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      From USA Today Bestselling Author, Nicole Flockton, the final book in The Elite Series.

      

      Bad Boy Brett Hunter is on a downward spiral after a poor performance at the Rio Olympic Games. His sponsors are threatening to drop him and trouble seems to find him wherever he goes. He’s comfortable with his bad boy image, it’s what he deserves after what he’s done. The last thing he wants to do is change the public’s perception of him, but his agent tells him, change his image or lose his sponsors.

      

      Cassandra Fielder doesn’t like working with diva athletes – she’s been there, done that and has the divorce decree to go with it. When she finds out her new client is Olympian Brett Hunter, for the first time in her career she wants to tell her boss no, unfortunately, saying no isn’t an option. What she isn’t prepared for is the unexpected attraction flaring between them. She has no plans to play on that particular court again. As she spends time with Brett, she begins to see there is more to him than what he shows the public. But why is he trying so hard to hang on to his bad boy image?

      

      Being with Cassandra has Brett facing old foes and a past he is desperately trying to forget. When the truth comes out, a fledging love is put to the test. Can it survive or has trust been irrevocably shattered?
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Welcome to Brett’s story. If you’ve been following the series, you know Brett is a bad boy that likes to get himself caught up into situations that don’t generate good press for him.

      

      Brett is a complex guy who has his reasons for acting the way he does. I knew he needed someone who would stand up to him and make him see the error of his ways. Cassandra is just the girl.

      

      I want to thank you all for coming on this journey with me as we’ve travelled from Rio de Janeiro to Sydney, Australia and now, finishing up in Colorado.

      

      This has been a fun series to write and if you want to know about my upcoming releases, please sign up for my newsletter here. http://bit.ly/2quatWN

      

      Hugs

      Nicole
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      I want to thank my fantastic friend, cover designer and assistant Jennifer from More Than Words Promotion. You’re always there at the other end of a FB message ready to help me, even when I leave things to the last minute. I swear I’m trying to get better.

      

      To Abigail Owen for being a great beta reader and a great friend. One day we will finish our project together.

      

      To Kay from Authors on a Dime, her copy editing eye is brilliant and the tweaks you suggest make the story stronger.

      

      To the girls on my review team, I’m so happy to have you on my team and your support means the world to me.

      

      Wren Michaels, what can I say, you’ve been there as a friend from the moment I announced my first sale with a congratulatory tweet. I certainly didn’t know how that one tweet would lead a wonderful friendship which involves roller skating dates with our kids in the summer, to camping and mayhem at Renaissance Festivals. Thank you for that tweet! And for your help in coming up with a TV show idea for my book.

      

      Finally, to my husband and kids. You are the lights of my life. I love you to pieces.
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      "You're kidding me, aren't you?" Cassandra Fielder looked at her boss, Frank, hoping he was pulling one of his rare pranks.

      "No, I never joke when it comes to such an important client."

      Well, crap, he’s using his no-nonsense tone. That could only mean one thing: it was a no-prank day.

      "Since when has Brett Hunter been one of our clients? I thought Powerz had him in an airtight contract."

      "As of yesterday he became one of ours. He and Powerz had a mutual parting of ways."

      "Why doesn't that surprise me?" she muttered under her breath.

      "Now, now Cassandra,” Frank admonished. “Given your experience with athletes, and your uncanny ability to persuade an Eskimo to buy ice, you know you're the best person on staff to handle Brett. I’m sure you’ll come up with some unique ideas to change the public's perception of his image. His agent, Dan, is a good friend of mine. I assured him we'd do everything we could to take Brett from being public enemy number one to hero of the hour."

      God, the task was impossible. For his whole career, Brett Hunter had gone from one scandal to the next. Which culminated in a poor performance at the recent Olympics in the pool, and more drama than you could throw a stick at, out of it. The guy was a veritable marketer’s nightmare. And, lucky her, he was her nightmare now.

      There was no point in arguing with Frank Allen, managing director of Star Image Consultants. Once he'd made up his mind, not even a jackhammer could break it loose. She supposed she should be flattered Frank thought so highly of her, even though this assignment threw part of her past in her face, a past she’d rather forget. Her previous experiences were the very reason she didn't want to work with Brett Hunter. Athletes weren't high on her list of favorite clients. Her only option was to suck it up, hope she could do the impossible, and do it quickly.

      "Seeing as you have so much faith in me, and it’s obvious I have no choice in the matter, I'll contact his agent to set up an appointment. I’ll pray he’s not hungover and misses the meeting."

      "No, you don’t have any other choice, and there’s no need to contact Dan." Frank leaned forward and Cassandra knew she wasn't going to like what was coming next. "Brett Hunter’s already in the conference room, waiting to speak to you."

      Fan-friggin-tastic.

      Trust Frank not to give her any time to prepare. Or to come up with any ideas she could present to him. Hell, she needed time to think. Image improvement ideas didn’t just rain down from the sky. Her boss was clearly throwing her in the deep end and expecting her to swim to victory. Well, she was no Olympic-level swimmer, so the one waiting for her was just going to have to cool his heels a little while longer.

      “I'd like to have a few minutes to look into things and see what I can come up with."

      "No. I need you to see Brett now. Meet him first and then you can work out the best way to improve his image after you’ve talked to him."

      God, how she wanted to stamp her feet and cry why me, but a diva she wasn't. A consummate professional she was.

      "Fine. But next time, a little warning would be nice." She stood and headed toward the door.

      "Cassandra?"

      She stopped and turned back, lifting an eyebrow in query.

      Frank grinned. "What fun would it be if I'd warned you?"

      Cassandra rolled her eyes and chuckled. "You're lucky I love working for you, Frank."

      Still smiling, she headed for her own office to gather the things she needed. If it took her more than the two minutes it should, what did it matter? Brett Hunter could stew a little longer.

      

      Not ready at all for this meeting, but knowing she'd delayed long enough, Cassandra straightened her shoulders, opened the door to the conference room, and found it—empty.

      Great.

      Fantastic.

      He couldn't even wait ten minutes. Damn, why had she been so caught up trying to show Frank she couldn't be manipulated? Trying to get the upper hand in a meeting she was going into blind was a dumb move. She should've just grabbed a pen and notepad from someone's desk, marched straight into the conference room, and dealt with Brett. If she'd done that, she might have already been back in her office by now, going over her notes and brainstorming strategies.

      Now she had to search the office for her elusive new client, all the while making sure Frank didn’t notice she’d misplaced said star client. She had to find him fast, hoping like hell he hadn’t already left the building and was well on his way to getting into trouble.

      She paused for a second, formulating a plan of action.

      If I were a disgraced athlete, where would I go?

      To the nearest exit and the closest bar?

      That could be the next step in her search if Brett Hunter didn’t turn up somewhere in the office.

      "Are you my new brand expert?"

      A deep male voice sounded behind her. Relief coursed through her, knowing that she wouldn't have to walk into Frank's office and tell him she'd lost his friend's client.

      She turned, faced her quarry, and stuck out her hand. "Good morning, Mr. Hunter. I'm Cassandra Fielder, and, yes, I will be working with you to tidy up your image."

      Her breath caught when Brett took her hand in his and gave it a firm shake. Liquid heat wound its way through her bloodstream.

      What the hell?

      Cassandra snatched her hand away and waved toward the conference table, indicating he should take a seat. The movement also shook away the tingly feeling still lingering through her.

      "Why don't you make yourself comfortable and we can get started." She pointed to the opposite side of the table. "Would you like something to drink? Coffee. Tea. Water."

      "Got anything stronger?"

      Was he serious? It wasn't even 10 a.m. and he wanted something stronger? No wonder Powerz got rid of him.

      "No."

      "You do realize I'm joking, don't you, Ms. Fielder?"

      Cassandra crossed her arms and examined Brett Hunter closely. He was tall, with the signature swimmer’s broad shoulders and a tapered-in waist. Designer stubble covered his cheeks and chin. She’d never been a fan of stubble, but Brett wore it well. His dark brown hair was cut short at the back and sides but a little longer in the front so that it hung over his blue eyes. Eyes that were clear and bright. No hint of redness to suggest he was coming off a hard night or had already had a few drinks this morning.

      "You shouldn't always believe what’s written in the press," he continued. "Half of it isn't true."

      Was he suggesting that some of the stories written about him were false? If that were the case, then why would his old agency drop him? There had to be some truth in them. Or maybe he was trying to rattle her, get her off balance so she wouldn’t consider taking him on.

      Well, he’d picked the wrong woman to try that on. First, Frank wouldn’t let her walk out of this conference room without a plan of action. Second, she wasn’t susceptible to spoiled athletes who thought the world owed them everything. And she could thank her ex-husband, Michael, for that immunity.

      As quickly as Michael's name entered her mind, she pushed it away. Now was not the time to give even a moment’s thought to the biggest mistake of her life. Her concentration had to be on the man sitting opposite her and working on making him a golden boy in the public's eyes. It wasn’t going to be an easy feat, considering all the drama he’d caused in Rio de Janeiro at the Olympic Games and his recent incidents back in the States.

      "So, what you're telling me, by saying half of the stories written about you aren’t true, is that someone Photo-shopped a picture so it looked like you were partying with the German volleyball team, holding a bottle of beer in your hand, the night before one of your events? Or that you weren’t the reason a Canadian gymnast had to be cut from her event for missing a training session because she was practicing the horizontal beam with you? Or, just last week, your run-in with patrons and security at a nightclub in Los Angeles didn’t happen? All of those things are untrue?"

      She bit back a laugh at the slow rise of red creeping up from the base of his neck.

      Gotcha!

      He opened his mouth and Cass promptly held up her hand. "I don't want to hear your attempts to justify or convince me those things didn’t happen. They did, Brett. You can’t change it. But it's in your past and I'm concentrating on your future. So, let’s move forward, shall we?"

      Never before had she spoken so harshly to a client. If Frank were in the room with her, he'd be pulling her aside to reprimand her for her aggressive tone.

      "You know what? I don't have to stay here and listen to this. I got enough of it from Powerz. There’s no need for you to chastise me like I'm five years old."

      He stood and headed for the door.

      Shit.

      If she let him walk out, she could kiss her career goodbye. She'd worked too long and too hard for that to happen, especially over a disagreement with an athlete. Cassandra had no doubt in her abilities. She was the best person at the Agency to deal with Brett. Come hell or high water, she would turn his image around. Even if it caused her to lose her sanity.
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      "Wait, don't leave yet."

      Brett's hand hovered over the silver doorknob. One twist and he could be out of the room and heading for the elevators and freedom. Away from Ms. Cassandra Fielder, with her soulful brown eyes and her intoxicating, musky perfume. Not to mention the judgmental tone she’d used with him. He'd had enough of that from his agent Dan, his coach, Ron, and his parents. Everyone in his life constantly told him they were disappointed in him.

      God, he was more disappointed in himself than anyone else was.

      "You don't want me to leave because you're worried about your job. I know Frank and Dan are friends. For once, it’ll be nice to know I won't be the one failing someone important."

      Even he could hear the cynical tone in his voice.

      "Look, I'm sorry, Brett. I shouldn't have been so rude. I let my anger get the better of me. I would say it won't happen again, but I can't guarantee that." Her smile pierced him straight in the gut, causing him to think of other ways he could make her smile at him like that more often.

      No.

      He didn't need to let himself get distracted, even though spending time with Cassandra Fielder wouldn't be a hardship. His focus had to be on what he needed to do to get through the next couple of weeks. It wouldn’t be that hard. All he needed to do was keep his nose clean. If he did that, his sponsors would be happy and they’d stop threatening to pull their support. Or so Dan said. But if it was that easy, then why the hell had Powerz terminated their contract, so now he stood in front of a woman who looked at him as if he was a piece of crap?

      Shit, he wished he'd done better at the Games. No, he knew he could've done better, he just hadn't wanted to, and that was something that he had to live with and something he regretted every day since. To know he not only let Naomi down, but also the most important people in his life. The sad thing was, she would never know how he'd let her down. Would never remember how he'd told her he'd win gold for her. So what if he’d won one in a relay event? He didn't win an individual gold. And that was what he'd promised her he’d do.

      Thinking about Naomi and all she’d suffered at his hands was the reminder he needed. As much as it galled him to have to appease sponsors with this whole rebranding issue, he would do it. He owed it to her and to his support team, as well.

      "Fine, I'll stay." Brett walked back over to the table and sat. "Why don't you tell me what you have in mind for me? What’s your grand plan to improve my image?"

      For the first time since Cassandra walked into the room, she appeared nervous, tapping her pen against a notepad. A suspiciously blank notepad. Where were all the notes outlining what hoops he needed to jump through?

      "I don't have anything planned at the moment.”

      “That’s convenient, isn’t it?”

      She laid her hand flat on the pad in front of her and he could tell by the way she took a few deep breaths she was holding back her annoyance. “The only reason I have nothing prepared is because this meeting was sprung on me fifteen minutes before I walked into this room."

      "Right, so why am I here then?"

      Frustration grew inside of him. He’d missed a training session this morning because Dan told him to get his ass over to Star Image's office. He fully expected Dan to be waiting for him when he arrived, but instead he’d been ushered into the conference room where he was told someone would be with him shortly. When twenty minutes passed, he got tired of waiting and had taken a short walk around the office. It was either that or walk out and he knew Dan wouldn’t appreciate him taking the latter option.

      “You’re here so I can get some basic information from you to enable me to work on a suitable plan of action. I need to know your likes and dislikes. What you feel comfortable doing and what you don’t feel comfortable doing.”

      “Oh God, please don’t tell me you think me doing one of those dancing or singing shows is the best way to build up my image. I promise you right now I can’t dance and I really can’t sing.”

      She looked as though she were seriously considering that as a suggestion. “Most of the singing competitions prefer to have unknown people on them, unless you mentor someone, and as for the dancing shows, they do teach you how to dance, so it doesn’t matter if you’re bad when you start.”

      Brett couldn’t think of anything worse than being put in a situation where millions of people could watch him screw up, only to get voted off first round.

      No, thank you very much.

      Sure, swimming in the Olympics put him in front of millions of people but that was what he did. It was why he got up at 6 a.m. every day—rain, hail or shine—and why he traveled so much and competed against the best swimmers in an effort to improve himself.

      He might get into trouble outside the pool, but at least he had some sort of control over the situation in the pool. Handing that power over to a stranger on a dancing reality show—not happening.

      “Don’t worry, you’re safe from me pushing you into doing something like that. I don’t think those types of shows are good for image building, anyway. But there are other shows that could work.”

      “No, I don’t want to do TV.”

      “You may not have a choice. If I find something that I think could help you, then I’m going to look at it carefully and suggest you do it.”

      Brett crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair. No way was he going to get pushed around by an image consultant. “If I recall, I’m the client. Your job may be to improve my image, but at the end of the day, if I don’t want to do something, I won’t do it.”

      “We’ll see,” she murmured as she scribbled something on her notepad. It looked like some sort of flowchart. Words written in circles and squares with lines darting left and right, up and down. It made no sense to him, but he guessed it made sense to Cassandra.

      “Tell me…” she looked up from her paper. “Do you like working with kids? Or doing some sort of construction?”

      “Yeah, sure, I don’t mind working with kids.” In fact he’d done a couple of hospital visits in the past. He’d enjoyed talking to them and spending time getting to know them. Even though it was heartbreaking to see them when they were so ill, their determination to get well was fierce, stronger than some Olympic athletes he knew. “As for construction, I know some basics. It’s not something I do often because I don’t want to strain a muscle while I’m in the middle of training for something big.”

      “Okay, good to know. What’s your schedule like now? Do you have any competitions coming up soon?”

      “No. Apart from my normal training schedule, I don’t have anything pressing, but sometimes I like to scope out local events. I watch the competitors and, when asked, I give pointers to the kids on how to improve their technique.”

      “Oh. Oh.” Her face brightened and it made her even more beautiful than before. Her brown eyes sparkled and she smiled that smile, a combination of sweet and sexy, again. “That’s good to know. I can work with that.”

      Brett didn’t know what to make of the comment. Had he dug himself deep into a hole he couldn’t get out of? Well, whatever Cassandra came up with, he hoped it didn’t involve him standing in front of a camera.

      "Are we done here now?" he asked.

      "Yes, I think I’ve got some good ideas. Do we have your contact information?"

      "Not sure, although everything you want to do will need to go through my agent first. He'll want to know all the details and then he'll contact me."

      Cassandra shook her head, a cascade of caramel curls floating around her before settling softly against her shoulders. "No, that's not going to work at all. I can't always go through a third party. I need to be able to contact you directly to discuss when I need to see you and what I need to do."

      "Powerz always worked that way. They would contact Dan and Dan would contact me."

      "Well you're not at Powerz anymore, and that's not the way I work on campaigns."

      Since when had he become a campaign and not a person? Ultimately, he was the one who would decide if he wanted to follow Cassandra and Star Image's ideas. No matter what Dan said, it was his life and he employed Dan, not the other way around. Although, at the moment, if he and Dan parted ways, he didn't think another agent would be too happy to take him on board.

      Fuck, maybe he didn't have a choice.

      The unbidden thought floated through his mind. If he wanted to maintain his sponsors, not to mention being able to keep getting Naomi the treatment she required, he had to toe the line this time. He had to do the right thing. And if he wanted a career after swimming then, as much as it frustrated the hell out of him, he needed Cassandra and Star Image Consultants.

      "Fine, I'll talk to Dan."

      "Good, and if you have any problems, call me and I'll talk to Frank. He owes me a favor now." She pulled out a business card and wrote something on the back, before sliding it across the table to him. "Here are my contact details. Let me know when you've spoken to Dan. After that, we can get moving on presenting Brett Hunter 2.0 to the world."

      Cassandra stood. Brett immediately stood as well. He walked until he met her at the head of the table. She stuck out her hand to him again. “Thank you for not walking out,” she said with a wry smile.

      He gripped her hand. Like before, a jolt of electricity zinged up his arm. “It’s been an interesting meeting, Ms. Fielder.”

      Her sexy half smile honed in on him like a guided missile. “Trust me, it’s only going to get more interesting as time goes by.”

      Oh, great. This was going to be a helluva lot of fun.
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      "If I could give you an update, I would, Frank," Cassandra muttered to the computer screen as she read her boss's email. "It would be so much easier if either golden boy Brett Hunter or your good friend Dan would get back to me."

      It had been two days since her meeting with Brett. After a rocky start, she’d been confident they’d finished on a good note. Now, Cassandra was wondering if she'd been played and he'd only appeared open to improving his image in an attempt to placate her.

      She got up from her desk and walked out of her office. "Melika, have you got Dan Jones’s number? He’s Brett Hunter’s agent."

      Her assistant glanced up from her computer screen. "His details should be listed in Brett’s client file. Have you checked there?"

      Way to look like a rookie.

      "Sorry. I didn't think.” She rolled her eyes, making Melika laugh. "Have you heard from any of our TV contacts about show ideas we could present to Brett?"

      She waited as Melika looked through some papers before turning her attention to the computer screen. "Nothing that seems like a good possibility so far. Well…there is this one thing. But I'm not sure it's something that Brett would go for."

      "What is it? If it's good for his image, he’ll do it, since he’ll have no choice."

      Cassandra had checked in with Frank after her meeting with Brett. Only then did she learn that his agent, Dan, had promised that anything presented to him and Brett would be agreed to, no matter what Brett thought of the idea.

      "Well it's more like a charity event where athletes work with kids from the Build Your Dream Foundation to build gardens or playgrounds at their schools. It's a limited reality series, four weeks, and the viewers vote on which team did the best job."

      “That sounds perfect.” Excitement filled Cassandra and she couldn’t understand Melika's declaration it wouldn't interest Brett. He said he enjoyed working with kids and it sounded like only basic construction skills would be needed, so nothing too stressful. "What's your hesitation?"

      "They've already booked two athletes and only need one more."

      "Okay, still seems like a great way to change Brett's image."

      "You might not think so when I tell you who else has already signed to do the show."

      Melika had never been one to dance around in her explanations. Suddenly, Cassandra’s glow of excitement dimmed.

      "Fine, lay it on me. Who are the athletes?"

      "Mitch Osborn and Drake Roberts."

      Like a pin popping a balloon, Melika's words burst Cassandra’s bubble of enthusiasm. "Shit."

      "Exactly."

      Cassandra knew all about the scandal surrounding Brett and Mitch Osborn, and Mitch’s on-again, off-again girlfriend, Julia Ashland. Hell, the whole civilized world knew. It probably didn't make a lick of difference that Mitch and Julia were now happily engaged. Mitch still probably resented Brett for being the cause of the break-up between the aquatic world's “Golden Couple” months before the Olympics. And now they really were golden, with both of them winning Gold medals in Rio. In fact, Mitch and Brett had competed in more than one event, with Mitch winning most of them.

      On the flipside, this could be a ratings goldmine for the network. Mitch and Brett competing against each other. But what if the rivalry brought out Brett’s bad side? The fact he hadn't bothered to get in touch with her smacked of immaturity. At the age of twenty-five, and as someone who’d competed in world championships and Olympic Games, he should be more reliable and mature.

      When she was twenty-five, she'd already gone through a divorce and was finishing up her degree while working her butt off to keep her college costs low. If that didn't make someone grow up quickly, she had no idea what would. Of course, she could've taken Michael for a considerable amount of money in the divorce. But she hadn't. All she'd asked for was enough to buy a decent house so she had a roof over her head when she went back to college, and some money set aside in an emergency fund. A fund she hadn't touched, but was there if she ever needed it.

      However, thinking about her past wouldn't solve her present problem.

      Cassandra tapped her finger against her lips and let the idea fester for a few moments. "I know it's going to be awkward, but this is the only reasonable show that's popped up on the radar. I say we present it to him. Do you know if the networks are paying for the athletes to participate? If so, I’m going to suggest Brett donate his money to his favorite charity."

      "Do you think he'll go for it?"

      “He won’t have a choice. I was going to run ideas past Brett first, but I’ll approach Dan and present all the benefits of doing this show.” Confident she was making the right decision, she nodded. “Melika, please call Dan and ask him to come over here for a meeting as soon as possible. Also, contact the network exec you spoke to and tell them we have their third and final athlete. When you say who it is, I think they’re going to jump on it like a starving man on a stack of hot pancakes.”

      

      The last time she walked into the conference room to meet Brett Hunter, she’d been angry and annoyed at being put into an uncomfortable situation. This time, anticipation fired through her bloodstream. The network had been super excited when Melika contacted them about Brett being interested in the show. A little white lie, but a necessary one. They’d told her they wanted to hold off announcing who the third participant was until shooting started, so they could capture the reactions of Mitch, Drake and Brett when he walked onto the set the first day.

      Their request made Cassandra uncomfortable. She didn’t want to blindside any of them. She tried hard to get them to reconsider, but the executives dug their heels in. If worse came to worst, she would take it up with Frank, although her gut was telling her that even with her boss’s support, the network wouldn’t budge.

      Part of her now wished she hadn’t committed Brett, but it wasn’t like any contracts had been signed, since that’s what today’s meeting was all about. Once she had Brett’s agreement, she and Dan, and if needed, Frank, could negotiate the finer points of the deal.

      “Good morning, everyone.”

      Cassandra walked into the room, her step faltering when she saw Brett standing by the window. He wore a tight fitting black t-shirt, the fabric clinging to his wide shoulders and bulging biceps. He’d teamed it with black jeans that sat low on his hips. His dark hair was slicked back, completing the bad boy image he was well known for.

      Geez, she needed to get a grip. The guy was six years younger than her. She’d done the relationship with an athlete before, and it was a road she had no plan to venture down ever again. Besides her past, Brett was a client. She never got involved with clients. The only reasonable explanation for her reaction to him was that it had been a while since she’d been out with a man. Maybe she would take Melika up on her offer to arrange that blind date.

      Now definitely wasn’t the time to be thinking about blind dates or sexy, hot swimmers. She had a job to do. One she was damn good at.

      She sat at the table and let several seconds tick by as they waited for Brett to join them. “Do you plan to stare out that window for the whole meeting or are you going to be civilized and sit down with the rest of us?”

      Oh crap. What the heck possessed her to say that?

      A snort of laughter pulled her attention to her left where Brett’s agent, Dan, sat. “I don’t think anyone at Powerz ever had the guts to talk to Brett like that. I’m impressed, Ms. Fielder.”

      “And here I thought you supported me, Dan.” Brett paced around the conference table and pulled out the chair next to hers. “You know, that fifteen percent I pay you.”

      A delicious shiver trickled down her spine. She expected him to take the seat next to Dan.

      Oh boy, she was in serious trouble.

      “You know I’ve got your back, Brett. It’s just nice to see someone take you down a peg or two.”

      Brett’s forearm muscle tensed, his hand closing in a fist quickly before opening again.

      Interesting. Was there an issue between Brett and his agent? If there was, that could be a problem. A problem she didn’t want any part of.

      “Why don’t we get down to what we’re here for?” Cassandra mentally crossed her fingers the change of subject worked and she wouldn’t get caught up in an argument between the two men.

      “Sure,” Brett said. “The sooner we get this sorted out, the sooner we can all move on.”

