
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    


    Game for Marriage


    a Game for It novel


    Karen Erickson


    

  


  
    


    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


    Copyright © 2013 by Karen Erickson. All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce, distribute, or transmit in any form or by any means. For information regarding subsidiary rights, please contact the Publisher.


    Entangled Publishing, LLC


    2614 South Timberline Road


    Suite 109


    Fort Collins, CO 80525


    Visit our website at www.entangledpublishing.com.


    Brazen is an imprint of Entangled Publishing, LLC. For more information on our titles, visit www.brazenbooks.com.


    Edited by Stacy Abrams


    Cover design by Heather Howland


    ISBN 978-1-62266-797-0


    Manufactured in the United States of America


    First Edition January 2013


    The author acknowledges the copyrighted or trademarked status and trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentioned in this work of fiction: Pepsi, NFL, MacBook, Google, Tiffany’s, GQ, TMZ, iPhone, Nike, Bailey’s, Kleenex, YouTube, Star Wars, Oakland Raiders, Miami Dolphins, Asscher.


    

  


  
    


    To C. for putting up with me. And to Zero 7 for their song “Distractions” for the line that pretty much inspired this entire book: “So go on mister, make Miss me Mrs. you.”


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter One


    “You’re good.”


    Sheridan Harper flashed a quick smile, her gaze never leaving the canvas as her hand streaked across it, deftly creating the scene before her with delicate strokes of the paintbrush. “Thank you.”


    “Seriously. It’s amazing how you made something out of absolutely nothing.” He had a sexy voice, her new admirer, rich and deep. And as soon as she finished capturing her friend Willow handing over a sample of blue cotton candy to a potential client, she’d check him out and see if the voice matched the rest of him.


    But first, she had to work.


    “It’s like a photograph,” he continued, sounding truly impressed.


    Which warmed her giddy heart. It was the entire reason she was there that night: to impress people, to gain new clients, and to fill her art studio with students eager to learn how to paint. She doubted the guy beside her wanted to paint. But maybe he had a wife or a girlfriend who would be interested…


    “Well, that’s why I’m here. I’m live painting the event,” Sheridan explained. She’d have a wrecked wrist by the end of the night, but she couldn’t complain. The mega-exposure at the Taste of Monterey was worth the pain alone.


    The annual event featured almost one hundred booths from local businesses and drew thousands of people in attendance. It was held at the convention center, and the building was packed, people’s voices a dull roar in her ears.


    “Live painting, huh? Never heard of such a thing.”


    “Well, every artist live paints I suppose, but I’m trying to catch as much as I can of the event as it unfolds. Then when it’s over, I’ll give the painting to the organizers as a sort of memento.” Sheridan dabbed a quick spot of the palest turquoise blue with her brush, a satisfied smile curling her lips as she turned to face her admirer.


    And stopped dead in her tracks when she saw all six-foot-plus, mouthwatering gorgeousness of him.


    He slipped his hands into the pockets of his jeans, his full lips quirked in a not-quite smile. Everything about him read easygoing confidence, putting her immediately at ease despite his gargantuan size. He carried himself like a man who truly enjoyed women, one who knew exactly what they wanted even before they did.


    And she recognized him, of course. She’d have to live under a rock not to. His reputation with women preceded him, in any case—he went through them as often as he changed underwear. Maybe even more.


    “You’re…” She let the word die on her lips, too frazzled to continue when he flashed a brain cell–stealing grin at her.


    “I am,” said Jared Quinn, star quarterback for the San Jose Hawks, with a slight shrug. She’d had no idea he’d be at the Taste of Monterey event that evening. “Have you ever considered live painting a football game?”


    “I would love to,” she said automatically, her words tumbling out in a rush. She silently chastised herself. There was always being on the lookout for opportunities, and then there was being too eager and losing them because of it.


    “My coach might like one.” His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, his face burnished by the sun. His nose was sort of big, but it didn’t detract from his handsomeness. His crooked smile gave him a boyish charm. A faded scar stretched across the edge of his chin, roughing up the charm in the most appealing way. His hair was a rich brown, tinged with gold, and a tad overgrown so it waved at the nape. Movie-star handsome with the rabid female fans to confirm it, he was a major reason women watched football. “Actually, the owner would like one even more. You’re very talented.”


    Her brain racked up the potential his words conjured. “I could create a painting for whoever wanted one; that wouldn’t be a problem.” Lord knew she needed the money. Just because she had an art studio on Ocean Avenue in Carmel didn’t mean she was rolling in it. She’d inherited the studio when her grandmother died more than a year ago. The location was prime, but so was the cost to maintain it. Sheridan was constantly busy, especially with the heavy load of classes she taught, but all that business was still barely able to pay the bills.


    “I’d get first dibs, though, right?” He winked at her and her heart fluttered.


    Stupid, reckless heart. It was a business transaction, not a flirtatious moment. And hadn’t Jared Quinn been involved in some sort of sordid scandal? She swore she’d read that recently in some gossip mag.


    Not that she read gossip mags.


    Okay, maybe she did, but it had been a while, since she was so busy. Usually she went to the local bookstore at least once a week with her friend Willow, where they both bought a latte and then sat side by side, flipping through the pages of the latest and greatest in gossipy news. Laughing, criticizing, and generally feeling better about themselves for at least a fleeting moment.


    “Of course you’d get first dibs,” she said breathlessly. She winced. God, she sounded like a teenager with a mad crush on the captain of the football team.


    “And a finder’s fee,” he added.


    “Um…” She nibbled on her lower lip. Wasn’t this guy a multimillionaire? Not only did the Hawks pay him a ton of money, but he had plenty of endorsements, including one where he stood around in his underwear with the same smile he was directing toward her at that very moment.


    A true panty-melter if she ever saw one.


    He threw back his head and laughed, his beautiful, blue eyes sparkling when they finally landed on her. “Don’t worry, I was only kidding. I’m not that greedy.”


    “Oh.” She laughed, feeling infinitely stupid. Blame it on the man—he unnerved her with his mere presence. It was much easier when she hadn’t looked at him, hadn’t known who he was.


    “So, who exactly are you?”


    Sheridan frowned. “What?” His rapid change of subject muddled her brain further.


    He inclined his head in her direction. “Miss Live Painter, do you have a name?”


    “Oh! Hold on.” She set her paintbrush on the table holding her supplies, and reached into the front pocket of her apron, pulling out a business card. She handed it to him. “Sheridan Harper.”


    He took the card, his fingers grazing hers. The brief contact sent a scattering of gooseflesh over her skin, and she barely contained the shiver that threatened to take over. “Cute card, Sheridan Harper.”


    Pride swelled in her chest. “I designed it myself.”


    “I can tell.” His lids lifted, that stark gaze zeroed directly in on her.


    A bazillion people surrounded them, the place packed and buzzing with restless energy. Yet the way Jared Quinn looked at her at that very moment, it was as if no one else existed in the room but the two of them. “You’re very talented,” he drawled.


    “Thank you,” she said weakly. Why did it feel so good to hear the man’s praise? It gave her even more of a rush than when the average person admired her work. The way he looked at her, too. As if he liked what he saw…


    “Nice shoes.”


    She glanced down at her hot pink stilettos. They were her favorites, though far from comfortable. But her grandma always told her, “Beauty is pain…”


    “You like them?” She held her foot out, turning it this way and that.


    “Oh, yeah.” His deep voice was full of seductive appreciation. She couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he had a shoe fetish.


    “I definitely want you to paint something for me.” No asking, just telling. And she really didn’t mind.


    “I can do that,” she said breezily.


    “Soon.” He smiled, easing the demand. “If that’s not a problem.”


    He was impatient. And very charming. It was a most lethal combination. “Why don’t you call me tomorrow and make an appointment?”


    “How about I come by and see you tomorrow? I’m free for the next few days before we begin practice.” When she frowned, he went on. “First pre-season game is scheduled next week.”


    Oh. Her friends would just die if they saw her talking to Jared Quinn, if they knew she was going to have him come to her studio.


    Her mind raced. Did she have any commitments tomorrow? It was a Saturday. A ladies’ night out class was scheduled but not ‘til the evening. Oh, and she had a private lesson in the afternoon. “That should work, though morning is best for me.”


    “Good. Morning works for me, too.” He didn’t look necessarily relieved or worried she might tell him no. Had he ever heard the word “no” before? He was probably a man used to getting his way. “I should probably let you get back to your live painting.”


    She glanced at the canvas. It wasn’t quite finished and there was still a lot to do before the night was over. “You’re right. I need to get back to work.” She offered him a smile. “Well, it was nice meeting you.”


    “Nice meeting you, too. I’ll see you tomorrow. Is nine okay?”


    “Sure, I’ll be at my studio. The address is on the card.”


    “Got it. Great.” Flashing that devastating smile yet again, Jared left. She watched him go, her gaze lingering on his very fine backside. Not that she normally checked out men’s butts, but this one was particularly fine.


    Everything about him was.


    Shaking herself from the dream-like fog he’d put her under, she grabbed her brush and scanned the room, taking in each detail, trying to decide what to capture next. Her cell phone buzzed against her hip. She pulled it out of her skirt pocket to check the text message from Willow.


    Were you just talking to star QB Jared Quinn??!!


    Shaking her head, her fingers flew over the keyboard in reply.


    Yep. He wants to buy a painting. An original work.


    Less than a minute later came Willow’s response:


    OMG that’s fantastic! Better share the deets later


    Sheridan glanced up to see Willow giving her the thumbs-up from her booth down the aisle, which she returned with a subtle gesture. Willow ran a unique catering company, providing cotton candy and a few other sweet treats for birthday parties and small events. It was just starting to take off, her large variety of cotton candy flavors the biggest hit, especially among the younger set and at weddings.


    Hence Willow’s appearance at A Taste of Monterey. With the various local vendors showcasing their stuff, Willow had jumped at the opportunity to grow her clientele.


    Sheridan had been working her way around the event from the moment she arrived and her feet were killing her, especially in her ridiculous high heels. Scheduling a full day of classes on top of the event had been poor planning on her part.


    She’d kill for a glass of wine and a foot massage. Could probably get both, considering the variety of businesses here. Didn’t seem people were too restricted by the “taste” aspect of the yearly event.


    Enough daydreaming. Standing straight, she grabbed her paintbrush, taking in everything in front of her. The doors would close in little over an hour, and the crowd was starting to thin. She caught sight of Jared Quinn not too far down the line of booths, and he wasn’t alone.


    It appeared he’d brought another teammate with him, if his sheer size was any indication. They were both huge, built like…well, football players. And of course, they were both terribly handsome.


    The other one couldn’t hold a candle to Jared in her eyes, though. He really was gorgeous. Like, out of her league gorgeous.


    The people of Monterey County were pretty blasé when it came to celebrities, since there were so many who came to the area. Quite a few lived there as well, occupying the large, sprawling, beachside estates on 17-Mile Drive, or the quaint cottages with exquisite ocean views in Carmel-by-the-Sea. So no one really paid the Hawks players any mind, only an occasional glance in their direction here and there.


    Deciding to include them in her painting, Sheridan got to work, knitting her eyebrows as she went into full concentration mode, chewing on her lower lip. Her hand dashed across the canvas, the brush stroking the thick paint onto the blank space a satisfying sound.


    Follow your bliss, her grandmother had always told her. Sheridan was lucky she loved her job so much. Painting was her life. She was consumed with her business, working hard to help it grow, and determined to become a huge success despite her mother’s doubts over her non-practical profession. Sheridan knew her mother thought she lived in a dream world, and would’ve preferred Sheridan sell the studio in such a lucrative neighborhood. That way, they’d make an enormous pot of money and they’d never have to worry again.


    So not going to happen. At least, not yet.


    Soon, she was caught up with her creation, carefully adding all of the minute details that helped make the painting that much more active. Trying to capture everything that unfolded all at once was tough, but she’d honed her skills over the years, becoming quicker with the brush, more observant of her surroundings. She didn’t do as many live paintings as she used to, but they were fun, if exhausting work.


    “You look thirsty.”


    A whispered shiver shot down her spine at the sound of the now-familiar voice. Arching her neck from side to side, she turned to find Jared standing before her once again, clutching a drink in his big hand.


    Willow’s cotton candy cocktail was quickly becoming a major hit among the wedding reception customers. Sheridan had been lucky enough to help her create the cocktail, sampling one after another one late summer evening not that long ago, until they’d been more than a little tipsy. She smiled at the fond memory.


    A particular drink she had a mad fondness for, luckily enough. He lifted it toward her as if he were toasting her.


    “I really shouldn’t drink any alcohol while I’m working.”


    “I won’t tell if you don’t.” The devilish expression on Jared’s face was irresistible. As was his offer. She was pretty thirsty, and though it wasn’t her earlier wished-for glass of wine, it would certainly do…


    “It’ll be our secret.” She reached for the drink, their fingers brushing when he handed over the martini glass, and yet again, her body reacted. A jolt of awareness shot through her, making her extremely conscious of how close he stood to her. How big and muscular he was.


    Whoa, boy.


    He watched her drink, his gaze seemingly locked on her lips as they curved around the rim of the glass, and heat suffused her. Could he be flirting? Was he interested? Hard to believe, considering he could have any woman he wanted, and he surely knew it.


    Yet again, she was reminded that he’d recently been in the news. For something bad. Right? She wished she could remember. That was what happened when a person read too much gossip: it all got lumped in together.


    “You like it?” he asked after she took a healthy sip.


    “Love it. My friend makes these.”


    “You know her?” Jared glanced over his shoulder, as did Sheridan. Willow wiggled her fingers at them both, a silly grin on her face, her slightly oversized black-framed glasses borderline ridiculous on her pretty face. A giant of a man stood nearby. “She’s cute. I think my friend likes her.”


    Jared’s words piqued her curiosity. “A teammate, I presume?”


    “How’d you know?” He sounded genuinely surprised.


    “It’s not normal for two testosterone-charged men with finely muscled bodies to come wandering through our small town event. You kind of stand out.” She took another sip of the drink, the tart sweetness delicious on her tongue.


    “You think we have finely muscled bodies, huh?”


    He was teasing, she could tell by the tone of his voice, and she rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.” She waved a hand, as if she could dismiss her words. “Thank you for the drink.” He really should go. He was a huge distraction, just standing there, looking handsome, making it hard for her to concentrate. She needed to finish painting.


    “You’re welcome.” His deep, rumbling voice set her nerve endings on fire. “So, when does this thing end?”


    Hope rose in her chest despite the warnings going off in her head. Clearly, he was a player. A man looking for a female to conquer. She needed to remember that. “Nine o’clock.”


    Jared glanced at his watch. It was beautiful…and probably cost as much as she made in a year. Maybe more. “About an hour, then.”


    Panic rose within her, clutching her heart in a stranglehold. She drained her glass in one long swallow then thrust it into Jared’s hand. “Oh my God, I need to finish! I’m almost out of time.” Bending her head over her painting, she concentrated on finishing the scene, her hand moving even faster than normal.


    “Maybe we could get together when it’s over,” he suggested. “Have another drink.”


    Her heart leapt, but she kept her gaze trained on the canvas. Meeting up with him afterward wouldn’t be smart. He’d most likely use her for sex and then forget all about her.


    So why didn’t that sound like such a bad idea? The use-her-for-sex part?


    “Are you coming on to me, Jared Quinn?”


    He chuckled. “That you have to ask means I must be doing a terrible job.”


    “I’m not into one-night stands.” She looked at him, gaze narrowed, a little on the defensive. Okay fine, a lot on the defensive. But there was something almost too friendly about him in person. She swore the media portrayed him as constantly up to no good.


    “You don’t hold back, do you?” He didn’t appear fazed whatsoever. Which kicked her suspicious radar straight into high gear.


    So she decided to ask the question that kept rattling through her. “I swear I read somewhere you’ve been involved in…unsavory business. Of the female kind.” God, it must be the booze talking, even though she’d only had one, with a heaping teaspoon of stress on top. Normally she wasn’t so blunt or bold. And “unsavory business?” She sounded all sorts of crazy.


    He shrugged those impossibly wide shoulders, but she saw the mask that settled over his face. Neutral, on guard, and impenetrable. “Don’t believe everything you read.”


    “Hmm.” She frowned. Jared Quinn was definitely famous enough to be constant tabloid fodder. If she went out on a date with him, even for a measly few hours at a local bar, would she become tabloid fodder?


    It was a most sobering thought. “So you really want to buy me a drink?”


    “I really do. There’s a bar next door to the convention center. We could meet there after.” He sounded sincere. And hey, it could be a story to tell her grandchildren when she was an old lady sitting in her creaky rocking chair. Once upon a time, my children, I went on a brief date with a very famous, Super Bowl–winning football player. It was magical. And boy, the man could kiss, though that’s another story for another time…


    Ha. If she personally discovered that particular skill of his, then she’d consider herself lucky. Not that she was looking to kiss famous football players.


    But she certainly wouldn’t protest if it happened.


    …


    She was smokin’ hot, the quirky little artist with the clean paintbrush tucked behind her ear and a streak of white paint smeared across her cheek. She wore a black skirt that showcased a great set of legs and her hair was thick and wavy as it tumbled past her shoulders, a light brown color woven with varying shades of gold. Bubbly, like a glass of champagne, her smile easy and bright. She damn near sparkled.


    And she’d caught Jared’s attention the first moment he spotted her.


    Nick was busy chatting up other women at the event, which was fine by him. Not that he’d come that night to seek out women. But he’d been drawn to the artist from the start.


    He wanted to take her for a drink. And if she was agreeable, maybe take her back to his place.


    Yet again, he cast an appreciative glance over the very shapely and very pretty Sheridan Harper. Yeah, she’d sort of called him on his shit, which he appreciated. People rarely did, with the exception of those in his very small inner circle. Plus his image hadn’t been the best in the media lately, so he’d been avoiding public appearances at all costs. Not that anything they printed was completely accurate.


    Jared frowned. Well, some of it was. But the majority of the time, it was all a bunch of made-up bullshit.


    “She’s perfect, you know.”


    Jared stiffened. Bringing the Hawks’ publicist with him to the Taste of Monterey that night had been a mistake, not that he’d had a choice. Harvey Price was a man on a mission—one that Jared didn’t necessarily agree with. But he’d insisted on accompanying Jared and Nick and they hadn’t the heart to protest.


    Plus, if they did, they’d feel the wrath of their new owner, who treated them like a bunch of juvenile delinquents.


    “Who’s perfect?” Jared feigned ignorance.


    Harvey chuckled. “You know exactly who I’m talking about. The pretty little artist you were talking with. Sheridan Harper.”


    How did Harvey know her name? He’d probably been lurking in the shadows, listening to every word they’d said. “Perfect for what?” Jared sounded ridiculously innocent, even to his own ears.


    “Please.” Harvey snorted. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”


    “Whatever you’re about to suggest, don’t bother. I’m not interested.”


    “Tough shit. You need to be interested. I heard you ask her out for a drink. Let me go with you two.” Harvey crossed his arms in front of him. “I can question her. Figure out if she’s right for you or not.”


    “Hell, no.”


    Harvey’s expression went from easy to stern in two seconds flat.


    Jared hated the new team publicist. Hated even more that he’d started shadowing Jared’s every move. Nick could hardly escape him, either. “I forbid you from trying to get in this girl’s pants. Seriously. You need to change your image, not make it worse. I’m not going to put in all this time trying to straighten you out just for you to ruin everything for a quick fuck with a down-on-her-luck woman.”


    “Jesus, who the hell are you, telling me what to do? You really think the first woman I chat with tonight I’m going to automatically take somewhere and bang her brains out?” Never mind the fact he’d already considered taking Sheridan somewhere and banging her brains out.


    Jared strode away, anger simmering low in his gut. He did not need that shit. Not then, not ever. So Craig Wallace’s wife sat in his lap at a club—so what? That someone had snapped candid shots with their cell camera and sold them to the highest bidder irritated him to no end. That the media tried to portray him as some womanizing pig, hell-bent on destroying a marriage set his blood to boiling.


    It felt like he’d been set up; he’d actually wondered more than once if he had. Craig always had a hate-on for him. When Craig had been traded to another team, Jared certainly hadn’t shed a tear. He’d practically cheered and danced in the locker room, truth be told.


    He still didn’t understand the media massacre, their instant and now incessant fixation on him. Who the hell had he pissed off so thoroughly?


    Everyone.


    “Listen, we need to get this handled and quick. They’re breathing down our necks.” Harvey followed him, persistent as ever, until they both stopped in a mostly abandoned corner of the cavernous room. “I’ll accompany you and the artist and we’ll go to a small, quiet bar. Somewhere discreet. We’ll feel her out, see if she might be interested, and if it’s a go, I’ll set up an appointment with the lawyers.”


    Lawyers. Shady bastards, every one of them. “You are not coming with us tonight. And do you really think she’ll be interested, Harvey? Give me a break. No woman would agree to something like what you’re suggesting.” Jared crossed his arms in front of him. What sane woman would? It was the craziest shit he’d ever heard.


    Harvey waved his phone in Jared’s face. “I did a little Google research while you were chatting her up. She’s broke as a joke and in desperate need for some free advertising for her business before she loses it all.”


    Snagging Harvey’s phone, Jared glanced at the screen and read the article, which was more of a compilation of happenings in and around Carmel from a local blog. It included a mention of Sheridan’s tiny studio in downtown Carmel, and provided rampant speculation that it might be up for sale by the end of the month.


    Jared frowned. Well, that sucked. He wondered if she really was in bad financial shape. He could sympathize—it hadn’t been that long ago when he and his dad lived in a crappy apartment and struggled to pay for necessities, let alone luxuries. Thank God his dad had always viewed football—and all the expenses that came with it—as a necessity.


    “I don’t want to discuss this here.” He thrust the phone back into Harvey’s hand. Crowds of people swarmed inside the building and plenty of curious glances were sent in his direction. That Harvey wanted to talk in public was risky as hell.


    If anyone got wind of what the new owner of the Hawks wanted him to do—what Jared’s entire publicity and management team wanted him to do—he’d look like the laughingstock of the entire NFL.


    The look on Harvey’s face said it all. “Quit playing games, Jared. Any woman under the age of thirty would kill for this chance. And I think Sheridan Harper is an excellent candidate to become your new wife.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Sheridan walked into the bar, her gaze sweeping the rundown interior, on the lookout for Jared. Her cell clutched in her hand, she searched the darkened room, standing a little on tiptoe trying to see everything. Not too smart, considering her hot pink stiletto heels.


    She nearly fell flat on her face, much to the amusement of the bartender, who watched the entire scene go down. Jerk.


    “Looking for someone?” he asked, the unmistakable humor lacing his voice. She shook her head in answer. If she told him the truth, he’d think she was off her rocker.


    Which she probably was, because really, who would believe a famous NFL quarterback would want to meet her for a drink in this dump?


    Clutching the wall, she slipped her right shoe on more firmly, ignoring the ache in her toes. She could ride this out. After all, they were the hottest shoes she owned.


    Her phone rang and she answered it quickly, knowing exactly who it was. “I can’t find him.”


    “Huh. Well, isn’t that disappointing.” Willow sighed, sounding irritated. “I was just going to tell you the rumors I heard about him, too.”


    Sheridan settled at the bar, whispering she wanted a glass of water when the jerk bartender approached. “You can’t say that. Now you have to tell me.”


    “Well.” Willow paused for great effect. Considering her father was an entertainment lawyer and handled many a celebrity as a client, she knew all the good rumors. “From what I understand, Jared Quinn is hung like a horse.”


    Sheridan grimaced. “Really?”


    “Like, his dick is the size of a twenty-two-ounce Pepsi bottle.” Willow said it with all the authority of one who saw those sorts of things on a daily basis. She could be a bit loosey-goosey with guys, but it was all in good fun. Plus, Willow was so gorgeous, men flocked to her like bees to honey.


    “Who in the world is giving you this information? Wait a minute, don’t bother telling me.” Sheridan glanced around, lowering her voice so no one would hear her. “Listen, I can appreciate a big dick same as any other girl, but when you compare him to a Pepsi bottle, I gotta call foul.”


    Willow laughed. “I trust my source, so be prepared if you get a chance with him.”


    Wait a minute…,“Don’t tell me you’re your own source.”


    Her friend’s laughter grew louder. “Hell, no! I would tell you if I banged Jared Quinn. I just…know someone who’s seen him naked.” She sounded rather mysterious.


    Relief swept through Sheridan. If her friend had been involved with him, even a one-night stand, she would’ve walked away right then. Trading men among friends was not the way to go. “Something that huge must hurt, you know.”


    “You’re telling me if that hunk of a man Jared Quinn stripped naked and had a twenty-two-ouncer waving in front of you, you’d bail?”


    Bail on Jared Quinn? No way. “Definitely not. I guess I’d take one for the team.” Willow’s voice muffled as if she’d keeled over in hysterics, and Sheridan couldn’t help but join in. “I don’t mean I’d do the whole team, you pervert. Oh, God, you know what I mean.” She shouldn’t have had that other cotton candy cocktail Willow had pushed on her before she walked to the bar. It was right next door to the convention center, and she’d felt relatively safe darting over.


    But what if Jared didn’t show? “You’ll rescue me if he doesn’t come, right?”


    “Of course. I’ll be your knight in shining armor if you need me.” Willow sighed. “Sounds like he doesn’t know what he’s missing, though. What a prick he is, ditching you.”


    “I’m early. You know how I am.” She was punctual to a fault.


    “He should already be there, waiting for you. It’s the proper, gentlemanly thing to do.”


    “From what I understand, he’s not a gentlemanly type of guy. Besides, the bar is dead. I don’t know why he chose it.” Maybe since it was convenient. Not where the trendy set hung out, that was for sure.


    “I bet he planned on attacking you in a darkened booth or something.” Willow sounded wistful. “Maybe he was hoping to get laid.”


    “Maybe you’re the one hoping to get laid. It’s, like, all you can talk about.” Sheridan mouthed a thank-you to the bartender when he set the glass of water in front of her.


    “Sorry. It’s been a while,” Willow explained. “And I was talking to one of those Hawk players myself earlier. He was so hot, but sort of an ass.”


    “Which one?”


    “Nick Hamilton. I know him, of course. Daddy dealt with his team for something or other, I don’t remember.” Willow was completely unfazed by famous, beautiful men. Sheridan wished for once she were just as immune.


    She so wasn’t.


    The door opened, a blast of cool ocean air preceding whoever was about to walk in. Sheridan glanced toward the door, her eyes widening when she saw him. “He’s here,” she murmured into the phone, greedily drinking in Jared from her vantage point. His hair was ruffled by the wind, his expression grim as he scanned the room, those sharp blue eyes seeing everything.


    A shiver moved through her, and it wasn’t from the cold wind blowing in the still-open door.


    “Go get him, tiger,” Willow said, laughter in her throaty voice. “Have fun. And text me if you end up leaving with him. So I know you’re alive and won’t call the police to report you missing.”


    “I will, I promise. ’Bye.” She ended the call and spun on her barstool to find Jared approaching her, his lips curved in the slightest smile. “Hi.”


    “Sorry if I kept you waiting.” His eyes lit upon her, warm and inviting, and she noticed his extraordinarily long eyelashes, thick and dark. The kind that made many a woman jealous, including herself. “Want to go sit in a booth?”


    “Um, sure.” She grabbed her water and slid off the barstool, and couldn’t help but notice the appreciative glance Jared sent her bare legs. Her skin warmed and she stepped closer to him, feeling awfully small even in her heels. He was just so big.


    The image of a twenty-two ounce Pepsi bottle floated through her head and she forced the vision away. God. Thanks a lot, Willow.


    They walked to one of the rounded booths in the back of the bar, Jared’s hand resting at the small of her back the entire way. Her heart pounded in her ears at his slightly possessive touch, and she fought the urge to lean into him. See if he was as hard as he looked.


    He’s a stranger. And what did they always tell you about strangers in elementary school? Stranger danger!


    Yeah. Well, she felt like she knew him, what with him being a celebrity. And he wasn’t a serial killer because, come on, he wouldn’t be able to get away with murder. Everyone would recognize him.


    Besides, what was wrong with a little danger now and then?


    Releasing a shuddering breath, she pushed the silly thoughts from her head. She was being ridiculous. She just needed to relax and go with the flow.


    She slid into the booth, a secret thrill pulsing through her when he slid in after her, sitting extra close. He rested his forearms on the edge of the table, his gaze locked on hers before it dropped to study the glass of water she’d brought with her. “Not going for anything stronger?”


    “I probably shouldn’t.” The more alcohol she consumed, the more of a risk-taker she became. What if she did something crazy, like throw herself at Jared?


    Yeah, so what if you did?


    Working so hard lately meant she’d rarely taken time for herself. She didn’t know what the word “pampering” meant anymore, let alone remembered the last time she went out on a date. She flat out didn’t have time for any of that stuff.


    The more she thought about it, the more she believed she deserved a little fun. Jared seemed nice enough. He exuded sex appeal, had a great smile, and well, he was hot.


    And he seemed interested in her.


    So she was allowed one night of indulgence, right? Even if this interlude with Jared never amounted to much more than an hour-long conversation in a bar, she could soak that up for all it was worth. And if they took it further…


    She didn’t plan on protesting. In fact, she was going to do this. Drink a little more booze, flirt with a handsome celebrity, and hope like hell she didn’t make a fool of herself. No strong, confident woman would turn down a chance to spend the evening with Jared Quinn, so she wouldn’t, either.


    The waitress wandered over, going bug-eyed when she saw Jared. “Um, what can I get you two?”


    Jared ordered a beer, the waitress’ eyes never leaving his face. Not that Sheridan could blame her. He was just so…magnetic, an aura emanating from him that drew her in. Seeing that face again and again on TV, in magazines, plastered on billboards where he wore nothing else but a pair of undies and a smile…yeah. It didn’t matter if you were a sixty-year-old waitress who’d seen it all; he flat-out dazzled.


    “I’ll have a glass of wine,” Sheridan said when the waitress looked at her, her voice firm. Hell yeah, she was having a glass. “Chardonnay, please.”


    The waitress took off, glancing over her shoulder one last time as if she couldn’t help herself. Jared didn’t seem to notice, his attention focused completely on Sheridan, and she found that the tiniest bit thrilling.


    Okay, a lot thrilling.


    “So tell me, how did you become an artist?” He smiled, the interest in his blue eyes clear.


    “It’s my grandma’s fault. She was the creative one of the family and always pushed me. Said I was a natural. With her constant encouragement, I couldn’t not give it a try. My grandma always said to go after my dream.” She took a sip of her water, the memories of her grandma always making her a little nostalgic. “How did you become a football player?”


    “My dad put me on peewee teams, junior leagues. I was almost six-foot by the time I was thirteen, so when I hit high school I was playing on varsity,” he explained, staring at his hands. He spread his fingers wide. “I could always throw far, even when I was little.”


    Her gaze dropped to those million-dollar hands. They were huge. Wide palms, long fingers. She had the sudden urge to touch them. At the very least, feel them on her skin. “Natural-born talent as well, then?”


    “Sure.” He shrugged modestly. “Though I worked hard to get where I’m at. I’m sure you did, too.”


