I hadn’t, maybe my sister would still be alive. I bit the inside of my cheek, focusing on the point of pain to keep myself from letting the bitterness of those memories spill over on Ida Jane.

      My greatest hope was that one day, those despicable excuses for humanity would reap what they’d sown. I wanted him tortured by absolute hellfire.

      Ida Jane glanced up at me, fidgety even as her single open eye darkened with desire. Why did she fight me—us—so? Because of Dillon? Yet another reason to hate the man.

      “I’m all right. Stop fussing, Maxim. I’m not broken, and this’ll heal soon.”

      “I can fuss if I want to. Now, let me take you home and pamper you.”

      She shook her head, but her bruises brushed my shoulder, making her wince.

      “I need to finish my session with Loulie.”

      I pulled back, sorrow and concern washing over me. These emotions were intense. I didn’t know what to do with them, where to put them, which meant I just had to feel them. I hated that more.

      “Hey,” I said.

      She looked up at me, naked need burning in her expression. After a long moment, I shook my head.

      “I’ll wait,” I said.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      She moved back toward the little girl, talking to her about her painting. I moved to leave the room.

      “Will you stay?” Loulie asked shyly.

      “Me?” I asked, pointing to my chest.

      “Yes.”

      Ida Jane looked gobsmacked before she shifted her expression into one of neutrality and tipped her head toward the adult-size chairs in front of her desk. There were four small, colorful plastic chairs and a table in the center of the room, then more easels and a large chalkboard wall. She had another long table with craft supplies on the final wall. Her desk was in the corner, as unobtrusive as possible, with the chair I sat in.

      “What does this mean?” Ida Jane asked, pointing at…a blob. The kid had slapped a lot of color on the page, and it all ran together in a torrent down into the trough at the bottom of the easel. I settled back in the chair, enjoying getting to see this side of Ida Jane.

      “Well, at first it was my uncle.” She shivered in a way that told me—without any other comment that the uncle was a first-class bastard. Dammit. Now, I wanted to pummel some man I’d never met before into a pulp.

      “But then, I heard what your boyfriend said, and I decided I like him better.”

      “Than your uncle?” Ida Jane asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because even though your boyfriend is big, he’s nice.” The little girl shot me a glance under her lashes.

      “Oh? How can you tell?” Ida Jane asked.

      “His eyes. See how they’re so shiny? Not dark…no that’s not the right word.” She scrunched her whole face tight, like a fist. “Shut. Like a door.”

      I swallowed, realizing this child understood a lot about human nature—more than she had the words to explain.

      “So if you see someone with shut-door eyes, what would you do?” Ida Jane asked.

      The little girl rubbed her toe in a glob of paint. “I want to run away, but I can’t because then my mommy would be scared.”

      Ida Jane brought the little girl over to a large pad of paper and together the two of them brainstormed options. When she skipped out of the room twenty minutes later, she waved goodbye to me, a smile on her face.

      “Are all the kids you see like that one?”

      “No. Some have been through a lot more trauma,” Ida Jane said.

      I hummed. “Why would you want to hear about that?”

      Ida Jane gathered the papers she and Loulie had worked on and neatened them into a manilla file folder on her desk.

      “Why wouldn’t I want to help kids move past their trauma and go on to lead happy, productive lives?”

      Well, when she put it like that, I couldn’t think of a reason. She clearly cared about her small ward and seemed to find satisfaction in what she did.

      Ida Jane finished writing something, all the while casting me glances. She signed the bottom of the page and glanced over again, only to catch me staring at her. She blushed and dropped her gaze, trying to concentrate on her paperwork.

      I studied her as she moved to another page. She’d buttoned her blouse to her collarbone and wore a thin cardigan over the silky material. Nothing about her clothing was salacious, but my thoughts and my gaze were. 

      I hissed out a breath. “You look hot sitting there.”

      Her breath hitched. She licked her lips as her pen slid from her fingers. Oh, yeah, she wanted me, too. Maybe if I nudged her a bit more…

      “I do not—” She began, faltering when I rose from the chair.

      “To me, you do.” I stalked forward so that I leaned over her desk, my long arms clasping the opposite edges of the metal. My breath tickled her skin, causing goosebumps to appear as she parted her lips.

      “You want me, too, Ida Jane. We will be so good together. All you have to do is agree to marry me…”

      My voice was low, soothing. Her dilated pupils said she struggled to resist me. I inched forward until our lips touched, then I slid the tip of my tongue to her lower lip. She whimpered even as she shifted closer.

      I took my time, but I was thorough as I traced first her lower lip then the upper one. Ida Jane’s breath turned choppy as desire bloomed through me.

      “I don’t understand why you even brought up marriage. Why would we need to do that? Mama would probably be fine with me living with you, but my family believes in marriage being forever,” she murmured against my lips. She pulled back, her expression was filled with concern. I noted the spark of hope deep in her eye. “And Mama’s opinion matters to me.”

      “We can explain the situation—let them know we’re helping each other.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand how.”

      And I didn’t want to tell her that I needed her to solidify my immigration status, so I settled for a half-truth that didn’t hurt my pride.

      “I want you in my bed. Now. With chemistry like ours, we’ll be hotter than the sun. What more do we need?”

      She cleared her throat, and I saw the effort it took for her to speak the next words. “Love, Maxim. Those people committed to each other because of love.”

      I barely bit back a snort, which I knew would have cost me her agreement.

      “For many, that comes in time,” I said.

      She swallowed and I let my thumbs follow the line of her throat.

      “Lust fizzles,” she whispered.

      I stepped in closer so that she had to tilt her head back. I cupped her neck, supporting it, and leaned in so I could brush my lips along the soft skin of her unblemished cheek.

      “You think that this—the heat between us—will ease?” I flicked my tongue at the corner of her lips, and she gasped. I kissed the spot, electricity shooting down my spine. She shivered as she clutched me. I might need a wife to keep me from immigration court and deportation, but I desired Ida Jane. I wanted her to agree to my proposal because she wanted me just as much.

      “Ida Jane?”

      My gaze shot to an older woman in a no-nonsense suit who’d paused in the doorway. Her eyes went wide when she saw me embracing Ida Jane.

      “Oh, um, well. I’ll just…”

      Ida Jane shifted as she cleared her throat.

      “Olive, this is Maxim Dolov. He’s my…”

      “Boyfriend,” I cut in. I’d pivoted from her desk and moved toward Olive, my hand outstretched, my expression neutral. Tension still coiled in my back, under my T-shirt. “Though I hope to be more than that soon. Much more.” I shot Ida Jane a fiery look and she shivered. Oh, yes, she lusted for me. Why wouldn’t she just give in to that need?

      No, what Ida Jane and I shared was pure. Real. The heat of it burned away any lies, stripping us down to our most basic responses.

      I wanted her. She wanted me. But instead of giving in, I had to play a game of chase, of courting. One I didn’t have time to execute. So, I did what I always did in this situation. Just like on the ice, I played hard, fast, and dirty.

      “What are you doing?” Ida Jane asked.

      “I met her on her birthday,” I said with an adoring look toward Ida Jane. “But it was I who received the best present.”

      “That’s so sweet.” Olive’s expression turned wistful, her brown eyes still wide.

      I leaned in a little to say more conspiratorially, “I knew the moment I met her she was the woman for me.” That was true, but I also knew that I’d need to make sure I’d laid a trail for Maurice Lambert to follow. “So, I plan to be around a lot to prove to her that she can trust her heart with me.”

      “Maxim.” Ida Jane paused, appearing unsure of what to say next. Because she wanted me to win her over? The dazedness of her expression when I touched her, the way she wavered when I expressed my need to have her in my bed every night and in my life, told me that she’d already fantasized about those things.

      Her mind and heart weren’t as ready to take the leap as her body, but I’d continue to seduce her until the rest of her caught up.

      “We haven’t made it official because of her ex. She’s worried about how he’ll react to the news, but we will, and soon,” I continued. “There’s no way I can keep my feelings for her secret.” I threw her a grin over my shoulder, loving this charade.

      She wanted to kick my ass. I adored her passion, her fire—it called to me as it had from the moment that I saw her giving Dillon such hell. Then I shifted from flirting with my woman to all business.

      “That’s part of why I’m here,” I said to Olive. “I wanted to talk to you about her safety.”
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      “Thank you for humoring Maxim, Olive,” Ida Jane said, her elbow sharp in my ribs, causing me to wince. She would not let me off the hook in what she considered a presumptuous takeover of her autonomy. I got that. But I wasn’t letting anything else happen to my krasivaya. Yes, the term of endearment had stuck because Ida Jane was beautiful to me.

      I’d tell her so as soon as we were alone, and I’d kiss her into docility. At least, I had to hope our mutual passion would work its magic this time as well. My bag of tricks was pretty empty when it came to Ida Jane Barlow.

      Olive tipped her head to the side and simpered. “I did no such thing. He makes good points.” She straightened and turned back into the no-nonsense administrator I knew well. “We want you safe, Ida Jane, and having additional security on this floor will help the kids who come in here feel safe, too, thanks to Maxim’s generosity.”

      Ida Jane inhaled through her nose, then offered what was supposed to be a smile but was more like a gnashing of teeth.

      “I’ll look these new files over tonight, and we can have Sonya schedule the kids as soon as soon as I set up an intake plan.”

      “Good. Great.” Olive faced me, still awestruck. “Um, maybe you could get us tickets to the game sometime. I’m sure the kids would love that. The adults, too.”

      “I’ll see what the organization can do,” I said though I wanted to remain silent because I hated the requests—just as I hated fawning fans.

      I played hockey. I was good at it. I’d barely scraped out enough of an education to get my GED here. I was no one’s version of success, and I wasn’t willing to pretend otherwise.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Ida Jane chirped, filling the growing silence.

      With one last longing look, Olive trotted off.

      I took Ida Jane’s elbow and led her down the hall toward the elevator.

      “Why’d you shut down like that?” she asked, peering up at me.

      “Because your boss liked the idea of me—the professional athlete—not me.”

      “Ah.” She relayed so much in that single syllable.

      “Did you stay indoors like we talked about?” I asked. The elevator doors opened, and we stepped inside.

      “Yes, and that means I didn’t get my walk at lunch.”

      Her pout was adorable and caused my mood to lift. “I have a home gym. You can use any of the equipment in there.”

      “I don’t like being followed all the time, and I like to walk in the sunshine. I don’t need fancy machines, and I can’t handle the constant hovering.”

      Ida Jane felt her prison as much as Nadia had. In fact, Nadia had said something similar the last time I saw her, when I begged her to leave that man. She’d wanted to. With Ida Jane, I was using her dislike of the box Dillon wrapped around her to nudge her toward my plan.

      I shifted as a frisson of remorse slithered through me. Perhaps I should simply tell Ida Jane the truth—all of it—and let her decide based on the facts. I might lose her—I shot her a side-glance—but I might not. She cared about me already, just as I cared for her.

      That was more than enough for a foundation for a marriage.

      I nodded, considering. “We compromised on the security already—it’ll just be at work. We can walk my property. Maybe the neighborhood.” I’d get her a Taser. And a dog. A big one. Yes, that would be smart, but not enough. Still, I had to respect Ida Jane’s limits, and a full-time bodyguard had pushed those too far.

      “But—”

      “Do you like yoga?”

      She snapped her mouth shut and nodded, red creeping up her neck. “Sure. It’s good for staying limber.”

      I wanted to watch her shove that sweet ass up in the air. In fact, I’d pay good money for that delectable show. I cleared my throat, trying to think of something other than grasping her shapely hips and pulling her tight against my front. Because, fuck, if that wasn’t my new favorite fantasy.

      I’d had a phone meeting with my lawyer on the way over to pick up Ida Jane. The most pertinent piece of information: I needed this marriage. Soon. As in, now. I wanted that, and not just because I worried if I were sent back to Russia, that I’d never leave that country again.

      “You’re coming home with me,” I snapped. “I’m worried that slime is skulking.”

      Ida Jane pursed her lips but grimaced again. “My head hurts too much to argue right now.”

      Ida Jane’s good eye opened wider as she scurried around me toward my car in the delivery lane. She slid into the supple seat while I took her bag and shut her door with a careful click. After stowing her belongings in the trunk, I rounded the car and observed the area. A shadow slid further back into the building’s recessed exterior. Bingo.

      I’d been sure the little shit wouldn’t be able to keep from checking up on her. From what Ida Jane had told me, he considered Ida Jane his—much like my sister’s boyfriend had deemed Nadia his. Men like that liked to know where the women they’d fixated on were.

      And I was the X-factor for both Nadia and Ida Jane. My presence posed a threat to their total control of their victims. That led to Nadia’s death—it wouldn’t lead to Ida Jane’s. I wouldn’t let it.

      I entered my car and dialed the detective who was working on Ida Jane’s case. Yes, I knew who that was. No, I wasn’t the least bit ashamed that I’d bribed and bullied my way into the information.

      “Dillon Wallenbach is at Ida Jane’s workplace,” I stated to his voicemail. She gasped, her fingers to her lips as she peered through the window, searching for him. “You need to tail her if you want to find him.”

      I hung up and pulled away from the curb.

      “Are you sure, Maxim? I mean, really?”

      “I’m sure,” I growled.

      “But…”

      I pointed to the spot and waited. Ida Jane caught her breath and cringed, sinking back into the seat as she found his body tucked back amongst the shadows of the building.

      “He’s dangerous, and he’s fixated on you. I’m not willing to take chances with your safety. I know just how vicious such men can be.”

      The unbruised side of her face tugging into a frown. “And how’s that?”

      I took a deep breath as I slid to a stop at a light. “Because my sister dated a man like Dillon. A man who killed her.”
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      Whatever I’d expected Maxim to say, it wasn’t that. He’d told me Nadia was dead, but—murdered? Without thinking, I reached over and gripped his hand in mine. “I’m so sorry.”

      Maxim’s dark eyes shimmered in the late-afternoon light. “Thank you.”

      “I know you loved her—I could tell in the photos in your living room.”

      He nodded.

      “What was she like?”

      “Smart, fun. Full of laughter. Her smile was beautiful. She was tall for a woman.” Maxim’s eyes narrowed as he shifted the car into gear and pulled away. “The man took advantage of us being alone, of Nadia’s loneliness and youth.”

      We traveled in silence as I assimilated what he’d told me.

      “She was much like you.” He shot me a quick glance before returning his gaze to the road. “A bright spot in the world. Witty. Charming. Lovely.”

      My breath stuttered at the compliments, my body warming and relaxing. I loved Maxim’s gruff voice, his clipped words. His forearm flexed as he shifted gears as we entered the highway.

      “She was seven years older than me. Our parents weren’t any good. My mom was dead, and my dad mostly dead to drink by the time I was old enough to remember. Nadia was scared, desperate. And this man came along. He treated her so good, she said. He took her to dinners, bought her clothing, brought her to his place and didn’t want her to leave.”

      “Classic manipulation,” I whispered. I looked out the window with a deep sigh. Hadn’t I fallen for the same behaviors with Dillon? If Millie hadn’t clung so tightly to me, insisting I live with her, would I still be my ex’s kept plaything? Sadly, I thought I would because I wouldn’t have seen the cage locking around me.

      “Not unlike what you’ve done with me,” I continued.

      “What?”

      I plucked at the seat belt. “You want me to stay with you. You didn’t want me to stay with Keelie.”

      “Is that why you did? To prove I’m not manipulating you?” Maxim made a noise deep in his throat and his expression turned murderous. I’d offended him because now he thought I’d put him in the same boat as Dillon.

      Which I kind of had. I mean, I had a bad track record with men.

      As Millie would say, a sample size of one didn’t count as anything. I needed more data—more boyfriends—to establish a pattern.

      “You’re angry,” I said.

      “Damn straight. And you seem to be waiting for me to blow up—to respond like a dick-bag psycho murderer,” he gritted through clenched teeth.

      I considered that. “Possibly. I mean, it’s what’s happened in the past and we tend to base future outcomes on past experiences.”

      Maxim didn’t bother to answer me, but I noted his jaw ticking. I sucked my lower lip into my mouth, considering my training and what I could do to break my cycle of thoughts and behavior. Not every man was like Dillon. My father and brothers weren’t. Maxim didn’t seem to be.

      I’d ignored my instincts with Dillon, thrilled he’d wanted me. I was trying not to ignore them with Maxim, but they weren’t telling me anything useful.

      “I didn’t notice the isolation, the undercutting of my confidence and value,” I said. I clenched my hands into fists, wincing when the bruises pulled tight.

      “Yes, that’s what happened with Nadia. But she was responsible for me. She saw me while he was at work, but he didn’t like that. So eventually, she visited in secret—when she was supposed to be buying groceries. I begged her to leave him. She’d been so happy in the beginning, but by the end, all her light was gone.”

      I got the sense Maxim hadn’t spoken about this before—maybe not to anyone. I was honored and humbled he trusted me, but I also understood the story demanded release. Maxim needed to be free of its burden. I bit my lip, wincing as the bruised tissue shifted. Silence hung around us.

      Grief bled into his expression, turning it bleak. I didn’t like him like this, and all I could think about was comforting him, so I laid my palm over his wrist. The sinew shifted and I noted his strength. He was big, thick—immovable. Yet, he was so human with his pain and his uncertainties.

      I never would have guessed Maxim Dolov felt so deeply. But I knew how deceiving looks could be.

      “If I hadn’t begged her to leave, she’d still be alive,” he said into the burgeoning silence.

      “You don’t know that,” I said. How could he? But Maxim was a protector—he played one on the ice, sure, but it was carved deep inside him, no doubt because of his home life. His innate need to protect me and his teammates probably stemmed from Nadia’s death.

      And while Maxim hadn’t said so, we both understood that Dillon had already turned violent. I had to expect he’d hurt me again. And that was one of Maxim’s biggest concerns—that I wouldn’t escape, just as Nadia hadn’t.

      We sat in silence once again, but it was a serene quiet, and I relaxed into it.

      “I’m sorry, Maxim. I know you’re not like Dillon or your sister’s killer.”

      “Good.”

      The delicious pine-and-spice of Maxim’s cologne cradled me as his words filtered through my head as I developed a clearer picture of the man seated next to me. He’d loved his sister; that was obvious. She’d died.

      The warmth I’d felt as I inhaled his scent moments before evaporated like smoke in a sharp wind. I stared down at my hands, hating how small the realization made me feel. Maxim had transferred those feelings for his sister toward me.

      “I have to find a woman to marry soon,” he said.

      “Why?”

      He parked the car in the garage and turned in his seat to face me. “I’d love for it to be you. But if you can’t accept me, I need you to say so.”

      “I…”

      Maxim opened his car door. “Let’s go inside.”

      He said that as if he hadn’t just dropped a huge emotional bomb on me. I trailed into the house behind him and thought about making dinner.

      Cooking soothed me. I loved the textures and variety of tastes. My mama was a utilitarian cook. She’d make up easy meals with simple or no spices that would last days, like big batches of chili or baked chicken. But I’d always been adventurous and liked to try new things, which was how I ended up being the house’s main cook by the time I hit middle school.

      Maxim laid his wallet, keys, and phone in a wooden box next to the fancy coffee maker, and I set my purse and messenger bag on one of the barstools.

      By then, Maxim had pulled out some fish and vegetables, so I washed my hands and got to work on finding the best herbs I’d seen in one of his crisper drawers.

      We made dinner together in companionable silence, but my mind continued to skitter over his comment. He had to get married. Why? He wanted to marry me. Why?

      My mind whirled and whipped around like a tornado through a wheatfield.

      When we settled at the table to eat, Maxim inhaled deeply, a look of pleasure on his face. “I can cook, but it usually doesn’t smell this good.” He took a tentative bite and the blissful expression returned. He chewed slowly and swallowed. “Or taste like that. Another reason I choose you, Ida Jane.”

      I was flattered and flustered so I dropped my gaze and dug into my meal. Afterward, Maxim refused to let me clean up—a joy I rarely got. Millie was anti-kitchen. She barely knew how to use a coffee pot or tea kettle and much preferred to order her meals. And at my parents’ house, everyone helped with the dishes. We had to because there were so many.

      I took the time to wander Maxim’s living space. Sure, I’d been there before, but I wanted to get a better sense of the man. Much to my shock, I was considering his proposal. My mind kept pointing out all the reasons this couldn’t and wouldn’t work between us. But I felt the tug of attraction—how could I not? It was like a vibrating wire and each time we came into closer contact, the wire vibrated stronger, lasted longer.

      Maxim meant something to me. A lot, actually. But I’d dated Dillon for years and had only recently come to understand what a terrible person he was. A lot of my hesitation was because I didn’t believe in my ability to pick a good man. Keelie and Millie both seemed to think Maxim was a good one. While their opinion went a long way for me, I was still frightened I’d make another colossal mistake. Marriage was much more difficult to unravel than dating or even living together.

      Maxim had no photos of his parents—he’d told me there weren’t many of them, but I still found the lack of connection sad. Instead of the single photo of Maxim with his teammates, there were now two. The entire team, dressed in their street clothes, grinning at the camera. Cormac stood next to Keelie and held a small boy.

      This child was adorable, and by the excitement on his face, it was clear he was living out one of his dreams.

      Maxim had a sentimental streak. Everything I learned about this man made me fall for him faster. And harder.

      No, no. I wasn’t ready to fall for a man—any man, even one seemingly as perfect as Maxim. I still needed to process the fallout of my life with Dillon.

      “You seem preoccupied,” he said.

      “I’m thinking.”

      He stepped up behind me and kneaded my shoulders. I moaned softly as tension melted from my achy muscles. I trembled against him as he trailed his lips from the dip between my neck and shoulder before turning me so he could kiss my collarbone then upward to capture my lips. Kissing Maxim was better than I hoped: warm, plush lips, luscious flavor. I groaned, feeling it to my toes, when he slid his tongue into my mouth and teased mine.

      Pheromones saturated the surrounding air, pronounced with need. Maxim cupped my nape while he slid his free hand down my side. He slowly…languidly…dragged his palm along the swell of my breast to the indent of my waist and around to cup my booty. His fingers flexed into the flesh.

      “That’s why.”

      It took me a moment, but I realized he was answering my question as to why he wanted to marry me.

      “You’re all I think about,” he murmured before he deepened the kiss, clutching me tighter as he rose to his full height, forcing me to wrap my legs around his trim hips, bringing my hot center against the bulge in his pants.

      He suckled on my tongue, and I moaned long and low in his mouth. Never had I felt this much passion. Maxim flexed his hips forward, and I shuddered as lust overwhelmed me. Sweat burst from my pores, and I devoured his mouth.

      I pulled back a little with a cry when Maxim shifted, bumping my bruise with his nose.

      “Fuck.” His eyes were wide, concern seeping through the desire there. His expression fell. “I shouldn’t have done that. Ida Jane, please forgive me.”

      But I was stuck on something besides the pain. That was more than a kiss. What we’d just shared was how every woman dreamed of being kissed.

      “I’m going to head upstairs,” I said, not looking at him.

      “Yes,” he replied, disappointment lacing his tone. He had no idea how close I’d been to capitulating—not just to him, tonight, but to everything. I wanted him. So much. But more, I needed to be able to trust him to keep his promises. I wasn’t ready to do that, so I kept walking.

      “I’ll bring up your suitcase,” he called.

      I stopped on the stairs and turned toward him. He was such a vision. Hard muscles, strong chin, sharp cheekbones. Short hair with just enough length to tangle in my fingers. His pale eyes gleamed in the light. I wanted to stare at them all day. “My…?”

      “Millie gave me the information to get into your place. I sent Cormac and Keelie over to get your things.”

      I inhaled sharply through my nose. Of all the overstepping…I’d be livid with Millie for siding with Maxim if I wasn’t so relieved not to have to go back to that swanky apartment. Dillon knew the address, and I was afraid to be anywhere he could find me. Anywhere.

      Anytime.

      Because he already had—at the courthouse, at my workplace.

      A chill swept over me.

      “Thanks,” I muttered. Maxim Dolov was a royal pain in the hiney—doing nice things for me without me asking. I was sexually frustrated, ashamed, and angry, which made for a stupefying mix of emotions I wasn’t ready to unwrap.

      I fumed at him for making me want him so much. I stepped into the bedroom I’d stayed in before and beelined into the private, attached bathroom.

      The opulent en suite held two sinks, each with a large mirror in a matte silver frame above faucets of the same material. The basins and countertops were seamless, made from some stone that had shiny flecks on the white surface. I raised an eyebrow at the bright teal accents in the form of soap dispensers, toothbrush holders, towels, and rugs, still surprised to find them in his home.

      Maxim liked color, which suited him. He was bold but not quite brash. I wasn’t sure how he walked that line because my brothers never found it.

      No, I would not think about Maxim anymore.

      I took my time in the shower, using the shampoo and conditioner in the stall because I didn’t have mine. That became an issue when I realized I hadn’t brought up my bag, which would have my toiletries in it.

      I sighed as I finished drying my body with a plush teal towel. Brushing my wet hair back from my face, I left the bathroom and padded toward the closed bedroom door. I’d run downstairs, grab the bag, and avoid Maxim.

      It was a big house. No problem.

      He wasn’t even here that often…

      I squeaked and stumbled back, barely preventing the top of Maxim’s head from plowing into my towel-covered chest. He glanced up and I saw my bag at his feet. He must have just set it down. And now his head was between my boobs.

      Cuddled there.

      I squealed again and turned around, desperate to get away from his deliciousness. He groaned, and I thought he made some comment about my ass, but I was too busy trying to slam the door shut. That motion caused my towel to slip, and Maxim cursed as it sagged, exposing my lower back.

      I gathered the towel, banding it in place with my arm and turned to glare at him. But Maxim’s attention remained fixed on my body.

      “This isn’t going to work,” I said. “Let me get dressed. I’ll call Keelie, and—”

      His gaze rose, and the words died on my lips. His pupils were blown, and his breath came in shallow pants. “No.”

      The word was low, vicious, not unlike a wolf’s growl.

      I snapped my jaw shut. “Don’t you tell me no, Maxim Dolov. I’m my own person and get to decide for myself.”

      “You’re mine, Ida Jane. You feel the connection, too. That kiss downstairs proved it.”

      I stiffened my spine and glared as best I was able, so I didn’t melt into a puddle. A man growling that I was his should not turn me on. I hated the way Dillon said that word—like I was a possession he could pick up and toss away. “I most assuredly am not.” I was no man’s possession. I was a person, dammit!

      “You’re mine,” he said, even lower…and sexier. My lady bits throbbed with longing. Damn him. Just…damn this man.

      I did not like his alpha-ness. I didn’t.

      Gah! I did!

      No, no, no!

      Maxim liked that word a little too much, and I wasn’t having it. Not now, not after Dillon assumed he could beckon, and I’d fall at his feet.

      “I’m mine, muscle-head. No one else’s.” I slammed the door and locked it, nodding at it for good measure.

      “Ida Jane…”

      “Go away!” I yelled.

      “I will. I’ll leave you alone to sleep. As long as you stay here, in my house. Where I’d really like for you to stay from now on. I know you’re looking for a place.”

      “How—Millie.” I gritted my teeth. That brat had teamed up with Maxim. I knew she disliked Dillon, but…really? She was my bestie. She should show me loyalty, not blather all my life problems to Maxim.

      “It’s not a problem, and I have the space.”

      Sure, I’d mentioned it to my mama, but I hadn’t really planned to stay with Maxim. Had I? I needed to make my own good decisions. I couldn’t rely on others, even my best friend, to do that for me. I’d get dressed and explain the situation to Maxim like an adult, so we no longer had to yell through the door.

      My bag was still in the hall. Leaning my head back so I could stare up at the ceiling, I groaned.

      “Ida Jane?” He shuffled closer and something thumped against the door. I jumped.

      “You remind me of her. Nadia. I’m pretty sure you’ve realized this.” His voice was low. “I loved her, but not in a weird way…I’m totally messing this up!” The door thumped again, then again. He must have been banging the back of his head against it.

      “Your situation reminds me of my sister,” he clarified. “It’s different. I know you don’t think I understand that, but I do. Nadia was a victim of circumstance, and you are but you aren’t because you have many more resources, including family, that Nadia didn’t have. I just mean your situations are different.”

      Well, score a big point for Maxim. He was right. I had family to fall back on. They just weren’t living in the same city as me. And my dearest friend was thousands of miles away. Keelie and I might become close—we were well on our way—but that relationship needed time to blossom.

      And Maxim—he was both my savior and the biggest irritant I’d ever met. Somehow, he kept getting under my skin, burrowing deeper, like a damn army of chiggers.

      “You are the most stunning woman I’ve ever met. You do more than simply sparkle. You reflect joy and beauty.” He must have slid down the door because I heard a faint thunk. “You scare the absolute piss out of me, and I keep screwing up because I hate that feeling. God, I hate it.”

      A long pause. When he spoke again, his voice was so deep, I smashed my ear against the door to ensure I heard all the words.

      “You could matter to me even more than my sister ever did, and I hate that I’m becoming okay with that.”

      I pressed my shaking hand to my chest. But that wasn’t enough. I needed to touch Maxim, comfort him. I fumbled with the lock and handle, tumbling out and into his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck. “How am I supposed to stay angry with you?”

      His arms tightened around me when I shivered, thanks to my damp towel, the cold air blowing on my exposed skin, and his nearness. Instead of kissing me senseless like I kinda—totally—wanted him to do, he buried his nose in the curve between my shoulder and neck and held me. As his body heat permeated my chilled flesh, I relaxed against him. He lifted his head, and I laid my hand against his cheek.

      Initially, I’d thought Maxim’s eyes were icy—piercing and sharp, seeing everything. They were pale, sure, but they were beautiful—clear and crisp like a thin cloud breaking apart on the horizon. Yearning and other deep, churning emotions he strove to bury flitted through them as we studied each other. Perhaps because of his childhood trauma he’d mentioned, which, in my mind, led to him becoming a private, solitary man who’d clearly built protections around his heart. That didn’t mean he didn’t value relationships, just that he struggled to trust enough to let people close enough to develop those connections with him.

      And did he struggle. The snatches of what I was beginning to call the Real Maxim showed a warm, caring, if overbearing man.

      “I’ll think about your proposal.” Would I? Well, I hadn’t stopped, so yeah, I would. I just wasn’t sure I could accept it. Even though I’d heard him say I was the only one he wanted, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Maxim considered me interchangeable with any other woman.

      And there were my past experiences with Dillon rising up, trying to ruin a potential new relationship. I couldn’t allow my thinking about Dillon to become a pattern with Maxim.

      I waited until he dipped his head in acknowledgment. His gaze never left mine. Damn, this man was intense. My nipples perked up and my skin warmed under his scrutiny. I’d never been so seen—felt so singularly focused on before.

      “I need you to talk to me—be honest.”

      He nodded again, but this time I needed the words. He got that because he finally said, “I understand.”

      My lips tipped up. “Good.”

      He studied me for long moments. So long, I nearly asked him to leave, which would have required me to move off him, something I didn’t want to do. He was warm, and…shame as it was to admit it, he was also right. To me. For me.

      I wanted a strong man. Craved that strength. Because I knew he’d have enough to share with me if—when—I needed it.

      “What if I told you that you’d be saving me, too?”

      “Wh-what?”

      He ran his fingers through his hair.

      “Never mind.”

      “Absolutely not. Spill, Dolov.”