      His voice was controlled and steady, but he was angry, and she had no idea why. Had she been so lost in thought she hadn’t noticed the tension when she walked into the room? Quite possible. It wouldn’t be the first time she hadn’t been aware of emotions swirling around her. If she had been, she might have picked up on the sexual vibe between her ex-husband and her former best friend.

      What was wrong with her today? Her thoughts going off on tangents in all directions, except in the way her mind needed to go. She was never this flighty when it came to meetings, and this wasn’t the one to start being that way. Whatever was going on between Brett and Dan was their issue. It had nothing to do with her. All she had to do was get Brett to agree to do this show and then look at other opportunities to improve his image.

      “Right, well the reason we’re here today is to present to you, Brett, a unique opportunity for you to be front and center with the public in a manner that will improve your image.”

      “I can’t wait to hear it after that introduction.”

      Cassandra didn’t need a sarcasm sign held up to know he wasn’t being sincere. She bit down on her tongue to hold back the angry retort from erupting out of her. Brett was bristlier than a porcupine today.

      Please God, give me the strength to last the next few weeks.
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      Brett knew he was being an ass. He shouldn't take out his annoyance and anger at Dan on Cassandra. She was, after all, only doing her job. Before she’d walked into the room, Dan had told him, in no uncertain terms, that he would agree to whatever Cassandra presented in the meeting, even if he didn't want to do it. Brett knew his agent was only doing his job and he'd already said he’d cooperate with whatever Star Image wanted him to do. He just hadn't liked being spoken to like a naughty little boy. He'd managed to keep his nose out of trouble after the nightclub incident. Dan should be happy with that.

      "Are you even listening to me, Brett?"

      Cassandra's impatient tone penetrated his thoughts. Shit, how did he cover the fact he'd zoned out? The truth might work.

      "Sorry, I was thinking about something else. One more time?”

      Her eyes narrowed and he had a sneaking suspicion she didn't quite believe the sincere tone he'd tried to inject in his voice.

      "Fine, but please pay attention. I don’t want to repeat everything I say."

      "Why don’t I just say yes right now? Wouldn’t it make things easier if I do?"

      It's not like I have any choice.

      Yeah, saying that out loud would likely make Dan angrier. If Brett wasn't careful, he might find himself having to search for another agent. He knew he'd never get anyone half as good, or someone who’d stand by him if he got into another scandal.

      Fingers snapped in front of his face. "Your attention span really is worse than that five year old you claim to hate being treated like."

      Dan snorted in laughter again. Brett shot him a quit laughing look.

      "Hit me with all the details," he said, focusing his attention back onto Cassandra. Man, he hoped whatever it was wasn’t something totally embarrassing.

      "I think I’ve found the perfect vehicle that will showcase to the public there is more to you than what they think they know. This promotion will allow us to piggyback onto other opportunities which, I believe, will help transform the public’s perception of you.”

      “Are you sure that’s possible?”

      Brett was under no illusion the task was going to be easy for Cassandra and her team. He’d done a bang up job of tarnishing his halo to the point of it being almost black in the eyes of the world.

      “Anything is possible if you’re willing to work at it. And from what I understand…” Cassandra paused and looked from him to Dan. He braced himself for what was about to come next. “…you’re prepared to do whatever is necessary. Is that correct?”

      The noose of good behavior tightened around Brett’s neck. He had nothing against behaving well, but sometimes he had to push the limits just to see what he could do. If testing himself meant he acted a little out of line at times, he didn’t have a problem with it.

      He had to remember, this was only for a short time, just long enough to keep his sponsors happy so they would stop threatening to pull his endorsements. He might even gain a few new sponsors out of this little marketing stunt. Anything was possible.

      Even asking Cassandra Fielder out on a date?

      Brett squashed that thought with the force of a hammer pounding a nail into a piece of wood. Dating Cassandra Fielder wasn’t even in the realm of possibilities. He didn’t date career women. He also didn’t date older women and he had a feeling she fit that criteria, too. He knew better than to ask.

      “Brett, get your act together, will you?” Dan’s muttered words reached him at the same time as Dan’s foot connected none too gently with his shin.

      “Yes,” he blurted out and then gave a mental shake of his head. “Yes, you understand correctly.”

      God, he hoped that they were still talking about him cooperating and not something else.

      “Good.” Cassandra responded. “The project is being sponsored by the Build a Dream Foundation. If you’re not familiar with them, they’re an organization that goes to local elementary schools in disadvantaged areas and build whatever the schools need for their students. Generally, they’re small construction projects, like updating playgrounds or helping the students build gardens so they can grow vegetables and fruits that they can take home to add to their family diets. It’s a fabulous organization.”

      Brett sat forward, his interest piqued. “It does sound great. What do they need from me? To be a spokesperson for them? Emcee a fundraiser?”

      This was going to be a piece of cake. He could do all those things with his eyes closed.

      “Not quite. Their aim is to bring community awareness of what they’re doing. Like all of these types of organizations, they need to raise funds so they can help more schools. They’ve teamed up with a television network and come up with four-week TV special that will have three teams of students competing against each other to build the best garden or playground. The public vote for which team’s project they think turned out the best. The winning team’s school will receive a check for ten thousand dollars and the two runners up will both receive five thousand dollars, so really everyone’s a winner. Those cash prizes will be provided by the network. Various businesses will donate the supplies. Build a Dream will get their name out there and, hopefully, lots of monetary donations to help them. You’ll be seen as a great guy for helping out the kids.”

      He’d been onboard with all of it until she mentioned going on television. That was the last thing he wanted to be part of. How many times had someone who participated in some sort of reality show complained about the editing? How it was manipulated so they were seen as a villain when they weren’t. It didn’t take a degree in rocket science to know the network wanted him because of his bad boy reputation. That shouldn’t bother him, but it didn’t sit well. With this show, kids would be affected by how the public saw him. Their team would have no chance at winning and while they would receive a nice check, he didn’t want to be the reason they lost.

      “If, and that’s a bit if, I was to do the show, can you guarantee that my team won’t be at a disadvantage because of me?”

      Cassandra canted her head slightly and her brow furrowed in confusion. “Why would you say that? How would you being on the team affect the outcome?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I have the reputation of being a bad boy. Who’s to say the network won’t make it look like I’m being mean to the kids or the parents or the school staff? What guarantee do we have that they won’t give my team a fair chance? How is that going to improve my image?”

      “I’m sure it won’t be an issue.”

      “Do you really think that? TV producers will do anything for out-of-this-world ratings. It would be boring television if there wasn’t any drama. That’s what reality shows are all about these days. Viewers want to see people yelling at each other. Or throwing drinks in people’s faces. So, Cassandra, can you guarantee that I’ll be represented honestly if I agree to do this show?”

      Her mouth opened and closed a couple of times and nothing came out.

      She has no idea what to say.

      In fact, her face appeared to lose a little bit of color with each word he spoke. What was going on? He glanced over to Dan—he was staring out the window.

      “Dan, you’re not saying anything. Do you know something I don’t?”

      “Look.” The agent turned back. “Sure, it’s television and, yeah Brett, drama equals ratings, which means advertisers jump on board to spend cash for prime time. At the end of the day, it could mean more money for the charity, too.”

      “But I have to be the scapegoat?” Brett pushed away from the table, anger firing through him. “And before either of you say anything, I’m aware me getting upset over the possible way the network could portray me is exactly the sort of publicity that normally surrounds me. But kids are involved. I’m not that much of a monster that I want innocent children I’m associated with to be ridiculed because they’re on my team. And, speaking of teams, what about the other two? Who’s signed up to lead them?

      He was shocked when the last of the color drained out of Cassandra’s face. What the hell had she gotten him into?
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      Hell.

      That was the last question she wanted Brett to ask. She wanted to get his signature on the contract that was burning a hole in the folder she rested her hands atop. His reaction to how he could be portrayed seemed, as he said, the total opposite of how he normally was. However, his reaction also exposed a different side to Brett than the bad boy he was known for. His caring for the kids struck a chord inside her. Her ex, Michael, had always smiled and signed autographs for his young fans, but when they were in the privacy of the car, he complained about how they pestered him for pointers. Michael would never do a show like this.

      But she needed to answer Brett’s question before the silence dragged on too long.

      “I-uh-I haven’t received confirmation from the casting director about who else will be involved.”

      God, another white lie. She was getting pretty proficient in telling them. She hated doing it. It wasn’t how she did business, but she knew this show was going to be the best thing for him. It was crucial that she got their signatures on the contract.

      “Why don’t I believe you?” he fired back. “This whole deal is starting to smell a little off to me. Dan, aren’t you the slightest bit concerned about it as well?”

      Dan knew exactly who the other two participants were. He’d thought it would be good for Brett to be around Mitch and Drake.

      Dan sighed and Cassandra knew he was battling with the need to tell Brett who the other participants were. “I’ll speak to the producer once the contract is signed. I’ll make sure you get fair coverage and express your concerns that filming should be concentrated on the kids and not you.”

      Good luck with that. Cassandra wanted badly to say that to Dan, but she held back. At the end of the day, all she needed was Brett’s signature on the contract.

      “Fine, I’ll trust you to do that, Dan,” Brett conceded, but she wasn’t convinced he was happy about it all.

      Wanting to take advantage of the situation, she opened the folder and pulled out the contract. “Dan has looked this over and he’s happy with it. All it needs is your signature.” She flipped over a page and pointed to an amount listed. “This is what the network will pay you for appearing on the show.” Once he saw the amount, Cassandra was pretty sure he would no longer object to doing the show.

      Without even looking at the figure, Brett reached into his pocket and pulled out a pen. When he unscrewed the lid, she saw the unmistakable Mont Blanc logo. The man had good taste in pens. She had one herself, but she didn’t bring it into meetings for fear of it being accidentally put in someone’s pocket or briefcase. With a flourish, the contract was signed and she passed it to Dan for him to countersign.

      Guilt-tinged relief poured through her. The deal was done. There was no getting out of it for Brett. She hoped he wouldn’t crucify her when he found out about Mitch and Drake’s involvement.

      “Now that I’ve signed on the dotted line, how about you fill me in on who I’ll be sharing this little adventure with?”

      Crap, not so lucky after all.

      “I have another meeting to get to,” Dan said. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      The agent left in a hurry. She couldn’t help wondering if he really had a meeting or was just making his escape and leaving her to deal with trying to avoid spilling the beans.

      “So now, it’s just the two of us.” Brett moved his chair a little closer to hers. His muscular leg brushed her stocking clad one, eliciting little darts of pleasure zigzagging up to settle at the juncture between her thighs. Great, if she shifted away, he would know she found his close proximity uncomfortable. If she didn’t, she could find herself falling into the same trap she had when she’d first met Michael—letting her hormones rule her sensibility. Hormones equaled bad decisions for her. Besides she was older and wiser now than to let her hormones control her.

      “Yes, just the two of us.” She cleared her throat. “At this stage, I don’t have much information about who will be with you on the show, Brett. The network wants to get genuine reactions from all the participants.”

      While not the whole truth, it was pretty close to it. Part of her wanted to blurt out Mitch’s and Drake’s names so as to give Brett a heads up. She would hate being blindsided if she were in his place.

      “I suppose I can believe that, but I can’t help feeling there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      His perception surprised her. Once again, she questioned why he seemed to actively seek out trouble. These little glimpses of maturity gave her hope that maybe he wouldn’t react badly that first day on set.

      “There are aspects of the show that are still in the planning stages. I’m sure once everything has been properly finalized, I’ll have more information to pass on to you. In the meantime, I’ll write a press release. When I get the go ahead from the network, we’ll announce that you are appearing in a new television special. Of course, the producers may not want us to say anything more until shooting wraps.”

      “Any idea how long it’ll take and where I’ll be? If it’s outside Colorado, I’m going to have to speak to my coach about finding a facility to train in and maybe an interim coach.”

      “I’m sure the producers will be happy to accommodate your training schedule. As for the location, the production company is L.A. based, so I’m guessing they will be looking around California. Although Build a Dream has its main office in Louisiana, so they could have a say in what locations they want to improve and may well choose to remain close to their offices.”

      He pushed away from the table. “I can’t do Louisiana. I’m happy to go anywhere else except there.”

      “Why? I thought everyone loved that place, especially New Orleans?”

      “It doesn’t matter why. It just has to be somewhere else.”

      His chin jutted out, daring her to question him. He looked every inch the arrogant sports star she took him for at that moment. Any thought of arguing disappeared. They would cross the location bridge when they came to it. For the time being, he had cooperated and signed the contract.

      “I’ll pass that along to the network when I forward the contract to them. I’m sure we can come up with a location that will work for everyone involved. Now, if there’s nothing else, I have to get back to work.”

      Cassandra stood, collected her folder and held out her hand toward Brett. “Thanks for coming in today.”

      Once again, when his hand enveloped hers, warmth stole into her bloodstream. She had to get this irrational, emotional response to him out of her system. It could only lead to disaster. He was a client. He was younger than her. He was an athlete. He checked off every item on her men to avoid in relationships list. So why did her body burn hot every time he touched her or even came within two feet of her?

      A slight tug on her hand caused her to step forward, right into his hard chest. This was bad, oh so bad, but her feet refused to move and the hand not clasped in his lay flat against the soft cotton of his t-shirt.

      She looked up, her throat closing at the look of sheer intensity burning in his blue eyes. Her insides trembled. Her earlier resolve to not let her hormones rule her dissolved with that one look.

      Yep, she was in trouble.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      All questions fled when he dipped his head and his lips connected with hers. A light, sweet touch. Innocent almost, but there was nothing innocent about the way he made her feel. Her hand fisted his shirt as she pressed closer to him, hoping he’d deepen the kiss. For a few seconds, she allowed herself this brief moment. A moment in time when insanity overrode sensibility. A moment when she released the tight bonds she’d held around herself since her divorce and let a long hidden desire to be wanted for who she was wind its way through her. A moment solely hers.

      Then reality crashed in on her when the sound of laughter outside the room pierced her consciousness. Thank goodness the conference room didn’t have glass walls or she’d be in deep trouble. She pushed hard against Brett’s chest and he immediately released her.

      “Well, that was surprising,” he muttered. He stuffed his hands in his pockets, speared her with one last glance before he walked out, leaving her standing there, mute, her trembling fingers touched her still vibrating lips.

      What the hell was she thinking allowing a client to kiss her? That was the problem. She hadn’t been thinking. She’d been feeling. And feeling anything at all for Brett Hunter was bad.

      Very, very, bad.
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      This is going to be fun.

      This is going to be fun.

      Brett repeated the sentence over and over in his mind as he sat in the back of a limo on the way to the lion’s den. The lion’s den being the location where he would meet the kids he was working with and the other athletes joining him on the still nameless show.

      In the two weeks since he’d last been in Cassandra’s office, their kiss had replayed in his mind more times than he cared to count. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen her since then either. She’d turned up at a photo shoot for one of his sponsors. No doubt she was there to make sure he didn’t do anything to upset the image she was working so hard to change.

      He’d been on his best behavior since their meeting, and he didn’t understand why. In the past, whenever Dan or Jeff from Powerz had told him to pull his head out of his ass, he’d given them a mental middle finger and continued doing what he’d always done—walk that fine line between bad and disaster bad. He’d even ignored the less than subtle overtures the model had been giving him during the photo shoot that day. It was clear by the way she continually brushed her breasts against his arm that she’d be more than happy for them to go at it in the dressing room. A couple months ago, he would’ve been tempted. That day, the idea turned him off more than turning him on.

      His pocket vibrated and a second later, the musical ring tone of his phone sounded in the quiet confines of the car. He pulled it out, a small smile playing across his lips when he saw Cassandra’s name flashing on the screen.

      “Good morning. And before you ask, yes, I’m in the car.”

      Her husky laugh travelled down the phone line and straight to his dick. “Good to know, but that wasn’t why I phoned.”

      He straightened in his seat with the way her tone went from playful to serious in the space of a few words.

      “What’s wrong? Have they cancelled the show?”

      A stab of disappointment at the possibility landed low in his belly. Over the last couple of weeks, he’d begun to get excited about the prospect of helping those kids.

      “No, the show’s not cancelled. I—uh—crap, I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

      “Telling me what?” He gripped the phone tighter in anticipation of the news she was about to drop on him.

      “I know who the other participants are. The network didn’t want me to tell you because they wanted to get everyone’s first reactions on camera. I didn’t want to let you go in unprepared though, so…” her voice trailed off.

      “So?” The silence stretched between them, upping his tension from mild to intense. He knew she hadn’t hung up because he could hear her breathing. “Look, I won’t say anything, I promise. I’ll act surprised. Haven’t I been doing everything you’ve told me to do the last couple weeks? Just tell me, Cassandra.”

      “Okay, here goes. Mitch Osborn and Drake Roberts are the other two athletes who’ll be on the show.” The words rushed out and he wasn’t sure he heard her correctly.

      “Fuck. Seriously? This isn’t some type of joke you’re playing on me?” Brett raked a hand through his hair. He couldn’t believe it. While he and Mitch had been on the U.S. Swim team together, and had seen each other at competitions, they weren’t the best of friends. Hell, Mitch despised him because he thought Brett had hooked up with Julia.

      It was amazing how one photo created a firestorm. Even though nothing had happened between them, he knew Julia had used the photo to her advantage, and because of his reputation, he hadn’t bothered to deny the allegations. At the recent Rio Games, Julia had apologized to him. He’d told her he understood her reasons for doing what she did and no apology was necessary.

      “I’m sorry, Brett, it’s true. That’s why I’m calling you now. I don’t think it’s fair for you to go into this show blind. I wanted to warn you.”

      Suspicion vied with the anger in him. “You knew, didn’t you? You knew all along who else was involved in the show.”

      The sound of her breath whooshing out was the only confirmation he needed.

      “I don’t like being played for a fool, Cassandra, and that’s how you’ve treated me since the day you presented the idea to Dan and me. Did Dan know about this? I can’t believe he’d agree to putting me in this situation.”

      At least he hoped his agent hadn’t known and hadn’t decided to throw him to the wolves.

      “I’m sorry, Brett, Dan knew, as well. He not only thinks this idea is a great way to improve your image but also a way to improve your relationship with Mitch. You guys were teammates and even though he’s retired, I know he’s going to mentor the up and coming swimmers on the U.S. team. Since you’re one of the senior swimmers, it wouldn’t be good for team moral if there’s discontent between the two of you.”

      “How would you know about the effect of discontent between athletes?” He let out a harsh laugh. “You sit in your glass and steel office building creating illusions, trying to make the public think people have changed. All I can say is, you’ve picked the wrong sucker here.”

      Brett disconnected the call and tossed his phone on the seat. He clenched his fists, wanting nothing more than to beat the shit out of the padded leather seat in front of him, but the car was pulling to a stop and he knew they’d reached their destination.

      Shit, how was he going to get out of this car and smile like everything was okay? Like he was happy to be there and couldn’t wait to get started? What he really wanted to do was open the mini bar he knew this limo had and down a few scotches.

      Boy, wouldn’t that make a great first impression to the network? He could roll out of the car drunk, acting exactly the way everyone expected him to. Brett Hunter, the bad boy who can’t go a day without causing a scandal. He could see the headlines on the internet gossip site: We knew it wouldn’t last! Brett Hunter-Good boy? Never! Bad boy all the way.

      The privacy glass gently lowered and he got a view of what was waiting for him outside through the front windshield. A group of kids were running around excitedly. In that moment, his anger fizzled down to a slow, burning ember, not the wildfire it had been.

      The kids.

      He had to remember he was doing this for the kids. It wasn’t about him or Mitch or even Cassandra. It was about those kids, and giving them something safe and beautiful to look at and play on.

      Brett closed his eyes and breathed deeply, holding the air in his lungs for a heartbeat, the same technique he used to calm his nerves before a race. He exhaled, opening his eyes as he reached for the car door, resolve thrumming through him. He would give the network the exact opposite of what they were expecting from him.

      Watch out world, a new Brett Hunter was about to emerge. And he was going to be nothing like what you’d expect him to be.

      “Good morning, Mr. Hunter. You’re right on time. I’m Terri, the show runner. Come this way and I’ll show you to the trailer that will be yours whenever we go on location.”

      Brett followed the young woman, noticing the kids had stopped playing and were watching him. He raised a hand and waved. A couple of them responded with waves of their own.

      Okay, that was a warm welcome. That’s a good start. Then again, maybe some of them had no idea who he was.

      Terri stopped at the far corner of the lot they were on. Well, that told him how important they thought he was. Relegated to the corner. If they thought they were setting him up for failure, they had another think coming. He would do his damndest to make sure his team won the first prize. If they did or didn’t win, he planned to make an announcement saying he would match the prize and make a personal donation for the same amount to Build a Dream. That was his idea, not Cassandra’s.

      “Here you go. I’ll come knock on the door when we need you on set. Make up should be here shortly.” Terri held out a small ring with a couple of keys on it.

      He took it from her and climbed the two metal steps. Before he was able to insert the key in the lock, the door swung open. Cassandra stood in front of him.

      “Hi.”

      “What are you doing here?” He brushed past her and walked into the small trailer. A twinge of regret at his harsh words flared through him when her shoulders drooped and she closed her eyes. He was still annoyed with her for keeping the news she’d dropped on him ten minutes ago to herself.

      “I deserve your anger, I’m not disputing it. However, I told you I would be with you for most of the shooting of the show. Here I am.”

      “You’re here just to make sure I behave myself. You don’t have to worry. I’ve already promised I’ll be a good boy.”

      “Brett, please, I’m sorry, okay? I wanted to tell you. I wanted the network to tell you. I even had Frank talk to them about it, but they were determined to keep everyone in the dark.”

      He scoffed. “Oh please, don’t tell me that Mitch doesn’t know Drake will be a part of the show and vice versa. Those guys are tighter than high school girls. They tell each other everything.”

      “Yes, they knew about each other. What they don’t know is that you’re here. That you’re the third person participating in the show. They’re going to be just as surprised to see you, believe me.”

      “So that’s supposed to make me feel better? Having the inside track? Knowing those two guys will be there. Drake’s okay he’ll probably give me a chance. Mitch, on the other hand, wouldn’t dive in and rescue me if I was drowning. What the hell have you got me into, Cassandra?”
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      This was going to be a disaster. No two ways about it.

      Cassandra knew this was going to happen. She’d told the producer that nothing good would come of keeping it a secret from Brett or the others. Knowing had kept her up at nights. In the end, she recognized she couldn’t do it to Brett. Over the past two weeks, he’d followed her every instruction. There hadn’t been one picture of him on a social media site. He’d kept his name out of the headlines. Had kept away from the nightclubs he normally frequented. The surprising thing about it all was, it seemed easy for Brett to do. It was like he didn’t miss the limelight at all. Which couldn’t possibly be true when his reputation seemed to indicate he always chased the headlines, and put himself into situations where trouble soon followed.

      There was only one time when he’d refused to appear at a charity golf tournament. The event was to be held on a Sunday and Brett told her he didn’t do anything on that particular day. Sundays was his private day and he wasn’t changing that for anything or anyone. Curiosity almost had her asking what he did, but he’d given her a look, and she’d let the matter drop. Besides, she reasoned, even bad boys had to have a day off.

      As she looked at him, anger shining in his aquamarine eyes, she wanted nothing more than to pull him close and kiss the hurt away. Which was totally absurd. She was his image consultant, not his girlfriend, even though the one searing kiss they’d shared had never been far from her thoughts. Now, standing so near to him, the urge to relive the magic nearly overwhelmed her.

      Cassandra dug deep within her well of professionalism and pushed thoughts of kisses to the far recesses of her mind. “What I’ve got you into is what I told you all about that day in the office. A worthwhile project that will not only help disadvantaged kids, but will also show the world a different side to you.” She lowered her voice and placed a hand on his arm, ignoring the sudden heat flaring between them. “I know there’s more to you than what you want everyone to see.”

      He pulled away and ran a hand through his short hair. His eyes turned cold like a pool on a winter’s day. “You don’t know anything about me. If the producers want drama, then that’s what I’ll give them.”

      A ball of dread grew to boulder-sized proportions in her stomach. This had disaster written all over it. There had to be a way she could calm him down, turn the situation around so he didn’t do something stupid and wreck the good start he’d made in turning his image around.

      “Brett, don’t do anything rash. I know you’re angry, but, plea—”

      “Stop, Cassandra. Just stop. Don’t pull any of that marketing, image bullshit on me.” His shoulders slumped, as the anger appeared to drain out of him. “Just don’t,” he finished quietly.

      Damn being professional, Cassandra closed the small distance between them and put her arms around him. It was like hugging a tree, stiff and unrelenting. “You can do this. I know you can.” Her words whispered around them. “I believe in you, Brett.”

      He relaxed as his arms closed around hers. An inappropriate shiver of desire swept through her. They were standing in his trailer on a piece of land miles from the nearest town. Anyone could walk in, but at that moment, Cassandra didn’t care. Brett needed to have someone on his side, and that someone was her.

      After a few moments, she leaned back and looked up at him. Their gazes met and held. The words she’d been about to say stuck in her throat. Emotions swirled through the air between them.

      Desire.

      Confusion.

      Hurt.

      Desire.

