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      Charlie Wild knows how to score. On and off the field he’s been a force to be reckoned with since his father taught him how to throw a spiral in the back pasture of Wildhorse Ranch. But a recent injury calls into question his ability to play football and points a finger at his wild child reputation. He’s been given an ultimatum: overhaul his image by renovating his hometown hospital or get off the field.

      The last thing Dr. Dylan Rose needs is yet another man telling her what to do and certainly not what to do with her hospital. She’d left Houston and the sports stars she’d fixed there, tired of watching big bulky men beat each other up for fun. So when Charlie Wild limps into her hospital she wants nothing more than to fix his hot body up and see that great donkey walk out the door.

      Charlie is taken by the sexy doctor. Her sweet smile hides a sharp tongue that he enjoys baiting just about as much as he loves kissing it. He’s on board for following her prescriptions and more than willing to teach her new ways to score in the sheets. But when it comes to the final seconds of this play he’s going to have to decide what is more important: The doctor he’s learned to love, or the game he just can’t quit...
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      She was a sports medicine specialist and probably not supposed to have a favorite football team.

      But dang it if Dylan Rose didn't love the Texas Teamsters.

      She wandered through the packed stadium, munching kettle corn and taking in the football fans lining up for their own concessions. She always arrived at the stadium early so she’d have plenty of time to people watch. It was already the second week of September—the start of the regular season—but ninety-degree heat in Austin meant most ticketholders were buying seat cushions and postponing the moment they stepped out into the baking-hot sun. The covered walkway provided shelter from the elements, sure, but was packed with enough activity to constitute a carnival: children ran screaming underfoot, dull-eyed custodians spun their brooms around like stiff dance partners, and men and women guffawed with equal bravado. It was an atmosphere of ecstatic celebration, and the air crackled with barely-checked feelings of pride and rivalry.

      Not to mention smells. Freshly-spun cotton candy, hot dogs grilled until they split open, something that gushed hot out of a machine and passed for cheese—all of this and more perfumed the air. The mouthwatering, caramel-salt smell of kettle corn popping had been the arrow to Dylan's own self-control.

      Unfortunately, where humans gathered, they brought with them other smells. Spilled soda, body odor, and overflowing bathrooms—every aroma seemed to be competing as hard as the players were about to in the hopes of taking home a trophy.

      When it all became too much for her, Dylan mounted the steps to the upper deck of the stadium. She would get some exercise walking laps at a higher altitude and escape the crowd for a bit, before heading back down to her own seat in time for kickoff in an hour.

      She had not figured on getting knocked on her donkey by a freight train.

      It had to be some form of locomotive that hit her and sent her ten-dollar popcorn flying out of her hands. Nothing else could account for the power, the sheer force, responsible for the collision. It knocked the air out of her lungs, the sunglasses off her face, the indignation off her tongue; Dylan rebounded off the obstacle, arms pinwheeling, until someone reached out and caught her.

      The train had a hand. He had a face.

      Goodness, did he have a face.

      The man gazed down his nose at her, surprised but not in the slightest bit upset by their encounter. The man towering over her had a strong jaw, cocked slightly off-center in a rueful smile. His eyes were a wintery blue, and his blond hair hung down past his incongruous square chin.

      "Excuse me, I didn't—" she began.

      "Sorry about your—"

      They both offered their stumbling apologies at once. The man held up a finger, and Dylan clicked her mouth shut. Wait a minute—had he really just signaled her like she was a dog? But he stooped down in front of her like Cinderella's prince to pick up her sunglasses, and she decided to let it slide. Speaking of letting things slide, it was all too easy to imagine from this angle how her hands might arc down those incredible shoulders of his…

      It hit her like the first kickoff of the season. They had never met before, but this man was all too familiar. Dylan knew he was famous before she could put a name to his face, to his body. He was football stock, but he wasn't just any ordinary player.

      Charlie Wild, starting quarterback of the Texas Teamsters, straightened and brushed the popcorn kernels off her glasses before passing them back to her.

      "Yours, I believe."

      "Thank you."

      The way his eyes lingered on her…he must have some imagination hidden away in that impenetrable head of his, Dylan mused. He may dote on her like Cinderella, but she was definitely the sans-ball gown Cindy. Today she had dressed herself in a white slouchy tee, a corner of which she tucked into the front of her jeans to give the casual viewer at least some evidence of her trim stomach. A baseball cap pulled low over her eyes completed the lazy, figure-swallowing ensemble.

      It amused her to watch the behemoth lean in again, conspicuously this time, to try for a good glimpse of her face beneath the hat. Now that she knew who he was, she also knew his specs. Charlie Wild: six-foot-six, two hundred eighty pounds, thirty years old. He hadn't just trained himself to peak physical perfection, he had invented it. In all her time pursuing a degree in sports medicine, Dylan had never been faced with a specimen like him. He looked like he had descended from Valhalla to play starting quarterback for the Texas Teamsters.

      And she looked like a mortal mess. For once, Dylan actually regretted dressing down for one of these games, but it didn't appear her efforts—or lack thereof—dissuaded Charlie Wild from getting an eyeful. Dylan lifted the brim of her hat a little to gaze back at him defiantly. If he was used to women shrinking beneath him or melting into panty-twisted puddles of goo and thought she would do the same, he had another thing coming.

      "You look like you're incognito." His voice boomed in his chest like a summer storm, like a packed stadium rumbling with applause. "You in some kind of trouble?"

      What a line! Amusement tugged at the corners of Dylan's mouth despite herself. "Something tells me I might be," she confessed.

      Charlie's own mouth quirked at her response. Of course—he seemed the type to enjoy games, on or off the field. It factored into his public persona, but maybe there was more to it than just marketing.

      "Something tells me you can handle it," he said.

      "Oh, I handle men like you every day in my line of work," she agreed. She didn't give him an inch, didn't betray who or what she was.

      "I doubt you've ever handled a man like me," he said.

      "That remains to be seen," she replied. And likely will remain so, Dylan thought, even though she couldn't resist pushing their innuendo to its natural conclusion.

      The last thing she intended when she got up this morning was to be flirted with by the Teamsters' star player. Apparently, he was as unprejudiced when it came to picking up women as Entertainment Weekly reported him to be. Dylan would have never guessed he could make time in his busy schedule for a woman who wasn't a cheerleader or Playboy model.

      "Speaking of things that remain to be seen…" Charlie indicated the box he had been headed toward. "Why don't you come watch the game from the VIP suite? The only better view you'll find today is the one I'm already looking at."

      "Hm." Dylan pretended to deliberate, resting her hand on one cocked hip as she watched the box's occupants file in. Suits, most of them—probably corporate bigwigs from sponsors, billionaire friends of the owner. A few had arm candy, similarly dressed up. "Something tells me you aren't allowed to extend that invitation."

      "C'mon, now." Her resistance only seemed to make him more insistent. "If anyone were to see you walking away from our conversation, it would be bad optics for me." Dylan failed to pull a sad-puppy face, and he grinned. "Besides, I thought you said you could handle a little trouble."

      There it is.

      It was interesting getting to check off every item of Charlie Wild's public persona first-hand. Confident bordering on cocky. Charming bordering on promiscuous. Irresponsible bordering on reckless. He barely knew her, and he was already willing to break the rules. Too bad he wouldn't be present to face any of the fallout should she be caught.

      Dylan's eyes followed a tall, bottle-blonde vixen breezing by them, her tight skirt accentuating every hypnotic swish of her buttocks. "I don't think I'm dressed for it," she replied. "But thanks for the offer."

      Charlie, who had also been watching the blonde appreciatively, caught Dylan's arm in a last-minute play as she turned to go. The width of his palm encased her entire bicep; the realization of his size, his strength, made her shiver a little. That hand had thrown more winning passes than any other this season; that hand commanded attention. It didn’t hang idly in the face of defeat.

      "Hey, now." Charlie drew himself in close, until the heat of his chest radiated all along the length of her shoulder. A sideways movement of her hand would bring her into direct contact with the piled abdominal muscles that had successfully sold so many men's fragrances. As a doctor, Dylan couldn't deny her—strictly scientific—interest in feeling them for herself. She was sure the existence of the eight-pack was still disputed in some medical circles.

      "You look terrific," he assured her. "A die-hard sports fan. You deserve a good seat. You'll appreciate it more than those ex-Teamster cheerleaders."

      Cheerleaders? Dylan hated to admit her interest was piqued, so she didn't…at least, not out loud. She relented and allowed herself to be dragged into the box after Charlie. She pushed the bill of her cap up a bit further so she didn't look like some antisocial Unabomber.

      It probably wasn't every hot-blooded, heterosexual woman that could be lured with the promise of seeing cheerleaders up close. It wasn't a career path Dylan had chosen for herself, but she had been a cheerleader in high school, and she missed aspects of the culture: the graceful, and sometimes brutal, physicality; the command of the crowd; the adoration of the fans. Probably all the same things Charlie Wild lived for.

      "Charlie! Where have you been?" A man in a sharp suit hurried over to them as soon as they entered the box. His face was flushed—his hairline receding—his Ray-Bans as expensive as his watch. He was public relations personified in a private box setting. "I've been looking everywhere for you!"

      Dylan couldn't be sure—the overexcited man wore sunglasses, after all—but she thought his gaze glanced right off her. Her presence didn't even register.

      "Get your donkey over to the autograph table. Someone get me a pen, please," the man stressed.

      Charlie turned to her. "You want an autograph?"

      "Want is a strong word," Dylan muttered below her breath, but she followed in the big quarterback's wake. He pulled a chair out for her beside him, then he fished her a Gatorade from a cooler hidden beneath the table. Dylan accepted and ignored the way her heart jumped when his fingertips brushed hers.

      "I never drink these," Charlie confided. "Too much sugar. But they're a sponsor, so whenever you set it down, make sure the label's turned out or Smitty will trash himself."

      "Thanks…I think." His gesture probably meant nothing, but Dylan had a feeling she would be committing it to memory anyway. It wasn't every day the star quarterback of the Texas Teamsters invited you into a private box, pulled a chair out for you, and made sure you were hydrated. She unscrewed the cap, tipped her head back, and took a long pull, sighing with satisfaction once the edge of her thirst was quenched. He was right about the sugar, but the cool gush of artificial orange racing down her throat tasted like paradise.

      She turned the label out as instructed. She was surprised to find Charlie watching her. Their eyes met, and for a moment Dylan thought she saw exactly what scenario he was entertaining. Her lips parted, but before she could think to denounce or encourage his line of thinking, he turned away to consult with his PR guy. Dylan assumed that was Smitty.

      She gazed around at all the extravagance and beautiful people. She couldn't help feeling confirmed in her recent life decisions. This was the exact kind of artificial, too-public lifestyle she hoped to leave behind her by moving her practice out of town.

      Most of Dylan's city friends couldn't understand her attraction to Lockhart Bend, and Dylan didn't blame them. "The Bend," as she already affectionately called it, was small and slow and sleepy—its residents never rushed in their work, but then again, they never stopped working. Dylan admired Lockhart's own comfortable brand of industry. It came without the bells and whistles and cocktail glasses and dubiously-tasteful parties, and she thought some of her best healing work lay ahead of her there.

      "Charlie!" One of the former cheerleaders dropped down into his lap and laced her arms around his neck. Charlie grinned; Smitty did the opposite. Dylan had a sudden, painful awareness that the person who originally extended her an invitation had now forgotten her completely.

      "Veronica. Up to your old tricks," Charlie rumbled. His lap was so wide that he continued to sign autographs even as the cheerleader kicked her legs around.

      Veronica giggled and stroked his chest. "I may have retired last season, but there's nothing old about me." She pulled a face. "You know, I was hoping to lead you in more than just a cheer tonight," she murmured. She leaned in to whisper in his ear. She punctuated her secret offer with a nip of her teeth, and Charlie groaned. He passed the signed autograph to Dylan and immediately refocused himself on signing another. Dylan almost spit out her Gatorade at the dismissive, almost mechanical maneuver. What was she supposed to do with his autograph? Was it meant for her?

      Are you kidding me? When another autograph came her way, she added it to the pile and promptly stood. She left her Gatorade—label facing inward—and ducked out to the balcony. Fewer people loitered around out here and decidedly no cheerleaders. Dylan pulled her cap off and rubbed her forehead.

      "Excuse me…Dr. Rose? Dr. Dylan Rose?"

      "Yes? Can I help you?" Dylan asked curiously. A small group of men gathered near the railing with drinks had paused their conversation when she stepped out; now, they all but swarmed her in their excitement.

      "Dr. Rose! What are you doing here?" one of the younger men exclaimed.

      "Hello, Dr. Rose, I'm Brent Duncan. Houston Phi Chi."

      "The medical fraternity!" Dylan said approvingly. No wonder they knew her name and work: she had given a talk at a conference in Houston they all attended last week. It hadn't escaped her that members of their fraternity had taken a particular interest in her allotted hour…and she felt certain it wasn't just her knowledge of sports medicine that made her face so easily recognizable to them now.

      "How do you do, gentlemen?" She shook hands all around, and gladly accepted an offer of a drink from the bar, so long as it wasn't "labelled." The men laughed as if they knew what she was talking about. They then launched into a series of follow-up questions about her talk.

      Now this was the kind of conversation she could get into. Still, Dylan found her gaze tracking back inside as she spoke. Charlie Wild appeared on his way out, flanked by a yammering Smitty, and watching her. Was it her imagination or did she see a flicker of real remorse crossing his gorgeous face? Dylan let her eyes drift cruelly over him, never snagging, as if she were only following a train of thought. She was surrounded by her own cheerleaders now.

      When she looked for Charlie again less than a minute later, he was gone.

      Better this way, Dylan tried to convince herself as she dropped into a seat offered her near the railing. Charlie Wild was a flirt, as unserious about her as he was about the rules. He shirked all responsibility and those who would impose it on him—and that was okay. The worlds they inhabited may have shared the same orbit, but they were still light years away from having anything in common. In fact, she wanted nothing to do with him. She was a helpful professional, a woman with a career that would last her all her life; he was a party boy most concerned with where his balls were at any moment, double entendre intended. He had maybe a few more years before a major injury took him out or until the media grew bored with him and decided to assist in his downfall. Dylan had seen this story play out a million times before.

      Still, that didn't stop her from finding number twenty-seven down on the playing field once the game started. He wasn’t the biggest guy out there—the linebackers got that honor—but Charlie Wild was the indisputable center of gravity. Of course he would be surrounded by cameras and reporters, giving his pre-game interview. Dylan leaned forward, folding her arms beneath her on the railing as she watched. Maybe it was all right to admire him from a distance—the way his mile-wide shoulders filled out his pads; the way he leaned all his weight to one side, with his helmet nestled in the crook of his hip; the way the tight little knot of hair piled atop his head gave his chiseled features a strength and severity she hadn't fully appreciated before.

      Okay, fine. She would admire him with all the rest. But like all the rest, she would only allow herself to admire from a distance.

      The first quarter started. Dylan sipped on her second vodka-cranberry, relishing the tart taste that kept her company as she observed the action below. Occasional comments from her seatmates drew her attention away from the field, but her eyes always returned to the Teamsters' star quarterback. Someone wise had once said to never meet your heroes. Not that Charlie was her hero, but she couldn't help feeling…disappointed somehow. And not because she had built up some false, worshipful image of who he was in her head. He had a whole team of people behind him off the field whose sole job was to market him as the playboy of football, a potent man's man who conquered women as easily as he conquered his opponents.

      But that wasn't the man Dylan thought she had met an hour ago. He had been cocky, sure, but…surprising. Chivalrous was the word she wanted to use, but she kept it to herself. Dylan sucked her drink down until the ice cubes rattled; she rose to go get herself a third.

      "WILD IS DOWN! WILD IS DOWN!" the radio announcer in the skybox suddenly shouted.

      All around her, the box's occupants stood with a cry. The crowd below them roared like an ocean in upheaval. Dylan whirled and rushed back to the railing. Her drink slipped from between her fingers and crashed to the balcony floor.

      Maybe a few more years before an injury takes him out. Her own earlier thought bounced around in the back of her skull. There was number twenty-seven, sprawled on the field, surrounded by his teammates—with a stretcher on the way.
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      Lockhart Bend was pretty much exactly as Charlie remembered it: a dusty town with a third lane for tumbleweeds, as preserved and unchanging as the locals, and that's exactly the way the locals liked it.

      Lockhart Bend was too small for Charlie, and Lockhart General Hospital was even smaller. As Charlie stared up at its plain brick face, he felt the first faint stirrings of anxiety in his stomach.

      "Been a long-donkey time since I've been back here," he said to his half-brother Trevor. He shifted on his crutches, wincing more at the fact that they cramped his style than from any actual pain. It had been over a month since the accident, and he wouldn't be walking with them now if his brother hadn't insisted.

      Trevor looked equally uncomfortable with their surroundings. Then again, the stern-faced cowboy almost always looked uncomfortable when confronted with someone or something that wasn't a horse, but this went beyond even his usual restlessness. Charlie decided to take pity on him.

      "Look, I know we both hate this place. Why don't you wait out here?" Charlie suggested. "Once the meeting's over, I'll come and get you. You can look at all my messed-up MRI scans. Get to know the most intimate parts of me."

      "You sure?"

      "Yeah, I'm sure." Charlie clapped a hand on his brother's shoulder, then his gaze zeroed in on a figure coming toward them on the sidewalk. "No incredible," he muttered under his breath. Trevor turned to see what the matter was and went so far as to push the brim of his Stetson up to get a better look.

      She might have been a mirage shimmering out of the Texas heat to torment him. Today she had shed the baggy clothes, but he still would have recognized her anywhere: she was all legs in those jeans, all easy confidence, as if the skin she wore was enough for her and anything else could be easily discarded as excess. The baseball cap was gone, and her dark hair flowed around her elegantly erect neck in soft waves. She was even more striking than he had remembered; those hallmark green eyes of hers were evident even from this distance, reflecting the light of the midday sun until they practically glowed amid the exquisite contours of her face.

      "You know her?" Trevor sounded doubtful.

      "That's the chick I was telling you about. The mystery brunette from the stadium." Charlie slapped Trevor's shoulder again. "Stand back. Watch and learn," he murmured as he turned to greet the mystery head-on.

      "Uh-huh." Again, Trevor sounded doubtful.

      The woman's eyes locked with Charlie’s as she mounted the front steps to the entrance. Recognition flickered in their green depths, but she kept walking as if she hadn't quite remembered who he was. That was the only explanation that made sense, anyway. What woman would have any reason to willfully ignore him?

      "Well, hey there again, beautiful! Didn't expect to be reunited with you this soon!" Charlie said. He was all too happy to break the ice. "What did you say your name was again?"

      "I didn't," she replied. His overfamiliar greeting didn't so much as cause a hitch in her stride. This new part of the equation he found puzzling, but it only made him more intrigued.

      "You stalking me?" he asked as he jogged after her. Maybe jogged was a mistake. He shuffled as best he could on the crutches that had been custom-made to support a man of his size. Wounded warrior, he told himself. Don't worry so much about the crutches. Chicks love it.

      "While it may come as a surprise to you to hear it, I actually live here in Lockhart Bend," the woman informed him curtly. "So, you're the one who is technically in my area code."

      "Great. Maybe you can help me, then. I'm looking for my doctor—Dr. Dylan Rose." Charlie reached out to hold the door open for her, and she breezed right past him as if doors had never been an obstacle. "You don't happen to know where I can find him, do you?"

      The woman finally turned around, but it was only to stare at him blankly. Before she could muster a response—or before Charlie could inform her getting her number would be his consolation prize for missing his doctor—a staff member quickly intercepted and ushered them both down a side hallway.