    “I did.” She liked that he understood everything wasn’t just handed to her. Not that she’d been handed a gold mine, what with the expenses she had to keep up with to maintain the studio. But her mom certainly thought she’d been spoiled. Louisa Harper had always been jealous of Sheridan’s relationship with her grandmother. Whereas her mom had been the wild child who never wanted to listen to her parents, Sheridan had worshipped the ground her grandma walked on.


    And her dad had never been in the picture, that was for sure. When it came to the women in the Harper family, men just didn’t stick.


    The waitress appeared with their drinks. “Need anything else? Appetizers, maybe another beer just in case?” she asked, looking as if she wanted to linger.


    Jared reached behind him, pulling out a slender black leather wallet and withdrawing a crisp one hundred dollar bill. “I’ll tip you now if you make sure no one disturbs us the rest of the night.”


    The woman’s eyes widened and she snatched the money from Jared’s fingers. “Will do. Have a good night,” she said before she scurried away.


    Sheridan gaped at him. “Did you just pay her off?”


    Drinking his beer, he shrugged. “It worked, right?”


    “Yeah, but…” She clamped her lips shut when one of those million dollar hands settled over hers. The warmth of his touch sent a scattering of tingles across her skin, and her breath lodged in her throat when his thumb skimmed across the top of her hand.


    “I don’t want anyone bothering us,” he said, his voice low. “I’m trying to get to know you better without a bunch of interruptions.”


    “Don’t like the waitress staring at you like you’re a god?” She was incredibly conscious of his hand still on hers, the way he slowly stroked her with his thumb, like he was trying to hypnotize her.


    It worked.


    He smirked, the sight of it sending a zing straight to all of her feminine parts. “I’d rather you stare at me like I’m a god.”


    …


    Just one glass of wine in and Sheridan was a giggly, far-too-easygoing female with a come-hither smile and bedroom eyes. Extra flirty, with how she occasionally flipped her hair over her shoulder, exposing her neck, which he wanted to kiss. Lick. How she constantly touched his arm, her delicate fingers dancing on his skin, driving him wild, making his blood heat.


    They’d talked. They’d flirted. She was enthusiastic about her art but worried at the same time. He could tell, but he also already knew from what Harvey had told him earlier. She didn’t outright say she was broke but she hinted at it. Sounded like she didn’t have the best time growing up, either, with a neglectful mom and absent father.


    Jared could relate.


    They’d played true confessions. He confessed he didn’t remember his mom and his dad had worked a lot. How sometimes he wondered if his life would’ve turned out differently if he had his mother around. Crazy, how Sheridan had said the exact same thing about her father.


    He liked her. She had a sexy laugh, flashing golden brown eyes and hair he wanted to bury his hands in.


    More than anything, he flat-out wanted her. Wanted to take her somewhere, anywhere, and just…be with her. Alone. Kiss her, touch her, strip her naked, search her soft skin with his hands and lips…


    “Should I have another glass of wine? Probably not, huh.” She leaned into him, her mouth close to his ear, her breasts nestled against his side, and he closed his eyes for the briefest moment. Fought the urge to haul her into him and crush her mouth with his.


    “I’m positive you’ve had enough.” His voice was strained, as was the front of his jeans. He looked at her, the scent of her wrapped around him, fragrant and sweet, and he breathed deep, savoring it.


    She nodded, her gaze dropping to his mouth. Looking at him like she wanted to kiss him. “I should probably go.”


    He glanced at his watch. It was past eleven. They’d talked for two hours and it felt like fifteen minutes. “Want me to take you back to your car?” She’d admitted she walked over from the convention center, which he didn’t like one bit. It was dark, late, and not the best part of town. He could’ve given her a ride but she’d blown him off earlier, claiming she had to gather up all her supplies and load them in her car first.


    But now he was thankful for the chance. This way, he got to spend more time with her.


    If this were any other woman, he would’ve had her understanding exactly what he wanted from her by now. He was a straight shooter, always had been. Since the scandal broke out, though, he was trying to be more cautious. Smarter. Most women were trouble. At least, the ones he encountered were.


    Something about this particular woman made him want to throw caution right out the window.


    “That would be great,” she said, her voice soft, her eyes glowing.


    With a quickness he usually saved for the field, he slid out of the booth, grabbed Sheridan’s hand, and hurried her out of the dingy bar. The cool air relieved his heated skin as they emerged, and he turned to steer her toward his shiny black SUV parked in the bar’s small lot. She stumbled on her feet, those damn sexy pink shoes most likely too high, and he gripped her arm, making sure she didn’t fall.


    “Thanks.” She offered him a sultry smile, leaning into him a little bit. “Too much alcohol and these shoes don’t mix.”


    He slipped his arms around her waist, pulling her closer. “I think the shoes are hot.” They were. Almost as hot as the woman wearing them.


    She stared up at him, her hands settling on his chest, her mouth dropping open when she slowly ran her fingers down his front. “You are so…hard.”


    Okay, that did it. Sliding his hand over the dip of her waist, the flare of her hip, he murmured, “And you are so…soft.”


    “Damn it!”


    The shrill curse caused them to spring away from each other. Jared turned to find a woman standing in the farthest corner of the bar’s parking lot, kicking at her car’s flat tire. The look of distress on her face, even at that distance, was unmistakable.


    “I should help her,” he muttered, glancing at Sheridan, who nodded solemnly in answer. Jared raised his voice. “Hey, you all right?”


    The woman glanced up and shook her head. “Flat tire.”


    Grabbing Sheridan’s hand, he approached the woman’s car. Her eyes went wide when she looked at him. “Got a spare in the trunk?” he asked.


    The woman shrugged, looking a little star struck. “You’re that football player, right? You grew up in Monterey.”


    “Yep.” He pointed at her trunk. “Why don’t you pop it and let me see what you have in there.”


    Luckily enough, the woman, Linda, did have a full-sized tire in the trunk and a jack. And boy, Linda knew how to talk. She chattered the entire time he changed her tire, marveling over the famous football player helping her. Claiming none of her friends would believe this story.


    He couldn’t leave a woman stranded in the middle of a parking lot late at night, but damn, this was a total mood killer. For all he knew, Sheridan would bail the minute Linda drove away.


    And he really, really didn’t want Sheridan to bail.


    “You are the best,” Linda said when he finished. “Like a true hero.”


    He shrugged, slamming the trunk closed. “It’s no big deal.”


    “Ha! It’s a huge deal.” Linda paused, her gaze going from Jared to Sheridan. “Do you mind taking a picture of us? So I can prove to my friends this really happened?”


    Jared slipped his arm around Linda’s shoulders and they posed for a few pictures, Linda giving him a big hug before she slipped into her car and fired up the engine.


    “You got a keeper right there, honey,” Linda called as she rolled down the window. “Thanks again!” They watched her drive out of the parking lot, looking at each other when she was gone for a long, silent moment.


    Sheridan cracked first, the giggle making her slap her hand over her mouth.


    Shaking his head, he chuckled. “Well, that was kind of crazy.”


    “You were very sweet, helping out.”


    “No way I could leave her.” He held his hands out in front of them. They were dirty, damn it. Not like Sheridan would want him to touch her now.


    This night had gone completely south.


    “Let’s go get your car then.” He started toward his SUV, surprised when Sheridan grabbed his hand and stopped him. “What’s wrong?”


    “I was sort of hoping we could continue where we left off.” A shuddering breath escaped her. Her lids lowered, her gaze locked on his mouth.


    Things were once again looking up. Tugging on her hand, he pulled her closer. “Really?”


    She nodded. “I was hoping you would kiss me. Before we were so unexpectedly interrupted.”


    “I’m all dirty,” he started but she squeezed his hand, stepping toward him, bringing herself within kissing distance.


    “I don’t really care,” she whispered. “I’ve wanted you to kiss me all night.”


    That was all the incentive he needed. Gathering her close, he captured her mouth with his, the moment their lips touched setting off a spark of electricity and his heart kicked into a thunderous gallop. A breeze blew over them, sending strands of her hair across his face and he pushed them away, drinking from her mouth.


    A little moan escaped her when she opened to him. He delved his tongue into the sweetness of her mouth, stroking against hers, slow and easy. She broke the kiss first, her wide-eyed gaze meeting his, their chests brushing against each other with their accelerated breaths.


    “Wow,” she whispered and he chuckled, smoothing his thumb across her cheek. “Maybe we should take this someplace else.”


    He could bring her to his place but it was so far…and he didn’t want to wait. “You live nearby?”


    “In Seaside.” That was at least a fifteen-minute drive. And he didn’t think he could wait another fifteen minutes.


    Glancing up, he saw the row of older motels across the street, their neon-lit signs flashing in the darkness. Every single one of them read “Vacancy.” Every one of them fueled his brain into overdrive.


    Damn. He wanted to suggest it but didn’t want to offend her. This was so not his usual style, making out with a woman in a parking lot, dragging her to a cheap motel where he could fuck her all night long.


    But Sheridan wasn’t his usual type of woman. She was sweet, soft, real.


    “How about we find a motel room and get naked,” she suggested, like she said that sort of thing every day. His gaze cut to hers and she winced. “I sound like a total slut, huh? I take it back. We shouldn’t get a motel room. That’s so sleazy.”


    The fact that she made the suggestion first was almost a relief. “I think it’s the best idea I’ve heard in a long time,” he said, his voice low. Yeah. More like the best idea ever.


    A smile lit up her entire face as she stepped out of his embrace. “Let’s go then, superstar.”


    He cocked a brow as he took her hand and headed toward the sidewalk. “Superstar?”


    “Well, you are one, aren’t you? Super Bowl winner. Flat tire-changer. Sexy quarterback who parades around in his underwear for all the world to see.”


    Laughing, he glanced both ways before they darted across the street. She could move pretty fast in those heels when she wanted to. “I take it you’ve seen the underwear ads, then.”


    “What woman hasn’t?” The purely feminine sigh that came from her made him want to puff up his chest with pride. “Am I dreaming? Seriously. I think I might be lying in my own bed right now, dreaming that I’m about to sneak into a crappy motel and have hot and sweaty sex with Jared Quinn all night long.”


    The image her words conjured up had him anxious to show her exactly that. “You are not dreaming,” he murmured as he slung his arm around her shoulders and drew her into him. “You are definitely about to sneak into a crappy motel and have hot, sweaty sex with me all night long.”


    She stopped in front of the motel’s office, grabbing hold of his shirt as if she needed the support to stand. “One night,” she whispered. “No strings. Just…fun.”


    He smiled. Traced her lower lip with his finger. He couldn’t have found a more perfect woman if he’d tried. “Agreed.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    The second they entered the tiny motel room, Jared had Sheridan in his arms. She melted into him, her face turned up, her eyes closed. A soft sigh escaped her when he kissed her, deep and wet, their tongues tangling. He cupped the back of her head, his fingers tightening in her hair, holding her still. Savoring her taste, and the sensation of her sweet, sexy body wrapped around his.


    He still couldn’t believe he brought her to a motel. No one would doubt his intent and he was taking a huge risk doing it. The paparazzi followed him everywhere. But he flat-out couldn’t resist her, and he’d never had that happen before.


    Walking her backward in the tiny room, her legs hit the side of the mattress in seconds. As he leaned into her, she fell onto the bed, sitting on the edge. She tilted her head back, those pretty, light brown eyes locked on his face before they drifted down the length of him, settling surprisingly on his crotch.


    She licked her lips, her obviously assessing gaze making him groan, and he unbuttoned his shirt, tossing it onto the ground.


    Her eyes lit up, her lush mouth curving into an alluring smile. “Holy God, you have a six-pack. Are you even real?”


    “I work out every day of my damn life.” He chuckled, not quite sure what else to say.


    “I’m sure you do.” Reaching up, she caressed his stomach with the lightest of touches, his muscles flinching beneath her fingers. Damn, her touch felt good. She sighed, the sound so full of longing, it went straight to his dick. “God, you are so big.”


    “And you are so beautiful.” Stepping closer, he bent over her, curving his hand around her cheek. Tension clutched at him, settling low in his gut at what they were about to do. Why did it feel so momentous? “Lay back, Sheridan.”


    She did as he asked, scooting up the bed so her head was propped on the flat pillows. He crawled onto the mattress, hovering above her, his knees on either side of her hips, his hands pressed into the mattress above her head. She watched him the entire time, her gaze full of smoldering heat.


    Leaning in, he then pressed a lingering kiss to her temple and blazed a path with his mouth down her cheek, along her neck. She tilted her head back on a whimper and closed her eyes, her easy surrender pleasing him.


    “Oh, God.” Her voice trembled as he slid down and pushed her shirt up, revealing her gently curving stomach, her simple black lace bra. Her breasts were plump, her nipples poking against the delicate lace fabric, taunting him. Unable to resist, he brushed his thumbs across the tiny peaks and she jumped.


    “Sensitive?” He looked up at her, enjoying the hazy, dreamy look in her eyes, the way she trembled beneath him.


    She nodded and he dipped his head, cupping her breasts as he licked the edge of her bra, tracing a path across her chest. A moan escaped her, low and throaty, and he swiped his tongue across one lacy-covered nipple, then the other. She arched into his touch, her head thrown back, eyes closed, the look of ecstasy on her face unmistakable.


    “Let’s take this off.” He helped her remove her shirt, adjusting so they lay chest to chest, hip to hip, their legs entangled. She gazed up at him in wonder, her eyes lingering hungrily on his lips and he gave her what she wanted.


    Taking her mouth, he impatiently devoured her, sending the kiss into deep and hot territory in an instant. He ran his free hand up and down her body, then slipped it around to her back, quickly undoing the clasp of her bra and disentangling it from her so he could fling it onto the floor.


    Jared gazed upon the bounty he uncovered, drinking in her lush curves. Her breasts were full, her nipples a dark, rosy pink. She offered him a trembling smile that, for whatever crazy reason, touched his notoriously untouchable heart. He moved down, brushing a kiss over her quivering stomach, curling his fingers into the waistband of her black skirt.


    She lifted her hips, a silent encouragement, and he slipped the skirt off her, a hot surge of lust rushing through his veins when he saw her lacy black panties. “Let’s keep the shoes on,” he murmured, smiling when he heard her soft laughter.


    He returned his attention to her breasts, her body undulating beneath his as he slowly circled each nipple with his tongue before he drew first one, then the other deep into his mouth, sucking her, driving her wild.


    “Jared.” She whispered his name, a little gasp escaping her when he bit down on her distended flesh.


    “So soft,” he murmured against her skin when he released a nipple from his lips. “So sweet.”


    Sheridan slid her fingers into his hair, caressing his head, her touch gentle, fueling his want for her. Moving up, he fused his mouth with hers yet again, drunk on her taste, intoxicated with the sensation of her almost naked body rubbing against his. He reached between them and cupped her, the heat emanating from her sex making him ache.


    “That feels so good.” She panted against his mouth, whimpering when he pressed his fingers harder. She was soaked, primed, and ready for him, and he caressed her, rubbing against her panties.


    He slipped his fingers beneath the thin fabric, stroking her directly, then sinking them into that damp, hot flesh. “I wanna see you come,” he whispered.


    Opening her eyes, their gazes met and held as he slowly, deliberately touched her. “Yes,” she breathed, spreading her legs wide as he stroked her.


    She sounded lost. Shit, he felt lost. To the way she responded, how she sounded, the hitch in her breath when he hit a particular spot. He watched her, unable to take his gaze off her pretty face, her gorgeous body. He wanted to take it slow, bring her pleasure over and over again, but he was already pushed close to the edge. This frantic need to possess her completely had him in a near stranglehold.


    Sheridan’s entire body tensed beneath his as he continued to touch her, increasing his pace, teasing her clit. She arched her back, her breasts trembling as she seemed to hold the position for long, agonizing seconds. “I’m gonna come,” she whispered, sounding surprised.


    “Come for me,” he whispered against her lips before he sealed his mouth onto hers to deliver a quick, tongue-thrusting kiss.


    That did it. She fell apart, intense shudders taking over her body, the way she cried out his name, squealed, and made all of those hot little noises testing his patience.


    He wanted inside her. Now.


    …


    Sheridan lay there in the middle of the bed, the aftershocks of her orgasm still coursing through her twitching body. Slipping off her panties, she let them drop to the floor. God, had she ever come that hard before? The way he’d touched her had been delicious enough. But what he’d said had made it even better.


    If she wasn’t careful, she could become addicted to him, and quick.


    Jared stripped out of his jeans, reaching into the back pocket to pull out his wallet, from which he withdrew a condom. She drank him in, a shivery sigh leaving her. His body was absolutely perfect. Like he’d been carved from marble, every muscle perfectly delineated, his biceps bulging as he shoved his underwear down his thick legs.


    Her eyes widened. Willow hadn’t been that far off in her description. “You’re huge.” Oh God, it was so hot, watching him put on the condom. He stroked himself once, twice, turned his head to catch her watching him, and she nibbled on her lower lip.


    This was without a doubt the best sexual experience of her life. And he hadn’t even been inside her yet.


    Jared rejoined her on the bed, his hot body settling over hers, his mouth swooping in for a soft, thorough kiss. “Don’t tell me you’re chickening out,” he teased, licking her bottom lip.


    “Definitely not.” She wrapped her arms around him, letting her hands drift down the smooth expanse of his back. His erection nudged against her belly, heavy and hot, and she lifted her hips, trying to encourage him. Rested her hands on his rock-hard ass, pushing down, wishing he’d get the hint.


    “Impatient?” He drew her lower lip between his teeth, releasing it before he kissed her. “We’ve got all night. And didn’t I just make you come?”


    The arrogant tone in his deep voice was absolutely delicious, making her tremble. “I think you’re trying to drive me crazy.”


    “Never.” He kissed her again, his tongue lazily tangling with hers, his hips thrusting against her. “Learn patience, baby. All in good time.”


    She wanted to punch him. Patience her ass. He was trying to drive her insane. “I want you inside me, Jared.”


    “Mmm, I want to be inside you, too.” He reared up onto his knees, gripping the base of his cock with one big hand. Grabbing her hips, he pulled her closer and she settled her legs on either side of him, her feet braced against the mattress, the pink heels digging in. She felt incredibly sexy wearing only the shoes and nothing else. A giant man nestled between her legs, his smoldering gaze drinking her in while he slowly penetrated her with his cock.


    Never in her life had she done anything like this. Get drunk with a famous man, tell him she wanted to get a motel room and get naked with him. Then actually go through with the deed.


    It was…exciting, doing something so completely out of her comfort zone. Letting herself go and, for once in her life, doing something completely self-indulgent. It had been nothing but work, work, work and this was liberating. Letting go. Having begged a man to make her come while wearing her pink stilettos, his busy fingers beneath her panties.


    “Damn, you feel good,” he murmured as he sunk deep within her. He moved slowly, the delicious friction of his cock pushing inside her before the equally delicious withdrawal nearly making her eyes cross.


    “Faster,” she whispered, excited by the way he clenched his jaw, the strain in his neck. As if he was holding everything back. She’d rather he unleash that power all over her. “Please, Jared.”


    Her words seemed to drive him on and he increased his pace. He stretched out over her, his face pressed against her neck, his tongue licking her skin. Their bodies moved in perfect rhythm, the moans emanating from her unable to be contained and she knew—she couldn’t freaking believe it but she knew—she was close to coming again.


    The man was some sort of miracle orgasm fairy, delivering them with shocking ease.


    “Yeah, come for me,” he encouraged because he knew. Of course, he knew. One time with Jared and it was as if he already owned her.


    She did come for him. Just like that. She’d read romances where men demanded the orgasm and the women gave it over with ease. She always called bullshit on those scenes.


    Turned out she’d just been doing it with the wrong men.


    Jared rode her hard and fast through her orgasm, relentlessly seeking his pleasure, not stopping until he groaned her name so loud she was afraid everyone in the entire motel could hear him.


    He collapsed on top of her, burying his face between her neck and shoulder as his body shuddered and shook with the intensity of his orgasm. She stroked his sweat-dampened hair, savoring the sensation of his big body wrapped all around hers.


    Jared Quinn was a masterful lover. She wondered how long she’d have to wait until they could do that again.


    


    Sheridan slipped on her skirt and pulled on her shirt. Not wanting to waste any more time getting out of there, she tossed her bra into her purse, having given up finding her panties. They were long gone.


    Weird.


    Stepping into her shoes, she glanced back at the bed. The giant man sprawled across it, lying on his stomach, the sheet draped across his fine ass, everything else exposed. That could be a picture in itself, she thought, her fingers literally itching to grab her cell and snap a quick photo.


    No way could she do that, though. She wasn’t going to invade his privacy. She wasn’t that much of a bitch.


    So the only memento from the best night of her life would be her memories. The way Jared kissed her, touched her, moved inside her.


    Sighing, she went to the side of the bed, wishing she could stay. No way would he show up at her studio later, would he? She doubted it. Her leaving while he slept would piss him off.


    But she had to do it this way. Otherwise, she’d fall for him a little more. And that would be a disaster.


    Sheridan leaned over him and brushed a kiss to his forehead, breathing deeply his lingering cologne, a unique, slightly woodsy scent. And then she slipped through the door, closing it quietly behind her. Sneaking off in the early morning toward the convention center parking lot, where she could climb into her car, drive back to her apartment, and nurse her wounds before heading to the studio.


    Because she’d been irrevocably changed by one Mr. Jared Quinn.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    The ringing bell above her studio door at precisely nine o’clock was the first indication things were about to get weird.


    Pushing away from her desk, she emerged from her studio space to find a slick-looking suit-wearing guy striding toward her, a pleasant smile on his face.


    “Hey, Sheridan, great to meet you. I’m Harvey Price, publicist for the San Jose Hawks.” Mr. Slick stuck his hand out toward her, startling her by knowing her name. “Jared told me all about you.”


    She shook Harvey’s hand, her tired brain trying to process what he just said. “Nice to meet you. Um, so Jared told you about me?”


    “He sure did. All good things, of course.”


    The bell rang again and in walked the man in question.


    Riveted to the very spot she stood, she drank Jared in, shock coursing through her at having him here. She couldn’t believe he’d shown. And why did he bring the publicist?


    Jared approached her, wearing low-slung jeans and a navy blue polo shirt that had a small Hawks emblem embroidered on it. His hair was still damp, like he’d just gotten out of the shower, and he looked a little tired but still gorgeous. Whereas she was sure she looked like absolute ass. “Hey, Sheridan.”


    “Hi.” Did he hate her for ditching him? She’d felt sorta rude for doing it but, God, she had to make her escape. She’d probably still be naked, in that bed, wrapped around him if she hadn’t.


    “Got somewhere we can talk a little more privately?” Harvey flashed a suspicious smile and she wondered what he was up to. Had Jared brought the publicist for damage control purposes? God, had someone found out about last night’s steamy encounter?


    “We could go to my desk. I’ll grab some chairs.” She nodded toward her studio in the back of the building. “Follow me.” Nerves clanged in her belly as the two men fell into step behind her. She could literally feel Jared’s presence. Overwhelming. Intoxicating.


    “You’re probably wondering why we’re here,” Harvey said the moment both men sat across from her. He grinned, his teeth brilliantly white. “I must confess, I’ve done some research this morning and I like you, Sheridan Harper. I like you a lot. And I know all about your situation.”


    She frowned. “My situation?”


    “Business has been a little slow lately, right? And you’re sitting on this amazing piece of property directly on Ocean Avenue.” He glanced around, taking in the tiny studio space. “I’m sure you’re offered all sorts of money for this spot on a weekly basis.”


    More like daily. Everyone wanted to put in an offer on her studio, but she refused them all. “It’s not for sale,” she mumbled.


    “Oh, I understand. Sentimental value and all that.” Harvey waved his hand. He probably didn’t have a sentimental bone in his body. “What if we made you an offer you couldn’t turn down? One that would ensure you could keep your quaint little studio and grow your business. Plus, you’d get an inordinate amount of publicity, which could really put your work as an artist on the map. Everyone would know who you are, Sheridan. And I mean everyone in this entire country, possibly even the world.”


    Her heart rate picking up, she glanced in Jared’s direction, seeing a stoic, noncommittal expression on his face. An eerie vibe slithered down her spine and she wondered what the heck was up. “What are you talking about?” she asked Harvey.


    Leaning toward her, his dark eyes met hers, his expression serious. “I’ll tell you, but you have to sign a non-disclosure form first.”


    “Oh, give me a fucking break,” Jared muttered, shaking his head.


    She looked from one man to the other, and watched as Harvey pulled a folded piece of paper from within his jacket and handed it to her, accompanied by a slender silver pen. “Sign it and I’ll tell you everything.”


    Sheridan unfolded the crisp, cream-colored piece of paper, glancing over the brief paragraph that basically stated Jared Quinn would sue the pants off of her if she so much as breathed a word of what they were about to discuss. Which only intrigued her more.


    Curiosity had always killed the cat. She had to know what this was about. Without hesitation she clicked the pen and signed the blank line with a flourish.


    Harvey schooled his expression, seriousness emanating from him in palpable waves. “Jared needs your help, Sheridan. His image is in tatters, and the new owner of the San Jose Hawks is most displeased with the entire team and what they seem to represent.”


    Oh. Everyone knew Charlie Monroe was tough on the football team he’d purchased not even a year ago. The Monroe family had lived in the area for generations and was highly regarded among the Pebble Beach society. He was an entrepreneur, and had made even more billions with the family money by investing it in real estate and some of the best restaurants in the area. It had been shocking, Monroe’s latest investment being a football team. A Super Bowl-winning team, of course, for nothing less would do for Monroe.


    But now that he was the owner, Monroe was desperately trying to clean up the football team’s image so it matched more closely to the rich folks who lived near him. “I don’t understand what that has to do with me,” she said slowly. How could she upgrade Jared’s image? She didn’t come from a well-known family. Heck, she was an only child of a single mama who still struggled to make a buck.


    “I don’t know if you heard about his recent…scandal.” Harvey rested his arms on the edge of the table, his expression completely neutral. “An ex-teammate’s wife was photographed sitting on Jared’s lap while at a nightclub in San Francisco. She claimed they engaged in sexual activity that night.”


    Ah. Now she remembered.


    “Nothing happened.” This came from Jared, his rumbling, angry voice washing over her, setting her skin all tingly. “But they blasted the damn pictures all over the web, television. It didn’t help Wallace’s wife couldn’t keep her mouth shut. Sources claim I broke up their marriage.”


    Sheridan’s jaw dropped open. Wow. Did he? Was he having an affair with the wife, and then the husband—and former teammate—found out? Ouch. That was ugly.


    God, and she’d had sex with him. What if he was a world-class cheater?


    “I wasn’t involved with her,” Jared said, seriousness reflected in his gaze. “I was at a club, she came and talked to me. Sat on my lap for a bit before I realized who she was and pushed her away. She took off laughing.”


    Sheridan blinked, unsure of what to say. She wanted to believe him. Knew he had a bit of a reputation as a ladies’ man, but she’d never heard him referred to as a married-ladies’ man.


    A homewrecker.


    “What with the scandal, Jared’s on the verge of losing his endorsements,” Harvey continued. “We need to clean up his image fast. That’s where you come in.”


    “Um, I’m not sure how I could help with that.” She shrugged, reaching for the bottle of water she always kept on her desk, bringing it close to her lips to take a swallow.


    “Well, you could marry him. That would help tremendously.”


    …


    Harvey smiled serenely while Sheridan choked on her water.


    Jared felt sorry for the woman. Based on her reaction, she hadn’t expected that suggestion now, had she? Neither had he, when they made it to him immediately after the Craig and Tabitha Wallace scandal had broken.


    “A new image,” they’d said. No more revolving door of women, no more hanging out at nightclubs and bars—the easy going, sex-me-up quarterback needed to disappear, though that man had been disappearing for a while. “You need a wife,” Harvey had said. His agent Gwen had agreed. At the very least, he should have a steady girlfriend on his arm that looked at him adoringly and made him seem like a soft and sweet guy.


    But a wife would be preferable, since he’d allegedly broken up a marriage, the both of them had said, their heads bobbing in agreement. It would show he respected the institution of marriage, make everyone forget he was a supposed adulterer. That meeting had happened a week ago and sent him reeling. A freaking fake wife? Who did that sort of shit? Yeah, he’d heard the Hollywood rumors but never did he think they’d ask him to do something so drastic.


    So when Harvey called him first thing that morning, disturbing the most amazing dream of Sheridan riding him for all he was worth, the look of pleasure on her pretty face driving him crazy, he’d growled into the phone. Figured the woman he’d been dreaming of was still asleep in bed with him.


    She hadn’t been. At first, he’d gotten pissed. Then he became intrigued. Why’d she run? They never ran. They always stuck around and wanted more than he could give.


    Harvey’s confirmation that Sheridan Harper was the perfect candidate for his potential wife had Jared reluctantly agreeing to it. He didn’t want to leave the Hawks. No way could he leave the area. He’d grown up in Monterey, had played his entire life here with the exception of his college years. The San Jose Hawks was the closest NFL team to his hometown. He’d do anything to stay. And there they sat. Trying to convince her.


    “You—you must be kidding,” she sputtered once she found her voice. Her cheeks were red, her golden gaze narrowed. She shook her head, her low ponytail causing her hair to tease against the elegant length of her neck.


    Jared couldn’t blame her. The entire thing was preposterous. This was what his life had turned into. A freaking circus sideshow, and he’d become the main event. Ridiculous.


    “You really want a pretend marriage?” she asked as she grabbed her bottle of water and drained it.


    “They’re ready to push me out the door if I so much as step into a nightclub, let alone if any more tabloid articles are written about me.” It had been a major risk, taking Sheridan to the motel last night. He still wondered what the hell had possessed him.


    Wait. She had possessed him. Still did.


    “Charlie Monroe doesn’t want to lose his star quarterback, but he has no problem kicking Jared to the curb if he doesn’t straighten up and fly right. Especially with the Golden Boy nipping at his heels,” Harvey explained with a sneer. “He needs your help to keep him here in Monterey.”


    Great. Now Harvey mentioned Flynn Foley, the Hawks’ second-string quarterback. Everyone loved Flynn. Hell, Jared loved Flynn, when he wasn’t hating him for being such a damn good player. He’d started at Arizona State, was an Arizona native, and at every home game he played last season, the sun had shone bright and clear the entire time, a rarity in Monterey Bay. Hence, Flynn’s nickname of Golden Boy.


    Jared envied him with everything he had.


    Sheridan turned to him. “You’ll marry someone to improve your image, no questions asked?”


    He shrugged. “I’m not a big believer in the institution of marriage.” That wasn’t a lie. His mother had bailed when he was a toddler and never looked back. His poor father had been left to shoulder the responsibility of a young and overly active boy who alternately filled him with pride and drove him crazy.


    “Clearly,” she retorted, anger written all over her face.


    “Don’t get mad. Listen to what Harvey has to say,” Jared said.


    “What, already telling me what to do? I’m not even your wife yet,” she supplied, a sassy smile curling her lush lips. “Let me save you from having to explain yourself further.” She leveled them both with a stare that meant business. “I’m not interested. Nothing you can say will convince me.”