      Cassandra had no idea who moved first, but in the next instant, their lips were fused together. Her soft body flush against his hard one. This kiss was more intense than the one they’d shared in the office. Her mouth opened up beneath his, allowing his tongue inside. A moan escaped her when his hands trailed down her back to cup her ass. This shouldn’t be happening between them. It crossed every boundary, professional and personal, she shrouded herself in.

      Brett was a client.

      Brett was a professional athlete.

      Brett was younger than her.

      But with his lips and hands on her, she didn’t care. For the first time in too many years to count…she felt alive. Hell, she practically vibrated with it.

      Slowly, she pulled her mouth away letting her hands drop from around his neck. “We shouldn’t be doing this. It’s wrong on so many levels.”

      Just saying those words felt like a betrayal of what they’d just shared.

      “Right.”

      Awkwardness closed around them. “I’ll see you on set. I’m sure they’ll send someone to come and get you.”

      “Fine.”

      Great, one word responses. This day was going to be a disaster.

      Without another word, Cassandra let herself out of the Brett’s trailer and hoped to God, she hadn’t made the biggest mistake of her career by signing Brett to this show.

      

      Cassandra took a walk around the lot in attempt to force her thoughts off Brett. She had no idea why the producers wanted to film the beginning of the show in the middle of nowhere, California. It wasn’t anywhere near the Colorado schools the kids who were participating attended. Production had decided on Colorado seeing as three participants worked and lived in the state. Perhaps they chose this particular site for the beginning of the show for ambiance, creating the right image. Although it seemed unlikely, seeing as the landscape didn’t even really match Colorado’s. But it was what she did for a living, create images that appealed to the general public. Never before had she felt more disillusioned with her job than she did right now.

      Normally, she loved the challenge of helping people re-brand themselves. Of course, in those circumstances they usually sought out Star Image’s expertise. This time, it was different. Brett hadn’t sought them out. His agent had. And only because Brett’s previous publicity firm had dropped him like a hot potato.

      “I understand our mystery athlete has turned up.” The voice belonged to Ted, the show’s producer, and the main instigator in keeping Brett and the others in the dark.

      Cassandra turned and faced the tall, thickset man. “Yes, did you have some doubts?”

      “Well this is Brett Hunter we’re talking about. Anything is possible with him, even turning up drunk.”

      Irrational anger boiled up inside of her, threatening to bubble over at the assumptions Ted was making. She supposed, given Brett’s track record, Ted had a right to make the comments, but the fact he had kept his nose clean for the last couple of weeks had to show he was changing. It became even more imperative for Brett to be his true self, not the one she was beginning to suspect he’d adopted.

      “I can assure you he isn’t drunk. He’s here and ready to give his all to the kids to ensure his team wins.”

      “I guess time will tell. The big reveal happens in about fifteen minutes. Here’s hoping for some good television. See you on set.” With a wave, he headed back toward the crewmembers who were checking cameras and sound equipment.

      As much as she wanted to march back to his trailer and tell him about Ted’s expectations, she held back. She’d done enough damage by calling him and informing him about Mitch’s and Drake’s involvement.

      For her sake, and definitely for Brett’s, she hoped he would decide to prove everyone wrong. But to be sure, she crossed her fingers and murmured a silent prayer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          8

        

      

    
    
      Brett sat still in the chair in his trailer while Trixie, a perky young blond, flirted with him as she did his makeup. Three months ago, he’d have flirted back, but the only person he wanted to flirt with now had walked out and was probably already on her way to the airport to fly back to Colorado.

      He wished he could fly back home, too. He already hated the mask of foundation covering his face. How on earth did women stand this? He glanced at himself in the mirror and groaned. He looked ridiculous.

      “Does it have to be so thick?”

      “Sweetie, of course it does. You’re going to be on camera. If I didn’t do it like this, you’d look like a ghost.”

      “Fine.”

      “I’ll be done in a few minutes and then you won’t even be able to tell you’ve got makeup on.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “I’m the best in the business, hon. Trust me.” She winked at him in the mirror and brushed her chest against his upper arm. The action left him cold. Now if it was Cassandra…

      Stop.

      She’d said it was all kinds of wrong. For him, it was all kinds of right. How stupid was that? Cassandra was the opposite of everything he was normally attracted to. She had a career. Most of the girls he hooked up with were only looking for a good time like he was. Cassandra seemed like the type of girl who went for a long-term relationship, one that ended up at the front of a church with her in a long, pretty dress. Problem was, the thought of her with any other guy didn’t sit well with him at all. How pathetic was that? Being jealous of a man and a situation that didn’t even exist. At least he hoped she wasn’t involved with someone. She wouldn’t kiss him like she had thirty minutes ago if she was in a serious relationship, would she? No, Cassandra wasn’t the type to play around.

      “There you go. All done,” Trixie announced and with a flourish, removed the cape draped around his shoulders. “What do you think? I was right, wasn’t I?”

      Brett allowed himself another look in the mirror and had to admit, with everything blended in, he didn’t look too ridiculous. It still felt heavy against his skin, though.

      “I guess it doesn’t look too bad.”

      She laughed and trailed her fingers down his arm, the signal of what she wanted to do loud and clear. “Applying makeup isn’t all that I’m good at.”

      Brett removed her hand from her arm and stood. How the hell could he let her down without annoying her so that the next time she did his makeup, he wouldn’t come out looking like a clown. “I think I know what you’re trying to suggest, Trixie. But I’m here to do a job. And I plan on doing a good one. I’ve got people counting on me to do the right thing.” To soften the blow he leaned forward and placed a kiss on her cheek. “Thanks for making me look good.”

      She shrugged and smiled. “Oh, well, a girl’s gotta try. I do hope you win. You seem like a nice guy. Not what I expected, for sure.”

      He didn’t know what to make of her response, but he was glad she’d taken it so well. Now for the next test of the day—facing Mitch Osborn.

      Wasn’t that going to be fun?

      

      “Brett, I need you to stand here. When our host announces your name, you walk around this trailer and out into the central area.” Ted pointed to an area about fifteen feet from where he stood.

      “Gotcha.” He acted like he had no idea he was about to be thrown to the lions. He knew exactly what Ted expected. He wanted Brett to throw a tantrum at seeing Mitch and Drake. If Cassandra hadn’t warned him, he might have done just that.

      “Great, I want to do this in one take, so make it good.”

      “You can count on me.”

      Brett bit back a laugh at the gleam of excitement in Ted’s face. The other man was probably mentally rubbing his hands in glee. Ted may not get the type of drama he was hoping for, but Brett was going to give him a damn good show, anyway. He knew Mitch well enough to know he wouldn’t react too negatively. He’d be damned surprised to see him, but Mitch wouldn’t stomp off the set or come out swinging. Drake, even though he was Mitch’s best friend, was a good guy. Everyone on the Olympic team loved him, so Brett knew Drake would be cool with him being on the show.

      “Okay, make sure you remain here. Our intern, George, over there—” He pointed to a young man holding a clipboard and wearing a headset standing about ten feet away. “He’s going to keep an eye on you so you don’t try and peek to see who our other competitors are.”

      He held his arms up in mock surrender. “I wouldn’t dream of cheating.”

      “Good. Good.” He paused and Brett worked out that someone was talking to him in his earpiece. “Right, I have to get back to my position. It’s show time.”

      Ted walked away and Brett took a couple of deep breaths. Nerves and excitement vied for dominance inside of him, the exact same feeling he got before one of his big races. Thinking about racing brought back the failed memories of Rio, but he pushed them aside. He was young. There was plenty of time for him to get to another Games. He planned to make the Tokyo Games in 2020. This time he’d win.

      “How’re you doing?”

      Brett turned around and found Cassandra standing behind him. He smiled, glad to see her. “Hey, I thought you’d gone.”

      “No.” She curled a piece of stray hair behind her ear in what looked like a nervous gesture. “I’m here for the day. Well, actually, I’ll be with you most days.”

      His smiled died on his lips. “Why? You don’t trust me? Is that it? You expect me to fuck up.”

      “No, not at all. I trust you’ll do the right thing. I said that earlier. I’m here because I want to be here and because it’s part of my job. If there are any issues or requests for you to appear somewhere, I can deal with them here and ask you immediately instead of sending an email or leaving a message on voicemail.”

      While her answer made sense, he still couldn’t help feeling like she was acting as a watchdog to ensure he toed the line.

      “Fine.”

      A determined glint entered her eyes and she strode toward him. “Yes, I want this show to help you, but ultimately I can’t control what you say or do. I’m not going to give you a script or anything. I just want you to be yourself and enjoy your time here. Regardless of Mitch and Drake, and whatever they might think of you being here. It’s a fun, worthwhile show. Don’t do what’s right for me. Do what’s right for you.”

      “Stop,” he said when she went to lean in and kiss his cheek. He grabbed her hand when she recoiled like a cobra had struck out at her. “Not that I don’t want a kiss from you, but my face is covered with makeup.”

      A light pink blush spread over her cheeks. “Oh, okay. Well, I’d better disappear until your name is called. If either Mitch or Drake see me, they’ll know you’re here.”

      He supposed she had a point. After he signed with Star Image, they’d released a press release with her picture alongside his.

      “I’ll see you later?” he asked, cringing at the need he could hear in his voice.

      “Yep. Once you’ve been introduced, I’ll come out of hiding and hang around the fringes until the end of shooting.”

      “Hopefully it won’t be too boring for you.”

      “Nope, I’m looking forward to it.”

      “How are you getting back to the hotel?”

      Cassandra hesitated a second before answering him. “We’ll be riding back together.”

      He smiled at the thought of all the things they could get up to in the back of the limo played in Technicolor glory through his mind. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

      Brett chuckled as her mouth opened and closed. She shook her head and turned away from him. He stuck his hands in his pockets as he watched her leave, the sway of her hips mesmerizing him.

      “You’ve got five minutes, Mr. Hunter,” George said.

      He raised his hand in acknowledgement. Time to get in the zone, the same way he did before a race. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and let it out, allowing his shoulders to relax. Next he shook his arms to release the tension, repeating the action with each of his legs. He bounced up and down on his toes. When he opened his eyes, he was prepared for whatever happened next.

      “Welcome to Dream Builders. I’m Josh York, your host of this brand new show where we team up world-class athletes with kids from local elementary schools to build projects that benefit their school and community. You, the viewers, will vote on the final products and the winning team will receive $10,000. The runner-ups won’t go away empty handed, though. They’ll also receive a check for $5,000 each.”

      Josh paused as cheering sounded loudly. Brett had no idea when other people had turned up, but by the sound they were making, there had to be a decent crowd on site.

      Shit, this is real. I can do this. I can do this.

      “Now I know you’re all anxious to find out who our celebrity athletes are. Let me tell you, I think you’re going to love who we’ve got lined up to help the kids. This first athlete rose to the top of his sport at the recent summer Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro. Not only did he win a record number of Gold medals, he also won the girl.” Brett cringed at that. Could the script be any more cheesy?

      “Let’s hear it for the king of the pool, Mitch Osborn.”

      If the producer wanted the reveal to be a surprise, why had Ted put him within earshot of the introductions?

      It took everything in Brett not to lean around the edge of the trailer to see Mitch. Their paths hadn’t crossed since the Games. Normally after a big event, everyone returned to their own training routines and locations. Brett knew a National team meeting would be happening soon. That was when he’d expected to see Mitch, in his new role as mentor, not on a television show.

      Brett tuned back in to his surroundings in time to hear Josh announce Drake’s name. He’d be next. He looked over at George, who was motioning him to step forward. Brett took a few steps before George held up his hand, halting his progress.

      “And now for our third participant. This young man really needs no introduction, since his face is all over the media.”

      Fuck, even the host was throwing him under the bus. Well, the last laugh would be on them when he proved he would not act the way they expected him to. He could just imagine Cassandra gnashing her teeth in anger at his introduction. It surprised him how much he believed her when she said she only wanted him to succeed.

      “Everyone, let’s give a big welcome to fellow Olympian and former teammate of Mitch Osborn, Brett Hunter.”

      George slashed his hand down signaling Brett to move.

      Showtime.

      Plastering on a big, cocky grin the cameras weren’t expecting, he jogged out from his hiding spot and waved to a crowd of about a hundred people seated on wooden risers. He then narrowed his focus onto Drake and Mitch. As expected Drake’s smile seemed friendly. Mitch on the other hand was wide-eyed and, no doubt, a little shocked at his appearance.

      Brett immediately went over to Josh, shook his hand before looking in the direction of the cameras and smiling. He’d done enough press conferences to know to look down the camera lens. “Hi Josh, it’s great to be here.”

      “It’s great to have you here, Brett. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m honored to be part of this fantastic show. I plan to do my best to win for my team.”

      “That’s great! I’m sure they’re glad to hear that. Do you have anything to say to your other competitors?”

      This was his chance to change the expected script. “Mitch and Drake are both amazing competitors. Both Olympic Gold medalists. I feel privileged to share this experience with them.”

      Oh, how he wished he had a camera to take a picture of Josh’s bewildered face. He gave the host a smile and then walked over to where Mitch and Drake stood.

      He held out his hand to Mitch. “Hey, this is a surprise. I don’t know what I was expecting when I arrived here today. But it wasn’t you, Mitch. It’s good to see you again.”

      Brett wasn’t shocked when Mitch’s eyes squinted in suspicion, but they cleared quickly, as though he could tell that Brett was being genuine. Mitch grasped his outstretched hand. “I wasn’t expecting you to turn up here, either. You’re looking good, Brett.”

      Brett nodded and then turned his attention to Drake. “Hey man, good to see you, too.”

      Drake, being Drake, pulled Brett into a quick bro hug and slapped him on the back. “And you! This is unexpected.”

      Brett laughed. “Yeah, isn’t it?”

      “Well, there you have it folks, the athletes who will be our team leaders. After the break, we’ll introduce them to the team of kids they’ll be working with over the next few weeks.”

      Josh, the host, held his position and beaming smile for an awkward two seconds before the director yelled, “Cut!”

      Brett let out a long, low breath. He looked up and spied Cassandra in the crowd. Her wink and “thumbs up” sign said it all.

      Score one for Team Brett.
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      Cassandra closed her eyes as she sank into the leather backseat of the limo, relieved the day was finally over. She was tired just from hanging out in the background, watching take after take. She couldn’t imagine how tired Brett had to be by now. He’d seemed energized throughout the day, smiling and joking around with the kids on his team. She wondered if the reason they had to do so many takes was because Brett kept making them giggle. Although, to be fair, Drake and Mitch made their kids laugh as much as Brett did.

      The same couldn’t be said for Ted, the producer. He’d been disappointed a fight hadn’t broken out between the guys. While they hadn’t talked much during breaks, there hadn’t seemed to be any animosity between them.

      She sat up as the door opened. Cassandra smiled when Brett slid in onto the bench seat opposite her.

      “Phew, what a day.” Brett rubbed a hand down his face, but it didn’t erase his broad smile. The grey button-down shirt he’d worn for the introduction had been replaced by a red t-shirt that clung in all the right places. There were smudges of dirt on his face and his blue jeans. Even dirty, he looked damn sexy.

      She needed to get her mind off how delicious he looked. He was off-limits.

      “It was intense, wasn’t it?” There you go, nice neutral question. She was proud of how composed she sounded.

      “It sure was.”

      Cassandra reached over to the small cooler on the floor of the limo. “Do you want a drink?”

      “I’d love one.”

      She pulled a bottle of water and a can of soda out and held them both up. “Which one do you want?”

      “Water, thanks.”

      After passing the bottle to him, she opened the can and took a couple of swallows. “So how do you think you’ll do? From my vantage point, it looks like you’ve got a good group of kids.”

      “I plan to win, make no mistake about that. My kids are great. After listening to them talk about how excited they were to get on a plane for the first time, and how much their school needs to update the playground, I’m fired up to make their dreams come true.”

      His enthusiasm was contagious and Cassandra sat forward a little. “Well, I’m pretty sure Mitch and Drake probably feel the same way. Not to mention they’re going to be as competitive as you and want the win for their team.”

      “No doubt.”

      With Brett in such a good mood, she didn’t want to be a buzz kill but she wanted to ask about Mitch and Drake’s reaction to him being on the show. While they had looked surprised to see him walk out, they didn’t appear to be too upset about it, either. Had they somehow found out about Brett’s involvement beforehand in some way just like she’d told Brett about theirs?

      “I thought you handled your introduction to the show like a consummate professional. Mitch and Drake welcomed you without any drama, which I’m sure disappointed Ted.”

      Brett laughed out loud. “You have no idea how pissed off he was. I was sure he was going to burst a blood vessel. He asked me what I was thinking, being so calm. Which basically let the cat out of the bag that he was hoping I’d get angry.”

      “Did he ask if someone had given you a heads up about who else was in the show?”

      “He did and I said no one breathed a word to me. I mentioned I was surprised when I heard Josh announce Mitch’s and Drake’s names. You should’ve seen his face when he realized his mistake. He hadn’t taken into account that I was going to hear their names being announced, giving me time to deal with it.”

      Cassandra laughed. “So in his need to create drama, he’d placed you out of sight but not out of hearing range.”

      “Yep.”

      “Did you get a chance to talk Mitch or Drake without the cameras around?”

      “Nah, I didn’t. I think because of the fact we didn’t give them what they wanted at the beginning of the show, they followed us every minute, hoping to catch us out. Anytime I did talk to them, I kept it casual. I didn’t even ask Mitch how Julia was doing. I knew if I did, they’d edit it so it would look more sordid than it really was.”

      “Sheesh, it’s supposed to be a show about the kids, not the past history between you and Mitch and Julia.”

      “I know. It bugs the hell out of me that they’re trying to manufacture drama. But I suppose it keeps the viewers watching. If there weren’t any, people would tune out. I hope we can do enough to keep folks interested, for the kids’ sakes.”

      Again, Brett surprised her. His concern for the children was commendable. It showed her he had depths to his character that he kept hidden from the world.

      Why? Why was he so desperate to make people think he was this bad guy? She’d not seen a sign of the person that graced headlines during and after the Rio games.

      What made Brett Hunter tick?

      She wanted to ask him. Wanted to know what he was hiding. Only she was worried that if she did, he’d bring that persona back out and she had to admit she liked the Brett sitting in front of her. Not the Brett she’d read about.

      “Do you think Julia will turn up at any of the shooting days?”

      Brett shrugged. “Not sure. It’s not like we’ll be doing much together. I mean, I don’t think we will be, considering we’ll all be working on projects in different parts of town.”

      “Unless they decide to up the stakes and put you all together more than originally planned. As you said, they may want to generate the drama that keeps everyone glued to the television.”

      “It’s a possibility, but I’ll deal with it when it happens.” He guzzled back the rest of this water. Her gaze followed the up and down movement of his throat. He squashed the water bottle, the sound jolting her out of her dazed state.

      It took a few seconds for her to remember what they’d been talking about before she’d fallen into her little water drinking trance.

      Julia.

      “Can I ask you a question?” She knew she was taking a risk that might make Brett angry. It was a chance she was willing to take.

      “Sure.” His answer was vague as he was looking at his phone.

      “What’s the real story with you and Julia?”

      He jerked his head back up with a frown. “Pardon?”

      “I think you heard me. I asked what the story was with you and Julia.”

      “Didn’t you read about it in the gossip rags or online? That’s the whole story.” He straightened and his knuckles turned white as he gripped his phone. He was trying to put his walls back up, but she had no intention of letting him shut her out.

      “Yes, I read the stories, but now I’m not so sure they were right. I mean, if the two of you were having the hot and heavy affair the press insinuated, there would’ve been more than one photo of you together.”

      “Well, Julia’s a private person. She did—”

      “Stop it, Brett.”

      “Stop what.”

      “Lying. You don’t need to lie. What you say to me won’t go anywhere.”

      “Why don’t you think I’m telling the truth?”

      “I’ve spent the last two weeks telling you what to do and how to do it. You’ve never complained. I watched you today help those kids relax in front of the cameras. I don’t know why you have to pretend to be someone you’re not.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “What’s to say everything I did today was the real me? I was always in front of a camera, you know.”

      Cassandra leaned forward. “If something real did happen between you and Julia, you wouldn’t be trying so hard to get me off the topic. Bad boy Brett Hunter would lounge back on that leather seat, all arrogant and cocky and say, Yeah, Julia and I hooked up. It was fun while it lasted. It was what you did when asked about the Canadian gymnast.”

      He opened his mouth, then shook his head before closing it again. The corners of his mouth ticked up in a wry smile. “Nothing happened with Julia except one photograph.”

      “One photograph that ended her and Mitch, at least at the time? Why didn’t you say something? Deny the relationship.”

      It didn’t make sense to her, even with his reputation for always getting into trouble, that Brett would be happy to go along with the ruse. In fact, now that she thought about it, his notoriety gained momentum after the photo appeared.

      “A friend needed some help.” He gave a negligent shrug of his shoulder. “So I helped her out.”

      His response made no sense to her at all. “She wanted help breaking up with Mitch?”

      “Look, it’s complicated, and not my story to tell.”

      “How can it not be your story to tell? You were a major player in the whole situation.”

      Brett tapped his fingers on his knee. She wondered if she’d pushed too far and he’d change the subject or stop talking to her. He switched his gaze to the window. Even in profile, he was an attractive man. Any artist would love to draw his strong jaw and straight nose.

      Her resolve not to get involved was slipping. They’d shared two explosive kisses. The more time she spent with him, the more she wanted to understand the puzzle that was Brett Hunter.

      “I don’t know if you were aware, but at the time of the photo Julia was dealing with an allegation of cheating at the Diving World Championships. Someone accused her of bribing the judges so she could win.”

      “Yes, I remember reading about it at the time.”

      “Our meeting was totally innocent. I happened to be coming out of the restaurant she was walking into. She tripped and I caught her. An enterprising paparazzi took the picture and sold it to an online gossip site who ran it with the headline that we were having an affair. Julia begged me to run with it because she didn’t want the bribery scandal to tarnish Mitch’s reputation, which was starting to happen. So, I agreed. I like Julia and didn’t think it was fair what she was going through.”

      “But I don’t get why she would put you in that situation? It hardly seems fair to you, either.”

      “I had my reasons. In the end, it didn’t matter. Julia and Mitch are back together again.”

      Cassandra was about to ask him more questions, because something didn’t feel right about it all. However, she had a feeling Brett had said all he wanted to say on the subject. So she let it drop—for now.

      “Do you want to get some dinner or something?”

      “Pardon?” The invitation shocked the heck out of her. It was the last thing she’d been expecting.

      “I said, do you want to go get some dinner.”

      “That’s what I thought you said.”

      “So? Do you?”

      She should say no. It would be the smart thing. “Yes.” The word came out almost in a whisper. Clearing her throat, she looked Brett in the eye. “Yes, I’ll have dinner with you.”
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      Brett checked himself one last time in the mirror. He’d only brought casual clothes with him so he’d chosen jeans and a white button-down shirt. He grabbed the hand towel and wiped his sweaty palms. Geez, was he thirteen going out on his first date? He had no idea why he was feeling nervous about spending the evening with Cassandra. It was just dinner.

      He was about to step out the door when the room phone rang. Retracing his steps, he picked up the phone, hoping it wasn’t Cassandra cancelling.

      “Hello.”

      “Hey, Brett, it’s Drake.”

      Okay, not who he was expecting, but not an unwelcome call. “Hey, Drake, what’s up?”

      “Do you have dinner plans?”

      “Um, yeah, I’m meeting my publicist, Cassandra.”

      There was a pause before he answered. “Oh, okay. Not a problem.”

      Was that disappointment in Drake’s voice? And since when would he have even picked up on something like that?

      Since Cassandra started listening to what you had to say.

      “Why? What’d you have in mind?”

      “Mitch and I wondered if you wanted to join us for dinner.”

      Well, that was the last thing he’d expected to hear when he picked up the phone.

      Before he could say anything more, Drake’s voice burst across the line. “Hey, I’ve got a great idea. Tamara and Julia are with us. Why don’t you and Cassandra join us?”

      Dinner with Mitch and Julia? Probably not the greatest idea in the world. He had no clue why Drake thought otherwise.

      “I’m not sure that would fly. I mean I haven’t seen or spoken to Julia since Rio. And apart from saying hi I didn’t say much more to Mitch today.”

      “Listen, man, we’ve got to work on the show together. I knew the minute Josh announced you as the final member of the group that they wanted something bad to happen. Because I’m Mitch’s friend, they figured it would be two against one. It’s not cool, but we’re committed to the show. We’re not going to back out because it wouldn’t be fair to any of us, especially the kids. So, what do you say? Will you check with Cassandra? We’re only planning on eating at the restaurant in the hotel.”

      The same place he and Cassandra had decided on for dinner. It seemed kind of petty and stupid to sit a few tables away when they could all sit together.

      “Okay. We were going to eat there anyway, and I don’t think she’ll mind it being a group dinner. I was walking out the door to meet her when you called. See you in the bar in fifteen?”

      “Great, see you then.” Drake disconnected the call. Brett slowly replaced the receiver and hoped like hell Cassandra didn’t mind this change of plans.

      Five minutes later he walked into to the downstairs lounge bar, scanning the occupants for her caramel-colored curls.

      “Looking for me?”