      "Huh. So, since we're both going into the same meeting, I assume you work here." He intentionally allowed his eyes to linger on her as he asked. He wanted her to see his appreciation and guess the nature of his thoughts. The disgusted look she gave him in response wasn't as repellent as she probably wanted it to be.

      They entered the conference room together, but before he could drop down into the chair beside her and dig a bit deeper, Smitty motioned for him to join his management team at the other end of the table. Charlie saluted her—earning himself a scoff, which was marginally better than the lip curl—as he joined his people. The meeting about his treatment plan and how the hospital would handle a patient of his notoreity commenced around him, but there wasn't a lot he was interested in focusing on. The mystery surrounding the woman at the end of the table was too intriguing to pull his attention away from it for long.

      "So, we'd like to make a generous donation to the hospital," one of the nameless suits who represented him and the Teamsters head office said about ten minutes in. "A fifty thousand-dollar donation to Sports Med from the Teamsters will go over well, we think. Not only will it improve the charitable profile of our client, but it will also raise the profile of the hospital and likely bring you more business. We look forward to collaborating with Lockhart General to see this arrangement pushed forward."

      "Pardon me, but wouldn't those funds be better allocated to the Critical Care wing?" His favorite dark-haired beauty cut in as she stood. "Sports Medicine is already generously endowed, and the patients in Critical Care are in desperate need of…"

      "Out of the question," Smitty broke in. "The only way you're getting this donation is if it raises the profile of my client and the profile of his team."

      "Are you seriously trying to tell me that a donation to Critical Care wouldn't—"

      "Nobody is trying to tell any one individual in this room anything," the hospital head interrupted quickly, with a significant look toward Charlie's mystery woman. The brunette tossed her head in annoyance as she sat back down. Charlie shot Smitty a look—could we? being his unvoiced question—but Smitty just shook his head in exasperation. He probably sensed the inspiration for Charlie's telepathic question and wanted to nip it in the bud now.

      Fat chance of that. As the meeting droned on, Charlie took turns watching the clock and watching the beautiful storm cloud brewing at the other end of the table. Finally, the hospital head dismissed them all. Charlie rose as quickly as he could on crutches and lumbered after the woman. If she thought she was going to escape from him a third time, she had a lot to learn.

      "Hey. You." Not his best attempt at an overture, but in his defense, he had tried pretty much everything else. The woman paused, perhaps taking enough pity on him to allow him to catch up.

      "Need help finding radiology, Mr. Wild? I'm sure one of the nurses will be happy to escort you."

      “I was hoping for some more personal attention, actually. Your name would be a good start.”

      The mystery woman stared at him for a long, weary moment. Then she inclined her head toward the front entrance of the hospital. "Who's the cowboy? He with you?"

      "Yeah, he's with me. He's my half-brother, Trevor. He's the owner down at Wildhorse Ranch. I'm going to be staying with him for a bit." Whoever this woman was, it was likely she had at least driven by Wildhorse on her way in and out of town.

      "Your half-brother? I thought you were from Austin," the woman muttered to herself. "That's what it says on all your stats."

      "I am. And I'm flattered you were looking at my stats." Charlie leaned forward as casually as he could manage on his crutches. He was trying, with varying degrees of success, to crowd the approaching Smitty out of their conversation. "But I'm from here originally. Charlie Wild, of Lockhart Bend. Pleasure to keep making your acquaintance, Miss…?"

      "Dr. Rose. Dr. Dylan Rose."

      Smitty arrived just in time to hear. His eyebrows rose so dramatically his sunglasses nearly fell off his head.

      "Incredible," Charlie uttered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "I guess my only question, Mr. Wild, is what did you do to yourself in private after your more publicly broadcast injury?"

      A pair of green eyes that had fast become familiar flashed at him like fire. Charlie winced. "That's some bedside manner you've got there, Doc. What makes you think I did anything to aggravate it?"

      Female sports doctor Dylan Rose—his doctor, and the mystery woman who had haunted his thoughts since he first knocked a bucket of popcorn out of her hands—angrily indicated the wall where she had posted his MRI scans. "Because we're currently standing in radiology, Mr. Wild, in one of the best sports clinics in the country, and fortunately they taught me how to read these things when I was in school."

      "It was my fault, ma'am." Trevor stood with his arms crossed beside Charlie. Charlie shot him a silencing look, but it had never been as effective on family as it was on his management team. "Charlie offered to help me move some equipment out of one of the barns. He told me he'd cleared it with you first."

      "Really." Now Dylan was giving Charlie a look that would have melted his MRI results like cigarette burns on old film. "That's funny, considering he didn't know who I was until today."

      "Look, Doc, I didn't think it was a big deal." Could this enraged woman be any hotter? Could her eyes be any greener? They reminded Charlie of the freshwater swimming holes he and his brothers used to leap into as kids…only these waters were slightly less welcoming at the moment. "I admit that I messed up, okay? I'm not above doing that."

      "Wow." Trevor whistled, and Charlie was seriously starting to regret inviting him to this appointment. Who knew how much more successful he would be in getting Dylan on his side—and maybe even into his bed—without his half-brother cock-blocking and providing her with more ammunition to use against him at every turn.

      "Your ego aside, Mr. Wild—Charlie." Dylan corrected herself when she appeared to remember there were currently two Mr. Wilds in the room. "There won't be any more 'messing up' now that I've been assigned to you. Your injury has now been aggravated to the point that a literal misstep could end your career. My expertise can only carry us so far—what I need you to do is start following my rules, whether I'm around to enforce them or not. An ACL injury of this magnitude isn't going to care whether or not my eyes are on you."

      No, Charlie thought wickedly, but I might. I might want those eyes of yours on every inch of me, Doc.

      Trevor elbowed him, and for a moment Charlie almost worried that he had said the words out loud. Then he remembered that he was Charlie Wild, the Teamsters' favorite say-anything, do-anything playboy, and he relaxed a little. If outside observers didn't automatically assume his thoughts were perverted, then he wasn't projecting himself right. Though he had some vague memory of Smitty suggesting he tone it down a bit.

      For her part, Dylan didn't appear to notice the way his eyes climbed every inch of her appreciatively. The white coat and the sensible clothes she wore beneath it were only marginally better than the getup she’d had on at the stadium, but Charlie surprisingly found he approved of her modesty. It left him more to discover for himself—and cursed if he wasn't prepared to explore.

      "Do you have any more questions for me at this time?" Dylan asked him curtly.

      "Yeah. Who names their daughter 'Dylan?’"

      A pen sailed toward him like a javelin. Charlie snatched it out of the air on instinct; the implement was capped, thank goodness, or he might have lost an eye if his reflexes hadn't been quick enough.

      Dylan smiled sweetly. "Good. Your hand-eye coordination is still intact, so that's one less test I have to run." She flipped her raven hair back over her shoulders and dismissed him by turning away. "Stick with me, and you'll be back at the top of your game in no time," she said over her shoulder as she jotted down more information on his chart.

      How many pens does one woman need? Charlie thought as he followed his brother out into the hallway. What he said out loud was, "Are all the beautiful ones crazy?"

      "Around here they are." Trevor's slow-and-easy stride was better suited to navigating Lockhart General than Charlie's swinging gait. He had to dodge out of the way of a nurse pushing a trolley full of supplies past him and nearly took Trevor out in the process with one of his crutches. “She must be the new doctor people have been talking about. Seems like she’ll fit right in.”

      "I hate these things," Charlie hissed. "I swear she's doing this just to punish me."

      "Now why would she want to do that?" Trevor asked wryly. "Can't be because you thought she was a man, can it?"

      "We've met before," Charlie grumbled. "I…might not have made the best first impression. Actually, I have no idea how I did. Usually I can read a woman like an open book."

      "Maybe this one's above your reading level," Trevor volunteered. Charlie made a move to swing at the backs of Trevor's legs with a crutch, but quickly aborted when he noticed a kid hovering in a doorway watching the brothers approach.

      Trevor paused first, but Charlie was the one who spoke: "Hey, bud. Know where I can find a vending machine around here? I'm starving."

      The boy shook his bald head. He was thin and ghostly-pale; the only thing that distinguished him from the hospital gown that swallowed him was the translucent quality of his skin.

      "There are no vending machines in Critical Care," he said. He spoke with the self-appointed authority of any kid, but his voice was a croaking whisper, like there weren't enough glasses of water in all of Lockhart General to quench his thirst.

      "What? No vending machines?" Charlie boomed incredulously. "I'm going to personally tackle whoever had that bright idea."

      A wisp of a smile tugged up one side of the boy's face. "Are you a football player or something?"

      Charlie exchanged a glance with a bemused Trevor. He wasn't used to not being recognized. "Yeah. Or something. You might have seen me on TV."

      "Critical Care doesn't have any TVs."

      "No TVs?" Charlie shouted, and the boy giggled. Other wasted figures were starting to turn up in the doorways down the hall; a few children even wheeled their friends out to see what the commotion was. The revelation of every new face was like a knife piercing Charlie's heart. Did you know Critical Care extended to kid patients? he wanted to ask Trevor. As if reading his thoughts, his half-brother gave a light shake of his head.

      "What's your name?" Charlie asked the boy.

      "Nicholas."

      "Nicholas, what do you think of this ridiculous operation?"

      "I think it's stupid," Nicholas stated. A bubble of shy laughter followed this revelation down the hallway.

      "I think you're right. I think it's dang stupid. Maybe even dang stupid."

      "Okay, I think that's enough for today," Trevor cut in. He played along with the little show as best he knew how, making it a point to grab one of Charlie's crutches and tow him along. The kids retreated into their rooms as the brothers passed, but their laughter was full-throated now. If there was one thing Charlie knew about relating to kids, it was that everyone could appreciate a good swearword.

      "That kid remind you of Andrew?" Trevor asked him once they were out in the parking lot, alone again. Maybe it was only the shadow of his hat deepening beneath the Lockhart sun, but Charlie couldn't identify the exact expression on his face. He imagined he must have been wearing one similar to provoke the question.

      "Yeah," he responded.

      "Yeah." Trevor shifted uncomfortably. "Me, too."
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* * *

      Charlie had planned to treat his brother to a round of drinks at the Tin Horseshoe after his meeting, but Trevor politely declined; now that he was down one pair of hands to help him clear out the barn, he needed to put in a few extra hours of chores.

      "And there's been something I've been meaning to get off my chest," Trevor said as Charlie lowered himself down out of the cab of the pickup. "If your knee is as bad as that doctor says, you might start thinking about what the next phase is going to be. You're not going to be a football player forever, Charlie. Whether your career ends sooner rather than later, you should start taking stock of what you have and what you might want to look forward to."

      "Uh-huh. Duly and dully noted, cowboy," Charlie responded without his usual enthusiasm. Try as he might, he couldn't get Nicholas's drawn face out of his head. Trevor sighed and tossed his hat into the empty seat as Charlie shut the door behind him.

      He left his crutches in the passenger cab.

      The Tin Horseshoe hadn't changed much since the last time he had been there. In fact, he thought he identified at least one of Trevor's exes in a smoky corner as he made his way over to the bar. The tavern was still fairly empty this early in the evening, which was just fine by him. The more diners and drinkers, the more likely he was to be recognized.

      And for once, Charlie didn't want to be recognized.

      But maybe the stars over Lockhart tonight were aligned in his favor after all. He managed to put away enough drinks to give the lights of the Horseshoe a soft halo—and throw any intrusive memories of Andrew into warm focus—by the time he heard a name he recognized. To say he wasn't expecting it to follow him here was an understatement, but Charlie didn't resent its appearance now. On the contrary, this particular name made his heart pump his sluggish, inebriated blood that much faster through his veins. From the sounds of it she had called in a dinner order; any minute now, and she would walk through that door…
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      There was absolutely no mistaking the hulking figure seated at the bar. He might as well have the number twenty-seven emblazoned on the back of his T-shirt.

      Dylan abruptly decided she could get dinner elsewhere. The last thing she needed tonight was an off-hours encounter around alcohol with a too-sexy client. Charlie Wild turned in his stool, just in time to spot her leaving. "Dr. Rose!" he hollered out to her.

      Dylan winced. She was all too aware that everyone in the Tin Horseshoe was now looking at her. Could she get away with pretending like she hadn't heard him?

      "Leaving so soon?" Charlie held his beer aloft, like he was some sort of lighthouse beacon she required to find her way to the bar. With a frustrated sigh, Dylan approached him.

      "I'm just here to pick up some grub," she said as she slid onto the stool beside him. She signaled in vain to the bartender, but he disappeared back into the kitchen—leaving the white plastic bag she was certain was filled with her dinner on the back counter, agonizingly out of reach.

      "'Grub,'" Charlie echoed with a chuckle and shook his head. "Look at you. Fitting in already. You just moved here, didn't you? Bet you already got the number to this place on speed dial."

      "You're dang right I do." Dylan wondered if it would be totally out of line to just go behind the bar and grab her food. She was a local now, right? It would be a quaint, familiar gesture…not a complete step out of bounds…right? For once, she found herself wishing she could feel comfortable making her own rules.

      Like Charlie did.

      "It's too bad. About the takeout, I mean," Charlie clarified. "You should try sticking around and grabbing a drink some time."

      "I'd say you've grabbed enough for the both of us already," Dylan replied. "Out of professional curiosity, how much does a guy your size have to drink to get this way?" She gestured to him. Not that Charlie looked…bad. The opposite, actually. His hair was down, his posture loose and relaxed. He was still too big for the stool he sat astride, but he looked a lot more comfortable in his own skin sitting there than he had back at the hospital.

      "Six," the bartender offered. He had returned to plant what Dylan could only assume was a seventh beer down in front of Charlie.

      Six? Dylan managed to close her lips around a shriek. She wanted to grab Charlie by his stupid, sexy V-neck collar and shake it until his shirt split in two. "I said not to drink alcohol on pain killers, but if you're going to then at least drink in moderation," she hissed. "And you!" She jabbed her finger at the bartender. "Aren't you overserving him?"

      The bartender shrugged. "He told me you're his ride.”

      "What!?" she exclaimed.

      Charlie grinned. "Heard you placing your order over the phone."

      "You knew I was coming?" Dylan demanded. "Is that why you let yourself get this way? You assumed I'd just give you a ride?"

      "Hey, easy!" Charlie said as she yanked the beer away from him and took a long drink. "You're my designated driver!"

      "Either you or I call his brother." The bartender shrugged.

      Dylan was just thinking this wasn't a bad suggestion until Charlie leaned into her. "And he doesn't mean the one you met today," he muttered. "He means my other brother, Trent. The Lockhart Bend sheriff."

      "Ah." Dylan took another drink of their shared beer, trying to ignore the rock-hard outline of Charlie's immense bicep brushing against her own. "And I assume Smitty wouldn't like that?"

      "You know what they say about women who assume…" Charlie straightened once more in his stool and glanced behind her. "They usually have a nice donkey."

      Dylan burst out laughing at this. She doubled over the bar, as Charlie stared straight ahead and took a resolute pull from the beer. "That was bad," he said finally. "Give me a minute and I'll come up with something better."

      "No! That…" For the life of her she couldn't decide what she meant to argue against. "That was so the opposite of smooth, it somehow looped back around again to actually being charming."

      "Effective," Charlie agreed on his own behalf. He couldn't keep the straight face going, and a sloppy, crooked smile inched up the corner of his mouth. The deep imprint of a dimple came out of left field. "So, are you going to give me a ride, Dr. Rose?"

      "Come on." She snatched her takeout from the bartender and dangled her keys in front of Charlie. "We'll see if you fit into the front seat of my car."

      She watched as the quarterback eased himself down gingerly from the bar. She wished she could offer him more physical support—not just because the thought of his arm wrapped around her sent tiny, unprofessional thrills sliding through her. She couldn't risk that connection.

      "I'm sorry." Dylan glanced around herself. "Where are your crutches? I don't mind getting them for you."

      "Crutches. Right." The sheepish look on Charlie's face told her all she needed to know. As her temper rose, his expression transformed to one of mild defiance. "What? Are you really going to chew me out right here? I've been getting around just fine at the ranch house without 'em."

      "I'm sure you have." Dylan didn't know what else to say. How could Charlie continue to flout the rules and be so irresponsible when it was his heath, his career on the line? Was he trying to impress those closest to him or prove something to himself? "But from now on, you go everywhere with those crutches. Imagine them as two supermodels; I want both of them in your arms just as often."

      "Why would I want a supermodel in my arm when I have you?" Charlie countered as she ducked beneath his shoulder. "You're always around when I need you to give me the support I need. And dang, you look good doing it."

      He's drunk, Dylan reminded herself, flame-faced, as they moved in tandem toward the exit. He seemed to be walking fine without her, but she wouldn't take the risk. No, she had determined that Charlie's drunkenness extended more to his comments than his injured gait. He didn't know what he was saying, or he was saying it just to mess with her.

      Things were going to change, Dylan decided as Charlie pushed the door open for the both of them. They had to. Tomorrow she would make the pivot and reestablish the boundaries between them. Tomorrow she would make sure that Charlie buckled down and started to take things seriously.

      But tonight…tonight, maybe for a moment, she would allow herself to enjoy the feeling of his body draped across hers.
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* * *

      "Where are your crutches, Charlie?" Dylan found herself demanding again a week later.. "And don't feed me another line about 'forgetting' them, because we both know that's trash!"

      "Language, Doc. Please," Charlie said as he held open the boardroom door for her. Too many things about this morning had the distinct smack of déjà vu to them, Dylan thought as she passed beneath the bridge of his thick arm. And these weekly meetings about Charlie’s rehab progress stole time from her real job—seeing patients who did what she told them to.

      "All right then. How's your head feeling? Is that the sort of language you're looking for?" she whispered innocently as they took seats beside one another at the long wooden table. Charlie, while exhibiting no deficit of his usual energy, was red-eyed and unshaven.

      "I'm fine, thank you. Your concern is touching." His broad hand slipped under the table to give her knee a casual squeeze. The gesture was fleeting, but even a chaste touch from Charlie was enough to send a wave of heat flooding up her leg to pool in her stomach. She was determined not to let him catch her by surprise like that again—or at least, to hide the fact that he did.

      "Charlie! My man!" Smitty clapped him on the back as he took his own seat. "Good to see Dr. Rose has you off your crutches already! When can we expect you back on the field?"

      Smitty rarely spoke directly to Dylan about matters concerning Charlie's recovery. Dylan just rolled her eyes and flipped open her schedule. The next two weeks were critical; what's more, she was going to have to change a few things around. If Charlie insisted on leaving his crutches at home, she wasn't going to continue to fight him on it—okay, yes, maybe she would continue to bring it up—but she had dealt with plenty of stubborn sports celebrities in the past. If she wanted him to heal fully, despite his best efforts to the contrary, she was going to have to make adjustments to his routine. That meant limiting his time on the injured knee between sessions, so definitely no bars, barn work, or trips into the city without…

      “And we're happy to report that Dr. Rose's schedule is now officially freed-up," the hospital head was saying. Dylan's head jerked up from her clipboard. "Starting next week, her case load will be shifted so that she will be better able to provide Charlie the one-on-one care your organization has requested."

      "What do you mean, 'one-on-one' care?" Dylan deadpanned.

      Charlie's management team exchanged looks. "Dr. Rose, we mean exactly what we say," one of them said finally.

      There was something else going on here. Dylan glanced quickly between Smitty and the rest of the team. It was no use trying to gauge Charlie's face for an answer—he looked guilty already.