      He shot me a faintly disgruntled look. “You’re bossy.”

      I lifted my chin. “I’m assertive, as every person should be. Now, how could I help you?”

      His brow pulled low, his lips flat. “I told you I have to get married.”

      He waited for my nod before he continued, “There’s a problem with my immigration status. The Wildcatters are working on it, but ICE could deport me…”

      I gasped. “But…but…you’re a famous hockey player!”

      “Who is Russian when most of the world hates Russia. My lawyer said my chances aren’t looking good because of a technicality with my original Green Card application. I’d make a hell of an example that no one is above the law.”

      I searched his gaze, seeking the truth—that he wasn’t manipulating me to get his way. I hated that I thought that, but after Dillon, how could I not? I was too confused, tired, and achy to really think this matter through.

      I pulled away, planning to go back into my room and mull over our conversation and the night’s events. That’s when I realized the towel had fallen open, and I was sprawled out naked in Maxim Dolov’s lap.
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      She scrambled off my lap, smashing my aching dick in the process, but I wasn’t complaining because her attempt thrust those plump tits into my cheek, and that felt fantastic.

      I wanted to hold her longer, to worship her creamy, smooth skin, but she disappeared through the door with a flash of her gorgeous ass. I groaned because, somehow, it was even better than I’d imagined.

      Once I got off the hall floor and locked myself in my bedroom downstairs, I’d jack off to those perky strawberry-colored nipples and the soft, pale globes of flesh that bobbed as she skittered back into her room…leaving her damn bag out in the hall again.

      With a chuckle and a shake of my head, I rose and repositioned my erection. Then I stretched. Sure, my cock ached with need, but my chest warmed because Ida Jane was nearby. Where I needed her to be. Dare I say where she belonged? 

      “I’m leaving,” I called. “Your bag’s out here, though I have to admit, I love you naked, so I’m tempted to take it back downstairs.”

      Her choked curse made me chuckle. She said manure instead of shit—like any normal adult would. Ida Jane wasn’t normal, though—she shone too brightly for that label. And she was entertaining in her creativity and workarounds.

      While I enjoyed riling her, I needed her cooperation. Wooing her was my best option, so I’d do a damned fine job of it. As I started down the stairs, I wondered if Ida Jane had become more intriguing because she’d told me no—very few elite athletes accepted that word.

      No, I’d win her for myself because now that I’d tasted her and held her, I needed to make her mine. I’d been attracted to her from the beginning when I watched her give hell to her ex. But I hadn’t expected to respect her as much as I did. Working with traumatized kids? I’d needed someone just like her in my youth—I was lucky I’d turned out okay, but I knew I would have made better choices, been less closed off, if Ida Jane had been there to help me through my mother’s death and father’s alcoholism.

      She was fun, quick-witted, and kind. All those adjectives hit me before her most excellent rack or her curvy little ass. So, yeah, maybe I was smitten.

      Smitten didn’t mean forever—but it was a good place to be right now. I needed her smitten with me. That would mean shoring up support from her friend, but also from her mother. I texted Millie, asking her for insight into Mrs. Barlow as I stood on the stairs landing.

      She responded as I hit the bottom step and I read the note, a smile curving, then growing.

      Ida Jane’s mom loves Hallmark movies, puppies, and is a huge fan of expensive jewelry.

      I snorted. So were most women.

      She’s very protective of her kids and is rigid in her beliefs.

      Hmm, those traits were less helpful to me, but if I could come up with a way to combine dogs, romance, and rings, I should stand a chance.

      I thought best while I worked out, so I double-timed down the steps past my living room and into the basement. Well, not a true basement, because houses in this part of the world didn’t have those. It was a submerged room that had been built into the small hill created by dirt work. Because of its location, it stayed cooler than the rest of the house—the perfect spot for my home gym.

      I turned on my preferred workout music, “The Marriage of Figaro” by Mozart, then chuckled as I realized what the damn title represented. Whatever. This symphony was a brilliant piece of complex music, and just what I needed to get my mind off the sassy blond upstairs.

      After too many repeats of the song because of an insane number of triceps extensions and running five miles on my treadmill, I climbed the steps on exhausted legs, still unsure how to win over Ida Jane and garner her mother’s approval.

      The house was quiet and neat. Just as it always was. If I didn’t know Ida Jane was upstairs, I’d…wait. Maybe she wasn’t there.

      Worst-case scenarios flitted through my mind, so I crept up toward her bedroom. I cracked the door and peeked inside. She lay on her side, body curled tight, even though she still shivered. Walking to the linen closet nearby, I pulled out the thickest blanket I had and spread it over her with care, wishing I could tuck it around her, but she stopped shivering and released a small, contented sigh.

      Her phone rattled on the bedside table, lighting up.

      Why the hell hadn’t she powered it down? At least put it on Do Not Disturb. This woman. I scowled as I grabbed it, intending to do just that—until I caught the first lines of the text. I fumbled with the phone wanting to read more than a few words. A new message appeared, and I switched her phone to silent.

      I stared at the unreadable message for a long moment before I pulled out my phone and texted Millie the problem. After a few more back-and-forth messages she sent me Ida Jane’s passcode.

      I sucked in a breath when her phone unlocked, and Dillon’s messages popped up. He’d sent her a picture of her face, probably from an image he had of them together. He’d crossed out her eyes and drown the world BITCH over the top in a thick, angry letters.

      The next message read:

      You were a selfish, terrible girlfriend and a worse fuck. Of course I found someone better. All you’re good at is watching other people’s kids. Look at the career you chose. You’re a glorified babysitter. And I would never touch you again if you were the last woman alive. That’s how bad a lay you were.

      I rolled my eyes at his lack of creativity, but at the same time, I worried my lip. I scrolled through her phone, seeing if he’d sent her any others.

      Some of the messages heaped Ida Jane with compliments and “I’m-sorrys”. Clearly, he’d changed tactics when the apologies hadn’t worked.

      I made a screen shot of the current texts and forwarded them to my number and Millie’s because I’d told her I’d keep her in the loop. I let Millie know I planned to have my attorney see what he could do—Ida Jane already had that short-term restraining order, but these messages seemed to escalate the potential for more violence.

      As gently as possible, I set her phone back on the nightstand, face down. Ida Jane may not want to marry me, but I was her best choice. Her only option, really, with enough resources to ensure her safety.
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      Because I woke early enough, I called Millie using my laptop’s program.

      She answered a moment later. “Idge! How are you—oh, my Jesus. Dillon did that?”

      I pursed my lips and winced, lifting my hand to my cheek. “Sort of.”

      “He hit you?” Her voice was low, with a dangerous edge. “Maxim said he grabbed you and scared you. I didn’t realize he’d attacked you.”

      My lower lip quivered as I nodded. Until this moment, I hadn’t let myself fall apart. Much as I liked Keelie and Maxim, I didn’t know them—not like I knew Millie. She was my champion, just as I was hers. But she was so far away, and I needed her.

      “Screw this project and my potential promotion. I need to come home.” Millie half rose from her seat, no doubt planning to drive straight to the airport. “I’ll be on the next flight—”

      “Dillon didn’t hit me. My bruised faced happened because I tried to get away from him—he never hit me, but he hurt me.” I showed her my arm, which looked much like my face.

      “Dillon deserves worse now, then.” Millie disappeared from sight, only to return with a suitcase. “I’ll figure out how to program his phone, so his alarm goes off every half hour. Now, wait, that’s not enough. I’ll gut him like your daddy does those deer he hunts—”

      “You don’t need to avenge me, Millie,” I said. Though I wanted her to. But if I wouldn’t let Maxim fight my battles, then I wouldn’t let Millie, either. Millie was still raving, so I raised my voice. “I’m good, Millie. After Dillon hurt me, he scared me, and I told Maxim, and now I’m staying here, but I’m not sure it’s the best idea because he’s sexy and kisses like a freaking rockstar, and I don’t want to leave, but he wants me to marry me to save himself from deportation, and I want to help him, too, not just because I’m scared to go back to my apartment…” I panted for breath.

      “Well, someone had a lot to say,” Millie said. She dropped her chin on her fisted hands and leaned closer. “Let’s start with the important bits: he kisses like a rockstar? I need all the details.”

      I laughed as I shook my head. “Not unless you tell me about Stolly.”

      “His name’s Luka,” Millie said, sounding prim. She shrugged, but her expression was dreamy. “He’s a good guy.”

      “Bet he kisses like a rockstar.”

      She frowned. “Of course he does, thanks to all the practice. He has more hands-on experience than most.”

      “Stol…Luka’s not that bad, and he seemed into you—”

      “For the night.” Millie waved her hand. “I knew what I was getting into with him, and I wanted it. But in a few days, if not a week, he’ll have a new fuck buddy.”

      Millie’s lips turned down, and she looked away. She swallowed and the delicate tendons in her throat stood out in stark relief.

      “I’m sorry, Millie. I didn’t realize…”

      She turned back toward me, her expression fierce but tears sat in her eyes. “There’s nothing to realize. I was a fling—the nerd-girl fantasy he had and now can check off his long, long list. We would never last.” She barked out a harsh laugh, sounding more like a seal than a woman.

      “Mil—”

      “I’m not going to talk about him anymore. Tell me what you plan to do about Dillon. Since you aren’t going for intense violence, how about changing his locks? Ooh! I know! I heard about these condoms laced with chili powder…”

      My cheek and stomach hurt because I laughed so hard. We talked a while longer, but as I’d feared, our lives were diverging. Millie’s was glamorous; she’d been to a trendy restaurant with an internationally-acclaimed chef the night before. Her projects were sophisticated and bored me. I could feel her slipping away, and losing my friend weighed on me as I got ready for the day. Once I tamed my hair in a high ponytail, I peeked out into the hall, feeling like a clumsy version of James Bond.

      The house was quiet. As in empty quiet. That was…good. I wasn’t disappointed. I was relieved.

      I tiptoed down the hall and stairs. By the time I wobbled to the kitchen, I was lightheaded from trying to hold my breath and anticipation and hope and so many feelings that I had to exhale in a mighty gush just to inhale fresh oxygen into my greedy lungs.

      “That’s quite an entrance,” Maxim said from the other side of the living room, near the door to his bedroom.

      I screamed, my hand slamming against my chest to protect my heart as I sank to my butt.

      He crossed the room in a few long strides and squatted in front of me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Y-yes.” My face flamed as my ego crawled into a deep hole. This seemed to happen whenever I was around this man. I didn’t enjoy feeling the fool.

      “Good.” He rose to his full height, pulling me up with him effortlessly. “Now, that was an over-the-top reaction. Do you typically scream when someone greets you?”

      I shook my head, too horrified by my dramatics to respond.

      “Good to know it’s just me.”

      He was all business. I missed the heavy-lidded eyes burning with passion and the warmth of his embrace.

      I’d dreamed of him last night and woken to my sex aching and throbbing. My lack of orgasm was making me twitchy and ridiculous.

      “Do you drink coffee? I have a machine that makes all kinds of drinks.”

      “Yes, please.”

      He kept his hand around my elbow, his warm fingers gently squeezing my biceps. I inched closer to him, already shivering.

      “Your house is cold,” I said.

      Maybe not the nicest of comments, but the words popped out.

      “You’re chilled?” He frowned down at me as he deposited me in front of the designer coffee machine. I stared at the various gadgets and spouts, defeated. I just wanted caffeine. He rubbed his palms up and down my arms. Mmm. Heavenly.

      “What type of drink do you prefer?” he asked.

      “I drink it black, maybe a splash of half-and-half.”

      He clucked. “Well, what type of coffee do you enjoy drinking the most?” he asked.

      “Latte,” I said breathlessly. “Or a mocha.” I’d do many naughty things for a mocha. The chocolatier, the naughtier my shenanigans.

      “One mocha. Then I’ll turn up the temperature.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “But I will because I want you to enjoy being here, and right now, your skin looks like a plucked goose.”

      I scowled, he chuckled, and we were back to Ida Jane and Maxim. He busied himself grabbing milk and chocolate syrup. At my raised eyebrow, he turned shy. “I like sundaes. When I was small, there was a McDonald’s that opened nearby, and they carried sundaes. When Nadia had a little extra money, we’d splurge and share one for dinner.”

      I nodded because my father had a soft spot for those. “My daddy likes the peanuts. Said it’s not a sundae without them.”

      “Exactly.” Maxim’s nod was grave. “This may be thick for your drink, but I’ll talk to my assistant about your preferences.”

      “You really don’t have to do that,” I said. We were close once more because Maxim had set the chocolate syrup next to the machine, which was hissing and chortling away. He turned my body so that my back pressed against the counter. He snuggled against my front, his big, thick arms caging me in, warming my chilled flesh.

      “I want to. I want you here. I want you happy. I want you safe.”

      His eyes confirmed the words he’d spoken. I nodded; my throat too tight for a verbal response. He raised his hand and touched my bruised cheek, his thick fingers gentle as they traced each curve and each color. My cheek still bloomed black and purple, but the beginnings of yellow spun out at the edges. “It’s healing.”

      “It is.”

      “And you had it looked at? You’re sure your cheek isn’t fractured?”

      “I didn’t, but it’s fine.”

      His eyes narrowed the deep V pulled between his brows. “You can’t know that—”

      “It’s fine, Maxim. It hurts less than my hand.”

      He picked up my right hand. I was surrounded by him…safe. He bent his head, the soft hair tickling my neck as he inspected my knuckles.

      “That’s healing, too.” His lashes lifted and those icy blue eyes sparked with an internal fire as he took in my lips, my flushed cheek, the desire in my eyes I couldn’t hide. I wanted this man.

      He was beautiful. He was thoughtful. He was nurturing with and to me. I knew he didn’t share those parts of himself with others, but Maxim was drawn to me—even if he hated that he loved that connection.

      “I want you whole and healthy,” he whispered. “While you’re beautiful now, I miss the smooth creaminess of your skin.”

      He brought my palm to his chest, over his heart, which thudded out a reassuring rhythm. My breath caught as he brushed his lips over my bruised face, never touching my lips even when I turned my head toward him, searching.

      “Did you check your messages?” he asked.

      “Not yet—”

      “Do, because there’s something we need to discuss.”

      I grunted, but he pulled back.

      He set the coffee mug by my elbow as I pulled my phone from my pocket. I frowned as I noted my most recent texts were from Dillon. And they’d already been read.

      When I pulled it up, trepidation oozed through my veins. “Holy mother…”

      Maxim grunted. “He’s short a few bolts.

      My lips twitched at the mixed metaphor, but the messages horrified me too much.

      “You read these?” I asked.

      He nodded and didn’t look the least remorseful about opening my phone, my messages…I didn’t have it in me to be angry. Maybe I should be. This was my phone. My messages. But they were horrible.

      Scary.

      And Maxim had a plan.

      “What do I do?” I asked.

      Maxim picked up my coffee and placed it in my hand after he removed my phone. I brought the mug to my lips and sipped. I closed my eyes and moaned, enjoying the hot, sweet, chocolaty, milky caffeinated goodness.

      “You drink your coffee. Then, I take you to work while I go to practice. You have security there, remember?”

      I nodded.

      He inhaled. “Then, we get married.”

      I stared up at him, searching his face. His expression was intent, steadfast.

      “This is the best choice for us both, Ida Jane. Do this for me, please. I’ll make it worthwhile for you in whatever way I can. We’ll need to be married for a while, but I’m attracted to you, so that won’t be a hardship.”

      I raised my mug to my lips again and took another swallow.

      “I want you in my life. All of it. This isn’t just to keep you safe from Dillon—which I really, really want to do—or me from deportation. This is for us. Just sooner than I think either of us would have expected.”

      His words whispered into my mind, curling around my insecurities.

      He stepped back, and my body immediately chilled. “Finish your coffee while I adjust the thermostat.”
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      Maxim entered my office right after my last client left. He seemed preoccupied, but he still came over and kissed me long enough to get me all hot and bothered. The man had the most seductive lips. And tongue. The way he held me—cherishing and worshipping me—caused my body to burn with desire.

      I wanted him. I admitted that. I even wanted to indulge in the fantasy of an us—marriage—but I knew that wasn’t smart. Big decisions needed processing time.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “My lawyer called while I was driving here. He said USIC sent my details to the immigration court, and I could have a hearing in the next few weeks. They’re really backlogged, apparently. So, that’s been a small bit of good news. The bad news is my lawyer prefers court over Maurice Lambert’s sign-off. The bureaucrat could make the situation more complicated.”

      That sealed it for me. I’d hemmed and hawed all day, but I couldn’t do that any longer. There was no way was I letting this kind, gorgeous man suffer. “Then, I guess it’s a good thing we’re getting married.”

      His eyes went wide. “Really? You’ll do this with me?”

      I nodded as I tamped down on my concerns. “Yes. For you.”

      He whooped, his face alight with joy and hope. “We need a marriage license.”

      “Everything’s closed now. There’s nothing we can do until tomorrow.”

      Maxim grunted, annoyance tugging at his lips.

      “Let’s get to the car. I’ll call Lance—my lawyer. Maybe he has a suggestion.”

      Once we ensconced in his little Mercedes—a signing bonus from the team, Maxim told me—he dialed his lawyer.

      “Hmm,” Lance said. “There’s a three-day waiting period in Texas, so you wouldn’t be able to get married tonight anyway. But your next game is in Nashville, right?”

      “Yes, we leave tomorrow,” Maxim said.

      “Take your girlfriend—Ida?—and fly there tonight. You can get married first thing in the morning and still make it to your game.”

      I blinked, shocked by how matter of fact this man was about my life.

      “But…”

      “Is that Ida?” Lance asked.

      “Ida Jane,” Maxim said. “Her name is Ida Jane Barlow.”

      “Right. Give me the name of the hotel where you’re staying, and I’ll courier over the prenuptial agreement I drew up for you.” Lance tapped loudly on a keyboard. “You must sign it tonight. It will protect you both. And, Ida Jane, Maxim made a point to be very generous with the divorce terms.”

      Lance disconnected the call. I shivered, hating that we were discussing divorce in the same breath as marriage. I’d never even expected to get involved with someone who needed a prenup.

      This entire situation was surreal. I stared out the front windscreen of the car, shocked to find myself heading to Nashville on a weeknight about to marry a man I’d known for less than a month.
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      Ida Jane remained subdued for the length of the ride to the airport and the flight to Tennessee. She still wore her work clothes because the next flight left too soon for her go to her apartment or my house to change. We’d barely made it to the gate and were the last people onto the plane.

      I kept a packed bag in my trunk just in case something happened and I couldn’t get home to collect my luggage, so I had clothes for the next couple of days.

      Once settled in our seats, I grabbed my phone and pulled up one of the fancy services I’d heard Naomi, our goalie Adam’s wife, mention, and contacted a personal shopper. I let her know what Ida Jane would need—basically everything.

      By the time we landed and were heading toward the hotel in a rideshare, I could no longer stand the silence between us. But I didn’t want to give the driver any gossip, so I kept my mouth shut and held Ida Jane’s hand, trying to look like a couple in love.

      I liked holding her hand. A lot. Because you’re falling for her, dumbass.

      That was stupid. So stupid. I knew how love ended for Nadia.

      But I couldn’t help how I felt around Ida Jane.

      There was something to be said for touch, and before Ida Jane came into my life, I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it. Few people hugged me since Nadia’s death. That didn’t mean I hadn’t sought out touch—craved it, even—but the women I’d sought out for some sort of connection never stuck around, and I hadn’t wanted them to. I shuddered at the thought of my rookie season in Detroit. I wasn’t proud of all of my choices, and I never wanted Ida Jane to learn about those interactions. That period of my life was best left buried.

      We exited the car and were whisked up to the suite I’d booked. We’d be on a different floor from the rest of the team, but this was my pre-wedding night. I had a game tomorrow, on my actual wedding day.

      “I know this isn’t ideal timing,” I said to her, suddenly sheepish.

      “Nothing about this situation falls under ideal,” she muttered.

      I blinked, shocked by the vehemence in her tone. “Are you having second thoughts?” I asked as I opened the door to the suite.

      “Of course I am, Maxim. Marriage is a huge deal—an even bigger one in my family.”

      The plaintiveness of her expression torpedoed the lustful fantasies I’d been having. I dropped my hand from her arm, my excitement fizzling out completely. Maybe I’d gotten a little ahead of myself with the champagne and roses and chocolates I’d had the hotel send up. I just wanted the trip to feel special.

      Instead of commenting on the treats laid out on the table, she walked over and picked up the envelope that had her name on it.

      “Lance is definitely efficient,” Ida Jane noted. With a grimace, she opened the flap and pulled out the prenup. Without reading it, she flipped to the last page and grabbed a pen that sat next to the pad on the same desk. Her hand shook as she signed it. “There. All set.”

      I walked toward her, sliding my palms down her arms, and cupping her elbows.

      “I know this is sudden, and I know it’s caused a lot of upheaval for you, but could you stay for my game tomorrow? Having you there would help with the Green Card situation.”

      Ida Jane wrapped her arms around her middle and nodded. “There’s no way for me to get back in time for work, so I let Olive know I need the day off. She’s not happy about rearranging my appointments.”

      “I’ll talk to her,” I offered. “She likes me.”

      Ida Jane shook her head. “Don’t. I’ll fight this battle on my own.”

      “But I can—”

      “No, Maxim. Just please stop. I need to do this my way.”

      I scowled, not liking her slumped shoulders or the unhappiness that drifted off her. “Why are you upset? Tell me what’s wrong, and I’ll fix it.”

      Her lower lip quivered, and she turned away. “There’s nothing to fix. This just wasn’t how I saw my wedding…” Her accent grew stronger as she blinked back tears. A few leaked from her bruised eye. “I thought my daddy would walk me down the aisle, and I’d wear my granny’s tiara and veil…” She sighed. “I’d like to take a bath.”

      “Right,” I said. “Sure.”

      Impotency raged through me. She wanted her family there—of course she did. Even if our arrangement was mutually beneficial and based on attraction, I should have realized that a quick trip to a justice of the peace wouldn’t be how she’d ever expected her wedding to go.

      “I could get down on my knee,” I offered.

      She snorted, something she did involuntarily that seemed to call me on my bullshit.

      “What if we posted to social media?” I offered.

      “With my face all bruised? If my mama saw that, no doubt she’d show up with her Henry and blow a hole in you.”

      Ah, a Henry must be a type of gun, then. No, I didn’t want that. But I’d seen my teammates’ social media posts. They documented big moments.

      I found I wanted to do that, too. Like when I slipped my ring on her finger. I gulped, my guts freezing with ice. Hell, I didn’t have a wedding band.

      “I’ll be back.” I edged toward the door of the suite.

      “All right,” she said, distracted.

      She snagged the champagne bottle and a glass and headed toward the bathroom, dashing the last of my hopes that this night would end better than one of my fantasies.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Ida Jane

      

      

      Maxim found a jeweler who would bring rings over to the hotel, he said, when he offered me tamales—my favorite comfort food—after I exited the bathroom in nothing but a robe. I’d rinsed out my panties but had no other ones to put on.

      “How did you know I like tamales?” I asked, inching toward the table while my mouth watered.

      “Millie. I had her send me a comprehensive list of your favorites.”

      I blinked at him. “Foods?”

      “No, favorite things. That includes foods, champagne.” He inclined his head toward the bottle in the vat of ice next to the table. “Waters—you prefer lime sparkling—running shoes, though you don’t run. Also, dog breeds, TV shows, underwear brands.”

      I squeaked. “You know my favorite underwear?”

      “Of course. It’s Hanky Panky, the same kind your mother wore.”

      I covered my eyes. “You did not just talk to me about my mama’s undies.”

      “I like Calvin Klein, myself. Good movement, breathability. In case you want to buy me some. Wives buy their husbands underwear on American television.”

      My throat was thick at the idea of Maxim wearing nothing but underwear. I glanced around for my champagne glass, but I must have left in it the bathroom. I grabbed the other one—Maxim didn’t drink before games, he’d said—and poured myself some more. No reason to let my favorite bubbly go to waste, after all.

      He watched me, his gaze hooded, his expression carefully blank. “Let’s eat, then we can choose rings.”

      I settled at the table, my legs shaky. “What else did Millie tell you?” I asked, suspicious. “You two have been talking a lot.”

      “We have. And I already told you pretty much everything.”

      “Tell me again,” I said.

      Maxim sighed. “She told me you need to be out of the apartment by the end of the month, and she’d been worried about where you’d end up, especially now that Dillon is harassing you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. He’d told me that to butter me up. “What else?”

      Maxim shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal, but the faint tightening of muscles around his eyes spoke of his unease. “Your phone password, but you already know that. I’ve checked your text and email apps to ensure that Dillon hasn’t sent you more messages. He has, so I forwarded them to my—our—lawyer.”

      I grimaced. “Lance is not my lawyer. I can’t afford him.” I picked up my fork and raised my gaze to Maxim. He stared back, contemplative. “What?”

      “I thought you’d be madder about me…never mind.”

      “Being in my phone? We both know that’s a major overstep, but I’m much more concerned about getting married tomorrow than whether you’re reading my emails. I mean, we’re going to be joined, living in the same house—”

      “In the same bed,” Maxim rumbled.

      I choked on the first bite of my dinner. Grabbing the napkin, I managed to not embarrass myself too badly. Maxim made to rise, no doubt to pound me on the back, but I waved him off.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” he asked.

      “Say things like that to me.” I leaned back in my chair and stared up at the ceiling. It was high with lots of crown molding.

      “Why? It’s true. I’m marrying you and the government is going to need to ensure it’s a real marriage.” He paused, which made me shift uncomfortably. “I mean, that I didn’t marry you just to stay in the country. Lance said that’s frowned upon. So…I don’t know how it works, exactly, but Maurice Lambert could show up, do a house check, make sure we live together.” His voice dropped. “Sleep in the same room…”

      I wanted Maxim; that desire had never been in doubt. But that didn’t mean I wanted our sexual relationship to be part of a business deal. I’d just signed a damn document that detailed my future bequest, should our marriage fail. My daddy would be furious I hadn’t read it, but what was the point? I was barely making ends meet and had no current assets. It wasn’t as if Maxim benefited financially from our union.

      The next bite of tamales tasted like dust, and I struggled to swallow it.

      I pushed the plate away, waiting for Maxim to finish his huge salad topped with salmon. Maxim’s diet reminded me of my brother’s. Both men took their nutrition seriously, understanding that what they put into their bodies impacted their physical performance. As much as I wished to have their willpower, I enjoyed tasty food too much to only eat the optimal option. Frankly, brussels sprouts could rot.

      “You find the idea of sleeping with me repulsive?” Maxim asked. Hurt shone on his face.

      “What? No. I was thinking about brussels sprouts.”

      He rose from the table without another comment, which made me think he hadn’t believed me.

      “You know I find you attractive,” I said, somewhat defensively.

      He grunted. I’d hurt his feelings—maybe chipped his pride. Dammit. That hadn’t been my intention. I cleared my place, dumping my napkin atop my partially eaten dinner.

      “So, you told Millie we were getting married?”

      That sounded accusatory. Maxim’s shoulders slumped further. “No. I thought you’d like to tell your friend and your family.” He gestured to a pile of shopping bags by the door. “Here. These are for you.”

      “What…” How had I not noticed them? Sure, Maxim was a force and drew my attention, but there were so many bags.

      “I wasn’t sure what you’d want to wear tomorrow, either to the courthouse or to the game. I…I’d like it if you wore my sweater.”

      “Is that your hockey jersey?” I asked, feeling ignorant.

      “Yes, we call them sweaters. Coach thought it would be good optics.”

      “Smart,” I murmured. “Of course I will.”

      “The jeweler will be here shortly. In case you want to get dressed,” he said.

      I dove into the bags, not sure I could face Maxim again in that moment. He’d bought me clothes. My favorite underwear. My favorite foods. Dillon never knew any of that.

      Maxim had read my messages, which, sure was going too far, but he’d done it so that I didn’t have to see more of the hateful comments from Dillon. The detective said all those communications were helpful if Dillon broke the restraining order, but I would have preferred to block his number. The unspoken compromise had been to allow Maxim to read them. I could tell him that, but then we couldn’t continue this game I’d created where I could be upset with him over him checking up on me.

      That was the issue: I loved being an independent woman to a point. I also loved that Maxim wanted to take care of me, protect me. Love me.

      Yes, some men did those same things to control a woman. I understood that, and I understood I needed to be aware of Maxim crossing lines I wasn’t comfortable with him crossing. But he hadn’t.

      The man was doing everything he could to show me he cared, and all I wanted to do was curl up in a ball and cry.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maxim

      

      

       

      Ida Jane scurried into the bedroom to change clothes, her anxiety making me nervous. I wiped my sweaty palms along my pants leg, but I didn’t know how to ease the tension that had been ratcheting up between us.

      When she returned to the living area, she wore a soft cotton top with yoga pants. Her hair was pulled up into a damp, messy bun. Her features were still obscured, thanks to the swelling, but she looked lovely—fresh and young and gorgeous. And rattled.

      “Will you come over here for a minute?” I fidgeted, suddenly antsy. I’d thought being with Ida Jane would be easy because our chemistry was so strong.

      She headed toward the table where the jeweler had set out the rings. He stood in the corner of the kitchen, sipping a mug of tea, trying—failing—to be unobtrusive.

      After taking a deep breath, she touched the first, her fingers shaking. She glanced up at me, her eyes soft. “These are beautiful.”

      I nodded, unsure what to say. So far, I’d only worsened the situation. This moment imprinted on my mind because Ida Jane was choosing the ring I’d slide on her finger tomorrow when I made her my wife.

      “This one.” She pointed at a single band of yellow gold that was inlaid with numerous brilliant cut diamonds. I was sure she picked it because it was the least ostentatious and expensive option.

      The jeweler choked, then coughed, no doubt sputtering at the much lower commission he’d get. I threw him a scowl, all while wishing she’d chosen a different band.

      “That’s your favorite?”

      “That’s the one I’m choosing,” she replied.

      I picked up the double band with two rows of slightly offset round brilliant diamonds—my favorite of the rings there. It was a statement piece, one that others wouldn’t help but notice. “If you won’t let me get you an engagement ring—” The jeweler whimpered, no doubt upset with yet another lost sale.

      “That seems silly,” Ida Jane said. “I mean, we’re never going to be engaged, so why should you spend all that money on a ring?”

      “Because it’s beautiful,” the jeweler coughed into his hand.

      “Then at least wear a wedding band that others will notice,” I finished.

      “What’s the point, Maxim?” She leaned in closer so that she could speak quietly and just to me. “This is a farce. It’s a worthwhile one, and I’m glad to help you. You’re helping me, too. I’m glad we’re helping each other.” She rose from the table and paced. Irritation and sadness pressed against my chest. “But you don’t love me, and I don’t love you. There’s no point in doing more than the bare minimum—”

      I shot the jeweler a death glare. If he repeated any of that to anyone, ever, I’d find some way to ruin his business. He looked away, studiously studying the wall.

      “Give us a minute,” I said.

      “I can’t leave the gems,” he said.

      “You can. Stand in the hall.”

      He looked like he wanted to argue, but snapped his jaw shut and gave a stiff nod.

      “I’ve inventoried everything there—”

      “And I gave you my credit card information, which we both know will cover the cost of all of them if something were to happen. Which it won’t because the rings will all be there when you come back in.” I shut the door the last few inches while he was still in the way. I gritted my teeth. I should have taken Ida Jane to the store. No, I should have just bought her a ring and been done with all this.