    “Really?” Harvey’s brows rose. He seemed to love a challenge.


    “Really.” She glanced at Jared. “Find some other sucker. Now if you could both go.” Sheridan crossed her arms in front of her chest, plumping up her breasts.


    “I wish you’d consider it,” he said, keeping his voice calm. Even.


    She glared, a sigh escaping her when she realized her plan wasn’t going to work. “Fine, you won’t leave? I will.” Before they could say a word she was gone, escaping the studio with a quickness that Jared couldn’t help but be impressed with.


    Damn, the woman lit a spark within him he couldn’t begin to explain.


    “Go after her. Work some of that Mighty Quinn charm you supposedly have with the ladies.” Harvey’s dark eyes looked ready to shoot daggers. “You want her, you convince her.”


    Without a word, Jared stood and went after her, increasing his pace when he realized Sheridan had already left the gallery, the bell still ringing above her door. By the time he caught up with her, she was already a few blocks away, striding down the sidewalk with determined steps, her long ponytail flying behind her and her jeans clinging to her shapely ass.


    Yeah. It might not be so bad, being married to Sheridan Harper. He’d have her in his bed again in no time and they could have the perfect temporary affair…


    He reached out, hooked her arm with his fingers, and she whirled on him, her expression a mixture of fear and fury. But the moment her gaze met his, she looked ready to punch him.


    “Whatever you’re trying to sell, I’m not buying,” she said. “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to agree to a fake marriage with you.” She stepped closer to him, pressed her hand against his chest, and gave a little shove. The physical contact was a sharp reminder of what they’d shared the previous night and his cock reacted.


    He slipped his hand around her upper arm and pulled her in closer, her body colliding fully with his. She came willingly, all those pretty, lush curves nestled close, making him sweat. He wound his arm around her slender waist, unable to resist, ignoring the voice in his head, which was asking what the hell he was doing.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Sheridan whispered, glancing around as if afraid someone might see them.


    He wondered if she could hear that same voice. “I’m trying to talk to you.”


    “I already told you, I’m not interested. And I’m not one of your teammates, Jared. You can’t tackle me and hold me down.”


    She certainly acted interested, all snug against him. “You want me to let you go, I’ll let you go.” Though the idea of tackling and pinning her beneath him held infinite appeal. “Besides, I don’t tackle players. I’m the freaking quarterback.”


    She rolled her eyes, full of sass. Sexy as hell. Pressing her free hand to his chest, she started to shove him away, but then her fingers curled in the front of his shirt instead. As if she wanted to keep him. “Harvey Price is an asshole.”


    His entire body went on high alert, completely attuned to that one spot where she touched him. “I totally agree.”


    “I wish you’d let me go,” she murmured, her grip on his shirt loosening, though her hand never moved. She slid those soft fingers down his chest in the lightest of touches, and he felt that gentle caress as if she’d stroked the tip of his dick.


    “There is no way in hell I’m going to let you go. Not until…” He dipped his head, the urge to kiss her damn near overwhelming. If he felt nothing, not even a spark, then he’d let her leave. Forget this potential wife business.


    A whimper escaped her when he brushed her mouth with his. The spark lit, crackled between them, and he smiled, kissed her again, igniting the fire. And then again, persuading her mouth open, her lips parted on a sigh, her tongue tentatively touching his. Memories flashed and his body reacted, remembering hers.


    Oh yeah, he could drown in her taste, sweet and spicy and with a hint of mint. He held her in place, breathing her in, enjoying the slow burn that swept over his skin, simmered in his veins.


    Jared broke the kiss, staring down at her, her big, golden eyes blinking open, watching him with a mixture of shock and wariness. Yeah, he felt exactly the same.


    “At least listen to what I have to say,” he murmured.


    She closed her eyes, pressed her lips together. As if she were battling an epic war within herself. “You’ll only try to convince me to do it when I know I shouldn’t.”


    “Why shouldn’t you?” He touched the delicate line of her jaw, stroking her soft skin. They were in the middle of the sidewalk in downtown Carmel and he was kissing her, touching her for all the world to see. He was taking a huge risk.


    For whatever reason, he couldn’t seem to give a shit.


    She blinked up at him. “God, I should probably sell the gallery if I’m even remotely considering doing this.”


    Triumph threatened to erupt in a shit-eating grin on his face, but he held himself in check. “You need money.”


    Nodding, she sighed, her gaze skittering away from his. “Lots of it. Too much. But I don’t want your money.”


    “We get married, my money is your money for the duration of the marriage.” He shrugged. Harvey would punch him in the face for saying such a thing.


    Her jaw dropped open. “You’re crazy.”


    “I am. For my career, I’ll do just about anything.” He couldn’t leave. It made his dad so damn happy, seeing him play. Telling everyone he worked with that Jared Quinn was his son. He had season tickets and he brought all his friends to every single game, bragging that he’d sacrificed everything to get Jared to the top. The thought of going somewhere else, of leaving his hometown, of leaving and disappointing his dad, was almost too much to bear.


    “You’re that passionate about it?”


    “I know nothing else.” He spread his arms wide. “I’ve played since I was in grade school for the junior leagues. I went to college but I hardly remember the courses I took. I was going through the motions while I played. Until the Hawks signed me and I came home to California where I belonged.”


    She shuffled her feet, nibbled her lower lip. He was filled with the sudden urge to taste her again.


    “I can’t believe I’m considering this. It’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. And I’ve heard of a lot of crazy things.” She shook her head.


    “Really? From where?” He doubted her. She looked too young, too naïve to have experienced a few scams. Whereas he felt like he’d seen and done it all and he wasn’t even thirty.


    “My best friend’s dad is Walter Cavanaugh, the entertainment lawyer. I’ve heard plenty from her.”


    “This sort of thing happens more than you realize. I’d guess at least twenty-five percent of Hollywood marriages are fake, based on a binding contract that gets both parties involved by giving them whatever they want out of it, money and fame-wise.”


    “Do you really believe that?” Her voice lowered. “Do you think Tom and Katie were fake?”


    He tried not to roll his eyes. He sort of liked how she wanted to believe in Tom and Katie, that maybe she was a romantic at heart. No wonder Harvey thought she was a good choice. “I know this all sounds crazy but give it some thought. You want to grow your business. I need to fix my image. I think together, we could make a great team.”


    “Really?” She sounded incredulous.


    He nodded, dead ass serious. “Really. You’re my only hope.” And now he sounded straight out of Star Wars.


    What was this woman doing to him?


    


    “The terms are rather stringent, so we’d need you to readily agree in a rather rushed manner,” Harvey explained when they returned.


    “How rushed?” Sheridan asked.


    Jared watched her. She looked nervous. He felt nervous. This was it—his last chance. He still didn’t quite get why he was so fixated on her.


    Great sex messed with your head, jackass.


    “Within a week type rushed,” Harvey said smoothly.


    “And how long would the terms be in effect?” She lifted her chin, her lips pursed.


    Jared studied her mouth, fascinated with the lush curve of her bottom lip. His mouth still tingled from that searing kiss.


    “A year.”


    Sheridan burst out laughing, shaking her head. “A freaking year? That’s a long time for me to pretend to be married.”


    “Oh, there won’t be any pretend going on. You two will really be married.”


    “Right.” She laughed louder, an edge of hysteria to the sound. “And when it’s all said and done, we’ll get a divorce and it’s over? How is that going to improve his image?”


    “By then it won’t matter so much. The two of you together will have healed his damaged reputation and he’ll come out of it a changed man. You can then walk away—with a very fat sum of money, I might add.”


    Her face was flushed. Had their earlier kiss put roses in her cheeks? Her gaze flashed to Jared, those golden brown eyes lingering for a moment and she nibbled on her lower lip, as if contemplating what to do next. That little gesture was going to drive him out of his mind if he didn’t watch it.


    “Just…consider it,” Harvey said. “We can meet with you again tomorrow. Bring the lawyers and have a contract agreement hammered out, detailing everything that would be expected of you, the monetary agreement and so forth.”


    She flinched. Probably didn’t like hearing it phrased like that, but damn. This was a business transaction, which meant money would pass hands. It couldn’t be avoided. “I don’t like the idea of being paid for this,” she said.


    “You need the money, right?” he asked gently. He knew what that was like. He’d grown up poor, his football future the only shining light at the end of the tunnel for him and his dad. And when he’d hit it big, he’d bought his dad a house and made sure he was financially sound.


    “It’s just, the studio was my grandma’s.” Her eyes grew darker, full of sadness. “She died over a year ago and it’s my last connection to her.”


    Sympathy filled him, swift and consuming. Breathing deep, he reached out, settled his hand over hers for the briefest moment, felt the jolt all the way to his bones. He barely touched her and he reacted. “I can help you keep it,” he said quietly. Jared realized right then he didn’t want to deal with anyone else. Didn’t want the possibility of auditioning a bunch of skanks for the chance to be his pretend wife. He wanted this one.


    And no one else.


    But he was saved from saying anything else when Harvey leaned forward, an expectant expression on his face. “Shall we set up an appointment first thing tomorrow morning? So we can go over the formal agreement?”


    “I never said I was going to agree.”


    Harvey’s smile was brimming with confidence. “You’ll agree. You won’t be able to resist.”


    Sheridan’s gaze cut to Jared and she didn’t say anything for a long, telling moment. The longer she looked at him, the more uncomfortable he became. “Fine,” she finally said. “But I’ll be bringing my lawyer.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    Sheridan flipped through the thick pile of papers, skimming them, losing focus quickly so that the words blurred. She’d already read the documents. So had her lawyer, the incomparable Walter Cavanaugh. Talk about thorough. The man hadn’t let them get away with a thing.


    She trusted him—after all, she’d known Willow since they were in elementary school. His first bit of advice had been to try and talk her out of it. When she hadn’t budged, he’d reassured her before they walked into Jared Quinn’s lawyer’s office that he would get her the maximum amount of money she deserved for such an outrageous and life-altering plan.


    And he did. The total amount she’d receive was staggering. The first check—30 percent upfront was what Walter had negotiated—sat in her purse. She needed to go to the bank at lunch and deposit that sucker. Knowing it just sat there made her extremely nervous. But relieved. Sending her mom a set amount every month, nothing too outrageous, would keep her happy, financially sound, and not too suspicious. The studio’s business would pick up, too, so then she’d understand.


    And then she’d marry Jared Quinn and her mom would really understand.


    Sheridan knew she should call her. She hadn’t talked to her mom in weeks. They’d fallen into the habit of not talking a few years ago. But her mom was too busy living her life, spending frivolously, behaving like a teenager. They’d done a complete role reversal. And not like she could tell her mom what was going on—she could only imagine what her mom might do with that sort of information.


    The entire situation made her a little sick, the legalities of it, the seriousness of what she was about to embark on. But she’d done it. One week after that meeting at her studio, she’d signed on the dotted line, and soon, she would become Mrs. Sheridan Quinn, wife of the famous quarterback for the San Jose Hawks.


    The money had been tempting, she couldn’t argue with that. And the chance to bring her business into the next stratosphere also held massive appeal.


    But it was the man who had pushed her over the edge. Pretending to be married to Jared Quinn was a temptation she couldn’t resist. Which was why she’d put the no-sex clause into the agreement—one that Jared didn’t know came at her request. The one that would keep her strong and ensure she didn’t do anything stupid.


    Any sort of sexual contact was grounds for dissolution. She’d asked Walter to include it to protect herself and he’d readily agreed to the idea. In fact, he’d encouraged it, saying the clause was the perfect way to protect her from doing something risky. She’d known Walter since she was a child and he was protective of her. Because she’d never really had a dad, he was the man she looked to for guidance growing up, and she appreciated him watching out for her. It all came together rather easily after that.


    Walter hadn’t backed down from the clause whatsoever when they’d been in the midst of negotiations. And Harvey hadn’t batted an eyelash when it was brought up. Neither had Jared’s lawyer, though he’d at least raised an eyebrow.


    Jared had looked momentarily stunned but recovered quickly, which filled her with relief. He’d agreed to it, nodding as if it were his idea all along. Of course, how could he protest the clause? He’d look like the world’s biggest jackass. It helped that Walter made it appear he was the one who insisted on the clause by acting as her lawyer and looking out for her best interests, while she had nothing to do with it. When, really, she had everything to do with that clause.


    Inserting it into their marriage agreement was the smart thing to do. That night with Jared had been too magical—and dangerous, especially to her sensitive heart. Not to mention the crazy kiss outside the studio, the one that had left her reeling when he finally let her go. She couldn’t risk falling for him any further. Not that she was falling for him per say, but it would be so easy.


    Too easy.


    She’d been hurt enough the past few years. Taking care of her neglectful mother, mourning the loss of her grandmother, trying her best to keep her new business afloat. She needed no more trouble, no more heartbreak.


    Jared Quinn had heartbreak written all over him.


    Holy shit, she thought. Willow was going to kill her. She couldn’t tell her friend the truth, couldn’t admit she was getting married in a few days’ time. The secret was bubbling inside of her, dying to come out, and she didn’t know how much longer she could stand it.


    But she didn’t have a choice. She’d have to stand it. If this business deal got out, Jared would look like a complete ass, and it would give him the legal right to sue her. Plus, she’d have to forfeit the money—pay back every single dime of it. On the flip side, if Jared leaked the information, she’d have the legal right to sue him—and collect twice the amount of money they’d originally agreed to.


    Going to her desk, she settled into the chair, opening her MacBook so she could Google Jared. Again. She’d stayed up half the night researching him, reading the endless articles that detailed the circumstances behind the Craig and Tabitha Wallace scandal. His past indiscretions, the fights he’d gotten into on the field during his college years. How quickly he’d turned around that particular bad habit.


    The Super Bowl victory, the many, many articles that detailed last year’s shoulder injury that put him out of commission for the last half of the season. The Hawks had made it to a wild card game, going for their chance to get into the playoffs, but they’d failed. Many blamed it on Jared not playing.


    Such enormous pressure. She didn’t know how he did it.


    Without thought, she clicked on the images tab at the top, the screen displaying an endless list of photographs of Jared. Out on the field, in uniform and with his helmet on, though anyone could make out that gorgeous face. Practicing with his teammates clad in a Hawks T-shirt and long athletic shorts, sweaty and delicious as the photographer caught him poised perfectly to throw the ball.


    Leaning her elbow on the edge of her desk, she rested her chin in her hand, slowly scrolling through the images. This man, this really, really famous, ridiculously good-looking man was going to be her husband. She’d have to pretend she was madly in love with him. Would have to spend time with him on a near-constant basis, though with the football season ready to launch into full throttle, she wouldn’t see him as much when he traveled.


    The entire situation was…mind-boggling. She still couldn’t believe she’d agreed to it.


    The bell that hung over the front door of her studio gently clanged, indicating someone had come inside. Shutting her laptop, she rose from her desk, ready to approach when she halted in her steps, seeing who stood in the middle of her studio.


    Her future fake husband.


    “Hope you don’t mind that I stopped by.” Jared glanced around, his eyes wide as he took everything in.


    Had he noticed much last time he was here, especially her private workspace? Talk about a messy jumble of stuff. Paint, brushes, and blank canvases, bits of paper and glitter, and photos she’d recently ripped out of magazines she’d wanted to save for inspiration. At least it was what she considered “controlled chaos,” and she knew where everything was.


    “I don’t mind.” She clasped her hands in front of her, thankful she’d closed her laptop. If he’d caught her Googling him, she would’ve been mortified.


    He walked the perimeter of her gallery, his head tilted back, taking in the paintings that hung on the wall, covering almost every available bit of space. “How long have you been here again?”


    “A little over a year.” She still couldn’t believe she’d confessed to him this gallery had once been her grandma’s.


    “I didn’t get a chance to tell you how much I liked it when I was here last.” He turned his head to study her, his sharp blue eyes meeting hers, making her nervous. “It’s very bright.”


    “Which I’m sure is not your usual style,” she said wryly. Her work appealed mostly to women and children. He didn’t need to make nice just because they were going to be married.


    Oh, God. Her heart dropped into her toes all over again at the thought.


    “You changed.”


    “What? Oh.” She glanced down at herself. Since she couldn’t wear her only good black pantsuit in the studio for fear of ruining it, she’d changed into a pair of old, paint-splattered jeans and an oversized navy blue sweater the moment she arrived. She always kept extra clothes around for moments just like that. “I’m leading a class later this afternoon.”


    “Really. For whom?” He crossed his arms in front of his chest. Still clad in the suit that he wore earlier at the lawyer’s office, though he’d shed the jacket, loosened the tie, and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. Revealing muscular forearms covered with golden hair, arms that were the most talented the NFL had to offer.


    The realization left her weak in the knees. She knew what it felt like to be held in those arms.


    “It’s an after-school class. I do a few of them each month.” They were a lot of fun. The kids were always enthusiastic to learn, easy to teach, and so creative. They painted with abandon and without fear.


    “Huh. Well.” He paused, appearing a little unsure of how to proceed next. An unusual look for him, she was sure. “Now that we got the legalities out of the way, I need to know a few things.”


    Instant worry made her stomach tumble and she stood straighter, hoping like crazy she looked calm, cool, and serene. “What do you need to know?”


    Jared surprising her by coming to her studio was bad enough. That he asked her such a loaded question while looking utterly gorgeous set her on edge. His mere presence filled the room, overwhelming her, and she took a step back, needing the space.


    As if he sensed her need and didn’t give a crap, he took a step forward, obliterating everything she saw, everything that surrounded them, until all she could see. Was. Jared.


    “First, do you have any skeletons in your closet?”


    She arched a brow. “Shouldn’t you have asked that prior to our signing the agreement?”


    “I figured Harvey found out everything he could about you, including all the bad stuff. But maybe you have something to confess.”


    “Nothing too major. Besides our motel room incident.” God, why did she go there? Was she an idiot? And he made her wary, standing so close. The memory of their night together came rushing back, filling her with the need to taste those sensual lips again. They were incredibly soft, incredibly warm, and the rasp of his tongue against hers…


    “I’m going to be your husband, after all.” His assured tone sent her insides tumbling and she breathed deeply. Tried her best for complete composure.


    “True.” She tapped her index finger against her pursed lips, noticing that his rather avid gaze remained locked on the movement of her finger. Interesting. She dropped her hand. “Well, I do have that one boyfriend I’d rather not admit to dating.”


    “Really.”


    She nodded. “He was my only regret.”


    “Why? Did he break your heart?” The thunderous expression on his face secretly thrilled her.


    Sheridan wanted to giggle but held it in. “He tried to. Just as I was starting to fall for him, he left me for my friend Heather.”


    Jared’s entire body went rigid. “Who is this asshole?”


    “His name was Rooster.” She could barely keep a straight face.


    His expression was nothing short of incredulous. “Are you serious?”


    She nodded, warming up to the story. After all, it was true. “I met him the summer after I graduated high school. We dated for a few months and then, when Heather left for Berkeley, he followed her. I think they eventually got married.”


    “And his name was Rooster.”


    “Yes. Well, I guess it was a nickname. I never heard him called anything else.”


    “Why the hell did they call him Rooster?”


    “No one knows.” She shrugged, frowning.


    “I want to call bullshit but…”


    “I’m telling the truth. Trust me, Rooster is real. And I’m pretty sure he lives in Berkeley with Heather.”


    “Figures,” Jared muttered, shaking his head. “You don’t look like the sort of girl who would go out with a guy named Rooster.”


    “We all have our mistakes, right?” She smiled. Well, that was fun. She hadn’t thought of Rooster in years—he was that forgettable, with the exception of his name. “So what was the other thing you wanted to know?”


    “If we’re compatible. I mean, I know I’m no Rooster but…” He stood directly in front of her, his shoulders so broad he blocked out most of the light shining from the small lamp that sat on her desk. “It’s kind of important, since we’ll be husband and wife.”


    “Trust me, it’s a good thing you’re nothing like Rooster.” She nodded once, swallowed past the lump in her throat. Husband and wife. That had quite the ring to it. “I took drama in high school. I used to be a fairly good actress.”


    He smiled at that admission, the sight of it sending a zing to all her feminine parts. It wouldn’t be a hardship pretending to be this man’s wife. Nope, not at all. “If it appears we’re not attracted to each other, they’ll know.”


    “Who’ll know?” She frowned.


    “The media. The fans. The game analysts who’ll turn their attention to our body language just because they need something to talk about.” The smile faded, replaced with an expression that bordered on serious. “We have to ensure there’s chemistry between us when we’re out in public.”


    “Oh. Right.” Chemistry? She already knew they had it in spades. She felt it right now. Arcing and spinning between them, her body drawn to his as if he were a magnet and she was steel. “I’m not too worried about that,” she admitted, her voice incredulous. Like he didn’t know they had it going on.


    The smile that curled his lips made her heart flutter. “So you’re attracted to me.”


    Sheridan refused to answer, but he really hadn’t asked it like a question anyway. Pretty much every woman in the United States who had a pulse was attracted to him. And then there was that night they shared… “I think we know there’s plenty of chemistry between us. We proved it already, right?”


    “I’m definitely attracted to you.” Parting his lips, he tilted his head, his assessing gaze drinking her in. Making her squirm. “You have pretty eyes.”


    “Um, thanks,” she said, wondering at his assessment.


    “Good bone structure, full lips.” He analyzed her and she grew uncomfortable with every second that passed. His gaze was so intense as he drank her in it almost felt like he was physically touching her. “I like your hair, though I prefer when you wear it down.” Reaching out, he plucked the clip from the back of her head, causing her hair to fall past her shoulders in a riotous mess.


    “It looks terrible,” she said, smoothing her hand over it.


    “It’s sexy. Looks like you just tumbled out of bed.” His eyes roved down the length of her. “You also have a sweet body.” His voice had gone deep, as if he remembered exactly what her body looked like.


    Her cheeks heated. Did the man have sex permanently on the brain or what? They were venturing into dangerous territory and she needed it to stop.


    “Thanks.” She paused. “I think.”


    He smiled. “I sound like an ass. I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”


    “No, it’s fine. Glad to know you at least find me somewhat attractive.” She wanted to roll her eyes but held it back. This game they were playing was dangerous. She would lose—and would probably enjoy every minute of it.


    “Oh, you’re more than somewhat attractive.” Reaching out, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his finger brushing the top of her ear. She wanted to melt at his simple touch. She was in so much trouble. “What are you doing tomorrow?”


    His scent reached her, clean and masculine, and she breathed deep, inhaling him. Oh, she could get drunk on his intoxicating smell alone. “The usual. Working.”


    He smiled. “Wanna get married?”


    …


    Asking Sheridan so casually had been worth the shocked expression on her face alone. She recovered quickly, Jared could give her that. And he liked that she’d changed clothes, appearing much more natural in her workspace with the paint-covered jeans that fit her like a second skin, and the oversized sweater that threatened to slide off one shoulder at any given moment.


    He’d like to be there when that happened, more than ready to catch a glimpse of silken skin.


    That’s about all he’d catch a glimpse of, considering the clause that both lawyers had agreed would be added to the contract, declaring no sexual contact or their marriage was considered void.


    He hated that fucking clause. Yet he’d signed the agreement anyway.


    “Tomorrow?” she finally asked, her voice a little squeaky.


    He tossed the hairclip he’d been clutching in his hand high into the air, catching it with ease. “It’s the only day my schedule allows.”


    “Um, what about my schedule? I work too, you know.”


    “Don’t you have someone who works for you? Can cover for a few hours?” He threw the clip into the air again, smiled when he watched her track it with her gaze. Catching it, he handed it to her and she took it, setting it on the counter nearby.


    “No.” She shook her head, all that gorgeous golden brown hair sliding against her shoulders. If he had his way, she’d never wear it up again. “I could never afford it.”


    “You certainly can now.”


    She rested her hands on her hips, her irritation clear. He felt like an ass. “Not like I could hire someone and have them cover for me part time tomorrow. There’s not enough time.”


    “Yeah, and you’ll be gone all day anyway.”


    “All day?” She frowned. “How long does it take to get married?”


    “We have to disappear. Act like we’re on a quick honeymoon.”


    “Oh.” She looked confused. “Where are we going?”


    “I have it all planned out.” He let his gaze wander over her form, taking her in, hoping like hell he got her size right. The dress he and his agent picked out would be delivered to the studio later this afternoon. But what if she didn’t like it?


    Now that everything was official, he’d found himself somewhat on board for the bogus marriage. He liked her. But what made it worse? He couldn’t touch her, not like he wanted to. And he really freaking wanted to.


    So he’d have to keep his hands to himself. But going celibate for a year sounded like a special kind of hell, and he wasn’t exactly sure how he was going to get around it.


    “What should I pack?”


    “I have that pretty much all planned out, too.” At her alarmed look, he shook his head. “Don’t freak out; I hired movers. They’ll box up all your stuff and bring it to my place. Or if you prefer, we can put most of it in storage until the year is up.”


    “And where’s your place?”


    “I have a house on Seventeen-Mile Drive, closer to Pebble Beach.”


    She nodded slowly. “Of course you do.”


    What did she mean by that? “Look, it’s pointless for you to keep that little apartment in Seaside.” Once they split, she’d have enough money to buy a decent house. Anything better than that hovel she lived in.


    “I have a lease—” she started but he shook his head.


    “Leases are made to be broken. Hell, I’ll pay it off. Don’t worry. Not like you’re going back there when this is all said and done, right?”


    “No. I guess not.” She looked a little dazed. Everything was moving at such a rapid pace, he knew he felt a little shell shocked as well. “So do I need to bring anything tomorrow? For the uh…ceremony?”


    “No, just yourself.” He reached inside his pocket, pulling out the small, pale blue box he’d picked up just before he came to her studio. “And this.”


    The gasp that escaped Sheridan rang in his ears as he handed it over and settled it in her trembling grasp. “What is this?”


    “Open it and see.” He nodded toward her and she cracked open the box, a little cry of surprise falling from her lips.


    Wide eyes met his, her mouth hanging open for a brief moment before she snapped her teeth shut. “I can’t take this.”


    “Yes, you can. It’s yours.” He’d had his agent Gwen pick it up for him at the local Tiffany’s up the street. Heaven forbid he walk in there and buy an engagement ring. It would probably make the national news by evening. Plus, he trusted Gwen to find something special.


    “It’s beautiful,” she breathed, her gaze locked on the open box. She smoothed her index finger across the surface of the five-carat center stone, tracing the pave diamonds that surrounded it. “Is this an Asscher cut?”


    “How’d you know?” He was impressed. Not that he’d known beforehand—Gwen had to school him on rings when she helped him with the quick Internet research. He’d wanted something big, beautiful, and expensive. He trusted Gwen’s taste. She’d been his agent for years. And the ring had put him down more than one hundred thousand dollars, which meant Gwen had fucking expensive taste. Not that he could tell Sheridan how much the ring cost. She’d probably never wear it if she knew.


    “My grandma loved jewelry, especially diamond rings.” The fond smile curving Sheridan’s mouth snatched the breath from his lungs. When she smiled like that, he could easily forget all his troubles. “She married five times. Finally confessed she did it all for the diamond rings they each gave her.”


    Jared laughed. “Really?”


    “No, not really. My grandma said she was like Elizabeth Taylor. I guess Elizabeth was once quoted saying she was in love with falling in love. My grandma said that described her to a T.” Sheridan pulled the ring from the box and slipped it onto the proper finger. Holding her hand out, she splayed her fingers, admiring the glint of the sparkling ring. “She would’ve loved this one especially,” she said with a sigh.


    There didn’t need to be any sentimental attachment to that moment. It was a business transaction, pure and simple. He gave her a ring, he told her they were getting married tomorrow, end of story.


    So why did it feel so damn personal, giving the ring to Sheridan, hearing her talk about her grandma? He fought the urge to go to her, draw her into his arms and tell her everything was going to be okay. They could make this work.


    There was nothing romantic about it—in fact, it was the complete opposite of romantic.


    “I’m glad you like the ring,” he finally said. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning at your apartment. Say around ten?”


    “Okay.” She nodded.


    “Everything’s arranged. Just…be ready.”


    “You’re not giving me many details.” She frowned. “This is all so mysterious.”


    Jared couldn’t admit he kept the details from her on purpose. What if she slipped? What if she accidentally told someone they were getting married and where and next thing he knew, they had an entire fleet of paparazzi waiting for them to emerge from the courthouse?


    He couldn’t risk it. If she revealed even a hint of what they were about to do tomorrow, they were done for. He flat-out couldn’t trust her.


    “It’s nothing crazy, I promise. I have practice for the next two days after we’re married. Our first preseason game is this Sunday.”


    “Oh. Home or away?”


    “Home.” He studied her. “Have you ever been to a Hawks game before?”


    She shook her head. “I’ve never been to any professional games before.”


    “Well, if you want to go, you’re more than welcome to. In fact, I’m sure Harvey would encourage it. Good PR and all.”


    She rolled her eyes. Damn, he appreciated that little hint of sass. “Could I bring a friend? Maybe a couple?”


    “However many tickets you need, you’ll get. You’re the wife of the quarterback, baby. You can have whatever you want.” He grinned when she blushed. Shit, she needed to get used to it. This was gonna be her life, at least temporarily. He wasn’t some regular guy who worked a nine-to-five job and mowed the lawn on the weekend.


    The Mighty Jared Quinn was a fucking superstar. His star might be a little tarnished, but she was just the right amount of shine to make him bright again.


    He hoped.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    Jared Quinn’s house was unlike anything she’d ever seen. It could’ve come straight from the pages of a magazine, which perhaps it had. Seemed every move the man made was documented for the world to see. A spread he’d done for GQ was slated to come out within the next few days. She’d seen the teaser pics on the Internet.


    She might’ve created Google alerts to keep her posted. Considering he was her husband now, she had every right to know.


    Jared Quinn is my husband. She wanted to pinch herself extra hard at the realization.


    Stepping back, she studied her reflection in the guest bathroom mirror. Her bathroom for the duration of their marriage, considering they were sleeping in separate bedrooms. That night would be their first public appearance as a married couple. They’d gone to the county courthouse two days prior and gotten married in a very simple ten-minute ceremony. Jared was clad in a gorgeous silvery gray suit, Sheridan in a white dress he’d had delivered to her studio the afternoon after they signed the contract agreement.


    It touched her somehow, that he’d picked out her wedding gown. Funny how the dress had fit her perfectly. Funnier still the fluttery feeling she had in her belly when he first saw her in that dress, just before the quickie ceremony. Her unease had vanished when she saw him in his suit, sexier than ever. She’d repeated in her head the entire time that it was a sham.


    The memory of his warm blue gaze, how he’d leaned in close and whispered near her ear, “You look beautiful,” had sent a million bazillion butterflies flying within her body.


    They’d hid out overnight at an exclusive resort in Big Sur, staying in a suite with three bedrooms and a view that stole her breath. They’d been extra careful with each other. Extra polite, they’d made small talk and she’d sat outside as the sun set, sketching the scenery because it was too beautiful not to capture. They’d ordered room service and then she’d spent her wedding night alone in her own, separate bed.


    Weird.