      Rubbish like this was exactly why Dylan dressed down most of the time. She knew that she was a good-looking woman—the exact make and model that appealed to most of these athletes, in fact. She had learned that the hard way the year she had entered sports medicine. Dark hair, green eyes, and long athletic legs, coupled with an aloof, disinterested air, was like catnip to a muscle head seeking the thrill of a chase.

      And if the player himself didn't make a pass at her, someone on his management team inevitably did. Dylan had gone to war with innumerable of these little panels in the past to avoid being used as a pawn in whatever marketing scheme they had planned. It was always optics, optics, optics—to these people, appearances were everything. And appearances like hers were always in demand.

      "Dr. Rose." The manager addressing her steepled his fingers. His sleeve slipped down, revealing an expensive watch identical to the one Smitty wore. "Mr. Wild has been thriving under your careful care. At this time, we would like to push this relationship a bit further."

      Dylan didn't dare look at Charlie. She didn't dare anything. She was at the mercy of the lion, surrounded by jackals.

      Just what are you asking of me?

      "As you know, Charlie is an invaluable part of the Teamsters' organization," Charlie's manager droned on. "He's a tremendous player. He pushes, and often exceeds, his own limits. However, with this spirited temperament comes a tendency to…press a little too hard."

      "I'll be the first to admit it," Charlie volunteered. "Give me a chance, Dr. Rose, and I'll show you exactly how hard." He winked at her, as if she could possibly miss his double-meaning.

      "Uh-huh. I'm sure." Dylan cast a desperate look toward the hospital head, but she appeared preoccupied with whatever she had scrawled on her legal pad. Dylan's eyes narrowed. There was conspiracy afoot.

      "What my colleagues are trying to say is that Charlie has promised to respect your professional guidance," Smitty added. "I'm sure you understand we're on an expedited timeframe here. We'd like to provide the opportunity for you to render more of the same care going forward. Starting now, I—we—think it would be ideal for you to remain by his side. Charlie may have some publicity events coming up, and it would sure put everyone's mind at ease if you were able to attend with him."

      Dylan didn't think she could shutter her gaze any more. She tried anyway. "I have no problem attending events," she responded coolly. If these suited goons tried to wrestle her into something skimpy, however, they were in for a fight. She privately vowed that if such an indignance came to pass, she would make them all wish they were dead.

      "You know, I think I've got the perfect solution to all this." Charlie leaned forward, as if struck by a sudden, wild idea. Dylan wasn't buying it. She crossed her arms and leaned back. "Why don't you start tonight? We'll keep it informal and just spend some time getting to know one another better. Come on by Wildhorse Ranch sometime after eight, and we'll watch a movie."

      "I don't like movies," Dylan stated. It was a terrible lie and an absurd excuse, but she was determined to stick to it.

      Charlie raised an eyebrow at this but continued down the same track. "The glamping coordinator's got loads of movies. We'll find one you like. And while we're at it, you can check out my digs and help me kid-proof it."

      Now it was Dylan's turn to cock an eyebrow. "Are you the kid in this metaphor?" she asked, all innocence.

      Charlie wouldn't rise to the bait; instead, he grinned in agreement. "I'll give you the tour, and you just tell me where and what to avoid in my delicate state. I'll take you in the kitchen…the shower…the bedroom…"

      A rush of heat at his words almost overwhelmed Dylan. No way he didn't know exactly what he was doing by choosing those words. For the life of her, she couldn't decide whether anger or desire was the source of her blush.

      "I'll take you anywhere you want," Charlie promised. His grin curved into something more wicked. Someone on the management team coughed politely, but no one else came to her rescue.

      As if she needed rescuing from Charlie Wild.

      "Fine." Dylan rose and gathered up her briefcase. "Some time after eight."

      "Why not make it eight on the dot?" Charlie suggested.

      "Fine."

      "I'll let you bring the popcorn."

      "I'm sure you will."

      What have I gotten myself into? Dylan wondered as she escaped out the door to her next appointment. And why do I get the feeling this won't be the last time I ask myself this question?
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* * *

      Dylan had often driven by Wildhorse Ranch in the daytime. It was a modest assembly of low, open buildings organized at the end of a red-dirt road; she always rolled her windows down to enjoy the smell of ripening apples, fresh-cut grass, and yes, even horse sweat and manure. It spoke to her of a life so far removed from her own that it almost seemed exotic by comparison. Of course, she had no fantasies about the work that must be involved in running such an operation—still, subtract Charlie Wild from the equation, and it seemed like a simpler life.

      The closest Dylan had ever come to Wildhorse personally was last week’s drop-off—which had been more of a drive-by. She had barely parked in front of the porch steps before swinging the car for home. Not exactly the bedside manner she had been trained in, but she had spent the entire ride over imagining the moment she parked…imagining the way the lights would dim…imagining how easily Charlie might lean across the armrest and capture her lips with his.

      If Dylan was being honest with herself, it wasn't Charlie she was worried about. He may outweigh her, but she could fend off any flirtation he decided to take too far.

      She had been more worried about leaning across the armrest and putting an end to the tension between them herself…but she wasn't so stupid to think that just one kiss with Charlie would be the end of things. Spending time alone with the cocksure quarterback was becoming borderline unbearable. What was she going to do now that it had been sanctioned by the hospital?

      Dylan pulled up to the main house and put her car in park. She recognized Trevor Wild's lean silhouette on the porch. The cowboy sipped from a mug of coffee and gazed out across the lawn toward one of the distant cabins.

      "Nice to see you again, Dr. Rose." He tipped his hat to her as she joined him on the porch. "Hope my half-brother isn't giving you too much trouble."

      "Oh, he definitely is." Dylan shifted her bag up one shoulder. "How is the patient?

      "Resting." Trevor seemed amused by her disbelieving look. "I'm guessing he won't show it to anyone but family, but all this traveling back and forth to the hospital takes a lot out of him."

      "Thanks for your report," Dylan said. She leaned around Trevor to peek through the screen door. Charlie waved to her from the couch; he was far enough inside the living room that she assumed he couldn't overhear them. "I'm sure the drinking doesn't help matters."

      "Thank you for bringing him home the other night," Trevor added.

      "Don't worry about it. I'm sure you don't have time in your schedule to babysit." Fortunately, that's what I'm paid for, Dylan thought darkly.

      "No ma'am," Trevor agreed. His serious mouth tugged slightly in the beginning stages of a grin. "We're lucky to have you."

      Dylan noticed for the first time that there were two mugs of coffee steaming on the porch railing. Trevor plucked them up and started down the steps past her. "I'll be out on the property for the rest of the evening. You need anything, Charlie knows how to holler for me. No, I don't mean actually holler," Trevor said when he noticed Dylan's incredulous look. "Either of you feel free to call me on my cell."

      "Right. Got it." She grinned. "Thanks, Trevor." Rest of the evening, huh? She watched the cowboy's lanky figure stroll off toward the distant cabin. What sort of midnight chores does Wildhorse Ranch require?

      "Trevor's off to knock boots with Sabrina," Charlie supplied as soon as the screen door banged shut behind her. He reclined upright on the couch, his leg iced and elevated on the coffee table. "Guess it's just you and me, Doc."

      "Who's Sabrina?" Dylan asked, ignoring his closing comment. She was all too aware of just how much their one-on-one session was already living up to its name.

      "Wildhorse's glamping coordinator. Trevor's girlfriend. She's fun. Loves to bend the rules and drive my brother crazy. You wouldn't like her."

      "I think it might surprise you who I like."

      Yikes. She shouldn't have said that. Charlie's bright blue eyes fixed on her like a kid who had just been offered a fat piece of cake. He struggled to rise as she passed him on the couch.

      "You brought the popcorn? Need me to show you around the kitchen?" he volunteered.

      "I think I've got it." Dylan laid a hand on his shoulder, signaling him to stay in place. "You sit tight. Let me know if there's anything I can get for you while I'm up."

      "How about a beer?" Charlie called after her hopefully.

      Dylan chuckled and shook her head. "I'll let you have one beer. Because I see you've been using your crutches again, and you deserve a reward."

      "Speaking of rewards, I hope you like westerns," Charlie mentioned as he wagged the DVD case at her.

      Dylan returned moments later with a bowl of popcorn and two frosty bottles of beer. She passed one to Charlie and settled onto the couch beside him.

      "You and your brother seem to have a good relationship," she said. "And I'd be lying if I said it didn't give me renewed confidence knowing he's around to help you."

      "I don't need help," Charlie grumbled.

      "Then why am I here?"

      "Because I invited you."

      Dylan rolled her eyes.

      "I trust the crutches aren't just for show this evening?" she probed as she passed him the popcorn. "They'll really help you get around. More than that, they'll help you heal quicker. I'm willing to compromise if you promise you'll use them at home."

      "I promise."

      "And no stairs aside from the ones out front. Those are small enough you won't risk injuring yourself—it'll actually be a good workout for your ACL. But I want you using the wheelchair ramp and elevators at the hospital. How are you showering?"

      "Want to find out?"

      "Charlie," Dylan hissed. "I'm serious! You run the biggest risk of aggravating it again in the bathroom. If you'd just…"

      His arm slipped down off the couch and around her shoulders, and Dylan clamped her mouth shut. "Relax," he murmured. "Enjoy the movie. At the very least enjoy your popcorn."

      He kept his eyes trained forward on the flickering screen. After a moment, Dylan sighed and sank back despite herself. She had managed to put another long day behind her, and this…this felt nice. When was the last time she had shut her brain off and thought about something other than work?

      Excluding thoughts of Charlie, of course. It felt too much like a soon-to-be-illicit dream, sitting there beside him, with his arm draped across her shoulders. They both had an awareness of it. They both knew what he was doing, of this Dylan was certain. But what did it say about her that she remained? How much could she risk letting on—and how much did he already know? Every offhand comment, every little maneuver Charlie made felt smooth as perfectly manufactured butter. Was any of it real, or was it the only way he knew how to conduct himself around women?

      Dylan hated that she found him charming. She was just as bad as everyone else who enabled him. And yet, she couldn't deny that a part of her enjoyed his company. Charlie was funny and interesting and unpredictable. As much as he kept her constantly on her toes at work, Dylan couldn't deny that she enjoyed the challenge—as well as the challenge their warring personalities brought to every interaction.

      Goodness, she’d bet sex with Charlie would be mind-blowing.

      Dylan shook her head so violently that her hair hit Charlie in the face. He chuckled and reached between them to brush it aside. "Hate the movie that much?"

      "No, actually I…love westerns." She tried to ignore the stroke of his fingers and missed it the moment they were gone again.

      "Trevor told me to invite you over for a free riding lesson some time," Charlie mentioned as he sat back. "If you're not too much of a city girl to consider it."

      "Offer accepted," she said. "I could use a hobby out here in the Bend to help me unwind."

      "I noticed." Charlie grinned, but it wasn't his usual lascivious smirk. Dylan chanced a smile back and felt warmer for it. "And I didn't mean what I said about Sabrina earlier. I think the two of you'd get along famously."

      "Yeah?"

      "Yeah. I should know."

      "Because you know famous?" she guessed.

      "Because you and I get along great, and don't pretend we don't."

      Dylan blew a dark wisp of hair out of her eyes and grabbed for the popcorn. She could pretend a lot of things by the light of day; heck, she could pretend everything if she had to, and she was confident no one would be the wiser…except maybe Charlie himself.

      But she was secure and sheltered here beneath his arm, and in the darkness, she felt like she didn't have to pretend so hard. She would let it be what it was, and in the morning, she would get back to fending off his advances. It was their choreography, their performance for his management and her supervisors. Here, removed from prying eyes and obligations, she might finally feel content to sit it all out in the wings with him.

      "This is nice," Charlie said. He turned to look at her. "No offense, but I think you're actually less…uptight outside the hospital."

      "I'm not uptight," Dylan said defensively. "I'm just…strict."

      "Uh-huh."

      "And even if I wasn't, Lockhart General is a strict setting. There's no room to mess around." She turned toward him, and was surprised to find him so near. Had he inched closer when she wasn't looking? The heat radiating off him was like a furnace. She might burn up if she got too close, but she couldn't retreat now without attracting notice. Dylan straightened instead, trying to sit a little taller than his armpit. "But you knew that already," she pointed out. "I assumed that's why you don't like it there."

      "What makes you think I don't like the hospital?" Charlie asked her. The question felt strangely pointed. The easy smile never left his face, but something behind his eyes flickered. Something painful.

      Maybe it was time to change things up. Maybe it was time for her to inject some levity into the proceedings. Dylan snorted and distracted them both by snatching the beer out of his hand. She had already finished hers. "Come on. All those rules? Applying to you?" She took a quick swig and passed the bottle back. "You must be going crazy. Everyone on your management team seems to think I'm the one keeping you in line, but I think we both know that's trash. I think you're keeping a low profile for now, but you're just biding your time, trying to think of the best way to give the system your middle finger."

      "I am," he admitted, "but that's not why I hate Lockhart General."

      "So you do hate it. Specifically."

      "Watch the movie," he commanded. He thrust the bowl of popcorn back at her, and Dylan had to react quickly to prevent it from falling. As soon as she had secured it and looked up again, she realized it had been his own distraction tactic. While she was messing with the bowl, Charlie had slid himself closer to her. They now occupied the same cushion of the couch; his immense, rock-hard thigh brushed against hers. Dylan blinked incredulously at the size disparity. She had seen plenty of gladiator-sized athletes in her career, but never from this angle. Certainly never this close.

      "Relax," Charlie muttered. His eyes were trained on the flickering television. "I'm not going to try anything. I just like flirting with you."

      "That's very reassuring," Dylan said. "And, I'm sure you already know, inappropriate."

      "Wouldn't do it otherwise."

      The cushion she leaned against moved a little. His hand dangled casually over her shoulder, his fingers nearly grazing the top of her breast. He was definitely pushing the boundaries of their doctor-patient relationship, but it felt more like a challenge than anything. She had to show Charlie that she wouldn't let him get away with anything. Dylan turned to him again and pretended not to notice their intimate arrangement.

      "Do you take anything seriously?" she mused aloud. She was genuinely curious.

      "I take one thing seriously," Charlie admitted.

      "Let me guess. Football?"

      "Bingo."

      "I don't believe you." Dylan laughed at the stunned look on his face. "I mean, of course I believe you take football seriously. I don't believe it's the only thing you take seriously."

      "Then you'd be the first," Charlie said. "C'mon. You can't deny that when you look at me, you see a—"

      "Jock?" she supplied.

      "A total sex god, an unrepentant ladies' man with great comedic timing. Fun to be around, but not exactly the guy you take home to Mom."

      "Maybe that's just what you want the world to see," Dylan suggested. "Or at least, what your management team wants the world to see. You don't have to live up to the hype if you don't want to."

      "Don't I?"

      "Not with me you don't."

      The living room lapsed into a silence punctuated only by the rambling talk of the cowboys on screen. The tension Dylan thought she had been successfully slicing through with every quick comment flooded back in. Had she broken through their superficial exchange, only to say the wrong thing?

      Charlie grimaced, and she became instantly alert. "What? What is it? Your knee?" Her heart fluttered in panic. What had aggravated it? She hadn't felt him move it—then again, they sat so closely, it was more than possible that she had moved in a way that…

      "No, Doc. Not my knee. I just realized I might be out of conversation topics. I'm used to talking football, when I'm not engaged in…other activities."

      "Uh-huh." She thinned her mouth, suppressing a smile to let him know she didn't believe him. The corner of Charlie's own mouth hitched up.

      "Don't believe me?"

      "I don't doubt that the…sensational sexual profile is a lie. But I doubt you don't have more to talk about than sex and football," she said. "In fact, I know firsthand that there's so much more to you. Like it or not, I think I'm coming to understand you better, Charlie Wild."

      "You're not the only one thinking that, and it's only been a week." He looked at her like she was a wonder, something unexpected that had crept up on him while he had been too busy crafting his next innuendo. Dylan loved the quality of Charlie's gaze and tried not to squirm beneath it—or even breathe—for fear of interrupting whatever private revelation was coming to him.

      Goodness, didn't every girl dream of catching a man off guard and making him see her as if she was the first one worthy of love he had ever laid eyes on? That's the way Charlie Wild looked at her.

      They both broke eye contact in the same moment. Dylan shifted against him and cleared her throat; when that didn't prove effective in forcing her heart back down where it belonged, she filled her mouth with popcorn. She felt the hand Charlie had draped across her right shoulder playing idly with her hair. She didn't think he even noticed he was doing it, and she said nothing to draw attention to the fact.

      "More?" Charlie rattled the popcorn bowl at her. They had already reduced its contents to kernels.

      "You know me too well." Any other woman would probably express more sheepishness at the vice, but if there was one thing Charlie Wild had known about Dylan from day one, it was that she consumed popcorn like she was running out of time. "But I'll get it," she stated as she rose.

      Charlie pulled a face. "No. You're my guest. You sit your donkey back down."

      "Something tells me you don't usually talk to your guests that way. And anyway, if I'm anything, I'm your doctor," she reminded him. Dylan held her hand out for the bowl, and Charlie held it away from her. He forced her into a surprise retreat as he stood. "Charlie, I mean it. I don't want you aggravating that leg any more than you've already—"

      The knee gave beneath him, and he pitched forward as if on some cosmic cue. Dylan held her hands out to catch him instinctively, but there was no way she would be able to support him if he went down fully. A man of Charlie's size probably knew as much. Maybe it was his effort to stop himself from careening forward and crushing her completely that made him drop the bowl and twist to fall back on the couch instead. Dylan already had her hands on him; he didn't allow her any time to release. She fell forward and collapsed on top of him.

      "See!" She exclaimed in anguish. Charlie's hands came up, probably on football instinct, to clasp her securely to his chest. His touch set her inner alarm bells off, but she didn't move off him immediately; she was afraid of jostling his knee. No getting up off the patient until she figured out exactly how they were entangled. "I told you! You need to stay off your…your…"

      Charlie's hand slid down her waist to press against the small of her back. Dylan arched her spine in response to the touch. Almost immediately, she knew she shouldn't have done that. She could feel the outline of Charlie's erection swelling against her thigh.

      The length of his cock was absolutely dizzying. She didn't dare glance down to gauge how wide it was. It certainly felt as if it matched the rest of his proportions. It strained against the front of his pants like a battering ram about to burst free at any moment.

      There was no pretending she didn't know it was there. Judging by the hooded look in Charlie's eyes, he wasn't in the mood to pretend, either. Dylan propped her forearm against his chest, trying to reestablish some boundaries above the belt.

      "You need to start listening to me," she murmured.

      "You need to learn to stop talking," he said. His other hand slid up to tangle in her hair, and Dylan arched into him even more, like a cat being stroked. His fingers tightened, and white sparks of pleasure-pain erupted along the back of her neck and skull.

      "Goodness, you're so beautiful," Charlie groaned beneath her. "You have no idea what looking at you does to me."

      "Stop talking," Dylan advised.

      Charlie stopped talking. He yanked her down in one forceful move, and Dylan went. Their lips crashed together in a single hot collision, their tongues slithering and tangling. There was no warm-up, no romantic working up to a deepened kiss—with the way their bodies were aligned, any illusion of chasteness was long gone. Her hungry mouth made up for lost time, seeking an outlet for the incredible sensation overwhelming her from below.

      Dylan had never been shy when it came to hooking up. Reserved, maybe, and cautious, but once the gloves were off, she was all-in. She knew her body and thrilled at the opportunity to let Charlie know it also. Even as she pressed forward into his kiss, she reached behind her and guided his hand down the curve of her donkey, craving the intimate heat of his touch. She had caught him staring at her donkey so often, she had started to feel naked without his hands on her. It was only now, in the moment, that she could finally admit what being around Charlie Wild for extended periods of time did to her.