      Except, as I rounded back to face her, saw the confusion and misery in her expression; I took a deep breath, let it out slowly. I settled next to her at the table.

      “I very much disagree. This is my wedding. Yours, too. And we’re going to be together for months, possibly longer.” Hurt flashed through me and I dropped my gaze, not wanting her to see it. Tomorrow mattered to me. I wanted it to matter to her, too, not just be something she must endure while helping me out.

      I really hated that she was doing something so monumental out of pity. My pride reared up, and I had to tamp down on the urge to call the situation off. Lance had explained that marrying Ida Jane was my best chance to stay in the U.S. My teammates needed me; Coach was counting on me to seal this deal. So, I would, even though I ached inside.

      “I know it’s not what you dreamed of, but I take my vows seriously, and I’ll be faithful to them—to you. So let me get you something beautiful that you’ll be proud to show off.”

      She poured herself another glass of champagne, then, noting that the bottle was less than half full, raised it toward me. “Whatever my husband wants.”

      I grimaced at her mockery.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, setting down the drink. “That was rude. Bitchy. I’m just…overwhelmed.” Her bottom lip quivered. “And clearly handling this whole situation terribly.” She squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry, Maxim. I’ll do better.”

      I pulled out the last of my tricks, hoping I wasn’t making a mistake. “What if you call your mother? Talk to her? That should help, right?”

      Her eyes rounded and I realized she worried over telling them about us—this. “I’ll be here with you. I want to talk to your father.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “Yes, I do. I know you’re from a small town, a traditional family. I want your parents to accept me, and that starts with me showing them I value their beliefs.”

      She shook her head, eyes never leaving mine.

      “We can video call your mother and she can help us choose your band.”

      Ida Jane giggled. “Oh, that would be a trip. My mama adores jewelry. The finer it is, the more she loves it.”

      Exactly what I was counting on.

      “Go ahead.” I gestured toward her phone.

      “I’ll just call. I don’t want them to worry about me.” She gestured toward her face. 

      I nodded, but I wasn’t surprised that the moment Ida Jane told her mother hello and that she was getting married tomorrow that her mother sent the video call request. Ida Jane whimpered, but I pressed the button to accept and then settled into the chair next to hers. 

      “Ida Jane Barl—my goodness, baby girl, what happened to your face?” her mother shrieked.

      “What is it, Loreen?” her father called.

      “Your daughter! She’s—”

      “Someone hit you,” her father said. “I’ll be there to pick you up in a few hours. You’re coming home.”

      “No one hit me, and seeing how I’m not in Houston, that’s gonna be tough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Ida Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      My accent grew stronger, as it always did around my parents, and when I worried over a situation, as I did now. Telling them about the attack and my plan to marry Maxim was a double whammy.

      “I need my Henry,” Mama said. “Where’d you put the ammunition?”

      “Hush a moment, Loreen. Where the hell are you, baby?” Daddy asked, his voice soft, reassuring. Tears sprang to my eyes. “You’re safe?”

      “Yes, Daddy. I’m in a suite at a hotel—”

      “I can see that.”

      “In Nashville because like I told Mama, I’m…I’m gonna get married tomorrow.”

      Maxim leaned in closer so that his face was in the frame. “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Barlow. My name’s Maxim Dolov. I apologize for not reaching out before, but as you can see, her ex-boyfriend has been terrorizing Ida Jane, and I removed her from the situation before it could escalate. I refuse to allow him to hurt her further.”

      “Dillon did that to you, baby?” Daddy asked. “He’s the reason your face looks like that?”

      “I ran into a door frame trying to get away from him,” I said.

      My four older siblings were boys, and Daddy was used to busted lips and black eyes. When we were little, it was typical for my brothers to dole out punishments to the other ones for perceived as well as actual slights. But never once in my entire life had anyone laid a hand on me.

      I sniffled as I explained what had happened. Maxim scooted his chair back and pulled me into his lap, tucking my bruised cheek against his chest. I stiffened as my parents’ eyes widened but I relaxed against him, lulled by his warmth and piney, citrusy scent. Maxim felt right, and I was protected, loved in his arms.

      Mama and Daddy exchanged a look.

      “When I met her, she was dishing out on him pretty well,” Maxim added. “Your girl has a mean right hook.”

      Daddy nodded. “Amos taught her. But what’s this about you getting married?”

      “Not only has he attacked her outside her work, but he’s also sent many more threats that imply him killing her.”

      Mama gasped, her hand flying to her throat. “Jacob,” she whimpered. Daddy wrapped his arm around Mama’s shoulder, his face stoic.

      “After I saw those messages, Ida Jane and I talked it out. We decided our best course of action was marriage so that I could offer her not only the security of my home and wealth, but also my name and fame.”

      “I see.” Daddy turned quiet, clearly overwhelmed with this information. “No, actually, I don’t. How can marrying Ida Jane keep her safe? If Dillon wants to get to her—”

      “He has to go through the security watching Ida Jane and me,” Maxim said. Much as I’d disliked being followed, I understood why when my daddy’s face visibly relaxed at the mention of security—or was it Maxim?

      He ran his fingers through my hair, soothing me. I was glad he’d taken the lead and explained the situation to my parents. I snuggled closer, my eyelids drooping. The stress of the week sucked a lot of energy from me, and the day had been long.

      “I thought you could help me, Mrs. Barlow,” Maxim said. “Ida Jane’s refused an engagement ring, seeing as how we’re going to be getting married right away.”

      I stiffened as I realized his ploy. Millie would have told him about my mother’s jewelry obsession.

      “I want her to have a beautiful band, something that tells her how much she means to me. Ida Jane claimed this was ‘fine.’” Maxim held up the ring I’d picked. “I had a sister, and I know what ‘fine’ means. So, I wanted to see if you think she’d rather have this one.” He picked up his preferred ring with the double row of diamonds and the thicker band. My breath caught as the diamonds sparkled. I coveted it. But I didn’t want Maxim spending that kind of money on something I’d have to take off.

      Mama gawked, leaning closer to the screen. “Is that from this year’s Cartier collection?” She leaned in closer, narrowing her eyes. “It is. Sweet baby Jesus! Tell me that’s insured.”

      I glanced over at Maxim.

      “It will be as soon as she agrees to wear it,” he said.

      “Ida Jane Barlow, this is your wedding ring. It’s a sign of commitment,” Mama said, using her strictest voice, but I heard the thread of envy in it. She’d want to try on that ring as soon as possible. “You need to defer to your husband on this. Make him proud of what he provides for you.”

      Nope. Mama was never trying it on. Or touching it. She’d been lured to the dark side with jewelry, and I wasn’t going to forgive her.

      Maxim rumbled an agreement. Daddy looked on, knowing Mama was a lost cause now that she knew Maxim had expensive taste in jewelry. Oh, Maxim was clever. Too clever. He’d just won himself an ally, playing my mama perfectly, and I knew who I had to thank for that. Millie better not call me for a few days, otherwise she was getting the tongue-lashing of a lifetime.

      

      Mama’s mouth hung open and her greedy eyes never left my ring. Yeah, I was already thinking of it as mine. Her lips kept forming the word Cartier, as if that was the most important part of this call. She spent hours online browsing the various high-end jewelers and then tinkering in her crafts room, attempting bad replicas.

      “I still don’t see why she needs your name or fame. Are you in the Russian mob?” Daddy asked after a slight pause.

      “No, sir. I play hockey for the Houston Wildcatters.”

      Daddy cleared his throat, a frown beginning to form between his bushy brown eyebrows. “Oh, well, then. That’s…something.”

      “Daddy likes football,” I said.

      “So does most of Texas,” Maxim replied.

      Daddy sat forward, his elbows on his knees. “It’s a hell of a physical sport—”

      “Which I also play well,” Maxim said. Somehow, that didn’t seem like a boast. I knew him to be very athletic. His reflexes were impressively fast, and he was well-muscled.

      “This is the man you were telling me about, Ida Jane? I mean, I heard what you said, but marriage is an important step, missy.” Mama had recovered her wits, but that was because Maxim had removed the ring from view. He set it back on the fine black velvet mat. I clenched my hands to keep from reaching out to touch it. “I thought you were considering moving in together. Marriage. Wow.”

      “We needed the wedding to further deter Dillon, but honestly, I didn’t want to wait,” Maxim said. He sounded so sincere, and I wanted to believe him because that meant falling for Maxim wasn’t such a bad thing.

      “I know it’s fast, and I know Ida Jane’s worried about your reaction, but please, let me say that I adore your daughter and will do everything within my power to ensure her continued welfare and happiness.”

      I looked over at the screen of my phone as Mama and Daddy exchanged another long look. Mama’s lips pursed and Daddy wore a frown. “I can’t rightly say I like the way you went about this. I’m expected to be asked permission and to give my little girl away.” Daddy wiped a tear from the corner of his eye.

      “And the Daddy-daughter dance,” Mama said, unhelpfully.

      “And that,” Daddy said, dropping his head into his hands. “My baby’s getting married.”

      Mama wrapped him in her arms and rocked him. “You better treat her real good, Maxim, and we better be invited out—”

      “We’ll be home Sunday evening,” Maxim began.

      “And we’ll be there Monday after Ida Jane gets off work. I need to talk to my daughter. In person,” Mama said.

      “Of course.” Maxim nodded. “I didn’t have concerned parents. My mother died when I was young and my father, well, he wasn’t one to me or my sister. So, I can’t tell you how relieved I am to know Ida Jane has family who cares about her well-being.”

      “And happiness,” Daddy added, dropping his hands to glare at the screen.

      “And happiness,” Maxim added. “That’s the next most important thing.”

      “Well,” Mama offered a smile, “I guess this means I can leave my Henry home.”

      Daddy grunted. “Bring it. If Dillon manages to skulk around—”

      “Shh, Jacob. You can’t say that, even if I totally agree with the sentiments.”

      “No man gets to hurt my Ida Jane.” He threw Maxim a dark glare.

      Mama shook her finger at me. “I’m expecting grandbabies, just the same.”

      “Bye, Mama,” I said, fumbling with my phone to turn off the video.

      “You always told me you wanted five—”

      I sighed with relief when her voice disconnected.

      Maxim looked down at me, eyebrow raised. “Five children?”

      “I was young when I made that claim. Foolish.”

      An expression crossed his face quickly, but I thought it might have been relief. “Of course. Now, give me your father’s number so I can talk to him alone.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maxim

      

      

       

      I woke with my head buried in Ida Jane’s hair. I shifted, needing to stretch my back and hips, which pressed my pelvis—and morning wood—against my bride’s lush ass. Much to my surprise, Ida Jane requested I join her in the bedroom last night. I didn’t ask if she was sure because I wasn’t a gentleman.

      While it hadn’t been the wild night of sex I’d hoped for, it had been…right. Kind of what I expected marriage to be.

      “Morning,” she murmured, her voice husky with sleep.

      I smiled into her hair, loving that she was wrapped in my arms, and that she was mere hours from becoming my bride.

      Intense pride and other emotions—ones that I refused to examine too closely—welled inside me. This was the smart move; one that would give me and my team what we needed. Focus on the goal, Maxim. Staying in the country. Winning more games. Improving my stats. Making more money from endorsements. Never being hungry again.

      That had been my list of goals since I was drafted; Ida Jane was a delicious perk that helped me achieve them. I was being smart, marrying her.

      I buried my nose deeper in her hair and inhaled.

      “Morning, krasivaya.”

      She shivered, as she always did when I used that term of endearment, before pressing closer. We lay like that, spooned together, both of us content.

      “What time do we need to be at the courthouse?” she asked.

      “Nine.”

      “All right. Would you like to take a shower before I get ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Mind if I order some breakfast?” she asked.

      “Please. I want an egg white omelet.”

      She rolled over, and I noticed her face wasn’t as swollen today. In fact, I could see both her beautiful eyes, but my attention was currently on the flirty grin tugging on those pretty pink lips.

      “You athletes. I’m assuming no butter and lots of veggies and cheese crammed into that omelet?”

      I leaned forward and kissed her forehead at the edge of her bruising. “You got that right. Along with a big pot of black tea.”

      She gasped. “You don’t drink coffee?”

      “Only from the machine the guys got me and not much at that. Makes me jittery, and I’m already a little nervous.” I swallowed, wondering if I’d said too much.

      Her small, pale hand cupped my cheek. “You got it, Maxim. Black tea and an omelet.”

      Her pajama shirt had ridden up when she turned over, and I took advantage, rubbing my thumbs against the soft skin of her ribs. The goosebumps told me she liked that.

      She studied my face for a long moment. “You know something? I’m not nervous—not about the wedding. I know you’re going to treat me right.”

      “Of course.” I laid my entire palm against her ribs, letting my fingertips skim the underside of her breasts.

      “And I’m going to treat you right, too,” she vowed.

      I gave her a serious look. “Never doubted you.”

      She smiled, then scrambled out of the bed. I enjoyed seeing Ida Jane in so few clothes, her tits bouncing under her silky top.

      She used the bathroom and popped back out, face shiny and hair tucked back in a headband that the personal shopper had added to the order. I guess she knew what she was doing because Ida Jane had exclaimed over it last night.

      “You go on in. I’ll place that order.”
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        * * *

      

      After we’d eaten while watching the sun rise over Nashville, Ida Jane excused herself into the bathroom. I’d put on a new suit I’d ordered through the personal shopper and my trusty black dress shoes I’d owned for years. Maybe I should have gotten new ones, but I was superstitious enough to believe these had brought me luck. I’d been wearing them when I walked into the team offices in Detroit and signed my first contract. I’d worn them when I was traded to the Wildcatters. And now, I’d wear them when I married Ida Jane.

      I finished my cup of tea and prowled the suite, restless, not liking her out of my sight. Not because I was a controlling bastard—well, maybe I was a little—but because I needed Ida Jane to be wed to me.

      I stopped at the windows and stared out, aware that my first thought hadn’t been so that I could continue to play hockey. No, I wanted Ida Jane because I wanted her.

      She seemed to think this was still some type of transaction, that I could have offered this deal to another woman.

      Now that I knew her, had slept with her, eaten meals, laughed with her, I couldn’t imagine any other woman in my life. I’d told her father so last night, which was why he’d given us grudging approval, something that clearly relieved Ida Jane as she spoke to him this morning at the table.

      “She’s not as committed for our marriage to be forever as I am, sir,” I’d told Jacob Barlow as I paced around the bedroom, my agitation growing as bedtime neared. “But I plan to show her how much she means to me. I plan to make sure she’s the middle of my world—”

      “After hockey,” Jacob had broken in. He’d sighed, almost with defeat. “I have boys who play football. My youngest will get drafted. I know what’s what, son.”

      “You don’t,” I snapped. “Without Ida Jane, I wouldn’t be able to play hockey for the NHL, and I won’t forget that. Ever.”

      I’d meant those words, and they were even more potent this morning after I’d listed my goals. Without Ida Jane, I’d lose the life I’d built in Houston. She was the linchpin holding it all together.

      I heard the bedroom door click open, and I spun around. My heart slammed against my chest and my eyes watered.

      Ida Jane wore a white gown, just as I’d dreamed. Not sure of her style, though, I’d looked through her Pinterest boards while we were on the flight. I’d forwarded a few of my favorites to the personal shopper who’d chosen three white gowns and three were in shades of blue because Ida Jane had been pinning the icy blue color most recently.

      The dress she’d chosen was a silky-soft material with a cinched waist and a playful neckline that pulled some of the skirt fabric forward and up, almost in a vertical bow. The hemline, which was a ripple around her legs, started above her knees. As the top slid down around her luscious tits, the skirt’s hemline also dropped to her ankles. Her pink toenails peeped out from her low heels, also in white.

      She’d pulled her long hair back into a coil at the back of her neck. Already some strands pulled free. She wore makeup because her lashes were darker than their normal light brown, but she’d kept it natural. Her lip gloss was a soft pink that gave her lips a subtle and kissable shimmer. Best of all, her cheek was healing, and her eye was open, thanks to the reduction in swelling overnight.

      “You look fucking hot,” I growled.

      She smiled, but there was hesitation in her expression. “You look quite spiffy yourself.”

      I tugged at my suit coat sleeves even as I puffed out my chest. “I wanted you to be happy looking back at the pictures.”

      She blinked rapidly, as if assimilating for the first time that this was real.

      “I—my face?” Her expression was filled with vulnerability.

      I strode over toward her and grasped her hand, twisting her ring that I’d placed on her finger the night before. I bent down and kissed her knuckle.

      “Trust me, Ida Jane. We’ll get some nice photos.”

      She stared up at me for a long moment. “Okay.”

      I held out my hand, and she placed her smaller, cooler one in my grasp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Ida Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      It was 9:22 in the morning, and I was married.

      In the multitude of shopping bags, Maxim had got me a pretty white dress and clean lingerie, so I wasn’t married in shower-rinsed panties like I thought I’d be. I’d combed my hair in a swoop to hide part of the sickly bruising at my temple that no amount of makeup—not even the fancy new stuff that was in one of the bags Maxim purchased for me—would hide.

      Maxim settled the swollen, yellow side of my face against his suit jacket and tucked a few wisps of hair behind my ear.

      “Smile,” he rumbled. I felt the vibrations against my battered cheek. They felt good. He felt good. I lifted my lips but couldn’t quite manage any genuine happiness.

      The past few days were a blur, and I wasn’t sure how I’d ended up in this quaint brick building with a beaming justice of the peace peering over his spectacles as he snapped photos of Maxim and me.

      “Now, hold up the rings,” Justice Ingram said.

      I did as he bade me, still too shocked to do more than follow directions.

      I was married.

      My name was Ida Jane Barlow Dolov. My husband was a professional hockey player. And I barely understood the sport. I barely knew the man.

      Panic took hold. “What the hell was I thinking?”

      “Ida Jane Barlow…Dolov! Do not cuss in front of an officiant,” Mama scolded from Maxim’s pocket.

      “Sorry, Mama,” I said, the response habitual. Then I tipped my head back and stared up at Maxim’s face. “They heard the whole ceremony?” Maxim knew how important my family was to me, so for him to include them—I gulped, those emotions pushing forward again.

      “Of course,” he said, as if he hadn’t done something sweet. He looked like he wanted to squirm, so I rose on my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Justice Ingram chuckled again. “All right, you love birds. You’re all documented.” He handed me my phone, which I gave to Maxim. I didn’t have pockets or a purse.

      “Let me finish up your papers so it’s legal and not just social media legit,” the justice of the peace said.

      Did the sixty-year-old just talk about social media status? I felt like I’d fallen into an alternate universe. None of this could be real, could it?

      I stared down at the gold band encircling my finger while Maxim spoke to my parents.

      And now I was married. With a gorgeous wedding band in a simple but lovely service where Maxim kept his gaze fixed on me the entire time. He never wavered, not in saying his vows, not in slipping on the ring, not when it came to signing the document. I was a complete mess after he seemed so sure.

      He offered me his phone, and I spoke to my parents, who told me that Maxim had promised another ceremony where they could take part.

      Again, I stared up at the man I was legally bound to, shocked by his thoughtfulness. When I’d first met him, I’d seen his tenderness—his worry for me. He’d gotten me ice, contacted me to make sure I was safe.

      Realization hit: Maxim wasn’t sure how to show others his love…or ask to be loved.

      Realization two was a bigger bomb: I was already halfway in love with him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maxim

      

      

       

      The gold band on my finger made me want to both vomit and cheer, a combination I hadn’t felt since my first professional game. Ida Jane made me lose my ever-fucking mind.

      I hated taking it off. I’d only been wearing it mere hours, but I felt its weight. With great care, I ensured it was secure in my wallet. No way was I losing it.

      “Why weren’t you on the flight?” Cruz asked. I turned to find him, Stol, Naese, and Cormac at my locker. Their expressions were all inquisitive, some—like Cruz’s—seeming murderous.

      “Coach gave me dispensation to travel with Ida Jane last night.” My chest puffed out, and I grinned—wide and proud. “We got married this morning.”

      “Holy fucking shit. What’s your face doing?” Stol asked.

      “He’s smiling, numb nuts,” Cruz snapped.

      Naese shifted. “He looks scary. Like you.” He elbowed Cruz, who didn’t seem to notice.

      Cormac tipped his head. “Because of the Green Card situation?”

      My expression slid into a scowl. Why’d he have to bring that up?

      “What Green Card situation?” Naese asked.

      “What’s going on, Maximum?” Stol asked.

      “You got troubles?” Cruz asked.

      “A lot,” I said. With a long sigh, I gave them the gist of the situation.

      “So, you got married?” Naese said.

      “Would have been nice to see that,” Cruz mumbled. “I love weddings.”

      “He had to get married. ICE or some shit is breathing down his neck,” Cormac said. “He just told you that.”

      “So, it’s not real?” Stol asked.

      “It’s fucking real,” I growled. “Now, stop talking about my wife. My love life. Me.” I met each of my friends’ eyes. I held Cormac’s the longest, until he dropped his gaze, his cheeks turning ruddy.

      “You’re right, man. Sorry,” he said.

      I silently dressed for the game. Once I was ready, I headed over to Coach and asked for some time on the ice to clear my head. He glanced at Cormac, clearly aware of the tension building there—because Coach knew everything—and nodded.

      When I headed up to the ice, I noted Ida Jane, my tiny blond vixen, already in the stands. She’d changed from her wedding gown and taken her hair down. She looked relaxed as she read something on her phone. I called out her name, and she looked up and smiled, waving at me.

      She was a vision sitting in the seats, one row up and two rows over from the bench. They were my team seats, something I rarely used. In fact, up to this point, I’d let the Wildcatters give my tickets to each game to veterans and first responders. There was no sense for them to go to waste, and I wanted those groups of people to know I appreciated them.

      I shifted my weight, unsure I’d be able to tear my gaze away if I glanced back. She looked gorgeous. The bruises were barely noticeable from here. Her top clung to those glorious tits—the ones I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the past couple of days. She rose from the chair, and I noted her legs looked sleeker in the skinny jeans she wore. Nothing would make them look long because she was tiny, but she worked those petite curves to perfection.

      I was desperate to peel those jeans off her later. And I wanted to tuck her under my arm and glower at any man who dared to so much as glance in her direction.

      “Stop scowling,” Cormac muttered out of the side of his mouth when he skated past me. “You’re gonna scare the kids.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “I deserve that.” He remained quiet as we took another loop around the ice. “I’m happy for you, man,” he said, patting my shoulder.

      I shrugged off his mitted hand as I stopped.

      “No, you’re not.” I wasn’t one to back down from a fight, and Cormac should know that.

      He sighed even as he nudged me into a lazy skate around the perimeter of the rink. “I am happy. I just…worry about you, too. You’re often so deep in your head, I can’t pull you out. And I know you feel a lot,” Cormac continued when the silence got to him. “And I know you don’t like to process it. So, yeah, I’m worried about you. I just…I want you to be happy.”

      Well, fuck. How did I stay mad at him after all that? I slung my arm around his shoulder. “I appreciate you clarifying. I didn’t…” I frowned. This talking shit out was harder than fifty sprints across the ice after a full practice. “I needed to hear that.”

      “You, Maxim Dolov, are one of my closest friends. I care a lot about what’s going on with you.” He patted the back of my helmet. “Don’t make me do this heart-to-heart again, though, you hear me? Just know you matter and stop making me worry.”

      “Yeah, Mac. Back at you.” I shifted my shoulder into his side as I shoved off the side of my blade. “Now, let me focus on the game.”

      “You got it, Maximum.” He chuckled as I sped away.

      Once we were in line for the national anthem, I looked back up to Ida Jane. She was chatting with an older man, who hung off her every word.

      My scowl felt hot enough to burn the ice, and Mac nudged me.

      “You look scarier than Cruz,” he whispered.

      I tried to rearrange my features, but all I could think about was Ida Jane. I’d never been so consumed by another person, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about her taking up all this space and emotion.

      I just knew I couldn’t fathom a time when she hadn’t been there, doing that to me.

      I was in so much trouble.
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        * * *

      

      The game proved physical, which engaged me mentally. I lowered my shoulder and pushed off hard with my skate, nailing the opposing player into the boards. His breath rushed from him in a painful grunt, but he raised his stick and ground it into the back of my knee.

      I rammed him again, harder, for the cheap shot before pulling back in time to see Stol slap the puck deep into the net. I roared, raising my arms as I powered toward my teammates. The final whistle blew, and the game ended. Thanks to the last-minute goal, we added a win to our stats.

      Not a bad showing against the third-best team in the league. We ranked number two even though few pundits expected the Wildcatters to pull out another season like last year’s—the one that landed the coveted Stanley Cup in our front office and made Cormac, Stol, Cruz, Naese, and even me household names for the hockey fandom.

      With one last pat on Stol’s shoulder, I skated toward the bench. My gaze returned to the seats where Ida should be. She was gone. Disappointment slammed into me harder than the opposing player’s stick.

      “Good game.”

      I whipped around toward her soft voice, the anger and bitterness of a moment ago sliding away, much like the sweat that dripped off my chin.

      “It’s even more brutal than football, and I thought that was a take-your-chances sport,” she said. “I’ll have to get more pointers.”

      She blinked up at me, those big brown eyes.

      “I’m so glad you were here. I hate that I have to fly out with the team, leaving you alone for the rest of our wedding night—”

      She shook her head. “You do not know how football-obsessed my family is. We understand that sports come first…always. Go shake hands and shower.”

      “You’ll come to the locker room? I want to talk to you again, kiss you before we have to leave.” I wanted to do more than that, but I didn’t have time.

      “One of the staffers will bring you down,” I said, waving one of our staff over and introducing him to my wife.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said. “Go do what you need to do.”

      Before I could respond, she’d turned and headed back up the stairs. Those toned legs pumped up each step and the globes of her ass jiggled a little. I swallowed hard, trying to ease the dryness in my mouth, the need burning in my chest.

      Stol threw his arm over my shoulder and we skated to center ice, telling our opponents good game, as expected. Stolly kept his arm around me, too close for comfort, making me more aware of the sweat dripping from my skin, chafing against my compression shirt under the pads.

      “You have to admit, it’s nice to have a pretty lady tell you how awesome you are after a game,” he said, waving at a teenager, who immediately hopped up and down and squealed.

      “That comment, when you make it while smiling at a young girl, is disturbing,” I said.

      “Nah, man, I don’t give a shit about that girl—just glad she bought a ticket. That’s why I smiled at her.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “So you’re really holding out, saving yourself for Ida Jane’s friend?” I asked.

      “I would, if she’d have me.” He skated off, defeated. “And you know her name is Millie. Stop trying to piss me off,” he called back over his shoulder.

      Hmm, that was interesting. Maybe Ida Jane would have some thoughts.

      And I was right back to thinking about my wife.

      Ida Jane would fly home tomorrow and stay in my house. We would share meals, laughs, snuggles on the couch, each other’s bodies.

      I wanted a wedding night. Badly. But it would wait until we were home. My house was now our home. And by the time I arrived there tomorrow, we’d be the proud owners of a furry guard dog.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Ida Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      Maxim picked me up from the airport instead of my suggestion of taking a rideshare to his place. The mid-afternoon sunshine filtered through the tinted windows, and I noted the faint signs of exhaustion lining Maxim’s eyes. Last night, he’d kissed me goodbye at the arena after eleven just before he boarded the bus to head to the airport with the rest of the team.

      I’d appreciated the time to myself, which I’d used to think—and panic. When the anxiety sizzling through my blood grew too large for me to sleep, I’d opened the video stream with Millie, who hadn’t answered. This morning, after tossing and turning, wishing Maxim was there to hold me again, I called Keelie. She didn’t answer either, but at least she had called me back during her lunch break. I’d already been on the plane, flying home.

      Millie still hadn’t responded, but that was a worry for another day. Crazy that last week I’d been scrimping to save enough for a deposit on a halfway decent apartment, and now I lived in one of the swankiest neighborhoods inside the Beltway.

      “Are you glad to be home?” Maxim asked as he settled into his car.

      I fiddled with my wedding band, comforted by its weight, dazzled, still, by its sparkle.

      “Sure.” I turned my head, looking out the window, my hands clasped together in my lap. “Keelie left me a message, inviting me over to her place to watch the next game.”

      “Good. Great. I’m glad you get along with the CATS.”

      “Why CATS? I thought the name for partners of professional athletes was WAGs—you know, wives and girlfriends.”

      Maxim smiled. “Our owner’s more progressive. I guess so is Coach Whittaker and the rest of the team. CATS stands for comrades, allies, teammates, and spouses.”

      “Oh.” I blinked. “I like that. A lot.” I looked out the window, trying to gather my thoughts. “Should I tell Keelie we’re married?” I asked, my voice hesitant.

      Maxim shot me a questioning frown. “Of course. Cormac knows—I told the guys before the game yesterday, so my guess is Keelie knows already.”

      “Oh.”

      “You don’t want people to know?” Maxim sounded hurt.

      “No! That’s not it at all.” I wrapped my arms around my waist and squeezed. “It’s just…we’re unconventional. I don’t…how do we…they may not understand.”

      “That milk is spilled, Ida Jane.” Maxim reached over, prying my fingers from where they dug into my waist and clasped my hands. “Plus, yours is the only opinion I care about.” He paused, seemed to consider something. “Well, yours, and Coach Whittaker, some of my teammates, and your parents.” He grunted. “That’s more people than I’ve worried about…ever.”

      He held my left hand, so I was able to enjoy the fiery sparkle of the small diamonds lining my ring. It was so beautiful. My gaze shifted to the thick gold band taking up nearly half the area between the two knuckles on his ring finger. I’d noted he played with it after I’d slipped it on his finger, making me wonder why he’d chosen such a sturdy option.

      “You look good in that,” Maxim said, tone gruff.

      I licked my dry lips. “I’m on birth control.”

      Well, I could have said that more elegantly, but it was out there now. I’d hurt Maxim’s feelings before our wedding, and on the plane ride back, I’d concluded that we deserved to enjoy our time together. We were married, for goodness’ sake. Of course we were going to have sex.

      I wanted that to be part of our relationship. Craved it. And hoped it would settle my growing fears about my impulsive decision.

      He slid to a stop at the light as the silence between us seemed to expand. He glanced over, eyes burning with desire.

      “That’s good to know.” He shot me a smoldering look. “Because I hope to fuck you often with no barriers.”

      I shifted, trying to ease the sudden pulsing warmth in my core. Often, huh. I liked the sound of that. Until Maxim, I considered the idea of orgasms without clitoral stimulation hooey. But that first kiss and every single one since, even the chaste ones on my cheek, temple, and over my wedding band, made my body light up with desire. Hell, he’d looked at me across my office the other day and I’d gotten wet.

      So, yeah, I was down for passionate sex. Often.

      “I’m looking forward to that,” I said.

      A twinkle settled into his eyes. This man was so beautiful when he let go. I wished I could help him do that more often. “Mmm. Me, too. I have been since I saw you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Be serious.”

      “I am. You have no idea how much your fighting spirit turned me on, Fists.”

      I inclined my head toward his growing bulge. “I’m getting an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maxim

      

      

      

      A few years ago, I’d watched a documentary. I liked them, especially before my English improved to the point that I could read it with fluent ease. I loved books, learning, but few libraries kept a large Russian language section.