    Since the ceremony, they’d hardly seen each other. She was either supervising the moving of her personal items into his ridiculous house or working at the studio. Harvey had hired a team to revamp her website and look into a promotional campaign for her. Jared had been at practice every single day, and most evenings she conducted classes at her studio.


    If this was how their marriage was going to be, she could handle it.


    But there was a different sort of fluttering in her belly that night. Charlie Monroe was opening a new restaurant in Carmel and all Hawks players were expected to make an appearance, especially Jared. Rumors were flying around town that he’d found himself a steady woman.


    Wait until they heard he’d found a freaking wife.


    Her cell phone suddenly rang from its spot on her bedside table. She ran across her gigantic bedroom, and noticed it was Willow calling. Dread filled her. “Hello.”


    “How dare you. Marrying Jared Quinn and not even telling us?”


    That dread fell like a lead weight and settled in the bottom of her heart. “What are you talking about?”


    “Don’t play dumb with me, Sheridan. There’ve been stories about Jared finding some secret woman. Then I see the little mention on that horrendous gossip site that they dug up a marriage license. And your freaking name is on it!”


    Oh. Shit. “Um, well…”


    “Don’t hem and haw to me, sister. So did you really marry him? Is TMZ lying?”


    “We, uh…” Sheridan swallowed hard. “We got married two days ago.”


    A moment of scary silence fell just before her friend exploded. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me! I’ve been beside myself. I’m your best friend and you couldn’t even tell me?”


    “I’m sorry, it’s just—it’s been a complete whirlwind since I met Jared.” That wasn’t a lie. She felt like she’d been on a roller coaster ride from the moment she first saw him.


    “I’ll say.” Willow snorted. “I’m assuming the two of you will be at the restaurant opening tonight?”


    “We will. It’s our first public appearance.” She smoothed a hand down the gold-sequined dress she bought just for the occasion. Did she look stupid? Was it too flashy? And should she wear her hair down or up?


    “Perfect. We’ll talk then.” Willow paused, inhaled sharply. “Are you in love with him, Sheridan? You’ve known him, what? A couple of weeks?”


    Approximately. But who was counting? “It was love at first sight.” Funny how that lie fell so easily from her lips.


    “Huh. Well, he fucks up in any way, he’ll answer to me.”


    “You sound like a mob boss,” Sheridan accused with a nervous laugh. God, she sounded lame. Willow’s reaction made her more nervous than even her mother’s. Willow was sharp, savvy. Willow’s father, who negotiated the damn deal for the love of God—had taught her to trust no one. Valid, though jaded advice.


    “Hmm, well I don’t want to see you get hurt, especially by that womanizing jackass. Oh, hey, by the way. So is it as big as a twenty-two ouncer?”


    Sheridan’s cheeks flamed with embarrassment. “Ha! Like I’d ever tell.”


    “Can’t even give me that, huh?” Willow laughed. “Hopefully he knows how to use it. He must if he got you to get married within two weeks of meeting him.”


    God. He so knew how to use it. Very, very well. Not that she’d ever get the chance to experience him using it on her again.


    “I don’t kiss and tell,” Sheridan said primly.


    “Since when?” Willow sounded incredulous.


    “Since I fell madly in love with Jared Quinn.”


    There was a too-long moment of silence, so long Sheridan started to squirm. She could practically feel Willow’s brain churning with questions. “Is this for real, Sher? You can be honest with me. I won’t tell a soul, I swear.”


    Sheridan collapsed on the bed, closing her eyes the moment her head hit the fluffy-as-a-cloud pillows. That Jared Quinn knew how to live. The man owned the very best in everything. “It’s real, I promise.”


    She hated lying to her friend. And man, how she wished she could tell Willow the truth. But she couldn’t. She’d signed an agreement and she had to stick to it. It didn’t matter if it was her best friend. She owed it to Jared, and she owed it to herself to stick to the contract.


    “You love him.”


    Her eyes popping open, she stared at the ceiling. “Tremendously.”


    “And he loves you.”


    “So much, it’s sickening.” Sheridan rolled her eyes at herself.


    “He’d better look at you like you’re the most beautiful woman in the world tonight. I see one crack in the illusion and I’m calling you out.”


    Sheridan sat up quickly. “Please don’t make a scene at the restaurant, Will. This night is really important to Jared and I don’t want anything to mess it up.”


    “Chill. I wouldn’t call you out in public. I’m sure this night is very important to the both of you, being your first appearance as a married couple and all.” Willow sighed. “I wish you would’ve at least had a reception. Let me throw a party for you. Oh, I know, let’s do a belated wedding shower. We can all buy you trashy lingerie and get you drunk. Then you can tell us how fantastic Jared is in bed.”


    Okay, that last sentence made her nervous. The last thing she wanted to talk about was how great Jared was in bed. “I don’t want you to have to go to all that trouble.” And all the trashy lingerie would go to waste.


    “I want to. Sounds fun. I’ll see you later at the restaurant, okay? You’d better be wearing something amazing.”


    “I’m nervous about it. Can I send you a picture of the dress so you can tell me if it’s awful or not?”


    “I’m sure it’s gorgeous but yes, send me a pic. Toodles.”


    Sheridan went back to the bathroom, new iPhone in hand an unexpected gift from Jared. She snapped a pic, texted the photo to Willow, and waited anxiously for her answer.


    Freaking amazing, I’m sure Jared loves it was Willow’s reply.


    Crap. She really, really hoped Jared would love it. She wanted his approval. Didn’t want to look like a world-class screw-up on their first night out together, especially at Charlie Monroe’s restaurant. The owner of the Hawks was volatile, especially when it came to his team. One wrong move and Jared might feel the wrath.


    The night had to be perfect. She had to be on her game.


    She didn’t have a choice.


    …


    Jared paced the living room, glancing at his watch yet again. Women. What the hell was taking Sheridan so long? They needed to leave. Soon. If they were late, Charlie would have his ass. And Coach Walsh would be standing right behind him, ready to finish off whatever Charlie left over.


    His coach had ridden him hard the last few days. His shoulder was killing him, not that he’d tell a soul. And that damn Flynn Foley was launching balls like they were nothing, throwing them farther with a neat little spin. It was fucking killing Jared, watching that go down.


    And Jim Walsh freaking knew it.


    He was tired of their concern. Tired of seeing it in their faces, hearing it in their voices. They already prepped him that he wasn’t going to play much on Sunday. It was a preseason game, so that was the tactic they usually took, but he wanted to play. Fuck, he needed to play. He needed a win that weekend. Not just on the field but off as well.


    “How do I look?”


    Sheridan’s sweet voice pushed him out of his thoughts and he turned, going completely still as he drank her in.


    The dress was short. Strapless. And appeared to be completely covered in gold sequins. They matched the color of her hair, hell, even the color of her eyes, making her look as if she glowed. Her hair was down, which he preferred, cascading in effortless waves down her back and his ring flashed on her finger as she waved a hand at him. “It’s bad, huh?”


    He slowly shook his head. “Definitely not bad.”


    “Is it too tight? Too short?”


    Yes and yes but he loved it. Though he wasn’t sure if he wanted anyone else to see her in that dress. “You look…” He was at a loss for words.


    “Stupid? Too much gold? Hookerish?”


    Okay, she was stressing out for absolutely no reason. “Hot,” he finished with a slight smile.


    “Oh.” Her cheeks turned pink, which he thought was cute as hell. “Thank you.”


    “How do I look?” He held out his arms. He wore black trousers and a white dress shirt, open at the collar. He’d thought about wearing a suit but knew he’d be uncomfortable. Contemplated throwing on a tie but thought, the hell with it.


    “Good.” She cleared her throat, her gaze gobbling him up. “Great.”


    The heat in her eyes was answer enough. Despite the fake marriage deal, they had chemistry brewing between them. There was no denying it. “Are you ready to go?”


    She nodded, all that pretty, golden hair sliding across her bare shoulders. As she approached him, he caught a shiny glint on her skin and realized she must’ve sprayed herself with some of that shimmery stuff women liked to use. He’d noticed it before on other women, had never really cared one way or the other about it.


    For whatever reason, he was filled with the sudden urge to see all that glittery shine up close and personal.


    They left the house, slipping inside the limo that waited for them. Her nervousness was noticeable and he wished he could reassure her. They hadn’t seen each other much since the wedding ceremony and oddly enough, he felt more uncomfortable with her now than he had a few days ago when they talked at her studio.


    It was…weird. Knowing she was his wife. That she wore his ring and bore his name and lived in his house. Despite it being fake, he had someone else to consider now. A beautiful, sexy woman who tempted him the more he looked at her. Probably because he knew how good it was between them, yet he couldn’t have her.


    Crazy.


    The limo pulled out of the circular drive and onto the road, headed south toward downtown Carmel, where Charlie’s new restaurant was located, not far from Sheridan’s gallery. Hundreds of people were expected that night. He hoped like hell there wasn’t going to be a bunch of paparazzi there, but he knew that was wishful thinking.


    Glancing in Sheridan’s direction, he noticed she stared out the window, a forlorn expression on her face. She looked like she was being dragged to her death.


    Scrubbing a hand over his face, he asked, “Are you all right?”


    Sheridan flashed him a shaky smile. “I’m fine.”


    Hell. Even her voice trembled. Reaching across the bench seat of the limo, he grabbed her hand, earning him a startled glance. “Are you nervous?”


    “Of course, I am.” She rolled her eyes, her slender, cold fingers clutching around his. “This is our first appearance as a married couple. We have to look like we’re…in love.”


    He studied her. She looked damn pretty in the short, strapless, sparkly dress. Though it also made him want to grab a blanket and cover her completely. She had a great body, there was no denying it. Tiny waist, perfect breasts that weren’t overblown, a look he really didn’t like anyway. And then there was her ass…


    Well. He was an ass man, always had been. And hers was pretty spectacular.


    Those golden brown eyes were wide, fathomless, and the expression on her face was clear as day.


    She was scared out of her ever-lovin’ mind.


    “I have an idea.” He drew his thumb across the top of her hand and she gasped. “First, you’re going to have to stop reacting like that every single time I touch you.”


    “I—I’m not used to it. You touching me.”


    “Well, you need to get used to it. I’m your husband.” He touched the giant diamond that glittered on her ring finger, smoothing the pad of his thumb over the top of the cool stone. She inhaled sharply, her obvious reaction pissing him off. “How do you expect everyone to believe we’re together if you’re going to keep acting like this?”


    Sheridan pressed her lips together. “I’m sorry. I can’t help myself.”


    “You need to relax.” He paused. “I think I know how to help with that.”


    “By all means, please show me,” she said, the tiniest bit of sarcasm edging her voice.


    That meager display of defiance sort of turned him on, sick bastard that he was.


    Yanking on her hand, he hauled her in close, so close she sprawled across his chest, her free hand braced against his shoulder, her face in his. “What are you doing?” she squeaked.


    He cupped the back of her head. “This,” he murmured just before he settled his mouth on hers.


    …


    Oh, God. The moment Jared kissed her she wanted to melt. Just melt into him until she completely disappeared, and then their plan would go up in smoke.


    Where’s your new wife? the reporters would ask.


    I melted her with my lips! Jared would cheerily reply.


    Yes, she was that much of a goner. But the man could kiss, his warm, smooth mouth moving over hers, sucking her lower lip between his. One big hand tangled in her hair, his grip possessive as he held her to him.


    He didn’t give her a chance to talk, let alone breathe for more than two seconds. Breaking the kiss, he changed the angle of his head, catching her mid-shuddering exhale, her lips still parted. His tongue sneaking in…


    And, oh God help her, that made her melt even more. His tongue searched her mouth, his muscular arm coming around her, holding her in place. He was hard everywhere. Big muscles, wide chest, he was built like a…


    Football player.


    If that didn’t make her belly quiver with arousal, then she was made of stone. Which she so wasn’t. Because yes, indeed, her belly was quivering, her pulse was pounding, and her breasts ached for him to touch them.


    All because of a single wild, hot, delicious kiss.


    Good lord, if they carried on much longer…


    The car came to a stop and he released her, his arms going wide, his breathing uneven. She backed away from him, her butt landing on the leather seat with a thump. Her gaze meeting his, she realized she couldn’t speak, her heart pounded so heavily in her throat. She swallowed past it, rubbed her lips together and discovered they tingled.


    Her entire body tingled.


    “There ya go,” he murmured, his gorgeous blue eyes glowing with unmistakable approval. “That’s the look you need.”


    “What look?” Composing herself as best she could, she grabbed her tiny purse and snapped it open, pulling her compact from within. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror, shock and horror coursing through her. She looked crazed. All those hours of preparation ruined by one hot kiss. “Oh my God, my hair’s a mess.”


    “Hmm, like your man just ran his fingers through it?”


    She ignored him, that deep, satisfied tone sending a fresh wave of arousal washing over her as she dug into her tiny purse for her lip gloss. “You kissed all the lip gloss off.”


    “Yeah, I think I’m still wearing some.”


    Glancing up, she saw the telltale signs of pinkish-gold glittery gloss lingering on his full bottom lip. Now that she studied him, she realized he had a bit of a frazzled look to him, too. His hair was sticking up in odd places and his eyes were a little glazed. As if he enjoyed that kiss just as much as she did…


    Pleasure rippled through her, that she could affect him as much as he affected her. The turbulence in his gaze countered his outward calm. That she’d done that to him made her smile.


    The driver put the limo in park and she yanked out the lip gloss, glancing toward the door she knew would open in mere moments. “Let me touch up my lips first.”


    “No.” He slipped his fingers around her wrist, stopping her from doing anything his grip was so strong. Yet gentle. His tone firm, his gaze like ice when it lit upon her, she slowly dropped the lip gloss back into her bag. “You need to look just like that.”


    “Just like what?” she whispered.


    He smiled grimly. “Like I tried to fuck you in the back of a limo.”


    Her jaw dropped open. Did he have to be so crude?


    And since when did she find crude so…arousing?


    The door opened, a man’s friendly face suddenly appearing. “Are you ready Mr. Quinn? Mrs. Quinn?”


    Oh, God. Her stomach dropped to her toes at hearing her referenced as his wife. She could hardly believe this was happening to her. Like she’d fallen into some sort of alternate universe where a regular woman like her somehow snagged a sexy, gorgeous man like Jared.


    “Oh, no you don’t.” Leaning in, he laced his fingers with hers and kissed her. Again. Slipped her some tongue. Again.


    He pulled away from her with such a smug smile on his face she wanted to smack him. Or kiss him.


    Okay, kiss him.


    “Let’s go, baby.” Grinning, he released his hold on her and climbed out of the car, the crowd waiting at the entrance of the restaurant erupting in a roar like she’d never heard before in her life. He turned to her, offering her his hand and she took it, surprised at the reassuring squeeze. “They’re going to love you.”


    When he said it like that, she half believed him.


    …


    There was a red carpet area set up directly in front of the restaurant. A spot roped off to hold back the swarm of photographers that jostled against one another. All of them eager to capture the moment, the first time Jared Quinn made a public appearance with his new wife.


    Wife. The word still boggled his mind. As did the woman he now called Mrs. Quinn. She clutched his hand tightly as they walked the short red carpet, wincing as they shouted her name and his.


    He gave her hand a squeeze, releasing it as they stopped to pose for the photographers. Slipping his arm around her slender waist, he pulled her in close, his hand resting on her hip. She tentatively placed her arm around him as well, her curvy body snug against his. Barely reaching his shoulder, even with her sexy gold stilettos, he realized yet again just how tiny she was.


    “Jared! Give your new wife a kiss!” one of the photographers shouted, resulting in practically every one of them urging him to lay one on Sheridan.


    Pressing his lips to her forehead sent off a frenzy of furious snapping. Her scent wrapped around him, sweetly exotic, the juxtaposition arousing him. She exhaled shakily, he felt the tremble move through her body and he dipped his head, put his lips close to her ear.


    “Relax,” he whispered, letting his hand slide down over the sweet curve of her ass. She jumped beneath his touch and he left his hand there, feeling possessive. God damn, she felt good beneath his palm.


    Forgetting everything, he kissed her. Soft and sweet, his mouth lingered on hers, his tongue darting out for a quick lick. He felt her lips stretch into a smile when all the paparazzi went ape shit over the photo op they’d just been gifted.


    It wasn’t a hardship, kissing the woman. That kiss in the limo had been all sorts of amazing. Their chemistry was off the charts and he couldn’t do a damn thing about it.


    “Let’s go,” he murmured when he broke the kiss, offering a nod to the still snapping and yelling photographers. “We’re out.” Every one of them tripped over themselves to scream a litany of questions, all wanting to know the same thing. How did they meet, why did they marry so quickly, what about the Wallace scandal?


    He ignored all of them. Tugging on Sheridan’s hand, he led her into the crowded restaurant, where they were both greeted warmly by Charlie and his wife, Margaret. All the while he was ultra aware of the woman standing next to him, her tiny hand in his, the scent of her intoxicating him.


    If he survived the night without attempting to jump her bones, he’d deserve a medal.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    “Ah, our newest member of the team.” Charlie Monroe enveloped Sheridan in his arms, giving her a quick squeeze before he released her. The scent of very expensive cologne clung to her, overpowering her senses, and she tried her best to smile fondly as he beamed at her as if she were the second coming. “Sheridan Quinn, it is a delight to finally meet you.”


    Sheridan Quinn. Would she ever become used to that? She had just a year to do so. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too, Mr. Monroe.”


    He waved a hand, the diamond pinkie ring he wore flashing in the light. “Call me Charlie. We’re practically family, my dear. And this is Margaret.”


    Sheridan went through the motions, making pleasantries with Charlie’s wife, who was a lovely woman, reeking of wealth and entitlement but not in a rude way. More matter-of-fact, as if she were used to this sort of treatment and lifestyle—which she was.


    And Sheridan so wasn’t. Completely out of her element, she tried her best not to gape at the blatant display of beautiful women and gorgeous, gigantic, football-playing men and their opulent displays of wealth. The restaurant was small, intimate, warmly decorated and headed by an acclaimed chef. There wasn’t a table to be had, every single one occupied, the place filled to overflowing, but somehow she found herself at a table that had been reserved specifically for her, Jared, and a handful of others.


    She could get used to that sort of treatment, though she shouldn’t. It was temporary. To become accustomed to this lifestyle would only leave her filled with disappointment when it was over.


    “Want something to drink?” her sexy, attentive husband asked moments after they sat down. His chair was so close to hers he sat sideways, his legs spread wide, her chair nestled between them. They looked every inch the intimate, newly wedded couple.


    “Just water,” she answered, almost afraid to meet his gaze. Her mind was still blown by that kiss and the things he’d said to her afterward. Like how he wanted her to look like he tried to fuck her in the limo. She was achingly aware of his proximity, the scent of him, his warmth. She wanted nothing more than to snuggle up close and beg him to kiss her again.


    “Nothing stronger, huh?” He flashed her one of those mind-blowing grins, reaching out to push a tendril of hair away from her cheek. “Might do you some good to loosen up.”


    “Last time I did that, we ended up in a motel room,” she replied, pressing her lips together when he traced the curve of her cheek with his index finger, her skin tingling everywhere he touched. Glancing around quickly, she lowered her voice. “What are you doing?”


    “Touching my pretty new wife.” That cocky smile remained, the heat in his gaze intriguing. He looked like he really wanted her, which couldn’t be true. Shouldn’t be true, since he knew the terms just like she did. “Have a cocktail, Sheridan. I think it’ll do you some good.”


    She sighed. “Fine. You’d better not take advantage of me.”


    The devilish grin grew. “I can’t. There’s a clause.”


    Right. Because of her. “Shh. What if someone heard that?”


    “Heard what?”


    Sheridan glanced up to find Willow standing beside their table, a shrewd look in her eyes. Swallowing hard, Sheridan parted her lips, ready to defend her remark when Jared cut in.


    “I was trying to convince her to leave early so we could have some honeymoon fun.” He stood, holding out his hand to Willow. “It’s good to see you again, Willow.”


    “Good to see you too.” She shook his hand somewhat reluctantly, her gaze locked on Sheridan. “Congratulations on stealing away my best friend and marrying her.”


    The charming mask never slipped as he released Willow’s hand, though the quick glance he shot in Sheridan’s direction spoke volumes. “You don’t approve?”


    “Not when a marriage happens so fast it makes my head spin,” Willow said sweetly.


    He had no answer for that and Sheridan almost felt sorry for him. “I’ll go get our drinks,” he said to her before chancing a look at Willow. “Want me to get you something?”


    “No thanks.”


    “I’ll be right back,” he said warily, squeezing Sheridan’s bare shoulder before he walked away.


    Willow watched him go, as if waiting until he was out of earshot before she pounced. “He’s gorgeous.”


    “I know.” Sheridan couldn’t stifle the giggle that escaped.


    “And I like the way he looks at you.”


    Sheridan leaned back. “How does he look at me?”


    “Like he wants to eat you up.” Willow smiled wickedly. “Slowly.”


    A flush crept into her cheeks. Hell, she wished. How delicious it had been, having Jared’s attention focused completely on her in the motel room. One night wasn’t enough. But it would have to be. “You’re being wildly inappropriate.”


    “I’m always wildly inappropriate. It’s part of my charm,” Willow said breezily. “I hope you’re happy with him.”


    “I will be. I just know it,” Sheridan lied, clearing her throat. “Did you come with anyone tonight?”


    “Just my dad.” Willow shrugged. “He was asking about you, how you’re doing with Jared. I told him I’d find out the scoop.”


    Concern flooded her. The very last thing Sheridan wanted was her lawyer talking with his daughter—her best friend—about her fake marriage. It made her head hurt just thinking about it.


    “There’s no scoop. Just tell your dad I’m…very happy.” There. That was neutral enough. “Maybe I should go say hi.”


    “Stay where you’re at. The minute you vacate your spot, someone will snag it.” Willow stood. “Maybe I’ll find my own sexy football player. I hope he’s here tonight.”


    “Who?”


    Willow rolled her eyes. “Nick Hamilton. Tight end, Jared’s right hand man. They’re a total team within the team.”


    “Oh, right.” Jared had talked about Nick that night at the bar. But since then she and Jared had rarely talked beyond contract agreements, wedding ceremonies, and where to put her stuff when she moved in. Theirs was a marriage not based on much, if anything.


    Willow made a face. “He’s sort of an ass though, so maybe I’ll give him the cold shoulder tonight. That usually sends men into a frenzy. He’ll probably end up chasing me. See ya later.”


    Sheridan watched her friend leave, wondering at her mood. She seemed sort of dark tonight. Angry. A little frustrated. It was like the Hawks team had breezed in and swept the both of them under their spell.


    “Excuse me, are you Sheridan Quinn?”


    Glancing up, she found a woman towering over her, impressive in her tight black cocktail dress and extremely high black heels. Her platinum blonde hair was pulled back into a tight, sleek ponytail and her makeup was utter perfection. “I’m Sheridan.”


    “Hmm.” The woman folded her arms in front of her, the look of disgust on her face blatantly evident. “Interesting how quickly he married you when we went on a date not even a month ago.”


    Sheridan’s mouth dropped open. The audacity of the woman. “And you are?”


    “Hope. Make sure you let him know I said hi and that I miss those quick hands of his.” The woman smiled, her expression smug. “Good luck keeping him interested, honey. I hope when you get a divorce, you take him to the cleaners.”


    Sheridan shook her head, unable to say a word when the woman sauntered away, her dress so short if she made one wrong move, she’d show off everything she had. What a bitch—and Jared had slept with a woman like that? Was she his usual preference? Overly made-up, big-mouthed floozies?


    The evening was only getting started and already it had proven far too drama-filled for her blood.


    …


    Jared wove his way through the crowd, a fruity, sweet cocktail clutched in one hand for Sheridan, a beer in his other. He stopped and talked with an endless array of people. Jim Walsh, the head coach. Nick Hamilton, his best friend. Freaking Flynn Foley, who gave him a hug and told him how excited he was to see him play on Sunday.


    That had put Jared in a sour mood. The goody-goody second stringer made him want to choke someone. And not because the kid was a pain in his ass, but because he was just so damn nice.


    Then he spotted her, his golden ray of sunshine sitting at the table alone, a perturbed expression on her face. He’d taken forever, so she probably wasn’t thrilled she’d sat there alone for who knew how long. Her friend Willow made him damn uncomfortable and he’d been relieved to make his escape from her. She saw and knew everything, and her dad was freaking Walter Cavanaugh. If anyone figured out their situation, it would be her.


    “Sorry I took so long.” He sat next to Sheridan, handing her the drink. She took it gratefully, sipping from the glass, those pretty lips pursed around the edge driving him momentarily wild with lust.


    The no-sex clause was making him insane, and they were hardly a week into the marriage. This was what he’d turned into: a quivering mass of flesh aroused by a woman’s lips pressed against a glass.


    “It’s okay,” she said coolly. “Hope said hello.”


    Jared frowned. “Who?”


    Sheridan rolled her eyes. “Hope? Some woman you were going out with not even a month ago, direct quote from the whore’s—pardon me, I mean the horse’s mouth?”


    Ah, there it was again. Little Miss Sassy. “She make you mad or what?”


    Sheridan shrugged, drawing his attention to her shoulders. Smooth, glittery skin, all that soft hair shifting and brushing against her flesh, the elegant arch of her neck, the exposed collarbone; all of it was enough to send his body into full tilt alert, his cock twitching with awareness. “She said she missed your quick hands.”


    “I never went out with a woman named Hope.” Unable to resist, he traced her right shoulder with his index finger, pleased when he saw the subtle shiver move through her. “Be prepared, wife. All the psycho girls I never went out with will come out of the woodwork and claim I fucked them all.”


    Her eyes widened as she shook her head. “Do you always have to be so crude, husband?”


    He chuckled. Fine, he’d called her wife, she’d call him husband. “Didn’t realize you don’t approve of my language.”


    “It’s rather…colorful.” She arched a brow, sexy as hell—per her usual mode in his eyes. Maybe it was the beer. It was his second one, and he was indulging before he went cold turkey come the season game opener. He tried his hardest to remain sober during the season. Booze fucked with his head and made him tired.


    “You don’t use…colorful language?” he teased.


    She sipped from her drink, her eyes dancing mischievously. “Never.”


    “Ah, I doubt that.” Leaning in, he decided to toy with her. Just a little. “So if I were to whisper in your ear how much I want to take you out of here and fuck you all night, you’d be offended?”


    She parted her lips, her eyes widening, but no sound came out for a long, downright tense moment. “You—you don’t mean it.”


    He shrugged. He so meant it. “Can’t do anything about it anyway.” Damn that no-fucking clause. He silently cursed her lawyer for adding that in. Hell, the man had insisted on it and Harvey had readily agreed without consulting him. He was a sadistic asshole who didn’t care about anyone, so why not torture him for a year?


    “True.” She licked her lips and he stifled a groan at first sight of her pink tongue. “Do you usually talk to all of your…women that way?”


    Jared wanted to laugh. They were in the middle of a crowded restaurant where anyone could hear them and they were having the most bizarre conversation. “I have never minced words, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    Sheridan ran her fingers through her hair, tucking it behind her ear, which made him want to do the same. “And they normally like it?”


    “Are you telling me you’ve never engaged in dirty talk? Besides the night when we…” His voice trailed off. Hell, why was he taking this conversation there? They’d gone from zero to aroused in ten seconds flat and it was a mistake. It would result in absolutely nothing happening, and he’d be in a tortured state of erection for the rest of the evening.


    But there was something about the look in her eyes, the safety of the crowd, the intimacy of their conversation…


    She slowly shook her head, grabbing ahold of her drink and polishing it off. “There wasn’t a lot of dirty talk the night we were together, was there?”


    “Are you saying you don’t remember?” Damn, way to cut a man’s ego in half.


    A smile teased the corner of her lips. “Of course I remember. I just don’t remember my saying anything particularly dirty.”


    “You didn’t.” He touched her silky hair. “It was all me. But you liked it.”


    She met his gaze. “You’re trying to rattle me.”


    “Never.” Hell, yes, he was.


    Sheridan made a face. “Just because I’m not very adventurous doesn’t mean you should tease me about it.”


    Oh, don’t go there, baby. Don’t, don’t, don’t go there. Because he would absolutely show her adventurous by having her naked, flat on her back and him buried inside her, just like that.


    And then the agreement would be rendered null and void. She’d have grounds to bail and he’d be left with his dick in his hands looking like a complete asshole.


    Yet there he was, playing with fire, and he was gladly looking forward to getting burned.


    “You were pretty damn adventurous if I remember correctly. You’re the one who suggested the motel room,” he murmured, touching her again. Because he could, because he had every right to, since she was his wife and they were supposed to be madly in love. Giving in to temptation, he grabbed the seat of her wooden chair and pulled her in closer, her bare legs brushing against his, her little gasp of surprise going straight to his dick. “Or did you forget?”


    She sent him a skeptical look. “Like I could forget.”


    Satisfaction rippled through him. She tried so damn hard to act like he didn’t affect her. Nice to have some confirmation that he actually made an impression. “Feeling adventurous now?” He tilted his head, her hair brushing against his face, the fragrance of it sweet, heady. “I bet I could make a few choice suggestions and have you aroused by the time the night is finished.”


    She shook her head, her hair hitting his face again, though he didn’t mind. Her scent was an aphrodisiac, intoxicating him. “Been there, done that. And besides, we can’t.”


    Harsh. “You presenting me with a challenge, wife? Because I love a good one.” She was that and more. An intriguing little challenge packaged in the sweetest, sexiest body he’d had the privilege to indulge in—and he wanted to indulge in again. She was his wife, for God’s sake. “I know I could have you panting and begging me for it.”


    “Please. I’m not your usual groupie, Jared.”


    Right. And they never presented a challenge. He could scratch his butt and burp and they’d throw themselves at him anyway.


    “I know. You’re my wife, Sheridan.” He leaned in, as close as he could get to her, his lips brushing against the delicate skin of her ear. “And I’m ready to make a bet I could seduce you with words alone.”


    A little shudder moved through her. “What’s in it for me?”


    He smiled. A long night of pleasure, if she’d let him. Though they’d be breaking all the damn rules. Harvey would kill him if he knew about it. “What do you want?”


    She leaned back, her gaze meeting his. “If I don’t react, if I can prove to you that your raunchy dirty talk doesn’t affect me, I want you to come in during one of my ladies’ night out classes and do a meet and greet.”


    “Done.” He’d do it anyway. That sounded like fun. His pretty little wife working hard and showing him off to her students. Damn, he was turning into a sap. This marriage stuff warped his brain already.


    Sheridan chewed on her lower lip. “What do you want if you win? And how are you going to prove it?”


    “Oh, I’ll know.” She was halfway there already, though she didn’t even realize it. Damn, his wife was hot. “If I win, I get to do whatever I want to you tonight when we get home.” His seduction had already begun, with those particularly chosen words.


    Her eyes widened the slightest bit. “But we’re not supposed to…”


    “I can keep a secret if you can,” he murmured, reaching out to trace her lower lip with his thumb. “Game on, wife.”


    


    


    Chapter Eight


    Jared made her incredibly nervous. Sheridan had thrown down the gauntlet, presented the challenge, and Jared was now hell-bent on proving himself right.