      He swiveled and found Cassandra standing behind him. Anything he was about to say was lost when he saw her outfit. The pale pink dress skimmed her body, highlighting her breasts and the soft curve of her hips. Her brown hair glistened with strands of gold filtering through it. She looked sophisticated, alluring and somehow way out of his league.

      “Hey,” the word squeaked out of him like when he’d turned thirteen and his voice was breaking. He cleared his throat and tried again. “You look beautiful.”

      A pink hue the same color as her dress suffused her cheeks. Was she as nervous as he was?

      “Thanks, you look good, too.”

      “Umm, there’s been a slight change in plans.”

      “Oh?”

      Did her eyes lose a little bit of their sparkle? No, it was probably the lighting or she’d shifted her head a fraction.

      “Yeah, I got a call—”

      “Look, if you want to cancel, that’s fine. I’ll order room service.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she turned away. Momentarily stunned at her reaction, Brett didn’t move to follow her. When his brain fired back to life, he strode quickly after her.

      “Cassandra, wait.”

      She paused but didn’t turn around.

      He stood behind her and breathed in her fresh lemony scent. He reached out and touched her shoulder, turning her so she faced him again.

      Now hurt shone in her eyes and he felt like a class-A jerk for his clumsiness.

      “Drake called and asked me to have dinner with him and Mitch. I told him we had plans.” The hurt faded a little out of her expressive eyes. Why had he never noticed how they drew him into her very soul? “Drake suggested we join them. Julia and Tamara, Drake’s girlfriend, are here as well. I didn’t want to say no, considering that we have to work together over the next few weeks. Is that okay? Do you mind having a group dinner instead of it just being the two of us?”

      Her eyes darted to something over his shoulder. “No, and they’re here.”

      Brett glanced around and saw the foursome heading in their direction. Without thinking, he placed his hand on Cassandra’s back, the silky fabric of her dress warming beneath his touch.

      “You ready?” he murmured.

      “Sure.” She shrugged, clearly okay with the change of plan. “More to the point, are you?”

      He met her gaze, now clear of the hurt he’d put there moments ago. The sparkle had returned. “As ready as I’ll ever be,” he finished with a wink and led her over to meet the others.

      He admired the way Cassandra took the initiative and introduced herself to the group. No doubt a benefit of her job.

      The last thing he expected when he greeted Julia and Tamara was for them to give him a hug. He wasn’t quite sure what he’d done to deserve this display of friendship but he wasn’t going to argue about it.

      Once they were seated and drink orders were given to the waiter, silence descended over the table. Tension built inside of him at the thought of no one talking for the whole evening, which was totally absurd, considering the other four were all good friends.

      Julia broke the silence. “Hey, Brett, did you hear about Brooke King?”

      The name sounded familiar. Then he remembered. “The diver? You roomed with her in Rio, didn’t you?”

      “Yep, that’s her. She’s moving to Australia.”

      “Whoa, that’s huge.” Another memory from the Games hit him then. “She hooked up with the Australian swimmer, Dane something, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah, Dane Parkland. The guy who beat me in the 400-meter and anchored the relay race we lost,” Mitch continued.

      Brett remembered that relay all too well. He’d swum the second lap, only he didn’t swim it well. The story of his life from those Games. Next time would be a different story altogether.

      “Good for her. I hope it works out because, man, that’s one hell of a move. Not like driving your stuff from one neighborhood to another.”

      Julia laughed. “It’s definitely worked out because she and Dane are getting married and they’re having a baby.”

      “A baby? That was quick.”

      Tamara laughed. “I think it’s safe to say it was an Olympic baby.”

      Drake slung an arm around Tamara’s shoulder and winked. “What can I say? There’s something in the air and hormones go crazy at the Olympics.” He then turned serious and brushed a finger down Tamara’s cheek, the action showing Brett how much he loved the woman he was with. “You can be a lucky one and find an everlasting kind of love instead of a casual hookup.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Cassandra stiffen beside him. She obviously knew all about casual sex at the Games. His scandal had been plastered all over the press.

      In that moment, he hated himself even more for the way he’d acted, not caring about the consequences. He’d gone to Rio, confident he was going to win, wanting to do it for Naomi. Then he got there and hadn’t felt worthy. Had wished, for the first time in years, that Naomi’s brother Dean had been walking beside him through the athlete’s village. Dean would’ve loved it. And he would’ve been there if it weren’t for Brett’s negligence.

      “You okay?”

      Cassandra’s whispered question dragged him back from the tunnel his thoughts were headed down.

      “Yeah.” He straightened in his chair, aware that the other occupants at the table were studying him with varying degrees of interest. Last thing he needed or wanted was questions. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      Cassandra’s eyebrows rose up, widening her eyes, giving her a the others may be convinced you’re okay, but you don’t fool me look. Without thinking it through, he reached down to squeeze her leg in reassurance. In his mind, it was going to be a quick touch and then let go, but the moment he touched her skin, it quickly became more. Of their own accord, his fingers stroked her silky flesh, the muscle jumping beneath his touch. His hand trailed upwards, pushing the fabric of her dress to expose more of her thigh.

      He gasped and bit back a grunt of pain as the spiked heel of her shoe connected with the top of his foot. He pulled his hand away and faced her. A pleasant smile graced her features even while her eyes shot daggers at him. Brett couldn’t help the chuckle escaping him. He totally deserved the look and the throbbing toes, but he still didn’t regret the few seconds of pleasure he got from touching her.

      He hoped there would be more touches. Cassandra was attractive and suddenly he wished his reputation wasn’t so crappy.
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      Thank God dinner was almost over. Not that she hadn’t enjoyed getting to know Mitch, Julia, Drake and Tamara. Sitting so close to Brett was torture. Every time he brushed his leg against her, heat coursed through her, bringing back memories of his hand on her leg. His spicy cologne conjured images of burying her face in his neck while his hands worked their magic on her body.

      Stop it.

      He’s younger than you.

      He’s an athlete—been there, missed the three point shot.

      He’s everything you swore you wouldn’t do again after Michael.

      Heck, it didn’t matter how many times she repeated those reasons to herself, her body still screamed at her to lean in to him.

      She had to get out of here.

      Cassandra pushed back from the table, her chair catching on the carpet. “Dammit.”

      With another shove, she had enough room to get out of her chair without stumbling over it. She grabbed her handbag and made her escape.

      “Cass? Is everything okay?”

      She’d taken two steps before stopping at the sound of Brett’s voice.

      Cass.

      It had been a long time since anyone had called her by the shortened version of her name. Michael had never called her anything but sweet cheeks or Cassandra. She’d thought sweet cheeks was cute and meant something to him, until she overheard him calling his latest groupie that name. It was then she’d found out she wasn’t his only sweet cheeks. That had marked the beginning of the end of their marriage.

      “Cassandra?” Brett’s voice was a little louder this time.

      Pulling herself from her confused memories and thoughts, she faced the table. “I’m really sorry, but I’m not feeling the best. I think I’ll call it a night.”

      Lame, so lame. Couldn’t she have come up with something better than that? Like having to make a call to her agency or something.

      Brett stood, moved to where she was, and slipped his arm around her. The action natural, but she noticed the raised eyebrows from everyone still seated at the table. “Let me walk you to your room.”

      She fought to urge to lean into him. “No, you stay here, I’ll be fine.”

      Cassandra reached into her bag to pull out her wallet, Brett’s hand stayed the movement. “No, I’ll walk you back to your room. And I’ll pay for dinner. I asked you out, remember?”

      She glared at him, conveying her dislike for the situation. It wasn’t that she was a raging feminist. On the rare occasions she went out on dates, she liked when her date paid for her dinner, or made sure she got into her house safely, usually with a polite kiss on the cheek. Nine times out of ten, the dates had been busts. Even though he had technically asked her to dinner—and yeah, she may have worn her only decent dress she’d brought on this trip—but their dinner wasn’t a date date.

      Who are you trying to convince?

      There were times she wanted to slap that voice in her head.

      “Cassandra, please.”

      She could just make out what he said, the words spoken so softly. It was enough for the sounds of the restaurant to come rushing back into focus. This wasn’t the time or the place to create a scene, even though they’d done a pretty good job of it.

      She nodded. There would be other things she would have to cajole Brett to do in the future. She could let him pay for dinner. Her body bemoaned the loss of his arm as he made the short journey back to the table.

      “It was really good to meet you, Cassandra.” She turned and faced Julia who’d moved to stand beside her.

      “Likewise.”

      Julia quickly looked at Brett then back at Cassandra. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but keep it up,” she said the words quietly.

      Cassandra tilted her head. “What are you talking about?”

      “With Brett. In all the time I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him this relaxed. He usually carries this sort of tension around him. It’s almost like I saw the real Brett Hunter tonight for the first time.”

      Cassandra considered that and glanced over to where Brett was still talking to Mitch, Drake and Tamara at the table. All things considered, she supposed he did look a little mellow, but that could’ve been due to the meal they’d just had. It couldn’t have been alcohol because Brett had stuck to drinking club soda.

      “I don’t think it has anything to do with me, and more to do with being able to relax in your company. As his publicity representative, I’m aware of the history between you, Mitch and Brett.”

      “Has Brett said anything to you about it?”

      How should she handle this? Another quick glance in Brett’s direction confirmed he was still talking to the others. One thing she did know was, she didn’t want to throw Brett under the bus. “We discussed it earlier, but not in great length.” She paused. “My main focus for Brett is to concentrate on the future and not the past.”

      Julia cocked her head to the side, as though not quite believing what she’d said.

      Cassandra couldn’t prevent herself from jumping when warm fingers interlocked with hers.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” Brett said smoothly. “Are you ready to go?”

      Being in publicity, she should’ve been able to handle any and all questions. The feeling of Julia not believing her was a new sensation. Or was it her guilty conscience, knowing that she’d fudged the truth a little.

      Cassandra smiled at Brett. “Yep, all ready.”

      Not wanting to give the rest of the group more gossip fodder, she withdrew her hand from Brett’s grip and waved goodbye to the others. “It was great meeting you all. No doubt I’ll be seeing a bit of you over the next few weeks.”

      Assuming Brett would follow her, she headed for the exit. She had no idea why she felt so discombobulated. It wasn’t a feeling she’d ever experienced with other clients. Then again, going on an intimate dinner date wasn’t normal. Any meals she’d attended with her clients had been purely business. This meal was anything but business. It had been what a good group of friends would normally do once a month. Friends who knew each other really well. Strangely, there had been no awkwardness around the dinner table. Considering the history between them all, she had been nervous the whole evening would be one mass of long silences where conversation faded away to nothing because no one knew what to say next.

      If only this evening had been like that. Then maybe she wouldn’t be feeling so confused.

      Cassandra reached out and stabbed at the elevator call button.

      “Are you sure everything’s okay, Cass?”

      She whirled around. “My name is Cassandra and everything is fine.”

      “Well then, Cassandra. I’m glad you seem to think everything is fine, because you sure as hell aren’t acting like all is good.”

      It hadn’t been her intention to snap at him; the words had just popped out. The last thing she wanted was to dissect her words and actions with Brett.

      The elevator doors opened and she pressed her mouth together so she didn’t snap again at him in front of the patrons exiting.

      “Hey, aren’t you Brett Hunter, the Olympic swimmer?”

      Cassandra didn’t wait to see who recognized Brett; she slipped into the empty elevator and pressed the button for her floor. As the doors glided shut, she spied Brett’s shocked and disappointed face at having left him to handle the group of people now surrounding him.

      Laying her head against the mirrored wall, she let out a long, deep breath. She was being a bitch. No two ways about it. She shouldn’t have left Brett alone. It hadn’t been fair, and as part of her job, she should’ve stayed and helped him with the crowd.

      The doors opened on her floor, and she hesitated. The right thing to do would be to go back to the lobby and make sure Brett was coping with the situation. Problem was, she wanted to go to her room and sort out the jumbled thoughts zooming around her mind.

      Her professionalism kicked in. Brett and his public image were her responsibility. Stepping back, she hit the disc for the lobby. She used the few seconds it took for her to descend to focus her thoughts on the situation at hand—ensuring Brett interacted with the public with no issues and didn’t mention the show.

      As the doors opened, she saw the crowd had grown and Brett wasn’t by himself—the others from dinner had joined him. They all stood together smiling as pictures were taken.

      Cassandra stood to the side and observed the body language of the five people. Mitch had an arm slung around Julia’s shoulder and she leaned into him, her arm resting protectively across Mitch’s stomach. Drake and Tamara’s pose was similar, although Tamara seemed a little apprehensive with all the attention. As an athletic trainer, she was more a behind-the-scenes type person than one used to the limelight, like the others. Brett was beside Tamara. Though his smile looked easy and happy, Cassandra could tell he was anything but. His eyes weren’t sparkling the way they had earlier this evening when he’d looked at her. His back was ramrod straight, not the relaxed pose of someone happy to have their photo taken.

      Whether he saw a movement out of the corner of his eye or not, his gaze zeroed in on where she stood. His mouth moved and she made out what he was saying to her.

      Help.

      A chuckle erupted out of her. She nodded her understanding and moved away from the congregation of people. Cassandra made her way to the concierge.

      “Good evening, how can I help you?”

      “Hi.” She flicked her eyes down to his nametag and then back to his face. “Adam. My name’s Cassandra Fielder. I work with Star Image Consultants. I was hoping you could get some security to head over to the elevators. A group has congregated around some athletes I’m here with. I think they’d like to adjourn to their rooms for the evening.”

      “Certainly, Ms. Fielder, we’ll have the situation rectified in a jiffy.”

      “Thank you.”

      With a nod, she turned and headed back to where the impromptu photo session was still underway. When she got to Brett, she found him surrounded by a group of women all wanting selfies with him.

      Jealousy, sharp and hot, pierced her stomach, surprising her with its intensity.

      This is not good.

      She couldn’t be developing any sort of romantic attachment to Brett, could she? More to the point, why the hell would she? They hadn’t spent that much time together. Sure, he seemed to be acting completely differently than when she’d first met him. It didn’t mean he’d changed though. It would be just as easy for him to put on a front to get through the necessary tasks to get the job done in placating his sponsors.

      So what if he seemed to genuinely care about the kids on the television show? Hadn’t she’d thought Michael cared for her? Hell, even loved her? That had turned out so well for her. Married at twenty-two, divorced at twenty-four. God, that stung. She hadn’t planned on being one of the failed marriages statistics.

      No.

      Cassandra shoved the thoughts of her divorce away. That was seven years ago. She was older and wiser now—wasn’t she? When she looked up and found Brett’s worried eyes on her, she wondered if she’d learned anything at all. Perhaps for the duration of her time with Brett, she’d be better off remembering what louses professional athletes could be. Besides, she had a job to do, and it started with attempting to disperse the crowd, with the help of the arriving security.

      There could be no future with Brett Hunter. A fact she would do well to remember.
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      The second day of filming was upon them and Brett hadn’t had a chance to talk to Cassandra about the previous evening and how she’d gone hot and cold on him. He’d expected them to travel together so they could talk, but she left a message saying she’d meet him on location.

      Was she avoiding him?

      Geez, why was he even worrying about it? Getting involved with someone wasn’t in his plans. If Naomi and Dean couldn’t have their happy ever after, he didn’t deserve one either.

      “Yo, Brett, how are you?”

      Brett looked up from the piece of paper he’d been studying and found Drake standing next to him.

      “Hey man, I’m good. How are you?”

      “Fantastic, ready to start the day. Crazy end to the evening last night, wasn’t it?”

      “Tell me about it. How did a group of six people coming out of the elevator evolve into a fan photo session?”

      “Who knows, but Cassandra was pretty slick with getting security there to break it up.”

      A small smile formed before he gave it a conscious thought. “Yeah, she handled it well. Then again, it’s her job. She’s very impressive.”

      “Don’t tell me bad boy Brett is on the road to being tamed.”

      Brett’s immediate reaction was to laugh, but it hit him—he didn’t want to laugh at the absurdity of the suggestion. For so long, pushing the limits had been what he’d felt compelled to do. Now he didn’t know. All he knew was, he was tired. Tired of everything. Tired of the misconceptions, even though it had been what he’d wanted. Did he even know who he really was?

      Not wanting to clue Drake in on the confusing thoughts, he punched the guy lightly on the arm. “Nah, just giving credit where credit is due.”

      Drake laughed out loud. “You keep telling yourself that. Anyway, I’ll see you on set. God only knows what they’ve got in store for us today.”

      “I hope it’s something fun.”

      “Here’s hoping.”

      He returned Drake's one handed wave and turned his attention back to the sheet of paper in his hand.

      The facility where Naomi was staying had contacted him to let him know she’d had a fall out of her bed. She wasn’t hurt too badly, just bumps and bruises. The email was a timely reminder that while he was out here having fun, she was stuck in limbo where she didn’t even know what year it was. Alive, but not living in the real sense of the word.

      It should’ve been him. Naomi had been a sweet sixteen-year-old girl when her life had been irrevocably changed. He’d been eighteen and figured he was invincible. He and Dean had been dreaming about going to the Olympics together, taking gold and silver in every race. In fact, they’d joked about it the night of the accident.

      Brett had taken his eyes off the road for a second as they shared a laugh and that’s when it happened, when the deer leaped out onto the road in front of him. He’d swerved to miss it, but swerving had been the wrong thing to do.

      Brett closed his eyes in an attempt to banish the memory of the accident that had taken his best friend and ruined his best friend’s sister’s life. The girl he’d had a crush on. Dean hadn’t known about Brett’s crush and neither had Naomi. He hadn’t said anything because he hadn’t wanted to ruin the friendship they shared. One night had changed the history of three people.

      He was the one who had to live with it every day. Remember it every anniversary. Even his parents had no idea how deep the guilt was he carried about that one night. He was all Naomi had left as her parents had died before the accident, Dean joining them in the afterlife.

      What would Dean think of the life Brett was living now? He knew the answer to that. Dean would be angry at him for wasting the opportunities he’d been presented. Another guilt he had to live with, knowing he was willingly letting his best friend down.

      “Brett? Are you all right?”

      Clapping penetrated the dark tunnel he’d fallen into. The black mist covering his eyes dissipated and Cassandra’s worried features came into focus.

      She’s so beautiful.

      The unbidden thought preceded him milliseconds before his hand reached out and cupped her cheek. He wasn’t thinking clearly. All he knew was he needed to feel something tangible. Something real. And that tangible, real, thing was Cassandra.

      Brett breathed deeply, his senses coming alive as he inhaled the fresh scent Cassandra wore. Part of his mind told him to stop. He ignored it.

      Taking a step toward her, his free arm closed about her waist and pulled her close.

      “What are you doing?”

      It was a warning if he’d ever heard one. He was just choosing to disregard it. The gap narrowed between them as he lowered his head to her lips.

      One touch and he’d feel like himself again. One touch to rid himself of the never-ending guilt that constantly shrouded him. One touch and he would let her go.

      The moment his lips connected, all felt right within him. A momentary relief all too quickly gone when Cassandra pushed against his chest and he let her go.

      “What the hell are you thinking?” She ground the question out through clenched teeth, her shock and anger reaching out to him.

      “I don’t know.”

      He swiveled around and walked away. Away from the set. Away from Cassandra. If only he could walk away from his guilt as easily.

      

      Brett threw a rock and watched as it skipped over the top of the small pond behind the hotel. Today had been a royal clusterfuck. But somehow he’d managed to put on a happy face and get through the shooting that needed to be done. Tomorrow they’d head back to Colorado to start working on the projects. That was when it would get interesting. He was excited to begin the work. The past two days had all been interviews and getting to know the kids and their families. All filler stuff they would use on the show in between the actual working shots. He was still determined to beat Mitch and Drake.

      He hadn’t seen Cassandra since he’d kissed her. He knew she’d been around, but she’d kept her distance.

      The sound of his stomach grumbling reminded him it had been a while since he’d had anything to eat. There would be no group dinner tonight. Room service and a movie seemed like a good way to spend the evening.

      With one last throw of a rock over the smooth surface, he slapped his jean-clad legs to rid himself of the dirt lingering on his hands. Turning, he moved toward the entrance to the hotel, stopping about halfway when he noticed Cassandra standing at the top of the small rise.

      He remained rooted to the spot, watching as she made her way to where he stood.

      She stopped about three feet from him. Brett stuck his hands in his pockets to resist reaching out to touch her.

      “You look sad.”

      Well, those weren’t the words he expected to hear.

      “No, not sad, just thinking.”

      “About today? I thought it went well. There didn’t seem to be any issues. Unless something happened and you need to tell me about it.”

      “No, nothing to tell. It’s going to be great working with the kids. I’m excited about it all.” He winked at her, hoping he could fool her that everything was fine and she wouldn’t press him for more information. He had no plans to let Cassandra know about Naomi. He hadn’t spent the last few years focusing on the present and not his past for nothing. If Cassandra somehow came across his relationship with Naomi, he suspected she’d want to use it to show the public a different side to him. No way would he let Naomi be exploited. He’d ruined her life once. He had no plans to ruin it again.

      “Are you sure everything’s okay? I need to know. I don’t want to be getting emails or texts from Frank with snapshots of headlines with your name starring front and center.”

      Anger built inside of him, boiling through his blood. He couldn’t believe she still didn’t trust him or his word. “Seriously? You can’t take my word for it? We’ve been working together for a few weeks now. I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me. That’s still not enough for you to be reassured that when I say everything is okay, I mean everything is okay.”

      Cassandra’s hand landed on his arm. A bolt of desire fired through him, vying with his anger. “Brett, I’m sor—”

      “Don’t.” He shook her hand off his arm. “Don’t say anything else. I need to go.”

      “Go where.”

      No way in hell was he going to tell her his planned destination. He needed to make sure Naomi was okay. He had to protect her, keep her safe. Make sure nothing bad touched her again. So what if what he really wanted to do was to grab Cassandra and lose himself in her?

      It could never happen.

      It should never happen.

      God, how he wanted it to happen.
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      What the hell just happened?

      Cassandra rolled the question around in her mind and couldn’t come up with a reasonable explanation. The whole day had been one she’d wanted to start over.

      The moment she'd arrived on set, things had been off. Then Brett had kissed her, in front of everyone. But it was the look on his face when she walked up to him tonight that stayed with her. His look of utter sadness had her fighting the urge to wrap him up in her arms and hold him. Reassure him that whatever was wrong she was there for him, always would be.

      Always would be.

      Where on earth had that thought come from? This was crazy thinking. Absolutely crazy. She couldn't deny her growing attraction to him.

      There must be something wrong with her to be attracted to someone who had the power to hurt her like Michael had done. Brett's reputation as a bad boy player preceded him. Why would he change for her? He appeared to be doing and saying all the right things, convincing others he wanted to improve his image. Part of her couldn't help feeling it was all an act.

      A slight breeze blew up, ruffling her hair around her face. A shiver wracked her body. The day had been warm, but the night had turned cold. With one last look at the pond, as though it would give her the answers she sought in understanding Brett's mood, she turned and headed back to the warmth of the hotel.

      

      Her hand hovered inches from Brett's door. It was probably wiser to wait until tomorrow to face him again. Give him the night to get over whatever demons he was fighting. Yeah, if only she'd listen to that sensible part of her brain, then she wouldn't be standing here.

      Taking a deep breath, she wrapped her knuckles lightly on the door. Her knock echoed around the hallway. Or maybe she just thought it did.

      A minute passed and she tried again.

      Why wasn't he answering? Had he gone to the bar instead of his room? Or maybe out to eat with the others? Or maybe he’d gone to swim some laps. Work off whatever had stressed him out at the lake.

      She made her way back downstairs and entered the restaurant where they'd eaten the previous evening. Even with the lights dimmed, she could make out most of the patrons eating, and none looked like Brett.

      He wasn’t at the bar or the pool. Cassandra headed to the main desk, thinking they might have an idea where he was. It was a long shot, but she was beginning to worry. She wasn’t Brett's keeper, but she had to make sure he wasn't getting himself into situations that would jeopardize all the good work they'd done over the past few weeks.

      "Good evening. Can I help you?"

      Cassandra smiled at the young woman who'd addressed her. "Hi, I was wondering if you could tell me if Brett Hunter left a message for me. I'm Cassandra Fielder."

      The chances of him leaving her a message were extremely slim, but it was a better approach than saying, do you know where Brett Hunter is?

      The urge to drum her fingers on the granite counter top was strong, but she suppressed it. Nothing worse than seeming impatient for the person who was doing the searching for you to go even slower.

      "I'm sorry, Ms. Fielder, there's no message for you and…" the other woman paused, checking the computer. All Cassandra’s senses went on high alert. "Our records show Mr. Hunter checked out almost an hour ago."

      "Checked out? Are you sure?"

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      This was not good. What would Frank say if he knew she'd lost a client? What the heck was Brett thinking to leave and not tell her?

      "Right. Do you happen to know where he was heading?" Cassandra asked.

      Oh God, what a stupid question. Of course the receptionist wouldn't know where Brett was heading.

      "No, I don't, but if you check with the concierge, they may know."

      "Thanks.” Cassandra nodded and headed to the concierge's desk.

      Five minutes later, she was back in her room in a state of disbelief. Brett had left for the airport. They had a return flight in the morning. Had something happened which required him to leave immediately? If that was the case, why hadn't he told her? Of all the irresponsible things to do, this rated up there as a major one. Where the heck was he heading? She could only hope that it was back to Colorado.