      That documentary was about imprinting and the biological responses of babies from certain species to find and know their mothers.

      “I imprinted,” I muttered, both annoyed and impressed that sometime between our first interaction and the moment I proposed, Ida Jane had settled into my biology as my mate-for-life. Like a wolf. Or an eagle.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Everything.

      But how could I tell her I was having a ride-or-die moment? We’d been laughing, teasing each other, and now that was all I could think about. Us. Together, married for years…decades. Forever, like I’d promised in my vows.

      I sucked in a breath. She’d been hurt, emotionally and physically, by that douche. It would take time for her to trust me, trust in us. But I’d taken the first, hardest step: we were married.

      And I would never share.

      Growing up, I’d had exactly one toy: an old action hero that some other child abandoned on the street. Already scuffed when I found it, it was more so now after all these years. I’d carried it in my pocket to the United States and it sat on my dresser where I looked at it every day.

      Ida Jane would learn that I cared about and for the few people and items I let into my life. She was one of those. She was the center.

      Loreen’s comment about grandbabies flitted through my head and I scowled. I did not want kids. Never had. The idea of being responsible for a small, defenseless human created an ache in my chest, clawing at my throat. I shuddered, knowing I’d be a terrible parent. How could I not? My role models were shit and my own time as a kid was spent surviving—at least until I found hockey and a place to focus my energy and anger.

      “You seem…flushed.”

      I cleared my throat. “I get warm. Not used to this weather.”

      What shit was I spouting?

      “Here. Let’s turn up the air conditioning.”

      “Yeah. Great.” I tugged at my collar.

      We pulled into the garage of our house, and I turned off the ignition. I hustled around the front end, helping her out because she’d already opened her door.

      Shuffling my feet, I kept my grip on her hand, and the warmth anchored me. “I have a surprise for you. It arrived this morning.”

      “Maxim. You didn’t have to—”

      “I did,” I told her. “As much as you want to downplay this, a wedding matters. We joined ourselves together…” I inhaled a long breath and blew it out gradually. Ida Jane wasn’t ready to hear my commentary about our wedding. If I wasn’t feeling these emotions now, myself, I wouldn’t believe them—or in them. “I wanted to commemorate this milestone,” I finished. I fidgeted, disliking this vulnerability.

      “But your attorney explained it, remember? You’ll divorce me once your Green Card is sorted and Dillon’s no longer a threat to my safety.”

      Her comment made me wish for a long period of uncertainty with my immigration status, because I refused to allow Ida Jane to be hurt again, especially by her sack-of-shit ex.

      I didn’t want to divorce her. There. I acknowledged that I never planned to let her go, but that was a fight for another day. Well, now, too, because I refused to play fair in my efforts to win over Ida Jane.

      Was there someone I could bribe to make sure it moved slower than molasses in a Saint Petersburg winter?

      “Why don’t we enjoy being married for a while before we discuss its dissolution? Because right now? I’m looking forward to our wedding night.” I waggled my eyebrows and Ida Jane giggled.

      Swinging her up into my arms, I walked into our house. “Welcome home, Mrs. Dolov.”

      She smiled up at me, shy and sweet. That innocent look, and pretty much everything about Ida Jane, made me want to fuck her.

      Once we made it into the kitchen, I set her back on her feet, holding her waist, her back to my front. The soft click of toenails preceded my surprise. A huge, black, furry head with dark brown eyes and a black nose peered around the counter’s edge.

      “Blade, come. This is your owner.”

      Ida Jane squeaked as the rest of the enormous dog ambled into view. I had to admit, I was impressed when I met Blade earlier this morning. His trainer had come by early to give me a rundown on the commands Blade knew and an hour-long training session so that I could manage the dog. I’d have him come back soon to do the same with Ida Jane. The dog stood to my waist, had a thick coat of fur, and large paws, not unlike a mountain lion. Nerves jangled through me as I offered the beast my hand.

      He’d sniffed me with indifference before yawning and settling back down with his head on those saucer-sized paws.

      I shifted to Ida Jane’s side so I could take in her expression. “He’s your wedding gift.”

      Ida Jane blinked again before her eyes widened. “You got me a lion…er, dog,” she said.

      “No, I purchased you a superb guardian since you dislike having a bodyguard. His name is Blade, and he’s a Tibetan Mastiff.”

      “He’s huge,” Ida Jane breathed.

      “You had dogs on your ranch,” I said, shifting my weight. “Your dad told me. And he seemed to think a guard dog was a good idea.”

      Blade panted, flashing his long, white canines.

      “My daddy had Aussie shepherds and mutts. Nothing bigger than me!”

      “He’s only one-fifty.”

      She turned to gawk at me. “That’s way more than me!”

      “Well, it’s a good thing someone has already trained him. He got the highest marks for walking on a leash and guard patrol.”

      This wasn’t going as I’d expected. I thought she’d cuddle the dog, but she inched closer to me. Not that I minded. I enjoyed feeling the soft curve of her hip and breast against my arm. I’d like it even better naked where I could worship those luscious tits with my lips and tongue. But that was for later…after she grew comfortable with Blade.

      “Um…hi, Blade.”

      The mastiff rose to his feet and Ida Jane whimpered. He shook himself, starting with his head and ending with a little shimmy in his tail. The whole time, Ida Jane cowered against my side like the dog was going to go full-scale Cujo.

      “Don’t eat my hand, don’t eat my hand, don’t eat my hand,” Ida Jane whispered.

      “Why would you say that?” I asked, confusion rolling over me.

      Blade strolled over, and Ida Jane gulped. Gamely, she held out a trembling hand. Blade sniffed it, then his tongue darted out, and he licked it. A moment later, he’d wedged his massive body between the two of us so that Ida Jane could scratch his ears. He shut his eyes and made a deep moaning sound that rumbled out of his chest and through my leg.

      “Oh, you’re just a big softie,” Ida Jane stated, delight lacing her tone. The apprehension drained from her features as she leaned in closer. She didn’t have to bend over that far. No wonder she’d been anxious.

      Over her fear, Ida Jane made smoochy faces at Blade, and dammit, I was jealous of her guardian. The one I bought her. Blade licked her wrist and stared up at her with adoring eyes. He pressed into her hip and thumped his tail against the tiles.

      “It’s okay that you’re bigger than me,” Ida Jane said. “We’re gonna get along great.”

      I scowled. The damn mutt had more mojo than me. Blade huffed as he leaned against her, causing Ida Jane to stumble. I steadied her with my arm, and she laughed. “You’re an enormous boy, aren’t you? Just like your daddy. Maxim’s huge, intimidating, and just as interested in getting sugar as you are.”

      My chest puffed out at her words. She saw me as enormous. Wait until she got a good look at what I was packing down below. I chuckled.

      Blade lifted his ears, shooting me a look that said, “Don’t fuck this up for me or I’ll bite you and shit in your bed.”

      I glared until the dog closed his eyes. Blade didn’t take my glower as a threat because his tongue lolled as he panted happily. Ida Jane laughed, and my lips tipped up at the joy in her expression.

      Cormac and Stol were worried a large guard dog would be overwhelming, but I’d known Ida Jane would love him, and he’d be with her on the weekends and at the house, so that kept her protected most of the time, especially now that she’d mentioned she didn’t love having a bodyguard following her around. I leaned down and nuzzled into her hair.

      “I’m glad you like him. His trainer will come out twice each week for the next month to help you learn all his commands.”

      She met my gaze, her eyes filled with heat. “You’ve been fantastic to me…husband.” Her voice took on a husky quality I enjoyed. “The security, the dress, the ring, the dog.”

      “I plan to continue to be, wife.”

      She shivered at the word. “Then, it’s my turn to give you something.” Her voice remained throaty and sexy as fuck.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “You mentioned you wanted me to share your bed.”

      “And fuck you often, yes. I already made that clear.”

      She laved her lower lip with her tongue. “Well, here’s the deal. I want you to take me to bed now so that I can give you the most amazing wedding night.”

      I cleared my throat as blood migrated to my crotch. “Tell Blade to go to his place so that I can take you to bed.”

      She did, and the dog huffed but went over to a huge, plush dog bed set up under my big screen TV in the living room. I scooped Ida Jane into my arms, and she laughed as she squealed.

      “I’ve gotten to hold you twice in ten minutes,” I said. “Your tits feel good against my chest.”

      She rolled her eyes but looped her arms around my neck…making sure her rack pressed tighter against my pectorals.

      “It’s about time for our wedding to be the real deal, Maxim.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Ida Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Maxim, I’d always found intimacy intimidating and a little awkward.

      His lips devoured mine as he kicked the bedroom door shut, and I couldn’t think, just feel. His tongue sank deep into my mouth as he lowered me to the bed. My clothes were gone before I realized he’d removed them, all while his hands romanced my body with such intensity that I couldn’t remember my name, let alone that I was self-conscious about the curve of my abdomen and the stretch marks on the sides of my boobs.

      His clothes magically melted away and then Maxim was next to me on the bed. His skin was hot, like molten steel wrapped in smooth velvet. His chest had little hair, and his pectoral muscles were thick. I ran my fingertips down the ridges of his abdomen, marveling at the texture.

      “You’ll stay here with me in this…our room, in our bed?” he asked.

      I lifted my lids to meet his sultry gaze. “Yes, Maxim, I will.”

      “And you’ll attend my games?” he asked.

      I nodded. “As often as I can.”

      His grin was breathtaking. “This truly is the best wedding night ever.”

      He kissed me again and again, seeming to drug me with pleasure. One of his large hands slid from my chest to cup my booty. He gave it a firm squeeze before he trailed his fingertips along the back of my thigh and gripped my knee. He brought my leg over his thigh and scooted close so that his erection nestled between my wet folds, his mushroom head nudging my clit with each rock of his hips.

      Oh, that felt good. Really good. I whimpered into his mouth as he suckled on my tongue before nipping at my lower lip. I shivered, aware that this man was playing my body, bringing me higher as pleasure sparkled under my skin and a deep ache built between my thighs. He slid that hand back up my leg to fondle my butt, something I never would have imagined finding sexy before. His hand slid upward, over my ribs and back to my breast.

      Already, I knew Maxim was a boob man. He brought his other hand up so that his thumbs caressed my nipples, and his palms weighed my breasts. With a gentle nudge, he had me on my back, his larger body enveloping me. I loved how thick he was, and that he was so taken with my body. I kissed him with all those emotions, trying to let him know what this meant to me. My breath broke, and I tore my lips from his, gasping, as his cock snagged at my entrance.

      “Please, Maxim.”

      “Please what?” His voice was raspier than usual. More guttural. I loved that, too.

      “I want you inside me.”

      He dragged one of his hands down my side to tease my hip bone. He rested his palm on my wet folds, making my body quake with need. “My fingers?”

      “No.”

      “Then what do you want from me, Ida Jane Dolov? Tell me.”

      He kissed my jaw line, my throat, nibbled at my ear. His palm slid upward, away from my sex. I whimpered.

      “I…”

      “Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you,” Maxim breathed into my ear. “I want to make this good for you.”

      My cheeks burned. He wanted me to say it. Words I’d never said—words I never thought I’d say. They weren’t the words a good girl from West Texas ever uttered.

      No, now I was a married woman—married to a man who wanted to hear me beg for his dick. I sucked in a breath and stared into his eyes.

      “I want you to shove your enormous cock inside me and make me come.”

      “Fuck, Ida Jane.” Maxim’s eyes widened. “That’s hot.” He panted as his hips jerked forward, that big dick bumping into my lower lips and making us both moan. “Keep talking.”

      “Only…only…oohh…if you do more of that.” He slid his erection into my sex. I lifted my legs and wrapped them around his trim waist. Maxim had a hell of a booty, thanks to hours of skating. I planned to spend some time getting to know it well and soon.

      Right now, though, I hoped he had stamina thanks to all those workouts because I was primed for one of those two-orgasm experiences I’d heard other women whisper about.

      “Talk dirty to me, krasivaya,” Maxim growled. Warmth built in my chest even as desire gripped my core. “I love the words spilling from your sweet mouth. Tell me what you want.”

      He slid inside me another small increment, and I trembled, arching off the bed. He nipped at my neck and continued to tease my entrance with shallow thrusts. I writhed, desperate for more of him, for more friction. I was losing my mind. My need to come overwhelmed my modesty and good sense. I’d never been so turned on—it was as if the hotter my body revved, the more it took over my mouth.

      Maxim thrust a little harder, a little deeper, almost relieving the building tension. His eyes narrowed as an intense expression enveloped his face. He stared at me, consumed by me as I was by his thick muscles and girthy cock.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “Dick me harder…oh, yes, yes, yes!” He slammed his hips against my pelvis, finally giving me the fucking I craved. “More, Maxim. Harder.”

      Pleas poured from my lips as he shifted so that he was on his knees and could power into me. I took and quaked and was desperate for more. Sweat bloomed across my skin and his, and I gripped his biceps with my hands, nails digging in as I held on, giving as good as I got.

      Waves of pleasure that built with each hard thrust crashed over me, stealing my breath. He continued his pounding, even as I rose higher, toward another peak of ecstasy.

      “You know just how to use your…ooooh!”

      I screamed, my voice hoarse as I begged him for more, harder. His cock thickened, making each rock of his hips rub against my inner nerves. With a hissed curse followed by a deep groan, he slammed into me, his lower abdominals pressing against my clit. He jerked as he came, his hands releasing my thighs to stutter up next to my shoulders. He ground his cock deeper, and I tumbled over that perilous precipice into a clutch of pleasure.

      After a few moments, he rolled, his large hands at my waist, keeping us connected.

      “You, Ida Jane, have an assertive streak.”

      I buried my head against his chest as my cheeks flamed.

      He lifted a hand and clasped my chin, forcing me to look at him. He brushed his nose along the side of mine.

      “I don’t know what came over me. I lost myself.”

      “I loved it. Adored hearing you beg me for more.” He grinned, bright and shinier than a new penny. “My woman’s a dirty talker when I dick her hard enough.”

      At my wide eyes, he chuckled and kissed me.

      “Bet you can’t make me do that again,” I whispered against his lips.

      “Oh, Ida Jane, you gotta know I’m accepting that challenge.” With a whoop he rolled us to our sides, his hands running from my hips to my ribs, to claim a breast in each hand. “So pretty. They fit just right.” He massaged my flesh, and I clutched him, throwing my leg over his hip and rubbing against his growing erection.

      And Maxim proved that my dirty talk was not a one-time thing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maxim

      

      

      

      I spent the rest of Saturday and most of Sunday with Ida Jane in bed naked, and it was better than any fantasy I could have conjured. After an intense session with her straddling my lap, facing away so that I had access to her supple back and sweet ass, she collapsed next to me, her body shivering with the after-effects of her orgasm and overworked muscles.

      I smirked at her relaxed expression. Post-coital looked good on her. Very good.

      A faint whine came from the other side of the door.

      “Oh my gosh, Blade!” Ida Jane rolled off the bed in a tumble of limbs and stumbled to her feet, still unsteady. My smirk grew into a full-blown smile of satisfaction as I rose, scratching my hip. “I’ll let him out and get him fed. Why don’t you head into the bathroom and start the tub?”

      She changed directions carefully, which let me know she was sore and exhausted. I whipped on a pair of gym shorts and opened the door. Blade sat politely in the hall, his bulk blocking most of the space, tongue lolling. His brown eyebrows rose before he turned and headed back toward the living room, his tail swishing behind him.

      “You got it, buddy. Pee break.”

      I let him out and refilled his water dish. I’d gotten the extra-large water bowl in stainless steel so that the dog wouldn’t run out. He hadn’t—both it and his food dish were half full. The big guy was just bored. I hummed as I pulled out cheese and berries, laying them on a plate along with a variety of whole grain crackers and some nuts. I wasn’t winning any plating contests, but that wasn’t the point. Ida Jane and I needed to eat. Then, we needed to exercise her dog.

      And after that? I’d take my wife back to bed.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe I overslept,” Ida Jane groaned the next morning. She was sipping the mocha I made her as she brushed her hair. She’d dressed in a blue, white, and green dress that swished around her calves and little black shoes she called ballet flats. She’d thrown a white cardigan over her purse.

      “Where’s Blade’s leash? Are you sure Olive won’t mind him joining me?”

      “Yes, I already talked to her about him.”

      “Some of my kids might be frightened. He’s huge.”

      “True. So, you’ll get to reassure them and show them that not all big creatures are scary.”

      She clucked her tongue. “As if it’s that easy….”

      “Would you rather have the security guard?”

      She grimaced. “Fine. I’ll figure it out with Blade and the kids. Oh, wait! I need to change the sheets! Our room smells like sex—”

      I preened because she was correct, and I fucking loved it.

      “You will be late, krasivaya. After practice, I’ll change the sheets.”

      “But I need to check the guest room to make sure it’s clean. My parents will be staying there—”

      I took her mostly-empty coffee mug from her hand and kissed her. I pulled back hastily but my dick had already gotten some fun ideas.

      Later.

      Right now, Ida Jane needed to get to work, and I needed to get to practice.

      “Out the door. Now. Blade, come.”

      Blade was almost too big for the back of my Mercedes and had to hunch to get into the small space. That was a concern I’d deal with promptly.

      Ida Jane grabbed her things, continuing to worry out loud.

      “I’ve kept my house clean for years, Ida Jane. I promise, I won’t embarrass you.”

      She grumbled a little even as she nodded. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t need to thank me. It’s my responsibility.”

      She frowned. “Wait. You don’t have a maid service?”

      I shook my head. “And I prefer to do my grocery shopping and cooking. Now, I can use the delivery service for the groceries, which I prefer. It’s weird to take selfies with fans while trying to pick out a ripe melon.”

      She giggled and Blade shoved his nose through the space between the seats. Ida Jane idly scratched between his ears.

      “My brother, Amos—he’s the one who’s planning to go pro next year—talks about how he’s going to have a housekeeper and all these other services as soon as he signs a contract.”

      I frowned. “I lived in a small apartment in Detroit near the rink. It was easy to clean myself. I spoke little English then, my first year, so I didn’t go out often. Not until I felt comfortable understanding the fans and my teammates. I pretty much just slept, ate, studied English, and played hockey.”

      Until I let one of my teammates talk me into going to that party. Nope. Not mentioning that to Ida Jane. Shit, I shouldn’t have brought up Detroit at all.

      “That sounds lonely,” Ida Jane said. I couldn’t see her face well with Blade’s muzzle between us, but I heard the sympathy in her voice.

      I never wanted her to find out about that night—the mere idea of her disappointment caused me to fidget. I cleared my throat.

      “I like this team better—these teammates more. I hope, now that I’ve signed this five-year contract, I’ll get to stay.”

      “I do, too. I can’t imagine moving…but that’s a possibility, right? Naomi and Nicole said it’s pretty common for players to get traded.”

      “Some, sure, but not franchise players. That’s Cormac, Cruz, possibly Naese since they picked him so high in the draft. And me.”

      “Not Stolly?” she asked.

      “No, he’s still a bit of a wild card. Coach likes him and wants him to grow into his position, but Stol will have to earn that.”

      “Oh.”

      We arrived at her work building, and the security guard I’d hired came to her door. I helped Ida Jane out of the car and then wrestled Blade out. Bending at the waist, I hauled Ida Jane into my arms and kissed her.

      “I’m looking forward to tonight,” I said into her ear.

      “Meeting my parents?” she asked.

      “I’ll survive that. No, I’m looking forward to kissing you more. To fucking you again.”

      “Maxim!”

      “What? It’s my honeymoon.” I shot her a wink, and she laughed.

      I was still on top of the world when I arrived at the arena.
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        * * *

      

      Ida Jane’s parents rolled into town in a dusty Ford pickup twenty minutes after we arrived home for the evening. Ida Jane hadn’t changed out of her work clothes, but she had started a pork loin surrounded by apples, rosemary, and garlic in the oven.

      She ran out to greet them, and her father hung back, letting his wife hug her and fuss—first over her face, then her ring. I liked her for that—putting her daughter’s well-being first. Maybe if my mother had done so for Nadia, she wouldn’t have latched on to the first man who showed her affection.

      I couldn’t change the past, but I could ensure a better future for Ida Jane...and myself.

      Jacob Barlow stepped forward, engulfing his daughter in his arms. He was big, but not as big as me, with bushy silver-and-brown eyebrows and that squint that told me he spent a lot of time outside.

      “My baby girl. It’s been too long,” he said as he rocked her back and forth, her toes just grazing the ground.

      Loreen offered me her hand, which I took with care. Her firm grip shouldn’t have surprised me—she’d raised a passel of boys and ran a successful ranch. I gave her a soft squeeze and she nodded.

      “Can tell a lot about a man from his handshake,” she said.

      “A woman, too,” I replied.

      She chuckled as she looked over my shoulder. “I want to see the guard dog you got my girl, then a tour of your house. Well, after a pit stop, please.” She tipped her head toward Jacob. “He gets behind the wheel and the only thing that stops him is an empty gas tank. Even when the kids were little, he seemed to think we could all hold our pee for hours—as if that’s normal.”

      “Don’t go talking about my driving habits just yet. That’s personal,” Jacob said with a twinkle in his eye. “And I stopped for you to get that mammoth soda.”

      “When you were buying gas—”

      “You’re the one who wanted to get here fast,” Jacob said, a triumphant expression on his face.

      He shook my hand and slapped my back, and I knew then that Ida Jane was very lucky—and I wanted her parents to adopt me into their family so I could be part of their bantering at every holiday.
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        * * *

      

      Once everyone was settled and Blade had been properly petted, we washed up for dinner. Ida Jane and I moved around the kitchen well—like we’d been doing it for years instead of a few days.

      “Smells good, baby girl,” Jacob said.

      “I hope you like it,” Ida Jane offered. “I know it’s not steaks—”

      “Brought some for you,” Jacob replied. “I gave ’em to Maxim and he put them in the fridge.”

      “I thought we could have them tomorrow night,” I said.

      “You made him your apple butter yet?” Loreen asked.

      I glanced up from the pork I was cutting. “Apple butter?”

      Jacob chortled while Loreen beamed. “Oh, you’re in for a treat. This girl makes the best apple butter.”

      I still didn’t know what that was.

      “If I wasn’t her daddy, I’d offer to marry her for that alone,” Jacob said, beaming with pride. “Instead, I have to be content with my Christmas stockpile.”

      “And birthday, and Father’s Day,” Ida Jane said.

      “Your mama gets into it, honey. You’re gonna have to send me more.”

      “I do,” Loreen said, a dreamy look on her face. “I ate a whole jar the day of your wedding. To celebrate.”

      “I want to try it,” I said.

      Ida Jane sighed in exasperation, but she was content there with me. “Tomorrow.”

      We’d just filled our plates when the doorbell chimed. Ida Jane looked askance, but I shrugged. The guys knew I was meeting Ida Jane’s parents, so they wouldn’t come by.

      I opened the door to find a small man in a boxy suit and flat, dark eyes flanked by two burly officers in uniform.

      “Maurice Lambert, UCIS. I’m here for a home visit.”
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        * * *

      

      Anger, resentment, and embarrassment rippled through my guts like a bad stew. Maurice Lambert, the USCIS bureaucrat who’d gotten a hard-on when he managed to revoke my Green Card, shot me an insolent glare, his dislike of me growing with each passing moment. Well, feeling’s mutual, buddy.

      And on the very night Ida Jane’s parents were there, in my house, meeting me for the first time.

      There was a hushed conversation behind me that I couldn’t hear well. Sweat began to prickle along my skin. I didn’t know what to do. Should I shut the door? Would that give him more reason to get me deported? I was pretty sure I needed my attorney present, so that seemed smart.

      Loreen settled her hand on my tensed forearm and pursed her lips as she stepped up beside me.

      “You’re just in time for dinner,” she said as she ushered the slimy little shit and his entourage into my house—a place I definitely didn’t want him. Jacob went to the kitchen and grabbed more plates and silverware.

      He plunked them down at the end of the table nearest him. Because he wanted to see about using the U.S. government to get me out of Ida Jane’s life? My heart lurched at the thought. I’d lose the chance to play for the Wildcatters, sure, but I’d miss her. I couldn’t say what I felt was love, but I was falling for my pretty little wife.

      “Still working after seven?” Jacob said with a hearty slap to Maurice’s bony shoulder. “A real go-getter.”

      Maurice winced and preened all at once. “I take my job seriously.”

      “You want some of this delicious meal my daughter and son-in-law made?” Loreen asked.

      “I couldn’t impose,” Maurice said, but he looked at the dish hungrily. The two officers behind him did, too.

      “You’re right,” Jacob said. “Poor form to interrupt dinner. I’m sure y’all wouldn’t want to impose, so we’ll just wait to eat once you’re gone.”

      “Hey…let me show you the kids’ wedding portrait. We’re still waiting on the full album, but then, that’s to be expected, what with them just getting married this past weekend.”

      Ida Jane made the signal to Blade to be alert to threats. The dog settled against her chair, a deep rumble echoing through the air.

      “I’ll set these in the oven to stay warm,” Loreen said, moving to pick up my plate.

      “I’ll help,” I said. That seemed polite but also because I would not be able to stomach a bite with Maurice in my house.

      “Aren’t you a doll,” Loreen said, beaming, patting my cheek. “Well, then, we’ll just sit here and enjoy the show.”

      I shot Ida Jane a questioning look, but she winked. She continued to pet Blade, who’d settled against her leg with his ears cocked forward, his eyes tracking Maurice. Good dog.

      “He knows a coyote in hen’s feathers when he saw one,” Loreen muttered next to me as we retook our seats. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I got that Loreen wasn’t happy with Maurice’s visit.

      “Look at this beauty! My daughter’s lovely, isn’t she?” Jacob paused and Maurice made a noncommittal sound. The officers looked confused but trailed behind Jacob and Maurice. I clenched my fists but kept my butt in my seat.

      “You have any kids, Maurice?” Jacob asked.

      “No, Mr. Barlow, I don’t.”

      Because no one wanted him.

      I must have said that aloud because Ida Jane squeezed my thigh. I took a deep drink of the iced tea Loreen had made, pleased by the depth of flavor. She’d made it athlete-acceptable—her words—just like she did for Amos. Whatever she put in it, it was tasty.

      “Shame. Kids add such dimension to our lives. Take Ida Jane there. She’s our baby. She’s got a master’s degree in social work and helps kids work through their trauma. Maxim here goes to the office whenever he’s in town. You know, he’s showing those kids how a real man treats a woman and children—with dignity and respect. Be a right shame to lose someone so giving to the community, but you already know that.”

      “I assure you that I’m impartial when it comes to cases,” Maurice said with a sniff.

      “Impartial my right butt cheek,” Loreen muttered into her hand before she shot me a wink.

      I choked off a shocked laugh. So maybe Ida Jane’s parents were more willing to accept me than I’d thought. Warmth spread through me at the thought of having a family—a real one.

      Yet another reason I wanted to keep Ida Jane forever.

      “Good to know. Seeing as how you get to make such important decisions.”

      Maurice puffed out his chest. Blade snorted. Probably unrelated to Maurice, but still made Ida Jane, her mother, and me cover our mouths to keep from laughing. Ida Jane’s eyes danced.

      “Nothing more important than the ability to break up a family.” Jacob’s voice took on a hard edge. “That’s why I’d like your business card. Good to know important people like yourself, especially with my daughter married to a non-U.S. citizen. In case I need to contact you.”

      “Of course, of course.” Maurice fumbled in his pocket but pulled out a crumpled card. Jacob slid it between two of his fingers.

      “Exactly,” Maurice said. He glanced at us sitting at the table and leaned in closer to Jacob. “We have to make sure we only let the good ones stay.”

      Jacob’s smile stiffened but he remained hearty.

      “Too right. Well, I guess you have things to do. Must want to take a load off after such a long day, and I want to spend more time with my baby girl. Nice to meet you. Officers. Here’s the door.”

      I’d barely risen from my chair before Jacob had hustled Maurice Lambert outside. Jacob slid the deadbolt in place and shuddered.

      “That man’s got a burr up his butt and wants you to scratch it.”

      I didn’t know the idiom, but I understood the meaning. I nodded. “That’s what Coach Whittaker and my lawyer have said, too.”

      “But what little ol’ Maurice doesn’t know is that I’m a lawyer, too.” Jacob’s eyes twinkled. “And I spent a few years working immigration at the border.” He twirled the card between his fingers. “This here is gonna make your life much easier.”

      “I didn’t know you were an attorney,” I said.

      “Looked over that prenup Ida Jane signed. Very generous of you, son. Mighty generous.” He slapped my shoulder. “Doesn’t mean I ever want her to use it, hear?” His voice and eyes took a hard edge.

      “I don’t either,” I replied.

      I hoped he’d heard me over Ida Jane and Loreen’s gales of laughter. I shifted, unsure if they were laughing at my expense, until Loreen dabbed her eyes.

      “That little shit never saw you coming, hon. Maurice is not going to like the hot water he finds himself in. Messing with our family like that. Now, let’s eat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Ida Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      My parents stayed for two days. Daddy had to get back for court, and Mama was bored because Maxim’s cleaning skills outshone hers. She’d oiled his kitchen sink and scrubbed the tile in his hot tub while I was at work.

      We’d made a huge batch of apple butter, half of which Daddy stowed in his cooler. Maxim said nothing, but I knew he was sad to see it go. Like my father, he’d fallen in love with the stuff and I’d caught him digging the dregs out of a jar last night, his spoon scraping the edges, when he was supposed to be letting Blade out for his last potty.

      Mama hugged me hard as Daddy stowed their luggage in his pickup. “He’s a good one, Ida Jane. A kind heart under all that bluster.”

      I sucked my lips into my mouth, too emotional to speak. That Mama approved meant the world to me. When Daddy whispered his approval in my ear, I blinked back tears.

      “Love you,” I choked out.

      “Not as much as I love you. Don’t worry about this Green Card situation. Lance and I will get the whole deal sorted.” Maxim had introduced Daddy to his lawyer. When Maxim wrote him a check for a retainer-fee, Daddy tore it up, saying that Maxim taking care of me was better than any check.

      The two men in my life shook hands, and I covered my mouth to keep in the sobs as I saw the respect and approval in both their eyes.

      The visit had gone better than I’d hoped. So much better. And I felt more confident knowing that Daddy was doing all he could to ensure Maxim stayed right here in Houston, where he belonged.

      Maxim had to fly out for another game, so I’d agreed to join Keelie and Naomi at Cormac’s to watch it. I didn’t want to be alone—not even with Blade. Dillon had gone quiet, which worried me. I only had a few days left on my restraining order, and the judge hadn’t yet turned it into a permanent one. Lance was working on that, now, too, so I didn’t have to go back to the courthouse.

      While I was thankful for the reprieve, I wanted my legal status with Dillon handled.

      I’d only briefly spoken with Keelie, thanks to my parents’ visit, and Millie was still not responding to my messages. I was getting worried about my bestie, but I had more pressing issues. Like what Keelie and Naomi would say about my rushed marriage to Maxim. Those two women who were fast becoming not just my friends but my family, and I cared about their approval. I inhaled sharply and rang the bell.

      Blade sat politely at my feet. Even his tongue was in his mouth, as if he understood the importance of not messing up this moment.

      “Hey there, girl,” Keelie squealed when she opened the door. By her blown-out pupils and loopy grin I was pretty sure she and Naomi had already been into whatever alcohol Naomi had brought with her.