    And proving her all sorts of wrong.


    She was out of her league, playing this wicked game with him. Four men. She’d been with four men these twenty-five years of her life, including Jared. That was far from impressive. Pitiful, actually, and certainly proving her point—she was not sexually adventurous. With the exception of her night with Jared. Only one of them had wanted to try the dirty talk thing with her and they’d been young. Nineteen and twenty-years-old and drunk, they’d laughed the entire time as he whispered all sorts of stupid things in her ear.


    It just flat-out always made her uncomfortable. Or so she’d thought.


    Until Jared had said to her, “If I win, I get to do whatever I want to you tonight when we get home.”


    The promise in his deep voice, the heat in his gaze, had nearly sent her straight into giving in so she could find out exactly what he had in store for her. And once they’d made the bet, his single-minded pursuit seemed to be trying his best to drive her out of her ever-loving mind.


    He hadn’t said a word. Hadn’t attempted to whisper one dirty thing in her ear yet, but he was plotting. And planning. Touching her the entire time he was doing so, too.


    Her husband had magic hands. Fingers that could touch her in such a seemingly innocent way but drive her absolutely wild. Reminding her of their night together, the way he’d touched her. How easily he’d brought her to orgasm. That damn index finger of his was intent on caressing every bit of exposed skin she had, which was a lot. And that was her own fault.


    But that finger. It traveled everywhere. Down her neck, tracing her ear, across her shoulders, hooking just beneath the front of her dress, and touching the top of her breast, for goodness sake. He’d touch her while having a conversation with God knows whom, his expression neutral, his presence utterly at ease.


    All the while she felt like a volcano, all swirling heat and scalding lava flowing through her veins, ready to explode if he kept up this slow, exquisite torture.


    Appetizers arrived at their table, everyone crowding around for a chance to sample the new menu. Jared leaned in to her instead, his mouth pressed against her ear.


    “I’d rather have you as my appetizer,” he murmured.


    She smiled. That was sorta weak. “Really?”


    “Mmm, hmm.” He slid his hand over the top of her thigh, grasping her flesh. Oh, the man was bold, but hell, they were married. This sort of play was allowed publicly. “I know you’d taste infinitely better.”


    “You’re such a flatterer.” His words were child’s play. If he thought that sort of talk would melt her like butter, he was sadly mistaken.


    “Just speaking the truth.” His hand dived beneath the hem of her skirt, his fingers skittering along the inside of her thigh. “Tell me, Sheridan. Are your panties wet?”


    Oh, God. They certainly were now. A giggle escaped her and she tried to compose herself. “You’re not playing fair, you know.”


    “I never said anything about playing fair,” he murmured.


    She tried to shove his hand away but he wouldn’t budge. “Are you unfair on the field, too, Jared?”


    “We’re not talking about work tonight.” His fingers traveled higher. Higher still. Both scaring and arousing her at the same time. “Tell me. If I touched you right now, I’d find you completely dry. Unaffected?” She didn’t want to be caught doing this.


    She desperately wanted to be caught.


    “You wouldn’t dare touch me right now,” she whispered.


    “Why not? No one’s paying attention.” Those long fingers slid upward, closer to her panties and she held her breath, her entire body focused on where he might touch her next. “I could make you come and no one would be the wiser.”


    Sheridan released a shuddering breath. He probably could, the bastard. Just the image his words conjured had her shivery with need. “It’s not working.”


    “Liar,” he whispered just before he bit her earlobe.


    Shoving his hand away, Sheridan stood, nearly toppling over on her stilettos. The man turned her into a complete klutz. Her skin felt tight, too hot, and she desperately needed some air. “That was a low move, Quinn.”


    A single brow rose. He didn’t look like he regretted his cheating ways. The jerk. “Going somewhere, Quinn?”


    The smug look on his too-handsome face made her want to smack him. “The ladies’ room,” she lied, figuring he wouldn’t follow her there.


    He grinned. “Better not go off and cheat.”


    She frowned. “Cheat? I’m not the cheater in this game.”


    The grin eased, his gaze smoldering as he drank her in from head to toe. He grabbed her hand, pulling her close so she had no choice but to bend toward him, his mouth at her ear. “No touching yourself in a bathroom stall, baby.”


    Shaking out of his grip, she took off with a huff and stalked through the crowd, smiling as politely as she could to passersby while deep inside, she burned. Not with anger, though maybe just a little bit. Anger directed more at herself for falling for his smooth lines.


    Arousal made her twitchy, uneasy, and she slipped out the back door of the restaurant into a beautiful little courtyard, complete with twinkling white lights wrapped around the trunk and branches of the trees that created an intimate canopy of leaves over the small iron tables that dotted the cobbled patio. She swore she saw a couple under one of those trees, locked in a rather passionate embrace.


    Damn it. She couldn’t escape a crowd to save her life. Turning, she went back to the door, her fingers resting on the handle when she heard an unmistakably familiar voice.


    “Sheridan. What are you doing out here?”


    She turned to find Willow standing before her, her dark hair mussed, her lipstick gone, and her mouth swollen. “Needed fresh air.”


    “Yeah, me, too.” Willow smiled, pushed her hair away from her face. “Um, you want to go back inside together?”


    “Uh…” Sheridan shook her head, looking over Willow’s shoulder for her mystery kisser but he remained beneath the tree in shadow. “Who are you with?” she whispered.


    Willow shrugged. “I need my secrets just like you need yours.”


    Ouch. That hurt. She and Willow had never kept anything from each other. They’d been best friends since they were eight. Had shared every hope and dream. “Are you mad at me about Jared?”


    “No, I…” Willow shook her head. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. I should probably go back inside with you and forget him.”


    “Fine. I guess I should get back to Jared.” God, she sounded downright reluctant, didn’t she?


    “Not wanting to return to your husband?” Willow’s tone was mocking.


    “Of course not, he’s just…” Driving me crazy with lust? Teasing me when he knows we can’t do any of that kind of stuff due to the stipulation I insisted should be in our agreement?


    She was starting to second-guess herself. Maybe that stipulation had been a huge mistake. Maybe she should make an adjustment to that stupid contract that allowed for free sex for an entire year.


    Didn’t that sound full of potential?


    “He’s being too grabby,” she said lamely, instantly feeling dumb for whining.


    “If Jared Quinn was being too grabby with me, I wouldn’t be complaining.” Willow hooked her arm through Sheridan’s. “Come on. Let’s go. You can hang out at my table for a few minutes before you find your husband.”


    Sheridan went with Willow back inside the restaurant, glancing over her shoulder at the last minute in hopes of catching a glimpse of the guy Willow had been with. She saw him, barely. He’d emerged from the shadows, tall, broad, similar in build to Jared. A giant grin on his face, too, as their gazes met for the briefest moment before the door shut.


    “I saw your mystery man,” Sheridan murmured as they re-entered the crowded, noisy restaurant.


    Willow waved a hand. “He’s no one.”


    “He’s handsome.” Sheridan wondered if it could be that Nick Hamilton Willow had mentioned before. “So was it Nick?”


    Willow’s cheeks turned pink. As in, she was blushing and that never, ever happened. “Maybe.”


    Sheridan let it drop. She wasn’t one to probe. After all, she had a bazillion secrets she needed to keep. And she had to hold every single one of them close to her chest.


    …


    Jared kept his gaze fixed on the open doorway that led to the back of the restaurant where their table was located, waiting for Sheridan to return. He wanted her back, wanted her close. Wanted to see if he could cause that same hazy look in her eyes he’d noticed earlier when he’d slipped his hand beneath her skirt.


    He knew he was being a jerk. But there was something about her that drew him. Her sassy attitude, how she treated him like a real guy versus a superstar, he liked it. She didn’t put up with his crap and he could appreciate that.


    And she was damn sexy. The way she pretended his touch, his words meant nothing. She was completely full of shit. He’d heard the hitch in her breath when he touched her thigh. Felt the tremble move through her when he said he could have her coming. Could only imagine slipping his fingers between her legs, encountering damp, creamy heat, stroking her just right so she had to bite that sexy lower lip of hers to hold back the moan…


    “You let someone have my chair?” Sheridan’s incredulous voice reached straight into his brain and snatched him out of his dirty thoughts. She smacked him lightly on the shoulder. “How could you?” There was humor lacing her voice, thank God.


    “Uh…” He glanced at the chair, which was now occupied by none other than Flynn Foley. How had he let that happen? “I could give him the boot.”


    “Hey, I stole your wife’s chair?” Flynn turned and smiled at Sheridan, causing her to beam in return. He laid on the charm with such effortless ease, Jared wanted to punch Flynn in that pretty face of his. “I’m sorry. I’ll get up.” Flynn started to stand but Jared snagged Sheridan’s hand, pulling her down onto his lap.


    “Wha—”


    “Shh.” Jared curled his arms around Sheridan’s waist, keeping her in place. “Thanks for taking her chair, Foley. Perfect excuse for me to get her close.”


    She sent Jared a withering stare before she held out her hand toward Flynn. “I’m Sheridan Ha—Quinn.”


    “Flynn Foley.” He took her hand, gave it a brief shake. As affable as ever. Jared wondered if the guy was ever in a bad mood. “Great to meet the woman who finally tamed Jared.”


    She blushed, and Jared hauled her in as close as he could, his arms tight around her tiny waist, her bottom nestled close to the V of his thighs. Causing his cock to instantly react, the horn dog that it was. “I don’t know if I’d say she tamed me.”


    “Please.” She turned, pressed her hand against his stubble-covered cheek. “I’ve completely domesticated you.” She slapped him, lightly but enough to make a smacking noise.


    Flynn laughed, the jackass. “Looks like she’s got your number.”


    “I’d say,” Jared drawled, letting his hand slide down to cup her ass. She jumped when he touched her, that death glare of hers coming at him tenfold. “What? You don’t like blatant displays of affection?”


    “Well, well, aren’t you two cozy?”


    Jared groaned inwardly, his whole body going tense. Charlie and Jim stood before their table, the very last two people he wanted to piss off. And here he was playing grab ass with his fake wife when he was supposed to be calm. Respectful.


    Tamed.


    Instead all he could think about was coming up with inventive ways to get under Sheridan’s dress with no one noticing.


    As if sensing his unease, Sheridan started to stand, and he loosened his hold on her. “Don’t break it up on our account,” Charlie said jovially. A giant smile curving his lips, he looked pleased as can be. “It’s sort of sweet, seeing you two.”


    Sweet? If Jared didn’t watch it, he could turn the cuddling into a soft porn show. The woman had this way of pushing at the very limits of his control. “Yeah, uh, she’s irresistible.”


    Sheridan snuggled back in, looping her arms around his neck. Her fingers played with the hair at his nape, making his skin tingle and he tried his best not to react.


    But damn, her touch felt good.


    “He’s irresistible to me too.” Leaning in, she pressed a lingering kiss to his cheek. He felt the touch of her lips on his skin all the way to his toes. “I guess we can’t help it if we’re in the honeymoon stage.”


    “Too bad you two kids couldn’t go on one, what with the season starting and all,” Jim said in his slow, southern drawl. “Your timing for the wedding sure stunk.”


    “Aw, don’t give them a hard time, Jim. When you’re in love, you get impatient and want to make everything happen now.” Charlie sent them a look. “Once the season is over, you two should go to the big island and use our vacation home. A belated honeymoon would do you both some good, I’m sure. Consider it a wedding gift.”


    Bogus. Like Charlie would send them to Hawaii for a late honeymoon. His hands were just as dirty as theirs in this fake marriage business.


    “That sounds amazing.” Sheridan smiled, the sight of it going straight to his head. “Doesn’t that sound like fun, honey? I’ve never been to Hawaii before.”


    He immediately wanted to go with her. Show her everything she hadn’t the good fortune to see yet. Plus, Sheridan in a bikini? That sounded like a winner. “Then I’ll have to take you.”


    Her gaze met his, those pretty golden eyes shining with all sorts of mysterious emotions. What was she thinking? Did she find this whole situation bizarre? Or had she fallen right into it with ease? “Promise?” She stroked his neck again, her fingers tangling in his hair, the look on her face downright flirtatious.


    “Anything you want, Mrs. Quinn.” He let his fingers drift down her side, memorizing her curves. Forgetting that the owner and head coach of the Hawks were standing right there, watching them. He was lost in the glow of Sheridan’s eyes, he’d barely noticed that the two men shuffled away after offering quick good-byes.


    “Think they bought it?” she asked, dragging her nails lightly across his nape.


    He shivered. Damn it. “Bought what?”


    The smile that stretched across her face was full of pure feminine power. “Do you think your coach and Charlie believed we’re a real couple?”


    “Oh, yeah.” Hell, he could almost believe they were a real couple.


    “You’re still going to try and seduce me with words?”


    Jared smiled, leaning in, his face almost touching her neck, inhaling the sweet, exotic scent of her. “I haven’t given up if that’s what you’re asking.”


    Her laugh alone was complete seduction. “I’m going to get in way over my head with you, aren’t I?”


    Pulling away slightly, he stared into her eyes, drifting his knuckles down the side of her soft cheek. “You’ll enjoy it every step of the way, I promise.”


    She parted her lips, as if she were about to say something, but then she clamped them shut. The glow in her eyes died a little bit. He wondered at the change, the shrouding of her emotions. “We’re three days into our marriage and you’re trying to break every rule we’ve established. Why?”


    “Just wanting to make this as interesting as possible. Don’t tell me you’re not attracted to me.” He cupped the back of her head, drawing her close. The scent of her drove him crazy. Fuck, he wanted her. “Because I know you’d be lying.”


    “You’re the most arrogant man I’ve ever met.” She frowned.


    He smiled. “I haven’t even introduced you to the rest of the team yet.”


    “Flynn was very nice.”


    “Flynn is nice to everyone.” He scowled. The last thing he needed was Sheridan crushing on Foley. Everyone freaking crushed on Foley. “He’s an exception to the rule.”


    She glanced over her shoulder, right at Foley who was talking animatedly to another player, the biggest, baddest running back in all the NFL. Only Foley could have that guy smiling.


    “Is it true what they say?” Sheridan asked when she returned her focus to Jared. “The rumors about Flynn being a…”


    “I have no idea.” Jared grimaced and shook his head. Like he cared about Foley’s sex life. But if it were true and he really was a virgin…


    Then he was crazy. Jared couldn’t imagine it. The kid was twenty-five years old. When Jared had been twenty-five, he’d indulged in as many women as he could get his hands on. Foley, on the other hand, was squeaky clean. A good boy the mamas could love along with their daughters.


    And he was Jared’s replacement. Damn if that didn’t set a bug up his ass every time he remembered it, which was on a daily, weekly, hourly basis.


    “How old were you?”


    “How old was I what?”


    Tilting her head, she placed her mouth right at his ear, her soft, fragrant hair brushing against the side of his face. “When you lost your virginity?”


    “You don’t want to know.” And he didn’t want to admit it. Painfully young. He’d been a teen completely out of control and looking for attention any way he could get it, since his dad was always busy working. “How old were you?”


    “I asked first.”


    Sighing, he shook his head. “Fourteen.”


    Her jaw dropped. “Holy crap.”


    “What can I say? I had a dad who worked all day and lots of idle time on my hands.” Football and girls had been his extracurricular activities. Still were.


    Wait, asshole. You’re married now.


    “Oh.” She looked like she could almost feel sorry for him, which was ridiculous. “I was eighteen.”


    “A late bloomer?” He smiled, trying to tease.


    “Just smart enough to know I didn’t want to get knocked up by some jerkoff who’d leave me a teenage mom.” Sheridan sighed. “Sorry. I saw it happen too many times in high school.”


    He knew what she meant. He’d seen it happen as well. “I think you’re trying to distract me.”


    “From what?” She frowned.


    “Our challenge.” If she thought he’d forgotten, she was sadly mistaken. “I have you right where I want you, you know.”


    She arched a delicate brow. “In your lap?”


    “Yep. No one’s paying us any attention. They’re all engrossed in their own conversations.” Their entire table was deep in conversation. Other tables were being served their dinners already, which meant theirs was coming soon.


    Meaning Jared needed to work quickly.


    “Trust me, if it’s more of what you said earlier, you’re going to lose.”


    She said that with such confidence he couldn’t help but chuckle. “You have zero faith in me, don’t you?”


    “You can probably say just about anything to get a woman to fall into bed with you, but this is different. Not only do we have that agreement thing going on, but I’m not about to lose the bet we made.”


    Hmm. Neither was he.


    “Besides.” She sent him a beguiling look. “We have a contract, Jared. This is all for show, right? None of this is…real. I mean, if we were to do anything and you’ve already paid me, that makes me essentially a prostitute, right?”


    He felt as if a bucket of ice-cold water had been dumped over his head. Right. Just the reminder he needed. She didn’t believe in this marriage so neither should he, despite how much he secretly wanted to. Sheridan acted like she was his business partner, not his wife. “I…I can’t even believe you would ever think that about yourself. Forget it, the bet’s off.”


    Her eyes widened. “Wait, what?”


    “I shouldn’t have taken it this far,” he said grimly. He battered down the hope that rose within him at her reaction. “I’m not an asshole, Sheridan. I’m calling off the bet.”


    “But—”


    “Come on. There’s no need to pretend it’s anything other than what it is.” He smiled but it was halfhearted at best. He was suddenly so damn tired. “Can you stand up? I need to grab another beer.”


    She stood, backing away a couple of steps when he stood as well, his back to her as he glanced toward the bar. He saw his friend Nick sitting there, nursing a beer with a morose expression on his face, and he figured they could commiserate together.


    “The waiter’s coming with your dinner.”


    He turned to look at Sheridan. “Yeah?”


    “You’re going to come right back?”


    Jared shrugged. “I’m not that hungry after all. Sorry, babe. I’ll send your friend over to sit with you.” Without another word he took off, headed straight for the bar, catching Nick’s eye. He waved his near empty beer bottle at Jared.


    Perfect. If he couldn’t indulge with Sheridan then he would get drunk. Complain and strategize with Nick and plan out what they were going to do for the season.


    Torturing himself by hanging around Sheridan and playing the “we’re a loving couple” marriage game was driving him insane. He wanted her. He couldn’t have her. And they weren’t even a week in.


    It was going to be one hell of a long year.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    Sheridan stared at the calendar on her phone, tapping her finger against the screen as she counted the days, though she already knew the number.


    A month she’d been married to Jared Quinn. Thirty-three days, to be exact. They’d hardly spent any time together, which really was just fine with her. Just. Fine. Him being busy at practice or away at games meant she had the amazing house with the equally amazing view all to herself for the most part. Oh, he came home, but it was usually late at night and then he slipped back out in the morning, headed to practice. Always leaving early so he could try and beat traffic, he claimed.


    Which was awesome. She could run down the hall naked if she wanted and no one would care.


    As Harvey promised, they’d launched a redesigned website for her studio and a virtual advertising campaign. Plus, there was the endless list of requests for various news media outlets wanting to interview her. Harvey picked and chose them, not wanting her to get in over her head, he warned. The media were like vultures, wanting to peck at any vulnerable spot she might have, ready to question her hurried relationship with Jared until they poked holes in her story.


    Harvey wasn’t about to risk it. None of them were.


    Fine. She didn’t want to deal with the media anyway. She was too busy at her studio. Her classes were now wait-listed and she was frantically scheduling in more where she could. Her prints were starting to move at her online store, as were her custom paintings and gifts. She was making major progress in a short amount of time, which absolutely thrilled her.


    So why wasn’t she feeling too thrilled now?


    Hmm, maybe because you’re sexually frustrated? And Jared is totally avoiding you?


    Funny how that bitchy little voice inside her head sounded just like Willow.


    Her husband was home, a rarity on a Friday morning. Though he actually wasn’t in the house at the moment. He’d escaped hours ago, before she’d even woken up, though she’d heard him rustling about. Had lain there in her bed in the guest room with the door cracked open, one eye cracked open as well, watching him move about the hallway.


    He’d appeared dressed and ready to exercise. Whether he went to a gym or was outside kicking his own ass, she hadn’t a clue. Told herself she didn’t really care, either.


    Really.


    She sighed, grabbed her cup of coffee, and sipped. Her husband ignored her. Avoided her. After that mishap at the restaurant, he’d gone to great lengths to keep a healthy amount of distance between them.


    Because really. Her husband was freaking Jared Quinn. She could be climbing all over that and claiming him as hers for approximately the next eleven months. Instead, she was either working her tail off or adding to her tail by cooking an inordinate amount of delicious goods in Jared’s amazing—and amazingly unused—kitchen.


    She dropped her head into her hands and groaned. That stupid stipulation. Her stupid, ridiculous heart and fear of getting hurt. For once, she wanted to throw all worries aside and go after what she really wanted. If he walked through that door at that very moment, she just might. She was fired up, turned on, frustrated, and on edge.


    Pushing him away had been the last thing she’d wanted to do. Spending that little amount of time with him had been…fun. Interesting. Arousing. He wasn’t just some puffed-up football player throwing around the charm to any woman within a one-inch vicinity.


    He’d been attentive. Sweet. And then she’d blown it by reminding him about the no-sex clause in the contract. He’d respected that, set her away from him, and seemingly wiped his hands clean of his foolish wife.


    But as she got to know him a little bit better, she realized she actually liked him. He was funny, thoughtful. Sexy, and maddening as hell. Kind when he wanted to be, though that hadn’t been much lately.


    If she could hit rewind she so would, anything to get back to that point again. When they were in the limo together and he’d pulled her into his arms. Those firm yet soft lips pressed to hers, his tongue in her mouth, his big, warm hands on her backside…


    The front door slammed, making her jump, and she waited with breathless anticipation. Jared strode through the house, his breathing harsh, his body damp from the misty fog outside and…sweat. Sheridan watched him from her perch on the stool at the kitchen counter, eating him up with her gaze.


    He looked amazing. Navy blue skullcap on his head, wavy strands of wheat-colored hair sticking out from the bottom. A tight, long-sleeved blue T-shirt clung to his broad shoulders and muscular chest, the rust-colored Hawks emblem emblazoned in the center. Black Nike shorts that hung almost to his knees, a bottle of water clutched in his hand, the epitome of the sexy athlete just finished with his morning workout.


    Leaning against the counter, he tilted his head back and drank, giving her an unabashed view of everything that was the glory of Mighty Jared Quinn, star quarterback. The way his throat moved as he drank, the delineated muscles pressing against the tight shirt, the bulge of his biceps…


    Sheridan swallowed hard. This being married to a sex god stuff was extremely difficult. Especially since she wanted her new husband so badly, but he barely paid any attention to her. He’d rather avoid her, which hurt more than she cared to admit.


    Sighing, she hung her head, staring at her empty plate. Instead of having wild monkey sex with Jared freaking Quinn she’d taken to baking—when she wasn’t painting. Eating that second blueberry muffin earlier might’ve been a bad idea. It felt like a lead weight in her stomach, especially when she looked at Jared, who was in peak physical condition, and she so wasn’t.


    “Good run?” She lifted her head just as his gaze zeroed in on her.


    “Yeah.” He set the metal water bottle on the counter with a soft clank. “I should take a shower.”


    The image of Jared standing beneath the hot, steamy spray, soaping up those gorgeous muscles while sliding his hands all over his body set her skin on fire. “Next time you run, let me know. I should go with you.”


    He cocked a brow. Sexy bastard. “You like to run?”


    “Not really.” Understatement. She hated it. “But I need to. I’ve eaten too many muffins lately.”


    “You look good to me.” He ran his gaze over her and she sat a little straighter. It was early in the morning and she wasn’t dressed yet, though she’d taken a shower last night. She wore one of the Hawks T-shirts Harvey had sent her after they first got married and a teeny pair of cotton shorts, with fuzzy white slippers on her feet.


    She looked ridiculous.


    “I appreciate the compliment but I think my butt is spreading.” She hopped off the barstool and craned her neck, checking out her backside. “I need to stop baking.”


    “I kinda like it.”


    Sheridan jerked her head in his direction so sharply she almost gave herself whiplash. “You like it?” He liked her backside? Finally. After that kiss in the limo, that night at the restaurant opening when he’d had his hands all over her, she’d thought he would make more moves. Until she said everything happening between them was fake and he’d leapt away from her like she was a contagious leper.


    He rarely touched her unless he had to for public appearances and those had been few and far between. A couple of requisite appearances at the home football games, though her sitting in the stands wasn’t quite the same as them having intimate one-on-one time together. Though it was pretty damn hot, watching him play. Seeing him move out on the field, commanding the game, hearing the fans cheer him on. Pride rippled through her every time she heard them shout his name.


    Funny how she’d seriously thought she’d prefer him leaving her alone. She’d quickly realized something. Once she’d been touched, kissed, caressed by Jared Quinn, there was no going back. She wanted more.


    Lots more.


    “Sure.” He shrugged those impossibly broad shoulders. “My wife is a sweet little homemaker. Helps clean up the image even more, you know?”


    Her heart sank. Of course. All of it had to do with image and her looking like a nun, which in turn made him look like a saint. By the time their year contract was up she figured he’d appear so clean he’d squeak. He and Flynn Foley would be neck in neck on who would acquire their halo and angel’s wings first.


    “Right. Sheridan Quinn, the happy homemaker.” She grabbed her plate and coffee cup and shuffled to the sink, setting them inside. She’d wash dishes later.


    Looking at the leftover muffins sitting under a glass dome mere feet away from her, she contemplated having another one. Then imagined her butt spreading so wide Jared wouldn’t be able to cover it with both his hands—and those hands were ginormous. Enough was enough.


    “Want a muffin?” she asked, lifting the glass dome in offering.


    He shook his head. “I shouldn’t.” Patted his flat and hard as a rock stomach. “Need to cut the junk when I’m in training.”


    She wanted to roll her eyes. She wanted to take a muffin in each hand and hurl them at him like grenades, watch with barely restrained glee as they bounced off his head. God, he drove her crazy. If he so much as touched her with the tip of his pinkie finger she would launch herself at him like a starved woman, she wanted him so badly.


    It wouldn’t be pretty. He’d probably freak out and think she’d gone insane. He might even go running from his house and never return.


    “I’ll throw them away then.” She plucked two fat, still warm blueberry muffins from the tray and headed toward the garbage can. Weariness settled over her as she pressed her foot on the pedal, the stainless steel lid opening.


    “You’re going to toss perfectly good food?” He sounded incredulous.


    “I shouldn’t eat them. You won’t eat them.” She was about to let the muffins slip from her fingers when he was right there, his hands beneath hers, the muffins falling into his open palms. “What are you doing?”


    He stood close. Detrimentally close. She could feel his body heat radiating toward her, the brush of his arm against hers, the scent of him like sweaty man in a forest. Her braless nipples tingled, hardened into tiny points beneath her oversized T-shirt, and she wondered if he would notice.


    “They’re still warm.” He lifted his lids, his searing blue gaze meeting hers for the briefest moment before it dropped to her chest.


    Yep. He noticed.


    “You want them?” she whispered.


    “What?”


    “The muffins.” Oh, God, he probably thought she meant her breasts. This couldn’t get any more embarrassing. “Eat them now or I’m throwing them away.”


    As if in slow motion he set the muffins on the counter, then turned to face her. “This isn’t about muffins.”


    She pressed her lips together, afraid she might say something stupid. Like beg him to fuck her, because that was exactly what she wanted. Not sweet, slow making love or a frantic quickie.


    No, she wanted the hard, dominant man to press her into the mattress while he rammed himself inside her for hours. Wanted to feel his mouth slide all over her body before he licked her between her legs and made her come so hard she just might pass out. Wanted to hear him whisper in her ear all the dirty, wicked things he would do to her just before he sunk his fingers deep inside her welcoming, wet body…


    Guilt swamped her. She shouldn’t want this. Shouldn’t do it, either. She’d included that damn no-sex clause specifically to prevent this sort of situation. Yet there she was, ready to risk it all and do the very thing she told herself she wouldn’t do during her marriage: have sex with her husband.


    But Jared was like a drug. An addiction she was too weak to fight. She was so tired of fighting…


    “Is something bothering you, Sheridan?” He watched her like a hawk—ha ha, bad pun. That narrowed gaze settled on her face and he still hadn’t stepped back. Which was bad because she could feel him, smell him, practically taste him and if he didn’t watch it, he’d have some crazed woman—otherwise known as his wife—attacking him in the middle of the kitchen in the middle of the morning.


    “You’re bothering me.” She tried to shove past him but he grabbed hold of the crook of her arm at the last minute, halting her progress. His grip was firm, his fingers seemed to burn against her skin, and she whirled on him, her anger fueling her. “Let me go.”


    “No.” His thumb smoothed over her skin in the gentlest of caresses and her body reacted instantaneously, gooseflesh scattering.


    “Don’t get all bossy and Neanderthal on me now.” She jerked against his hold, which made him tighten his fingers around her arm even more. “Jared, I’m not in the mood.”


    “What exactly are you in the mood for?” He practically dared her. Did he realize it? That he was goading her on? Or was he completely clueless?


    She tilted her head back, contemplated kissing him but realized she’d have to throw herself at him to reach his lips. He appeared so imposing. Unyielding. So she’d do the next best thing. The thing she’d been dying to do for days. Weeks.


    Stepping into him, she tugged up his shirt with her free hand, revealing his gorgeously flat stomach, the path of golden brown hair that trailed from his navel past the waistband of his shorts.


    Releasing a stuttering breath, she drew her fingers across his flesh, pulling his shirt higher to reveal his chest. She leaned into him, and pressed a kiss there, right at the center of his heart. It beat frantically beneath her lingering lips, his musky, spicy scent intoxicating her. Arousing her. Tilting her head back, she met his gaze, saw all the dark, turbulent heat swirling in the depths of his eyes. “This,” she whispered.


    He didn’t so much as move a muscle and neither did she. The salty taste of him lingered on her tongue and she licked her lips, wanting more. So much more…


    “Sheridan.” His voice was an achy whisper. She saw it then. The lust flaring in his gaze, the want written all over his face, that she couldn’t mistake.


    He wanted it. He wanted her.


    Triumph surged through her and she smiled. Gasped when he wrapped his strong hands around her arms and set her away from him. The smile fell, as did her hopes when she watched him walk away from her without a backward glance.


    “Wait a minute…” She charged after him, anger surging through her at how easily he dismissed her. God, she was so sick of this. She wanted him. Couldn’t he see that? Did she need to wear a sign around her neck or what? Either the man was completely clueless or…


    Or he didn’t want her back.


    Okay, that was a reality she couldn’t face.


    “We’re not doing this, Sheridan,” he threw over his shoulder, confirming her fears, his long-legged stride nearly impossible for her to keep up with.


    But she did her damnedest, speeding up as quickly as she could. “Stop avoiding me, Jared.”


    “You’re the one who said you weren’t in the mood.”


    “To argue,” she stressed, stopping in the doorway of his bedroom, almost afraid to enter his inner sanctum. This was his private space, the one spot he was able to retreat to in the entire house without worry of intruders. It felt like an invasion of privacy, her trying to sneak in. “You know what I was implying.”