      "Incredible," Charlie growled appreciatively into her mouth. Dylan claimed that as a victory. He clenched his massive hand down. His fingers were so long they wrapped around the back of her thigh and pressed her between her legs. She bucked her hips involuntarily with a gasp. It was as if he had flirted with pressing the button that would set her off completely. Her underwear was already starting to cling to her, damp and getting damper. She doubted Charlie could feel what he was doing to her through the additional layer of her jeans, but he might have easily guessed. Her brain wasn't steering her body, not anymore. She couldn't tell where she ended and he began clearly enough to guess who was driving at this point.

      Charlie's fervent lips found the pulse in her throat. He pushed back against every throb, thrusting with his tongue and teasing with his teeth. He was marking her—was there anyone at work or in the whole of Lockhart Bend who wouldn't suspect it was his handiwork? Dylan grasped for the thought and lost it the next instant when Charlie's hips came up off the couch beneath her. She was practically riding him like a horse.

      "Ah!" Dylan gasped wildly. One of Charlie's hands—she couldn't keep track of which—slid up her shirt to cup one breast over her bra. She had never thought of her chest as particularly small, but the immensity of his palm dwarfed her. His hand skated to the side, gathering up both of her breasts in his greedy grasp, squeezing them together. Her nipples strained to be free of the constrictive fabric of her bra. Every inch of her body yearned to experience Charlie's bold touches. The enormous bulge in his pants served as a reminder of what awaited her every time she brushed up against it. She knew it was only a matter of moments before she would be in direct contact with Charlie's cock. They didn't have to hurry this; they had all the time in the—

      A gunshot exploded in the background. Dylan jerked, and her knee came down on Charlie's left leg, nearly staking him to the couch. The quarterback reared away from her and clenched his teeth shut against a cry of pain; every tendon in his neck strained with the effort.

      "Oh, my goodness! I'm so sorry, Charlie!"

      Dylan was up off the couch as explosively as the next shot that cracked from the TV. The cowboys onscreen had gone to war with the outlaws. Dylan hovered her hands in the darkness as if she didn't trust them to return to him. Charlie propped himself up sideways on his forearm and winced.

      "It's fine," he growled. "I'm fine. Get back over here."

      "Absolutely not." She was in full-on doctor mode now. She should have been in full-on doctor mode all along—he was a patient, for goodness sake, not a hook-up. All irresistibly tousled, horizontally laid, six and a half feet of Charlie Wild required her professional protection—not her sexual advances. "I never should have done that."

      "We never should have done that," Charlie quickly corrected her, "but we did. We're both equally responsible for what just happened." He arched an eyebrow at her. "Or did you think you were taking advantage of me?"

      "I am taking advantage." Dylan was determined to get through to him. To get through to both of them, since she clearly needed a reminder of where the boundaries were. "I'm your doctor. You're my patient. It's absolutely against the rules."

      "You mean it would be taboo to continue," Charlie said. She hated that suggestive look in his eyes. It was too open, too encouraging—it promised that every temptation she wanted to taste with him would be that much more savory for how forbidden it was. She pushed back the dark, snarled curtain of her hair, trying to banish the knots his fingers had made.

      "No, not…taboo. What am I saying?" she muttered aloud. "Yes, it would absolutely be taboo, but not in the fun sense—which is clearly how you're framing it for yourself."

      "So, you admit it can be fun."

      Dylan growled in frustration. "There's a balance of power at play here, Charlie. It would be unethical for me to press any advantage I have over you—acknowledged or otherwise." She crossed her arms to punctuate the point.

      "Dylan. Come on." Charlie held his hands out as if he were a particularly tasty spread at a party. Maybe he was. Dylan shook her head to banish the thought. "Look at me. No one has ever taken advantage of me in my life. I could be down both legs and an arm, and I'd still be in charge of the situation. Or at least totally complicit in it. And I was totally complicit in what was happening earlier. Will you look at me?" he repeated, when she refused to meet his gaze

      "I do look at you, Charlie. That's the problem." Dylan bent to retrieve the popcorn bowl before thinking better of it. Going after the bowl would only put her back in Charlie's range, and she didn't trust him not to make a grab for her. "I'm going to get you an ice pack," she said instead. She turned on her heel and walked resolutely toward the kitchen. "Do not move from that couch. I'll be right back."

      "Care to do some more looking when you get back?" Charlie called after her.

      Dylan paused in the kitchen doorway. She took a deep breath, summoning all her self-control, then turned around. "I want you to keep that leg iced and elevated." She was a machine reading off an internal script. "Barring trips to the bathroom, I want you to stay where you are for the rest of the night if you can. I'm going to grab you a blanket and pillow to help you get situated before I go."

      "I don't need help getting situated," Charlie growled. Ironically, he chose that moment to reach down and adjust the front of his pants. Dylan knew she shouldn't smile or take any sort of pleasure in seeing the state she had left him in. Anyone else might feel sorry for what they had done. She certainly felt sorry for pushing the boundaries of ethical behavior with Charlie, but she couldn't honestly say she felt bad for leaving him sexually frustrated. She was just as frustrated, even if his physical symptoms were more…obvious.

      "Hang tight," she advised him. She moved out of view of the main room; as she left, she heard his groan and the unmistakable sound of six and a half feet of quarterback toppling back into the couch.

      Be as cold as the ice pack, Dylan, she thought as she pulled open Charlie's freezer. Cold as the ice pack. And when you get home…you'll have earned yourself a hot date with a cold, cold shower.

      Too bad the hot date she really wanted was with her hunky, fully-erect patient in the other room. Time to put some professional distance between herself and Charlie Wild. If she couldn't banish this attraction to him, then she would have to suppress it.

      Easier said than done.
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      "Quit looking at me like that," Dylan whispered ferociously.

      "Like what?" Charlie asked. He knew exactly what she meant; he just wanted to hear her say it.

      Dylan sighed and leaned back from her office desk, pushing her hair out of her eyes. He still remembered the way it had felt, wrapped around his fingers the night before. He liked the way the dark, voluminous waves framed her face but couldn't help imagining how things might be different the next time if she kept it secured in a ponytail. He could wrap it around his fist, steering the movements of her head. He imagined her kneeling down between his legs, that scowling, curvaceous mouth wrapped around his…

      "You're doing it again," Dylan hissed.

      He imagined her bent beneath him. He imagined watching the perspiration roll down the exquisite, shuddering shoulders, her ponytail fisted in his hand as he positioned himself behind her…

      "Charlie!"

      Charlie started in his chair. Like most furniture at the hospital, the seat was several sizes too small for him; the legs seemed ready to buckle beneath his weight at any moment, and letting his doctor scare the heck out of him wasn't improving his chances of staying upright.

      Dylan seemed to have buckled legs on her mind as well. "Mr. Wild," she overcorrected herself, "I would appreciate it if you…if I could keep your attention for more than a minute to talk about your progress at our facility."

      "'Mr. Wild,'" Charlie repeated, easing back and crossing his arms. "See, I'm not sure I like that."

      Dylan lowered her eyes pointedly. "You don't?"

      God dang it. He didn't need to look down to know that he had managed to pop a raging erection while entertaining his ponytail fantasies about Dylan. He decided to own it, like he owned most things about himself. He kept his arms crossed and grinned at her.

      "Would you like to take a moment to adjust?" she offered.

      "I'd like to take you out to dinner," he counteroffered instead. "A real one this time. Not that the Tin Horseshoe isn't quaint, but why don't you and I plan something more metropolitan for this weekend? Dallas. Fort Worth. Austin. You name the restaurant, and my name'll get us in."

      He liked the way her eyes flirted with looking at his package and the way she had to master herself each time. He liked the way Dylan Rose did anything. He even liked the way she tapped her pen rapidly in his presence, like tiny machine gun fire she had no control over. She crossed and then re-crossed her legs. Charlie edged his own legs open a bit wider.

      "You've been doing good," she blurted. She clenched her eyes shut. "Well. You've been doing well."

      "So why don't I get a gold star?" Charlie inquired.

      He didn't know what it was about a star that triggered her, but Dylan rose abruptly from behind her chair. She leaned forward, and Charlie's eyes dropped immediately to her cleavage.

      "Charlie, if you're doing everything I've told you to do with the expectation of earning a date, then as your doctor, I feel it's my duty to tell you you're trash out of luck!" Dylan snapped. She cut a quick glance to the closed door, like she thought there might be listening ears on the other side.

      You need to get laid. He was smart enough not to speak the thought. "I make my own luck," he said aloud. "And I don't wait around for someone else's rules to align with what I want."

      "You need to start getting serious about this," Dylan continued. "This is your career on the line. You know that. I need you to push yourself harder for something other than a date."

      "Don't tell me I don't know how to push myself, Doc," Charlie said coldly.

      "You certainly know how to push," Dylan countered.

      "You would know."

      Her face colored. She glanced down quickly, her thick lashes kissing her cheeks as if she could wish her blush away. So, she wasn't as far out of his reach as she wanted herself to be.

      Now it was Charlie's turn to glance over at the door. What were the chances of someone walking in on them in the next five, ten, fifteen minutes? How much could he get away with in that amount of time?

      He thought he could get away with just enough.

      "Charlie." Dylan said his name again. A warning. "We need to talk about the very real possibility that your—"

      "Charlie Wild! Charlie Wild!"

      Someone ran down the hallway shouting his name. Charlie was used to hearing his name chanted and repeated, but it felt out of place in Lockhart Bend. He looked at Dylan to confirm he hadn't imagined it before rising out of his chair and following her to the door. They both poked their heads out into the hall.

      "Nicholas!" A Critical Care nurse shouted after her charge. "Nicholas, no running in the halls! Mr. Wild is right here!"

      Charlie stepped out into the hallway and waved to his tiny, overexcited friend. Nicholas rushed back to him; Charlie lowered himself down gingerly to one knee and held out his arms. He knew a hug when he saw one coming. Nicholas threw himself against Charlie's chest. Charlie wrapped his arms around the little boy gingerly and boomed a laugh.

      "Whoa! Slow down, dude! What's up?" he asked.

      "The games arrived!" Nicholas exclaimed excitedly. "Can I show you? Can I show you what they brought?"

      "What games?" Dylan stood back with the Critical Care nurse, watching the scene unfold with an incredulous look on her face. "What who brought?"

      Nicholas gave an ecstatic giggle. He turned to look at Dylan, before glancing away shyly. "She's pretty," he whispered into Charlie's ear.

      "Tell me about it," Charlie said. He raised his eyes to Dylan and noted her exasperated smile.

      “Come now!” Nicholas said quickly. He grabbed Charlie's enormous hand in his and yanked with all his might. Charlie rose slowly and followed him away from the office toward the Critical Care wing. The two women trailed behind them.

      At first, Charlie wasn't a hundred percent certain that Nicholas had led him to the right wing. He had only been by the Critical Care once before, and Lockhart Bend's facility was fairly big despite the diminutive town that housed it.

      Now, he barely recognized the ward. Boys and girls and wheelchair-bound elderly gathered around the pile of boxes stacked in the hall, the electronics companies’ names emblazoned across the cardboard. A couple boxes had been opened from impatience, and nurses and patients swapped game controllers back and forth between them. Charlie realized ordering the wireless systems had been a good idea. Many of the patients, regardless of age, were hooked to oxygen tubes, IVs, and feeders, and additional cords would have only gotten in the way.

      Nicholas detached from Charlie when a few of his fellow patients called over to him. He ran to join them as they ripped into a game system box.

      "What…is all this?" Dylan gasped.

      "The TVs and game systems arrived early this morning," Nicholas' nurse said in wonder. "And so did a crew to install them, though they've only gotten one up and running so far."

      Charlie turned, grinning, to gauge Dylan's response to all this. Her mouth hung open, and she blinked so rapidly he couldn't decide whether she was caught in a state of disbelief or disapproval. It was a cute look, in either case.

      "You like it? I purchased one for every room." He gestured to where Nicholas sat with his buddies on a single bed, their identical bald heads all crowded over the instruction manual for the console. "Nicholas told me that out of everything he's been through since he got diagnosed, he found boredom at the hospital to be the worst. I figured I'd bring a little entertainment into everyone's lives. It's what a guy like me is good for, right?"

      "This is wonderful." Dylan's eyes shimmered faintly, but she didn't cry. She gazed at the tableau of laughing boys and girls. "I've never seen them so…you got one for every room? Are you serious?"

      "Just for this ward."

      "For the entire ward?"

      Charlie shrugged. "For once, I wanted to do the responsible thing and hold back. Do a trial run. I figured you of all people would approve of my restraint."

      "Imagine you. Responsible." Dylan gave a laugh at the word, but it wasn't cruel. It was genuine, and the purity of the sound made Charlie feel encouraged.

      "Admit it." He leaned sideways to murmur into Dylan's ear. "You kind of want to kiss me right now."

      "Oh, I definitely do."

      Her whispered answer took him by surprise. He had teased her with the full expectation of having his efforts thrown back in his face. Now, his teasing seemed that much more weighted in hindsight.

      Because Dylan wasn't teasing back.

      She wouldn't look at him. Not right away. Once she had put some distance between herself and her words, her shoulders rose in a deep breath, and she tipped her head back. Their eyes met. Charlie found himself helplessly drawn in. He wanted to slide a hand across the fragile bones of her exposed neck from behind. He wanted to master the jut of that stubborn chin; he wanted to watch her eyes flutter shut as she gave over to the guidance of his hand. His arm was already half-raised by the time the pair of lips he watched parted themselves to speak.

      "How did you pay for this?" Her green eyes searched his. "Out of your own pocket?"

      "Er," Charlie said. "About that…"
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      "Dr. Rose, please tell the board that this is someone's idea of a joke!"

      Dylan winced beneath her supervisor's words and wished she could take it back. Any show of weakness and these people would eat her alive. At least Charlie appeared to be feeling some sympathy for her. He sat further forward in his chair than she had ever seen him before, and he looked ready to leap up and come to her defense at any moment.

      As well he should! This whole debacle was entirely his fault. When would it be his turn to stand up and get grilled?

      "Tell me they're rentals," the hospital head interrupted Dylan's direct supervisor. "At least tell me that much."

      "Nope!" A pair of glasses from the financial department quickly put up his hand. "The flat screens and gaming systems were all purchased using the donation intended for Sports Medicine."

      All eyes turned to look at her accusingly, while Dylan's eyes burned into the closed-lipped Austin celebrity staring at the far wall. What was that about wanting to do the 'responsible' thing, Charlie?

      She could murder the quarterback. Well, maybe not in a fair fight, but she was willing to sink to inconceivable lows at this point. A drop of arsenic in his protein powder, maybe, or…

      Goodness, how often does the thought of murder cross my mind in this room? Dylan thought as she glanced around herself. Out loud, she said, "Pardon me, but I need a moment to process…"

      "There's nothing more to process." Charlie rose from his chair. His immediate command of the room was obvious, and Dylan would have felt instant relief at having him stand now if she didn't so desperately want him six feet under in an unmarked grave. "Dr. Rose had nothing to do with this, and I think we all know that. And she won't be the scapegoat for my mistakes. She didn't whisper in my ear and convince me to do this, if that's what you're thinking. I spoke to the other Teamsters, and we all decided as a team to reroute the donation to Critical Care to pay for the TVs."

      "But why, Charlie?" Smitty demanded. "We already told the public that money was going to the Sports Medicine Department!"

      "What? The optics suddenly don't look good enough for you, Smitty?" Charlie demanded. "You think a bunch of smiling sick kids won't play well? Think showing the reality of that underfunded Critical Care ward is going to make people uncomfortable?"

      "We'll fundraise," Dylan blurted. All eyes turned back toward her, and she soldiered on valiantly. "We'll hold a fundraiser for the hospital—sooner rather than later, while Charlie's stunt is still fresh. We'll aim to take in the missing money for Sports Med, and any additional donations we get will go directly to Critical Care now that awareness has been raised."

      "That's not a bad plan," the hospital head said. "I'll get our event planners working on it immediately. Mr. Smith," she said to Smitty, "expect our communications and PR staff to be in touch with your team in the next few hours. I want to get out ahead of this and spin it to our best advantage. So long as Mr. Wild agrees to make a personal appearance and be our main spokesperson on this, I don't see how we can't split resources and all come away happy."

      "You pissed at me?" Charlie asked her as the rest of the boardroom disbanded. Dylan tried to escape into the hallway so she could lock herself in her office and tear paper to vent her frustration, but he snagged her arm before she could so much as make it a foot from the door.

      "I'm not pissed." She lied through her teeth, but whether or not she was angry at him wasn't the point right now. She strained, closed her eyes, and took in a deep breath. When she opened them again, Charlie was gazing down at her in amusement. "Charlie," she began again, "I agree with the hospital head. This can be a good thing. Not just for Lockhart General and all the kids in the Critical Care ward, but for you. Have you ever thought about devoting your time to more projects like this?"

      "Not a bad idea," he allowed as he gazed off down the hallway. "I mean, I get why some of the guys on my team might do this sort of thing more than they hit the club scene. I didn't always follow that line of thinking, but now…yeah, I might make the time."

      Dylan shook her head and rotated him back toward her. "No…I mean, that's great. It's really wonderful you feel this way. But that's not what I meant." His brow furrowed, perplexed. "As your doctor…" she continued, "As your friend…I think it's important that you start considering what the next step is going to be."

      "What do you mean?" he asked.

      Now it was Dylan's turn to feel confused. "Exactly what I said. I've seen plenty of career-ending injuries in my life, Charlie, and not all of them are obvious at the start. In fact, it's the ones that aren't obvious that are often the hardest on people, because they expect to be back on the field again in no time. When that doesn't happen…" She shook her head. She never enjoyed giving this talk, and it was even harder than usual giving it to Charlie.

      "It's important that you have other pursuits off the field, is all I'm saying. Whether your career ends today or tomorrow or five years from now, you have to have something to look forward to."

      She just wished she could read the look on his face better. His usual smile had deflated, but she wasn't sure at what point in their conversation all the air had gone out of it.

      "You see what I'm saying now? Right now, your life revolves around football. If—when—your football career ends, I don't want your emotional life to end with it. I'm your doctor, Charlie, and that means I concern myself with all aspects of your health. I'm saying that I think you'd be a really great ambassador to children like Nicholas."

      Charlie stood frozen in front of her. As the silent seconds ticked past, Dylan found herself wanting to reach up and rap her knuckles on his forehead to check that he was home. Had anything she said gotten through to him?

      "Right," he finally answered her. "Emotional life. Got it. If you don't mind, I'd like to get back to football now, Doc."

      Evidently not.

      "Come on." Charlie grabbed her hand and towed her toward the gym. "I don't think you fully appreciate yet what that encompasses. Let me prove to you how ready I am to get back out there on the field."

      "You don't have to prove anything to me," she protested as they entered the rehab facility. "Unless you want to start proving that you're going to follow my advice."

      Whatever Charlie wanted her to see, it evidently required him to be shirtless. The quarterback shucked his jacket—no easy feat considering it was already tight across his massive shoulders—and pulled his T-shirt up over his head. He pulled an elastic band off his wrist and used it to secure his hair, then he made his way out to the exercise mat.

      He dropped easily into a set of pushups, as Dylan seated herself on the nearby bench. She crossed one leg over the other and tried to arrange herself into a position that best conveyed her disapproval with this display.

      "Come on!" Charlie lifted one arm off the mat to gesture her over. She just chuckled and rolled her eyes in response.

      "Mr. Wild, I'm not going to sit on your back." Did he really think he was the first to make the offer?

      "Only on my front?" Charlie asked innocently.