      “Hi,” I said with more enthusiasm than was necessary, causing Keelie to cock her head at me, a frown piercing the soft skin between her eyebrows. “What’s got you in such a weird mood?”

      I stepped inside the house with Blade at my side, and Keelie stumbled back as she realized I had the dog with me. I’d told her I was bringing my dog and she’d been fine with it.

      “You call that a dog?” she squawked, pointing an accusatory finger at Blade.

      “Um…”

      “And is that your wedding ring?” Naomi screamed from where she’d turned around on the couch. She pointed at my diamond-encrusted wedding band. “Wait, what the fuck is that?”

      Blade stood by my side, his fur caressing my leg. “This is Blade.” I trailed off, not sure if I wanted to say he was a wedding present. It made sense to Maxim and to me, but would other people understand? “I traded him for the security guards. He comes everywhere with me,” I finished lamely with a shrug.

      Naomi and Keelie both shied back. “I haven’t had that much to drink. So, that animal has gotta be real?” Naomi whispered from her spot on the couch and lifted wide eyes to Keelie, seeming to need reassurance.

      “Blade. His name is Blade. He’s a Tibetan Mastiff.”

      “No shit.” Naomi took a long pull of her drink. “That didn’t help. Still fucking huge. Omigod! His teeth.” Naomi shrieked, hunkering down lower on the couch so just her eyes and hair were visible above the cushion.

      “I didn’t think to lock Slippers away,” Keelie moaned, already mourning the loss of her cat as it stalked across the hardwoods, tail straight up and ears back. Keelie moved forward but stopped at the low rumble that emanated from Blade’s chest.

      I’d been so wrapped up in everything that happened over the past few days and telling my friends about my marriage, I’d completely overlooked the very important detail that Keelie had a cat…a cat who was sure she ran the world. This house was her dominion, and she had Keelie and Cormac bending to her indomitable will.

      “I don’t know if he’ll behave around a cat,” I blurted, starting to hyperventilate. I tugged on his collar. “Let’s go, Blade.”

      “My baby,” Keelie whispered as Slippers narrowed her pretty cat eyes and sauntered closer.

      “Blade isn’t going to bother Slippers. Are you, Blade?” I decided that was my best option since I couldn’t budge the dog, who’d planted his butt on the hardwood and stared with intense focus at the cat.

      “Right, Blade?” My voice was unnaturally high.

      The cat’s back arched, and she flattened her ears even tighter to her head, her tiny fangs bared. Blade dropped into a crouch, butt up in the air, tail drooping over his back. He bared his much larger fangs.

      “I can’t look,” Naomi cried as she buried her face in the couch cushion.

      “Slippers. Come here!” Keelie sang, but her voice was tight with fear.

      “Blade, you leave that cat alone,” I said, terror pouring off me as I continued to tug at his collar. I’d forgotten all his commands, so he ignored me. I shook my hands in front of me. “Don’t show fear,” I repeated the mantra the trainer had told me. “That will engage his protective instincts. I’m calm. I’m so freaking calm right now.” My voice was shrill, and I could barely make out my own words. “We’re calm, Blade. Let’s back away from Keelie’s kitty. Please. Sweet baby Jesus. Back. Away.”

      Slippers swiped her paw. “She doesn’t even have claws,” Keelie whimpered. She held her middle, shaking, mouth hanging open.

      “Is it over?” Naomi called. She lifted her head. “Fuck. The suspense. Make it stop!” She shoved her head back into the couch and drew another pillow over her head.

      Slippers hissed again as she launched herself at Blade.

      Keelie screamed. I moaned as I brought my fingertips to my lips.

      Blade rolled over while the cat was in midair. His tongue lolled out of his mouth as Slippers nipped and kneaded her way down the dog’s chest. She began to purr as she nuzzled into his fur. Blade wrapped a paw around Slippers, cuddling her closer.

      Keelie crumpled to the ground, gaping like a fish. I leaned my butt against the wall as my hands landed on my knees. My heart pounded like I’d sprinted a marathon. Keelie started to laugh-cry, which made me giggle-sob.

      “Oh, shit! Is there blood? I barf when there’s blood,” Naomi wailed into the pillow. “It’s awful. I want to look, but then I’ll hurl. Can I look?”

      She lifted her head and cracked her eye open, even as her face maintained a look of utter horror. “They’re…playing? You bitches didn’t tell me?”

      “We…didn’t know…” I gasped, then hiccupped.

      “She loves him. He loves her,” Keelie wailed from the floor. “They’re besties. Just like us.” She crawled over to me on her hands and knees and threw her arms around me. We held each other as we cried. Naomi grabbed her wine glass and downed the entire thing.

      “Y’all suck.” She belched behind her hand—quietly, as a lady does. Then she got a refill. “I’m staying here tonight because after that shit.” She pointed at the purring cat and loll-mouthed dog. “I need at least a bottle of this nerve-calmer.”

      “I married Maxim,” I blurted.

      “We know.” Naomi stared for a minute, then gave a tight nod. She filled her glass to the brim and took a long swallow.

      “Congrats,” she rasped.

      “Great! So excited for you both, P-pour me a glass,” Keelie said. “Ida Jane, too.” She swiped at her wet cheeks. “I can’t stop shaking.”

      “Well, the game can’t top that tension,” I said. “Can it?”
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        Maxim

      

      

       

      The next few weeks passed quickly, thanks to the hectic hockey schedule, getting Ida Jane moved in and officially a Dolov, and fielding more queries from immigration enforcement. The guys started coming over a couple, sometimes three times, each week to eat dinner with us, which was fun. I enjoyed getting to know Mac, Cruz, and the rest of the guys—and their partners—on a deeper level.

      Even with the strain of Maurice’s final decision hanging over my head, I was happier than I’d ever been…except for the vivid nightmares I had of Dillon hurting Ida Jane. One from last night had stuck with me all day, leaving me clammy.

      It had been so frightening, and so real. I hated every second of it.

      Dillon wrapped his hand around Ida Jane’s throat, choking off her ability to scream—and her airflow. “You don’t get to embarrass me, cunt,” Dillon hissed, his nose touching Ida Jane’s. Her nails scraped his skin, and one snapped as it dug into his hand. He tightened his grip, unaware of my approach.

      “I tell you what to do. I made you. You were nothing before me. Nothing. And you’re nothing now that I don’t want you.”

      “Let her go,” I bellowed, trying to reach Ida Jane, but I couldn’t span the distance between us.

      Dillon whipped his head toward me, eyes widening. “What the fuck is it with you? This is between Ida and me.”

      I advanced, my pace measured, making sure Dillon wasn’t crushing Ida’s windpipe.

      If he did… Rage billowed through me, my muscles seeming to swell. I wouldn’t let that happen.

      “No, you just assaulted a woman. That makes it between any decent person and you.”

      “And you’re decent?” Dillon sneered. “I know about your past, man. The orgies, the fights. You’re nothing but a bully on the ice. The asshole the rest of the guys use to do their dirty work. You’re just like me—worse. So, walk away, Dolov.”

      “Maxim,” Ida Jane said. Her voice was raspy, her throat clearly damaged. “I can’t breathe…”

      I arrived early to pick Ida Jane up, unable to stay away from her any longer. I made paper airplanes for some of the kids while she finished her therapy session and some paperwork. The moment Blade and I arrived home, we splayed out on the couch—yeah, I was that dog owner—while Ida Jane made me more apple butter. I ate it on toast, in oatmeal, even by the spoonful. Something about the spices made me feel warm, like a hug from food. Weird as that was, I loved the taste and the feeling, and Ida Jane seemed happy to make it for me.

      Blade turned his head from his position and moaned. Houston was in a heat wave, fairly common for any time of year, but the dog and I hated the high temperatures paired with the high humidity. I turned the fan up to high and sprawled out in gym shorts and a tank top. The dog was on his back, legs flopped open to get more coolness on his hot junk—I understood because mine was sweating.

      Much as I wanted to lower the temperature in the house, which had been my only big splurge before getting married, I couldn’t do that to Ida Jane, who seemed to enjoy the warmer temperatures. So Blade and I moaned from the couch, and she brought us icy drinks—in the dog’s case, ice—which we slurped up.

      Ida Jane settled next to me on the side opposite Blade and thumbed through the mail. “Ooh!” She waved the envelope in the air, grinning. “I know what this is,” she said.

      “Open it.” I sat up, excitement sizzling through my system, my heat sensitivity forgotten.

      She pulled out a new blue card inset in a larger piece of paper. Her name: Ida Jane Barlow Dolov was printed in bold black type. I stared at it for a moment, letting reality sink in. We were married. It was legal at the government level now. Maurice Lambert would now have a much harder time deporting me.

      I tugged her into my arms, wrapping them around her.

      “We’re official,” I said against her lips as I kissed her. Because why wouldn’t I? Kissing Ida Jane was one of my favorite past times. My favorite one was sliding inside her body, but I enjoyed snuggling and taking walks with her, too.

      She kissed me back. “Indeed. And you’re legally mine.” She laughed at my confusion.

      I traced her cheekbone. The bruising had disappeared, and Ida Jane looked gorgeous with her dewy, smooth skin.

      “I’ve been yours since we met, Fists.” She didn’t understand how true that was. I was afraid to tell her just how much she meant to me.

      I’d been so sure I could get married and not let my feelings get involved. But with Ida Jane, I couldn’t resist—couldn’t help but adore her.

      She dropped her head against my chest and belly laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I can’t believe I wooed you by standing up to another man.”

      That reminded me of my dream. Tension twisted through my guts. He was out there, and I was sure he was plotting.

      “Assertiveness is incredibly hot.” I grabbed her hand and placed it on the growing bulge between my splayed legs. “See?”

      “Oh, I feel it all right.” She traced my length, making my head spin with desire.

      “That feels so good. I lose my mind when you touch me.”

      “Just what every woman wants to hear her man say.” She peppered my cheek with kisses while I relaxed deeper into the couch.

      “Don’t stop,” I said, breathless.

      “I think I need to prove that you’re mine, Maxim Dolov,” she whispered before she nipped at my ear lobe.

      “Don’t need to prove anything,” I panted. “I am. Fuck. Don’t stop. Feels good. So good.”

      She slipped her hand inside my gym shorts and briefs, and I groaned as her fingers wrapped around my girth.

      “Want inside you.”

      She sighed but kept up the tugging on my dick. “I have my period.”

      “Don’t care. Get naked.”

      She sat back, eyes wide. “You still want—”

      I scooped her up so quickly she squealed. Blade lifted his head from his bed but grunted and closed his eyes. The dog had gotten used to me manhandling his human—I did it a lot because we both liked it.

      I brought her to the master bathroom and set her down in front of the shower’s entrance. I had one of those showers where three walls were tiled and the opening on the fourth was far enough away from the showerheads to not need a door. Ida Jane called it luxe, but I called it easier to clean.

      “Get naked and do what you need to do so I can fuck you, Ida Jane Dolov.”

      She stripped off her shirt, as I turned on the water.

      Twenty minutes later, we were boneless and clean.

      “I like celebrating things with you,” I mumbled into her wet hair.

      She turned in my arms, set down her hairbrush, and hugged me tightly. “I like it, too.”

      “Have you talked to Millie?” I asked. I’d asked her often, but she always shook her head and worry seeped into her expression.

      “Not since she told me she was heading to the hospital last week. If she really has that local fever…” She raised her eyebrows, knowing I knew the name.

      “Dengue.”

      “If she had that, she should be better by now, right?”

      “The website said up to seven days.”

      “It’s been six,” she said.

      “So, call her again.” I fiddled with my towel, unsure if I should mention that Stol had been texting Millie, too. And she wasn’t answering him, either.
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      I tried calling but didn’t manage to get in touch with Millie—again. Worry built each time I thought of my friend, but I couldn’t make her answer my messages.

      I just had to hope she was well enough to do so soon. I closed my laptop and lay back, staring up at the ceiling.

      “How would you feel about having your brother’s football team come to a game?” Maxim said as he stepped out of the closet. I knew what he was doing in there: looking at the dress I’d just bought for a gala benefiting local children’s charities we were supposed to attend in a couple of weeks. Maxim didn’t like surprises, even in the form of dresses, probably because of his sister. And I wouldn’t make the situation more difficult by scolding him for looking. He had every right to look and be settled and happy in our relationship.

      “My brother? You mean Amos?” I settled on my side and peered at him.

      “Yeah. He texted me, said a bunch of his buddies would like to come down for the game tomorrow night—are you good with that?”

      “Um, sure, if you are.” I nibbled my lip. “Does that mean they’ll stay with us?”

      Maxim settled his hip next to my belly and brushed my hair off my neck so he could kiss the spot. “I asked him that, and he said yeah. There are four of them. Sound okay?”

      How could I not love this man? He was so generous with my family, always giving. I touched his cheek as tenderness welled inside me.

      “I’d like that. You’re making memories with my family.”

      His grin took my breath away, just as it always did. I needed to do something for Maxim. Something special that no one else could. For now, I fell into his kiss as his lips settled over mine.

      “Want to mess around before dinner?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.

      I laughed. “Well, considering we already did, maybe we can call this dessert before dinner.”

      Maxim crawled over me, caging me between his thick arms and muscular thighs. “Mmm. You always taste sweet.”
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      Amos’s sandy hair fell into his eyes, and his face was full of youthful joy. “Hockey’s awesome!” he yelled over the cheering crowds.

      It was when the Wildcatters were winning. “Sure is.” I sought out Maxim, who’d been trading hits with an opposing player all game. I winced as that player slammed Maxim into the boards with a shoulder into his back.

      “Oof. And people say football’s brutal,” Amos’s friend said.

      “Hey, is that Dillon?” Amos whispered in my ear.

      “What? Where?”

      My ex-boyfriend stood a few feet away, on the steps, glaring at me. A woman with a noticeable pregnancy bump tugged on his sleeve. Dillon’s expression turned angrier by the moment. The fans seemed to gasp collectively, and I turned back in time to see Maxim skating toward us—me—away from the play on the ice. A confused player trailed him, but then Naese slammed the puck down the ice—toward Maxim. His attention seemed split for a moment before he refocused on the game and corralled the puck. He flicked his stick and managed to flutter the puck into the back of the net a moment before the defender slammed into him. Maxim kept his gaze on me, seeming to ask if I was okay. I nodded, eyes so wide I felt that they may never shut again.

      Amos and his pals cheered along with the rest of the fans, but I continued to look at Maxim, noticing his wince and the ferocious scowl he tossed at Dillon, who remained in the aisle.

      Unlike the Green Card issue, which wasn’t officially closed but pretty much handled thanks to our legal team and our marriage, Dillon remained a problem. And if Maxim’s reaction was an indicator, he considered Dillon a big one.
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        Maxim

      

      

       

      I heard Millie’s voice as I stepped out of the closet.

      I’d showered later than usual, needing a few extra moments to groan internally at my bruised ribs and back. I should have been paying more attention to the game. Everyone thought I’d made a smart move with the breakaway, but the moment I’d seen Dillon, I hadn’t cared about the game or anything but Ida Jane’s safety.

      “It wasn’t Dengue fever. I’m pregnant,” Millie whispered.

      Ida Jane’s eyes widened, her lips forming a perfect O of surprise. My gaze sought Ida Jane’s, and she held mine for a long moment.

      “Okay. Well, that’s not what I expected you to lead with. I’m happy if you’re happy, which I’m assuming you are since you’re telling me about the baby. Who’s the father?” she asked.

      Millie snorted. “Luka…who else?”

      I rocked back on my heels, wondering if Millie had talked to Stolly about the pregnancy.

      “You’re the first person I’ve told,” Millie said, sounding teary. “I’m not sure what to do.”

      “Be honest with Stol,” Ida Jane said. I released a breath that held a lot of tension. I wasn’t sure what I expected her to say, but I was glad Ida Jane had counseled her friend in a way that benefited my friend.

      “Do you think he’ll care? I mean, he must have moved on with, like, a million other women by now.”

      “He hasn’t, and he’s a better guy than you’ve given him credit for being,” Ida Jane snapped. She inhaled, then released the breath through her mouth. “Look, he comes over a couple of times each week. He’s a good man. Thoughtful and responsible. He has a past, but so do you. Don’t hold that against him—just like you wouldn’t want him to only see you as a survivor.”

      I swallowed, my throat thick, as the weight of what Ida Jane said settled over me. My vision dimmed as I remembered Nadia in the hospital bed the last time I saw her.

      I hated the mere idea of another woman going through something like that. I squeezed my hands into fists and stalked from the room where I called the detective who’d been assigned to Ida Jane’s case.

      He had no additional news about Dillon, who’d been lying low. But I knew that wouldn’t last—and not just because of my dreams. That kind of man never let something that chipped his ego slide. He would come after her. I knew it.

      I had to do something to make sure that piece of shit stayed away from my wife.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      “You really think this is a good idea? Especially if you’re trying to stay under ICE’s radar?” Cruz said as I thumped my fist on Dillon’s door. I had to admit that the shitbag lived in a decent-sized place in a good neighborhood. Large trees created shade but did little to lower the temperature thanks to the high humidity. The lots weren’t large, but each plot around the houses was green and well-manicured with flower beds. Down the street, a sprinkler clicked, spraying a thick arc of water onto the grass.

      So, Dillon had some money or made a good salary, but so did I. And I wasn’t in the habit of emotionally abusing women or cheating on my partner, which made me a much better option for Ida Jane. I wasn’t like Dillon. I wasn’t. But I couldn’t shake that dream or the way I’d treated her after my first talk with Coach. I should have been honest then. From the beginning.

      “I’m going to protect my wife,” I snapped.

      “I thought that was what the security guards and bad-ass dog were for.”

      “The douchebag was at our game, and he made her upset,” I said.

      “Her or you?”

      Damn Cruz and his insightful comments. I didn’t need psychoanalyzing. I just required Ida Jane to be safe. Cruz was more intimidating than I was, so I’d assumed he was my best choice of a wingman. He was proving to be annoying, though, not helpful.

      “How’d you find this place?” Cruz asked.

      “None of your business.” I wasn’t telling him that I’d sweet-talked the front office secretary into letting me see the ticket holders to the last game and copied over the address to the credit card Dillon had used to purchase the tickets. That was all kinds of wrong, and I wouldn’t have had to go to such means if the garbage pail had just kept his distance.

      I pounded on the door again. A shadow scooted through the space, and I narrowed my eyes. “Come out, Dillon. I want to talk to you.”

      The door opened a crack and a woman’s face filled the narrow gap. “He’s not here.” She sized me up, her eyes lingering on my shoulders and crotch. Real classy.

      “When will he be back?”

      She opened the door wider. She had a baby bump poking out of her short top and low-ride shorts. “Not today. Wanna come in, and—”

      “No, I want him to leave my wife alone,” I snapped.

      She blinked slowly. “Um, who are you?”

      “I’m Maxim Dolov, and Dillon needs to leave Ida Jane alone.”

      She snorted. “The mousy little blond he dated during college? You actually married her?”

      I clenched my fists, but Cruz pulled me back. “Please let Dillon know we stopped by—and that we’d appreciate him adhering to his restraining order that is now permanent,” Cruz said.

      My teammate yanked me down the sidewalk and toward the new SUV that I’d purchased to accommodate Blade’s travel needs. I’d thought giving up my one toy would bother me, but it hadn’t. I enjoyed its greater space. And now I had a back seat to fuck my wife in—which I’d already done twice, to highly satisfying results. Ida Jane hadn’t had sex in a car before, either, which made the adventure all the more exciting for both of us. As I’d told Ida Jane, I’d never had a car back in Saint Petersburg, so I was catching up on typical American milestones.

      “That was stupid,” Cruz said. “You can’t threaten pregnant women.”

      “I didn’t,” I said with a huff. “I wanted to threaten a pregnant woman’s asshole boyfriend, but you didn’t let me.”

      “Whatever. That wasn’t smart. Coach will have my ass and yours if he finds out.”

      “Then, he better not.”

      “You owe me lunch,” Cruz grumbled.

      “Fine. But then I’m taking you home. I want to get to Ida Jane’s office early. Some of the foster kids are at a group meeting tonight, and I like to hang out with them.”

      Cruz raised his eyebrow.

      I sighed, relenting. “They remind me of me,” I said. “But they have it better. Even though many of them live with people who don’t truly give a shit about them, they have a roof, food, clothes. Just those things make a difference.”

      Cruz rubbed his fingers through his bristly beard. “Yeah, I can see that.”

      He remained quiet, thinking. When we pulled into the parking lot of a Mediterranean place we both liked, he said, “So, your childhood was bad. Like, really bad?”

      “Drunk father, dead mother, and an older sister who started dating at fifteen in order to call in favors—like meals—with the older men she was with.”

      “That really sucks.”

      “And it’s the reason I never wanted a family.”

      He hummed. “Does Ida Jane know that?”

      I shrugged. “She hasn’t seemed interested in a child. You remember how she lunged at Dillon for suggesting she’d want kids out front of the restaurant.” Dammit. Now, I was thinking about Dillon again.

      Cruz turned quiet again, but as we settled at the table, his expression was serious. “You need to let her know where you stand on a family. That’s a big fucking deal for people. It broke up Cormac and his first wife.”

      I ignored the uneasiness that had been building in my chest since Dillon appeared at the hockey game.
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      It was a Friday night in late March, and I was getting ready for the children’s charities gala. My life had taken such a strange turn. I now attended galas that raised money for the type of program I worked for. And had a driver for the days when Maxim was out of town or couldn’t take me to or from work. He was teaching me how to drive, but I still didn’t enjoy the process and made silly errors that had nearly caused me to smash his brand-new SUV into a tree…in an empty parking lot. Not my best moment.

      My life was surreal, and I loved it, because I got to spend my days with Maxim. Who knew the taciturn D-man would be such a softie? With me, he talked often, expressing his thoughts and opinions. I learned that he loved mysteries but struggled to read them in English. He preferred to work out in the evenings, and he shied away from most American junk food, shocked by its strange, unnatural colors.

      He loved movies—any movie—and would happily settle in to watch a romantic comedy as he did a sports movie or an action flick. He rarely drank coffee, but if he did, it was laced with copious amounts of milk, which he said was good protein.

      And he made me happy. Very happy. I’d had more orgasms in the first week in Maxim’s bed than in the entirety of my life. But more importantly, he listened to me, he respected my work and my time, and he made me feel important. Loved.

      I’d fallen hard for the frugal, growly man with a big heart, and he seemed as enamored with me. I just wanted to make sure he felt pride when I was on his arm tonight, not just thankfulness that I’d solved his immigration issues.

      I wanted Maxim to remain my husband. I craved the family my mother mentioned the night before our wedding. The idea of a child with Maxim excited me.

      I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose. I wanted it all—the happily-ever-after I hadn’t allowed myself to think about since I found out Dillon was cheating. But, because of my experience with Dillon, I remained too afraid to ask Maxim if he wanted the same. I needed to get over that—be honest with him. More than likely, we were on the same page.

      To my embarrassment, I continued to remain quiet about my feelings, hoping he’d tell me he loved me so I could throw my arms around his neck, kiss him silly, and repeat the words back. Because I was afraid to say the words first. What if he didn’t feel the same?

      What if he didn’t want me forever?

      Dillon hadn’t.

      No, no. Maxim cared for me, deeply. I knew he did. And once he said the words, I’d show him how much he meant to me. Ida Jane with a high sex drive was new, but this version of me was used to getting off whenever my sexy husband was home, and I definitely didn’t want that to end.

      “You ready?” Maxim called from the other side of the closet door. I’d fixed my hair and makeup before heading into the closet to slip into my dress. 

      I wore a teal velvet sheath with an asymmetrical hem that slid from mid-thigh on the right down to my ankle on the left. I’d paired the dress with some flashy Jimmy Choos—way outside an art therapist’s budget, but a big splurge I’d made for Maxim’s gala appearance. My hair was down and clipped to the side a la Veronica Lake, but I didn’t wear red lipstick—still couldn’t stand how that stuff felt—so I’d coated my lips with a bit of lip stain that claimed it would last all day.

      “Keelie’s right. I look kick-ass in this dress.”

      “Better than kick ass,” Maxim rumbled from the doorway.

      I turned to face him, eyes widening as I noted the enormous bouquet he held. It had to be fifteen hydrangeas, from white to pale pink to indigo. He bought me flowers and other little gifts every week, even though I told him I didn’t need them.

      He said he liked spoiling me. Well, I was getting very spoiled.

      “Oh, they’re beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful.” He strode forward and tugged me to his side, slamming his lips to mine. There went my lip stain. And the flowers. But I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back.

      The man made me crazy, made me burn. Made me so damn horny I could barely think straight.

      “The gala.”

      “Yes, we’ll go. After I do this.”

      He pulled out a small box, and I gasped as he opened it, showing off a pair of stunning sapphire and diamond earrings. “I have a confession—I looked at your dress. But that’s because I wanted to get you something to wear with it.”

      “I…” Words failed me.

      “Will you wear them?”

      I nodded, still unable to find my voice. Maxim rarely spent money on himself. In fact, he lived a Spartan lifestyle. Yet, he’d bought a new SUV so Blade could ride around with us more easily. He’d gotten me an entirely new wardrobe and a security detail and so many other little things. But these earrings weren’t little. They were expensive.

      My eyes welled with tears, but I willed them back. “Thank you. I’ll cherish them.”
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      During the car ride, I kept touching my earrings, enjoying the feel of them in my ears.

      “I’m glad you like them,” he said. After a moment, he said, “You need to tell Millie to talk to Stolly. He deserves to know about his kid.”

      “I agree,” I said. “But it’s not my place—”

      “He deserves to know that his life’s changed.”

      “I agree,” I said again, trying hard not to feel defensive. “Millie’s going to tell him—”

      “Soon,” Maxim snapped. “I don’t like holding this from him.”

      I inhaled through my nose. “I’ll tell her your concerns.”

      “If she’s worried about him meeting his responsibilities, she doesn’t need to.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I don’t think that’s her worry. And why do I get the feeling that you’re not talking about Stol any longer?”

      He bit back a curse. “The world’s fucked, and I had the worst role models. I can’t imagine having a kid. I’m glad I know you feel the same way.”

      I swallowed hard. “I never said I didn’t want kids.” The words came out somewhat garbled, thanks to the emotion in my throat.

      “Yeah, you did. You hung up on your mom when she brought it up and you were so mad at Dillon, at the restaurant that night…” He shot me a glance, taking in my crumpled expression.

      “Wait. Are you telling me you do want children?” His tone was accusatory.

      “Not right now. I’m still young, but, eventually, yeah, I see myself with a family.”

      He remained quiet. “Blade and I aren’t enough?”

      “Maxim, it’s not that. For now, I’m happy.” But was I? Knowing that Maxim and I wouldn’t create a sweet little life hurt, deep into my soul. “I need to think.”

      We drove the rest of the way to the gala in silence. He seemed to want to talk but never did. I shook off his hands the moment we stepped off the red carpet where the local press took pictures. I was too preoccupied to worry about the photos.

      Maxim remained aloof, just like he was with people he didn’t know well. I didn’t understand his need to close himself off, though I thought his coping skill came from losing his sister. Or maybe from having an alcoholic father.

      My research into that minefield showcased a heartbreakingly high number of survivors with post-traumatic stress disorder. I struggled to imagine a life where young Maxim wouldn’t know if his father would be home and what mood he’d be in—if the man had spent their grocery money on booze. Such an antithetical upbringing to my own, and one that made me want to clutch him to my chest.

      So, yes, I could understand and even sympathize with his concerns about children. But for him to decide for me, without having a conversation… Anger and hurt mingled, leaving me lightheaded and nauseous.

      Tonight wasn’t going the way I’d hoped.

      Maxim had trotted off to be with his friends under the pretext of getting me a drink while I stood with Keelie, Naomi, and Nicole near our table. My friends looked gorgeous in their gowns. Keelie tugged at the neckline of hers, the most anxious of all of us.

      “It gets easier,” Nicole said, watching Keelie with a kind expression. “I had no idea what to expect at the first one of these I attended.”

      “Is there a right way?” Naomi asked. She waved her hand. “There is. I know that. I’m just…” She shrugged. We exchanged a look. Naomi had been quieter than usual.

      “Are you Ida Barlow?” a woman asked from behind me.

      I turned to find a woman with a pixie cut dyed blue towering over me. She rested her hands on her baby bump, which she wore proudly under a slinky silver dress. A riot of tattoos spilled down her arms and large chandelier earrings brushed her shoulders.

      A sinking sensation hit my stomach. I knew this woman. She was the one I’d seen with Dillon at the hockey game. Stella.

      “My name is Ida Jane Dolov,” I said.

      “I don’t really care what you call yourself. Just tell your hockey bully to stay away from Dillon.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “What?”

      She smirked, triumph lighting up her face—as if she knew something I didn’t. “Ah, I see. He’s kept you in the dark.” She leaned in closer. “Makes you wonder about what else he’s hiding.” She shoved an envelope into my belly hard enough that I grasped it. She immediately let go but so did I. The envelope fell to the floor. “Might want to ask him about those. And tell him I play hardball, and I will win. This is just a little preview.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      She tossed her head. “You’ll see, and I guarantee you won’t like it.”

      “Watch your mouth,” Naomi said in a dangerous, low tone.

      “Or what? You’ll assault a pregnant lady?” The woman laughed. “That would be great. I’d get to sue your husband’s ass for all his money.”

      “You need to leave,” Nicole said, stepping in front of me. She was our elder by a decade and she seemed to know how to handle all these situations. She raised her hand and motioned to someone. “I’m going to have security remove you.”

      “You’re all stupid. I paid for a ticket—same as you. Enjoy your dinner…and the last few minutes of calm before the storm.” Stella glanced around Nicole at me, her gaze critical.

      “No wonder Dillon cheated. You’re not pretty and you’re clearly not smart. Clearly, Maxim’s using you for your American citizenship.”

      Before I could muster a comment, she spun on her heels and strode across the room, away from the hockey players descending on us.

      “Oh.”

      At Keelie’s gasp, I followed her gaze to find pictures spilled from the envelope Stella had shoved at me. They were of Maxim. He was shirtless, no, nude…and he wasn’t alone.

      I bent down and snatched the photos from the floor, stuffing them back into the envelope, my heart pounding and ears ringing. Maxim stepped into my line of vision, and I could hear Naomi’s animated voice as she recounted the interaction to the guys.

      I tipped my head back and stared up at the man I’d come to love so fiercely. My gaze traced the lines of his face, resting on his frowning lips. They’d kissed me earlier with such tenderness.

      Did I really know him? Apparently not. There was no way he’d want to stay married to me. I’d been stupid, just like Stella said. Swept up in the fantasy.

      I swallowed as the truth slammed into me, causing the buzzing in my ears to grow louder.

      “Fists?”

      He hadn’t called me that in months. Typically, I was krasivaya now. Nausea assailed me for the second time.

      “How could you?” I whispered. My composure was slipping, fast. I knew that was what Stella wanted and yet…I held the proof. I swallowed, clutching the envelope of photos. “Y-you lied to me.”

      But my whispered words never reached Maxim because Coach Whittaker stepped up to the podium. “All right, time to take your seats.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maxim

      

      

       

      Something was wrong. Not a little worrisome but deeply amiss with Ida Jane. Keelie kept shooting me angry looks that seared my skin, but it was Ida Jane’s stricken, hurt expression that I couldn’t get over. She sat in her chair next to me, but she wasn’t really there. She didn’t eat, didn’t drink, didn’t speak.