    He tore off his skullcap and tossed it on the edge of the bed, then rested his hands on narrow hips, his back to her. Her gaze dropped to his very fine backside, gobbling up the delicious view with her eyes. The tension radiated off of him in palpable waves. He seemed tortured, conflicted, and she could so relate. “I’m not going to push myself on you,” he muttered.


    “I’m the one who pushed myself on you.” She leaned against the doorway, feeling infinitely stupid. The man just didn’t get it. “But I guess you don’t want me. Is that it? Which is fine. I just…I guess I thought…” She hung her head, sighing loudly. Her entire body deflated like a balloon. “I don’t know what I thought.”


    Shoving away from the doorframe, she turned, ready to slink off into her bedroom where she could shut the door and nurse her self-inflicted wounds. She’d boldly followed him. After throwing a minor hissy fit over freaking blueberry muffins, she’d told him exactly what she wanted. The guy had a reputation as a man whore and yet he had no interest in the woman he’d married. Granted, the marriage was fake. But still.


    The knowledge hurt—tremendously.


    Strong fingers gripped her arm, whirling her around so she faced a very pissed off, very edgy looking man. He pushed her against the wall, pinned her there with both his hands pressing against her shoulders and she stared up at him, her lips parting when she saw the anger and turmoil written all over his handsome face.


    “You think I don’t want you.” His breathing was accelerated, his chest rising and falling at a rapid pace, brushing against hers, and she inhaled sharply when he removed his hand from her shoulder, drifting his curved fingers down the length of her throat so lightly she wondered if he’d actually touched her at all. “You’re fucking killing me, Sheridan.”


    A shudder moved through her at his gentle touch, the feel of his fingers as they curled around her chin and tilted her face up. He lowered his head, his movements agonizingly slow, and she parted her lips, a trembling exhalation of breath leaving her when his mouth brushed hers. Her knees wobbled, threatened to buckle, and she slapped her hands against the wall, palms flat, bracing herself so she wouldn’t fall.


    But Jared had her. His hand slid from her shoulder, along her side, to grip her waist. His other hand cupped the side of her face, cradling her, his fingers gentle as he continued to explore her mouth with soft, sweet kisses.


    Oh, God. This was exactly what she wanted, what she needed. Jared’s hands on her, his mouth connected to hers. Their tongues touched, slid against each other sensuously, and it was as if a spark ignited into full-blown flame. The kiss turned deeper, his hard, hot body pressing her firmly against the wall, his hand slipping beneath her T-shirt to touch bare skin.


    She panted against his mouth when he broke the kiss, his lids lifting to reveal those intense blue eyes, seeming to burn straight into her. Without a word, he tilted his head, his mouth against her throat, licking a blazing path along her delicate skin.


    Sheridan opened her eyes to stare blindly at the ceiling. She wound her arm around his neck, thrust her fingers into his soft, silky hair, holding him to her as he licked and nibbled her neck. He lifted his head, sweeping into her, his mouth taking hers in a downright primitive kiss, their mouths wide, their tongues thrusting.


    Boneless. Mindless. That’s what his kiss, his hands did to her. She thunked the back of her head against the wall, gasping when he hooked his hands behind her thighs and lifted. She wrapped her legs around him, feeling the hard, firm length of his erection push against her aching hot center, and she moaned into his mouth. Wanting more, wanting all of him.


    “Does that feel like I don’t want you?” he murmured against her lips.


    She couldn’t answer. It was as if her brain had shut down and she couldn’t form words. All she could do was feel. Jared, his hands on her, the taste of him, the sensation of his big, hot body all over hers. A sharp, throbbing ache rose deep within her, making her woozy.


    Or maybe that was from Jared’s mouth. Or his magical hands. She didn’t know. She couldn’t think. She’d never been that lost that fast. No man had ever made her feel like that. Achy, needy, ready.


    God, so ready…


    More kissing, more grinding as his hand skimmed up her belly, fingers brushing the underside of her breasts. Tingles washed over her skin, her limbs shaky as she clutched him close. She didn’t know how much more she could take. Felt as if she might explode at any given moment.


    “I want you, Sheridan,” he whispered near her ear. “I want to fuck you until you can’t walk. I want to hear you moan my name when you come, like you did that night in the motel room. I want to lick that swollen little clit of yours until you scream and pull my hair and beg me to stop.”


    Oh, God, oh, God. This was what he’d referred to as dirty talk. It was hot. So hot. Her voice still lost, she nodded frantically, wanted all of that and whatever else he would do to her. She tightened her hands in his hair when he lifted his head to stare down at her. He had her pinned to the wall, his lower body holding her in place. Sliding his hands up her sides, he lifted her shirt, exposing her stomach, her ribs, her breasts.


    His eyes darkened as he drank her in, his thumbs lifting to brush against her distended nipples. She sunk her teeth into her lower lip and closed her eyes, hips slowly thrusting against his erection as he circled her nipples in a maddening rhythm. “Take it off,” he commanded and she lifted her arms, let him tug the shirt off, thrilled at the demanding way he spoke to her.


    “Damn, you’re pretty.” He cupped her breasts in his big palms, his thumbs still playing with her nipples, driving her crazy. She opened her eyes, didn’t want to miss a moment of the delicious seduction. All that powerful male beauty focused on her pleasure, it was a heady realization. And he was all hers—at least temporarily. “I bet I could make you come, just like this.”


    She bet he could, too. Everything within her was focused on the throbbing spot between her legs. Even through their layers of clothing, she could feel him. Long, thick, hot. So incredibly hot. Without thinking she reached for him, slid her hand between their bodies, over the front of his shorts.


    Oh. He was even bigger than she remembered. She stroked him, parting her lips on a sigh when she heard his agonized groan, knowing she did that to him.


    …


    Sheridan’s slender fingers exploring his dick would be his undoing. No way was Jared going to explode in his shorts like some teenage kid experiencing his first time with a girl. He had control, knew how to use it and not make an ass of himself.


    He’d always prided himself on how singular he was in his focus to bring a woman pleasure. Most men were selfish bastards, only caring about getting theirs, leaving their women to fend for themselves.


    Not Jared. He enjoyed being responsible for a woman’s pleasure.


    So why did this woman get under his skin and make him want to lose all control? He was fucking dying to watch her when he made her come, forget taking it slow, forget all his usual moves. It had been too long since that one night together and they’d both been a little buzzed. The memories were blurred.


    But right now, all he could focus on were those agile little fingers gripping his cock, stroking him. Making his eyes cross. Making his balls draw up, a sure sign he was gonna blow.


    Gripping her wrist, he moved her hand away from him. If his cock could protest, it would be wailing right about now. And any other time, he would’ve found the incredulous expression on Sheridan’s face amusing.


    Not at the moment, though. His mouth was grim, his jaw tight. Trying to keep it together when he wanted nothing more but to thrust against her again and again in that exquisite rhythm he knew would get them both off.


    “Why did you stop me?” She sounded breathless, sexy as hell. Her skin was flushed, her eyes wide, dilated. Her hair was everywhere, she looked incredibly turned on, and hell if that didn’t turn him on too.


    “Because it’s your turn first, baby,” he murmured, pressing her firmly against the wall so he could slip his hand beneath her flimsy shorts. Encountering simple cotton panties, he rubbed over the front of them, felt how wet the fabric was, and smiled. She wanted him. Bad. She’d admitted that, had chased him down when he ran from her because damn, she was temptation personified and he wasn’t about to screw that up again by making her uncomfortable. Not because of that stupid clause, and not because of whatever else he might do to ruin this fragile…thing they shared.


    She sighed as he touched her, her swollen lips parted, lids low, golden gaze smoldering. Beautiful in her aroused state. He kept one hand firmly cupping her sex while he leaned in and kissed her, searched her mouth with his tongue. All the while he caressed her, lightly, teasing her, trying to drive her wild with lust because that’s how he felt.


    Wild for her.


    “Jared,” she breathed his name, the whispery sound of her sweet voice sending a bolt of sensation throughout his entire body. He’d almost kill to hear her say his name like that again. Like he was the only one who could solve all her problems with a few precise thrusts of his fingers.


    “You like that?” He snuck his fingers beneath the very edge of her panties, encountering scant hair, the heat of her radiating across his fingers.


    “More,” she whispered. “Touch me.”


    A woman who asked for what she wanted. He could appreciate that. Without hesitation he slid his fingers farther, tracing her slit, pressing until he was searching her wet folds. A shuddering breath escaped her when he circled her clit. A little scream left her when he slid one, then two fingers inside her, pumping slowly in and out of her welcoming body.


    They were out of control. Standing in the hallway of his house, a perfectly huge bed a few feet away. Yet he had Sheridan held against the wall, his fingers busy beneath her panties, her breathy little sighs and impatient thrusts against his hand telling him she was close to orgasm.


    Sheridan. His wife. The one he had the marriage clause with. Where they weren’t supposed to have sex or else the contract would become null and void.


    “Oh, God. Oh, God…” She was panting, her hips thrusting against his hand. She was so damn close. He couldn’t leave her high and dry.


    With expert precision he thrummed her clit with his thumb, watched with utter satisfaction as she stilled, her expression frozen, her entire body seemingly paralyzed before the shudders overtook her completely.


    “That’s it,” he murmured close to her ear, still playing with her, fingers still thrusting deep inside her heat. “Come for me.”


    She moaned, whispered his name once, then again, and still she kept on coming. Until he knew she was completely spent, the tiny shudders wracking her body the only indication she was coming down from what appeared to be a pretty damn intense orgasm. And he was the one who did that to her. A surge of pride moved through him at the realization.


    “Wow.” Sheridan blinked her eyes into focus, the look of utter satisfaction on her face making his cock twitch with eagerness. Yeah, down boy. So not going to happen. “That was…amazing.”


    “Yeah, well.” He withdrew his hand from beneath her panties, released his hold on her so she had no choice but to stand on her own two feet again. She was a little wobbly, he couldn’t help but notice as he reached out to set her right, making sure she was stable before he let her go. “We can’t do anything else.”


    Her eyebrows crinkled into a frown. “What do you mean?”


    “The clause, remember?”


    She smiled, reaching for his crotch but he dodged her just in time. If those deft hands touched him again, he couldn’t be held responsible for what he’d do. “Please. Like you’re going to let that stand in your way? I can keep a secret.”


    “We take it too far, there’s no going back,” he warned. “We can lose everything, Sheridan.”


    The look she flashed him was pure seduction. “Maybe I don’t want to go back.” Those fingers of hers danced across his chest, his skin tightening even with the shirt he wore as a barrier from her touch. “I could give you the best blowjob of your life right now if you’d let me.”


    He bet she could. Her confidence was sexy. He could envision that lush mouth wrapped tight around his cock, sliding up and down, lips parted invitingly as he came down her throat…


    Hell. He broke out into a sweat just thinking about it.


    “We can’t do this. I’m not risking it.”


    Her jaw dropped open, and he knew she was going to protest, but he turned away. Before he did something really stupid.


    Like drag her into his bedroom, caveman-style.


    “So you don’t trust me.” Her voice was flat.


    “I never said that,” he started but she glared at him. All signs of the gloriously satisfied woman of a few moments ago were long gone.


    “You didn’t have to. I tell you I can keep our secret and you still turn me away. I would say it’s pretty obvious you don’t trust me.”


    “Fine.” He threw his hands up into the air. “I don’t trust you. I can’t freaking trust myself. I don’t trust anyone, Sheridan—I can’t, not in my profession. Not after what’s happened to me. People close to me would stab me in the back with a smile on their face if that meant they could make a shit ton of money off my story.”


    She blinked, her mouth opening as if she were about to say something.


    “We need to stop doing this,” he muttered, rubbing his hand along his jaw. “I’m hurting you every time we come together and that’s the last thing I want to do.” Without another word, he walked away from her. Sporting a raging boner, a confused brain, and an agonized conscience.


    At the worst possible moment of his life, he’d actually dug out his moral compass and used it—flaunted it, even. She was most likely pissed, though hell, he was the one with blue balls while she’d just had the mother of all orgasms. Brought on only by his fingers.


    Shaking his head, he shut his bedroom door with a quiet click, thinking he might’ve heard an aggravated growl coming from a particular feminine voice on the other side of the door, but he couldn’t be sure. Their already fragile so-called relationship had probably gone right into the toilet with this one gesture. He’d rejected her. Sort of.


    And she’d probably never let him forget it, either.

  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    “You’re not pulling me from the game.” Jared stood on the sidelines, hands on hips, facing down his coach. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Foley bouncing on his heels, dying for a chance to get out there and play.


    Not over Jared’s dead body would his second stringer get on that field.


    “Hell yes, I am. They’re brutal out there. You can’t afford to take another sack.” Jim held his clipboard in front of his mouth, staring at the field. Their time out was almost up. “The doctor said it wouldn’t be prudent letting you go back out there with so little time left. We’ll use the half to put you on ice, give you a shot, whatever the doc thinks you need. Foley’s in.”


    “Fuck you. No, he’s not.” Jared spit on the grass, ground his teeth together to keep from saying more. Such bullshit. They were in Florida, playing against the Dolphins, who were notorious for going after the quarterbacks of the opposing team. That day’s game was no exception.


    He’d already been sacked three times and they still had a minute left in the first half.


    “They know your vulnerable spot, going straight for the shoulder every single time.” Jim shook his head. “I don’t want to pull you, but it’s doctor’s orders and I gotta listen to him, Jared. I’m not about to have you get all fucked up again by a losing team who has no chance of going to the playoffs. I hate to do this but I’m benching you till the second half. Foley! Get in there!”


    “Will do, Coach.” Foley already had his helmet on and after offering a quick salute to both Walsh and Jared, he jogged out onto the field.


    Muttering a string of curse words, Jared stalked off, furious at Coach Walsh’s decision. He hated being benched. It didn’t matter if they were winning by a landslide, he couldn’t stand it. Getting old sucked balls. Getting old with an aggravating injury sucked major balls.


    Sucked worse that his wife had been flown out to watch him play and he was doing nothing but using his ass to warm a bench.


    He glanced up into the stands, momentarily pleased to at least hear the smattering of Hawks fans among the throng of boos when they heard Foley was going in as a replacement. Raising his hand, he waved in the direction of a few navy blue hats and shirts, grinning when they cheered and waved back. A few of them called his name, one female in particular screamed, “Marry me!” and he shook his head.


    He’d already done that. And fucked it up real good, too.


    Ah, but he did love a crowd. And he loved the game. It was where he felt at home—on the field, with his team and his coaches, their fans cheering them on. Being on enemy ground wasn’t as thrilling, of course. The majority of the people in the stands wanted to see his team lose and lose big. The Dolphins’ defense had been strong, but so had the Hawks’. They were in the lead, and the Dolphins would have to fight like hell to win.


    He felt responsible for that score, responsible for the entire team. He was their leader, the one who called the shots out on the field. They listened to him, they protected him and he took care of them for their efforts. Damn it, they were his brothers, his family.


    He’d grown up watching the Hawks. They were his team, always had been. Hell, he’d gone to game after game with his dad growing up. Always wishing someday he could be out on that field playing for them.


    No way could he give that up. The Hawks needed him.


    And Foley could get out there and fuck it all up. The plays were different with Foley. His presence on the field could shift the entire rhythm of the team, and what if he fumbled the ball?


    “Don’t let ’em get you down, boss,” said a familiar voice. “Take a break, nurse that shoulder, then get back out there and kick some ass.”


    Turning, Jared found Nick Hamilton standing before him, decked out in full uniform and gear, imposing as hell. The man was the size of a mountain, a solid six-foot-four, with shoulders that could bulldoze an entire defensive line, and a face that could make grown women cry.


    “It’s my shoulder.” Jared took off his helmet and shook his head, his damp-with-sweat hair flying. “Those assholes keep sacking me.”


    “They’re just doing their job.” Nick shrugged.


    Damn, his head wasn’t completely in the game, which pissed him off. Part of the problem? Knowing that Sheridan watched him. She usually only came to the home games.


    Harvey had been all smiles when he told him she was coming, Walsh looking grim when Jared asked if he had a problem with that. He knew how his coach operated. Walsh preferred all women to stay home. When the team was out of town and at a hotel, they lived and breathed the game. If they weren’t clustered together watching film of a previous game, season, whatever, they were studying the playbook. Talking strategy. Girlfriends and groupies and hangers-on were a definite no-no. Banned even, though more than a few players knew how to sneak them in.


    Once upon a time, he’d been one of those players.


    But wives could occasionally slip through the net. And it looked like his wife made it through the other side.


    “You’ll be fine once you get back out there.” Nick had removed his helmet already, and he ran a hand through his short, brown hair, the diamond studs in his ears flashing.


    “Yeah, yeah.” Jared knew he was right. Hamilton was one of the best tight ends in the NFL. The majority of the Hawks team were top-notch, record-breaking players. That’s what happened when you were a recent Super Bowl winning team.


    Made that team want to get back to the Super Bowl even more.


    “He’ll put you back in,” Nick said, his voice soft, his expression…kind? “You’re the heart that keeps this team alive, man. Don’t let Foley worry you.”


    Jared offered him a grim smile, surprised at his friend’s thoughtful words. They didn’t usually get too deep. “He’s gunning for my position.”


    “He’d be an idiot not to gun for your position.” Nick laughed and shook his head. “He admires you whether you hate him or not. He wants to be just like you when he grows up.”


    They both laughed over that. “Kid walks around with a shiny halo hanging over his head. It’s annoying as fuck.”


    “The media loves him and he plays up that saintly attitude to the hilt.”


    “They want me to be like that,” Jared said, his laughter fading, his smile vanishing. Was Foley the new ideal? If that was the case, they were all screwed.


    “Shit. They want me to be like that, too. Price has been hounding me. Says I need to soften up.” Nick pointed at himself. “Please. The ladies love me just as I am.”


    Harvey Price and his ridiculous ideas—though really he was merely a spokesman for the owner. Charlie Monroe was trying to turn his football team into an elite bunch of pansies.


    It irritated the ever-living shit out of Jared.


    The first half over, they all paraded back into the locker room, receiving the typical get pumped up and kill them speech, coupled with the don’t get too cocky with the point lead speech—which was a good one because hey, it had happened before. The who cares that we’re out of town speech was thrown out there, too. Jared had heard them all. And he was distracted. His thoughts suddenly consumed with his desirable, untouchable wife.


    He’d instituted the untouchable rule so he wouldn’t break that shitty clause. No way would he ruin this marriage and have it bite him in the ass with the media and his team. Ownership had good enough reason to send him packing what with his shoulder. He still wasn’t 100 percent.


    But, Lord help him, Sheridan was temptation personified. She smiled, he wanted her. She laughed, his dick got hard. He’d caught her in the new studio she’d created at his house a few days ago, recreating the scenery right outside the window. He’d stood behind her in silent awe, watching her paintbrush dash across the canvas, creating the gorgeous view of the ocean out of nothing but paint.


    She was amazing. Beautiful. A pain in his ass. Flighty, stubborn, irritating, persistent. He wanted her more than any other woman he’d ever wanted in his life.


    “The doc cleared you for the second half. I’m guessing that shot did the trick,” Walsh informed him when they returned to the field. “But the minute I see you wince or stretch out your arm, I’m pulling you for good. I’m not letting you get re-injured by a piece of shit team when the game’s already basically in hand. The doc would never let me hear the end of it.”


    Sounded logical, yet it still pissed Jared off. “They can’t hurt me.”


    “They can and they will. They have a hard-on for you today, Quinn. They virtually ignored Foley when he was playing.”


    “He was out there all of a minute, and it was just a few running plays,” Jared pointed out.


    “That minute was technically five. And trust me, they didn’t even bother looking his way.” Walsh poked him in the center of his chest. “They got a taste of your blood and now they want you. They love nothing more than watching a superstar fail. Besides, it’s like they know you’re vulnerable. You baby that shoulder and it shows. Doesn’t help that wifey is watching up in the stands.”


    Is that why they were after him? To humiliate him by kicking the shit out of him while Sheridan watched? That was all sorts of fucked up.


    And probably true.


    Ignoring his coach’s words, he ran out onto the field. The energy from the crowd was palpable, like a living, breathing thing, its magic weaving a spell over the players on both sides. The Dolphins were pumped.


    “Watch out for that one.” Nick cocked his head, indicating a Dolphin player who sounded like he was growling. “He wants you. Any way he can get you.”


    Jesus. “You watch out for me and we’re good,” he said to Nick, slapping him on the back.


    “Yeah, well. You know I always have your back when I can, but I can only do so much. And that guy is bat shit crazy.” Nick stepped closer, lowering his voice. “He’s growling. He sounds like a rabid dog.”


    Ignoring the growler, Jared went into position, as did the rest of his team. Glancing to his left, then his right, he made the call, his gaze lifting to meet the growling Dolphin, who sent a feral smile in his direction. A shiver moved through him, that familiar, low ache starting in his bad shoulder, and an ominous feeling settled over him, making him cold even in the Florida heat.


    His team ran and Jared aimed the ball, glancing to and fro, making sure no one was coming after him. He had it figured out, knew exactly who he wanted to throw it to but the hit came out of nowhere, from his left, taking him to the ground. His head jarred against the sides of the helmet as he fell on his right side, blinking up at the glorious, clear blue sky. Three Dolphins piled on top of him in a show of overkill, one of them slamming their elbow into his now wildly throbbing shoulder and he groaned in agony, and cursed like a pissed off trucker.


    Great. The fuckin’ Dolphins got exactly what they wanted with their dirty pile up. His utter humiliation on the field, all while Sheridan watched.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    Sheridan had stood the second Jared was hit, a gasp escaping her when he was slammed to the ground. Covering her mouth with shaky fingers, she had watched, breathless, as a pack of Dolphins dog piled her husband until all she could see were his legs sticking out from the bottom.


    “Omigod.” She was stuck up in a fancy skybox, sitting with the elite few who had the privilege to join Charlie Monroe and his entourage. Harvey had been hovering around her for most of the game, probably afraid she’d make one wrong move and blurt out something that might blow everyone’s cover.


    It was best she didn’t say much. She pretended to be completely engrossed in the game, though that had been hard during half-time, when there’d been nothing to watch but a bad lineup of cheerleaders shaking their moneymakers in their über-revealing costumes.


    No, what she’d been completely engrossed in was Jared. Watching him move, watching him play. Recognizing his frustration when his coach pulled him and sent Flynn out as a replacement. Even from so far up, she knew her husband was irritated. Saw it in the way he strode the sidelines, in the grim way he held himself.


    And that’s why she knew she needed to see him. Make sure he was okay.


    Damn it, every single one of those players was still on top of him. Despite the whistles being blown and the referees running out toward them. Despite the Hawks who ran toward the pile, looking ready to brawl.


    A little cry of distress escaped her and Harvey was at her side immediately, settling a hand on her shoulder in a soothing gesture. “He’ll be fine,” he reassured. “This sort of thing happens all the time.”


    Sheridan didn’t believe him, but she nodded in reply. She’d been to a handful of home games since the wedding, almost always bringing a few friends with her. That one time she’d brought her mom, it had turned into a fiasco, what with her trying to throw her imaginary weight around as Jared Quinn’s mother-in-law.


    Yeah, that had gone over real well.


    That day, though, she was 100 percent focused. And worried.


    Terribly worried…


    All the players picked themselves up off the ground, with the exception of Jared. His coach ran out onto the field, kneeling beside him, his head bent close to Jared’s as if he were listening to what Jared had to say. If he was even conscious…


    “I need to see him,” Sheridan said, clutching Harvey’s arm.


    “There’s nothing you can do for him right now. He’s in excellent hands. If he’s in trouble or hurt, the medics will come onto the field and take care of him. Let’s wait and see what happens,” Harvey explained.


    She didn’t want to wait. She wanted to see Jared and make sure he was really all right. His old injury was a sensitive subject, something no one was allowed to talk about. And when she said no one, she meant no one. Not even Jared talked about it.


    But it bothered him. She saw it in the way he stretched his arm. How he iced it. How he favored that arm, treating it with extra care.


    Harvey told her he’d lost almost half the season last year to that shoulder. And if he didn’t watch it, it was going to happen again.


    “He shouldn’t play.” She stepped closer to Harvey, not wanting anyone else to hear. “I don’t know how much he’s told you or anyone else, but his shoulder still bothers him. A lot.”


    Harvey sighed, his gaze locked on the large glass window that overlooked the field. “We know. Everyone knows.”


    “So none of you do anything to protect him, then? You just let him run out there and endanger himself every single week.” She was incredulous. Enraged. What sort of league did Jared play for? And what sort of coaches, teammates, owners let him do such a thing? Putting himself at such risk, week in and week out?


    “It’s the name of the game, Sheridan. He’s one of the best quarterbacks in the league, if not the best. His old personal habits may have driven Monroe crazy, but he’s the Mighty freaking Jared Quinn. To most, he’s considered unstoppable,” Harvey said.


    “But he’s…” Her voice fading, she shook her head, sighing with relief as she watched Jared stand and slowly walk off the field.


    Hard to believe not a one of them realized that Jared was just a man. A man who seemingly carried the weight of the entire team on his—granted, very broad—shoulders. But that was incredibly unfair, putting that sort of pressure on him. Especially when he had a vulnerable spot.


    Knowing that he cared so much, that he wanted to do right by his team despite his injury, his reputation, the scandals…it touched her. Far deeper than she cared to admit.


    Frowning, she shook her head, her gaze never leaving Jared for a second. He settled his big body on the bench, shucking his helmet off and setting it beside him. His hair was a mess, the black lines beneath his eyes smudged, and he’d never looked more handsome. Rugged. Sexy.


    Oh man, did she have it bad…


    She was too busy pacing to realize how much time had passed, but when she saw Flynn Foley run out onto the field, she knew they’d pulled Jared from the remainder of the game. She fell into a chair with a big sigh, knowing how much that must’ve killed Jared.


    “He’ll be angry after the game, you know,” Harvey said to her matter-of-factly when he sat in the chair beside hers. “He’s been grumpy for weeks and everyone’s wondering why since he should be a happily married man.” He sent her a measured look. “You’re failing on the job, Sheridan.”


    “Stay out of our marriage, Harvey,” she said as she stood, angry as hell. How dare he say that to her? The man was constantly meddling, telling her how to handle Jared. She was sick of it. “I mean it. It’s none of your business.”


    “It’s definitely my business, especially when Jared’s acting like an ass to everyone and no one gets why. Remember, I’m half the reason you two are together.” Harvey stood as well, glaring at her.


    “What do you want, a medal? Or maybe you want me to tell Jared you’ve been harassing me?”


    Finally, a reaction from the emotionless man. “You don’t need to bring him into this.”


    “Fine, then keep your nose out of our business.” She crossed her arms in front of her. Just because their marriage was fake didn’t mean she’d let anyone interfere with it.


    She could handle this—and Jared—all on her own.


    …


    Jared snuck into the hotel suite, his footsteps light as he shut the door with a quiet click. The room was dark, save for the dim light directly overhead, and he hit the switch, shrouding the area in complete darkness.


    He moved through the room, the scent of her lingering in the air. Fresh, floral, uniquely Sheridan. Just knowing she was near eased his weary bones, his tired head. His shoulder ached like a bitch, even after the PT and the cortisone shot. He’d grown tired of everyone hovering, trying to fix him.


    Broken. That’s what he was. At least, he felt like it that night. A broken-down, old man who was now regularly replaced by his second string QB. He was so damn sick of dealing with it all.


    He just wanted to shut down and forget.


    Shedding his clothing, he let everything drop to the floor until he was down to his boxer briefs. The two-bedroom suite wasn’t the normal type of room he stayed in while on the road, so he guessed it had been reserved for Sheridan’s benefit. And lo and behold, he’d found her in the smaller bedroom last night, curled up asleep in the center of the bed when he’d crept into the room just before midnight.


    She’d come to him after the game, waiting for him just outside the locker room. Her face anxious, her eyes bright, she’d run up and embraced him, surprising the hell out of him. The tremor that had moved through her body when he carefully placed his hands on her back had nearly been his undoing.


    Her concern had touched him. But she hadn’t hovered or offered any meaningless platitudes. She’d asked if he was all right and he’d answered honestly.


    Not really.


    So when she’d leaned up on tiptoe and sweetly covered his mouth with hers for a too-brief moment, he’d been surprised. And then when she’d tugged his head down so she could whisper in his ear, “I’ll take care of you later,” he’d been intrigued.


    And later, there she lay in his bed, most likely warm. And soft. In his darkest, wildest dreams, completely naked…


    Lust shot through him despite the pain and carefully he tugged back the covers, slipping into the big bed beside her. He was a man who preferred to sleep alone, always had. Most of the women he’d been with escaped as soon as possible—or else he escaped.


    Funny how he wanted to grab hold of Sheridan and pull her close. Sleep with her in his arms all night long.


    Pushing the disconcerting thought far out of his head, Jared flipped on his side, facing her. She murmured in her sleep, scooting closer to him. Without thought, he slung his arm over her and pulled her in, her face against his chest, her smooth, bare legs tangling with his.


    “You’re back,” she whispered, nuzzling her cheek against his chest. Shit, it was too easy, how agreeable she was. How pliant and curvy and freaking perfectly she fit against him.


    He could get used to it. Having her greet him after a particularly brutal game with open arms.


    “Shh.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, breathing deeply the fragrance of her hair. “Go back to sleep.”


    “How’s your shoulder?” She smoothed her hand along his side, his eyes nearly crossing at how good it felt. “Poor baby.”


    “Don’t worry about me.” He smoothed his hand over her hair, his fingers catching in the silky tresses. “I’ll be fine. Thinking about getting a massage early tomorrow before we fly home.”


    “I could give you one right now.” She lowered her voice, her concern evident. “I want to, Jared. You take care of everyone else. It’s about time someone took care of you.”


    She wanted to take care of him. No one ever really had. His dad had always been about the push, push, push. So were his coaches, his publicist, his agent…his entire team. There had never been someone just—there. Willing to listen, wanting to nurture, longing to touch.


    He pulled away from her, his shoulder aching with the movement. “You want to?” Because he definitely wanted her to. The idea of those slender hands all over his body…Oh yeah, his dick most assuredly wanted her to. And considering he could think with his other head, it meant the pain couldn’t be too bad.


    Or he just wanted Sheridan so damn much the pain didn’t matter.


    “Of course I do. You were brutalized out there today. Watching you get hurt…it scared me.”


    Her admission touched him. Had anyone been scared for him before?


    “Where do you want me to start? What hurts the most?”


    Everything. Not that he could tell her that but, hell, it was the truth. His entire body ached. Despite the earlier treatments, the long shower, and the pain reliever, he was a fucked up mess.


    “My right shoulder,” he admitted, sure she already knew. They all knew his faults. “That pileup you saw on the field was brutal.”


    She sighed, the sound full of longing and…something else he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Not that he wanted to dissect it. “Okay. Lay on your stomach.”


    He could hear her smile and it made him want to smile in return, even though she couldn’t see it. The blackout curtains certainly did the trick.


    Sheridan slipped out of bed and went to the wall of windows, cracking open the curtains so a shard of light shone within. “That way I can see you,” she explained as she came back to the bed.