      Dylan had no ready response. She scowled and settled for watching the show he insisted on putting on for her. When it became apparent she wouldn't budge from the bench, Charlie fisted his free hand and tucked it behind his back. He continued his push-ups one-handed.

      Dylan's gaze traveled over the heaving mountains of his shoulder blades, the tectonic shifts of his back muscles. He really was in breathtaking physical shape, built unlike any of her previous patients. Anyone who got paid what he did could spend their time bulking up in various areas and packing on the muscle, but Charlie's incredible height made him something unique to behold.

      She watched the way he trained himself close to the mat, clenching his jaw with the effort. His progress on one arm slowed, but he still kept up a steady pace despite his immense effort. The sweat practically boiled off him, sliding down into the valley of his back and trickling from his temple.

      She was transported, suddenly, into a reckless fantasy—one that overtook her before she could throw up any defense against it. She imagined herself beneath Charlie, naked, her legs wrapped around his surging waist. Her dark hair was free and fanned about her on the mat; the facility lights were off, and there was no one in the gym except for Charlie and her—no one to hear her cries of ecstasy as he took her, thrusting that unbelievable cock of his into her tight passage, stretching and filling and stretching her again to the brink of her absolute endurance…

      "Pistol?" Charlie asked her.

      Dylan blinked. "I'm sorry. What?"

      "Pistol squats," Charlie repeated. He was back on his feet now; sweat ran down his face. "I was asking if you thought I could do fifty of them."

      "Fifty is a lot," she mentioned. She flipped forward a page on her clipboard to check the schedule. Mainly she was looking for an excuse to take her eyes off him. She cleared her throat and fidgeted with her collar. When had she gotten so sweaty? She had barely moved since she had sat down. "I don't have you up to fifty until next week."

      "I'll make a bet with you." His voice boomed on the word “bet,” and several other patients using the gym turned their heads in interest. Dylan didn't like where this was going. If Charlie Wild was anything, he was a man who knew how to attract spectators and get them on his side.

      "A bet," she repeated.

      "Right." Charlie jutted his finger toward the mat. "I do thirty right here, right now, and you're my date to the fundraiser. And I get to choose the dress you wear."

      "Do you promise to back off from them if you feel any strain?" she asked him.

      "Cross my heart." Charlie grinned. A small crowd gathered around the mat. Dylan sighed in exasperation and set her clipboard aside. Trust Charlie Wild to turn his own physical therapy session into a spectacle.

      "Halfway down," she instructed. "If I see you go any further, the bet's off."

      "Done."

      "And if I win?" she challenged him.

      Charlie snorted as he dropped into his first pistol. "Not going to happen," he grunted as he hopped up again. "Might as well save your breath."

      Dylan scoffed at his arrogance, and the crowd of patients emitted a collective “Oooh.”

      "Need directions to the burn center, Dr. Rose?" one of the younger men called over to her. She couldn't help laughing with the rest of them—and holding her forehead in disbelief as Charlie continued his reps. She had already lost count. Thankfully, he had a crowd there to count aloud for him.

      Eighteen…nineteen…twenty…

      "I'm thinking green," Charlie said between exerted pants. "It would go with your eyes."

      "I look terrible in green."

      "You look terrible in nothing," he countered as he dipped down again.

      Twenty-seven…twenty-eight…twenty-nine…

      "Red," Dylan said.

      "Done," Charlie replied as the crowd's count hit thirty. A muted cheer went up as the quarterback hopped to his feet and turned to the spectators, waving and bowing in the wake of their adulation. There were exactly six of them.

      Dylan dropped her face into her hand, mainly to hide the breadth of her smile. When Charlie came over to the bench to collect his sweat towel, she held her other hand out. He dropped her a low-five. Whatever the nature of the competition, they were still on the same team—and his achievement was nothing short of extraordinary.

      "Guess I'm going to have to come up with a new regimen for you," she said. The bench sagged beneath his weight as he sat down beside her.

      "Guess so." He nudged her with his shoulder. "I bet you look sexy in red."

      "I wouldn't go that far." Dylan reached up to fiddle with the pen behind her ear. She picked up the clipboard, set it back down.

      "It's what I do," Charlie reminded her. "Although, you know…I could still go further."

      "I think we've done enough for today," Dylan said firmly. He wanted to have a parallel conversation, but she was determined to stay rooted in discussion of his physical therapy. She picked the clipboard up a second time and made several sweeping checkmarks with her pen. "Considering the…additional aggravations you've had this past week, I'd say we're doing pretty good. More than good. You've really exceeded my expectations, Mr. Wild."

      "Right back at you, Doc."

      Their gazes met over the clipboard. Dylan's pen stilled. The angular symmetry of Charlie's face was still for once. Expectant. His eyes locked with hers, until he appeared to see something in her expression that pleased him. He grinned and stood up. He pulled his topknot out and shook his hair loose, tossed his towel over his shoulder, and swaggered off toward the showers.

      I'm in so much trouble, she thought.
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      The hospital fundraiser was upon them. The Sport Medicine's gymnasium had been transformed seemingly overnight: turquoise and navy ribbon festooned the rafters, reflecting the Teamsters' colors, and a revolving disco ball twinkled in every corner. The perimeter of the gym floor was choked with well-dressed people: parents, doctors, donors, and coveted high-rollers. They all chatted animatedly with one another and appeared to be enjoying themselves.

      Two weeks hadn't seemed like enough to pull off such a function, but Dylan and the rest of the hospital had assembled the team to make it happen. Charlie would have taken a longer moment to absorb it all if his hand weren’t so busy flying through the motions of his signature.

      "Not bad," Smitty said around a toothpick loaded down with cheese cubes. "For a small town, I mean. The lights look great. Just wish they would have taken my suggestion and gotten a real DJ from Austin."

      Charlie sat bent over a table, signing an autograph in looping, hasty scrawl, when Smitty prodded him in the ribcage. He clenched his aching hand around the Sharpie almost hard enough to burst it. "Smitty, I swear to heaven, if you put one more pile of photos in front of me I'm going to need rehab for my…"

      "I think you're gonna want to see this, big guy."

      Charlie glanced up in annoyance, but what he saw nearly knocked the wind out of him. Dylan, tall and leggy in the first pair of heels he'd ever seen her wearing, looked as sinfully good as any professional model he had ever seen—no, scratch that. She radiated like a goddess. The crimson red dress he had ordered from Austin clung to every curve, broadcasting to every eye just what it was Dr. Rose had been keeping under wraps. Her dark hair was pinned up in an elegant twist, and her naturally lovely face was expertly made up. The overhead lights broke into sequins and scattered across the gym floor almost the exact moment she arrived, and the DJ—perhaps inspired by the appearance of a new muse—started playing “When the Stars Go Blue.”

      She was the most breathtaking creature Charlie had ever seen.

      She paused just past the entrance to the room and surveyed the scene casually, evidently unaware that almost everyone in attendance was gazing back at her. It was like Cinderella arriving at the ball, or any one of a number of Hollywood movie scenarios that Charlie would have found it hard to suspend his disbelief for. When she turned her head toward him, her earrings shimmering around the elegant curve of her neck, it was like a physical punch to his gut. There was no mistaking the change that came over her expression—the instant's recognition, the flash of unmasked happiness, followed by the professional chill he was so used to. Dylan handed her purse off at the coat check and strolled toward him. He ditched Smitty by the autograph table and met her halfway."Dylan." His eyes swept over her again. "You look…" He was at a loss for words. Dylan's thick, cherry-red lips compressed over a smile. She knew how good she looked, and dang, if that confidence wasn't sexy. "Why don't you look like this more often?" he asked finally.

      "Are you saying there's something wrong with the way I look normally, Mr. Wild?"

      "God dang it, you know what I mean." He didn't know where the sudden flare of aggression came from, but he had a feeling he wouldn't have to search very far to find the cause. Just the sight of her standing before him made him horny, and he wasn't used to having his physical desires frustrated. "You deliberately try and hide how absolutely gorgeous you are.”

      "Normally it works." The lips he would have given anything to have on him peeled back in a dazzling smile. "Can I get you a drink?"

      "Heck, no." Now that he had seen it, he wanted to feel that dress for himself. He pulled her out after him onto the dance floor; Dylan came willingly, for once submitting to his command. Feeling her give way to him this easily only made him harder. He turned and pulled her in against him to disguise the fact from other people as much as to let her feel for herself just what she did to him.

      "Oh." Her breath caught a little. "I see the need for urgency now."

      "Do you?" Charlie ducked his head close, watching her dangling earrings sway from his own breath. "Do you have any idea what you do to me?"

      "I'm starting to have a…growing awareness," she admitted as she wound her fingers around his shoulders.

      "You know it isn't just me."

      "You mean I make every other man in the room as hard as you are right now? I think you overestimate my womanly wiles, Charlie."

      "I mean you can't deny you have feelings for me, Doc."

      "That's one of the most infuriating things about you," she hissed as he spun her around the dance floor. In a thirty-second conversation, he had managed to raise her ire as much as the sight of her had managed to raise the more insistent parts of his anatomy. "You claim to have knowledge of—to be the master of—everyone else's emotions. You think the world you exist in is so predictable."

      "That's because it is," he replied.

      His awareness of the room had narrowed to tunnel vision, until she was all he could see. Everything seemed suddenly, inexplicably clear to him, like an optometrist had turned the dial on his life and snapped it all into new focus. He pulled Dylan more firmly against him. The move was decisive, intimate, and there was no more room for misinterpretation. She gazed up at him with jade-green eyes rimmed in smoky eyeliner, and Charlie knew she felt more than just the press of his physical need against her.

      "I think I need a drink." Her voice quavered.

      "I think you need some air."

      "Charlie!" Dylan laughed breathlessly as Charlie pulled her after him. "Charlie, where are we going?"

      "The hospital can keep raising funds without us," he said. He glanced both ways down the hall; the lights were low where they stood and completely off further down the wing that held the staff offices. He knew she wouldn't let him lead her far—this wasn't the dance floor. As soon as he felt that expected tug of resistance, he turned.

      "Good enough," he decided aloud.

      Dylan obviously wasn't expecting his sudden change in direction. She barreled into him, and Charlie took advantage of the moment to grab hold of her and back her into the shadowy alcove around a door.

      "Charlie!" she gasped. As soon as her back hit the door, he swooped in.

      But Dylan evaded his advance. She turned her head away at the last instant, avoiding his lips. Charlie froze, watching her panicked eyes search the wall beside them. Her hands came up between them to rest against his chest—not pushing back, but not giving way, either. She knew what he wanted and was clearly undecided herself.

      "This feels like rejection at the high school dance all over again," he muttered into her hairline.

      Dylan laughed despite herself. It was a reluctant, almost panicked sound; her chest heaved a little with it, and he could feel the tight swell of her breasts press themselves against his chest. He stood so close that there was nowhere for them to retreat to, even after her laughter had died off, and he relished finally experiencing the impression of them for himself.

      "As if you've ever been rejected by anyone," she commented.

      "It's a foreign feeling," he admitted as his hand came up to palm her breast through the thin fabric of her dress. Dylan gasped at the unexpected contact. "Didn't know how much it drove me crazy until I met you."

      "Don't," she protested. "Charlie…"

      "Tell me you feel it, too." He deepened his touch, pushing past her weakening hands and penetrating her defensive line. "Tell me I'm not alone. Your body gives you away, Doc, but I want to hear you say it with that hot little mouth of yours."

      "Oh goodness." Dylan moaned at his words, and the last of Charlie's restraint broke. He pressed her back into the door until it strained on its hinges beneath their combined weight. Dylan was a tall woman, especially in heels, but he still managed to dwarf her when he rose to his full height. He just hoped his knee didn't go out…idiot. Did he really just think that? The good doctor was rubbing off on him in all the wrong ways.

      Time to make an executive decision. Time to take the future—their future—into his own hands and accept the consequences.

      Curse the rules.

      Charlie slowly, deliberately, lowered his mouth to her, and took his taste of paradise.
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      Charlie's lips touched down on her throat. Dylan's pulse leapt in response; goosebumps erupted down her skin.

      "Charlie." When had her voice faded to a husky whisper? It sounded too deep. Too sultry. "Charlie, I…can't."

      "What can't you do?" His hand roved along the swell of her hip. The silken fabric of the dress rode up beneath his touch. She knew how easily he could tear it from her. A part of her almost wished he would.

      "This thing between us. I can't." She struggled to form a coherent protest as his lips grazed along her collarbone.

      "I want you to tell me what you can't do," he whispered into her skin. "Itemize it if you want. Don't hold back on the specifics."

      How could she possibly break it all down for him? She was a doctor, and he was her patient. It didn't get simpler, more specific, than that. But detailing the taboo out loud—for the both of them—might be her only chance to get out of this.

      Because she had to get out of this, right?

      "You can't…secret me away and expect to sweep me off my feet."

      "Can't I?" He sounded amused. She wished she could see his expression, but his head was bowed beneath her as he continued his exploration of her throat. Goodness, he looked so good in his black suit, with his blond locks swept back from his thick neck in a tight bun. She didn't know how he found the time to nip new marks into her skin while he challenged her.

      "You can't kiss me like this," she pressed on.

      "What? Too public a setting?"

      Charlie hauled her off her feet all at once and pinned her against the door. The move startled Dylan, sending thrills of electricity shooting through her from where her pelvis brushed against his. The feeling of his muscles bunching between her legs, beneath the skirt of the dress, was shockingly inappropriate.

      He let her know, in no uncertain terms, that nothing about the boundaries of the dress he had bought for her were sacred—not where he was concerned. He would clothe and disrobe her as he willed.

      Dylan suppressed the instinct to wrap her legs around his waist. It didn't matter. Charlie's hands cradled her donkey, digging indents into the tight swell of flesh. He held her off the floor with no obvious effort; his strength was breathtaking. She had never guessed she would be on the receiving end of it. Not like this.

      "Your office." He groaned the suggestion into her throat.

      "Charlie…"

      His lips renewed their campaign on her neck. Dylan's head fell back against the door, and she shuddered at the heavenly sensation—hot and wet and relentless. How was she supposed to say no to this? Her control of the situation, her willpower, was slipping away from her as easily as his hands promised her the dress would.

      "It's unlocked." The words were hers, and they were all the agreement she was able to give.

      It was all the consent Charlie needed. He pulled her off the wall and hoisted her against him, kissing her as he carried her down the darkened hallway.

      They didn't have far to go. One of Charlie's groping hands dropped away from her only long enough to locate the handle to her office door, and they were in. Dylan shoved it closed behind them with a glancing blow as he carried her to her desk. Her donkey hit the polished wood surface, and Charlie shoved her legs apart. She heard the distinct tear of fabric as the short skirt gave way to his demands. Documents and pencils scattered everywhere.

      Charlie reached beneath her dress and yanked her black nylons down. Dylan gasped and arched; she lifted herself into him, and momentarily off the desk, as he skimmed them all the way down her legs. Her heels clunked to the floor, one after the other. The cool air of the office hit her bare thighs. Charlie balled her nylons into his fist and flung them into a far corner of the office.

      "You're wet," he murmured as his lips came back to her. Dylan shuddered. She wanted to refute his claim more than anything—he had a way of making it sound so cocky, so self-impressed—but the truth was she had just been made aware of the exact same thing. His hand smoothed back up her left thigh, trailing goosebumps, before disappearing back beneath the torn fabric of the dress. She felt it brush against the soaked fabric of her panties. Charlie slotted a finger between her folds, petting and coaxing her. Dylan moaned and strained closer.

      "You're going to need a new pair of panties," he whispered. "You're overdressed, Dr. Rose. You shouldn't have bothered wearing them."

      "Did you have this planned all along?" she gasped. In answer, Charlie hooked his fingers in the cotton fabric and tugged her underwear away from his prize. She shifted again to allow him to get them all the way down.

      "No. Maybe. It was on my mind the moment I saw you in that dress."

      "You've been on my mind since the moment we first met,"

      Dylan confessed. She wound her arms around his neck and pushed her breasts against his chest.

      "Me too. But you sure made me feel like it was all in my head."

      "Charlie, you know I can't—"

      "Shhh." Charlie cupped the jut of her chin. "No more talking. No more arguing or negotiating or laying down rules. You paint that out of bounds line now, I'm going to run right over it."

      His promise silenced any more protest from her. Instead, Dylan nuzzled into his hand, catching her lips around his thumb. She drew it deep into her mouth, provoking a groan from Charlie.

      She bit the rough pad of it just to remind him of who he was dealing with. She wasn't going to give over that easily to persuasion.

      Good thing Charlie wasn't in a persuading mood. He groaned at her sensuous little demonstration, likely imagining her mouth somewhere else—just like she had planned. She curled her tongue around him and savored the salt taste of his skin.

      He unzipped her down the side and slid the dress up and over her head. The tight material had kept her breasts sufficiently tamed so that she hadn't bothered wearing a bra; now, they slipped free of the restraint and bounced back into place as Charlie finished stripping her. He groaned again at the sight. His mouth was on them before she could fend him off. Dylan gasped and clutched at his hair as he teased her nipples into pebbled rosebuds.

      "Your breasts are fantastic," he mumbled into her cleavage as he moved between them, never favoring one more than the other. "Goodness. I suspected as much. Saw you this evening, and I knew as much, but having them…they…well done."

      "Thank you." Dylan felt flushed and proud that her body could tongue-tie the famous Charlie Wild, who had probably seen his fair share of female breasts—artificially inflated or otherwise.

      "Condoms. Desk drawer," she panted. When he raised his head to stare at her in disbelief, she couldn't help the giddy laugh that overtook her. "Of course not. What, do you think I schedule sexual intercourse regularly in my office at work?"

      "I was hoping to be the first." One of Charlie's hands disappeared behind his back, and he drew his wallet out of his pants pocket. "And please don't call it 'sexual intercourse.’ Call it what it is." He tore the condom's packaging open with his teeth. The size printed on the plastic didn't escape her notice.

      "Oh, idiot," she muttered.

      "Exactly."

      Charlie whipped his jacket and tie off and stripped his shirt from his shoulders. When Dylan's hands reached for the front of his pants, he strained closer to encourage access, planting an arm on either side of her on the desk. He tucked his chin to watch, breathing shallowly, as she undid his fly and released him.

      His engorged cock slipped free, and she clutched it. He flexed a little, and Dylan felt it bob in her hands, but she couldn't bring herself to laugh at his attempts to lighten the mood. She was too busy taking in the sight of Charlie, unveiled and unfettered. She could barely circle her fingers all the way around him. His cock jutted proudly toward her, ruddy and ready and roped by veins. She stroked it, all the while wondering how he was going to fit.

      He passed her the condom, and Dylan did the honors. She sat back, gripping the desk and trying not to tremble, as he positioned himself between her legs.

      The dome of his penis butted up against her entrance. Dylan hissed and arched her back; already she could feel that it was going to be a tight fit. Charlie must have known he was packing a battering ram. He relented, instead allowing his erection to stroke the outside of her passage and coat itself in her juices. The slightest brush set her nerves on fire. The sheer anticipation of the approaching moment threatened to overwhelm her as Charlie teased her to the brink of insanity.

      "You're ready for it," he murmured into her ear. "I can feel it."

      Dylan nodded, swallowing, as his swollen cock neared her entrance. He pushed forward slowly; she grabbed onto the bunching muscles of his shoulders, packed together as hard as a rock quarry. It provided the stability she needed. She knew Charlie wouldn't relent or give ground, not even when she dug her nails into his skin. The head of his cock pushed past her folds and began to fill her narrow entry. She felt herself expand around him, the slickness of her desire easing his way deeper. He slid into her another inch, and Dylan gasped. Her head fell back, and her knees quaked.