      “Are you sick?” I asked.

      She didn’t move, didn’t seem to hear me.

      I touched her shoulder, and she flinched, hard. “Don’t.”

      “What’s wrong? Tell me so I can fix it.”

      She inhaled and raised her eyes to mine. “You can’t.”

      “I will—”

      “Did you go see Dillon?”

      I frowned. How did she know that? Keelie must have been listening because she leaned across Cormac and said, venom heavy in her voice, “The pregnant lady told us you threatened him.”

      Well, shit. I glanced over at Cormac, looking for backup. He shook his head, clearly not liking this situation. My gaze sought Cruz, but he was at a different table, laughing and joking with Stol. That poor bastard had no idea he was about to become a father, and Ida Jane refused to let me tell him, and I was angry with her about that. I hadn’t handled our “talk” about kids well because of it.

      I glanced back down at Ida Jane, whose stare burned into mine. “I did.”

      “And you didn’t tell me.” She swallowed.

      “I didn’t want you to worry,” I said. “I knew you would, so—”

      “So you lied.” The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck rose at her tone. Something else was going on.

      “No. I just didn’t tell you.”

      Ida Jane remained so still. I hated this unanimated version of herself. “What else haven’t you told me?” she asked.

      My heart pounded. Many things. They were ugly, and I didn’t want her to know. I liked how she saw me—as a good man, a caring husband. I needed her to believe I embodied those roles. I did but only for her.

      “This isn’t the place for this conversation,” I snapped.

      Ida Jane dropped her face back to the full plate in front of her, shoulders slumped. “You’re right.”

      She returned to that eerie stillness. Naomi and Nicole appeared just as worried about Ida Jane as Keelie, and our table remained subdued under a cloud of tension.

      As soon as the dinner portion ended, I touched Ida Jane’s arm. “Let’s leave.”

      “I don’t want to go with you,” she said.

      “We’re going to talk about whatever’s bothering you—”

      She slapped an envelope into my hand. “This is. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      She rose and walked away, chin up. Naomi, Keelie, and Nicole followed, surrounding her like bodyguards.

      “The fuck was that?” Adam, our goalie, asked. He stared after his wife, Naomi, who led the charge out of the ballroom. “I’ve never seen Naomi that pissed.”

      I opened the envelope and swore as I flipped through the photos.

      Cormac leaned over and whistled. “Well, now I get why Keelie’s upset. Ida Jane must be devastated.”

      “These aren’t…they’re not…”

      “Looks like a wild time,” Adam offered. He sighed, a troubled expression settling on his face. “Now I get why Naomi was acting like that. Those photos bring up bad memories of my past. Shit, man. It takes her weeks to come out of a funk.”

      Adam lifted his glass of whiskey and downed it in one gulp.

      I slid the photos back into the envelope and closed the flap, shoving them into my inner suit pocket. Heat burned up my neck and ears. The pregnant lady was nearby—the one from Dillon’s place. She waggled her fingers at me, a vicious expression on her face.

      Dillon’s girlfriend expected me to cave under these photos because of the hurt she caused Ida Jane.

      “Fuck that,” I muttered.

      “What?” Adam asked. He hadn’t moved, didn’t seem to want to—no doubt because he was worried about Naomi’s reaction.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I glared at the pregnant woman. “I made a mistake. Cruz told me I was being stupid, and I was. I wanted to protect my wife…”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Adam said with a sigh. “But it’s clearly backfired and now the CATS are upset.”

      Cormac strode off, following Keelie. He was the most likely of us to be able to soothe his woman—and hopefully the rest of them.

      When he came back a few minutes later, his expression was grim. “Ida Jane’s coming to our place tonight, apparently. Keelie said don’t call her.”

      I clenched my fists. “That doesn’t work for me.”

      “Well, we’re about to leave for another game, and I don’t think you should try to talk to her right now. She’s not just angry; she’s really upset.”

      “All the more reason—”

      “Leave it, Maximum,” Adam said. He shook his head. “Those were a shock. She needs to process.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I ground out.

      Adam blinked, confused. “Maximum?”

      “I hate that name. More so now.”

      Dawning understanding grew on their expressions. “It’s related to that night?” Adam asked, gesturing toward me.

      I’d been new in the league. A rookie who’d never had the freedoms America offered. My old teammates liked to let off steam with puck bunnies…lots of puck bunnies. The orgies were a well-known part of the team’s culture, and it was one of the reasons I’d been glad to get traded to an organization more focused on winning than partying.

      My nickname, Maximum, the one I disliked so intensely came from the night of the photos—the night I had the maximum score.

      I wasn’t proud of that night or my choices, knew Nadia would have hated my behavior. And now, by trying to be part of a community there, I’d hurt and sickened my wife now.

      “I thought it was about maximum damage,” Cormac said, frowning.

      “Clearly, that’s now happened,” Adam muttered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Ida Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      I huddled in Cormac’s living room, too numb to do anything more than stare blankly at the wall. Slippers had settled into my lap, purring loudly.

      Nicole and her husband, Quintin, had dropped us off, stating they needed to get home to their kids. She’d insisted on sitting in the back seat of their huge SUV and hugged me the entire way to Cormac’s place. These women had absorbed me into their group and made me part of their family. Yet, in this moment, I felt so alone.

      “You okay?” Naomi asked me for probably the fiftieth time. I just didn’t know how to answer her, and she would not believe me, anyway. I wasn’t okay. My heart, which Maxim bruised earlier with his comments about not wanting a family, was now smashed into little pieces because of his lies.

      I closed my eyes and those images of him with other women flooded my mind. I opened my eyes, my belly twisted with disgust.

      “For what it’s worth, I don’t think Maxim’s had an affair, you know, since you got married,” Naomi said. “We would have known.”

      I nodded because I’d watched the Wildcatters players talk amongst themselves. They were close-knit, and they supported and protected their own. These guys accepted me as Maxim’s wife and many of the guys had thanked me for ensuring he got to play out the rest of the season. But that meant they might want to protect Maxim because they knew he needed me until his Green Card situation was formalized.

      Slippers, clearly bored by us, leaped out of my lap and sauntered off toward a ball of yarn, which she batted between her paws.

      “That woman was trying to hurt you,” Keelie said.

      “She did.”

      I stared down at my beautiful shoes. I’d been so excited to wear them, and I’d felt powerful in them. What a farce. Stella’s comment stung because I was just a pass-through moment for Maxim. A necessary point in his career whereas I’d started thinking about a future with him.

      Keelie leaned her head against my shoulder. “I know.”

      Naomi circled her arms around my waist as she dropped her chin onto the top of my head.

      “I don’t know what to do. What to believe,” I whispered.

      “What feels right?” Naomi asked.

      I stared down at my hands, which lay face up in my lap. I still wore my pretty gown, but it was crumpled now, thanks to my incessant plucking at the fabric. I’d gotten too tired to even continue that nervous habit. Everything hurt, especially my heart.

      This evening had started with such promise, and now…now I hurt worse than when I found out Dillon had lied and cheated. I knew why, too: I’d never loved Dillon like I loved Maxim.

      Keelie and Naomi rose after a door slammed and voices drifted into the room. I lifted my head and watched Cormac hug Keelie and Adam stalk Naomi, tugging her into his arms and whispering into her ear. Both of my friends melted into their men.

      They had love—the sticking kind. I was glad for them.

      Maxim entered my vision and I couldn’t look away. He appeared tormented, and my heart ached yet again. Love, for me, was nothing but pain, and I never wanted to go through this again.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m taking you home,” Maxim said as he crouched in front of me.

      “I don’t want to go.”

      He laid his large hands on the cushions on either side of my legs. “I know.”

      Adam led Naomi from the room, their faces somber. Cormac bent over Keelie, kissing her deeply. I didn’t want to stay here, either. At least Blade was at Maxim’s house.

      “Fine,” I said. “But I’m sleeping upstairs.”

      Maxim rose. “We’ll see.”

      I let Maxim tug me to my feet.

      “I already talked to Lance. He’s going to handle the whole Dillon, girlfriend, photos situation,” Maxim said.

      “Okay.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      Maxim must not have either because, once again, we made the car trip in silence. This time, it was a few blocks. I looked out the window, which reflected Maxim’s profile. He frowned—nothing new there—but there was a different tilt to his chin.

      I closed my eyes, unable to handle more. If I’d known about his past, I would have been able to process my feelings, and I wouldn’t have been blindsided. But he hadn’t told me. Which made me wonder what else he was keeping from me.

      “We’re home,” Maxim said as he shifted the car into Park.

      Was it? I’d considered it mine, briefly, but was it? I no longer knew. Crazy how one evening could so disrupt the foundations I had built my life on.

      I stepped out of the car and headed inside and slipped off my shoes, uncaring where they landed. I never wanted to see them again. I tugged out my earrings with jerky movements, tossing them toward the kitchen counter. One missed and pinged as it hit the floor. I didn’t watch it slide across the tile. I started on my dress, needing it off. Suddenly, I was suffocating in these clothes.

      “Stop. You’re clawing your skin. Stop, Ida Jane.”

      I sucked in a harsh breath, the edges of my vision black. Maxim held my hands. I pulled them away. “Don’t.”

      “I’ll just help you take off your dress. That’s all.”

      “No. I don’t want you to touch me. You—you were with those women. All those women…” Again, my vision tunneled.

      He reached up to cup my cheeks, but I batted his hands away.

      “There weren’t that many.”

      “How do I know that?”

      “Because I’m telling you—”

      “I saw those pictures. If you did that once, it’s likely you did so again.”

      He winced, and I knew I was right.

      “God. God.” I headed toward the stairs.

      “It’s not what it looks like—”

      “Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “You promised you’d be honest. That was the deal. You also promised to be faithful.” Tears blurred my vision. Blade pressed into my side, a reassuring weight. I slid my hands into his fur.

      “I have been.” Maxim slid his hands through his hair, down his cheeks. “That was years ago, during my first season—”

      “When you told me you were either at practice or learning English in your apartment?” My voice was shrill and grating. I cringed.

      I never fell apart. Ever. Not when I broke my arm after being thrown from a horse, not when Dillon admitted to cheating, and not when Dillon accosted and hurt me. Yet now, tears welled and spilled. I dashed them away as I glowered.

      “I went to a few parties,” Maxim began hesitantly.

      I snorted. “That’s more than a party. That was an orgy.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What does it matter? It’s the distant past.”

      “So, it wouldn’t matter if I’d screwed my way through, say, all the fraternities at U of H?”

      “Did you?” he growled.

      “So what if I did? It’s the distant past.”

      He gnashed his teeth, and Blade stepped between us, a rumble deep in his chest.

      “Don’t use the dog against me,” Maxim snapped.

      Blade’s rumble grew louder.

      “I’m not,” I said. “He’s worried about me because of how you’re acting. Get out of my way so I can go to bed—without you, you lying…liar!”

      Maxim blinked at me, as if unable to believe my words. “You’d take that woman’s word over mine?” Hurt crept into his expression, his voice.

      “No.” I sniffled. “I take those pictures and your own words against what you told me before. You lied to me, Maxim.”

      “I needed you, Ida Jane. I needed this.” He waved his hand between us. “Would you have agreed to marry me if you knew about those nights from five years ago?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “You never gave me a chance to decide for myself.”

      He shuffled closer. “I couldn’t take that chance.” He cupped the back of my neck, his thumb running down my cheek. I shuddered, loving his touch, desperate to lean into it, but too upset to trust in it and him.

      “To be honest?” I stepped away, met his gaze. His shuttered. Right. “I’m going to bed.”

      “I want this settled—”

      “Not now.” I swallowed down the hysteria bubbling up in my chest. “I can’t do this with you now.”
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        * * *

      

       

      I slid my beautiful ring off my finger and laid it on the bureau. Then, I curled into a ball and cried myself to sleep. All I had left now was my pride. Fierce thankfulness settled over me as I realized I’d never had the chance tonight to tell him I loved him.

      Thankfully, Maxim had another away game, and the team traveled there on Saturday afternoon. I refused to come downstairs Saturday while he was hovering in the main part of the house. Once he realized that, he disappeared into his gym. I’d heard him on the stairs when I came down to grab some food and water, but I ignored him when he tried to talk.

      I should engage. I should listen. But I couldn’t. My mind spun too fast, too hard, and my emotions pinged everywhere from despondent to so angry I wanted to break things. Being so out of control scared me. I needed…security.

      And Stella stole that. Maxim, too, with his lies of omission. Now, I wasn’t emotionally safe. I was…a hot fucking mess.

      The day was long, tortuous. Lance sent both Maxim and me updates on the libel case he was building against Stella and Dillon. I ignored the messages. Maxim departed for the airport around noon, having delayed leaving for as long as possible.

      He left me a note, written in his careful scrawl. I ignored that too. By the time I climbed into bed that night, I was so exhausted, tears leaked from my eyes.

      Sunday dawned hot and sharp. Much as I didn’t want to get out of bed, the girls and I were watching the game at Maxim’s—my—our home. We had a rotation, so I showered and made up a bunch of snacks, including my apple butter, which I planned to eat it all. At least the house smelled nice.

      Naomi, Mimi, and Keelie arrived, trepidation stamped into their features.

      “Nicole couldn’t come,” Naomi said after she’d hugged me. “Her youngest is sick.”

      I nodded. “Wine’s in the fridge.”

      “Paloma wanted to be here,” Keelie said. That was Coach Whittaker’s wife. I shook my head, hating the idea. I loved Paloma as a person, but I wasn’t ready to deal with the fallout from the gala.

      “Don’t worry, she can’t. She and Trix had already planned to go to the game and spend some time in San Diego for Trix’s spring break.”

      I let out a relieved sigh. Blade rose from his bed and asked to go out.

      “Want me to pour you a glass?” Naomi asked, holding a bottle of Chardonnay. It was my favorite. Maxim stockpiled it for me.

      “Yeah. A big one.”

      “I love those leggings,” Mimi said. She was quieter than normal, too. And my leggings were an old pair that had been in the suitcase Keelie had packed for me all those months ago. I’d left them in the upstairs bureau, along with a few other items. I’d yet to return to Maxim’s bedroom. I wasn’t ready for that.

      “Thanks.” I frowned, noting Keelie had her putter on her shoulder. “Why do you have that?”

      “To practice my putt,” she said, as if that were the most normal thing anyone would do at a hockey-watching gathering.

      “Why?” I asked.

      Blade barked, loud and incessant. He’d been unhappy, no doubt sensing how off things were between Maxim and me.

      “Because I keep pulling the ball to the left, and I want to get my strokes on the green down before Cormac and I play in that charity tournament next week.”

      Naomi wrinkled her nose. “Did that make sense to you? It didn’t to me.”

      I scooped apple butter onto a cracker and shoved the whole thing in my mouth, then guzzled down a good bit of my wine. “That’s sweet that you play together.” I offered her a smile.

      “So…how are things?” Naomi asked. She was about as delicate as a bulldozer.

      “Shitty.” I took another sip of wine.

      “Right.”

      They all turned to the big screen. By the time the game started, Naomi and Mimi were deep into the bottle of wine. Exfoliants and facial masques were applied. Keelie was behind the couch, practicing her putting, which we heard thump into a plastic cup.

      Blade continued to be antsy, pacing the length of the living room before coming back to me and leaning against my leg. “I think something’s wrong with him,” I said, setting my wine glass aside. “I’m going to take him out for a little walk. He didn’t get one earlier.”

      “Want me to come with you?” Keelie asked.

      “I’m staying here. I just put on this avocado masque, and I want it to soothe me,” Naomi said. Mimi was sprawled out next to her, both of them with vivid green faces.

      “You’d scare the neighbors,” I said with a giggle.

      “Pfft. The neighbors are us,” Keelie said. She was so bright these days now that Cormac had proposed. I wished for her happiness, envied it.

      I loved these women. They had accepted me with such warmth. I’d miss them when Maxim and I divorced. A crater opened in my chest. I scrambled off the couch, anxious for a moment by myself as much as Blade needed to walk off his restlessness.

      Once I clipped on his leash and led Blade out the front door, I heaved a sigh. Normally, I enjoyed spending time with Keelie and Naomi, but right now, I just wanted to be alone.

      I let Blade sniff while I tried to figure out my next move. I’d finally looked at my messages and knew Lance had already managed to compile the libel case, and he’d had the Wildcatters put out a statement of how Dillon’s girlfriend confronted me at the gala. It listed out the restraining order, the threatening messages, the police report, and how Stella planned to play hardball with private images of Maxim she’d procured from a former Detroit teammate.

      None of the details spun well for Dillon or Stella. Clearly, Maxim and I were shone in a positive light—a couple who’d fallen in love and were overcoming the many hurdles thrown in our path.

      It was a lie. My life was a lie.

      I wasn’t sure how I’d ended up here, but I knew Maxim and I needed to talk, and I knew it was going to hurt. Still, the only way out was through.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose as a creepy sensation slithered over my back and down my arms when I bent down to pick up Blade’s large and runny poo. No wonder the poor boy was antsy. I bent down and cleaned it up, wrinkling my nose. As I rose, a dark shadow detached from a large boxwood in the neighbor’s yard.

      “Blade, guard,” I called out, voice clear. Blade placed the bulk of his body between Dillon and me. The dog’s thick coat ridged upward, and his teeth flashed, white and terrifying, as Blade peeled back his lips. A deep, vicious rumble burst from his chest.

      “You think I won’t take on your dog?” Dillon asked.

      I should have expected him. He must have hated the Wildcatters’ press release. Up until now, our situation had remained private. But Maxim didn’t back down from a fight—something neither Dillon nor Stella took into consideration when they concocted their newest scheme. Me? I rolled over, simply wanted to wish their meanness away. That wasn’t Maxim. That would never be him—and it was part of why I loved him.

      “I wouldn’t,” I said, my voice firm. Don’t hurt Blade. Just walk away. Why hadn’t I brought my phone? I’d promised Maxim I wouldn’t go anywhere without it. But I’d needed a break from the girls’ concern.

      “I’m going to make sure you go through more torment than I have because of you and your stupid hockey player. No one comes to my house and bothers my girlfriend.”

      He’d hurt me outside of my workplace, but clearly, I didn’t matter to him. I never had. Yet, I’d given him the ability to hurt me—and to nearly destroy my relationship with Maxim.

      Wow. That was…wow. A lot to digest and this wasn’t exactly the best moment for an epiphany.

      “Leave me alone, Dillon.”

      Dillon scoffed, his face taut with strain. “I keep telling you that we do this my way, Ida. You weren’t in charge of our relationship, and you definitely don’t get to decide when or how it ends.” He pulled something from behind his back—it shone dully in the streetlights, but I didn’t know if it was a knife or a club. I backed away. Dillon’s teeth flashed, and he chuckled. “We’ll see how much your hockey player likes you when I’m done.”

      When Dillon kicked at Blade, I screamed as long and loud as I could, then again. Dillon and Blade took on a dance of predators, each looking for the other’s weaknesses. 

      I gave Blade his attack command, and he lunged, teeth bared and spittle flying. He managed to sink his teeth into Dillon’s thigh and Dillon screamed louder than a stuck pig. Dillon landed a hit with the metal club to Blade’s jaw and my gorgeous furry friend squealed, falling.

      A haze of fury descended over me, and I focused all my attention on the man who’d managed to torment me for far too long. No one fucked with my fur baby…or my marriage.

      “You sack of puke,” I shrieked. “I hate you, you dog-hurting bastard!”

      I lunged, swinging the bag of warm poo I’d just collected and hadn’t yet tied off. It connected with Dillon’s mouth. Even though I didn’t want to touch him, I ground the bag into his mouth until I felt his teeth.

      Damn, I was a good shot. I stepped back a little, rolling up on the balls of my feet. I settled into the fighter stance I’d learned from Amos, which Maxim had helped me to perfect while we’d worked out together in his basement. I cackled as Dillon choked and retched, foaming as he drooled and hacked up Blade’s gift of the ages. “You’re eating shit, Dillon. Not just spewing it this time.”

      Dillon tried to rise, but Blade scrambled to his feet and lunged, pinning Dillon to the ground, his teeth at Dillon’s throat. I kicked the metal club away while Dillon squirmed under my dog.

      “Ida Jane!” Keelie reached me, breathless, wielding a golf club. Naomi and her sister Mimi, who both still wore their bright green facial masques and held bottles of wine like clubs, followed her.

      “We heard you scream. You okay?” Keelie panted.

      “Blade and I took care of him,” I said, grim satisfaction burbling in my chest.

      “Don’t make me waste a delicious Cab on your sorry ass,” Naomi snarled.

      “Did you call the police?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Mimi, said, waving her phone in her unarmed hand. “They’re on their way.”

      “Good.”

      “I totally got that on video,” Keelie said. “I was running, so it’s probably vomit-inducing, but you shoved dog poo in his mouth, Ida Jane! Holy crap.” She laughed. “That’s so gross.”

      Dillon moaned and coughed while Blade stood over him, slavering and growling.

      “Ah! There’s the calvary.” Naomi smirked. “Now we’ll definitely have something to celebrate, even if the boys lose.”

      “They’re losing?” I asked, my stomach dropping. No, this was an important game. They needed to win this game and the next one in order to clinch a chance at the Conference Finals.

      Keelie shot me a glance. “Maxim was sent to the penalty box, and San Diego scored on the power play. He’s having a hard time.” Keelie raised her golf club and snapped at Dillon, who’d gotten a hand on Blade’s neck. “Try to slink away, and I will take a full swing. Just try me.”

      God, I loved these girls. I pressed my hand to my heart and let the joy sink into my soul. “Y’all are the best of friends a girl could ask for. Ever.” Without taking my eyes off them, I pushed my foot between Dillon’s shoulder blades until he collapsed back down in the spilled spittle and dog poo.

      “Perfect. Just where he belongs,” Naomi deadpanned.

      “Ooh, Maxim is going to be beside himself when he finds out,” Keelie said. “And he’s going to rage out when he realizes he missed this.”

      “I’ll call Paloma,” Naomi said. “She’s the only one who can get to Coach Whittaker, who will talk to Maxim. That way, Maxim can focus on the game.”

      “You think he’s unable to focus?” I asked.

      All their eyes stared at me. “Right,” I mumbled. “Yeah, we’re still not good after the gala. Of course he’s struggling.”

      With my ladies standing watch, I took Naomi’s phone and dialed Paloma’s number.

      “Naomi. Is there a problem?” Paloma asked. The crowd noise was loud.

      “It’s Ida Jane. Can you get word to Maxim? We caught Dillon—he was sniffing around our house.” I shifted my stance, puffing out my chest like Maxim did sometimes. “But thanks to my rad fighting skills, he’s now sobbing in a pile of dog poo, and…ooh! The police cuffed him. It’s like being in a show! Don’t worry, Keelie’s getting it on video.”

      “I am?” Keelie blinked. “Right!” She clutched her club to her chest and used her phone to video Dillon’s arrest.

      “We’ll send it through in a minute to Maxim’s phone.”

      “Well, that’s good news. I’ll make sure he knows.” The crowd roared. “Oh, that’s not good—San Diego scored again. Damn, they really need to go into the playoffs on a winning streak.” She hung up.

      Once Dillon sat into the back of a patrol car with the door shut, Blade relaxed, settling his bulk on my foot. I shoved my hand into his fur when he leaned against me, and I braced myself against his weight. We needed the connection. I also needed to call the vet to look him over, which I’d do as soon as we finished with the police.

      We trooped back into the house, where officers took our statements, and Keelie forwarded her video—she was right; it was vomit-inducing. But it was also evidence that Dillon came after me.

      “Right. Well, that’s all we need for now,” the officer said, closing her notebook. “I’m glad no one was hurt too badly.”

      “Just Dillon,” Naomi muttered under her breath.

      “He totally deserved it,” Mimi said.

      I walked the officer to the door, Blade at my side the entire time.

      “I’m okay, Blade. You did good. How about we get you checked out now? You deserve the biggest treat.”

      “I already called my vet,” Keelie said. “He makes house calls, but it’s expensive. I figured Maxim wouldn’t care about that.”

      “I need a glass or three of this wine,” Naomi said, picking up her bottle of Cabernet that she’d set on the kitchen counter. I’d bet her face was pale under that cracking green mud masque.

      “But first, you’re going to explain why that gorgeous ring is not on your finger,” Keelie said, waving her golf club at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Maxim

          

        

      

    

    
      Watching Ida Jane fight and win her battle against that jackoff caused a fierce burn in my chest. I replayed the video again, needing to see her bright smile and Blade’s lolling tongue as he leaned against my woman.

      “You okay?” Paloma asked from across the room.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      She left the space, no doubt returning to Trix and the game.

      I replayed the video again, and I hissed through my teeth as I realized she wasn’t wearing my ring. No, I wasn’t okay. I wasn’t going to be fine with this huge rift between us, but I was thankful that Ida Jane was safe. Finally.

      Dillon would finally be charged with a crime, and I needed to know what she was thinking. But first I needed to focus on what I could control…and that would never, ever be Ida Jane.

      Before I called Lance to let him know Dillon had been arrested on a slew of charges, I had a hockey game to finish. If Coach let me. The moment I came out of the tunnel and settled on our bench, Coach’s gaze speared me.

      “Can you focus?” Coach Whittaker asked, his eyes burning into mine, searching.

      “Yeah, I can. I will.”

      “Right, well, next line change is your rotation. I expect to see you in front of their offense.”

      I nodded again, hating the censure I heard in his voice. He slapped me on the back, and I felt the blow through my pads. I’d let my team down. I hadn’t been able to concentrate enough tonight to keep in the correct position.

      I gnashed my teeth behind my mouth guard. From the moment I’d met her, Ida Jane carried my heart. I’d refused to admit that because I wasn’t used to worrying over another person. Not since Nadia.

      With the signal, I flew over the boards and into position. Head up, torso low, thighs engaged. As soon as the puck scuttled in my direction, I skated toward it, stick outstretched. I beat my opponent to it and slapped a nice shot to Cormac, who skated around another player and flicked it to Naese. My teammate glided forward and…missed the net.

      Fuck.

      I sucked in a breath and grunted out a curse as Naese shot me an apologetic glance. I lifted my chin to him, not wanting the mistake to get into his head. I knew how easy that was to do.

      Determination coursed through me. We’d get that goal next time.

      I continued to beat the Anaheim player for the puck, and he started mouthing off. I ignored him. The fifth time I won the puck, he dropped his gloves and punched my face while my head was turned. He caught me right below the eye and the helmet, a painful shot that lifted me off my feet and flat on my back.

      I breathed hard, my cheekbone aching. The boos from the crowd intensified, making me aware that we must have scored.

      Cormac skated into view, lips compressed and worry in his eyes. “You okay, man?”

      “Of course. Just need a second.”

      “That was a cheap shot.” Cormac’s nostrils flared. Angry resolve settled over his face. “We scored on the play, but we need another to put these fuckers in their place.”

      Cruz dropped to his knees next to me, bare hand on my chest. “That was a sucker punch, the rude fuck. I’ll get him. This season, next, doesn’t matter.”

      “Thanks, man,” I said. “Help me up.”

      “Wait for med—”

      I scoffed even as I reached for his beefy forearm and used it as leverage to sit up. The world spun a little, and I wiggled my jaw. “Don’t need the trainer. Help me up. I’m fine.”

      Cruz rose and helped me to my feet, and I got even with the player by scoring a goal with forty-seven seconds left in regulation, putting us over the top with a win.

      Now, I had seven more games to prove myself—to my teammates and to my wife.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ida Jane

      

      

       

      I ran into Maxim’s arms the moment he arrived home. But once we’d hugged and I’d viewed his bruise, an unusual awkwardness settled between us.

      “Your face looks like mine did,” I said, trying to break through the tension.

      He focused all that potent energy on me. “Nah. My eye won’t swell shut.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “Ida Jane…”

      Hope made my heart quicken. “Yes?”

      He opened his mouth, closed it. Opened it again. “I’m glad you handled Dillon.”

      Defeat settled in my chest. We weren’t us. We were off-kilter, and I hated it.

      “Yeah. Those moves you taught me came in handy. I, ah, made dinner. Mixed green salad with salmon.”

      “I already ate.”

      I stepped back. “Right. Yeah. It is late.”

      He winced. “If I’d known, I would have preferred your dinner.”

      But to know, he would have had to have communicated with me, and neither of us had been good about that. I’d sent him the video, he’d called to make sure I was okay. We’d discussed Blade’s bruised muzzle and shoulder, and he’d said he had to go.

      The chasm between us expanded.

      “You’re not wearing your wedding ring,” Maxim said.

      I looked down at my naked fingers. “No. I’m not.”

      Maxim worked his jaw, his eyes clouding with hurt. “Why?”

      “Because it didn’t feel right to wear—not when…” I couldn’t say the next words and my throat ached from holding back tears. Not when you’re going to let me go eventually.

      He hadn’t said that, of course. But he’d lied to me, and that was a fundamental issue; one I was struggling to comprehend but knew was rooted in my time with Dillon. If he’d cheated and been so much different after I started to show an actual backbone, did that mean Maxim would change, too?

      Those thoughts refused to settle and my anxiety grew each time they reared up.

      “You don’t trust me,” he said, his tone clipped.

      “How can I?” I exclaimed. “What else should I know about you that you’ve kept from me?”

      He narrowed his eyes, his jaw clenching and unclenching. “I’m going to bed,” he said before turning on his heel and leaving me in the living room, still unsure where we stood.

      And angry that we were in this awful limbo. I wrapped my arms around my waist and trudged up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Later that week, after I arrived home via rideshare, I stood in the kitchen, unsure what to do. Maxim had offered to pick me up from work, but I’d rebuffed him. I wasn’t sure why, and at this point, I knew I was hurting myself. I just didn’t know what to do to make the anguish and humiliation about Maxim’s sordid past go away.

      He wasn’t helping with his cold, broody silences. I set my purse on the hook Maxim had installed for me and slipped off my shoes, my gaze zeroing in on my husband, who was sprawled on the couch, reading.

      I moved toward him, wanting to break through the barriers between us. Blade rose from his bed and shook, sending a plume of dust and fur into the air. I wrinkled my nose at the mess.

      “Who’s going to clean that up?” I asked, pointing an accusatory finger toward the dog fur flying in lazy waves around the room.

      Why did I say that? I didn’t actually care about the dog’s mess—okay, I did, and I didn’t want to be the one responsible for it—but more I was out of sorts from the tension between us.

      The night he’d returned home, I’d gone to bed angrier and more hurt than I could ever remember. Now, a week later, I remained hurt, confused…and much to my shock, horny. Until sex with Maxim, I hadn’t considered that I was missing out on anything. But I was, and I was in the part of my cycle when I craved touch. I missed our physical connection and orgasms.

      I missed us, but Maxim was still keeping secrets: though he never said a word about it to me, his documents had arrived from the State Department without him ever having to attend a hearing. Maxim was once again a legal resident, thanks, in part to my agreeing to marry him. I only knew because my daddy called while I was on the way home. My parents realized something was wrong, but I didn’t have it in me to tell them I was sure Maxim and I were veering toward divorce.

      So, I remained silent, not asking about his immigration status, pretending everything was fine when nothing was.