      Grabbing her phone from the side table, she dialed Brett's number, the call immediately when to voicemail.

      Damn, she’d have to leave a message. The last thing she wanted to do because he could easily delete it without listening to it.

      He couldn't be on a flight already, could he? More than likely he’d turned off his phone, which meant she wouldn’t be able to locate him on the App she’d installed on his phone. Something she did with all of her clients. A tinge of guilt pierced her for not mentioning it to Brett. Dan had told her and Frank to do whatever necessary to ensure Brett stayed on the straight and narrow. None of that mattered now. Whether he was on a flight or not, she wanted him to know he wasn't in her good books for walking away without a word to her.

      "Brett, it's Cassandra. I don't know where you are or what you're doing, but I'm not happy that you left without telling me. Call me when you get this message, even if it's the middle of the night."

      Sighing, Cassandra disconnected the call and set the phone back on the table. A quick glance at her watch told her it was close to 10 p.m. There wasn't anything more she could do tonight. She would have to wait until the morning and hope he called. If he didn't, there would be hell to pay.
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      Brett yawned and he turned the fan on the air conditioner higher, hoping the cold air would keep him awake. What he should've done when he'd gotten home was grab a nap, but demons had been chasing his heels since he'd left Cassandra by the pond at the hotel.

      He got her message when he landed and switched his phone back on. It didn't take a genius to know the moment she picked up his call, she'd berate him. Yeah, he deserved it. He'd run and hadn't bothered to leave her a note.

      The whole flight back to Colorado he'd fought sleep, knowing if he succumbed, he'd have nightmares. He was pretty sure the other occupants of the plane didn't want to hear him crying when he relived the moment he’d woken up in his wrecked car, the engine hissing, Naomi moaning and nothing but silence, deathly silence coming from the occupant of the passenger seat.

      Brett’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel. Early on a Sunday morning, the roads were clear. He should be getting to the turn off where Naomi lived soon. He’d have to wait for official visiting hours and would have time to take a little nap then.

      He approached the turn off and his palms got sweaty. They always did when he visited Naomi. Taking a deep breath, he slowed and turned into the driveway. The trees on either side stretched across the road, branches touching, creating a cave-like feeling.

      The large red brick building loomed in the distance, coming closer with every rotation of the tires. Apprehension rode through him as he pulled to a stop and turned the engine off. Visiting Naomi was never easy. It was so hard not to compare the girl he knew then to the one he saw in front of him now. Her body aged. Her mind never did.

      Brett parked the car and reclined his seat, hoping his mind would settle enough to rest before he went inside. God, he was tired. All he wanted was to lose himself in the sweet oblivion of sleep. Only sleep was elusive. Every time he closed his eyes, all he saw was the look of hurt and confusion on Cassandra’s pretty face as he walked away from her at the hotel.

      In hindsight, he’d acted rashly. Given his past, her questioning him if he’d done something wrong was reasonable. Two months ago, he probably would’ve gone out and caused trouble to generate a headline. It was his usual M.O., create a diversion to take his mind off his past. So it surprised the heck out of him he didn’t want to do that anymore. How was it possible to change the way he acted all because of one person? Could he really place his actions at Cassandra’s feet? Or was he totally exhausted at always creating headlines?

      It was a question he couldn’t easily come up with an answer for. Although a drink did sound like a good idea, it was way too early and he was too far away from a liquor store.

      Sitting in the car and moping wasn’t going to help or make the time go any quicker. Brett flung the door open and got out, breathing in the crisp morning mountain air. A chill coursed through him. He rounded to the back of his car and extracted a jacket from his luggage. In minutes, he was sitting on a park bench overlooking the creek that ran along the perimeter of the building. The sun peeked through the trees. He lifted his face toward the beam of light, his arms lying across the top of the bench. His legs stretched out in front of him. Lethargy seeped into his bones, weighing him down like an anchor as the chill faded away under the warmth of the early morning sun. Time faded as his head drooped to his chest and he drifted into a light sleep.

      The sharp squawk of a bird jolted him awake. He groaned, moving his head from left to right in an attempt to ease the crick in his neck from falling asleep.

      The sun had moved higher, burning away the dawn chill. He stood and bent to touch his toes, stretching his back. A quick look toward the building showed he’d slept for a while. Several staff members were setting up some tables on the back grassed area for some sort of activity, while others placed white wicker chairs and couches in random patterns for visitors to sit and chat with the patients. He and Naomi always sat in the wicker chairs, a small glass table between them. Normally, he brought something for them to eat. Today his focus had been on putting as much distance between him and Cassandra as possible. Not that she would have any idea where he was so it didn’t matter.

      Shaking off the remnants of his nap, Brett made his way to the entrance. He walked into the warm building. The faint scent of antiseptic tickled his nose. He knew the facility tried hard to make it seem less like a hospital, but no amount of fresh flowers or furniture polish could mask the fact it was a medical facility. Keeping the patients healthy required them taking all the usual precautions to prevent the spread of illness.

      Brett smiled at the receptionist. Being such a regular visitor, he knew most of the staff. He made his way down to Naomi’s room and paused outside of her door. The nerves currently sailing through him annoyed him. They were unnecessary and he pushed them away.

      The rapping of his knuckles on the bright red wood echoed around him.

      A few seconds passed before the door slowly opened. “Hello? Who’s there?” His heart broke a little at the timid tone of Naomi’s voice.

      “Hey Naomi, it’s me, Brett.” He kept his tone deliberately quiet so as not to frighten her. After the accident, she’d regressed back to being nine years old. He hadn’t known Dean well back then, so she wasn’t familiar with him. He’d visited frequently over the last seven years. She’d gotten used to him, but this was how she always answered the door.

      “Brett? I don’t know anybody named Brett.”

      He sighed. It was going to be a long morning.

      

      Three hours later, Brett pulled into a different driveway—his own. He couldn’t wait to shower and have something to eat.

      His phone buzzed again, but he ignored it. When he wasn’t feeling so raw, he’d call Cassandra back. He couldn’t deal with her berating him for leaving before their scheduled flight. There was no denying he deserved her censure, but he needed to regroup.

      Naomi had seemed agitated again and he didn’t know what caused it. She hadn’t been that way for years. No matter what he said or how he tried to engage her, she’d kept wringing her hands together and asking for her parents and Dean.

      How could he tell her they were all gone? Their parents had died in a skiing accident in Europe about eight months before the car accident that took Dean. So much tragedy in her life and he’d caused a major part of it.

      Brett parked his car and headed toward his front door.

      “I was beginning to get worried.”

      The clatter of his keys falling to the pavement confirmed he hadn’t imagined the voice. A look at the front porch showed Cassandra sat in one of the two deck chairs placed there to take in the view of the park he lived across the road from.

      “Cassandra? What are you doing here?”

      She rose from the chair and walked toward him. “I came to make sure you were all right after you did your disappearing act last night.”

      He then noticed the suitcase sitting on the ground by her chair. “You came straight from the airport?”

      “Obviously. You checked out of the hotel without telling me or anyone else. You weren’t answering my calls or texts. What was I supposed to think?”

      “That I needed some space?”

      “If you weren’t a client, I’d write you off, but you are, so I can’t. On top of that, Dan is a friend of Frank’s, so I have my boss breathing down my neck to make sure I do a good job.”

      A light pink hue highlighted her cheekbones and her eyes sparkled in anger. As inappropriate as it was, his flesh tightened and he fought the urge to pull her close and sample her lips again.

      Insane, but oh so tempting. Do it.

      Not this time. He wasn’t going to listen to that voice again.

      “I’m sorry I worried you. As you can see, I’m fine so you can go home now.”

      “Why were you at Spring Mountain Nursing Home?”

      His blood chilled. How the heck did she know the name of the place?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He faked a yawn and stuck his key in the lock. “If you don’t mind, I’m really tired. All I want to do is have a shower and then grab some sleep.”

      Brett hoped she’d take the hint and walk away. But this was Cassandra and after spending time with her, he knew if he didn’t ask her in, she wouldn’t leave.

      “What are you hiding?”

      He sighed and opened the door. “Do you want to come in?”

      “Yes, thank you.” She turned to get her suitcase, but he beat her to it. Their fingers touched. They both froze as the usual electric current sizzled between them.

      The need to connect with her was too much to ignore. Groaning, he reached out and cupped her face. His thumb traced her bottom lip. Without giving it further thought, he leaned in and kissed her, completely forgetting they stood on his front porch in front of anyone who could be looking out their window or walking down the street.

      He didn’t know what it was about Cassandra that made him want to treat her like spun glass. Instinctively, he knew she would hate that. She was an independent woman who had a career, and from what he’d observed, one she enjoyed.

      Her sigh whispered through him. He adjusted his stance so he could slip his arms around her, tightening his hold. Their mouths moved slowly together, in perfect harmony. Warmth from the kiss chased away the chill that had enveloped him since he’d landed in Colorado—and it wasn’t from the cooler temperature. The coolness was from his overwhelming sense of loneliness.

      The sound of a distant police siren pierced his consciousness. Reluctantly, he ended the kiss and rested his forehead against hers.

      Cassandra pulled out of his hold. “You have got to stop kissing me.”

      No, he didn’t think that would happen anytime soon. The more he kissed her, the more he wanted to keep doing it. “Why? You respond to me, Cass. You enjoy kissing me as much as I like kissing you.”

      Her cheeks flushed an even deeper pink, telling him he’d scored a point with his remarks. “It doesn’t matter if I enjoy it or not. It’s not appropriate for me to be kissing a client.”

      “I won’t tell if you won’t.” Shit. Why’d I say that out loud? If he was trying to prove he was taking things seriously, this wasn’t the way to show Cassandra that.

      “I can’t believe you just said that.” Her voicing his exact thoughts didn’t make him feel any better.

      “I know.” He ran a hand through his hair, tired and frustrated. He wanted to start the last couple of days over again. They were still standing on his front porch. It wasn’t the place to be having this type of conversation. “Look, I’m sorry. Come inside and we can talk. Please.”

      Talking wasn’t what he wanted to do. He didn’t want to face the questions he knew were coming his way. All he knew was, he needed to make sure he protected Naomi. Whatever the cost.
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      “So, Spring Mountain Nursing Home, huh? Not a place I would’ve pegged you to visit on a Sunday.”

      Since they’d walked into Brett’s house fifteen minutes ago, he’d done just about everything possible to avoid sitting down and talking to her. If she was honest with herself, she’d much rather be curled up on her own couch, decompressing after a stressful few days, before attempting to prepare for even more stress filled days.

      “I’m not familiar with the nursing home.”

      Oh, he so did not just do that. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t lie to me, Brett.”

      “Why do you think I’m lying?”

      This was going to be tricky. What she’d done wasn’t unethical and she’d done it with previous clients. The difference between then and now had been, she’d told the clients what she planned on doing. She hadn’t mentioned it to Brett. “Well, you see, I installed an app on your phone at one of our planning meetings, and connected it to my phone so we can both see where the other one is.”

      Brett shot out from the chair he was sitting in and turned his eyes onto her. They resembled ice chips. “I don’t think I heard you correctly. You did what exactly?”

      Cassandra sighed. She deserved his anger. “You heard me.”

      “I can’t believe you did that. Isn’t that an invasion of privacy or something?”

      “I suppose it is, but it’s something I do with all my clients. I can see where they are and they can see where I am. It’s helped a couple times when clients have found themselves lost or caught in a compromising position. Or if I’m running late, they were able to see how far away I was. Plus our contract states that we can do whatever means necessary to ensure the safety and wellbeing of our clients.

      His hands clenched and unclenched at his side. “I don’t like it,” he ground out. “I want you to remove it from my phone, now. Once you’ve done that, you can see yourself the hell out. I don’t owe you any explanations. My private life is that—private.”

      He went to walk away, but she got up and moved quickly, reaching out to grab his arm.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. Your private life is plastered all over the press. It’s not me who’s done that—it’s you. You’re the one who’s done a bang-up job of getting your every move reported in the press. Plus, you left without a word last night. You weren’t answering my calls or my texts. What the hell was I supposed to think?”

      “That I’m a grown ass man who can look after myself?”

      “If you didn’t have your track record, I might believe that. But given your tendency to attract trouble, I’d prefer to keep tabs on you.”

      Cassandra was pretty sure that if she were a man she’d be lying flat on her back. The anger radiated out from Brett like the heat blast from an explosion. His hands curled into fists again.

      “What about the past few weeks? Haven’t I proven that you can trust me to do the right thing? I haven’t let you down at all.”

      “No, up until last night, you hadn’t. What I think last night told me was, you’re a man who’s running from something. And I’m pretty sure where you were this morning is a big part of what you’re running from.”

      His shoulders dropped as though the tension had been released out of him like air escaping a tire. In that moment, she knew she’d hit her mark. The question was, would he share with her what he was running from or would he keep running?

      Out on the porch when he’d kissed her, she’d sensed his desperation. His need to connect with someone. Slowly, she was beginning to understand Brett was more complex than the bad boy persona he showed the world. He was someone who’d seen or experienced pain, and that pain had defined the path he now walked down.

      "Talk to me, Brett."

      "I don't have anything more to say to you."

      His tone might suggest he was done talking to her. The desolate look in his eyes suggested differently.

      Knowing what she was about to do was going to cross that professional line she'd told him not half an ago they couldn't cross. Cassandra walked over to where he stood, resolute like a brick wall.

      She laid a hand on his cheek, the flesh jumping beneath her fingertips. "I think there’s a lot you need to talk about, but don't want to. It may help you if you do. A problem shared is a problem halved, so they say."

      For a moment, she thought she’d penetrated his steely resolve. But then he turned away.

      “There’s nothing I need to talk about. And if I did, I’d think twice about sharing it with you.”

      Cassandra inwardly flinched at his words, his lack of trust cutting deep. As though she’d been slapped, it hit her why he didn’t want to talk to her. Her job was to improve his image. Which mean using everything at her fingertips to show the public Brett had changed. Even the show he was participating in was all about showing a different side to him. A side the public could relate to. No wonder he didn’t want to share anything personal with her. Not that she didn’t know pretty much everything about him. His agent had provided her with a comprehensive file about the life and times of Brett Hunter. What else could be in his past that he didn’t want to share? Whatever it was, she had to convince him that if he shared it with her, she wouldn’t say a word or use it to her advantage.

      “I want you to know that you can trust me with whatever you tell me.”

      He scoffed. “Says the woman who loaded a tracking app on my phone. Forgive me if I don’t quite believe you. I also know the moment the shit hits the fan, you’ll pull out anything to make it better.”

      “Are you telling me things are going to get bad again? Do you have something planned that’s going to undo everything you’ve achieved over the last few weeks?”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Then what are you worried about?”

      “Nothing. I’m worried about nothing.”

      This back and forth volleying was annoying. Today was a day she wasn’t going to get any answers, but she would. And soon. “Fine. I get the message.”

      His shoulders relaxed. “Finally.”

      Exhaustion from a sleepless night and catching an early flight caught up with her. Not to mention the worry about if Brett was okay. She sank down on the couch. “I’d love some coffee if the offer of a drink still stands.”

      If her complete about face surprised him, Brett didn’t show it. “Yeah, I think I can come up with some coffee.”

      He left the room and Cassandra let out a breath. She may not have gotten to the bottom of what Brett had been doing at that nursing facility today, but she would. Whoever or whatever that place held was the key to Brett and the way he acted. She cared about him and, if he could let her in, she’d be able to help him. No matter how much he resisted her, she had to try.
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      The sun warmed Brett’s back as he squatted down and spoke to the small boy in front of him who was digging holes five inches apart in preparation for the planting of the flowers for the butterfly garden.

      “Hey Paul, you’re doing a great job there. Keep it up.” The sandy blond haired boy smiled up, his grin infectious.

      Brett laughed and ruffled the boy’s hair before moving on to the next kid, Stuart, who was tightening the screws on the wooden bench he’d put together earlier.

      Their garden was coming together nicely. However, it was only a small part of the overall plan for the school. The next project they were going to work on was to fix up the existing playground equipment and hopefully get some new apparatus for them to play on.

      “Stuart, my man, look at those muscles you’re building there.”

      The boy laughed at him. “Yeah, I’m going to get all the pretty girls.”

      “Hey, don’t just limit yourself to the pretty ones.” He sat down on the dirt and crooked his finger to the boy, encouraging him to come closer. “Sometimes the smart ones are just as good as the pretty ones.”

      “Ugh, all the smart ones want to do is read books. Books are boring. Besides, I’m going to play football. All the girls like football players.”

      Brett remembered thinking the exact same thing when he was in school. Girls with their noses stuck in books were boring. Those girls didn’t fawn over him like the ones who wanted to be seen with the athletes. Nothing had changed when he hit adulthood. It was as though being an athlete of any sort meant you were a magnet for all types of women. He couldn’t deny he’d enjoyed the notoriety being an Olympian gave him when it came to girls, and at only twenty-five, he should still be enjoying the spoils of who he was and what he did. Up until two months ago, he had been, and then he’d met Cassandra and her plan to repair his image. Strangely, he found it hadn’t been so difficult to change his bad boy ways.

      “You know what, Stuart my man, you’re right. The girls do want the football players. I know you’ve got a few years before you worry about it, but look beyond the pretty girls. Some of the best girls are the ones staring you straight in the face. Only you might be too dumb to see it until it’s too late.”

      At the wide-eyed look on Stuart’s face, Brett knew he’d gone way too deep for a ten-year-old to take in. He smiled at the boy. “Enough girl talk. Let’s get down to business so we can win this contest.”

      Brett held up his palm and Stuart high fived him. Giving himself a mental shake, Brett focused on the task at hand, and not on wondering if Cassandra had been one of the girls who’d gone for the athletes or if she’d been a bookworm type of girl.

      

      Collapsing on his couch after a hot shower, Brett grabbed his phone to check for messages.

      It had been a great day. They’d achieved a lot and he’d almost forgotten that he was being filmed. Having to re-take some scenes because there was a shadow covering his face or a bird squawked as he said something sucked. Even the kids thought it was weird. Wasn’t it supposed to be a reality show and not scripted or staged? He soon found out how wrong that misconception had been. He was also getting tired of the attempts by the producer to up the competitive streak between him, Mitch and Drake. Tired of them trying to create drama between Mitch and him when they’d actually started back on the road to being friends.

      The phone buzzing in his hand jolted him out of his introspection. He looked at the caller id flashing on the screen. He wavered between sending the call to voicemail or answering it. In the end, he swiped to accept.

      “Hey Cassandra, what can I do for you? I’m home, by the way. You can check your big brother app to confirm that if you want.” He kept his voice deliberately cool, still not ready to forgive her after the conversation they’d had on Sunday in this very room. After another discussion, he’d agreed to leave the app on his phone.

      Her sighed echoed down the line. “I don’t check it all the time. And…well…it doesn’t matter.”

      A beeping had him pulling the phone from his ear. She’d hung up on him? What the hell?

      No. He squashed that thought, didn’t believe it. Cassandra wouldn’t have hung up on him. She was too professional to do something like that. The call probably dropped. She’d call back any second now.

      The phone remained ominously quiet in his hands. This time it was him sighing out loud. He’d been an ass when he’d answered the phone. So what if she’d put an app on his phone. Was it really the end of the world? No, not the end of the world, but still something she should’ve told him about.

      Unlocking his phone again, he swiped the screen until he located the icon for the offending app. He tapped it open and waited. Finally the screen showed two round circles, one displaying his location and the other showing Cassandra’s. He tapped the circle. Her location wasn’t her office, and since it was after eight in the evening, that wasn’t a surprise.

      Brett tapped a finger against his lips as a thought formed in his mind. If Cassandra could turn up unannounced on his doorstep, it was only reasonable that he could do the same thing to her.

      Before he could talk himself out of the idea, Brett was up and in his room, changing his sweats and t-shirt for jeans and a sweater. He was out the door and in his car, heading toward making amends. Something he hadn’t done too often in his life.

      Twenty minutes later, he pulled into Cassandra’s driveway. He turned the motor off, taking a couple of deep breaths before getting out and striding up to her front door.

      “This is stupid,” he muttered has he pressed her doorbell. The chime echoed around the night. “She’s not going to answer her door this late in the evening.”

      The door opened. “Brett? What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

      Dressed in black yoga pants and a bright pink tank that hugged her curves, she looked sexier than anything else he’d seen her in so far. With blood heading south, so did his smooth-talking technique.

      “Why are you answering the door this late without asking who’s there?” he demanded.

      “If you’re going to be rude, I’ll just slam the door in your face.”

      Brett closed his eyes and counted to five. This wasn’t how he’d planned to greet her. Hell, he’d known this was a stupid idea.

      “Sorry. But you know, it’s late.”

      “Exactly, it’s late. But if it will put your mind at ease.” She paused and pointed to the corner of the porch. Following her finger, he found a video camera. “If I don’t know who’s ringing my doorbell, I don’t answer the door. So why are you here so late, Brett? Better question is, how did you find me?”

      The fact she had a security system made him feel a little happier. Which was silly. He had no reason to be worried about Cassandra.

      Keep telling yourself that. If you don’t care or worry about Cassandra, why are you standing on her doorstep?

      Brett ignored the voice inside his head and held up his phone to show her the open app. At her nod of recognition, he continued. “Can I come in?”

      Cassandra’s eyes narrowed, as though she was trying to work out if she really wanted to let him in or make good on her word of shutting the door in his face. She stood back, allowing him access to her house. He walked in and continued into the living room she indicated with a wave of her hand.

      He stood in the middle of the room, looking around. A TV was mounted on the wall and on the coffee table sat a laptop with papers surrounding it.

      “You’re working?” he asked.

      Cassandra walked in, closed the lid of her laptop, and then bent to collect the papers, placing them in a neat pile on her computer. Brett bit back a groan as the fabric of her pants stretched across her ass.

      She straightened and looked at him, arms across her chest, the action not helping his growing erection.

      “Why are you here, Brett?”

      He moved until he stopped just in front of her. Her eyes widened in what he guessed was surprise, her chest rising up and down a bit quicker than it had been moments before.

      Well, now isn’t this interesting?

      She may have denied that they should kiss again, but her body was definitely giving him the signals she was interested.

      He reached out and touched her cheek, her skin soft and smooth. Was she like this all over? Would she let him find out?

      Sliding his hands through her hair to cup the back of her skull, he lowered his head and kissed her. It appeared to be a night of not thinking things through. At the moment, he didn’t care. All he cared about was the woman in his arms.

      With a moan, Cassandra softened in his arms and opened her mouth beneath his. He tightened his grip and suppressed his own moan when her hands slipped beneath his shirt and up his back.

      Previously he would’ve already taken her to bed and, in all likelihood, moved onto his next conquest within a couple of days. He didn’t want to treat Cassandra that way.

      Breaking the kiss, Brett peppered small ones along her jaw until he reached her earlobe. “This isn’t what I came over here for,” he whispered. “But I can’t say I’m disappointed we’re kissing again.”

      “We really shouldn’t be doing this.” She tilted her head, giving him better access, the action in total opposition to her words.

      “Yes, we should,” he said as he found the sensitive spot between her neck and shoulder.

      He moved his hand up the side of her body until he reached the side of her breast. Needing to taste her again, he transferred his attention from her neck back to her lips while his thumb brushed across her nipple through the thin fabric of her top. The urge to take it further overwhelmed him. To learn all the places that gave her the most pleasure. To make her his and his alone.

      Sanity returned and he pulled away from her the second he finished the thought. After the accident, he’d vowed he would never get into a long-term relationship. How could he have happy-ever-after when two people he cared about would never have their own?

      “You’re right. We shouldn’t do this,” he said as he released his hold on her. After a deep breath, he almost believed he had himself under control and wouldn’t reach out to drag her back into his arms. “I didn’t come here to do that.”

      “Uh huh. You already said that.”

      Hell, he’d just said the wrong thing, again. What was it about Cassandra that made him constantly put his foot in his mouth?

      He started to speak again, but she held up her hand. “Look, I’m not sure why you’re here, Brett, because you haven’t told me. And I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that us kissing is a bad idea.”

      It was true she had told him, but she hadn’t given a reason apart from the client relationship they had. “Yes, you do keep saying that. The interesting thing is, even though your mind is telling you that kissing me is wrong, your body is telling me to keep going. Every time we share a kiss, you’re with me every step of the way. You want this as much as I do, Cass, so don’t even try to deny it.”

      As the blush crept up over her face, Brett knew he’d hit a bullseye. The ball was well and truly in her court.

      The question was, would she lob it back or let it pass her by?
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      It took everything in her not to look away. The blush currently burning her cheeks verified his words—she did like it when he pulled her close. No matter how wrong it was.

      “Fine, yes, I enjoy kissing you. Who wouldn’t? That doesn’t mean we should take it any further.”

      “Why not?”

      “There are so many reasons. You’re my client, Brett. I’m trying to improve your image. Can you imagine the headlines? Bad boy Brett Hunter’s at it again, this time with his Image Consultant. It may not bother you, since you almost seem to enjoy the bad publicity, but I don’t. Nor do I want anything to happen to Frank’s business. Plus, you’re younger than me. And, quite honestly, I’ve done the whole relationship with an elite athlete. I’ve got the divorce to go with it. So, yes, while I enjoy kissing you, it would be a bad career move for the both of us to take it any further.”