      "That's my girl." One of Charlie's hands slid beneath her to cup her buttocks and pull her toward him. She took another inch into her, then another, feeling the aching emptiness inside her sated.

      But the ache was fast returning. It was one thing to be full, but she needed to move, to experience that initial entry again. And again. Charlie was right—she was ready for it, and she was ready now. And there was no way she was going to let this be the end of it.

      "Goodness, you feel amazing," Charlie growled through clenched teeth. He bent his head, his chin butting up against her forehead. Dylan was overcome by the wild urge to let his hair down and bury her fingers in it, but even perched on her desk, Charlie was still too tall for her. She settled for running her hands down his back, trailing over the deltoids and trapezius she had only ever admired from a safe distance. Charlie flexed, giving her a better feel.

      But other, more immediate concerns threatened to blow her mind first. As Dylan moved into position against him, Charlie eased out of her slowly. Just when she thought he was about to slip all the way out, he thrust his cock back into her, his hips smacking against hers. She arched as she felt herself filled to bursting, but it still wasn't enough.

      "I don't want it slow," she begged.

      "I know you don't."

      His total command of the situation, his complete assurance that he already knew how she wanted it and where, almost sent her over the moon.

      His grip tightened on her donkey, and he yanked her against him again. His other hand cupped the back of her neck forcefully, exerting a thrilling heat and pressure that might cross the line at any moment. Rather than clench his hand at her nape, Charlie's fingers pushed up into her hair. He collected it all and made a fist; the sudden tightening at her roots sent pleasurable sparks shooting through her vision.

      "Yes," she moaned. She dropped her head, lips parted in wanton astonishment. She wanted to see the way their bodies moved together, but the sight of Charlie's thick cock disappearing inside her again was almost too much. She would have never believed she could take that much.

      "Yeah, baby. Work for it. Work that toe just like you want to." Charlie egged her on in filthy whispers, his teeth grazing the shell of her ear. Was he mocking? Was this a sleazy invitation or another in his long series of challenges? Dylan wanted to fire back, but all she could do was moan like an animal as another wave of pleasure rocked through her. Goodness, she was letting him take control of her like this in her own office…

      Her body moved of its own accord. She rocked her hips against Charlie, tightening her abdominals and undulating. "Oh idiot, can you be any sexier?"

      Charlie cursed. His hand dropped from her hair to clutch her back. His own shoulders were slick with perspiration. Was it taking more effort than he wanted to acknowledge to hold himself back?

      Dylan pulled away, holding onto the back of his neck as she worked him with her hips. She revolved and bucked, revolved and bucked; they watched, mesmerized, as their bodies came together in sensuous union. As soon as Charlie had picked up on her rhythm, he started to pick up speed.

      "Ah! Ah! Ah!" It was at the back of her mind to stifle her cries, but she couldn't hold onto a thought long enough to put it into practice. Each panting breath burst from her lips unrestrained; each cry of ecstasy felt ripped from her throat against her will. Charlie rocked forward and pinned her back against the desktop. She sprawled beneath his chest, impacted by his heavy breaths as he surged into her. His cock was like a piston pounding into her. She was senseless with the force of it.

      "You want it hard? Just like that?" Charlie demanded. Dylan could hear herself cursing incoherently. She didn't know whether her string of expletives was directed at Charlie, or if his thrusting provoked it. "Yeah?" He answered her as if she had managed to smash an actual sentence together.

      "Yeah. Oh, Charlie, just like that."

      Hearing herself plead with him shouldn't have been such a striking and unexpected turn-on. Had any man before him ever reduced her to this?

      "I'm going to make you come." He growled the dark promise into the wood grain of her desk, right beside her ear. He ground his hips into her, his cock nailing her somewhere deep, somewhere new. Dylan gasped beneath him and nearly lurched off the desk, but he settled his full weight on top of her. She wasn't going anywhere. "Every time you come into work, you're going to remember how I had you. Right here. In the middle of meetings, the memory of getting messed by me will hit you out of nowhere."

      Charlie gripped her flank and propelled himself into her to emphasize his point. Dylan cried out and grabbed for the lip of the desk to hold on.

      "You're mine," Charlie said.

      "Yes. Charlie, I'm going to—!"

      The words choked themselves off. He had her pinned his beneath his torso, but his lower half worked independently of the rest of his body, pushing into her harder and faster, until he was jackhammering Dylan into her desk. The desk rocked beneath her and banged on its foundations, just like a headboard against the wall of a bedroom…

      Dylan seized suddenly, hitching one leg up over his waist; he wouldn't release the other. Orgasm ripped through her like a tidal wave, crashing in her blood and surging through her veins. Dylan wailed. She didn't care if she could be heard through the walls. She had to let it out, or she would come apart.

      "Oh, my goodness," she heard Charlie whisper. Seeing her reach climax must have been what finally put him over the edge, because suddenly he was clenching her with his hands hard enough to bruise. He rammed his cock deep into her and hugged her close. Dylan grabbed for the back of his head, holding onto his hair as he came into her hard. She thought the desk would splinter beneath their combined weight.

      Charlie slumped onto her with a heavy expulsion of breath.

      "That was…" Dylan started to say.

      "Yeah."

      The room was dark, but Dylan could still perceive the shimmering of his eyes. She thought she could make out the expression on his face and could only imagine the one she herself was wearing.

      The same arrogance that drove her crazy during the daytime threatened to unravel her in a completely different respect now. Charlie had been studying her all along, taking careful notes on every aspect of her personality and plotting how to best satisfy them physically. In her own fantasies of him, she had gotten him all wrong: he wasn't a selfish lover. Not entirely. His easy confidence only came to him because he was certain he could give them what they both wanted without any need for compromise.

      She broke eye contact first, looking down as she shifted a bedraggled piece of hair back behind her ear. It was only the first of a million and one details out of place—any small oversight might give her away, and that was just the little things. As she gazed around the room, Dylan realized the full extent of the damage they had wrought. It looked like a tornado had blown through Lockhart General and swept up her office specifically; papers lay scattered on the floor, and the force from their session had knocked most of her desk drawers open. Articles of clothing were strewn everywhere. She doubted they would be able to recover them all without turning the lights on, but she was adamant they remain off. She didn't want to give any passing observer the slightest indication of where she and Charlie Wild had disappeared to.

      Oh goodness. How long had they been away from the fundraiser? Surely someone would have noticed by now. It felt like they had been at it for hours. Charlie could certainly boast of superhuman endurance both on and off the field.

      Charlie withdrew from her, and Dylan slid down off the desk. The room smelled sharply sweet, the office air heavy with another clue to their transgression. She crossed to inch open the window as Charlie pulled his slacks up. A cool evening breeze caressed her bare breasts, stirring her imagination—what it would be like to be cornered by Charlie outdoors on a starlit hillside…

      But there could be no next time. Could there? The sex was so good Dylan almost couldn't find it in her to care about anything else. Sex like that was almost worth giving up everything for.

      And that's what she was afraid of. It felt like more than just a hot hook-up, and from the way Charlie now avoided looking at her, she was certain she wasn't alone in her assessment. Somewhere along the way—between all the arguing and flirtation and pushing of one another's limits—her relationship with Charlie had completely shifted into another gear. It had just taken them gunning the gas to know it.

      She felt something brush up against her back and realized she had been standing in front of the slatted blinds for a solid minute, lost in thought. Charlie's chest brushed up against her back; he had put his shirt back on. He reached over her head to shutter the blinds fully.

      "Want help putting the room back together?" His breath gusted across the top of her hair. Already Dylan could feel her desire for him stirring again. This was bad. She hadn't expected it to awaken her need for him so fully.

      "Sure," she whispered. "But let's…avoid turning the lights on and drawing attention."

      Charlie's left hand stroked down her shoulder. It was the most chaste touch he had laid on her all night, almost reverent. He should be familiar with her every slope and curve by now, but Dylan could have sworn he was touching her for the first time. She turned her head into her shoulder, wanting to imprint the memory of his hands on every part of her.

      "Let's sneak out the back." Charlie's suggestive whisper sent chills down her spine. "Anyone asks, I'll tell them I took you home. It won't be a lie."

      "It's not lies I'm worried about," Dylan muttered.

      "My knee held up, didn't it?" Charlie moved back, and Dylan turned into his chest. He grinned. He was obviously trying to lighten the mood. Dylan sighed and bent to snatch up her discarded dress.

      "Yes. It did. Congratulations."

      "I'm not the only one that should be congratulated, Doctor. That was…"

      "Let's save any discussion for tomorrow." Dylan needed to get out ahead of this. She needed to break down every pro and con; she needed to curl up alone at home with a pint of ice cream and list every reason this was a one-time thing. She might even need to consider referring Charlie to someone else…in fact, she was certain that she should.

      But the things she should do weren't coming as easily to her anymore.

      She dressed herself quickly as Charlie gathered up her papers and straightened them out of order on her desk. Then he took her by the hand, and Dylan let him spirit her down the hallway and out the back door to his pickup.
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      "You ever been up close and personal with one of these before?"

      He thought himself a gentleman for asking, but when Dylan raised her head from behind the bowed back of the mare she was brushing, he could see that he was mistaken. Her eyebrow arched like it was spring-loaded, and she asked him with her eyes if he seriously required a response.

      "Yes, Charlie, I have seen a horse before. Up close, even," she answered finally. "I've even ridden one. Back when I was a kid."

      "The plastic horse outside the Galleria doesn't count." It had been his idea to invite Dylan out to Wildhorse Ranch on her next day off.

      Now, he secured the saddle for her and watched as Dylan hauled herself up onto the red roan Trevor had suggested for her. Charlie patted Copper’s neck and followed suit. Copper was old and reliable, and while Charlie might have preferred to try out one of the newer, faster horses just to see if he still had it in him to ride one after all these years, maybe it was a better idea to start slow. Dylan's caution was rubbing off on him. He didn't hate it as much as he had thought he would.

      Charlie settled himself into the saddle, and steered Copper with a casually lifted wrist and a click of his tongue. The horse started obediently forward, and Dylan, after a moment spent observing, followed suit. She hadn't been lying: Charlie could tell by the erect way she carried herself that she had sat astride a horse before. English-style lessons, maybe, although that was something for Trevor to divine later during a more official lesson.

      "Smitty said something funny to me," Dylan mentioned as she trotted up beside him.

      "Really? Like genuinely funny?" Charlie feigned his surprise, and Dylan laughed.

      "No…I mean, he doesn't seem like a guy given to a lot of joking. He takes his job almost more seriously than I do." She shook her head. "He said you didn't just come home to Lockhart to rehab your knee. He said you're here to rehab your image. I wonder what image that could be?"

      Charlie grunted. "Well, don't wonder too hard. At the very least, don't strain yourself pretending like you don't know exactly what he was talking about."

      Dylan laughed again, bright and confident. Not a lot of women laughed like that, Charlie reflected as he cast his eyes toward her. It came out of nowhere sometimes like a shot. Even better when he was the one responsible for it.

      "I thought it was interesting, that's all. Lockhart Bend seems to hold this mysterious, magic property for some people—myself included. People really do come here to heal in a lot of different ways. To better themselves."

      "That why you came here?" Charlie asked her. He turned his horse into hers slightly until the animals strolled side by side, and his knee bumped up against hers.

      "I came here to get away from the city," Dylan admitted. "I fell in love with Lockhart Bend the first time I drove through here, late at night. It's so…quieting. I really feel like I can get so much more done here, without all the trash.”

      "I feel the same." Charlie wasn't embarrassed to say it. Not with Dylan.

      She chuckled. "You're not going to believe it, but once I wanted to be a cheerleader."

      "That why you were staring at all the ladies in the skybox that first night we met?"

      Dylan leaned over her saddle to punch him in the shoulder. "You know why I was watching them so intently. Thanks a lot for inviting me along and then forgetting all about me, by the way. I don't think I ever made you feel sorry for that."

      "You made me sorry every hour of every therapy session after," he reminded her. "I couldn't figure out what you had against me. Now I know you were just jealous."

      Dylan made a noise in her throat, half-enraged and half-dismissive. He saw the fire enter her eyes before it ignited her to action; all at once, she flicked her reins and pressed forward in her saddle. The red roan mare took off, leaving Charlie and Copper to choke on their dust.

      "Dylan!" he called after her. "You really sure you want to do that?"

      "No!" she shouted over her shoulder. "Incredible, Charlie! How do you stop this thing?"

      "Told you. Plastic horse outside the Galleria," Charlie muttered to Copper as he urged his own horse on after her. Thankfully, the mare Dylan had sped away on knew an amateur rider when she felt one. The moment Dylan gave up the reins to hang off the saddle horn, the roan slowed to a trot and bounced back around to the driveway, where she stopped to crop the green grassy patch by Dylan's car. Charlie swung down easily out of his own saddle before Copper had fully halted; a slight twinge in his knee told him the old, familiar maneuver was a mistake, but that didn't stop him from going directly to Dylan and pulling her down out of the saddle.

      "Whoa!" She stumbled into him, laughing and raising a hand to her wind-tousled hair.

      "Little late for that," Charlie mused as he helped plant her upright after her wild ride. "But next time, try saying that when you're astride the horse."

      "I'll keep that in mind." She flattened her raven hair as best she could. She looked up at him, eyes shining. Her cheeks were tinged rosy-pink from her brief time in the sun, and there were small freckles scattered around her nose that he had never noticed before. "Hey." She touched a hand to his arm and ran it up his arm. Goodness, she could make him purr if she wanted to. "Can I choose the location of our next session?" she asked him.

      "This wasn't a session, Doc," he told her. "This was supposed to be a date."

      "I know." Dylan huffed in mild exasperation. "When I say session, I really do mean therapy session. I'd like to mix it up a bit. I promise what I have in mind will easily fit into your schedule with the Teamsters, now that you’re working out with the team again."

      He found himself disliking this sudden turn back to work in their conversation. He knew his knee occupied the forefront of Dylan's brain most days—hell, it occupied the forefront of his brain, considering it was his career on the line—but something about the shift back to basics between them didn't feel right.

      Dylan was more to him than just a hookup or a means to a Super Bowl ring. He thought he had made that abundantly clear on their outing today, but maybe she required a firmer signal.

      He roped her around the waist and pulled her in against him. Dylan came unresisting, a warmer look of affection threatening to overtake her more clinical expression. Overtake away, Charlie thought, as he caught her chin and lowered himself to her for a kiss.

      The touch of those slick, full lips should have been familiar to him by now. After all they had been through together, even a kiss from his beautiful doctor could still take his breath away like it was the first time. Dylan pressed her hands into his chest, but it wasn't to ward him off; it was a signal of surrender, even encouragement. When his tongue threaded along the seam of her lips, she opened to him with a sigh, and her arms slid up around his neck.

      "Why do you think I wanted to plan something different for us?" she asked him when he could finally bring himself to pull away. "Just trust me, will you? What I have in mind won't just improve our working relationship." She trailed a finger down his chest, and he tensed his muscles out of habit. A beautiful woman's touch always brought out the instinct to flex in him

      "If you say so," Charlie rumbled. He couldn't imagine how multiple sets of leg lifts and squats might come together to form a romantic interlude, but if anyone could find a way, it was Dylan.

      "I do." She raised herself up on her toes to plant a quick kiss on his cheek. "You're going to like it, I promise."

      Charlie groaned. He could think of a million and one things to do with her that he would also like, but Dylan chose that exact moment to shake out her shirtsleeve and check her watch.

      "Oh, garbage. I told accounting I would e-mail them about how to split the money from the fundraiser. We made more than enough to cover your splurge. I've got to head out." She slipped out from beneath him before he could wrap his arms around her and throw her over his shoulder, Neanderthal-style, and carry her into the farmhouse. If there was one thing Charlie regretted about their first evening—their first kiss—together, it was letting it all unfold on the couch, when Trevor had a perfectly good guest bed that could do with a bit of breaking in…

      "Aren't you supposed to be having a day off?" Charlie called after her, but he couldn't suppress his smile at watching her go. Whatever she had in store for him later this week, he had his own ideas about how to spice things up to his liking—to both their likings.

      He just hoped Dylan was ready for the workout he had in store for her.
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      "When you said you had something new in mind for our session today, I had no idea this was what you meant," Charlie admitted as he closed the stadium gate behind them. "Field straight ahead. It's the big green thing. You can't miss it."

      Dylan snorted as she strode for the football field. No one with two pairs of working eyes would ever miss that much green: the grass field stretched before her like a great carpet, over a hundred yards long and as natural and verdant as a golf course. The Teamsters spared no expense, preferring the terrain afforded by real grass rather than Astroturf.

      Dylan dropped her duffel bag and wandered out to the middle of the field. She stared up at the open dome ceiling and the brilliant blue patch of Austin sky. The power, the sheer enormity of the cathedral-like structure overwhelmed her. She managed to keep her mouth from falling open as Charlie joined her with a knowing look. This place was sacred to him, and now she could see why. She gave herself a moment to revel in it all, though she was a bit more suspicious of the empty bleachers; the sight of so many vacant seats was unnatural.

      "Have you ever been here when the stadium’s been empty like this?" she asked. "I imagine you always have coaches and press and hangers-on around you."

      "Oh, yeah." Charlie spun a lanyard of keys on his finger.

      "'Oh yeah,' you’ve done this before, or 'oh yeah,' there’s always a crowd?"

      “The crowd. Teamster players can gain access to the field pretty much whenever we want, but yeah—there’s always at least a security guard or groundskeeper around. How’d you pull this off?”

      "I arranged it with the team beforehand." Dylan explained. Smitty was all too happy to help—he was in favor of anything that got his biggest client back on the field ASAP. "We're completely alone for the next few hours."

      “I never thought I’d like being here without an audience, but this is weirder than I expected.” Charlie turned in place, scanning the empty seats.

      Dylan took another minute to soak in the feel of this temple to sport, then shook her head to clear it. She pointed back toward her duffel bag. "I brought a ball with me, if you want to grab it. I figured we'd start with an easy warm-up, and then you can show me some of the exercises the Teamster trainers put you through. "

      “I only do hard,” Charlie teased as he piled his blond locks up into an expert man-bun and approached her bag. He palmed the football and raised it over his head. "Go long," he instructed.

      Dylan turned so he wouldn't see her smile and sauntered down the field. "I'll go long so long as you promise to be careful even when I'm not around to police you." She didn't mention that today's session would prove to her once and for all that Charlie wasn't ready to return to the team. Maybe she was just prolonging the inevitable moment when she would have to tell him, but she wanted to be sure. Who knew—maybe the invincible Charlie Wild would manage to pull a rabbit out of that duffel and surprise her.

      "Even after all we've been through, you still don't trust me," Charlie said in wonder. He flexed and threw the ball; Dylan lunged and caught it, then shook her head. Some of her curls had come loose from her messy ponytail, and they swished around her face to emphasize her denial. "I do trust you, Charlie. I know there's more to you than all this show and machismo." She hauled back and threw a perfect spiral. "It's just that every time I think I have you figured out, you throw me for a loop."

      "You know plenty about me already." Charlie caught the ball and lobbed it underhand back to her. Dylan scoffed at his lack of technique and threw an even tighter spiral in response. "You know more about me than most. Except for my brothers."

      "Aren't you leaving the entire world out of the equation?" Dylan caught another easy throw and took a personal timeout. She fisted a hand on her cocked hip and planted the football against the other. "Everyone knows everything about Charlie Wild, star quarterback. I was under the impression you didn't have a lot of privacy, and you preferred it that way."

      "There are certain things I like to keep private," Charlie responded with a grin. Dylan tried not to roll her eyes too hard as she dropped back and pitched him the ball once more. "And I mean it, Doc. What you see is what you get, and you've seen all of me, the good and the bad. That includes my MRI scans."