      I was so alone, and I wanted a release to ease the tension that built, built, built in my body.

      I wanted the makeup sex Naomi crowed about. But no. Of course I wasn’t that lucky. Probably because Stella was correct and Maxim hadn’t ever wanted me, not really.

      Damn, I was a mess of negative thoughts and no self-confidence. I hated that I felt that way, but I didn’t know how to pull myself out of the ever-increasing funk.

      Yes, I realized what I was doing, and yes, I knew I needed to use certain therapies to reframe my current mental state. But it was much easier to work on other people’s problems, just like it was much more likely the cobbler would make other kids’ shoes first.

      I’d learned that in school—we were our own worst clients. I probably should start seeing someone about my funk, but I kept putting it off.

      “I’ll call Cormac and get the name of his cleaning service.” Maxim looked up from his book—a thick tome on some European leader I’d never heard about before. He set the book aside with a firm snap of the cover—Maxim only read hardcovers. He’d told me only the wealthy could afford such books in his hometown.

      The man cleaned his own toilets and floors but bought boxes of hardcover books.

      “Never mind. I know you don’t like people in your space.”

      Maxim rose and stretched his arms over his head, his biceps bulging as he twisted, no doubt working out some kinks in his neck from sitting with his head bent over the book. His T-shirt rode up, exposing a sliver of skin above the waistband of his joggers.

      “It isn’t my space. It’s our space. So, what would you prefer?”

      An orgasm. An apology. An explanation for lying to me. A promise you won’t ever do it again. An undying confession of love that puts me at the center of your world…like you’re at the center of mine.

      Even though it freaks me out, even knowing you don’t want kids and I do… Even knowing you only married me to get your Green Card and that excuse is now gone, too.

      I settled on one. “How can I trust that you won’t lie to me again?”

      “Because I won’t.”

      I shook my head. “I need more than a promise, Maxim. You already gave me that.”

      My gaze narrowed on that strip of skin, the color lighter than his arms, the faint dusting of coarse dark hairs, the flex of his belly as he twisted…and caught me ogling.

      “Like what you see?” he rumbled.

      I nodded because I didn’t want to stop petting his gorgeousness with my eyes. “You know you look fantastic.” I crossed my arms over my chest. His gaze dropped to my boobs, so I slid my arms under them and pushed them upward. His nostrils flared. Ah, so he wanted me, too.

      He did that man-thing of pulling off his T-shirt using one arm and my knees turned to water as my thighs clenched. I even moaned, though I bit it off.

      “Now you can see every bit of me that belongs to you and only you,” Maxim said.

      I narrowed my eyes. What was his game?

      He didn’t even try to flex, like some men would as he strolled toward me, all confidence, dripping hotness. Taking one of my hands, he frowned at the chill in my fingers. I’d turned the air conditioner back down to his preferred setting, which always left me cold. He brought my hand to his chest, where he settled my hand in the sparse dark hair that covered his smooth, warm skin before lifting the other and placing that hand next to the first. His nipples pebbled under my palms. My breathing sped up and my core grew warmer, achier.

      I pressed my hands tighter against his skin, reveling in his body heat, and tipped my head back to meet his smoldering gaze. When I tried to step back, he snagged his arm low around my hips while his other clamped both of my hands to his chest.

      “Don’t. I’ve missed you.” He gently pressed his growing bulge into the soft give of my belly. I whimpered and my core clenched, too empty, needy.

      He rocked again and my head fell back, mouth open. I couldn’t help it—Maxim Dolov seemed to have a short-circuit switch when it came to my libido.

      He leaned forward, his nose rubbing along the sensitive skin on my jaw. “You smell good. Always. You are so soft. Your voice is sweet and brings me joy.”

      “That’s not true. You’re barely ever in the same room as me.”

      “Because you’re upset with me.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t be upset if you’d been honest—”

      “I promised to be faithful to you, and I have been. Just you, krasivaya. Always. I promise again.”

      He rocked against me again. He aimed his next hip pump lower, as he lifted my hips with ridiculous ease. When he rubbed against my clit, my eyes rolled back and I wrapped my legs around his hips, causing him to chuckle.

      “So gorgeous,” he murmured. “You’re right where you belong.”

      “Gloating isn’t becoming,” I chastised.

      “Maybe not. But it’s fun. Nearly as fun as dry humping you.”

      I couldn’t argue with that because I was growing wetter by the second. “Maxim.”

      “What do you need, Ida Jane?” He trailed kisses across my cheek, toward my mouth. “Tell me what you exactly need, and I’ll give it to you.”

      I hated that I loved when he did this to me—forcing me to talk dirty. I preferred to remain safely inhibited, but Maxim forced me to use my words…and my lips and my tongue. He made me vulnerable as well as naked. Damn him!

      He thrust forward, and I writhed, wanting more friction, wanting him inside me. My skin pebbled with goosebumps as I struggled to contain the emotions.

      He swiveled his hips.

      “You! I want you. I…I…”

      “—can have me once we actually talk about what’s really bothering you.”

      I gasped, flinging my closed eyes open. Hurt and frustration warred inside me. “Is this all a game to you? Because you don’t like to lose?”

      I sobbed, falling back into old habits I’d used with my brothers growing up. I struggled against him, and Maxim grunted.

      “No. Be still. Ida Jane. Fuck!”

      He grimaced as one of my flails caused discomfort…I hoped to his dick. I was horny and hurt, and livid that he’d use my desire for him to get his way.

      “Put me down,” I snapped. Sobs hit me harder.

      This wasn’t like the sparse tears I cried to get my way with my brothers. This was big…huge…a tidal wave of emotion I could no longer outrun.

      He set me down immediately. That should have mollified me, but all it did was make me angrier that the sweet, luscious friction was gone. I scowled as I backed away. Blade chuffed, coming to my side.

      “We’re going on a walk,” I said.

      “Ida Jane—”

      “Do not Ida Jane me. You need to think about what you’re playing at, Maxim.” I dashed at the tears that sprang to my eyes. I drew myself up, leveled my chin and swallowed.

      Time to face this head-on. At least part of the problem. I wasn’t ready to bare my full soul…not when Maxim hadn’t told me he loved me. Or that he wanted a full life with me. But I could be honest about this.

      “I won’t let you manipulate me into doing something just because you want it—with no regard for my feelings. If you want to have a conversation, we can do that, but do not use sex to get me to talk. If you want to spread me out on your bed—”

      “Our bed,” he growled. “It’s our bed, and you should sleep in it every night. With me. That’s where you belong.”

      I snapped my mouth shut, unsure how to respond to that. It was…alpha-hole delicious, as Millie would say, but did I actually want that level of controlling male in my life?

      I’d run headlong into Maxim’s arms even though I knew I hadn’t fully processed Dillon’s machinations.

      It wasn’t even about the photos of Maxim with other women. Once I’d calmed down enough to ask Maxim for them, I’d seen that his hair was different, and he looked younger, just as he’d said. There were multiple other athletes in those photos, and they weren’t his current teammates. I knew he’d told me the truth…when confronted. It was the fact that he hadn’t told me initially that worried me.

      My heart was too battered to take another hit, yet I couldn’t stop loving Maxim even though I wanted to.
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            Maxim

          

        

      

    

    
      She still wasn’t wearing her wedding band, and that bothered me like jock itch and athlete’s foot all rolled into one terrible irritation. Part of my ritual each time I returned to the house was to kiss her ring finger, then her lips. Sometimes, she was sleeping and didn’t know. When I’d checked on her that night I returned from our last away game as she slept upstairs, I’d been upset, but when I’d noted she still wasn’t wearing her ring, I’d been gutted.

      We were in a battle of wills I didn’t want to win but didn’t know how to lose without losing Ida Jane.

      I headed down to my gym and turned up my music—Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5—and began with my lats. Sure, other guys liked rap or even listened to metal with their workouts, but I preferred orchestral pieces. That probably had something to do with being able to catch the faintest hints of the music when I was a child. The symphony in St. Petersburg was a grand building with stately architecture and well-dressed people. The music had always sounded like wealth, prestige—what I’d aspired to.

      I moved on to some triceps exercises, baring my teeth at the mirror. What the hell was I going to do? How did we bridge this ever-growing chasm between us?

      Trust.

      That’s what this all pivoted on. Ida Jane didn’t trust me. I’d demolished it by not telling her the full truth when I had the chance. She’d learned about it in the worst way from the worst person, and she was understandably hurt.

      Having her come to my games, picking her up from work, showing her that she was safe here—all those were important to building and maintaining respect, but those actions didn’t address the underlying issue I’d created by not trusting her with the parts of me I wasn’t proud of. I’d noted her withdrawal when I told her how glad I was neither of us wanted kids. Told her. Not asked her for her thoughts. That had left her primed to believe the worst of me when the envelope was handed to her less than an hour later.

      And now, Ida Jane didn’t—couldn’t—trust me to see her, to know her, to accept her as she was.

      I set down the weight, my forehead dripping and my muscles tight yet jittery. What if I’d broken us fundamentally? That was a distinct possibility—especially since her father texted me this evening before she arrived home, letting me know that his baby girl wasn’t happy.

      With a long sigh, I headed up the steps to the first floor. Ida Jane wasn’t there. Concern hit my gut and gushed upward, fizzing out like a volcanic eruption. I tore out of the house, my panting heightened as I considered all the terrible things that could have happened to her because I’d been too pushy, too impatient.

      I bolted down the driveway and into the road, gasping—and skidded to a stop so quickly I almost fell on my ass. Ida Jane stood across the street on the sidewalk, her head tilted back as she smiled up at Stol.

      My hands fisted as I mentally prepared to murder the flirting SOB. And then I was going to…

      I sucked in a deep calming breath that did nothing to ease the tension in my muscles or the pounding at the base of my skull. Ida Jane was safe. Stol wasn’t touching her. They were talking. Just talking. Not every interaction was a precursor to the woman I cared most for in this life to end up dead.

      Get a grip, Maxim.

      But I couldn’t. I was too keyed up, first from my argument with Ida Jane and now from the images of Ida Jane laughing with Stol…when she couldn’t be happy with me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ida Jane

      

      

       

      Stol glanced over my shoulder, his expression going from laughter to an intense frown. “Uh oh.”

      I turned and then gawked. Maxim stalked back up the driveway toward the house, his shoulders bunched, his gait stiff.

      “I think you broke him,” Stol said.

      “Me?” I squeaked.

      Stol clucked his tongue. “He is so worked up over you.”

      I snorted. Stol dropped a half-smile that was just plain adorable. No wonder Millie was half in love with the man. Not that she’d admit it. In fact, she’d avoided any mention of him at all the last few times we’d spoken, but I’d pushed and pushed.

      She’d promised she’d tell him about the baby. I’d need to make sure she had. Maxim was right—Stol deserved to know.

      “Seriously. He can hardly see straight. And he smiles. Well, when the two of you are getting along. It’s weird and kind of scary. The rookie nearly pissed his pants when Maxim joked with him a couple of weeks ago.”

      Before the gala.

      I shook my head. “Maxim’s…”

      “Intense. Broody. From what I can tell, a Russian, through and through.”

      I dropped my hand into Blade’s fur. “He’s never said he love—cares about me. Or even that he wants to stay married.” I couldn’t believe I was having this conversation with Stol. Wait.

      Why had Stol been outside on a muggy evening? “You were waiting for me,” I gasped.

      “Yeah, I was. A total creeper move, I know, but, again, he’s so tied up in you, he can’t really think straight. It’s affecting his game, and Maxim has always been one of the most solid guys on the team. The playoffs start this week and—”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Is that really why you’re here?”

      Stol shuffled his feet. “No. Millie told me she’s pregnant.”

      I sighed. “Finally.”

      “I don’t know what she wants from me. She said she’d do it all herself…” He swallowed, his expression troubled and eyes shadowed. “I hate that idea. I—I want the chance to be a father to my kid.”

      “Then tell her that.”

      Why did everyone else’s problems appear so easy to fix? I sucked in a breath, realizing I needed to take my own advice. My insecurities kept me from being totally vulnerable with Maxim, so in a way, I wasn’t being honest either.

      Dread settled in my midsection. I wasn’t sure I could do it.

      “Yeah. Yeah. I will. But put in a good word for me, okay? Tell her I haven’t been fuc—er, messing around since she left. I really like her, Ida Jane. I want to see what we can be. For us, but for the baby, too.”

      I laid a hand on his forearm and squeezed. “I have and I will again. Millie’s…been hurt.”

      “So have most of us,” Stol responded, his frustration evident.

      I sucked in a breath, knowing Millie would rail against me for this, but Stol was still interested, even though her lack of communication upset him. “No, she’s been hurt.”

      His expression shifted as understanding dawned. He shut his eyes briefly.

      “She doesn’t do relationships. Not anymore.”

      “Because of her ex who hurt her.” Anguish rippled across his expression. “I’m going crazy here, trying not to imagine all the worst-case scenarios.”

      Much as I wanted to allay Stol’s worries, I’d already said more than Millie would like. “It’s not my story to tell, but she’s slow to trust. She thought she knew him.”

      Actually, that sounded a lot like my relationship with Dillon. I frowned.

      “And, just speaking for me, when you think you know someone, and they hurt you…” I raised my hand to my healed cheek. “Then, you wonder if the problem is really you. You worry your instincts are bad—if any of the decisions you make are right.”

      Stol tilted his head, thoughtful. “She’s afraid of herself.”

      That reverberated deep in my heart. “Yeah. She’s afraid.” I’m afraid. “To love you.” Like I’m terrified to love Maxim. I quit pretending I was talking about Millie and him. “Because if something bad happens, if Maxim doesn’t love me, then I was right. I’m not a good judge of character. I’m not worthy of love.”

      Stol shifted his feet. “I get your point.”

      I shook my head with a little laugh that was more of a release of tension. “Don’t chase her, don’t even contact her, unless you mean to be there for her as she works through…all this.”

      “I hear ya.” He nodded. “Okay. Let me walk you home,” he said.

      We were almost at the gate when Stol said, “Maxim would do just about anything for his team. We’re his family. But here’s the thing: he won’t give up you for us. He won’t even come to our typical barbecues or whatever unless you agree to join. He even bought you that killer dog.”

      I shielded my fur baby’s ears. “Blade isn’t a killer.”

      Stol shook his head, clearly having reached his limit. “If you’d just actually see what he’s doing.”

      He’s showing me that he cares for me—not just saying the words I’m desperate to hear.

      I hadn’t been paying enough attention because I was too wrapped up in the past and the worry of being hurt again, being played the fool again.

      Stol heaved a sigh. “I know I shouldn’t get involved, but Maxim never asks for anything—ever. And he asked us for advice, which tells me how serious he is about making this thing between you work.”

      Stol didn’t say the most important part of our conversation: If I couldn’t accept that he did care for me and put in the work to leave that one moment in our relationship behind, I needed to be really clear about that and get out of his life.
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            Maxim

          

        

      

    

    
      I shoved my face into the shower spray, trying to find serenity. The rush of water over my ears must have muffled the sound of Ida Jane stepping into the bathroom, stripping, and entering the shower.

      I started at her hand on my back. I pulled away, gasping for air, dots flitting in front of my eyes. “I’m not in the mood, Fists.”

      “Well, I am.” Her hand slid down my back, her nails scratching lightly before she palmed my buttocks and then dragged her hands to my thighs. I groaned, my cock jumping to attention even as I slammed my fist against the shower wall.

      “I’m trying to do right by you—”

      “You have, you do. I… I’m sorry, Maxim. This distance between us is on me. I was trying to protect myself.”

      I whirled, a snarl on my face. Her hands fell from my skin, and I mourned their loss. “From me. Because you can’t forgive me for the dumb fucking mistakes in my youth, and for going to threaten Dillon.”

      I slid my palm down her cheek to her nape—a place that seemed to comfort her.

      “Yes.” She pressed her lips together and cleared her throat. After a tense moment, she met my eyes. “Did you hear what Dillon wanted from me that night you and I met?”

      I scowled deeper. “Some of it. I know he wanted you to baby-mama his kid.”

      She sucked in a deep breath. “He said he broke up with me because she was hotter than me. She was better in bed—”

      “Don’t ever, and I mean ever, mention you having sex with that…that…”

      She pressed herself back against my palm. “Since I met you, Maxim, you’re the only man I want.”

      “It’s the same for me, krasivaya. Those women in the photos were years ago. Long before I knew you existed. It was never about an emotional connection. Not like we have.”

      “It was messing with my head because I thought I wasn’t pretty enough, wasn’t desirable enough, sexy enough—”

      “Fuck, Ida Jane. Jesus, fuck. You are all those things. More.”

      “Dillon’s girlfriend brought all that back up.” She tipped her head back, offering me her lips, her throat, her plump tits.

      “Do you think there was any other woman in this world I’d marry? Even to keep me from being deported.”

      “Yes.” The admission was quiet, almost as if it was ripped from her throat.

      This situation was scarier than facing down a two-hundred-fifty-pound D-man flying at me at top speed. The thing about Ida Jane was, I never quite knew how she’d react.

      “Well, see, that’s simply not true. I was so attracted to you when I watched you stand up for yourself. Then, I got to know you. I heard your terrible singing, ate your amazing steak dinner. I’m addicted to your apple butter—and I didn’t even know that was a thing before you. The way you smell. Your frilly panties. God. I want those on my floor, in my drawer, in my laundry basket, on this sexy ass…”

      She yelped when I patted her luscious butt cheek, the water making the sound sharp. She glared and smacked my ass in return.

      I loved this feisty little woman. I did. I needed to tell her. The words sat on the tip of my tongue. She looked frightened and determined and so damn beautiful.

      “Don’t give up on me. Us,” she whispered. “I don’t want to fight, Maxim. I know the playoffs are important to you, and I’ll do my best to support you through those. Just…just…give let’s get through these next few weeks so that we can focus on what we want afterward. Please.”

      The words of love died, ashy and thick in my mouth. Ida Jane’s plan would last mere weeks whereas I was ready to pledge her forever—again. I’d done so the first time at our wedding, but Ida Jane hadn’t realized that yet, and I hadn’t told her.

      We had another brutal seven games to play, and if we won that series, then we played for the Stanley Cup. Either way, we finished our season sometime next month, and the training season started again in September. That gave me a little over four months to show her I was the best—the only—man for her. I’d take her somewhere exotic and seduce her with luxury…and my dick. I’d keep her orgasmed out and too drunk on love to consider leaving me.

      My distress turned into determination. If I only had a few weeks to enjoy Ida Jane, I was going to enjoy every single second.
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        * * *

      

      “Glad you all could make it to end-of-season mingle,” Coach Whittaker said.

      He motioned me forward, and I stepped up beside him. “It’s too bad we got knocked out in game six of the conference finals, but you all played hard. I couldn’t be prouder of what we’ve built here.”

      Coach Whittaker beamed at us players. We were in Cormac’s backyard because he’d insisted on hosting this shindig. I didn’t mind—we were two minutes from my place. But the venue had surprised me until I realized Cormac was using it as an engagement party as well, even though he and Keelie were getting married in Hawaii in a couple weeks.

      I idly wondered how Keelie felt about combining the big announcement with the end-of-season debrief. And Ida Jane hadn’t had an engagement party at all. I frowned, unhappy that my wife had missed out on any part of the wedding process.

      No, she hadn’t missed out on parts of it—she’d missed out on all of it.

      I straightened to my full height as an idea hit me.

      “We’re still looking at a few players to fill out our roster now that Quentin’s officially retired,” Coach said. He raised his glass to Quentin, who raised his in return. Quentin would be helping the coaching staff this season because our crew of goalies was young—some of the youngest in the league. Adam had suffered a lingering groin injury during the last game, and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to return at full capacity. That sucked because Adam was one of my favorite players.

      But that was the deal with hockey: new faces, new chemistry, new relationships. 

      Coach slapped my shoulder. I hadn’t been paying attention, too introspective about the constancy of change in our industry. I nodded politely.

      “This guy’s been playing with an added weight on his shoulders, and he focused on what’s important. That’s why Maxim will share in the co-captaincy next year with Cormac.”

      My eyes widened, and I shot a look at Cormac as he raised his glass of water. “You’re going to hate the responsibility and handling all the whining,” he said, absolutely gleeful at the prospect. He wrapped his arm around Keelie’s neck and smacked a kiss on her cheek. “Plus, I got some fantastic additional responsibilities.” He smiled into her upturned face, removing his arm from her neck to rub her stomach. They’d told us earlier that Keelie was pregnant.

      Damn, Cormac looked besotted. Did I look at Ida Jane like that? I did.

      “Yeah, that’s the look,” Naese exclaimed. “Totally going to tell you all my worries while you’re glaring at me.”

      “Dick,” I mumbled.

      “Anyway,” Coach Whittaker said, ready to take back the floor from the jokesters. “As most of you know, we found out last year there was an issue with Maxim’s residency. He’s been tugged all over the place, unsure if he’d remain in the country to finish the season. I’d say he proved how cool he was under pressure.”

      Ida Jane stood on the edge of the crowd, just returning from the restroom. Her bright smile slid off her face as I heard one player who’d come up from the minor leagues ask if that’s why I’d gotten married so suddenly.

      Much as I wanted to elbow my way to my wife, Coach still had his hand on my shoulder. Panic settled in. I hadn’t told her about my Green Card coming in. I knew she knew about it, thanks to her father, but I’d lied…well, more like hadn’t been honest. Another lie of omission. I needed more time with her, to make sure she wanted me as much as I wanted her.

      “To Maxim! Now, not only a Wildcatters captain, but a Green Card holder!”

      “To Maxim!”

      I shook off Coach and pushed past a couple of the guys. Ida Jane seemed to realize I was trying to get to her then because she leaped forward and threw her arms around my neck.

      “Keep me, keep me, keep me,” she chanted repeatedly. Her breath caught and her voice broke but she held on. I heard a rip, then her legs wrapped around my waist.

      She clung to me, desperate to be near me. Holding me as tightly as I’d always wanted to embrace her. I closed my stinging eyes and drew a deep breath of her special scent.

      “I love you,” I whispered into her hair. “I love you.”

      “D-d-don’t divorce me. Please, Maxim. K-keep me.”

      I pulled back a little, hard to do with her holding on tighter than a starfish to a rock in a tide pool. “Breathe, krasivaya. That’s it. You look so beautiful, even with your mascara running down your cheeks.” I swiped at the drippy makeup, knowing she’d hate looking less than her best.

      “I wish I knew Russian,” our newest and youngest team member mumbled from somewhere behind me. “I’d get so much more pus—ow!”

      I didn’t have to look over to know Cruz slapped the dumb kid.

      “I love you, Ida Jane Dolov, never-again-to-be Barlow. You are my wife, but more importantly, my life. Do you hear me? I refuse to let you go. Not now, not in the future. I won’t do it, so don’t ask.” I rested my forehead against hers. “You are my everything.”

      “God, Maxim. God.” Her lips trembled and her eyes implored me. Like I wasn’t there with her, feeling all this shit, too. And damn, was it a lot of emotion. My chest and eyes ached as I ran my nose down her cheek. She shivered, just as she always did when I nuzzled into her. I met her gaze again, hating the tortured expression there, but the fierceness of my possessiveness flared hot at her frenzy to make me understand.

      I wanted to. I wanted her. Always. I’d known it from the beginning, fought it, fallen into the feeling, and finally, finally, Ida Jane was with me.

      “I was so scared to tell you I loved you because…because I’m stupid.” She bit her lip, hard, and I readjusted my hold on her so that I could tug that beautiful plumpness from those teeth.

      She shuddered. “These emotions are so big,” she whispered. “I was going to be brave in the shower.”

      That night after she talked to Stol. I’d known something had happened then—something important to shift our relationship.

      “But I was talking, and you got all frowny, and I chickened out.” She blew out a breath. “I thought if I had more time to prove myself to you—”

      “Ah, my sweet Ida Jane, that’s exactly what I thought you needed from me.”

      She blinked up at me. “Do you think we can learn to communicate better?”

      “Yes,” I crooned. “You’re too important to me for me to fail you again. This I can promise you.”

      “What’s he saying?” Naese asked. “I can’t hear. Aw, look at her face. She liked it.”

      “Shut the fuck up! It’s a touching moment,” Cruz said.

      “Are you…crying?” the rookie asked, amazement in his voice.

      “I have fucking emotions!” Cruz roared. A moment of scuffling, then a splash.

      “Rookie’s where he belongs,” Stol crowed. “Back in the kiddie pool!”

      Ida Jane pressed her lips together, and I knew it was to keep from laughing. I thought about leaving. She must have seen it in my eyes because she gave a small shake of her head. Our relationship was part of the team.

      “I love you to the moon, my most precious krasivaya. I love that you fight your own battles, Fists.” I kissed her. “I love that you let me help you even if we both know you don’t need it. Fuck, I love you.”

      “Plus, he’s not a grumpy douche with you,” Stol called out. Cruz cuffed him, and Stol yelped.

      “They’re having a beautiful moment,” Cruz scolded. “Way to ruin it.”

      “You don’t have to resort to violence,” Stol said.

      Ida Jane leaned in closer and whispered, “I ripped my dress when I clung to you like a baby koala, and now I’m worried my booty’s hanging out.”

      I shifted my hands to clamp her tattered dress to her thighs. “You’re covered. I’ll make sure.”

      “Naese is videoing this,” Ida Jane gasped as she looked over my shoulder. “What if I flashed my—”

      “I’ll kill him and keep the video for myself. Only I get to see your beautiful body. Just me.”

      She pressed a kiss to my chin. “Just you.”

      Somewhat mollified, I tipped my chin toward Cruz. “Ida Jane’s concerned she’s indecent in that video…”

      Cruz narrowed his eyes, taking on the protector role. “On it.”

      “Good. Now, I’m gonna take the love of my life home and fuck her till the bed breaks or one of us does.”

      The guys guffawed and catcalled while Ida Jane buried her head into my shoulder.

      “Hey, are you going to leave me here?” the rookie called, splashing in the pool. “It’s hard to swim in dress shoes.”

      I chuckled again. He was such a cocky little shit. But I liked the kid. He’d do well with Cormac and me shepherding him through his next season. He’d already come so far.

      “Did you really have to say that?” Ida Jane demanded.

      “Did you really think they didn’t know?” I shot back.

      Her cheeks were so red. “I mean, a little mystery isn’t so bad.”

      “They’re all going to hear you scream my name over and over. Now they have fair warning.”

      Her pink cheeks made her eyes sparkle brighter. “You can be so crass. And no, they aren’t, because we’re going home.”

      “And you love me. You said so. There are witnesses and video of the blessed moment, so you can’t take it back.”

      She narrowed her eyes, even as her lips curved upward. “Mmm. That was before I knew you were going to embarrass me.”

      “I’ll do it again. I’m still learning how to be in a relationship.”

      Her face softened. “I don’t want to change anything about you, Maxim Dolov. You’re perfect for me, to me, just as you are. Even embarrassing me like that.” She leaned in closer. “I’m so hot.” I clamped my hands tighter on her butt. “Wet,” she whispered. “Needy.”

      I slid her down my body, one hand staying on her ass to ensure she remained decent. I sucked in a deep breath as I maneuvered her to the car, thankful I’d gotten the SUV and didn’t have to deal with the low entry of the sports car. We drove home in silence, but it was a healthy one, ripe with anticipation.

      “I need you,” she said. “You’ve got me so addicted to your dick.”

      “Goes both ways, Mrs. Dolov.” I liked saying that, planned to keep saying it.

      I’d heard a story about why there were so many names for certain things in society. We had many names and nicknames for things that mattered. Ida Jane mattered to me more than anything else. She was my krasivaya, Fists, my wife, Mrs. Dolov, and I loved her.

      I pulled into the garage and hurried around the car, helping her out so I could tug her inside. “I’m really glad you all live so close,” Ida Jane said.

      Instead of veering off toward the bedroom, I strode toward the outdoor patio.

      “Maxim.” Ida Jane’s voice grew uncertain. “I’m not sure I’m capable of public sex.”

      “That’s not why I brought you out here. Now, be a good girl and listen.”

      She raised her eyebrows, her lips pursed in disapproval. That had me humming with good humor. She didn’t take my shit. She never would. But she’d loved me through a tough time, just as I had her. We fit. We worked well together. And the sex… My dick jumped against my zipper at the thought, even as my heart pounded against my ribs. The nerves surprised me. I took a moment to steady myself.

      I sucked in a breath. “This isn’t where I wanted to do this. I was coming up with some amazing scenarios before Coach mentioned my Green Card. So, all I can do is hope you like where this ends.” I dropped to my knee.

      “Ida Jane—”

      She clasped her hands over mine. We were both shaking. “We’re already married.”

      “Yes, but it was fast, and I know it wasn’t what you always dreamed of. This time it’s going to be right. The one we tell our kids about.”

      She smiled, but it was shy. “Kids?”

      “Yes. If that’s what you want. I need to ease into the idea.” I shook my head. “Don’t distract me.” I cleared my throat. “Ida Jane Barlow—”

      “Dolov. My name’s Ida Jane Dolov.”

      I chuckled. “Ida Jane Barlow Dolov, will you do me the greatest of honors and marry me again, this time in a ceremony with all our friends and with all the trappings, including an engagement party and all the other shit…er stuff I don’t know about and never thought was important until I met you?”

      I slipped a dazzling large diamond ring off a chain that hung around my neck. She’d noticed the chain, but I removed it each night before I got into bed, tucking it away in my set of drawers in the closet. Unlike me, Ida Jane prided herself on not being a snoop.

      I shrugged. “I didn’t want to lose it—and I wanted it with me for the right time.”

      Her fingers settled against her lips as she gaped at the ring, transfixed by its sparkle. “You gotta stop buying me jewelry.”

      “No promises, krasivaya.”

      “Oh, Maxim.” She threw her arms around my neck and sent us both to the ground.

      “You are abnormally strong for your size.”

      “I keep telling you I have four brothers. I can hold my own. Now, gimme my ring. Oh, I love it. I love you. I love this engagement story. I love us.” She peppered my face with kisses, her hands clasped to my cheeks, making it hard to slide the ring on her finger.

      I caught her hand and settled our ring on her finger, above her sparkling wedding band. She cooed, joy radiating off her, the sun glinting off her blond hair, creating a halo around my love. I drank her in, along with the contentment and sheer joy exploding from my every pore. Then, Ida Jane leaned down and kissed me. I never wanted this moment to end even though I couldn’t wait any longer to sink inside her sweet, wet heat.

      Marriage was going to be a wild, wild ride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Ida Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      “Krasivaya, I adore you, but I don’t want to be late for our party,” Maxim called from the other side of the bedroom door. “I hate being late.”

      The sneaky jerk thought he’d pulled one over on me, but I had sources. People who wanted me to have the best possible experience, and therefore, had helped me change tonight from an engagement party to a wedding. Those were my girls: Keelie, Naomi, Mimi, and Nicole.

      “You think this is a good surprise for him, right?” I asked.

      Mama nodded. “It’s good to keep some tricks up your sleeve, daughter-mine.”

      “I don’t want Maxim to be overwhelmed.”

      “He’ll be fine. Better than fine. He told Amos just last night he can’t wait to marry you again.”

      I nodded as I turned to look in the full-length mirror.

      “You don’t think the veil’s too much?” I asked.