      “What if, after everything you’ve said, I still want to pursue a relationship with you?”

      Cassandra choked back a laugh. “You don’t do relationships, Brett. You do the easy lays.”

      A moment’s remorse pierced her heart when his face blanked of all expression. Yes, she’d gone too far, but it wasn’t anything but the truth. She had a file full of headlines attesting to how quickly he changed his tastes in women. There was no doubt that he’d controlled the urge to hit the clubs since he’d signed the contract with her company. After he’d finished filming the show would be the big question as to whether he fell back into his old habits.

      A jab of pain hit her at the thought of Brett holding another woman the way he’d held her tonight. She couldn’t be jealous, could she?

      Oh, shit. This is not good. Not good at all.

      “I came here tonight to apologize for the way I answered the phone, not to be insulted. Maybe it would be best if I worked with someone else until we finish the show.”

      There was finality to his words. In that moment, Cassandra knew she couldn’t let that happen.

      “No. Besides it being too complicated to get someone else to take over, Frank wouldn’t allow it. He’s never allowed consultants to switch clients. Also, your contract with us doesn’t end when shooting finishes. There will be publicity events leading up to the premiere of the first episode and, of course, after the show has aired.”

      “Well then, what are we going to do, Cassandra? Because I’m all ears.”

      That was the sixty-four-thousand dollar question and no answer was ideal. It wasn’t a part of the contracts to not become involved with a client. However, there was an unwritten rule. A rule she wasn’t sure had been broken by anyone at Star Images. Did she want to be the first to push the boundaries?

      Whoa! Why was she even giving the possibility of something happening between her and Brett the light of day?

      Because for the first time since her divorce, her body was energized at the thought of what the day would bring. It wasn’t like she’d been celibate since her divorce, but none of the guys she’d kissed, or even slept with, had set her insides alight like one touch of Brett’s lips against hers caused.

      It would never work.

      It could never work.

      Cassandra chanced a look at Brett and saw him watching her, an intense expression in his eyes.

      What was he thinking?

      “It’s damn confusing, isn’t it?” he murmured as he closed the gap between them and slid an arm around her.

      “What’s confusing?”

      “All the thoughts going through your mind. The reasons you said it could never work being crushed by thoughts of maybe it could.” He leaned down and rubbed his cheek against hers. Gooseflesh sprung up over her arms. “Everything you said is valid. Yes, I’m younger than you. Yes, I own my reputation as a bad boy. Yes, I’m an elite athlete. But isn’t life too short to not leap when something as strong as this attraction between us comes into it? Life can be cut off in an instant. I never want to wonder, what if anymore. Especially if that what if is with you, Cass.”

      Before she could even form an answer, he kissed her again. A soft, sweet kiss. A kiss over too soon. A kiss that spoke volumes between them.

      Confusion reigned supreme over sensible thoughts. He fried her brain whenever he touched her. Surely that must mean something. Did she really want to take the risk, though? So much could go wrong for both her and him. His career was already on thin ice. Hers had the potential to sink if she took the proverbial plunge.

      Cassandra opened her mouth and closed it again; unable to form the words she knew he wanted her to say.

      “I think you should go,” she said on a whisper.

      Being as close to him as she was, his sigh shuddered through her as it shuddered through him.

      “Perhaps you’re right.”

      The expectation that he would kiss her again flowed over her, like water from a tap. Instead he brushed his cheek against hers and walked out, his soft goodbye echoing around the room as if he’d shouted it.

      Only after hearing her front door close did she pull herself out of her stupor. The man was lethal and hard to resist.

      What on earth was she going to do?

      

      Sitting behind the director and cameramen, Cassandra’s view of a shirtless Brett was slightly obscured. The urge to move her chair to give herself a better angle of him was hard to ignore.

      Maybe she could go get something to drink from the craft services table and then stand to the side so she could watch him work. He was pretty amazing with the kids. They laughed with him and looked up at him as if the sun rose and shone off Brett’s back. The public would definitely be seeing a different side to him. The Brett that, for some reason, he kept hidden. As shooting had progressed, she’d realized the person he was in front of the camera wasn’t a lie. It also wasn’t the bad boy image the public had grown to dislike over the last year and half.

      Even his dealings with Mitch and Drake had been drama free, no matter how hard the director tried to manipulate the situation. All three men joked good-naturedly with one other. It came across to everyone on set that the dynamic between them all would be ratings gold. They didn’t need to manufacture drama. And because the recipients of the prize at the end of the day were school children—this show shouldn’t be like most other reality shows on television, with the cast fighting and hurling horrid names at one another. Cassandra was sure the public was going to love the show and tune in every week.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket, giving her the excuse she’d been looking for to give herself a better vantage point to watch Brett as he shoveled out sand in preparation of planting some shrubs.

      Glancing at her screen, she saw Frank’s name flashing up at her. She connected the call and walked away from the crew.

      “Hey Frank, what’s up?”

      “Cassandra, I need you to look into something.”

      Frank’s tone had an edge to it. Cassandra’s focus immediately went from a bare-chested Brett to the man speaking in her ear. “Okay,” she said slowly. “What do you want me to do?”

      “We got an anonymous call this morning saying that Brett Hunter visits someone at a nursing home every Sunday. What do you know about that? And why aren’t you using it as a way to change his image?”

      Shit.

      Why hadn’t she pressed Brett for more information on his visit there? Once she’d known about it, she should’ve conducted her own investigation. The fact his visits hadn’t turned up on any of their own investigations was weird. How had he been able to keep something like this out of the press?

      There was no time think about that now. She had to deal with Frank. Put him off so she could question Brett and find out exactly what was going on.

      “How reliable is the source? It could be someone just trying to find their fifteen seconds of fame.”

      “She claims to work there and sees him without fail every weekend. Unless he’s away competing.”

      Cassandra drummed her fingers against her thigh. While she knew what Frank was telling her was true, she still wanted to find out why this woman had contacted Frank now.

      “Okay. How about you give me her name, and I’ll contact her to set up a visit, just to verify. I mean if it’s true, and Brett visits the facility on a regular basis, why is she only now coming out with the news. Why come to us and not a gossip website? They’d might pay big bucks for this type of story.”

      Frank snorted. “You know as well as I do those websites only want the scandalous stories. Him visiting a sick aunt isn’t that newsworthy.”

      “So you know it’s an aunt his visiting?”

      “No, if I did, I wouldn’t be calling you, would I?”

      Voices sounded in the background and Cassandra surmised Frank’s assistant had walked into his office.

      “Cassandra, I need to go. Just get on it and find out what you can. If we can use it, use it. I know you’re saying this show is going to be a big hit, but we can always use more help wherever we can get it.”

      He disconnected the call before she had a chance to respond. She looked over to where Brett and one of the young boys on his team were talking earnestly. She smiled. He really was excellent with the boys. All of the kids on his team worshipped him. She got the impression Brett enjoyed spending time with them, too.

      As though he sensed her watching, he turned in her direction, smiled and winked. A momentary action, over before anyone noticed, but it warmed her heart. It had been the first connection between them since the night he’d come to her place over a week ago.

      She was going to grasp this small lifeline the smile indicated and run with it. Tonight she’d ask him to come over to her place for dinner. In a private setting, with no chance of anyone overhearing what they talked about, hopefully he would be more inclined to open up and share with her all the details about his visits. Cassandra hoped it was something as innocent as him visiting a sick aunt. Anything else could be a veritable public relations nightmare.
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      Brett raised his hand and knocked on Cassandra’s door, her dinner invitation earlier a welcome surprise. After he’d turned up on her doorstep unannounced, and their subsequent conversation, he had no idea what was happening between them. All he knew was, even though he’d seen her every day at the school where they’d been filming, she’d kept her distance, and he’d kept his. Although there were the odd times when they would see each other and he could’ve sworn, and as clichéd as it sounded to his own mind, an electrical charge arced between them. Several times he’d wanted to take a step in her direction and had to pull back. The next move would have to be hers.

      The door opened and Cassandra stood in the doorway. The baby blue dress she wore kissed her curves, the V-neck not outrageously low, but deep enough to hint at the shape of her breasts. He tracked down from the glimpse of her cleavage to where the fabric skimmed over her hips and finished just below her knees. Brett laughed out loud at her flip-flops, each with a large blue flower on it that matched her dress. He never would’ve picked her as someone who would wear flip-flops.

      “I like your shoes,” he said as he leaned in and pressed a kiss on her cheek. He was hit with the scent of wildflowers. The need to sweep her up in his arms was something he couldn’t ignore.

      Brett grabbed by her shoulders and gently moved her away from the doorway and into her hallway. He kicked the door shut then swiveled her around so her back rested against the wood paneling. The next instant, he closed the distance and pressed his lips against hers. Worry at his impulsive action dissipated as her arms closed around his neck. The brush of her breasts against his chest had his dick twitching in his pants.

      He didn’t know why they were fighting this. It seemed the more they didn’t talk or interact, the more the moment they got close to each other, they practically exploded in each other’s arms.

      “Bedroom?” he muttered against her lips as his hand wandered to the curve of her ass, squeezing gently.

      “We really need to talk.”

      “We do too much talking, Cass.” He kissed the pulse point on her neck, her back arching in response. “You may want to avoid this attraction between us, but I can’t do it anymore.”

      Taking matters into his own hands, he scooped her up into his arms and strode down the hallway. If he had to look into every room until he found her bedroom, he would.

      “Up the stairs, first door on the right, so you might want to put me down.”

      Triumph surged through him and he laughed out loud as he backtracked to head up the staircase he’d walked past. “There’s no way I’m letting you go. I’m not giving you any chance to change your mind. I’ve got this.”

      A few moments later he had them in the bedroom. He loosened his hold on Cassandra’s legs and her body slid down his, igniting the passion that had been simmering softly within him into an all-out blaze.

      He looked deeply into her eyes. The desire burning in them reminded him of melted dark chocolate. Apprehension also lurked there. He knew what they were about to do was going to cross the professional line between client and employee. She’d mentioned a divorce in her past. It was probably something he should’ve asked about, but considering he hadn’t shared his deepest secret with her, Cassandra didn’t have to mention her previous marriage.

      “I won’t hurt you, Cass. Please believe me. I know what you’re giving me and I only hope I can give you even half as much.”

      Not allowing her a chance to answer, he kissed her again, toeing off his shoes at the same time. Her mouth opened beneath his, her tongue teasing his into play while she fumbled with his belt buckle.

      Impatience at wanting to get naked with her had him ending the kiss and dealing with his belt himself. In seconds he had it, his jeans and socks off.

      “In a hurry, are we?” she teased him.

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, seeing as all I have to do to get you naked is unzip a dress I thought I’d help you out. Now all you have to do is take my shirt off.”

      She chuckled and flicked her hair over her shoulder. Controlling the shiver that zoomed through him was impossible as her fingers tiptoed up his chest. “Is that right? Well don’t say I’m a person who doesn’t take hints.”

      “Never thou—”

      Kerplunk.

      Kerplunk.

      Kerplunk.

      The sound of his buttons hitting the floor swallowed the rest of his words.

      “What if this was my favorite shirt?” he asked as her hands smoothed the fabric off his shoulders.

      “I’ll buy you another one.”

      He closed his eyes and uttered a low moan when her mouth locked onto his nipple, sucking the small nub into her mouth.

      If someone had told him that Cassandra would be this aggressive with him in the bedroom, he would’ve laughed in their faces. Nothing about their previous encounters gave him the slightest hint she would rip his shirt open. He had to admit he liked it.

      He normally took the lead. The women he went to bed with were more focused on the fact they were sleeping with a well-known athlete. They weren’t worried about his needs or wants. It had never bothered him.

      This encounter with Cassandra was so much more powerful. He wanted it to be the start of something between them, more to her than a quick lay. Deep down, he hoped that something was a relationship. He wanted to know everything about Cassandra. Her likes and dislikes. What made her moan? What made her scream out his name? What made her laugh?

      His body was begging to bury itself in her softness. To feel her inner muscles clamp around his hard flesh. Her hands were so close to where he wanted to be touched. He flexed his hips, nudging his erection against her belly.

      She laughed. “You really are impatient, aren’t you?”

      God, she was so sexy when she let her inhibitions go and teased him with her sassy mouth.

      Brett adjusted his hold on her so they were eye to eye.

      “Baby, you have no idea.”

      His right hand found the zipper at her back and lowered the metal tab, while his left followed the path, caressing the soft ridges of her spine. When he could go no further, he pushed the fabric off her shoulders and it pooled at their feet in a swish of silk.

      Their mouths collided, feverish to lose themselves in each other. The time for preliminaries and slow seduction was over. Within seconds, they were both naked and on the bed, Cassandra lying under him. His erection rested between her legs. While the urge to plunge into her was strong, Brett had never been the type of lover who didn’t take care of his woman.

      He trailed kisses down her body, stopping to nuzzle each breast, swirl his tongue around her belly button, before finding what his was looking for—the treasure between her thighs.

      He inhaled deeply, her spicy arousal teasing his senses. He couldn’t wait to taste her. Not delaying any longer, he swiped his tongue up her slick folds.

      And smiled. Now he knew an action that made her moan. What would make her scream? He swirled his tongue around before sucking on her clit. He repeated the action after her thighs squeezed against his head. He didn’t mind. He could stay and savor her for hours. Her thighs tightened more and began to quiver as he feasted on her. He sucked again on the small bundle of nerves, her body shook, and a low cry burst out of her as her orgasm swept through her. He maintained his grip on her hips as he pleasured her through her climax.

      When she stopped shaking, he kissed his way up her body, nuzzling into her neck as he, once again, rested his hard cock where he’d just been.

      “Please tell me you have protection,” Brett whispered the words in her ear. He knew he had a condom in his wallet, but he didn’t want to move.

      “Uh huh.” She went to move from beneath him, but he hooked his arm under her and rolled over so she was on top of him.

      For endless seconds they looked at each other. Her lips were swollen from the kisses they’d shared. A faint blush colored her cheeks. He’d never seen her look so sexy. Needing to connect with her again, he tightened his hold on her and brought her face close to his again.

      “Are you sure about this?” The question popped out of him. He hadn’t been planning to say it, but now that it was out there, he had no regrets.

      Cassandra’s response was immediate. “Yes.”

      “Good. Now I think you were about to grab something?”

      As she reached across to one of the nightstands beside the bed, he rained kisses over her chest, before circling her nipple with his tongue. He sucked the nub into his mouth. He heard the crinkle of the condom she held in her hand as her nails dug into his shoulders. A long, low moan escaped from her.

      Brett was positive all his blood had pooled in his groin, he was harder than he’d ever been in his life. He released her breast with a pop.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can hang on here, Cass.”

      “Let me see what I can do about that.” As she leaned forward, her breast brushed up against his mouth again, teasing him. A shudder ripped through him as she put her lips against his ear. “I wouldn’t want you to false start.”

      Oh fuck, she was going to be the death of him. He gritted his teeth when she rolled the condom down his hard length. Before giving him a chance to do anything she rose and slid down his hard length.

      A breath hissed out of him and his eyes slithered shut. He concentrated on not blowing his load in ten seconds. Her warmth surrounded him, her muscles clenching and unclenching.

      “You feel so good, Cass.”

      “Mmmmm.”

      If he could’ve smiled at her response he would’ve, but she started to move again, rocking before she started to ride him in earnest. Her breasts swayed with the movement. Every time she rose, he lifted his hips, chasing after her, not wanting her to escape his clutches.

      Her pace increased and he could feel her inner muscles tightening around him, signally another orgasm was imminent. It would be so easy to give in and join her as she let herself go once again. But he didn’t want to. He wanted to watch her come unhinged. He reached down to the place where they were joined and found her clit. He rubbed it with his thumb, her cries becoming louder as her movements above him became more erratic until he applied a little more pressure and she screamed out his name.

      While her body still pulsed around him he rolled them so that he was on top. He started thrusting into her, prolonging her orgasm until, with a final push, his release surged through him and he joined her in the ultimate release a couple could share.

      Brett collapsed on top of her, his heart racing, his breath coming in short gasps. He’d never experienced anything like what he just had with Cassandra. He didn’t understand it. All he knew was, he couldn’t wait to do it again.
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      A pleasant buzz enveloped Cassandra. She couldn’t regret the last hour she’d spent in Brett’s arms. Even with Michael, she’d never experienced such an intense release. Before tonight, she’d thought she’d had a pretty good sex life with her ex, but now she knew she’d been so wrong.

      “What’s that buzzing sound?” Brett asked.

      “Huh?” Wasn’t the buzz the afterglow from what they’d just shared?

      Slowly the sound penetrated her post-orgasmic glow. She sat up quickly. “Oh shit, dinner.”

      Untangling herself from Brett’s arms she reached for the first piece of clothing she could grab, which happened to be the shirt she’d ripped off Brett. She slipped her arms into the sleeves, pushed them up and clutched it closed with one hand as she skipped down the stairs to the kitchen.

      She prayed the lasagna she’d made wouldn’t be ruined. It depended on how long the timer had been going off.

      A small amount of relief flowed through her when she rushed into the kitchen and didn’t find it full of smoke.

      Within a minute, she had the dish out and cooling on the top of her freestanding oven. Apart from the edges looking a little overcooked, the cheese in the middle was bubbling nicely.

      “I take it we won’t need to order pizza?”

      “No, dinner is saved.”

      The next second, a pair of strong arms closed around her. “Good, then let’s go back to bed for round two.”

      Cassandra closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The temptation to give into Brett’s idea was strong. However, there was still the matter of Frank’s phone call. The reason she’d invited him over for dinner in the first place.

      But one little taste of his lips again wouldn’t hurt, would it?

      Can you stop at one taste though?

      Damn that little voice in her head. She knew if she kissed him, dinner and talking would be forgotten. God, she really wanted to go another round in Brett’s arms. See if what they’d experienced had been a one-off thing or would sex with him always be that intense and out of this world.

      She turned in his arms and placed her hands on his chest. His bare chest.

      “As tempting as it is, we really need to talk.”

      “It’s never good when a woman says we have to talk.”

      She went up on her tiptoes and brushed her lips against his. “I’ll go put something else on and then serve dinner. Once we’ve finished eating and talking, then we can adjourn to the bedroom. If you still want to, that is.”

      Brett laughed. “I can guarantee nothing you say will deter me from spending the rest of the night in your bedroom. And,” he looked her up and down, her skin burning beneath his gaze. “You don’t need to change on my account. I have to say my shirt looks good on you. Even if it’s a little worse for wear.”

      Cassandra looked down at his wrecked shirt and then back at him. “I guess I owe you a new shirt.”

      “Nah, it wasn’t one of my favorites.” He reached out, hooked his fingers under the material and pushed it off her shoulder a little. His brushed her bare skin. “Although it could be my favorite now.”

      It took willpower she didn’t know she possessed to stop herself from falling into a heap at his feet. Not even when Michael had been at his romantic best had he been able to weaken her with seven words. Everything she’d assumed about Brett was wrong. It made her more determined than ever to find out who the real Brett was. There was no doubt in her mind that his visits to Spring Mountain were the key to solving the mystery surrounding him. She just had to work out how to unlock them.

      “You tempt me to forget the very reason I invited you over to dinner, Brett Hunter. And that’s not good.”

      He moved the shirt again, exposing more of her skin. This time his lips caressed her. “You’ve got to admit this is much better than what you originally had planned.”

      It would be so easy. So, so, so easy to rip the shirt off and then do the same to the jeans he’d pulled on before coming downstairs. But she couldn’t. If she didn’t find out what the visits were all about, then Frank would make sure someone else did. At least she could control the fallout from the revelation. Well, she hoped she could.

      “As I said, you’re very tempting but,” she injected a resolve she wasn’t feeling into her tone. “This can’t wait any longer.”

      “Okay, you win. But you’re all mine later.” He finished off his declaration with a quick kiss.

      All of her wished to the universe that after their talk, he would still feel that way.

      Forty five minutes later Cassandra pushed her plate away. The lasagna had tasted as good at it looked, even with the burned edges. Turned out, Brett liked the extra crispy bits. They kept the conversation over dinner to random topics. But the original purpose for the evening could no longer be avoided.

      “How about we take our wine into the living room?” she suggested.

      “I was wondering when you were going to bring up why I’m here. Why didn’t we talk about it while we ate?”

      Because I wanted to be able to imprint as much of the evening as I could into my mind. Because deep in my gut, I know what I’m about to say is going to hurt you and I don’t want to hurt you at all.

      No, not the thing she could say. Her little inner monologue had highlighted the truth she’d been trying hard to deny—she was falling more and more under the spell called Brett Hunter. It was dangerous for not only herself but also her career. The man sitting opposite her had weaved his way into her bloodstream.

      “It seemed easier to eat and then talk.”

      As he studied her, Cassandra hoped her face wasn’t giving away her thoughts. “Fair enough.”

      With a nod, she stood and picked up her wine glass. “Let’s go sit.”

      Brett stood but looked at the table and the remnants of their meal. “What about the dishes?”

      “They’re fine.”

      It would give her something to do when Brett walked out. Why was she so sure after they had this conversation that everything between her and Brett would go to hell in a hand basket? There could be a totally innocent reason as to why Brett made weekly visits to a nursing facility. Something she’d told herself many times before.

      God, she was tired of going around in circles about it. She should’ve pressed him when she first found out about it.

      She sat on her couch, smiling when Brett sat next to her and pulled her in close. Being close to him was going to make concentrating on the task at hand that much more difficult. The thought of putting distance between them didn’t appeal, either. Instead, she let his warmth seep into her.

      “So, Ms. Fielder, you’ve got my complete attention.”

      Focusing on a point above her television set, she took a sip of her wine and started. “I got a call today from Frank. He said he’d received an anonymous tip from an employee of Spring Mountain Nursing Home that you visit the facility every Sunday. This person also said the only times you don’t visit is when you’re away competing.”

      The longer she spoke, the tenser Brett got beside her. Perhaps sitting next to him was a good idea. Being this close she could feel everything his body did. While the words that came out of his mouth may not be the truth, his natural reactions couldn’t be hidden.

      “So? He doesn’t need to know everything that I do.”

      “Who’s there, Brett? Who are you protecting?”

      He pulled away from her and she grabbed the edge of the couch to stop from falling on her side. She straightened and turned so she could look at him.

      “I repeat. Frank and his company don’t need to know everything that I do.”

      Cassandra had expected it would be difficult to get Brett to talk to her about his visits. But she’d hoped, perhaps naively, that after what they’d shared earlier in the evening, he’d be more willing to open up to her.

      “Brett.” She reached out and touched his knee. “If you don’t tell me, I can guarantee you Frank will find out some other way. If you tell me, I can control how the information is used. I’ve known about you visiting the facility. I asked you about it and you didn’t say anything to me. I respected that and didn’t push you. But now it’s out there. Tell me, please.”

      Brett stood and started pacing around her living room. His agitation reached out to her like an electric charge. He stopped by the window and jammed his hands into his jeans pocket. From where she sat, she could see the tenseness in his shoulders, and the way they hunched in slightly as though he was attempting to protect himself.

      Whoever was in that facility was extremely important to him. She felt it in her bones and she couldn’t help the sharp, irrational pain of jealousy stabbing her. Irrational because her immediate thoughts had gone to him protecting a woman by his silence. Maybe she was his first love. Hell, she’d been married, so she had no right to these green-eyed monster feelings over a possible first love of Brett’s.

      “If I tell you, how can I be sure you won’t use it against me?”

      “Because I didn’t tell Frank today when he phoned that I already knew about your visits.”

      She let him absorb the words, praying and hoping that he would accept what she’d said as the truth. Whatever Brett told her tonight, she would find a way to let Frank know what he needed to know without telling him the whole truth. It was a risk to her career, but then again, sleeping with Brett had already put her job in jeopardy, if anyone found out about it.

      Cassandra walked over to where he stood and kissed his bare shoulder, wishing with all her heart he could tell how much she cared for him.

      “Come on, Brett, come and sit down again. Talk to me.”

      He nodded and reached for her fingers. She led him over to the couch and they sat. This time, though, he didn’t pull her close, but she took solace in the fact he didn’t let go of her hand.

      “Apart from telling Dan, I haven’t told anyone this part of my life. Her name is Naomi and she’s the sister of my best friend. Or should I say was the sister of my best friend. Dean died in a car accident. An accident that was my fault.”

      Whatever she’d been expecting him to say, this wasn’t it. In all the background information she had, and what she’d learned from her own research, there had been no mention of a car accident. How was that even possible in this day and age of technology and the internet, when the whole world knew if you’d sneezed the wrong way?

      “Why is she in a home? Where are her parents? When was the accident? What happened?”

      Man, could she sound even more like a reporter? The last thing he needed was her throwing so many questions at him. She needed to stop and let Brett tell his story. In his own words. In his own time.

      “Sorry, Brett. Ignore my questions.”

      His thumb brushed over her palm. “No, it’s fine. Your questions are valid. If our roles were reversed, I’d do the same, I’m sure.”

      Cassandra doubted that. As a general rule, men didn’t seem to be as inquisitive as women when someone was trying to tell them a story.