      "That reminds me—I wonder if I could get a few copies of those scans autographed to sell at the next hospital benefit," Dylan pretended to wonder as Charlie tossed the ball back to her.

      "There's another secret you didn't think you knew about me. You know I don't like hospitals."

      "You’re right. I did notice that, didn't I?" Dylan tried to contain her grin. "Obviously, your dislike doesn't extend to the doctors charged with your care."

      "Not the hot ones," Charlie conceded. "Even if they do chap my donkey every chance they get."

      "The chances come so readily. May I ask again, then, why you hate hospitals?"

      Charlie paused mid-throw. Dylan watched his fingers slide meditatively back and forth through the football's stitches. They must be so familiar to him. Would there ever come a day where his touch, gliding along her dips and swells, would be just as memorized and natural? The ache hit her with the force of a Teamster linebacker. Whatever Charlie would divulge, she wanted to know it. She wanted to know everything about him and reciprocate when asked.

      "My brother. Andrew."

      She raised her eyebrows in surprise. Of all the revelations he could have dropped on her, this one was the most unexpected. "I didn't know you had any brothers other than the twins."

      "Yeah. Not a lot of people know about Andrew," Charlie conceded, so quiet that she barely heard him from where she stood. Their game of catch appeared forgotten, so Dylan approached him. She didn't know what instinct inspired her to do it, but she reached between them and took Charlie's hand before he spoke his next words.

      "A few more years, and he would have looked exactly like Nicholas," he said. "Little scamp reminds me of him more than I can describe."

      "Andrew…he died young at the hospital. At Lockhart General?"

      Charlie nodded slowly. "When he was four. Complications due to undiagnosed food allergies. By the time help arrived at the ranch and they loaded him up into the back of the ambulance, it was a foregone conclusion. Mom was never the same."

      "Goodness, Charlie, I'm so sorry." Dylan squeezed his hand. She was used to giving and receiving bad news in her chosen profession, but this was something without any sort of preapproved communication structure. "I'm glad your mother had someone like you. And Trevor and Trent. She did a heck of a job raising the sons she was lucky enough to see grow old."

      "You calling me old, Doc?" Charlie flexed a smile and returned her squeeze with one of his own. "It was a long time ago, and we've all had the time to move past the worst of our grief. Still, never told anyone that little bit of trivia before. Care to share a secret with the class?"

      He started to reel her in, and Dylan had a feeling she knew exactly where this line of questioning was headed. She twisted out of his hold, yanked the ball from his unsuspecting hand, and sprinted for the end of the field with a laugh of exertion. She knew he would catch her; she just wanted to see how far she'd make it beforehand. She heard Charlie's curse, but couldn't risk turning around to take in what was sure to be a priceless look on his face.

      She knew there was no way she would make it to the end zone; even so, she wasn't expecting the tackle. Charlie came at her faster and with more strength than she could have possibly anticipated. In a real display of grace and athleticism, he caught her around the waist and took them both to the ground. Dylan landed on top of him, and he knocked the ball out of her hand. Just when she thought her capture complete, he rolled himself over on top of her.

      "Charlie, get off me," Dylan grumbled from beneath him. Despite her protests, her heart was thudding fast.

      "I can't," he lamented, "my knee."

      "Oh, idiot off!" she exclaimed with an incredulous laugh. "That's the last thing you would say if it was true!"

      "If you insist, Dr. Rose." Charlie's hand slipped beneath her shirt and ascended, skimming her skin and tracing the cup of her bra.

      "If I insist on…what exactly?" Why was her breath coming so short? Maybe it was all that running and exercising she had been doing. Then again, if that was the case, Dylan was inexcusably out of shape.

      Better to accept the real reason and figure a way out of this.

      "I think you know what," Charlie replied. His finger slipped beneath the fabric of her bra to find her nipple already taut and waiting. He pinched it, massaging it between his fingers. Dylan squirmed.

      "This—we're on the fifty-yard line!" she exclaimed.

      "So? I had sex with you at your place of work." Charlie lowered his mouth to savor the sweet spot between her neck and shoulders. Dylan clamped her lips closed over a moan; the world spun behind her tightly shut eyes. "It's only fair I give you the same opportunity."

      "That was different. That was behind closed doors!"

      "The stadium is closed," Charlie reminded her. "Come on. You know you want to."

      If she denied it, she'd be lying. She hadn't had contact like this with Charlie since that stolen moment in her office, and the distance had been driving her crazy. Judging by how things were taking shape below the belt, it wasn’t just her. Charlie pressed the fierce jut of his erection against her thigh. As if she needed reminding. It was practically all she could think about when she woke sweaty and wanting in the sleepless hours of the night.

      "I don't know…" she murmured as Charlie trailed his lips up to hers. He gave the nipple he teased a light twist; pleasure-pain electrified her. She opened her mouth to protest or to moan or to invent a new noise to let him know how conflicted she was, when Charlie's mouth claimed her own in a passionate kiss.

      And just like that, she was done for. All the fight seeped out of her, and she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down further. If she was going to sink beneath the overwhelming weight of this sensation, then she was going to drag this insufferable quarterback down with her.

      "That's more like it," Charlie growled his approval as he shoved at her clothes. He pushed shirt and bra both up over her breasts. He cupped her newly-exposed peaks, clenching and rolling them together until she wanted to cry for release. The fingers of his other hand undid the clasp on her jeans and pushed them down her hips.

      "Am I the first girl you've found time to indulge in your office?" Dylan gasped as his fingers probed below.

      "I never even considered trying something like this," Charlie admitted as he trailed kisses down her clavicle. "This is pretty wild even for me."

      "You don't say."

      "Gotta live up to the name somehow," he said as his fingers thrust their way up inside her. Dylan clutched the back of his hair and moaned. She had been slick before, but feeling Charlie knuckle-deep and scissoring her open made the situation unsalvageable. By the time he withdrew, his fingers were coated with her; he licked them clean appreciatively, and Dylan thought she would lose it. Already she had ceased to care just how exposed they both were. Somehow, pinned beneath Charlie, with his broad shoulders hovering over her protectively, she felt invincible. Is this how he felt every time he hit the field in front of an adoring crowd? All she needed was his glacial-blue eyes fixed on her with rapt, unflinching attention to feel the rush.

      But if Dylan felt powerful beneath him in that moment, Charlie seemed determined to strip her of any further say she had in the matter. Remaining sprawled beneath him was consent enough; he pushed her jeans the rest of the way off, with Dylan squirming and bucking her hips to aid him. She could sense his urgency. Not only that, she reciprocated it wholeheartedly—she needed Charlie inside her, right now, or she would die from incompletion.

      She shoved at the front of his shorts. The tent he pitched was massive, so big she had to use both hands to navigate his waistband over and down. She pulled his boxers down with his shorts, and his erection sprang free, jutting thick and throbbing toward her. She took it into her hands and smoothed her palms down its length in measured, alternating strokes. When she paused to squeeze, Charlie groaned explosively. Goodness, she loved the feel of him in her hand and the knowledge that she could make the strongest man she had ever encountered weaken for her with the light pressure of a touch.

      Charlie licked the palm of his hand lasciviously; before Dylan could anticipate his next move, he thrust it back down between her legs and opened her up once more, lubricating her with his spit. It was so rough, so primal and thoughtless, that Dylan quivered and shook. She tightened her thighs against her own muscle spasms, still fighting for some appearance of control, but she was fast coming undone. It was Charlie's hand that now guided the proceedings.

      He positioned his erection at her opening. Dylan hitched her right leg over his hip, clenching her thigh over the bunching muscles, as Charlie plunged down and up. The wide dome of his cock butted up against her passage. She knew he would find it slick and welcoming. The pressure gave.

      "Mmm!" Dylan hummed, capturing the moan of appreciation deep in her throat as Charlie sank inside her. She couldn't hold in the blissful sigh that followed or prevent her head from falling back on the fresh turf beneath her. The aroma of the grass broke over her, enveloping her senses. As Charlie craned himself closer, she could smell his natural musk warring with his spearmint body wash; no smell on earth could be more masculine or more likely to drive her out of her better senses and reduce her to a bundle of nerves and raw need.

      Her fingers wound themselves in his jersey, making knots to give herself something to hold onto. Even though he had her solidly pinned beneath him, her back pushing into the ground, the risk of falling upward into the big, blue sky felt ever-present. The pleasure that sparked and shivered through her threatened to send the world careening off its axis. Goosebumps erupted all along her arms and the backs of her thighs. She couldn't tell up from down; she was out of control, and they had barely gotten started.

      Charlie dropped down to his forearm and planted a quick kiss on her forehead. Dylan sought his lips with her own, but before she could come anywhere close to capturing the kiss that eluded her, Charlie curled his massive body and bucked up into her. She sheathed him again completely in that single thrust.

      Dylan wailed wordlessly as she clung to him. She was afraid her cries would reverberate throughout the empty stadium, but she couldn’t keep silent in the face of his might. She compressed her lips tightly together, but his next thrust obliterated all thoughts of stifling any noise. She had to let him know what she needed.

      "Idiot me, Charlie," she growled low in her throat. Her command caused him to stall; before she could even think to give any more orders, he brought one hand up to untangle her fingers from his jersey. He reached back behind him to yank the shirt over his head one-handed and toss it away. A thin sheen of sweat covered his neck and torso. He chuckled low in his throat as he pinned her wrists above her head.

      "Didn't take you long to change your tune," he noticed. "Guess you just had to be reminded of what you were missing." He punctuated his good-natured taunt with a forceful thrust, rolling her back so that her hips came all the way off the ground. Dylan hiked her legs close around his waist and hissed in pleasure. "What a beautiful tune it is," Charlie added as he lowered his lips to her neck.

      "You're seriously…going to tease me…right now?" Dylan demanded between pants. Charlie's hips drove into her in steady, rhythmic thrusts. He suddenly changed tack, grinding his pelvis down into her. The friction against her clit was like watching the fireworks go off above the Austin stadium. She moaned and gasped and strained against the hands that held her wrists down. Charlie lowered himself until his chest pressed flush against hers. He reverse-rolled his hips again, and Dylan arched beneath him. Any more of this and she was sure to leave a doctor-sized imprint on the fifty-yard line for some unsuspecting groundskeeper to discover.

      "Goodness, I love making you sweat." Charlie licked along the curve of her neck, tongue catching beneath her chin. "Looks like you love it, too. You want to come for me?"

      Of all the insufferable, cocky, domineering questions to ask at a moment like—

      A shiver coursed through Dylan suddenly, the foreshock of orgasm. No way. She refused to respond that easily to him! There's no way she was going to allow herself to be directed to come. She tried to hold herself perfectly still beneath him. Charlie's knitted look of concentration lifted, and he grinned roguishly. His expression said it all: I don't think so. He wasn't going to let her hold back on him now. Dylan knew she was in deep trouble. Goodness, it was so deep…and getting deeper with each…

      "Ohhh, incredible," she heard herself curse. Charlie's hand released her wrists, and she grabbed for his shoulders.

      "Hold onto me," he instructed

      As if there were anything else for her to do! Charlie tucked his arm between her and the grass, raising her waist to meet him as he thrust himself inside her once with a brutal finality. He couldn't have known it would push her over, but it did. All the mounting pressure that had been collecting in her belly spilled over, and the orgasm swept through her like waves bursting past a dam. Dylan arched into his embrace with a cry that would have brought the stadium down around them had he not been there to capture her mouth in his. He swallowed her pleasure, and she tasted the sweet sweep of his tongue as it scoured past her teeth. Another throb rocked through her, and Charlie's thrusts quickened; she hadn't even come to full completion before she felt the hot jet of his seed emptying inside her.

      Charlie withdrew slowly with a groan, his spent cock teasing the outsides of her oversensitive folds. Another shiver raced through her, and she longed to take him inside her again, but she was exhausted. She could feel traces of him weeping down her inner thighs. He dropped his head into her chest, and almost his entire body weight settled on top of her. A laugh of surprise burst from her—along with any spare breath she could manage—until Charlie redistributed his weight with a chuckle and settled in against her.

      "I love you, Charlie Wild," she muttered as her fingers caressed his sweat-tangled hair.

      "Thought I'd be the one to say it first." His voice was muffled by her breasts. When Dylan drew her chin back a little to consider him, Charlie returned her look. He wasn't giving her his usual half-cocked grin; heck, his eyes weren't even droopy with post-sex exhaustion. His expression was alert, open. She wondered if he could hear the moment her heart stuttered to a stop. She knew she hadn't made a mistake in choosing this moment to bare her soul—but she suddenly felt in need of a perspective that wasn't the chiseled face gazing at her. It was too easy to look at Charlie and want to forget all rules and responsibility.

      "This doesn't change anything," she asserted.

      "Doesn't it?" His eyes were fixed on her lips. Dylan felt dizzy with the weight of her own feelings for him. She didn't want to ruin the moment by frustrating him, but she had to persevere. Part of her obligation to both of them now was to stand on the strength of her own convictions, even if it meant saying something Charlie wouldn't want to hear.

      "Not in the way you might expect." Dylan sat up, pulled her shirt down and adjusted her hair. Once she felt composed enough to continue, she crossed her legs. She took Charlie's hand in hers as he did the same. "I'm in love with you—"

      "I love you, too."

      "But that doesn't mean I'm going to relent. I'm not going to look the other way just because it would make you happy and make things easier between us."

      "You won't need to look the other way," Charlie stated. "You have nothing to worry about, Dylan. I won't see other women. And I never expected things to be easy." His mouth slid sideways, his dimple appeared, and Dylan hated the way her heart clenched at the sight. She wanted to back down. She wanted to savor the moment, but she had to see this conversation through to its conclusion. It was too important to drop for the sake of the smile she loved more than anything.

      "No. I'm not talking about having a…relationship with you, although I'd like to. But I think this conversation needs to come first, so that you know where I stand. We've complicated things by having sex. But I'm still your doctor, Charlie. I'm not going to trade one role, one relationship, for the other. So while it's true you've come to mean more to me than I ever expected, it only means I have more reasons to want you well. Your knee shouldn't be played on this season. You need to concentrate full-time on your recovery. That's why I'm not going to clear you."

      There. She’d said it. Dylan gazed at him, holding her breath despite herself. She watched the charming, love-struck expression he wore slowly fade as the realization of her seriousness on the matter hit home. She wanted nothing more than to immediately take it back, but she resisted the urge. She hated herself for it.

      But she would hate herself more if anything happened to him.

      "That's not possible." Charlie's hand slid from hers, and he rose suddenly. He teetered slightly on his knee—breaking Dylan's heart and confirming her resolve in a single unsteady moment—before straightening. His gaze shuttered. "I…need to think about this."

      "About this? Wait—about which part?" Dylan snatched her pants up, struggled to her feet, and started after him as Charlie made for the locker room.

      "All of it."

      Dylan frowned. "I understand you have to think about us, and you should. Heck, I still have to think more about it. But Charlie, the knee is non-negotiable. I'm your doctor," she concluded.

      Charlie turned abruptly, surprising her, and Dylan knocked into his chest. Her hands came up, and he caught her. That strong, angular face she had come to worship the sight of when no one was looking was now twisted and miserable. Because of her. God, she wanted to take it all back.

      "You're more than that now," Charlie said gravely. He reached up to smooth her hair away from her forehead. Then he released her and turned to go. His bent head and bowed shoulders disappeared from view as he ducked into the shadows of the stadium.

      Dylan didn't follow.
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      Smitty did not appear to relish the moment he pushed the pictures across the table to Charlie. His public relations guy was showing a new face, a grim face. Whatever had happened, it wasn't good.

      Charlie rocked forward in his chair, eyeing the expression of his management team. No one in the room was smiling. When his eyes flickered down eventually, he saw the reason why.

      "Does Dylan know about this?" The words left his mouth before any thoughts about his own image could register. As far as he was concerned, that's what his team was there for—to control whatever havoc a guy like him could wreak and help him come out on the other end unscathed. There may have been people, a lot of people, who thought Charlie Wild was just another self-centered jock who had made it to the bigtime, but his own well-being was the furthest thing from his mind at that moment.

      He lifted up the first photograph, studying the picture, even though it wasn't really necessary. He had lived that moment on the fifty-yard line with Dylan, after all—there was no reason to play voyeur to his own memory. In the picture, the two of them were still (at least partially) clothed, meaning it had been taken in the moments leading up to their epic consummation. Thank goodness for small graces.

      "Dr. Rose has been informed, yes." Smitty shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He was wearing his sunglasses, but Charlie had a feeling it was more in an effort to conceal what he was really thinking than to ward off the harsh light of the conference room.

      "And the hospital?"

      "If you're asking after her job, Charlie, I can confirm that although the general faith in Dr. Rose has been shaken, she's in no danger of losing her position at the moment."

      "And they aren't going to strong-arm her into a resignation?"

      "Charlie!" Another suit broke through their exchange in exasperation. "Do you understand what's happened? You just got caught your doctor in the end zone—"

      "Fifty-yard line."

      "And these are the questions you decide to ask us? There's only so much interference we can run here on your behalf! The images of you and Dr. Rose have gone viral, and it doesn't look good."

      "You don't think the two of us look good together?"

      "That's not the point," Smitty interrupted impatiently. "You were rehabbing more than just your knee down in Lockhart, Charlie. You were rehabbing your image. We had planned for you to make your return to the Teamsters as a more mature, level-headed sports icon. Someone the kids could start to really idolize and look up to without their parents having to shield their eyes every other time your name made the headlines. With this latest stunt, that depiction is out the window."

      Charlie leaned back in his chair again and crossed his arms behind his head. "Maybe I'm getting tired of false depictions, Smitty. I fell in love with my doctor. Why don't you take that story and run with it?"

      Charlie's idea was met with a resounding chorus of disbelieving laughter. Something in his chest clenched, and he could feel his own pulse skyrocket as he realized they thought he was making a joke. Either that, or they thought him so completely incapable of making a commitment outside of football that he didn't know what he was talking about. It was condescending, and he'd had enough.

      Charlie rose, flinging the folder of pictures back across the table and only narrowly missing Smitty's face. "Get it out there. What am I paying you guys for? Dr. Rose and I are in a committed relationship. That ought to sit better with people. We'll have our taboo cake and eat it, too."

      "Have you actually spoken to her about this?" Smitty called after him. "It's likely those vultures in the press are going to try and reach her for comment, if they haven't already. I'm not going to risk putting a story out that's going to be immediately debunked by the other half of the…party…in question."

      Charlie fell silent. In all honesty, he had been avoiding contact with Dylan since their bittersweet departure that day at the stadium. He didn't want her to know what he had planned behind her back. Better to ask forgiveness than permission, the adage went. Only now there was going to be a heck of a lot to forgive.

      He wasn't sure they were going to make it through this. As he made his way out of the conference room and down the stadium hallway to the showers, he pulled his phone out. He had missed multiple calls from Dylan. He felt the clenching sensation again but knew he couldn't seize upon the easy remedy for it. Not now. Instead, he bypassed the missed calls screen and dialed the team doctor.

      "Roberts?" he said as soon as he heard the other line pick up. "It's Wild. I assume you've seen it by now in the news. I can't have my doctor linked to me right now, so I'm going to need you to clear me. I don't care what you have to do. My knee is holding up fine."

      Charlie paused, listening but not comprehending the droning voice and shuffling papers on the other end. He knew how sideline maneuvers like this played out. Roberts may have been the team doctor, but he was there to make sure Teamsters played.

      "How early do you want that clearance?" Roberts responded.

      "Tomorrow’s game," Charlie replied. "You got it?"

      "Got it. Consider it done."