      Mama shook her head. “How could the veil be too much? And why is Maxim thinking he’s taking you over to Cormac’s? That boy is stubborn. And lovesick. I swear, he keeps better tabs on you than Blade.”

      The dog perked up at the sound of his name, lifting his giant head from his paws. My mama was as smitten with the dog as I was and had taken to giving him bacon every chance she got—which had been often this week.

      She patted the dog’s head, cooing at him, before she cracked open the door and slipped out.

      “Amos called. Cormac and Cruz had some issue. You need to get over there to make sure it’s all sorted,” Mama said.

      “But I planned to take Ida Jane—”

      “I’ll get her there, son,” Mama said.

      I could picture Maxim puffing out his chest and lifting his chin. He loved that Mama called him son. He loved that she included him in our family group text messages and that she called to talk to him. She made him feel like he belonged, and Maxim lapped up the mothering.

      “I want this to be perfect,” he fretted. “I promised—”

      “It’s okay, Maxim,” I called through the door. “I still need to get in my dress and shoes.”

      “I’ll see you soon,” he called.

      Mama slid back into the closet, chuckling. “He left, muttering about how long it takes to put on a dress. Oh, he’s in for a surprise.” Her eyes lit up with expectation.

      I pressed my hand to my stomach. “Daddy’s ready to walk me down the aisle?”

      “More than ready,” Mama said. “Ooh, this is going to be so much fun.”
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        * * *

      

      The CATS knew how to decorate. Thousands of fairy lights wrapped around trees and the porch area. The ladies had bought out what had to be every florist in the city because flowers seemed to drip off every surface. And what wasn’t covered in flowers, flower petals, or lights was wrapped in icy blue ribbon—the exact color of Maxim’s eyes.

      “My darling girl,” Mama said, folding me in a hug. I hid in the living room, peeking out toward the yard. Maxim had figured out what was happening, and he’d pounded Cormac on the back before he wiped away a tear. Cruz had blown his nose into a large handkerchief twice, and Coach Whittaker had threatened the new rookie with bodily harm if he spouted off any crap.

      I was so excited these people were mine as much as they were Maxim’s.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maxim

      

      

      Cormac leaned in closer. “Your eyes.”

      “What?”

      “The color of the ribbon,” he said. “Ida Jane told Keelie it had to match your eyes. She’s been obsessed with it and bought out entire stores.”

      “Oh.” My lips turned up slowly. “I approve.”

      Cormac chuckled. “Yeah, like that was an issue.”

      “Thank you for going to all this effort.”

      Cormac grinned, but it was Keelie who answered. She’d come to stand on the other side of the altar. “This was fun! I rarely get to be crafty.”

      “Because you suck at crafts,” Naomi said, sidling up next to Keelie. They wore matching long dresses of pale blue. Keelie’s baby bump poked out the front of hers and she rubbed it idly with one hand while she cradled pale blue flowers in the other.

      Beside Cormac, Stol, Cruz, and Naese stood, hands clasped, solemn.

      I turned back in time to watch Millie walk down the aisle. Her baby bump was larger than Keelie’s and her gaze never wavered from Stol, who stared back, equally rapt.

      Oh, yeah, those two were going to create some fireworks.

      Then came my lovely krasivaya, who walked down the aisle on her father’s arm. Jacob beamed and Ida Jane looked like a dream in the same white gown she’d worn in front of the justice of the peace.

      I cleared my throat, struggling to maintain my emotions—and what Ida Jane was signaling by wearing the same dress. She was already mine. Now, she was telling our friends and the world what we’d been too afraid to admit for months: we belonged together.

      Jacob placed her hand in mine, and I raised her left hand to my lips, kissing both her rings. “You are the most beautiful of brides, Mrs. Dolov.”

      She smiled at me through her veil, her eyes luminous. “Only for you, Maxim.”
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        * * *

      

      The reception was in full swing, and my teammates were showing the rest of the guests that we knew how to celebrate. The boys crowded the dance floor, surrounding my precious wife who was showing off some spectacular moves. She never ceased to surprise me—was that the moonwalk? I guffawed as Ida Jane owned the floor, enjoying the guys’ hearty approval. Those who weren’t dancing crowded around the round tables, plates loaded with food.

      “Thank you for helping Ida Jane set this up,” I said to Jacob and Loreen, who stood on the edge of the dance floor, beaming.

      Ida Jane had told me her parents had footed the bill for the catering and cake, while Keelie, Nicole, and Naomi had purchased the decorations and flowers. “It was a team effort—a show of support for their new captain.”

      “Oh, this was our absolute pleasure,” Loreen gushed. Her eyes were bright.

      “Seeing our baby girl so happy…” Jacob broke off and cleared his throat. “You put her first, like you promised me. Thank you, Maxim.”

      I clapped his shoulder and squeezed, but he wasn’t having that. He pulled me into a hug, and I reveled in his approval.

      “Don’t you worry about Dillon,” Jacob murmured. “He’s definitely getting prison time.”

      “I like the sound of that. And the pregnant woman?”

      “Stella Lincoln.” Jacob shrugged. “Harder to say, but she’s not too pleased you won public opinion and ruined her sugar daddy situation, so I’m guessing that’ll work itself out.”

      “Excellent. I’m going to go dance with my wife,” I said.

      Jacob chuckled. “You might not leave again. Ida Jane loves to dance.”

      “This I know. Scoot-boot.”

      Jacob’s lips twitched. “Boot-scooting.”

      I’d happily boot-scoot with her all night long.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ida Jane

      

      

       

      Maxim pulled me out of the car and into his arms. “I’m sorry I don’t have a fancy hotel room—”

      I placed my fingers against his lips. “Stop. I’m more than happy for you to love me in our bed.”

      He kissed me. “You shocked the hell out of me—planning our wedding like that. Sneaky.”

      Maxim nipped at my lip before sucking the lower one into his mouth and laving it with his tongue.

      “As Mama said, I have to have some tricks—”

      “No tricks. No omissions. Just truth between us.”

      My shoulders stiffened but then I noted his vulnerability, and I melted. “Just us and the truth,” I whispered.

      He swallowed hard and rested his forehead against mine. “You know, there are some things about being Russian we should discuss.”

      I twined my arms around his neck. It was just like Maxim to decide to have a conversation in the garage. “What’s that?”

      “Well, I was born in Russia…and that’s part of me, just like Nadia is part of me. But I’m no longer Russian.” He winked. “My beautiful American bride helped solidify my connection to this, my adopted country. Still, adding some Russian spice to our love play would be fun.”

      My body warmed as a flush of desire started at the juncture of my thighs and wended its way to my cheeks. “I like where this is heading...”

      He nipped my jaw. “And seeing as how it’s my heritage, if—I mean when we have children…” His fingers flexed possessively on my hips as he trailed his lips from my temple down my cheek to my neck. He licked the pulse pounding there, mumbling pleasured sounds about its speed and erraticism. “I’ll want to teach them the good parts of my history and culture. Like the traditional bridal night.”

      “Wh-what?” He always loved my breathiness—told me it made his dick hard. He ground it against my belly, and we both groaned, enjoying the friction.

      Not enough. Never enough.

      “The traditional Russian bridal night,” he said.

      I rose on my tiptoes so I could nip at the lobe of his ear. “You never mentioned anything.”

      “It’s where I strip you bare and spend the next hour worshipping you with my mouth.”

      My belly did a slow roll as desire sizzled through me. “J-just your mouth?”

      He scooped me into his arms, cradling me to his chest as we he carried me out of the garage and through the kitchen.

      “Unless you beg me to fill you with my cock.”

      “Holy moly,” I whispered. “Maxim.” I groaned the last as he gently sucked the delicate skin where my neck and shoulder met.

      “We must. It’s tradition.”

      “B-but Blade…”

      “Will go to his place,” he said. With a huff, Blade trotted over to his thick, downy bed—only the best for our dog. “Guard.”

      Blade’s ears perked, and he seemed to salute Maxim.

      “Our dog’s content and doing his job. Now, let me do mine.”

      I wound my arms more tightly around his neck and brought my lips to crash against his.

      “Only if you plan to dick me…real…hard…” I moaned as he strode across the living room.

      “Oh, yes, I love this assertiveness,” Maxim groaned. “With pleasure, Fists. My absolute pleasure.”
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        Maxim

      

      

      “Dmitri, I can’t work with that,” I said, shaking my head. “You can’t high-stick. Automatic penalty, my man.”

      “But he was stealing the puck.” My younger son’s lisp was more pronounced as he pouted.

      “That’s all part of the game,” I said. Crouching down, I laid my hands on his shoulders.

      “But Aleksander is bigger and faster,” Dmitri griped.

      “For now,” I said. My little one was growing so fast—much more quickly than I liked. Maybe I’d have to work on putting another baby in Ida Jane’s belly.

      “Not a chance,” Ida Jane said in her sweet, Southern drawl. I swear she always knew what I was thinking—after fifteen years of marriage, I couldn’t get away with my own thoughts.

      “Stop it, Maxim. You look just like your son,” Ida Jane said. She smiled, and it was as sweet now as it had been when I first met her. She wore my Wildcatters jersey, just as she always did when we were at the ice rink. I loved that she felt such pride in my accomplishments. I brushed back the errant strands of her thick, silky hair that had tumbled into her eyes. Last year, Ida Jane cut off her long hair into a short style. I liked it, though I’d needed time to get used to the change.

      I rose to my full height and tugged her against me, running my fingers along her cheeks to her plump lower lip. She had the faintest of laugh lines around her mouth, and I loved that I’d helped put them on her face. My need to mark her as mine had never diminished.

      I grunted even as my heart ached. “He is so big now, krasivaya. He’s eight, and he won’t let me cuddle him anymore. He also cheats, which he did not learn from me.”

      Ida Jane giggled, a sound that always warmed me to my very soul. “He gets that from his Uncle Amos,” she muttered out of the side of her mouth.

      “Oh, yeah! Uncle Amos said that if you can’t win fair and square you find a way to even the odds,” Dmitri said.

      “I’ll be having some words with Amos,” I said, my tone dry, but my heart was very full.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ida Jane

      

      

      “This is pee wee hockey,” I reminded my husband gently.

      “I’m the coach of this under-ten team, and there’s no way I’m having my kids play dirty.” He shot a look at Cormac and Keelie’s youngest. “That includes you.”

      Della dropped her gaze to her little skates. “Yes, Coachy.”

      She’d been calling Maxim “Coachy” since she could talk—back when he oversaw her older brother’s team, on which our son Aleksander also played. Maxim insisted on coaching both teams now and had quit his lucrative scouting position to stay at home with the boys.

      The world never would have guessed that Maxim Dolov would turn into a doting stay-at-home father, but I’d known from the moment Aleksander was born. Maxim had so much love to give to his boys and to me.

      I leaned into his side, enjoying the cold nip from the ice on my cheeks and nose. “You’ll get them in line,” I murmured. Maxim turned me in his arms and dropped his chin against my shoulder.

      “Aw, man!” Aleksander groaned. “They’re going to get all lovey-dovey. Come on, Little Ds, let’s do some drills. No way we’re going pro and smashing our dads’ records at this rate.”

      I kissed my husband, so, so happy that my heart felt like it would burst.

      Maxim whispered in my ear, “Alex is already better than I ever was.”

      “Shh,” I nipped his ear. “He’s working hard.”

      Maxim pulled back and his gaze settled on the kids, who were now on the other side of the rink. “Because he loves the game?”

      A worry line settled between his brows. I smoothed it.

      “Yes, Maxim. Because he loves it.”

      Maxim gave a short, stiff nod. “Okay, then.”

      I snuggled up against my husband and watched our boys play the sport he’d shared with them—taught them to love. “Okay.”

       

      
        
        THE END
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            Chapter 25

          

          
            Millie

          

        

      

    

    
      A man…an enormous, strange man settled into the chair Ida Jane had vacated a few moments before. He was just so…big—too big—and his smile was wide. I didn’t trust smiling, large strangers.

      Well, for the record, I didn’t trust. That made life a lot simpler and less painful.

      My muscles tightened as my heart rate slammed into my neck. I took a deep breath, preparing to bolt…possibly screaming my head off. Creating a scene was better than ending up dead.

      “I’m Luka Stol, your temporary date until your friend’s finished dealing with her pest problem. He’s a real douche canoe, huh?” I blinked at him, unable to unstick my frozen vocal cords. The rest of me was equally as paralyzed…

      This felt like some kind of prank.

      He plowed on, seeming undeterred by my lack of response. “My teammates normally call me Stolly. Speaking of, Maxim and Cruz will make sure your friend is safe. She was holding her own, but that pissant got mouthy when he fell in the puddle. Served him right—talking to a woman like that. Ah, dinner! Excellent, I’m starved.”

      He picked up Ida Jane’s napkin and settled it into his lap before he dug into her dinner. I sat there, mouth gaping.

      “Ida—is that her name?—said you’re shy, but don’t tell me you’re star-struck, please.” He wiped his lips and peeked at me through his blond lashes even as he heaped up another bite. “I’m too hungry to deal with shrieking right now. It’ll give me a migraine and that’ll kill my appetite. Creates a vicious cycle. You get it.”

      That caused me to blink, and a tiny smile flitted over my mouth. Well, I had two choices: freak out or go with it. He made me want to go with him…er, it. “Good to know how to bring you to your knees, Stolly.”

      He smiled, lips closed, until he finished the bite. Then he leaned closer, those light brown eyes warm with humor. I waited for the skyrocket of my pulse and the slickness of sweat to spread over my skin like a virus. I couldn’t help my reaction to men, not since Trenton forced…

      I buried that thought in my mind and refocused on the beautiful male in front of me. Affable was the best way to describe him.

      “You could just ask me nicely. I’d drop to my knees for a pretty girl like you.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I was in my nerd glasses that did nothing to showcase my green-gray eyes. My dress was a size too big—intentionally. I never dressed to impress anymore. I didn’t want male attention, but Luka Stol looked at me as if he saw me. Not the scared, scarred woman, but me: Millie Jones, the woman who craved adventure as much as she shied away from the terrible possibilities it would bring.

      The sound tinkled out across the table, shivering over the silverware and warming my chest even more than it did from Stolly’s smile. He was beautiful, he was presumptuous, and…and…maybe he was just what I needed.

      Luka Stol made me feel sexier and more alive than any other person on the planet. Definitely more than I had in years.

      He lifted Ida Jane’s white wine. “To a lovely dinner companion and great food.” He sipped her drink right from where her lipstick sat. With a wink, he set it back on the table.

      “Should you be drinking that during the season?” I asked. “I’m assuming you have nutritionists and—”

      “So you do know who I am.” He preened. “We do and I shouldn’t, no, but it pairs really well with my dinner.” He winked. Winked. And I warmed further. “Eat up, pretty girl. We have a party to attend.”

      Nerves rushed back. “We…we…do?”

      “Yep. Wildcatters after party. You’ll like it.”

      “I…” I squeezed my fork so hard the edges indented the flesh part of my thumb. I didn’t do parties. I didn’t spend time with strange men…hence, the no parties. Just as I didn’t date. Or have fun. Or live an actual life.

      Luka Stol seemed to understand my warring, terrified mind more than I did because he smiled again, and this one was softly protective. “I’ll be by your side as long as you need, Millie. Don’t worry. We got this.”
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        * * *

      

      I blinked away the memory as I met Dr. Nguyen’s bored expression. “I’m going to need you to say that again,” I said. Oh, I’d heard him. I just didn’t want believe him…have the words be real.

      All of the above.

      Dr. Nguyen, the man who’d had the misfortune of being in the hospital when I walked in, sat calmly on his little rolling doctor chair and waited, seemingly patiently, as I gawped. No doubt I looked like a herring struggling to breathe. The opposite of sexy…not that I wanted to be sexy for Dr. Nguyen. Or anyone.

      Just Luka.

      He’d helped me move past one of the worst experiences of my life, and I’d always be thankful to him for that.

      “You’re pregnant.”

      Cold reality slammed into me as I assimilated Dr. Nguyen’s words. I was halfway around the world, working my dream job, just as I’d planned. I assumed that, after I ghosted him, Luka must have moved on with many different female companions. I knew of his reputation before he sat down at my table. He made every woman he spent time with feel sexy and special—but I wasn’t either of those.

      I’m Millicent Anne Jones. Seriously, even my name was boring.

      But that night I shared with Luka, the hot, young professional hockey player with soulful brown eyes and a smile that incinerated my panties, burned deep into my mind…and, apparently, my body.

      The garish lights burned my eyes while the antiseptic cleaner dug into my nostrils and drove a spike into my mind. I hated being sick, and I hated hospitals. But mostly, I detested that I couldn’t stop thinking about Luka Stol.

      I stared at the doctor for another moment before I leaned over and puked in the plastic basin that smelled of bleach and looked like an anemic liver. The container might be unappealing but getting sick on myself, the bed, or the floor held less appeal.

      I knew from experience. I’d spent the last thirty-six hours heaving my guts out through my mouth pretty much nonstop. Not the first time I’d done that since I entered this hospital, but definitely the first time I’d done so for that reason.

      I wiped a shaky hand across my mouth and stared at Dr. Nguyen. He never batted an eye. I decided it would take a nuclear attack to get this guy to show some emotion.

      I’d ghosted Luka Stol…before he could ghost me. Now, the sexy hockey player needed to stay in my past…where he belonged…except that was no longer an option.

      “Preg…pregnant?” I wheezed. I guessed I had missed my last period…and the one before that. But I’d been so busy with my move, setting up my condo and office, learning the area, helping Maxim win over Ida Jane, and obsessing over Luka that I hadn’t realized the significance.

      Fuck. Me.

      Luka did. Well…a little too well if I was eleven weeks pregnant. I shivered as I relived the feel of his warm fingers trailing my sides and the sensations of his lips as he worked his way from my jaw down my throat to my breasts. My belly warmed.

      “That is what I said.”

      Splash of cold water on that little fantasy. Focus, Millie. Your world is spinning out of control.

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      Dr. Nguyen sighed, clearly disappointed in the thickness of my skull…which wasn’t usually so thick. Everyone in my department at work considered me a genius. I might have been but who cared about that right now? I knew nothing about babies.

      Hell, I could barely care for myself…and hadn’t done that great a job of it for most of my life.

      “You’re sure?” I asked again, voice rising, muscles tensing.

      “HCL levels don’t lie. I’ll get you something for the nausea, which seems extreme. And I suggest you get in touch with friends or your former lover…someone to support you. While pregnancy symptoms often calm after twelve weeks, yours are severe and may require further intervention.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I crumpled the thin gown that covered my thighs. I tried to think, but I couldn’t. I was pregnant. Luka Stol got me pregnant. I nibbled on my lip. He’d cradled me afterward, my body warm and soft, his hard, big, surrounding me. I hadn’t wanted to leave. He’d whispered in my ear, asking me to stay.

      But, already, then, he’d made too much of an impression.

      I’d wanted Luka from the moment he’d smiled and those dimples flashed. “I’m Luka Stol, and I’m your temporary date until your friend’s finished dealing with her pest problem.”

      He’d winked—winking was usually creepy, something I ignored—but he’d been so disarming. He’d lifted Ida Jane’s wine glass, sniffed, and taken a sip.

      We’d talked as we ate…well, mainly he ate, and I picked at the meal I’d been so excited to enjoy before Ida Jane dashed from her chair and outside, to meet with her ex, Dillon. That guy was a terrible person on his best day, not that Ida Jane realized that…yet. I’d had hope for her. I’d needed to have hope because I was leaving her on her own.

      Luka Stol had peered at me, those damn adorable dimples flashing. “Tell me your name and what you do. I want to know why two such pretty ladies are dining here tonight.”

      Between bites of our shared meal—a surreal experience to have a professional hockey player sit down at my table—I’d told him my name, occupation, the fact that it was Ida Jane’s birthday.

      He’d eaten with precision, clearly enjoying both Ida Jane’s meal choice and her wine. Halfway through, when I fell silent and focused on my dinner, he’d leaned back in his chair.

      “Well, Millie, I know you’re a good friend, smart, with a hard-ass sounding job. Now, I want you to tell me how you got those healed knicks on your knuckles and why you have such definition in your arms.”

      I’d blinked at him, unsure what to say…worrying over my decision to allow him to sit with me. Why had I simply believed him that Ida Jane was still outside? What if he planned to abduct us both? What if…

      He’d leaned forward, his warm palm enveloping my hand. “Settle, sweet Millie. Your friend was beating the douche’s ass and Maxim was with her. You know Maxim Dolov?”

      I’d offered a quick nod. His thumb rubbed my sensitized skin, shooting electricity up my arm…and down into my core. I’d pressed my thighs together, trying to alleviate the building ache. Luka was attractive, attentive, sweet.

      I’d met his gaze, searching for anything nefarious in his brown eyes. He’d let me look. He’d waited, patient, as he continued to caress my skin. For the first time in years, I’d let myself fall into the feeling. With a deep, soft breath, I’d admitted that I was completely infatuated with Luka Stol.

      Shit. Shit! Because I’d let myself feel something, want something—Luka—now, two months later, I found out I was having his baby. Luka Stol, the up-and-coming offensive star of the Houston Wildcatters. I was…screwed. My throat clamped as emotions swirled through me. Fear drove the rest, as it often did.

      Fear of the unknown, fear of being hurt, fear of being responsible for a tiny, defenseless baby. I was in a foreign country, as far as I could get from my friends. Ida Jane…what was Ida Jane going to say? I couldn’t tell her…I had to tell her…

      When I told her, her boyfriend, D-Man Maxim Dolov would know, and that meant I had to tell Luka before Maxim did.

      I didn’t want to tell Luka. I didn’t want to be pregnant!

      I wanted to work in this paradise and show my bosses that I should be one of the bosses.

      I clutched the gown tighter and groaned. This was a nightmare.

      No, sitting in a clean, brightly-lit hospital with a doctor helping me wasn’t close to worst-case. I’d lived that years ago. Luka Stol had been my way to get past my past. To move on.

      And I was pregnant.

      My hand slid to my flat stomach.

      A baby rested inside me.

      I was having Luka Stol’s baby.

      A kernel of excitement lit me up. Until this moment, I’d never planned to have a child. Now, now…oh, I wanted the baby.

      I was having a baby!

      I lifted my gaze to Dr. Nguyen’s. He took that as the go-ahead to continue talking.

      “We may need to consider more drastic options than an anti-nausea medicine. And we might have to consider bed rest if you aren’t feeling well enough to travel to or from work.”

      I shook my head, which made it seem like my neck was a string and my head a plummeting, snapping kite.

      No bed rest. No. That…no…I’d lose my job, have to go back to Houston. Back to Luka…back to my father and Trent.

      No, no, no.

      I wasn’t going back.

      I despised the feeling and the anxiety that rooted through my body, its shoots flickering out into my petrified limbs and squeezing my quelled heart. But mostly, I hated that I’d given a man, someone I loved, who I thought I knew, the power to continue to sear off my independence and well-built life and send me back to being the crumpled, shuddering form in the bed.

      I gritted my teeth and forced back the memories. They lived in a small box with a blue lid. There. Shove and slam shut. Turn the brass key in the sturdy lock and let the blue box sink down, deep…away.

      I shuddered, my grip easing. I was safe. I was far, far away from any further harm Trent might want to administer.

      I was safe. After a few more repetitions, I breathed normally. This was…simply a change of directions. My baby was safe, too. I’d make sure my baby stayed safe.

      I smiled at Dr. Nguyen, striving to look, to be normal. Once he left, shutting the door with a soft, firm click, I rested against the bed. My eyes slid shut and I moved through my breathing exercises.

      Luka wasn’t Trent.

      I wasn’t the same, naïve girl who’d believed wholeheartedly in love and perfect marriages to a dream man. I was Millicent Anne Jones, and I was strong—forged into it by circumstances. I was in control of my destiny.

      Behind my lids, more moments of my time with Luka bubbled forward. I’d handed Luka control of my body…but that had only been for one night. I’d made a calculated decision and reveled in every second of it. Adored it.

      Felt empowered by my decision, my choice, to be intimate with such an incredibly perfect man on my terms.

      Even then, even now, I never planned to give Luke or any other man control over the rest of my life.

      My future, the one I’d planned out down to the freaking hour for the next three years, crumbled around me.

      And I had only myself…and Luka Stol to blame.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Luka

      

      

      

      I woke up with her name on my lips, my hips grinding into my tangled sheets. I collapsed onto my back and stared up at the ceiling as I tried to regulate my breathing.

      Shit. Fuck. Damn.

      I glanced over at the clock on my bedside table. It was a cheap clock—and a cheap nightstand. Buying furniture happened once I settled into my forever team, in my forever home.

      Five forty-five.

      My phone. Where was my phone?

      I grabbed it from my nightstand and called Cruz. He answered with a groggy curse followed by, “Do I need to kill you or someone else?”

      “Want to go for a run?” I asked.

      “Hell, man, I was sleeping.”

      “And now you’re awake. Run?”

      “You’re getting really annoying, you know that?”

      I waited. He liked it when I spent time on conditioning—it was one of management’s issues with me: the top brass seemed to think I didn’t give weight training and diet the full respect they deserved. I liked to party. What twenty-three-year-old man didn’t? Weirdos and nerds, that was who.

      Except…when I first sat down at that table that night, I would have classified Millie as a straight-up nerd. She wore pearls and a dress that buttoned to her neck when I first met her. But then those pretty eyes met mine, and not even the thick frames could hide the gorgeousness in those pretty peepers. Without her Velma glasses, Millie’s beauty shown through.

      I pounded my fist against my mattress and clutched my phone tighter. I had to stop thinking about her. She didn’t want me.

      That hurt like a motherfucker, but it was true. I wasn’t going to prostrate myself, hoping for more…for crumbs of affection.

      Been there, done that, hated myself for it.

      “Are you running with me or not?” I snapped.

      Cruz sighed. “Give me twenty.”

      That was why Cruz was the best. I tossed my phone back on my nightstand and rubbed my hands across my face.

      I had to stop thinking about Millie. Had to. She’d made it clear that she wanted nothing to do with me. She’d ghosted me so completely, I wondered if she’d blocked my number. I slammed my fists into my mattress again and again.

      I hated feeling this way—desperate for the smallest scrap of affection, even the possibility that she might, one day, be interested in me. I rested my arm over my eyes and heaved a breath.

      Being with Millie had been exhilarating. She was smart, funny, and truly interested in me. Me, Luka Stol, the dumb kid who’d barely finished high school and still struggled to understand a fucking checkbook.

      She’d mesmerized me, intoxicated me so that I fell deep. And then she was gone. I hated her for tossing me over even as I pined for her.

      Hated her.

      Focus on that emotion. Harness it.

      Time to get off my ass and focus on what I could control—my conditioning. Next year was a contract year for me. I needed to show Coach Whittaker and Gunnar Evaldson that I was the best player in my position.

      And maybe the run would clear my head of Millie fucking Jones.

      Preorder your copy here!
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        Wildcatters Hockey Book 1

      

      

      

      He's sexy as sin...and if someone doesn't check me fast, I'm gonna fall for the single dad hockey coach.

      I’d adored my last two charges with all of my heart, but they grew up and no longer needed me. Saying goodbye had hurt more than I could endure again, so I wasn’t keen to start over as a nanny anytime soon…

      Until I met scared, angry Beatrix.

      I had to help the little girl whose need for love is palpable. And her uncle Silas, who’s stepped up to dad? His sultry, pin-me-in-place eyes promised to fulfill all my dreams.

      Silas knows nothing about children, thanks to his broken childhood, and even less about making a family or a home. He’s in way over his head.

      That’s where I come in.

      A fixer, they call it in hockey. I’m not sure I can fix what’s broken between them, and yet...

      I yearn for the life we could share—that is, if taking a chance on the single dad doesn’t put my heart in the penalty box for good…

      A steamy, angsty single dad sports romance from USA Today Bestseller Alexa Padgett.
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        Another Shot

      

      

      The only ice he fears is the frozen wall protecting her battered heart…

      Keelie Hayes has fast and hard rules about life and love. And those rules have served her well, keeping her heart safe from being broken again, her trust from another painful shattering.

      Until hockey star Cormac Bouchard skated onto the scene with his charm and scorching sensual gaze only for her and changed the whole game. Keelie’s no longer sure about her rules, but she’s throwing up every frosty defense possible to keep from dreaming of that coveted shot at forever.

      Cormac makes no excuses for the poor choices he’s made on and off the ice. He’s done the work, put in the hours, and served his time in life’s penalty box. Now all he wants is a place to belong–and to take his Wildcatters to the NHL finals. They’ve become the family he’s always wanted, and he can’t let them down.

      But his normally iron-willed focus fails him when it comes to the beautiful ice queen he wants to melt in the hottest ways possible. If only he could earn her precious trust. Which would mean finally pushing beyond his own painful past to be the partner she deserves and the man he desperately wants to be.

      Easier said than done.

      Dare he go all-in on a long-shot love that just might heal both their pasts and redeem a future neither ever dreamed possible?
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        Magnetic Medic

        Book One in The Wright Family Series

      

      

      A sexy, new brother's best friend romance from USA Today bestselling author Alexa Padgett.

      

      He’s my brother’s childhood friend. I’m pregnant with another man’s baby. What a time to fall in love… 

      

      Coming home seemed like a good idea at the time. My ex-fiancé split, I was almost done with my master’s degree, and I was already working at the family architecture firm. When I move in next door to pediatrician Ryder Mackay, I’m not expecting the connection—or the passion in his eyes that I feel deep in my soul. He’s the best doctor for my baby, but he’s not the guy I need. 

      

      Still, the way Ryder looks snuggling my puppy—and my infant daughter—to his rock-hard chest makes me wish this sexy, smart, compassionate man was mine. 

      

      Maybe, it’s pregnancy hormones. Or...maybe this magnetic pull is forever.

      

      
        
        Arrogant Architect

        Book Two in The Wright Family Series

      

      

      A sexy, new forbidden romance from USA Today bestselling author Alexa Padgett.

      

      For the first time in years, I want…

      

      I want Knox Wright. My best friend’s brother, my boss…the man who breaks my still-shattered heart.

      Knox was a college hockey legend and, now, he’s one of the most successful architects in decades. I was the new hire whose desperate need to move on from that night drove me to succeed.

      I never should have accepted the position, not once I looked into Knox Wright’s eyes and felt the heat deep in my belly…but I did. Because Knox makes me feel alive. And as I fall under Knox’s spell, our relationship turns intense and deep…and secret. When our affair runs the risk of being exposed, I face a far more intimate betrayal than I ever expected.

      
        
        Daring Draftsman

        Book Three in The Wright Family Series

      

      

      

      He was never supposed to be mine…

      Nico Wright hates me because of my sister’s actions. I hate him because of how he makes me feel. I’m all twisted up with attraction, longing, and a large dose of shame.

      When I find out he’s the architect I need to help me get the old theater turned into a proper dance studio, I have no choice but to use his designs to bring my vision to reality. As I spend with Nico, I realize he’s the only one who understands how much I ache over losing my prima ballerina position at the Boston Ballet.

      He, too, had his dreams shattered by people who claimed to love him. Just like me.

      I’m learning the real Nico. He cares too much. Unfortunately, I can’t let him fall for me, the younger sister of his ex-fiancée who already cost him his job and his reputation.

      

       A sexy, enemies to lovers romance from USA Today bestselling author Alexa Padgett.
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