      “Take your time. Whenever you’re ready.”

      Silence stretched between them, and for a while she wondered if he would actually tell her the story or he’d told her all he planned to.

      “We were young and figured we were untouchable. What you always think when you’re eighteen and the world is laid out in front of you. But one action. One single action can change your world in a way you’d never thought possible. That’s what happened to me that night in September seven years ago. A simple mistake and the lives of three people were changed.”

      Cassandra’s heart cracked at the emotion in Brett’s voice. She almost didn’t want him to continue. Unfortunately, she didn’t have that choice. She’d asked for his story, so she had to listen. No matter how hard it could end up being. Reaching out, she squeezed his hand quickly, in silent support, encouraging him to continue.

      “It was a Friday night. Dean, Naomi and I had been to a high school football game. Dean and I were talking about how the football guys would never last doing a 400-meter swim because they were always resting in between plays. Naomi was telling us we were dreaming and that footballers were stronger than swimmers. It was harmless fun. I looked away from the road for half a second. I can’t even remember why.”

      Brett paused and she held her breath, waiting to hear what happened next. He dug his fingers into his legs. It had to hurt, but he seemed oblivious to his action. Cassandra knew covering her hand with his, this time, wouldn’t help at all.

      A breath shuddered out of him and he continued. “Then I heard Naomi scream my name. When I looked back there was a big deer on the road. I hit the brakes and turned the wheel. I was too late, though. I hit the deer and we went off on the shoulder. The car slammed into an embankment and rolled a couple of times. I lost consciousness for a few minutes. I remember waking to this hiss of the engine, Naomi moaning in the back seat. I looked over to Dean.” His voice cracked and tears silently tracked down his cheeks. “His eyes were open, but they were dull. His eyes never looked dull before. I knew then that I’d killed my best friend.”

      His shoulders shook and Cassandra wrapped him up in her arms. Saying nothing, just holding him in an attempt to ease the pain, but knowing it wouldn’t help. Brett was wrapped up in his own personal hell. All she could do was sit beside him and give him her silent support.

      He took a deep breath and she released her hold on him. “The next time I woke up, I was in the hospital with a severe concussion and some cuts and bruises. Naomi was in a coma. Because of my mistake, I’d killed my friend and basically ruined the life of his sister.”

      “Oh, Brett, I’m so sorry.” She swallowed the rest of the words she wanted to say. How what happened was an accident and that even if he had been watching the road, the chances of him stopping before hitting the deer would’ve been slim. Instinctively, she knew those words weren’t what he would want to hear. Instead she asked. “What happened to Naomi?”

      “Naomi is stuck in her own personal hell. When she finally woke up, she had no recollection of anything after her ninth birthday. In one fell swoop, I’d erased seven years of her life. Permanent brain damage, the doctors said, with no hope of her ever being able to look after herself properly.”

      “What about her parents? How often do they see her?”

      “They don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “They’re dead, too.”

      Holy hell, she hadn’t been expecting that. Poor Naomi. No wonder Brett made an effort to go see her as often as he did. Although it couldn’t be easy for him.

      “How long had you been friends with Dean for?” Then she asked the questions that were rattling around in her brain. “How is it possible that the story of your accident isn’t in any news archives? Aren’t all fatal accidents investigated?”

      How had this been kept so quiet and why?
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      Even though he’d sworn he’d never let himself think a long-term relationship with a woman was in his future, now he was thinking how wrong and short-sighted he’d been. Nor did he imagine telling that person about Naomi, and the reason she resided in a home. The fact, in his mind, he was referring to Cassandra as long-term shocked the hell out of him. But he couldn’t deny the truth of the words.

      In the months since Rio, the last thing he’d ever thought he’d do was fall in love. But that’s exactly what had happened. Cassandra was the polar opposite of the women he usually slept with. She had a career. She wasn’t the type to fawn over him. From the little she’d told him, she’d been married, something he needed to find out more about.

      It would be so easy to start questioning her about her past relationship. Anything to get the spotlight off him. But he knew he couldn’t, not if he wanted to go forward and consider having a future with the woman sitting beside him, if she even wanted to consider a relationship with him. He needed to be nothing but honest with her, which meant continuing to talk about the darkest event in his life. No matter how much it hurt.

      “Dean and I first met when we started swimming lessons when we were seven. At the time of the accident, I’d known him most of my life. We shared everything.” He closed his eyes and tried to bring up Dean’s face in his mind. So many years had passed and it was getting harder and harder to remember what he looked like. “As for an investigation, yes, there was one. I was cleared of any wrong doing. The dead deer on the road was a pretty good indicator of what had happened. And the reason it was kept out of the press was because of the size of the town I lived in. We didn’t even have a newspaper because everyone knew everyone and there was never a need for one. You could go down to the diner and hear all the news you wanted. The closest town to us had a newspaper, but they didn’t report on the accident because there had been a major incident at one of their big manufacturing facilities that day. All their focus was on that story.”

      “I guess it’s lucky there was no coverage about it. It would’ve been brought up over and over otherwise.”

      “I should be happy there was no press. But it still doesn’t make me feel any less guilty. It’s like it’s the town’s dirty little secret. My lapse in concentration changed the fate of one family. Do you know how hard it is to live with that? To wake up every day knowing that I can do whatever I want. Follow my dreams, when Dean and Naomi can’t.”

      And that’s what cut the most—Dean had wanted to be an Olympian more than Brett had. Naomi had wanted to be an animator. Work at one of the film companies, specializing in animated movies. Brett knew she would’ve made it, too. Her drawing skills at sixteen had been amazing.

      “I don’t think your old hometown thinks it’s a dirty little secret. I think they’re probably proud of your achievements.”

      “Which achievements are you talking about?” he scoffed. “Having the worst Olympics ever? Not swimming to my potential? Creating scandal after scandal? Yeah, I have so many things to boast about.”

      “Survivor’s guilt is one of the hardest things to deal with. It makes you do things you would never normally do. Have you considered that’s why you act the way you do? Why you do things that will paint you in a bad light?”

      She came at him with the truths he’d buried deep and never truly acknowledged, except on occasions, and then he was so ashamed of what he was doing, he ignored it, and went back to the bad behavior.

      Now, answering her questions, acknowledging that she was spot on with her observations…he wasn’t ready for that.

      As if she knew she’d hit a nerve, Cassandra rubbed her hand up and down his arm, the action soothing his frazzled thoughts.

      God, how he hated talking about that night. Every word cut deep, like a knife sliced right through his soul.

      He couldn’t do anything except shrug in answer to her questions.

      “Have you spoken to someone about it? Did you have counseling after the accident?” she persisted.

      Brett went to move off the couch, agitation biting at him to start moving. Cassandra halted his escape attempt by placing her other hand on his jean-clad leg.

      He sighed, the flight instinct leeching out of him. “Yeah, I had some. My parents made me to go. But talking about it isn’t going to bring Dean back or return Naomi’s life to her.”

      “No, you’re right. It won’t change what happened, but it could help you move forward. The person I see sitting in front of me is not the person you’ve shown to the public. Even on the show, you don’t wear the arrogant-I-don’t-give-a-fuck-what-you-think-of-me-Brett-Hunter mask you wore in Rio and after Rio. Aren’t you tired of being two people?”

      Damn, she was good.

      How could she see what even his parents hadn’t seen? It was time to face the truth.

      “Yes,” he whispered the admission. “Yes, but in my mind, I don’t deserve the good things in life.”

      In a rustle of fabric and movement, Cassandra moved so she straddled him. He grabbed her hips as her hands cupped his face. “Oh, Brett, yes, you do. You do deserve the good things life has to offer. You’re not a bad person. If you were, you wouldn’t go see Naomi every Sunday like you do. You wouldn’t do whatever is possible to keep the press from knowing about her and intruding on her life. Can’t you see that?”

      “She’s my best friend’s little sister. I would do anything for her. I never meant to hurt her. Who knows what might have happened between us. I had a crush on her before the accident. I think she only saw me as another annoying brother. That’s why, when they buried Dean, I made a promise to myself, and to him, that I would look after her. That I wouldn’t let anything hurt her ever again. I would protect her with my life.”

      “And you are. You’re doing everything you promised. But I don’t think Dean would’ve wanted you to sabotage your own life. You need to stop punishing yourself, Brett.” She kissed his forehead, an innocent gesture. “And there’s no shame in asking for help.”

      Brett pulled her close and buried his face in the warm softness of her neck. As much as he wanted to rail against what she was telling him, he knew it was the truth. Hadn’t he already been getting tired of making headlines before he started working with Cassandra? Perhaps being dumped by Powerz was meant to be. In all the time he’d been their client, they hadn’t done very much to try to get him to improve his image. Then again, he probably wouldn’t have been open to it at the time.

      “Maybe.”

      “You can trust me with this, Brett. I won’t tell Frank the reason behind your visits.”

      “How are you going to do that?”

      “I’ll work something out. Trust me. I won’t hurt you or Naomi. You have my word.”

      While he wanted to believe it would be possible for the truth not to come out, he wasn’t holding out hope that Frank wouldn’t pry the information out of her. No matter how confident she sounded that she could keep his biggest secret away from Frank, out of the press and off the internet.

      “Let’s not talk anymore,” he said. All he wanted to do was lose himself in Cassandra, and find the bliss he’d found there a couple of hours ago.

      Tomorrow he could look at taking the necessary steps to deal with his past.

      Cassandra was right. It was time to start healing.
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      Normally, walking into Frank’s office was easy for Cassandra. The only time it had been an issue was when Frank had told her she would be working with Brett. Who could’ve known how that meeting would change her life?

      God, could she sound any more sappy? After the night she’d just spent in Brett’s arms, the way he worshipped her body and made her come more times than she ever had in her life, she couldn’t imagine being with anyone else.

      How ironic that she’d fallen for another athlete and a younger one to boot. The age difference between them wasn’t huge in the grand scheme of things. After everything Brett had been through, he acted older than his age when he was with her. In the public, prior to the last couple of months, he’d acted younger than his twenty-five years. She hoped the public would come to know and love the Brett she did.

      Love.

      She let the word float around her mind. Yes, it was what she felt for Brett. After finding out where he spent every Sunday morning and why, her respect for him had grown even more. Something she never would’ve expected to happen.

      “Are you planning to stand in the doorway all day, Cassandra?” Frank’s booming voice burst her daydream like a kid popping a bubble.

      Giving herself a mental shake, she stepped inside, making sure she closed the door behind her, and sat in one of the chairs opposite Frank. “Morning, Frank. How are you?”

      Her attempt at being bright and breezy drew a frown from her boss. “What’s happened? Did Brett Hunter do something completely stupid last night so we have to engage damage control?”

      Anger rose up inside of her at his assumption. Sure, Brett hadn’t been the best client, but ever since she’d taken him over, there hadn’t been a sniff of bad behavior from him. “Don’t you think that’s a bit of an insult to me and to Brett? After all, since he became our client, he’s kept to himself. He’s been amazing on the show he’s working on. There hasn’t been a hint of drama between him, Mitch and Drake.”

      Frank sat back in his chair and studied her. She could quite honestly say that she would defend any client of hers in the same way as she defended Brett. It had nothing at all to do with her growing feelings for him. Cassandra prided herself on her professionalism, even though she and Brett had slept together. She needed to keep that off Frank’s radar.

      “I suppose you’re right. But after that call from the nursing home, anything is possible.”

      “Yeah, about that call…” It was as good a lead in as any, she supposed.

      “Is it true?” Frank leaned forward and rested his elbows on his mahogany desk. “Does he go to the nursing home? And how can we use that to further strengthen the public’s perception of his character?”

      His questions were the ones she’d been expecting. Heck, they’d gone through her mind the moment she’d first found out he visited the place. It would be the perfect opportunity to show a caring side to Brett, a more human side. But the TV show was showing that as well. Once it aired, Cassandra had no doubt Brett would receive nothing but positive publicity from it.

      She still had no idea how she was going to get out of telling Frank the truth about his visits. She’d promised Brett she wasn’t going to use what he’d told her. She had no plans to renege. Now, to convince Frank he didn’t need to know the truth either.

      She took a deep breath and said a silent prayer—for the first time in her career she was about to fabricate the truth to her boss—all to protect the man she loved.

      “There’s nothing out of the ordinary about his visits to the nursing home. With the way the show is panning out, we won’t need to do anything else. The public’s gonna fall in love with the Brett they see on TV. I think we keep the status quo with what we’re doing.” Cassandra paused and looked down at her tablet. She pulled up her calendar then looked back at Frank. “I’ve got another couple of charity appearances lined up for him as well. Also, there will be the show’s premiere party which will highlight the strengthening relationship he has with Mitch and Julia.”

      To her mind, everything she told Frank sounded perfectly reasonable and positive. She only hoped he felt the same way.

      “Let me think on it. We want to use every avenue possible to us. I mean you’ve done a remarkable job so far in changing certain perceptions about Brett. Dan has informed me his sponsors appear to be a bit more relaxed about him than they were a couple of months ago.” Frank tapped his chin and Cassandra waited, dread roiling in her stomach. “You never know with the editing of the show as to how they plan to portray Brett. You and I both know the producers wanted him to provide conflict to the show. If they don’t have it, then why will people want to tune in and watch it each week?”

      There was no denying the point. She and Brett had discussed it. When she’d been on set, there were numerous times the producers had tried to manufacture drama between all three athletes. The problem was, being athletes, they’re all naturally competitive. Each one wanted to win. When the opportunity arose, they trash talked one other, mainly between Mitch and Drake, but it was all done in good spirits. There was no way they were going to deliberately sabotage the other. They were all teammates at the end of the day, no matter the history between Mitch and Brett.

      “Of course, they’ll want to see if there are any fights, but I’m confident they’ll keep watching because of the kids. We don’t need to draw the attention away from the show to the visits Brett makes to a quiet nursing home. They don’t matter in the grand scheme of things.”

      “In a perfect world, that’s what will happen.” Frank sat back in his chair. “Cassandra, you know people thrive on drama nowadays. One comment taken out of context, or one tweet misunderstood, and social media explodes. The real truth can get buried at the bottom, never to see the light of day.”

      “Which would make it more sensible not to say anything about his visits.” Cassandra leaned forward. “Please, Frank, let’s just stick to my plan. Everything is working out well. You said so yourself. The show’s going to premiere in a month. Shooting is winding down. I think Brett’s turned a corner and doesn’t plan on creating any more scandals.”

      God, she hoped she wasn’t giving Frank any indication she’d developed feelings for Brett. Looking back, she may not have advocated as much for her previous clients as she was at the moment. But Naomi didn’t deserve the scrutiny she’d be put under if Brett’s secret came out. From what he’d told her, Naomi would get agitated to the point of hysteria if reporters showed up at Spring Mountain.

      For the sake of that poor girl, Cassandra would do everything in her power to keep the accident and Naomi’s condition out of the press.

      “As I said, I’ll think about it. Now what about Andrea and Ursula? What have you got planned for the new dynamic singing duo?”

      Thank goodness he was letting it go. Consulting her tablet again, she gave him a rundown of her preliminary plans for their newest clients. Mentally, she crossed her fingers, hoping this meeting would be the last they’d need to have regarding Brett and the nursing home.

      

      Cassandra jolted awake as cold air kissed her naked body.

      “Wha—? What’s wrong?” In her sleepy haze, she worked out that Brett had thrown the covers off her when he’d gotten out of bed.

      “Sorry, babe,” he said as he pulled them back over her. “My phone is ringing. I’m going to grab it.”

      “Okay.” Cassandra snuggled down and inhaled, breathing in Brett’s scent on the pillow next to hers. She loved that her bed smelled like him. They’d spent nearly every night together over the last couple of weeks. The sex had been amazing—out of this world, never before experienced anything like it—amazing.

      She turned her head, looked at the clock, and then sat up quickly. Brett’s phone ringing at 3:30 a.m. was not good. Her thoughts turned to Naomi. God, Cassandra hoped the other girl was okay. If anything happened to her, Brett would be devastated.

      Hopping out of bed, she grabbed her robe and shrugged into it as she padded down the stairs to find him.

      He was standing in the middle of her living room, his back to her. Even without hearing the conversation, she knew it wasn’t good news. His back muscles bunched tightly in the soft light of the small table lamp he’d turned on when he walked into the room. She wanted to go to him. Lay her hand on his back in a show of support, only she held back. Her senses screamed she shouldn’t do it, so she didn’t.

      “I don’t care. I’m not commenting.” Brett’s words were harsh and he tossed the phone on her couch.

      Still she didn’t move.

      There was something wrong. Something major had happened and she wished she knew what it was so she could help alleviate his pain.

      “You okay?”

      Brett whirled around, venom shooting from his eyes.

      What the hell?

      She’d never seen him looking so angry. The worst thing was, that anger was aimed directly at her.

      “Why did you do it, Cassandra?”

      “Do what?”

      Brett laughed harshly and strode toward her. Her self-protection instinct had her wanting to take a step back, but she held her ground.

      “Oh, please, don’t act all innocent. It’s not going to work. I can’t believe you did this. Haven’t I done everything you asked me to do? Dan told me today that because of what I’ve done recently, I’m getting new sponsorship offers. I don’t get it. I don’t get why you had to do it.”

      She had no idea what he was talking about—oh no.

      No!

      Frank wouldn’t have gone behind her back, would he? He was ruthless when it was called for, but she hadn’t told him anything about who Brett saw at Spring Mountain.

      “I didn’t do it,” she whispered.

      His hand slashed through the air, as though tossing her words away.

      “Don’t lie to me, Cassandra. I don’t appreciate it.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I need to get out of here.”

      Cassandra jumped out of the way as he strode past her. She waited a heartbeat before following him up to the bedroom.

      “What’s happened, Brett? Tell me so I can fix it.”

      “Spare me the innocent act.” He thrust his leg into his jeans. “Why would you want to fix something you deliberately instigated? The whole press knows about my visits to Naomi. Spring Mountain is surrounded by reporters, at fucking three thirty in the morning, all wanting to get close to the woman Brett Hunter visits every week. They couldn’t even wait until the sun was up. I trusted you when I told you about her. And this is how you repay me, by using it as a PR opportunity.”

      It was as bad as she thought. No, actually, it was worse. How could Frank do this to her? More to the point, how had he found out about Naomi?

      She’d said nothing, nothing to Frank.

      The betrayal that he must have asked someone else to chase down the Spring Mountain lead cut deep. She never would’ve thought Frank could stoop so low as to use a girl who had health concerns for a PR opportunity. He’d never been so cutthroat before.

      She couldn’t let Brett leave like this. Although stopping him from leaving was going to be a feat in itself.

      “Brett, wait, please.” Surprisingly he halted. “I didn’t say anything to Frank. You have to believe me. I know how much Naomi means to you. No way would I expose her or you like this. I told Frank that there was no need to highlight your trips to Spring Mountain. The public didn’t need to know.”

      Brett closed the distance between her and her heart skipped a beat, hoping he believed her.

      “I want to believe you, but I don’t think I can. You came to me and told me Frank had the information. You’re the person that has been working solely with me. I need more than your word.” He leaned in, as though to kiss her, but he pulled back at the last second. She swallowed hard to stop the tears building in her eyes from falling. “Goodbye, Cass.”

      Without a backward glance, he walked out of the room. The moment the click of the front door closing echoed through the silent house, her knees gave way and she collapsed to the floor, the tears falling hopelessly down her cheeks.

      Her heart had gone with Brett. She didn’t know if she would ever get it back.
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      With a heavy heart, Brett pulled into the driveway of Spring Mountain’s caretaker’s cottage. He focused his thoughts on getting to Naomi and making sure she was okay. He couldn’t let his thoughts turn to Cassandra and her betrayal. When it wasn’t the early hours of the morning, he would call Dan and tell him to terminate the contract with Frank and his firm. He would finish filming the TV show because he didn’t want to let the kids down. Anything else Cassandra had arranged for him, he would pull out of.

      But first he had to deal with the fallout from the exposure of his visits.

      He was grateful Sue, the director of Spring Mountain, had allowed him to park his car at the caretaker’s place so the press wouldn’t know he’d arrived. The man would escort him into a side entrance. He couldn’t believe Sue wasn’t angrier with him, but she knew he wouldn’t have deliberately exposed Naomi like this.

      He got out of the car and was immediately greeted by the caretaker. Brett held out his hand.

      “Thanks so much for meeting me, Bob. Sorry to drag you out of bed.”

      “Not your fault, son.” Bob took Brett’s hand and gripped it tightly. “Let’s go before one of those wolves comes sniffing around here.”

      Wolves. That was an apt name for them. He hoped Naomi was okay and no one from the media had snuck past the security and somehow made their way to her room.

      The moment they reached the side entrance, Sue opened the door.

      “Sue, I’m so sorry you got dragged out of bed to deal with this crap from the press.”

      “Well, it’s not unusual to be called out to attend to something here, but this is the first time the press are the cause of an early wake up call.”

      “I’m not happy they’re here. Why the hell would they turn up in the middle of the night?”

      “I think they were hoping to catch you when you came tomorrow morning for your usual visit.”

      “Is Naomi okay?”

      “As far as I know, she’s still sleeping. They don’t know what room she’s in and security has been doing a great job at keeping them from entering the facility.”

      Brett was in the middle of saying how grateful he was for everything Sue and her staff, particularly the security crew, were doing to keep the situation under some sort of control when a nurse hurried up.

      “Sue, someone found out what room Naomi is in and knocked on her outside sliding door. Security got them away, but they woke her up and she’s scared.”

      “Bastards,” Brett ground out as he rushed past them and headed for Naomi’s room. He had to settle her down. His anger at Cassandra grew. How could she do this?

      He reached the room, and even through the door he could hear her crying. He knocked gently. “Naomi, it’s me, Brett. Open up, sweetie.”

      “No! Go away.”

      Brett rested his forehead against the wood. He knew the door wasn’t locked and he could easily open it and let himself in. But it was something he’d never done and he had no plans to start doing it now.

      He tried knocking again.

      “I won’t hurt you, Naomi, you know that. Please let me in? Dean sent me to check up on you.” Never before had he used Dean’s name as a way to get into her room but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      Slowly the door opened and relief poured through him like water over ice. He slipped through the small gap. “Good girl,” he said as he pulled her into a hug.

      “I’m scared, Brett. Someone was knocking on my door. It’s still dark outside.”

      “I know sweetie, but you’re safe now. You’re not going to be bothered anymore.”

      “Are you sure? I want to go home, Brett. I don’t like it here. Where’s Mommy and Daddy? Where’s Dean?”

      Shit.

      It had been years since Naomi had asked to go home. Her asking for Dean or her parents was pretty normal. He also knew that in a few hours she would forget what he told her.

      “He’ll be here soon. This is your home now, remember?”

      “Yeah.” She yawned. “I’m tired.”

      “It’s pretty early. Why don’t you go back to bed? I’ll stay here until you fall asleep. You’re safe now, sweetie. Nothing’s going to happen.”

      He led her over to her bed. She climbed in and snuggled up with her stuffed dog.

      “Night, Brett.”

      He laid a hand on her head. “G’night. Sweet dreams.”

      Within seconds, she was out. God, he wished he could join her in the Land of Nod. He was exhausted, but he knew it was going to be a long time before he’d be able to sleep.

      Confident Naomi wasn’t going to be disturbed again, he slipped out of her room and closed the door softly. He looked up and saw Sue waiting for him. Dread landed on his shoulders like a heavy winter coat.

      “What’s wrong now?”

      “Nothing, but I wanted to know if you planned on talking to the press.”

      Talking to a bunch of sleazy reporters had been the farthest thing from his mind. His one and only priority had been to make sure Naomi was okay. Now that he had that under control, he would think about the problem they posed. Familiar with the way they worked, he knew they wouldn’t go away until they got some answers.

      There was no way he wanted to bring up his past and relive the accident and Dean’s death all over again, but maybe he had to.

      “I will. I’m not sure what I’m going say. It will have to be soon, though, I know.”

      “I’m sorry, Brett, I can’t have the press hanging around all day. It’s too unsettling.”

      Brett understood. She had a facility full of people with various ailments that didn’t need the disruption of having the press hanging around.

      “Okay, I’ll talk to them now.”

      “Thanks. I’m going to post some extra security around Naomi’s room just to make sure no one can get to her.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it. I’ll pay for the additional security.” He held up his hand when she opened her mouth to object. “No argument. I’m the reason you’ve got this problem. I’ll go get rid of the press.”

      He had no idea what he was going to say, but he would do whatever it took to get them to leave.
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      Even though it was well before the start of the workday, Cassandra approached Frank’s office knowing he’d already be there. Anger ate away at her like acid eating through metal.

      After Brett left, she hadn’t even attempted to go back to sleep. She needed a plan of action. Now that the press had found out about Naomi, she was well aware that the situation needed to be handled by Brett, which meant him coming clean about the accident. Also explaining how he’d got this far in his life without the accident becoming common knowledge to the public.

      She’d picked up her phone countless times to call him and ask him how he was. To let him know she would help him through the minefield they now found themselves in. Only she hadn’t, knowing he would probably either hang up or not answer her call. There was no way she was going to give up on helping him through this, but the hard part would be convincing him to let her.