      Charlie hung up the call, ignoring the anxiety rising within him. It was normal; he always got nervous before a big game.

      It was nothing he couldn't handle.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "No comment," Charlie addressed the mic shoved into his face for the millionth time. He had never been one to refrain from expressing his opinion to the press, but these sideline reporters were starting to get abrasive, even by his standards.

      The Teamsters were already deep into their first quarter against the Arrows. Every time their offense came off the field, another intrepid reporter, eager for a soundbite concerning the photos of Charlie and Dylan together, intercepted him. This particular specimen, Patricia, was one he had dealt with plenty of times in his career; she blinked in surprise at his refusal to answer, and Charlie almost took pity on her.

      Almost.

      "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got a game to win," came his follow-up. He crowned himself with his helmet, vanishing behind the facemask as he hustled back out to the field.

      No matter how much he tried, he could not stop thinking about Dylan. Where she was, how she was doing…if she would ever want to see him again after all of this blew over. Charlie knew he had messed up big time, and his regret only grew as the minutes flew by in the first quarter.

      He needed to get his head on straight. Hadn't he gone against Dylan's orders so he could recommit himself to his career and take his mind off things? Football was the only aspect of his life that had ever made any sense. He was born for it, bred for it, and hell—he was ready to die for it.

      Or so he had always told himself. The Teamsters were currently ahead fourteen to zero. The crowd was rowdy but supportive. He should have been in his own personal heaven, except his bad knee currently felt like it was swimming around in its socket, despite the stretching and sports tape he had inflicted on it before the game.

      In the aftermath of their next play, the opposing team called a timeout, and Charlie dropped forward to brace himself on his knees. He tried his best to appear as if he was out of breath, when the reality was it felt like someone was twisting a hot knife into his knee.

      Just hold out until half time, he coached himself. You can take it up with Roberts then. You're Charlie Wild. Everything only seems like it's spinning out of your control, but that's just the way you like it. When have other peoples' rules and limitations ever applied to you?

      He watched a familiar pair of cleats saunter into his line of sight. It was Bolton, his wide receiver.

      "You hit that?" Bolton asked him with a clap to his back.

      "Hit what?" For a moment, Charlie mistakenly thought Bolton was referring to something or someone physically on the field. His head was finally in the game—exactly where he wanted it to be.

      But when Bolton pointed, Charlie had a sinking feeling before he had even fully straightened to look.

      Up on the stadium's screen, broadcast larger than life for all the world to see, was the unmistakably miserable face of Dylan Rose.
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      Dylan shrank back into her seat. The stadium's Jumbotron had just located her for a third time, and even the shadows beneath her hat couldn't hide her identity from the eagle-eyed camera operator. The stadium around her jeered and roared; even the super-fans immediately sandwiching her in the second row took their eyes off the field to crane close and get a better look at her every time the camera panned her way.

      Dylan believed in a benevolent God. That being said, she couldn't remember the last time she had taken time out of her busy schedule to pray. She did so now, over a now-empty popcorn bucket she had mistakenly thought would assist her disguise.

      Dear God, please let Charlie get through this game. I'll work out the rest of the season somehow, just…let there be the possibility of a season. Amen.

      She couldn't care less about her personal reputation today and vowed to worry more on that front later. Obviously the entire world thought she had given Charlie the all-clear to play—in exchange for sex, probably. But she hadn’t, and wouldn’t, for sex or any other reason, if he wasn’t ready. Did he really think he was the first celebrity footballer to try and go behind her back to get a second—or third or fourth—opinion that matched his desire to play?

      Only problem was, Charlie had actually succeeded in his attempt to get back out on the field. The camera zoomed in on him now, giving Dylan a larger-than-life, high resolution glimpse of his Adonis-like face. He had his helmet off and tucked beneath one burly arm; his blond hair was in disarray, and he was gazing up into the stands with a distracted look as one of his teammates shouted something to him. Dylan scanned his handsome, flushed countenance, looking for any line out of place or clenched muscle that would betray he was in pain. She had managed to secure this seat by playing to her newfound celebrity at the box office and was ready to leap up at any moment and storm the field should Charlie so much as wobble.

      But it was her heart that wobbled first when she realized the face on the Jumbotron was trained toward her, in real life. She met his eyes, but she didn't wave. She didn't know what to do. She was trapped and helpless, pinned by innumerable pairs of waiting eyes, but his was the only pair that truly mattered.

      How many people were watching at home? How long had the game been stalled while everyone waited for Charlie to put his helmet back on and resume play?

      Then Charlie did the unthinkable: he walked off the playing field. A ripple murmured through the stadium. One of the Teamsters' coaches made to move after him, but Charlie put up a big hand, and the man backed off, perplexed.

      He was leaving the field, jumping for the railing and pulling himself up the wall between the field and the stands. More than that, he was coming toward her. Dylan rose to meet him, heart pounding in her chest. She watched him climb the stairs, her gaze switching rapidly back and forth between his face and the knee he appeared to be favoring. He was hurting, but before her doctor's instincts could kick in fully and override her fraught personal feelings, Charlie arrived at the step beside her seat. Dylan gazed up the length of his grass-stained jersey, taking in the bright eyes and remorseful frown he had trained on her. In that moment, Charlie didn't appear to remember there was anyone else in the world but her.

      "Hey," he said.

      "Hey."

      She shifted and tucked a stray piece of hair behind one ear. It was hopeless trying to make herself look presentable now, when she had deliberately dressed herself to blend in. Fat lot of good that did me. It occurred to her that maybe, just maybe, identifying herself to the ticket agent in the box office had been the downfall of her disguise.

      "You came to watch the game." Charlie said.

      Dylan nodded. "I was…"

      "Worried?"

      She nodded again.

      "You should be pissed at me," he offered. "I went behind your back and got the team doctor to clear me. My knee hurts like a jerk."

      "I know you did, and I know it does." Dylan half-smiled, half-grimaced. "Not exactly an original move, Wild. Although credit where credit's due, you managed to pull it off."

      "You shouldn't have come out," he murmured. Somehow, his words didn't register as a real rebuff. He almost sounded in awe of the fact that she stood before him. "Even if you were worried about me. You don't want this kind of publicity."

      "No. But I want you," Dylan blurted. "I mean…I want…your knee…"

      "Uh-huh."

      His smile stretched the length of a playing field then, but before she could fully comprehend his reaction, Charlie reached up and knocked her cap off. Dylan let out a gasp of surprise the moment before he swooped in, cupping the back of her head and crushing his lips against her own.

      The stadium erupted. The roar of approval from the crowd was deafening, like a summer thunderstorm and an earthquake all rolled into one as Dylan reached up and latched onto Charlie's neck. He dipped her back, and strobing lights went off all around them as ecstatic stadium-goers snapped photos with their phones. Dylan was grinning from ear-to-ear by the time Charlie let up on the dramatics and righted her. Her face felt hot as a sunburn, but the sensation that accompanied it was indescribable happiness. Her lips tingled with the memory of his kiss—a memory that she would be able to relive over and over again, since it had been captured in high definition for all the world to see.

      "C'mon." Charlie wrapped a burly arm around her shoulders, finally submitting himself to an outside offer of additional stability as they tripped down the steps to the nearest exit together. "The press is going to have a field day with this one. They're going to want a statement. Now you get to tell everyone I broke the rules and you were right all along."

      "Can't think of a better way to spend a football Sunday," Dylan admitted.

      "Oh, I don't know about that." Charlie's hand slipped from her shoulders to grip the curve of her waist, his fingers brushing her just above the indecency line. "I can think of a few ways to top it off."

      "Top being the key word in that sentence, I hope," Dylan craned herself up to whisper. "As your doctor, I don't want to see you putting any additional strain on your injury this week. Any recreation you plan on getting up to is going to have to involve you lying on your back."

      The echo of Charlie's booming laugh followed them all the way out to the awaiting press pool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        CHARLIE

      

    
    
      "Still going viral, Smitty?"

      "Still going viral, Charlie."

      Charlie shifted his cell to the other shoulder as he drove. "Remind me again. Is this normal—for scandalous photos to still be going viral a year later?"

      He was having a bit of fun at his PR guy's expense. Not that Smitty had anything to complain about. Charlie imagined this was the secret dream of every public relations agent: to represent a client who generated and survived a media storm of this magnitude. A year later, and the Internet and talk shows were still buzzing about the photos of Dylan and himself together. Just this past month, the photos had seen a new surge in interest, as young couples the nation over took to their high school fifty-yard lines to humorously replicate Charlie and Dylan's famous moment—always with their clothes on and some clever twist, thankfully putting the punchline ahead of any actual scandal.

      "You almost to the meet and greet? Your teammates are already here," Smitty complained.

      "Yeah?" Charlie grinned as he pulled through Lockhart Bend's so-called downtown. "I'm a minute away. Who all made it out today?"

      "On second thought…I'll see you soon."

      The line went unexpectedly dead. Charlie would have held the phone away from his face in a perplexed state if he wasn't too busy concentrating on driving. Did Smitty really just hang up on him? Purposefully? Normally he couldn't get the guy to shut up fast enough.

      "Huh. Must be busy," Charlie muttered under his breath. He turned into the hospital parking lot and saw that Smitty hadn’t been exaggerating—every spot was full, and there were more local children and their parents shuttling in from the nearby elementary school. He decided to park by the Teamster bus. He flipped a wave to the bus driver, who looked disgruntled but unsurprised to see that it was Charlie Wild breaking the rules. He entered the hospital's noisy gymnasium from the back.

      "Now this is my kind of meet-and-greet," Charlie said as he surveyed the laughter and chaos. The children from Lockhart General's Critical Care ward deserved to indulge in a little bedlam. A cluster of kids who saw him roll up, led by Nicholas, rushed over for hugs and overhead lifts.

      Across the gymnasium, Teamster cheerleaders dressed casually in their day clothes led children through basic exercises and routines. Five of Charlie's teammates had also made the trip down from Austin to volunteer their time; they lounged behind a long table, autographing free swag and taking photos with the kids and their parents—even a few nurses, Charlie noted. He couldn't remember the last time he saw most of his offensive line grinning and laughing together over something that wasn't a successful play or a post-game line of shots.

      And there was Dylan by the end of the table, conversing animatedly with Smitty. Her blue-black hair tumbled in gorgeous, free-flowing waves past her shoulders; the sleeves of her flannel shirt were rolled up, revealing her tanned, toned arms. She was such a sensual vision of a woman that even a casual show of skin seen at a distance drove him crazy. Her dark denim jeans looked painted onto her shapely legs and tight backside. Even Smitty had retired his omnipresent shades to his retreating hairline; his arms were crossed to emphasize his biceps, a posture Charlie wouldn't have believed he was capable of if he wasn't seeing it play out now for himself. Smitty's expression as Dylan spoke to him was a little too attentive for Charlie's liking. He was wading through a sea of kids and making his way across the room before logic could catch up with a sudden surge of jealousy.

      "Is this who you hung up on your favorite client for?" Charlie enjoyed the way his question boomed above their exchange; he enjoyed it even more when Smitty nearly leapt out of his hand-tooled leather boots. "Can't say I blame you," Charlie admitted as he draped an arm across Dylan's shoulders.

      Dylan rolled her eyes. "You're late."

      "Fashionably?" Charlie suggested.

      "Trust me—none of these kids or their caretakers care about your so-called fashion. Speaking of which, is that really a pink digital camo bowtie I'm looking at? Which kitschy ESPN anchor dressed you for this low-key meet and greet?"

      "I'm staying out of this one." Smitty—the man who had bought him the bowtie—flipped his shades down and was soon assimilated by a nearby group of cheerleaders. Traitor, Charlie thought, even as he pulled Dylan in close. Oh, well. At least now he had his foxy girlfriend all to himself.

      "Easy, tiger," Dylan warned, half-heartedly fending him off as his lips pressed a kiss to her temple. "Let's save it for after the meet-and-greet, shall we?" Her lush mouth, so tantalizingly within reach of his own, quirked in barely suppressed amusement. There were still days she struggled with her accidental fame, he knew, but she was adapting to it better than Charlie had ever expected she would. Despite attending the occasional out-of-town fundraiser on his arm, she had somehow managed to keep her life in Lockhart Bend under the radar—and help keep him out of trouble as a result.

      "What were you and Smitty talking about?" he asked casually as Dylan, still hooked beneath his arm, directed him over to his signing station.

      "The future. Your future," she corrected. "Grab a seat, champ. Don't think I didn't see you deadlifting kids."

      "You told me yourself I'm in better shape now than I've ever been." He would love to continue to argue the point, but Charlie let himself be seated all the same. Now that they were officially together, Dylan's fretting felt more like kingly treatment. He still found himself second-guessing whether or not he deserved it. He caught her arm to prevent her from moving off down the table. It was all he could do to resist pulling her into his lap. He knew how well she fit against him now, and it seemed unfair his complementary piece should exist apart from him. But he knew Dylan had her work cut out for her today. Besides, he was working on his impulse control. Doctor's orders.

      "Any thoughts on our future?" Charlie smoothed his thumb along the pulse point of her inner wrist. He loved the way it still raced, even a year later, at his faintest touch. He had other ways of making her blood pump, and they both knew it, but understated physicality, as opposed to his usual displays of brute strength, was proving another fun challenge.

      An effective challenge. Dylan's cheeks, naked of toner or blush, colored naturally. "Why don't you come over tonight and we can discuss it?"

      "Love to." Charlie let her slip away, prepared to claim her invitation as his only victory, when Dylan surprised him by swooping back in for a heady kiss. It was deep, meaningful, and over too soon. Charlie groaned when she pulled away.

      "Work before play," she reminded him as she retreated.

      Why can't it be both? Charlie thought as he surveyed the eager faces crowding in around him to fill the void Dylan had strategically left.

      He was in love with Dylan Rose, and he was in love with life, but a packed stadium could never compare to the love he had found in Lockhart Bend.

      "Touchdown," he told the kids. They threw their arms up exactly as he'd taught them. Long after he retired, he knew—long after the roars of the NFL crowd had faded from his memory—he would remember the laughter that surrounded him now.

      "Touchdown!" the kids cheered.
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      PLUS: Do you love hot sports stars, smart women and steamy scenes? Keep reading for an exclusive excerpt from Leslie North’s bestselling novel, Wired, Book One of The Solomon Brothers Series.
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        Thank you so much for purchasing and reading my book. It’s hard for me to put into words how much I appreciate my readers. If you enjoyed this book, please remember to leave a review. I want to keep you guys happy! I love hearing from you!

        

        For all books by Leslie North visit her Website and follow her on Facebook  for exclusive offers, updates and more!

        

        Get SIX full-length, highly-rated Leslie North Novellas FREE! Over 548 pages of best-selling romance with a combined 634 FIVE STAR REVIEWS!

        

        Sign-up to her mailing list and get your FREE books HERE!
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        BLURB

      

      Star quarterback Marcus Kingston lives and breathes football. He’s trusted his abilities and instincts to get him this far, but an injury last season nearly ended his career. When his coaches want him to wear biofeedback technology to analyze his game, Marcus thinks the idea is ridiculous. Plus, the mousy scientist behind the project knows nothing about sports, and she quickly gets under his skin. But with another QB waiting on the sidelines, Marcus can either agree to participate, or be benched—permanently.

      Scientist Clare Wynifred values intellect above most things. With her brain constantly working, she has little interest in her appearance and zero interest in sports. She never imagined her wearable tech being used to improve someone’s game, but its success with the team could get her a military contract. Clare may be too late to save her brother, but her technology could save the lives of countless soldiers. She just has to make it work with the stubborn quarterback, and she’ll be one step closer to her goal.

      Marcus and Clare butt heads at first, but their mutual attraction quickly grows. And yet, with everything to lose, it’s easy to ignore that together they might be able to go the distance.

      
        Get your copy of Wired from:

        

        www.LeslieNorthBooks.com
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* * *

      
        EXCERPT

      

      Marcus Kingston, so poised on the field, so calm during media interviews, left the conference room and promptly lost his trash. In the darkened hallway, Claire felt like an intruder in the private depths of someone’s psyche. She had followed him to bridge the gap, to explain that they were on the same side of this technology, that the software would do amazing things if he would allow it, that together they could make it perfect, but she stalled in this isolated space, unable to pull her eyes away from the mesmerizing display of testosterone and raw physical release.

      Claire froze, unsure of her next move.

      He paced the hallway, intermittently bracing and pushing against the walls like an old-school pong game. His chest rose and fell in exaggerated exhales, the only noise to fill the space until Claire’s ringtone bleated from her pocket.

      Garbage.

      Marcus snapped his attention her direction. His expression fell into shadow, but she’d watched him enough on the two-story-tall media screen after a bad play to know that his mouth pinched in sharp angles and his eyes frosted over when plays backfired.

      She pressed the mute button on her cell, plunging them once again into quiet.

      “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “Am I going to get a read out on that tomorrow? Blood pressure spike?”

      “Had you been wired, you might have broken the algorithm.”

      Her joke stalled faster than her ability to relate to someone who didn’t reside in the cerebral. Square one. Start at square one.

      “We haven’t been introduced. I’m Claire.”

      “Wynifred. Nothing wrong with my hearing.”

      Nothing wrong with much else, either. Stripped of pads, his muscles were curved, stacked, taut. She didn’t appreciate much about the game—didn’t understand the intelligence coma American audiences entered each Sunday, gathered around their televisions, investing their emotions in an allegiance that mattered little in the bigger picture of life. But no one could deny that an elite athlete in second-skin pants spoke to the baser pleasures of the hypothalamus.

      Marcus Kingston was no exception—mixed race, hair shaved close, eyes a watery blue, everything white on him brilliant against the warm tone of his skin. Not that she would be on the receiving end of that smile. Ever, she guessed.

      “You should get some fluids. Dehydration can have a profound impact on cognition and anxiety levels.”

      He shook his head and gave a caustic laugh.

      “What else you know about me?”

      She didn’t have her results in front of her, but she had earned a doctorate in record time thanks to an eidetic memory. Everything she needed was always in her brain.

      “I know you audibled eleven times, eight of which resulted in a loss of five yards or more. I know the optimum angle of your throwing arm averages forty-two degrees based on distance and accuracy results. Your default scan of the field is close right, far left, then far right, leaving a blind spot close left. And you grind your back molars when you’re assessing the opposing team’s line up on defense.”

      “Mouth guard?”

      “Jumbotron.”

      Marcus nodded, as if allowing the impressive array of statistics to sink in. He scooped up his pads and cleats and helmet.

      “And my hometown? The neighborhood where I grew up?”

      The question threw her. Not once had she come across that information.

      “I don’t know.”

      “How about the age when I got my first beating? Or how much government assistance my dad believed he missed out on from my mother before he turned me out on the streets? Or the age I finally learned to read?”

      Claire’s chest burned in a slow ache. Suddenly her stats didn’t seem so impressive.

      “See, not everything I leave out on that field can be measured in heart rates or blood pressure or the oxygen level in my blood. You cannot quantify drive. You cannot know that I change plays at the line of scrimmage so that Rungnir, who has blindness in his left peripheral vision, doesn’t get creamed, or so that Garrick might be considered for the Pro Bowl this year because his father has never once said he was proud of him. Nothing you do will ever inform the choices I make out on that field.”

      “Maybe not. But you’re standing in my way just as much as I’m standing in yours. We work toward the same goal, we both get what we want.”

      “And what is it you want, Miss Wynifred? A fat bank account? A title at some Ivy League school? People to notice you for something other than your ugly green skirt?”

      

      
        Get your copy of the Wired from:

        

        www.LeslieNorthBooks.com

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
LESLIE NORTH





images/00002.jpeg
LESLIE NORTH





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