    He watched her, his mouth going dry when he saw she wore a teeny pair of cotton boxer shorts and a Hawks T-shirt with his freaking number on the front, a giant six right in the center. Her hair was a sloppy knot on top of her head, loose strands falling around her face. This was how he liked Sheridan best. In her natural state, no makeup, casual clothes. No one really saw her like this.


    Except for him. That she wore his number sorta did it for him, too, not that he understood why. Lots of people wore his number. His jersey was the team’s top seller. But seeing Sheridan wear that T-shirt, knowing that his name was emblazoned on the back of it as well, made him feel possessive.


    Like he wanted to grab her, sling her over his shoulder and scream, “Mine” while he beat his chest with his fist.


    She crawled into bed, went to his side, and rested her hands at the center of his back. He waited breathlessly for her to start, his entire body tense, and when he heard her sigh, he lifted his head, squinting at her. “What?”


    “Do you mind if I straddle you?” She smoothed her hands down his back. “It would be so much easier if I could, like, sit on you and rub your shoulders. Otherwise, you’re so broad and my hands are small.”


    Did he mind if she straddled him? His cock sure as hell didn’t. It was already twitching in anticipation of feeling those long, silky smooth legs clamped on either side of his body, her hands on his skin. “I don’t mind,” he choked out, closing his eyes. He sounded like a damn fool.


    “Oh wait.” She hopped off the bed again, went into the bathroom and turned on the light. Rummaging around for a while, she finally came back into the room and resumed her position. “I brought lotion.”


    Jesus. This was either going to be absolute torture…


    Or end with the both of them experiencing exquisite pleasure.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    Sheridan climbed on top of Jared, her bent legs on either side of him, her butt resting on his lower back. She couldn’t believe she was doing it. That he was letting her do it. Yesterday, he avoided her. Now, she was sitting on top of him, her girly bits coming into close contact with his hard muscles. Shock waves of bliss pulsed through her blood, but she ignored them.


    It wasn’t about her at the moment. It was all about him.


    He was so big, so solid, that hopefully he hardly felt her weight on him at all, she mused as she popped open the travel-sized bottle of lotion and poured a dollop into her palm. Rubbing her hands together, she set them on his shoulders and dug in.


    Earning an agonized groan for her initial efforts.


    She paused, her fingers curved around his stiff muscles. “Am I hurting you?”


    “Hell, no.” He moaned again when she dug her fingers extra deep. “Don’t ever fuckin’ stop.”


    Smiling, she rubbed him, pleased when she felt him slowly relax beneath her touch. The poor man was expected to do all of these extraordinary things on a daily basis, yet no one took care of his most basic needs. He deserved to know someone cared. Someone wanted to take care of him through the good times and the bad.


    Sheridan frowned. She was thinking like they were really married. Completely ridiculous and setting herself up for failure, thank you very much. She needed to follow the advice she’d whispered to herself like some sort of mantra on the drive back from the stadium: Live in the present and enjoy these moments with Jared. They aren’t going to last very long, so you have to cherish what you get.


    The clause always hung in the back of her mind, and she wished for about the millionth time that she’d never asked for it. Guilt hung over her like a shroud. If he knew it was included at her request, he might never forgive her. Especially since she decided she didn’t want to hold herself to it any longer. She wanted her husband too much. Needed him. But in Jared’s eyes, it might look like a calculated move. As if she were setting him up to have their marriage rendered null and void.


    Not good.


    Focusing on the man before her, beneath her, she slid her hands down, rubbing the smooth, muscled expanse of his back. He had such a beautiful body. Big and muscular, but not over the top. Tall and with those broad, capable shoulders and long, quick legs, he was built like a super human.


    But he wasn’t a super human. He was vulnerable and real and hurting. She wished she could ease his pain, at least for one night.


    “Feels so good,” he murmured as he flipped his head to the side, his arms up and curved above his head. “You have the magic touch, wife.”


    Her belly tingled. She loved it when he called her “wife” and he hadn’t for a while. They always summoned each other with “wife” or “husband” while in public, but rarely in private. The media certainly liked it.


    So did she.


    “I like touching you, husband,” she replied, nibbling on her lower lip. She wanted to do something but she didn’t want to freak him out. It was a bold move, especially after what happened between them the last time they shed a few articles of clothing. But he was so relaxed and warm and he felt so good beneath her…


    She wanted him to trust her. So much, it made her heart ache. It wasn’t about her selling him out, no matter what he believed. She wanted him. Felt as if she needed him. If only he felt the same way…


    Deciding to go for it, she stretched out on top of him, her breasts nestled against his shoulder blades, her face close to his. She pressed a kiss to his nape, his silky hair brushing against her cheeks as she inhaled his spicy, masculine scent. She could lay like this all night.


    “You feel good,” he murmured.


    “Am I too heavy?”


    He chuckled. “You weigh nothing.”


    Not true but he was so damn big, he probably didn’t notice. “How’s your shoulder?”


    “Better.”


    “I’m glad I could help you. Whenever you need me, I’ll be there for you.” She was hinting she wanted to be there for him all the time.


    But would he realize it?


    “Thanks, baby,” he murmured, his voice sleepy.


    Neither of them moved, nor did they talk. If they continued like that, he would fall asleep and then she’d never work up the courage to do what she really wanted.


    And she wasn’t about to maul a man while he slept.


    Now or never, she told herself as she nuzzled her face against his neck, pressing a kiss there. He shivered as she shifted down the length of him, blazing a trail with her lips across his gloriously smooth skin. Slipping further…further…she felt him tremble beneath her lips, which filled her with urgent, overwhelming need.


    For him.


    “Sheridan,” he whispered when she came to the waistband of his boxer briefs. She curled her fingers around the cotton and tugged, her eyes going wide when she caught sight of his bare butt.


    And what a mighty fine butt it was.


    “Are you stripping me?” He sounded amused. And…aroused.


    “Do you mind?” She pulled the soft cotton down hard thighs, pleased when he kicked them off the rest of the way. Releasing a shuddering breath, she nibbled on her lower lip, hoping against hope he wouldn’t complain.


    “Baby, whatever you want to do to me while I’m naked, I’m not going to protest.”


    Relief swept through her. She had the Mighty Quinn naked and at her mercy. She was going to make the most of it.


    “Then roll over,” she murmured.


    Propping himself on his elbows, he turned to look at her. “What?”


    “Roll over.” She twirled her finger. “I want you on your back.”


    Both brows rose. “And what do you plan on doing to me while I’m on my back?”


    “Do I really have to spell it out?” This wasn’t about Harvey asking her to service her husband. Jared needed some TLC. And she wanted to be the one who would give it to him. He was always so busy worrying about everyone else. It was time for him to be selfish for once.


    Turning away from her, he dipped his head, seemingly staring at the mattress. “I’m trying to keep myself under control here.”


    “I don’t want you under control.” Leaning over him, she touched his shoulder, noticing he was already tense again. “I don’t want you to hold back with me tonight.” Ever. “Flip over, Jared,” she murmured close to his ear.


    He did as she asked, his expression almost defiant, his erection huge. Her mouth went dry at the sight and she swallowed hard. All this male beauty spread out before her was overwhelming. She didn’t know where to start.


    Well. She figured she knew where he’d like her to start. But she wanted to draw this out, not go straight for the main course.


    Unable to stop herself, she touched him. Drifted her fingers across his chest, his pecs, through the hair that grew there. Across his ribs, his muscles that flinched beneath her touch, along his stomach, lightly tracing a circle around his navel, her index finger trailing the golden hair that led to the glory spot.


    A choked sound escaped him and she glanced up, seeing the tension straining his beautiful face, the hard clench of his jaw showing how much she pushed him. She went to him, pressing a soft, sweet kiss to his firm lips.


    “You’re driving me crazy,” he muttered against her mouth.


    “I’m trying to.” She smiled, loving that she had the power to do so.


    She kissed him again, his lips softening beneath hers, opening. Their tongues tangled, their breaths caught, and she climbed on top of him, her mouth never leaving his. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close, her breasts pressing against the hard wall of his chest, and she squirmed out of his grip.


    “Where you going?” he whispered when she broke the kiss.


    “Don’t worry about that,” she said with a sly smile. “You’ll enjoy it, I promise.”


    Nuzzling his neck, she inhaled him, loving his intoxicating scent. He loosened his hold on her as if he sensed what she was about to do. Still smiling, she slid down, her mouth busy licking, nibbling, tasting him everywhere. His shoulder, his collarbone, his pectoral muscles. She licked his nipples, teasing the hard little points.


    All the while she could feel him, his erection brushing against her belly. She went wet and loose between her legs, settling her mouth against his hard, flat stomach. Pressing her hands against his thighs, she pushed them apart, nervous anticipation fluttering in her belly at what she was about to do.


    She’d never truly craved the taste of a man’s cock until…this one. Oh, God, she wanted to taste him so badly, wanted to watch him lose all control as she sucked him off. Wanted to hear that agonized groan when he completely lost it, those long fingers tightening in her hair while she milked him with her mouth…


    Moving so she kneeled in between his powerful legs, she gripped the base of his erection with gentle fingers, stroking the length of him once. Twice. His entire body tensed, a shuddery moan escaping him when she bent her head and darted out her tongue to lick the tip, sending an answering clench of need within her body.


    A ragged, wholly masculine sound erupted when she took him completely in her mouth. She sucked him deep, her lips tight, her tongue working as she tasted him completely. He hissed out a breath as he reached for her and tangled his long fingers in her hair, pushing away the stray strands that had fallen into her face so he could watch.


    Sheridan lifted her lids, her gaze meeting his. His eyes were dark, full of smoldering, hot need as she withdrew from him, licking her lips, savoring his taste.


    “You’re fucking killing me,” he murmured, his fingers gentle as they slid through her hair.


    She closed her eyes and leaned into his palm, eating up the way he touched her, looked at her. It was what she’d wanted since that morning against the wall. More touching, more closeness, more Jared.


    “You like it,” she whispered before she took him back into her mouth, sliding up and down his length before sucking just the head of his erection between her lips. He lifted his hips, seeking more of her mouth and she gave it to him. Gave him everything she had, loving the little groans and agonized whispers that escaped him. Loved how tightly he pulled on her hair, as if he couldn’t control himself.


    She stroked him with her fingers, licked him with her tongue, trying her damnedest to make him lose complete and utter control…


    “No. No, no, no.” His rough command made her lift her head away from him and next thing she knew, big hands were gripping her by her shoulders, hauling her so she was pushed onto her back on the mattress, a very big, very gorgeous male specimen hovering above her. “I’m not going to come like that.”


    Omigod. He was such a complete control freak; he drove her nuts. “So now you’re depriving me?”


    He closed his eyes, swallowing hard. Lifting his lids, his brilliant blue gaze met hers as he slowly thrust himself against her aching wet sex. “I’m trying to tell you I want to come inside your body, not in your mouth.”


    Oh. Oh. Well, if he wanted that…


    She wasn’t about to stop him.


    …


    He’d climbed out of bed, leaving a very sexy, trembling woman tangled in the sheets while he went in search of a condom. Luckily enough, they’d provided them in the mini-bar.


    Jared grabbed the small box and tore into it with vigor, sprinkling the foil packages on the bedside table. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sheridan sit up and tear off her shirt, exposing the fact that she wore no bra, and her glorious breasts were on display for his eyes only.


    And holy shit, what a sight. He’d wanted to be the one who tore off her shirt, but hell, he wasn’t going to complain.


    Without thought, he went to her, attacking her, really. Pouncing on top of her, he touched her everywhere, pulling her shorts off with impatient fingers, groaning when he discovered she was bare beneath them. His mouth wandered down the length of her soft, sweet-smelling body until he was at her chest. Those pretty pink nipples were hard, taunting him, and he swiped his tongue first across one, then the other, smiling when she arched against him with a whimper.


    She was so responsive, so beautiful. He wanted her, all of her, and this time he wasn’t going to stop himself. This time, he needed her too much to worry about a stupid fucking clause.


    They were just words written on a piece of paper. And he was tired of letting those words rule his life. He’d grown to trust her despite his earlier trepidation. It was difficult to think about what it would be like not having Sheridan around.


    He reared up, then devoured her mouth with his own, cupping her breasts in the palms of his hands, leaving them both panting when he finally broke the kiss. “Jared,” she whispered, her sneaky hands moving between them, grabbing his cock, trying to guide him where she wanted him most. “Please.”


    He withdrew from her without a word and reached for a condom, their gazes meeting. Tearing open the packet, he sheathed himself, his eyes never leaving her. All he saw was a beautiful, naked woman and his brain short-circuited. Could focus on nothing else but getting inside her…


    Now.


    She laid back on the mattress and spread her legs, giving him a most superior view of everything she had to offer. He reached for her, and traced her with his index finger, slipping into all that slick goodness to push inside her. Tilting her head back, she moaned, her sex clenching around his finger, and he knew she was ready.


    Thank Christ, because he felt like he’d been born ready. Only for her.


    Gripping the base of his cock, he positioned himself, teasing her as he dragged his erection through her folds. A little cry escaping her, her eyes popped open, golden and glowing up at him, full of lust and want. “So mean,” she murmured with a little smile.


    “Don’t like the tease?” He pushed inside, just a little, fascinated with the view. Nearly blowing his head off at that first hot blast of sensation when her body enveloped his. Maybe he didn’t like the tease either. He was about to lose it with the tease if he didn’t watch it.


    “I really like the tease,” she whispered, her eyes narrow as she watched him watch them join together. “But I want you inside me,” she murmured, her voice a sexy little purr.


    Well. He would certainly oblige the lady. He slid all the way inside her, nice and slow, everything within him clamoring for more when he settled himself deep. She wound her legs around his hips, sending him deeper and he closed his eyes, pressing his forehead to hers as he gathered her in his arms and held her close.


    He savored the connection, the rise and fall of her body as she breathed, moving against him. Her shuddering exhalations brushed his ear, her small, delicate hands slid down his back, pressed against his ass to somehow sink him further inside her, and he groaned.


    Damn it, he liked this woman. Had grown to care about her. He liked having her in his life, spending time with her. No one had ever taken care of him like Sheridan. He didn’t do relationships. His mother hadn’t been around and though his father had made Jared the central focus in his life, it was nothing like what Sheridan did for him. He wanted her around for the long haul.


    “So fucking good,” he murmured, not sure how long he’d be able to stand it, prolonging his pleasure. Hers. “God, Sheridan…”


    He didn’t know what else to say. Had become lost to sensation, the way her slender legs moved against his hips, the hot, wet depths of her body cradling his cock. With a strength he didn’t realize he had, he propped himself on his hands and withdrew slowly, almost all the way out before he plunged forward again.


    All the while watching their bodies as they connected, the slip and slide of him within her a fascinating view. Hot as fuck.


    She whispered his name, her sighs and moans fucking with his head, making him want to move faster, stride toward his orgasm that much quicker. But he withheld the urge, needing to take his time. “Touch yourself, baby,” he urged, his voice hoarse. “Show me how you like it.”


    Her eyes flashed open, a little unfocused, and she frowned up at him. “What?”


    “I want to see what gets you off while I fuck you,” he murmured, loving how heated her gaze got when he said that.


    “You’re getting me off while you fuck me,” she whispered, settling her hand over her mound. “I don’t normally touch myself for an audience.” Her voice hitched when she brushed a finger against her clit.


    “There’s a first time for everything, right?” And he liked that he was her first time for this. Liked more that he was making her uninhibited. She’d been a little uptight about the dirty talk, so whatever he could contribute in giving Sheridan her sexual freedom, hey. Bring it on.


    And that she trusted him enough to do this meant more than he cared to admit.


    Nodding, she closed her eyes and touched herself, her teeth sinking into her lower lip, her delicate brows bunched in concentration. He increased his movements, pumping inside her with a steady rhythm, entranced with her. Her fingers brushed against the base of his cock, sending a shock wave through him he felt to his very soul.


    “Faster,” she urged. “Please, Jared.”


    He followed her command, his orgasm already barreling down on him. Reaching between them, he touched her, his fingers sliding over hers, pushing them away so he could play with her swollen clit. He increased his pace, wanting to take her there. Wanting to feel her body tighten and shudder with her release. Needing to hear her call out his name.


    She came first, her inner walls clenching and releasing around him as he pumped inside her. She shouted his name, clinging to him, and all the while, he continued to rub her clit, pounding deep inside her, searching for his own orgasm until it washed through him and sent him straight over the edge.


    And into blissful, delicious oblivion.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    There is nothing better than waking up with a large, warm man wrapped around you, Sheridan thought as her eyes slowly blinked open. Two weeks. They’d been boinking like bunnies for two weeks. Glancing down, she saw Jared’s thick forearm just beneath her breasts, plumping them up. Her nipples were hard, the blankets having fallen to their waists, and a shiver moved through her. Not from the cold, but from the man.


    He shifted against her, his erection nudging her backside, his hand coming up to cup her breast. “Mornin’,” he rumbled, kissing her earlobe.


    “Mmm.” She squirmed in his embrace, knowing it would get a reaction out of him. Which it did, since he thrust against her, nice and slow, showing her just how much he appreciated finding her in his bed every morning.


    And they didn’t seem sick of each other yet. Not that they had a choice, what with that pesky marriage thing they had going on, but still. They could’ve found a way to avoid each other. They’d done so before.


    But they kept it a secret, their sexual adventures. They had to. Or at least, Jared thought they had to. The guilt she felt over that was enormous, but not enough for her to stop going after what she wanted. Needed.


    What she needed, more than anything, was Jared.


    The sex, the connection they shared, was just too good to deny. She didn’t want to deny it. She wanted to keep having sex with Jared as much as possible. Because every single time they came together, it was better than the last. The orgasms more intense, the way he touched her, kissed her, looked at her…it was almost too much.


    Sigh.


    Amazing. Moving. Earth-shattering. If she didn’t watch it, she could find herself falling in love with him.


    “You feel extra good this morning.” Jared pushed her hair aside and kissed the back of her neck, along her shoulder. She shivered, loving the press of his hot, damp lips against her skin. “All naked and warm and wet.”


    “Wet?”


    “Oh, yeah.” He snuck his hand around, slid it down her now-trembling belly until his fingers stopped at her sex, slipping between her legs. “So very, very wet.”


    His voice, his words did something to her she could hardly understand. Weaved a sort of magic over her until she was too weak to protest anything he might ask of her.


    “Get on your knees,” he whispered, his hands gripping her hips and giving her a push.


    Like that.


    Without thought she withdrew from him, getting into position. Anticipation curled within her, making her belly clench, her thighs quiver. She grew damper, knowing he was about to do something wonderfully wicked to her, and she settled forward on her elbows and forearms, her butt pointing upward. It was a vulnerable position, exposing her completely, but she trusted him. As stupid as that might sound, yes, she did trust him. At least in bed.


    With her heart? Maybe not so much.


    “Ass up. Just the way I like you.” He sounded amused. Sexy as hell. Moving behind her, he smoothed his hands over her butt, settling them on her lower back, pulling her toward him. “Pretty and pink and glistening. Fuck baby, I want to taste you first.”


    “Oh.” She jolted when he leaned forward and licked the entire length of her slit. She glanced over her shoulder, saw his naked body poised and ready, his big hands sprawled across her butt and holding her in place, his face buried between her cheeks as he licked her again and again, his tongue teasing her clit.


    His cock was rock hard, the heavy weight of it resting against the mattress, and she wanted it. Wanted him to fill her, pound her, bring her to ground-shaking orgasm once or even twice, if she was feeling extra ambitious.


    She was. She so was.


    Jared was the only man who’d ever turned her multi-orgasmic. She’d thank him for the rest of her life for sharing that particular talent with her. He was unabashed in his wanting her and that thrilled her. He was wicked, a man who went after his pleasure and made sure she was always along for the ride.


    A moan escaped her when he sucked her clit and she closed her eyes, fisting the sheets in her hands. He kept up his sensual assault, licking and sucking and circling her with his skilled tongue until she was convulsing against him, crying out from the intensity of her orgasm.


    Still shaking, she pressed her head against a pile of pillows, and he gripped her hips with his big hands and entered her, thrusting deep, giving her just what she’d imagined only minutes before. Pounding his way toward orgasm, his groans mingled with her whimpering cries, until the both of them were racing toward their climax with shocking ease.


    She loved how he called out her name at that precise moment before he fell over the edge and came. Loved more how he cradled her close once he disposed of the condom and pulled her to him. Bone-deep satisfaction curled through her and she pressed her face against his chest, inhaling his intoxicating scent.


    “I think you’re trying to fuck me to death,” he said.


    Lifting her head, she studied him. Saw that he looked completely serious. “I think that’s the other way around. You grabbed me first.”


    “You’re the one who always looks too good to pass up,” he returned, his brows raised. “I wake up and find you all snuggled close and naked, that perfect ass of yours pressed against me, well guess what? I can’t resist that.”


    He thought she had a perfect ass? Well, if that didn’t make her morning even more fabulous than it already was…


    She moved into him, giving him a long, leisurely kiss, tasting herself on his lips and tongue. Her belly tingled, her sex clenched when he gripped the back of her head and she was almost embarrassed how much she wanted him again.


    “See?” he murmured against her mouth when she broke the kiss. “You’re thinking about doing it again right now, aren’t you?”


    She shoved at his good shoulder, which was like trying to push a brick building. “Stop.”


    “I bet I could pull you on top of me and you’d ride yourself straight to oblivion.” He slid his hand down her back, a single finger tracing the curve of her spine.


    “I bet I could grab you right now and discover you’re hard.” She shivered at his gentle touch, laughed when he batted her hand away from his front, which she, of course, was trying to grab. She liked how easy it was with him. How playful they could be. Not only was Jared a considerate, wickedly sexy lover, he was also…fun.


    She’d never really had fun in the bedroom before. Certainly there hadn’t been much laughing. To go from giggling and giving each other grief to heated, passionate lovemaking in mere seconds was a heady rush. One she liked to indulge in again and again…


    “I need to get to practice.” His voice full of regret, he pulled her on top of him as promised, his body like a furnace, heating her from the inside out. “I have to be there in…” He glanced at the clock. “Less than an hour.”


    “Hmm, and you need to take a shower, right?” She felt him move against her and he was definitely hard. It would be so easy to slide onto him and ride him to oblivion, as he’d suggested.


    “Yeah, I could do that in five minutes, though.” He gripped her by the waist, thrusting up so his erection brushed against her soaked folds. “I need to get another condom.”


    She smiled, pushing up so she could settle her mouth on his. “I’m on the pill,” she murmured against his lips.


    “So?” He pushed the hair away from her face, cradling her cheeks with his hands. Their gazes met, locked, and she wanted to drown in his beautiful blue eyes.


    “So I’m safe from…” Pregnancy. What a wimp, she couldn’t say the word. “And I have a clean bill of health.”


    He frowned but she saw the way his eyes smoldered. “I do too. Just had a checkup prior to the start of the season. But I always suit up, Sheridan. Always. The women in my past would look for any way they could to trap me.”


    “You can trust me, Jared.” She leaned in and kissed him, let her lips linger on his. The last thing she wanted him to think was that she meant to trap him. “I’ve always used condoms too. This could be something we try…together. We don’t have to, though. It’s okay. Really.”


    He remained quiet, continuing to stroke her hair away from her face, his gaze thoughtful. “I trust you with more than you know.”


    Her heart swelling, she sat up, lifted herself on her knees and grabbed the base of his erection so she could guide him home. He closed his eyes, his big hands holding her around the waist as he pushed up into her. No barriers, no latex, just skin on skin. And he liked it—she could tell by the blissed-out look on his face, the sounds he made, how he moved within her. As if he couldn’t get enough. As if he wanted to become a part of her.


    “First time for everything, right?” she murmured and he opened his eyes, the smile on his face enough of an answer.


    Oh God, she couldn’t stop watching him. Couldn’t stop the orgasm from building up within her at lightning speed. She rode him hard, felt the press of his fingers in her hips as he guided her, and wondered if he’d leave bruises, but she didn’t care. The sensation of his hot, hard flesh moving within her…


    She came again, for the third time, like a little miracle. Poised above him as he reached for her, she watched as he cupped her breasts with his big hands before they slid around to her back and pulled her down to him, his mouth enveloped a nipple, sucking deep, keeping the orgasmic tremors radiating through her body until she didn’t think she could stand it any longer.


    “Can’t. Get. Enough. Of. You.” He released her nipple from his mouth, and punctuated every word with a firm thrust. “Gonna come again, baby. Get ready.”


    He erupted inside her, and when she collapsed on top of him in a heap of sated lust, he held her close, his touch soothing, his hot words making her melt.


    She never wanted to let him go.


    …


    Jared whistled as he strode across the field. He never whistled, but damn, his mood was too good to be quiet and stoic, so he let it all hang out. Smiling and joking and whistling, for the love of God—he felt like a new man. Loose and relaxed and…happy.


    Thanks to Sheridan and an amazing two weeks of nonstop, mind-blowing sex.


    “Looking good, boss,” Flynn complimented as he jogged past. “Nice throw earlier.”


    “Thanks.” His shoulder felt good. His mentality was focused, positive. Not even Foley could get him down, and that motherfucker was throwing better than he ever had.


    Jared stopped on the edge of the field, and saw Walsh in the near distance talking to the defensive coach, heads bent in deep conversation. The game the upcoming Sunday was important. Their major rival, the Oakland Raiders, were playing the Hawks. And they were out for blood—especially since Craig Wallace, the former teammate who accused Jared of breaking up his marriage, was on the team.


    Shee-it, Jared didn’t want to deal with that asshole, but he knew his time was coming.


    “Can’t wait to play those Raiders,” Nick said casually, stopping to stand beside Jared and survey the field. They were on break, the second string running through drills and exercises, and Jared watched Foley fly through them all with ease.


    Lucky bastard.


    “Yeah, I can’t wait either,” Jared said distractedly, not meaning a word of it. If he had his choice, he’d forget the game completely.


    “More like it’s gonna be a bunch of bullshit,” Nick sneered, rubbing a hand along his jaw. “I can ask someone to take down Wallace for you if you want.”


    “Fuck Wallace.”


    “No, thank you.” Nick shook his head. “So then let’s talk about why you have that constant shit-eating grin on your face.” Nick nudged him when that shit-eating grin automatically appeared. Jared couldn’t help it. “Married life treating you real good, huh?”


    Frequent sex with an enthusiastic partner made all the difference in the world. But it was more than that with Sheridan. He had a connection with her. He felt…comfortable around her. And not in a this is boring get out of my bed way.


    More like a I’m going to have you every which way I can way. And then when we’ve run through every position possible, we can start all over again way.


    Yeah. He was so gone over Sheridan. Totally gone. And for once in his life, he didn’t care. Hell, he was reveling in it.


    And that felt good.


    “It’s treating me just fine,” Jared said noncommittally, earning a snort from Nick. “What’s up your ass?”


    “Jealous,” Nick said simply.


    Jared’s jaw dropped open. He was incredulous. Nick had been his partner in womanizing crime for years, though lucky for Nick, he’d always been able to get away with much more. Considering he wasn’t the star quarterback, he used his lesser-known status to his complete advantage. Jared used to be the one always jealous of Nick.


    Since when had it turned around?


    “Why the hell are you jealous?”


    Nick shrugged. “A particular woman has been giving me shit when all I really want to do is haul her over my shoulder, drag her back to my lair, and have her six ways to Sunday.”


    No woman had ever made Nick want to go caveman. Same with Jared…until Sheridan. “Who is this miracle woman you speak of?”


    Nick rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to tell you. You know her, and I don’t want your judgment.”


    Realization dawned and Jared shook his head. “No. Not…”


    Nick nodded, his expression grim. “Yep.”


    “Willow Cavanaugh?” Jared had seen them together. Hell, Nick had confessed all the night of the restaurant opening. How he’d chased after Willow onto the closed terrace and kissed her under the tree. Would’ve had her against that tree too if Jared’s wife hadn’t come and interrupted them, Nick had explained irritably.


    There was more to their story. Some past indiscretion that Willow still held against Nick. Seemed the two couldn’t resist each other.


    Still.


    Sounded complicated as hell, and suddenly Jared was glad for the simple, easy relationship he had with Sheridan. The simple fake marriage he had with her.


    He was a jackass. She’d essentially been handed to him. He hadn’t worked for her that hard. Jared frowned. Hell yeah, he’d worked hard for her. Spending time with her, learning her quirks, what she liked, what she didn’t like. He knew her moods. He knew how to arouse her. And he loved it when he didn’t do a damn thing but walk into a room and she flashed that beautiful smile at him.


    That smile made him feel like he could conquer the world.


    “Her father will eat your balls for dinner if he finds out you’re banging his daughter,” Jared finally said, focusing on Nick’s problems rather than his own.


    Nick grimaced. “See, that’s the thing. I’m not banging her. I’m chasing her ass but she keeps avoiding me. And I never chase.” He stared off into the distance, quiet, blowing Jared’s mind that they were having this conversation in the first place. Months ago they wouldn’t have given a rat’s ass about any particular women making them crazy. They would’ve moved on because that’s what they did. Their careers didn’t allow for a committed relationship. At least, that’s what they’d told themselves.


    And now Jared was married and actually liking it. And Nick was chasing a woman who wouldn’t give him the time of day.


    Their lives had turned completely upside down.


    “Jared, got a minute?”


    Both men turned to find Harvey approaching them, an affable smile on his face, three-piece suit intact, not a wrinkle in sight. Nick slapped Jared on the shoulder and sent a salute in Harvey’s direction. “See ya later,” he said before he took off.


    Jared couldn’t help but be envious of his friend. Whenever Harvey wanted a moment to chat, it usually ended with bad news.


    “What’s up?” he asked warily.


    The smile never eased from Harvey’s face. In fact, it went up a subtle notch. “Why didn’t you tell me your wife was doing a charity painting class this evening?”


    Shit. Because he forgot. “I would’ve told you,” he said with a shrug.


    “When? After it happened?” Harvey shook his head. “This is the best sort of publicity there is and Sheridan’s missing out on the media attention—and so are you, especially before this game with the Raiders. Make you and your wife look extra kind before you go out on the field and massacre your arch-nemesis.”


    “I can’t massacre Wallace. But we will kick their asses.”


    “You’d better hope,” Harvey muttered, some of that easygoing charm disappearing for a moment before he seemed to straighten himself out. “You’re going to this painting event tonight, correct?”


    “Yeah, of course. Though Sheridan doesn’t know.”


    Harvey frowned. “Why not?”


    “It’s a surprise.” He wanted to see that gorgeous smile light up her entire face when he walked into her gallery. Wanted her to run to him and hug him close, with a promise of an extra special thank-you for him later that evening. Besides, he owed her. He’d made a deal with her back at the restaurant opening and though no one had lost that bet, he still felt like he should do this for her.


    There were a lot of things Jared wanted to do for Sheridan.


    “I’ll get plenty of media in attendance.” Harvey pulled out his cell and started scrolling. “I’m calling in the forces so they’re out there with their cameras aimed and ready.”


    Jared reached for Harvey’s phone and tried to pull it right out of his hands, but Harvey was faster than he looked. “Don’t call in a bunch of paps. I hate those guys.”