      First, though, she needed to find out who leaked the information. Without knocking, she walked right in.

      “How could you do it, Frank? Don’t you know that an innocent girl, a girl who can’t comprehend the day like we can, has now had her peaceful existence shattered? In all the years we’ve worked together I’ve never seen you stoop this low. Why now? Why Brett?”

      Her breath rushed out of her as she finished her tirade. Over the years working for Star Image, she never would’ve imagined Frank had done what he’d done.

      “If you’re through, I’d like an explanation. Anyone else I’d fire on the spot. But I’ve never seen you this upset, so I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.”

      Cassandra rocked back on her heels. How could Frank not know what was going on? Now she understood Brett’s disbelief when she protested her innocence at his accusations.

      “Are you telling me you don’t know about Brett’s visits to Spring Mountain being exposed to the press?”

      Frank leaned forward. “Yes that’s exactly what I’m telling you. I considered everything you told me or didn’t tell me, so I contacted Dan. After I blasted him for not telling me about the situation, he explained to me the reasons behind them. I may want to use everything possible to help clients, but this was one situation I was happy not to.” He cleared his throat and looked at her. “I understand now why you didn’t tell me. Although I didn’t at the time, and the way you’re reacting has me wondering if there might be something else you need to tell me.”

      While Cassandra wanted to blame Frank, because if he wasn’t him who the hell had leaked the information to the press, she couldn’t ignore the sincerity in his tone. Also, he’d never lied to her. He owned what he did, just like her, which meant she would have to come clean about getting involved with Brett.

      Although there was nothing between her and Brett now, and her heart broke a little more at the thought. Would he give her an opportunity to defend herself and Star Image? Would he give her a second chance? Would he give them another chance?

      She loved Brett. More than she ever thought she could. Her feelings for him were stronger than anything she’d ever felt for Michael. How had it happened? How had she fallen for the bad boy?

      Aware Frank was still waiting patiently for a response, she straightened her spine. “Yes, there is something else, and I know that what I’m about to say might mean I’ll lose my job, but it’s a risk worth taking. I’m in love with Brett Hunter. He also told me about Naomi. I wanted to protect her and protect the man I’d fallen for, so I chose not to tell you the truth.”

      “I see.”

      Oh shit, there was so many ways to take those words.

      “After what’s happened in the last few hours, I don’t think that’s an issue now. He believes we leaked the news, so basically, he’s done with me.” God, she hated the way her voice cracked with sadness.

      Frank nodded slowly. “Well, it wasn’t me, so we need to find out how the news got out and—” he paused as his phone buzzed. She was grateful that he could sense her distress so he hadn’t pushed or berated her for falling for Brett. It would be coming though. No doubt about it.

      Frank’s muttered curse had her looking up at him. “What’s happened now?” she asked.

      “Brett told the reporters last night he would be holding a press conference this morning.”

      “By himself? What’s he thinking?”

      “I would say his main idea is to protect the girl.”

      He turned to his laptop. With a few clicks of the mouse, he pulled up three gossip websites. Cassandra didn’t need to see the screen to know they’d all be leading with Brett and Naomi.

      “How bad is it, Frank? After the way Brett walked out on me last night, I don’t think he’ll trust us to help him deal with the press conference.”

      “There’s not a lot of information about the accident because no one has dug deep enough to uncover it. The fact the news broke in the early hours of the morning is working in our favor.” He turned back to her. “I don’t care what you do or how you do it. You need to get Brett in here sooner rather than later. He won’t be able to get through this without our help.”

      God, the way she was feeling at the moment, Frank had asked for the impossible. But she knew he was right.

      “Okay, I’ll call him. But we also need to find out who leaked this information if it wasn’t us.”

      “My guess is the same source who called us then called one of these sites when it looked like we weren’t going to run with it. Looks like our source is desperate for some fame.”

      “Why would someone do that to Brett and Naomi?”

      “A disgruntled lover, maybe?”

      Cassandra immediately dismissed that thought. “I don’t think Brett has told anyone else about the accident. It defined his life more than even he realizes.” Another thought hit her. “You don’t suppose it’s a staff member at the facility do you, Frank?”

      “It could be. I don’t think we’ll be able to get an answer today. I know you want to get this sorted out quickly, but I think it’s going to take time. The person who called me didn’t give her name, she passed on the information and then hung up.”

      As much as she wanted to worry about it and find out who the culprit was, she was also aware that her focus needed to be on getting Brett to the office so they could prepare him for the press conference. No way could she let him face the hungry wolves by himself.

      “Whoever this person is, she needs to pay for what she’s done.”

      “I agree. I’ll see if I can find out anything more. Don’t worry, we’ll make her accountable.”

      Cassandra always knew she worked for a good guy. Frank’s actions just now confirmed it for her. This was why she loved working for Star Image. She knew without a doubt that Frank would get to the bottom of it. Now, all she had to do was find Brett.

      

      Nerves at seeing Brett again stampeded through her like a herd of elephants. She’d almost fallen off her chair when he answered his phone. Her expectation had been to leave a dozen messages, and have none of them returned. Even though she knew she could use the app to determine his location, she vowed not to. As it turned out, she didn’t have to. While Brett had been cool to her on the phone, giving monosyllabic answers, he seemed happy to cooperate with her on preparing him for the press conference.

      He was due to arrive in a few minutes and she and her nerves were waiting for him in the conference room. The same room where they’d first met each other. That day she’d put off seeing him. Today, she couldn’t wait to see him. Her gut told her she didn’t think he’d be feeling the same way.

      The door opened and she swung around. Her heart skipped a beat when Brett walked into the room. Even exhausted, he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

      God, how she wanted to rush over to him and pull him into a hug. Let him know he wasn’t in this alone. She went to take a step forward, but stopped when she noticed someone else walking into the room—Dan, his agent.

      Digging deep into her professional well, she pasted a smile on her face. “Good morning, Brett, Dan. Thanks for coming in.”

      Brett nodded and sat at the table.

      “Morning, Cassandra,” Dan said. “Let’s get down to business. There’s not much time until the press conference.”

      Okay, so Dan was going to do all the talking. She glanced quickly at Brett. Tension radiated from his shoulders to the frown marring his forehead. His eyes were closed and the lack of sleep from the night before was evident in the dark circles under his eyes.

      No matter how much she wanted to take care of him, for the time being, she couldn’t. Right now she had to be the PR consultant she was. But she was determined to speak to him alone—before he met with the press.

      “Right, the main objective of this press conference is to shut the door on your visits to Spring Mountain while protecting Naomi at all costs.”

      “We wouldn’t be having this issue if this agency hadn’t decided to blab to the press,” Brett retorted.

      A sigh rushed out of her. How could she convince him that it wasn’t her or Frank or anyone else in the office? “It wasn’t us, Brett. I didn’t breathe a word of what you told me to Frank. I wouldn’t betray you like that.”

      “Spinning words is your career, Cassandra.”

      “Brett,” Dan said. “I’ve known Frank for over twenty years. He’s one of the good guys in this business. You’re not the first client of mine he’s handled brand management for and you won’t be the last. I told Frank about Naomi and your accident, not Cassandra. I also trust Cassandra.”

      “How can you trust her? You don’t even know her.”

      Dan shrugged. “Easily. If she was the type of person to gossip, she would’ve had plenty of opportunity to tell the press everything when she was divorcing Michael Green.”

      Cassandra couldn’t hold back her gasp of surprise. “You knew I was married to Michael?”

      Dan nodded. “Yes. I know what he did and how he acts. There’s a reason he’s gone through numerous agents. Your professionalism in not talking to the press is one of the reasons I asked Frank for you to work with Brett once I found out you were on his staff. Although,” he glanced between the two of them. “It seems a professional line has been crossed by the two of you. But I don’t think I have to worry too much.”

      So, not only did Dan know about Michael and his reputation, he’d also figured out that she and Brett had gotten involved, but wasn’t worried about it? Had she stepped into an alternate reality?

      There was no time to figure that out now. Cassandra steered the conversation back to the reason for the meeting. “The press conference is the main thing we need to concentrate on. I suggest you make a simple statement and don’t answer questions. They will only try to turn things around to make it more scandalous than it is. Plus, I’m going to make sure I get someone to video it. Once it’s over, we’ll upload it to all social media sites so that the truth is out there. If you’re happy with that, of course.”

      She opened the folder in front of her and pulled out a piece of paper. “I took the time to prepare this statement. I can change anything you want changed.” She pushed the sheet across the table to Brett.

      “Can you leave us?” Brett looked over at Dan. Cassandra wasn’t sure what to make of his request. Dan didn’t say anything, just got up and walked out of the room.

      “What’s going on, Brett?”

      “Is it true? Were you married to Michael Green? The NBA star?” He couched the question softly.

      The last thing she wanted to talk about was her failed marriage, and certainly not with a press conference looming. Although she knew if she hoped to have any sort of relationship with Brett, if he could forgive her, she had to be upfront with him.

      Brett had bared his soul to her with his deepest, darkest secret. What sort of person would she be if she didn’t share her ugly past marriage with him?

      “Yes, I was married to him. It was the hardest, most humiliating two years of my life.” Now that she’d started talking, she couldn’t stop. “I met Michael in college. I was flattered the star of the basketball team was interested in me. My friends told me not to trust him, that he was a player. But I was sure that I would be the girl to change him.”

      Humiliation at her naiveté burned through her. She’d been every single cliché in her relationship with Michael. “Anyway, we dated and then, when he was drafted into the NBA, I left college and blindly followed him into a marriage that was doomed before he said the words I do. I don’t think he’d been faithful to me the entire duration of our relationship. When we split, I was determined not to fall for another athlete. No matter how tempting. I even failed at that. I fell in love with you.”

      She pushed away from the table and stood. “So there you have it, my sordid past with the great Michael Green. I’ll leave you to read through the statement because we have exactly five minutes before the press conference.”

      Cassandra strode toward the door when a hand closed over hers, preventing her from leaving. Brett’s woodsy scent enveloped her. How she wanted to lean back into that hard chest. Feel his arms encircle her. This younger, hot athlete who owned her heart completely, made her feel safer than she’d ever felt before.

      “The press can wait. Michael Green was an idiot.” His lips brushed her ear. “I’ve been an idiot, too.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. She turned around so her back was against the door and she could look into his eyes, his irises bright blue and clear. It was like he’d opened his soul up to her.

      “What do you mean?”

      His hand cupped her cheek. “I should’ve trusted you. I should’ve listened to you when you told me you hadn’t released the information to the press. Why would you do that when your job is to keep me away from anything resembling a scandal? I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you. Please forgive me.”

      How could she deny him? She loved him and with that love came forgiveness. His knee jerk reaction to hearing Naomi’s security had been threatened shouldn’t have surprised her. Underneath the image he wanted the public to see was a man who cared deeply. She only hoped, one day, she would be a recipient of his caring nature.

      “You really have nothing to apologize for. If the situation was reversed, I would’ve reacted the same, especially if someone I cared about was threatened.”

      Knowing he needed more, she placed her hand over the one still touching her. She was about to take a leap into the unknown. “Yes, I forgive you, because I love you, Brett Hunter.”

      Brett’s arms wound around her. Closing the distance between them he captured her mouth. Her knees buckled under the onslaught of his lips. She was grateful for the door at her back. Her mouth opened beneath his, allowing his tongue to duel with hers. It may have only been a few hours since the last time she had been held in his arms, but it felt like a lifetime.

      She had no idea how long they stood in the room kissing each other but sanity eventually returned. “As much as I want to stay here with you, we need to get to the press room.”

      “I need to say something to you before we go.” His tone was serious as he took a step away.

      Surely he wasn’t saying thanks but no thanks after the kiss they’d just shared?

      “What?”

      “When I walked into this room a couple of months ago, I was angry with Dan. Actually, I was angry with the whole world. The last thing I wanted to do was listen to someone tell me how I should be living my life. I didn’t care if the public hated me. It was what I deserved after the accident. But then I saw you and everything changed.” He stroked a finger down her cheek. “You didn’t take any shit from me and you made me look at myself in a way I hadn’t in years. I began to hope and believe in a future when I never had before. It’s all because of you. You believed in me when I didn’t deserve it. I love you, Cassandra Fielder, more than I ever thought possible.”

      Tears blurred her vision and tracked slowly down her cheeks. “This is going to get complicated,” she said with a smile.

      An answering smile broke out across Brett’s face. “Babe, nothing is complicated when we face it together.”

      The despondency that had held her in its thrall for the last few hours evaporated and joy filled her soul. “Well, then, let’s get going. There’s a roomful of reporters waiting for you.”

      “Where you lead, I will follow. We’re in this together, Cass.”

      Together sounded wonderful.
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      Three Months Later

      

      If someone had told Brett that seven months after the Olympics, he would be sitting in a restaurant, celebrating the finale of a TV show being aired, with Mitch, Julia, Drake, Tamara, Dane, and Brooke, he would’ve laughed in their face. But it was because of the woman sitting next to him. The most amazing woman he was lucky enough to know. He needed to send Dan a bottle of his favorite whiskey for demanding Frank let Cassandra handle Brett’s rebranding.

      God, he loved her so much.

      Ever since the day in her conference room, they’d been inseparable. He’d faced the press and read the statement Cassandra had prepared. Surprisingly, the public hadn’t condemned him for an accident that had taken place so many years ago. In fact, they thought he was wonderful because of his commitment to protect Naomi.

      He planned to take Cassandra when he made his next weekly visit to Spring Mountain. It was time Naomi met the love of his life.

      He’d been shocked when they found out it was a staff member who’d leaked the information about his visits to the press. It seemed she’d gotten herself into debt and sold the information to the highest bidder. Sue had been mortified at the whole situation, devastated that a staff member could put a patient’s well-being at risk for money.

      Brett understood when people were desperate, they did desperate things. He forgave the woman. There was no point in remaining angry with her when his life was nothing but positive.

      Now they were celebrating the finale of the television show they’d participated in. Even though the school Brett had worked with hadn’t won the public vote, he was more than okay with the results. He’d gone back a few more times to help out with other projects and he’d made his own donation to the school. His life was so much fuller than it had been when he’d returned from Rio as a disgraced athlete.

      He stood and tapped his beer bottle. “I’d like to propose a toast.”

      When he had everyone’s attention, Brett held up his bottle. “When I walked into the offices of Star Image, I had no idea how much my life was going to change. Not only was I able to work on an amazing TV project with you guys…” he pointed to Mitch and Drake. “But I was able to mend fences I’d selfishly broken. I’m honored to call you my friends. Cementing the relationship between you all and getting to know Julia and Tamara better has been a highlight of the last few months. Dane and Brooke, I know you didn’t make the trip just to watch finale of the show, but to get the last of Brooke’s belongings. And even though we’re only starting to get know each other, I’m glad you’re here celebrating with us.” He swallowed against the lump forming in his throat as he turned and faced the woman who’d changed his life the most. “And finally, Cassandra, my love. My reason for living. I can’t imagine my life without you in it. I merely existed before I met you. I love you.”

      Tears glistened in her eyes. He wasn’t ashamed when he felt an answering wetness in his own. Clearing his throat, he glanced around the group. “To love and friendship.”

      “To love and friendship.” Everyone repeated, clinking glasses and bottles together.

      He sat down and a warm hand landed on his leg.

      “I love you too, Brett. You’ve made my life fuller than I ever dreamed it could be. I can’t wait for our next adventure.”

      “Neither can I.” He gave her a quick, warm kiss. “But whatever it is, like I promised you that day in your conference room, I know we can conquer anything as long as we’re together.”
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      Barefoot Bay Kindle World: Swipe for Mr. Right

      Caryn's finger hovered over the send button. She couldn’t believe she was about to take the plunge again. Her best friends would have a field day if she let them know she'd joined a dating website—for the second time on her get-my-life-back-on-track trip of a lifetime. After constantly being hassled by them for her to get back on the dating scene following the disastrous end to her last relationship, they would laugh their heads off knowing her first attempt had failed spectacularly. How many disastrous coffee dates had she been on? She gave up counting after about the fifth guy turned up looking completely different than his profile picture and was yet another sleazeball. Did she have sucker embedded in her profile that only loser guys could see?

      This time though, Brad Jones looked like a decent guy. He'd been friendly and open in the few emails they'd shared. But this suggestion was something bigger than meeting for coffee. This was an invitation to meet up at a resort known for its exclusivity and location on a gorgeous bay in Mimosa Key, Florida. Was she insane to take a risk like this? Was loneliness encouraging her to make a rash decision?

      No, she was taking charge, pushing aside the doubts that she wasn’t perfect enough for the guys she met, that they had to lie to her and present a persona that wasn’t their own.

      She was twenty-six years old. A capable businesswoman who'd built a successful Internet fashion accessory business from nothing to one she sold less than a year ago for more than seven millions dollars. If she could make the decision to sell her company—her baby and the one thing she’d been super proud of—in order to start the next chapter of her life, she could send a friggin' response to a guy she'd spent the last three weeks exchanging emails with.

      Taking a deep breath, she hit send. Oh God, no, she’d lost her mind. You couldn’t take back an email. The only thing to do was move forward. And maybe pray the email got lost in cyberspace. In case it didn’t, she opened an Internet browser and pulled up a travel site, looking for flights to Florida. This Aussie girl was excited to visit a beautiful beachside resort, something she hadn’t done on her exploration of the United States.

      Her email pinged a few minutes later and Brad Jones’s name popped up in the corner of her screen. Well, nope, the email didn’t get lost in cyberspace. Caryn wasn’t sure if it was relief or disappointment that made her insides wobble like Jell-O. With trembling fingers, she double-clicked the email, closing her eyes for a second before opening them and focusing on the middle of the screen.

      Hey pretty lady,

      I'm thrilled you’ve agreed to join me at Casa Blanca Resort. We’ll have a lot of fun. Why don’t you go ahead and book your flights and accommodation and email me the details, and I’ll do the same. We can always change our accommodation arrangements when we get there ;)

      Looking forward to seeing you in a couple of weeks.

      Brad

      There was no going back now, even though his comment about changing the accommodation appeared skeevy. Maybe he was trying to have a little joke with her. When she committed to something, she always followed through. It was how she’d become successful with her business. All she hoped was that she'd made the correct decision to swipe right this time.

      

      Caryn pulled her convertible Camaro into the circular driveway of Casa Blanca Resort. She loved the location on sight. The main building paid homage to the movie setting it was named after. She had no idea which part of the resort Brad was staying in; he hadn’t mentioned it any of his emails, which kind of surprised her, now that she stopped to think about it. She assumed, like her, he'd be staying in an exclusive villa. But he may have decided to stay in the main hotel, as it was cheaper and she had no idea of his financial situation. He was an accountant, so he might be a bit of a penny pincher. She certainly hadn’t let on to him about her finances. At the end of the day, it didn't matter where either one of them stayed—there were plenty of places they could meet up and have drinks or take a walk on the beach or be daring and sign up for a hot air balloon ride.

      God, she hoped his comment about changing the accommodation details when they got here didn’t mean that he failed to book any and planned to stay with her. No, no way could he have meant that, but she crossed her fingers just in case.

      Their correspondence had been sporadic over the last two weeks, as she’d spent an enjoyable week at Disney World before hiring the car and driving down to Barefoot Bay. But his last email had confirmed that he was arriving today and would meet her in the bar at 6:00 p.m.. A quick glance at her watch told her she had four hours to get settled in, maybe take a swim before getting ready for her date. Or if the villa had a tub, a nice relaxing soak.

      Butterflies the size of the lilies overflowing from the flowerpots on either side of the glass entrance doors bloomed in her belly. She could do this. Or she could put the car in drive and head back the way she’d come. She could see and do more at Disney. Or maybe she could check out Universal.

      A valet opened her car door, taking the decision away from her.

      "Good afternoon, ma'am, welcome to Casa Blanca Resort. Are you checking in or only dining with us today?"

      "Ch-checking in." Oh my God, could she sound more like a Nervous Nelly? Even facing down the men who’d bought her company, she hadn’t stuttered on a single word.

      "Excellent. Do you require assistance with your luggage?"

      She really could handle her own luggage, but she was at five-star resort, so why not take advantage of everything they had to offer? Caryn got out of the car and handed over the key.

      "Yes, that will be lovely. Thank you."

      "Excellent, ma'am. The concierge will ensure your luggage is in your villa or room by the time you get there."

      Judging by the efficient way he escorted her to the main entrance, she had no doubt her stay here was going to be an enjoyable one.

      She was under no illusion that Brad Jones was going to be her Mr. Right—her dream of marriage and kids had screeched to a halt, thanks to her ex, Jasper, but hopefully, she and Brad would have some good times. Maybe he would see the real Caryn Stapleton and wouldn’t try to bamboozle her with smooth words and actions. If the whole process bombed, at least she was in a gorgeous location. From everything she'd read online, the resort had a world-class spa, and she planned to make the most of everything they had to offer. It was one of the reasons she’d taken Brad up on his suggestion to come to Mimosa Key. She also had a car so she could tour around the little island if things did implode.

      The unique aroma of the lilies teased her nostrils. She cupped the nearest flower and took a moment to inhale the heady fragrance. Cool air caressed her arms as the main entrance doors whisked open. The buzz of chatter from the folks gathered in the foyer comforted her. Being a stranger in a crowd of people never bothered her. She'd make some friends by the end of her stay here.

      Within minutes, she'd checked in and was riding a golf cart to her villa with one of the resort’s representatives. They drove slowly around the complex as the employee explained the history of the resort. Caryn couldn’t believe something so beautiful had been created out of nothing after the original house had been totally destroyed by a hurricane.

      "Here we are, Ms. Stapleton,” said the staff member. “Our lovely Rockrose villa, named after the gorgeous flowers surrounding the building. We're very proud of our landscaping. Make sure you take a walk around the grounds and stop in at our organic farm as well."

      "Oh, I plan to explore everything you have to offer. Thank you," Caryn said as she stepped out of the golf cart, keycard firmly in her grasp.

      With a swipe, she entered the oasis that would be her home for the next two weeks. She didn't know how long Brad was planning on staying. He'd seemed reluctant to put a timeframe on their trip. All she knew was the date of his arrival. Darts of apprehension started to fill her. What if he didn’t show up? What if he was like the other jerks and looked completely different than his profile picture?

      Caryn pushed the thought aside. If he didn’t appear, she’d give up on online dating and enjoy her time in Mimosa Key and the rest of her trip. The resort’s slogan did say “Kick off your shoes and fall in love”. If Brad turned out to be a no-show, maybe a fling would be what she needed to get back into the swing of loving. Flings never expected perfection.

      As the valet promised, Caryn found her suitcases sitting at the foot of the canopied bed. Indulging in a little girl fantasy, she rushed up and flopped down on the bed. The mattress contoured her body, and her head sank into the soft pillows. If another one of their marketing ploys was to make guests feel like royalty, they certainly succeeded. Never before had she felt like a princess. Yes, it would be no hardship to spend the next few weeks in paradise.

      

      The butterflies that had taken possession of her tummy on her arrival seemed to have changed to bats the way her stomach fluttered with every breath she took. So what if she was about to meet an absolute stranger, in a location where no one knew her, halfway around the world from her family and friends? People took giant leaps off a cliff into the unknown, didn’t they? On her drive down here she’d decided that would be her mantra for this visit to Barefoot Bay: leap into the unfamiliar. Hopefully, her landing would be soft.

      A giggle bubbled out of her. Nerves—that was the only explanation for the high-pitched sound emanating from her. A sound she'd never made before.

      "It's now or never," she muttered to herself as she stopped just inside the entrance of the bar.

      The setting sun cast a golden glow over the room in front of her, making it difficult to tell if a solitary man sat at the bar, waiting. Waiting for her to move her glued feet off the floor and into the room and toward his general direction. If he was in there, of course. Man, what if all her fears came to fruition? Her email had remained ominously quiet all afternoon after she’d sent Brad a note to let him know she’d arrived at the resort. She tried not to read too much into the radio silence.

      Okay, enough pussyfooting around. Get your skinny ass in that bar. What's the worst that could happen? You spend the next two weeks alone in a tropical paradise.

      Oh, that voice was just ever so helpful. But her inner self had a point. Caryn had known the moment she'd sent the email that it could all blow up in her face. If it did happen, at least none of her family or friends would see her ultimate humiliation.

      Lifting her foot encased in impractical, but gorgeous, gold sandals, she started on her trek toward the bar. Soft piano music enveloped the room. Conversations were muted, as though everyone was respectful of each other. The atmosphere was sophisticated but friendly. Let's hope my evening ends up being friendly.

      The bar took up the center of the room, and she walked in that direction, her eyes darting left and right, taking in a table of couples laughing over brightly colored cocktails. Two men having a serious discussion were seated at one table, oblivious to the other conversations being conducted around them. Finally, she zeroed in on the long, wooden bar and the black and chrome stools that lined it.

      Only one was occupied—by a man with dark hair. Brad Jones had dark hair.

      Oh shit. She couldn't do this.

      Caryn took a couple of steps back toward the exit to make her escape, when the man swiveled his stool around so he faced the room, beer bottle in his hand. The action gave her an unobstructed view of his face. He hadn't seen her yet, but her heart leaped in anticipation as recognition flowed through her.

      Time to jump off the cliff.
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