    “Just a few, then. The ones who still like you.” Harvey sent him a meaningful look. “It would be perfect publicity for you: Jared Quinn and his do-gooder wife. The timing is impeccable. I’ll have to compliment Sheridan on Sunday when I see her. She is coming to the game, correct?”


    “Of course, she is.” Talking to Harvey burst the protective little bubble he and Sheridan had been living in. Reminding him that their marriage was nothing but a fraud put together to further advance his career and improve his image.


    He really, really hated that.


    “Did she plan this to fall just before the game with the Raiders?”


    “No.” He didn’t think so. She’d had the painting for charity class lined up for months, before they even got married. It was a part of Breast Cancer Awareness Month, in honor of her grandmother who had breast cancer and conquered it.


    “Well, I must say this is the perfect opportunity to smash your naysayers for good.” Harvey grinned, clapping Jared on the back. “You done good with this one, Jared. You’re on track to being number one in everyone’s hearts again. So everything’s cookin’ at home, too, hmm?”


    Jared grimaced. “What do you mean?”


    “Little woman keeping you happy?” Harvey winked. Fucking winked. “You’ve been in an excellent mood lately.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?”


    The grin disappeared. “Don’t play dumb with me. You were a growling bear up until about two weeks ago. I’m figuring that’s because Sheridan’s been keeping the home fires lit?”


    “I’m not going to talk to you about what happens between Sheridan and me at home.” He sounded defensive to his own ears, which was ridiculous. “Nothing happens between us at home,” he added lamely.


    “Sure.” The knowing look Harvey gave Jared irritated the ever-loving shit out of him. “Tell Sheridan I said hello.”


    Unease slipped through Jared as he watched Harvey walk away. He didn’t like what Harvey implied. Like he knew something was up between them, as if he were in on the big secret. Yeah, Jared had been a complete grouch prior to his and Sheridan’s finally having sex, but he didn’t think everyone was aware of the change in him. Or why that change happened.


    Yet Harvey behaved like he knew. And Jared didn’t like that.


    Not one bit.

  


  
    


    Chapter Fourteen


    “There are photographers outside.” One of the volunteers blinked at Sheridan, the fear in her gaze unmistakable. She shook her head, clearly frazzled by the unwanted attention. “They were asking me questions about you and Jared.”


    Sheridan sagged, staring at the front door of her gallery. Her students would start arriving at any minute. Most of them were breast cancer survivors, including two who were just now in remission. Some would be accompanied by a friend or family member, and they were all going to paint something pink and girly and fun in celebration of life after cancer.


    And in honor of her grandmother, who’d suffered through breast cancer and still managed to come out the other side strong and healthy. She’d lived another fifteen years after the initial diagnosis, only to die of typical old age in her sleep.


    That was so the way Sheridan wanted to go.


    “I really don’t want them to disturb my clients.” Sheridan shook her head as she started for the front door. “How did they find out I was doing this? I didn’t publicize it.”


    She swung open the door to find Willow fending off questions with a few choice words and a giant smile at the handful of photographers who waited in front of the gallery. The minute they caught sight of Sheridan standing in the doorway, they went crazy, the bright flashes blinding her so she threw up her arm to block her eyes.


    “It would really be best if you guys, um…took off?” she said as Willow slipped through the barely-open front door. “I have guests coming who don’t want their privacy invaded.”


    The guys ignored her request, one of them shouting, “Sheridan, Sheridan, tell us about your event tonight. Is Jared coming?”


    “What? No.” She wished. That would’ve put a smile on their faces, seeing big, bad, gorgeous Jared Quinn in their midst.


    Or maybe that would just put a smile on her face…


    “Why isn’t he here supporting your cause tonight?” another photographer asked.


    “Um…” Because she hadn’t made a big deal about it? Because it was her charity to sponsor and hers alone? She didn’t need Jared to make it a bigger and splashier event, though she wanted him there. Desperately. She was just wary of the media attention his presence brought. “It’s a small, intimate party. Invite only. Women only,” she added with a faint smile.


    That sent the cameras flashing all over again. “Where’s your ring, Sheridan? You’re not wearing it!” another one shouted at her.


    Oh crap. She never wore it when she painted. It was too big, too beautiful, too expensive. What if she lost it? “Um—” she started just when Willow hooked her hand around Sheridan’s arm, yanking her back into the warm, quiet gallery and the door closed with an audible click.


    “Don’t keep answering them because they’ll only keep asking.” Willow shook her head, her thick-framed glasses slipping down her perfect nose. Sheridan swore her friend wore those stupid glasses just to be taken more seriously. “It looks good in here. How’s the studio?”


    “Come with me.” Sheridan waved a hand as she headed into the back room. The long table used for her classes was set up, wooden tabletop easels painted in bright colors and blank canvases at the ready. A variety of bottles filled with paint, many of them in varying shades of pink, sat in the center. And little sponsored goody bags filled with treats provided by local businesses sat at each chair. “What do you think?”


    “Oh Sheridan, you outdid yourself this year.” Willow clapped her hands together, her eyes sparkling. “I love it.”


    “Thanks. I definitely think it looks better than last year.” And Sheridan had been so proud of everything she’d done last year, too. This time, though, she had to agree with Willow.


    She’d really outdone herself.


    “I can hear the paps yelling outside.” Willow shook her head. “They’re crazy for you.”


    “They follow me everywhere. I don’t know how Jared can stand it.” Sheridan frowned. She should call Harvey and ask him to get rid of them. Her event wasn’t some splashy let’s garner as much attention as possible type of party. It was quiet and subtle, and supposed to celebrate the conquering spirit of women. And give them a chance to create and lose themselves in something spiritually…freeing.


    And fun. Sheridan was always about the fun when it came to her work. Whimsical and silly and cute—she wanted to share that with these women who’d suffered so much, like her grandmother had so long ago.


    “Is Jared coming tonight? Bringing any friends?” Willow asked, sounding way too casual for her own good.


    “No, why would he? This is a ladies’ night only,” Sheridan stressed, knowing exactly what Willow was up to. “Though I should call him and tell him to get rid of the photographers.”


    The disappointment on Willow’s face was clear. A Nick spotting was so not going to happen. “That’s too bad. I bet the ladies would love to see a bunch of handsome football players invade the studio.”


    “We couldn’t fit them all in here. They’re too big.” Sheridan laughed.


    “I know. Isn’t that what’s so great about them?” Willow grinned. “All those hunky, muscular men, testosterone pouring off them in waves. Gorgeous as can be just standing there smiling and smelling good.”


    “Sounds like someone is crushing hardcore,” Sheridan teased.


    “I’m crushing on absolutely no one,” Willow said with a tilt of her head and a sniff.


    “Oh, come on, I’m just joking,” Sheridan said, though she really wasn’t. But Willow ignored her.


    “I’ll finish setting up the bar.” Willow had brought in her own temporary bar she used to travel around with at events. Mixing her special cotton candy cocktails for the evening, which were surely going to be a hit.


    Sheridan couldn’t wait. She was helping a cause she firmly believed in, connecting with women of the community, and helping her friends expose their businesses to others. It was a win-win for all.


    Despite her insisting Jared wouldn’t be there, she wished he could make a brief appearance. But he’d told her he had a prior commitment, his voice full of regret. The women who would be attending tonight would have probably enjoyed a private glimpse of Jared, just for them.


    Withholding the sigh that wanted to escape, she shook her head. She craved him like a drug, which was foolish. Becoming dependent on him would no doubt damage her in the long run. But it was hard to quit thinking about him, what with remembering the way he looked at her. Touched her. Kissed her.


    Melted her…


    “Stop thinking about Jared.” Willow nudged her in the side with a pointy elbow.


    “Ow.” Sheridan rubbed her ribs. “How do you know I was thinking about Jared?”


    “You get that dreamy look on your face like you’re floating on a cloud or something.” Willow shook her head. “It’s pretty disgusting. You’re in love and it shows.”


    Panic swept through Sheridan. She wasn’t in love. She didn’t even know him. Not that well. They’d been together what, a couple of months? And it had been a rocky few months. Only the last few weeks had they made a real connection. A connection she wanted to explore further.


    She frowned. Okay, she sounded ridiculous. Their connection was purely sexual. Their marriage was fake. And they were putting everything at risk by having sex.


    Clearly, she was an idiot.


    “They’re starting to arrive,” Willow said as she glanced toward the door, which opened to reveal three women entering the gallery with excited looks on their faces.


    “Let’s go greet them,” Sheridan said, worry gnawing at her. Pushing all thoughts of Jared aside, she went to welcome her new students. She wanted everything to be perfect that night. Hopefully the photographers hanging around wouldn’t ruin it.


    …


    Jared crept into Sheridan’s gallery, relieved to see the front of the building empty. He could hear his wife’s voice as she conducted her painting class, the murmur of answers coming from her students, her lilting laughter ringing through him, making him smile.


    “God, you’re so gone over her, it’s pathetic,” Nick muttered, shoving him in the chest.


    “What do you mean?” The photographers were long gone, since the event had been going on for over an hour and Jared hadn’t arrived yet. They had all given up waiting for him, and he’d planned it that way. He didn’t want any attention for the night. It all belonged to Sheridan.


    But he wanted to come and help her, at least for a little bit. He owed her, after all. And he’d brought a partner in crime, who’d come willingly, since he was in hot pursuit of a certain woman named Willow.


    “I mean, you hear her voice and you get all googly-eyed like some horny teenager. It’s ridiculous.” Nick shook his head, the diamond studs in each ear glittering in the light. “She’s got you so by the balls and you don’t even know it.”


    “She does not.” Did she? Hell, he hadn’t a clue.


    “Delusional. This is what happens. You fall in love with a woman and you become delusional. No thank you,” Nick muttered.


    Jared wasn’t going to bother asking what crawled up his friend’s ass to make him so bitter. He already knew the answer.


    They entered the studio space soundlessly, Jared’s eyes widening at the chaos within. At least twenty women crowded around the long table that sat in the center of the room, their hands flying busily across the canvases in front of them, all creating the same thing, but their interpretations were individually different.


    Sheridan stood at the head of the table, leading them in their creation of a beautiful garden, bursting with bright pink color. She offered instructions as she curved her brush, sweeping the blob of paint into a perfect petal. Her brows knit in concentration, her teeth sunk into her bottom lip, a smear of pink paint streaked across her chin.


    She was so beautiful she made his chest hurt.


    He rubbed at it absently, earning another shove on his shoulder from Nick. Fucker.


    The room suddenly grew quiet as they noticed him and Nick standing there. Jaws dropped, a gasp sounded, and then all of those heads swiveled in Sheridan’s direction.


    “Your husband is here,” one of them said, awe and wonder tingeing her voice.


    Sheridan turned, her gaze meeting his, her golden eyes lighting up like the sun. The smile on her face left him dazed and she went to him without a word, standing up on tiptoe to kiss him softly, full on the mouth before she stepped away. “Hi.”


    He wanted to grab her, sling her over his shoulder, and take her home. “We’re not disturbing you, are we?” Reaching out, he wiped at the paint on her chin. It didn’t budge.


    “No.” She shook her head, her smile never fading as she looked at Nick. “I was sort of hoping you’d surprise me.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes. You both can help. We’re almost finished and everyone needs their canvases framed before they leave.” She waved a hand to a table in the far corner of the room, where a stack of white wooden frames sat empty.


    “Can I get your autograph?” One of the women reached out, and set her hand on Nick’s arm.


    He smiled that devastating Hamilton grin, the one that got him laid on a nightly basis. “Sure thing, darlin’. Find me something to sign and I’ll do it.”


    The studio burst into a wild, noisy frenzy after that. Those who were finished handed over their paintings to Jared and Nick, who went right to work. When they weren’t being distracted by autograph and photo requests, Jared let Nick take over the schmooze fest while he went to work framing the canvases. His phone buzzed in the front pocket of his jeans, indicating he had a text, but he ignored it.


    Yet when it’d buzzed three times, he knew someone was trying to get a hold of him, so he pulled the phone out of his pocket and glanced at the screen. The three messages were from Harvey.


    What the hell is this?


    We need to do major damage control.


    Call me right now.


    Jared clicked the link Harvey had first sent him, dread settling in his gut as he waited for it to open. A gossip site’s web page opened, a picture of Sheridan at the very top with a headline that screamed, Is the Honeymoon Over? Sheridan Quinn Caught Without her Wedding Ring!


    Zooming in, he studied the picture, which couldn’t have been taken more than an hour prior right in front of the studio. She wore a frazzled smile, her hand on the door handle of the gallery, and Willow was tugging on her other arm, as if pulling her inside. No wedding ring shone on her finger and the article even intimated that she’d avoided the reporter’s question when he asked why she wasn’t wearing her ring.


    Blowing out a harsh breath, he immediately texted Harvey back.


    We’ll talk about it tomorrow.


    Man, those gossip websites wasted no time, did they? The vultures. He shut off his already-dying phone and shoved it into his pocket.


    No way was he putting a damper on Sheridan’s night. She was busy, working with the women, laughing with her friends, giving Nick crap. His canvas task forgotten, he watched her, entranced with her natural ease with people, her sweet, simple beauty. She touched everyone, offered that pretty smile with regularity, and laughed with such infectious joy that no one could resist her.


    Especially him.


    “It’s nice to see a beautiful young couple so much in love.”


    Jared turned to find an older woman standing before him, her face lined with age, her shoulder-length, silvery white hair pushed back with a thin black headband. He stared at her blankly, unsure of what to say.


    The woman smiled, her dark brown eyes twinkling. “You and your wife? It’s clear you adore each other.”


    “Ah, thank you.” It was clear? To whom? Not the gossip sites. Apparently, they already had them split.


    “I was friends with Sheridan’s grandmother, you know.” She nodded with all the confidence of a woman wise beyond her years. “Met her when we were going through cancer treatment at the same time. Yvonne went on to create this event the year after she finished treatment, wanting to celebrate with all the rest of us that we were strong enough to kick cancer’s butt.”


    Jared smiled. Sheridan had shared bits and pieces of her past but not much. He appreciated the woman’s candor. “So Sheridan’s carrying on the legacy of her grandmother.” In more ways than one.


    “Indeed she is. Yvonne would be so proud of her. She’s such an amazing artist. An amazing woman.”


    “I agree,” Jared said softly, his gaze cutting unerringly to where Sheridan stood. She caught him staring, flashing him an intimate, warm smile that filled him to bursting and made him feel like a lucky man, that she belonged to him.


    Christ. What the hell was wrong with him, thinking like that?


    “She did this even when she was suffering, mourning the loss of her grandma and worried if she could keep the studio last year. This event is much different than last year’s, which is a good thing. She’s such a strong, strong girl,” the woman continued, a gleam in her eyes, as if they were full of tears.


    Pride suffused him. His wife touched so many lives and he’d had no idea. She took care of these women, made them feel good, and was gracious with her time, her money, her care. She worked with the local elementary school, volunteering to teach the kids about art. He’d learned that tidbit only a few days ago, after Harvey had told him. Besides all the hours she put in at her studio, teaching classes, private sessions, creating custom artwork for her clients. His wife was busy and on her way to becoming very successful.


    And there he was, a part of her life, a pain in her ass generating stupid speculation on a gossip site wondering if their relationship was done for. It was ridiculous. Reminding him yet again his life was a circus sideshow and he was slowly turning Sheridan’s into one as well.


    He couldn’t help but wonder why she tolerated him.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fifteen


    Jared had been quiet the entire ride home, which made Sheridan nervous. She, on the other hand, was buzzing, riding the high from her successful event. She’d had so much fun, felt supported by her friends, and the unexpected surprise of Jared and Nick showing up had delighted everyone in attendance.


    Including herself.


    She withheld a sigh as she studied her husband covertly out of the corner of her eye. Goodness, he was handsome. Exuding a quiet, powerful strength as he sat behind the wheel of his SUV, his big hands gripping the steering wheel and driving with confidence through the rain-soaked streets. He needed a haircut but she liked the messiness of it. The two-day stubble growth on his cheeks and jaw just added to his rugged sexiness and the way his navy blue, long-sleeved Henley clung to his arms, shoulders and chest, well…it fueled more than a few fantasies churning within her.


    “Something on my face?” he asked, breaking her thoughts.


    “What? No.” She shook her head, mortified he caught her. She settled in her seat, staring straight ahead, watching the rain come down hard as Jared drove the winding road back to his place. Their place.


    “Then why were you looking at me?” His quiet, rumbling voice reached deep inside her, making her skin warm, heating her blood. She wanted him. So badly it was killing her.


    No, she didn’t just want him. She was starting to need him. And boy if that wasn’t scary…


    “Maybe I like looking at you?” she offered, deciding to be honest.


    He smiled, a flash of white in the semi-darkness of the car’s interior. “I like looking at you too. Watching you tonight…you were amazing, Sheridan.”


    She stilled, shocked at his words. “What?”


    He glanced at her quickly, returning his attention to the road. “Making all of those women smile, teaching them about art. Helping them forget their troubles at least for a little while, or reminding the ones who’ve gone through it already that they’re still strong. I’m so proud of you, baby.”


    “Thank you,” she murmured, pressing her lips together. Tears threatened. She didn’t know why—it didn’t make any sense. But that Jared would say such sweet things about her, that he respected and admired what she did, touched her.


    Reaching out, he settled his hand on her denim-covered thigh, squeezing her leg. His touch burned through the thick fabric, and her skin tingled. “You’re making a real difference in their lives.”


    All the praise was making her uncomfortable. She wasn’t used to it, especially from a guy. One of her past boyfriends had been such an egomaniac she’d hardly got a word in the entire time they’d been together. Another had been so wrapped up in his own world, he hadn’t noticed whether she was coming or going. Generally selfish bastards, every one of them. Not that Jared didn’t have a healthy ego (he couldn’t not; just look at him) or that he wasn’t selfish (come on, he’s a man) but that he said all those sweet things and meant them. That he noticed what she’d done that night.


    It meant the world to her.


    She remained quiet the rest of the ride home, contemplating Jared’s words. Thinking of everything that had happened between them lately. She’d grown so close to him. Too close. She respected him, believed in him, wanted to take care of him when it seemed no one else did. He was strong and loyal and funny. A little stubborn, he was a man who didn’t like to give an inch but was generous to a fault. Thoughtful and sexy and possessive and so gorgeous it hurt to look at him.


    Glancing down at her hands clutched in her lap, she came to a painful realization.


    She’d fallen in love with him. The very last thing she wanted to do. But she’d gone and done it anyway.


    Stupid…


    They were home minutes later, Jared getting them there safe and sound despite the terrible weather. He’d pulled the car into the garage so they wouldn’t get wet and she dashed into the house, trying to escape the cold, maybe even trying to escape the man she’d stupidly fallen in love with.


    But he was right behind her, holding the door open, helping her slip out of her coat. Seemed as if she could always count on him. But could she? Could she really? The famous womanizer had done a complete turnaround and was now the doting husband? It felt so real…but was it all for show?


    “You okay?” He settled his big hands on her shoulders, his palms warm, his fingers rubbing her skin. His touch felt so good, she wanted to give in to it. Give in to him. “You’re quiet.”


    “I’m just…tired.” She was. But it was more than that. A smarter person wouldn’t have fallen in love with Jared. A better woman would’ve stepped back, realized what she was getting herself into, and guarded her heart.


    Instead, Sheridan had walked right into their marriage just begging to get hurt. Not even the no-sex clause protected her. Though that had been her own fault, giving in when she should’ve remained strong.


    “Let’s go to bed then,” he murmured close to her ear, his tone suggestive.


    He took her hand and led her to his bedroom—their bedroom, really. She hadn’t slept in the guest bed in weeks. Leaving the lamps off in his cavernous room, she went to the bathroom and flicked on the low lights, scrubbing her face devoid of makeup, brushing her teeth. She stripped down to her panties and grabbed a T-shirt that Jared had left on the counter earlier, bringing it to her face so she could inhale his delicious scent. It didn’t smell sweaty, and it didn’t look dirty.


    She slipped it on, the hem falling past her knees, the sleeves hitting her mid-forearm. Counting to three, she stared at her reflection in the mirror, her eyes wide, her hair still in the high ponytail she liked to wear when she worked. She yanked out the band, tossed it onto the counter, and told herself to get out there.


    Don’t have sex with him. Your heart is hurting enough.


    Yeah, right. Like she could resist Mr. Magic Hands.


    Feeling semi-brave, she went back into the bedroom and slipped into bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. Jared was already there, hot and big and—gulp—naked. He pulled her into him, those strong arms allowing her no chance to slip out of them. Her face was pressed against the heated skin of his chest.


    He said nothing, just played with her hair, his fingers stroking through the thick, wavy strands. His touch soothed her. Lulling her into some sort of false sense of security she knew was foolish to believe in.


    She should tell him the truth. Admit she’d been the one who asked for the no-sex clause. But it didn’t matter now, right? They cared about each other. They might even be falling in love with each other. So no biggie.


    “You’re tense,” he murmured. “You need to relax.”


    How she wanted to. But it was difficult. Resisting him was futile, no matter how much her practical side said it was best. Her heart—and especially her body—told her otherwise.


    Those big hands started to massage her shoulders, easing the tension from her muscles, and she burrowed in closer to him with an appreciative murmur. “That feels so good.”


    “Just returning the favor from a few weeks ago.” The amusement—and warmth—in his voice was evident. “You’ve been working hard.”


    “So have you.” She slipped her arms around him, and let her fingers drift down the smooth, muscled expanse of his back.


    “I haven’t been around much. I had no idea you put so much into your job.”


    She remained quiet, enjoying his hands on her, the sound of his voice. He pressed a kiss to her forehead, his lips gentle, and tingles swept over her skin. Her eyes drifted closed, exhaustion settling over her.


    God, she loved how he made her feel. Warm, safe, protected, cherished.


    More than anything, she loved him.


    …


    Jared could lay like this forever and be perfectly content. His woman in his arms, her curvy body nestled close to his, her sweet scent surrounding him. He continued to rub her shoulders, pleased that the tension slowly eased from her body. Satisfaction rolled through him at the little murmurs that came from her with his every stroke, though he noticed they grew quieter and quieter as time went on.


    He was becoming dependent on having Sheridan around, in his bed, in his life. Never before had he been content with having a woman spend the night and not actually do anything beyond sleep. He’d never allowed anyone to get so close.


    Sexual attraction had brought them together. Forced circumstances had made them closer. If he didn’t know any better, he’d start to believe he was falling in love with her.


    Holy. Hell.


    His entire body frozen, he stared up at the ceiling. He didn’t believe he had it in him. Bringing a woman into his life, knowing how busy he was, knowing how selfish he could be, he’d never risked it. Figured it was pointless.


    But the thought of not having Sheridan around scared the crap out of him. Did she feel the same? Was she happy to call him husband—for real? He’d been so proud of her earlier, watching her work, the look on her face when he entered her studio. He’d never forget her expression as long as he lived.


    “Baby, you awake?” He smoothed his hand over her hair but she didn’t make a sound, didn’t move. Her breathing was deep and even, her body languid against his. She was asleep.


    And he was quietly reeling.


    He didn’t love her—did he? He’d never loved another woman, not even his mother, who he couldn’t remember since she’d ditched him when he was so young. Women were playthings. Women were fun and they smelled sweet and they tasted good and when he was done, he picked himself up, dusted himself off, and moved on to the next one.


    So why didn’t he feel that way with Sheridan? Why did she make him want to do something, say something, to prove that he was worthy of her? She was just a woman. A beautiful, messy, perfect, flawed, sexy, sweet woman he couldn’t seem to get out of his system no matter how much he tried.


    And Lord knew how he tried.


    He should man up and tell her how he felt. Let her know she meant more to him than some temporary, pretend wife gig. That what they shared was real. At least for him.


    No more running. No more hiding from his feelings. He knew in his gut she felt the same. He saw it in her eyes, felt it in her touch, tasted it in her kiss. She cared for him. If he was lucky enough, she might even love him.


    Hopefully as much as he loved her.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Sixteen


    Jared woke up first, the room still shrouded in darkness so he figured it was early. The clock had somehow been turned away from the bed and he was just too lazy to sit up and check.


    So he didn’t.


    “You awake?” he murmured as he slid his hands down the length of her body. Gathering the hem of her T-shirt, he tugged the fabric upward, desperate to feel her bare skin.


    “Hmm, yes.” She tilted her face up to his, a tiny smile curving her mouth. “But shouldn’t you be getting ready for practice?”


    “I don’t want to leave.” He kissed her softly, his lips lingering, his fingers curling around the waistband of her panties. He wanted her, he was already hard for her. “I’d rather stay in bed with you all day.”


    “But…” He cut off her protest with a deep, tongue-thrusting kiss. He touched her face, drifted his fingers down the length of her throat, along the front of her shirt. Grabbing the bunched fabric beneath her breasts, he tried to drag the shirt up.


    “Take it off,” he commanded, his voice rough and she did as he asked. Pulling away from him, she tossed the shirt on the floor, only wearing a pair of white lacy panties.


    A groan escaped him at the sight. That fast, he wanted her. So much he shook with the force of it, the need to push inside her and take her completely almost overwhelming him. He grasped at her panties, tugging them off, tearing them with the force and her eyes went wide when he whisked them off her legs.


    “I want you,” she whispered.


    “You’ve got me, baby.” In more ways than she was aware of yet. Reaching in between her legs, he touched her, stretched her with his fingers, playing with her clit with his thumb. She was already close, he could tell by the sounds she made, how she moved against him.


    The bonus of not using condoms was he could slip into her tight little body whenever he felt like it. As in, now. He pressed his cock to her entrance, slowly sliding in, prolonging the sensation of being inside her that much more. Torturing himself with Sheridan was a delicious sort of agony he enjoyed, sadist that he was.


    Warm, velvety heat engulfed him and he rocked into her, propping himself on his elbows so he could watch her beautiful face. It was currently screwed up in concentration, her eyes closed, her brows drawn downward. Her parted lips were swollen and he leaned over, captured them in a lush, thorough kiss.


    She smiled when he lifted away from her and he smiled in return, even knowing she couldn’t see him, since her eyes were still closed. All the while he moved within her, their bodies gliding against each other in a restless rhythm, his pleasure magnifying with every heartbeat.


    And Christ, did his heart beat extra hard the longer he watched her. His breath grew short, his skin tingled, and he wanted to tell her how he felt. Foreign emotion threatened, clouding his brain, fogging his judgment and he stilled, unsure of what to do next.


    Those pretty golden-brown eyes appeared, the little frown still creasing her brows. Reaching up, she cradled his cheek in the palm of her hand. “What’s wrong?”


    “Do you know how fucking beautiful you are?” he whispered, his voice a hoarse rasp.


    She smiled. Let her fingers drift down his cheek. “So are you.”


    “No.” He shook his head, and turned his face so he could press a quick kiss to her palm. “You—you’ve gotten under my skin. I wake up, I think of you. I go to sleep, I’m thinking of you. Dreaming of you. You invade my thoughts all day long. And when I see you, I can hardly wait to get my hands on you.”


    The frown eased, her brows straightened, and a sweet smile curved her lush mouth. “You say the sweetest things,” she murmured.


    “I’m serious.” He rocked into her, making her moan. “You mean a lot to me, Sheridan. I don’t think you even know how much.”


    Her eyes widened, appeared to be filled with—shit, was that fear? He ducked his head, pressed his mouth to the warm, fragrant skin of her neck. Licking her, nipping her sensitive flesh with his teeth, all the while he picked up his rhythm, pounding inside of her, determined to fuck the flowery, wasted emotions right out of him.


    But he couldn’t. He was flat-out overwhelmed with emotion for her.


    “You feel so good, Jared.” She skimmed her hands down the length of his back, her nails scraping his skin, making him shiver. “I love the way you move inside me.”


    He kissed her in answer, his tongue thrusting wildly against hers. She made him feel out of control. Like an animal, barely restrained, ready to unleash…until she was screaming and pushing him away and pulling him in close.


    But she brought out the tender side in him as well. Where he wanted to cherish her and prolong this amazing moment between them. Tease her, tease himself, kiss her until their mouths grew tired, give her as many orgasms as she could possibly take until she was begging him to stop torturing her.


    Leaning into her, he brushed her ear with his lips, felt her tiny shiver. “You need to know I’m falling for you, baby.”


    Tingles washed over him when she opened her eyes, her gaze meeting his. She smiled, the sight of it like an arrow to his heart. “I—I’m falling for you, too, Jared.”


    “It’s too good between us, isn’t it? So good.” Beyond good. Like into another stratosphere un-fucking-believable. Just thinking it scared the shit out of him.


    But he was too far in to back out.


    “Make me come, Jared.” A shiver moved through him. He loved to hear her say his name. “I need to feel you come inside me.”


    Oh, yeah. He could get on board with that. Not saying a word, he intensified his strokes, increased his pace, until their bodies were slapping together, skin against skin. Faster. Deeper, his gaze locked with hers, the threat of orgasm so close he could practically taste it.


    A little smile curled her lips when she tilted her head back, her body bowing beneath his, sending him about as deep as he could go. That did it. The sight of her, her breasts bobbing with his every thrust, her sex gripping him tight, he fell apart. Came with an intensity he hadn’t expected, the tremors shook his bones, rattled his blood, cracked open his heart.


    Filled it full of love—all for her.


    He fell against her in an exhausted heap. No way did he want to leave now. Fuck practice. He could spend the rest of the day in bed with Sheridan and roll out onto that field the next morning beyond ready.


    Just being with her made him feel like a superhero.


    “You should go take a shower.” She ran her fingers through his hair. “Big game tomorrow. What time do you have to be there?”


    It sort of hurt that she didn’t acknowledge what just happened between them. He felt like such a chick. “I don’t know. Eight? Nine? I figure I’ll get a call if I’m late.”


    She glanced at the bedside table. “Where’s your phone?”


    Jared looked in the same spot, frowning. “I don’t know.”


    Reluctantly withdrawing from her, he slid out of bed and padded around the room naked, on the search for his phone. He found it in his jeans and tried to turn it on, but it was completely dead. He brought it back to the bedside table, where he plugged it into the small charging dock he kept there before he climbed back into bed.


    “Jared, you need to get ready,” she murmured as he pulled her in for a sweetly sexy kiss, full of tangling tongues.


    “Come with me. I need you to soap me up,” he encouraged when he came up for air.


    She caressed his chest. “I don’t think so.”


    “You’re turning me down?”


    “I bet that doesn’t happen very often, huh?” she teased.


    “Rarely. You’re about the only person who tells me no on a regular basis.”


    “That’s a wife’s prerogative,” she teased.


    “Well, wife. I don’t like it. I thought wives were supposed to obey their husbands.” He kissed her again, cupping her breasts with his wide, rough palms, his thumbs teasing her nipples.


    She murmured a little sound of pleasure at his touch. “Not when their husbands are all bossy and mean.”


    “Like I’m mean.” He treated her with the utmost care. She was the fucking queen of his world, though she didn’t even know it. “You like the way I treat you, wife.”


    “I love the way you treat me, husband,” she whispered.


    His hands stilled, his gaze locking with hers. They stared at each other, the moment fraught with unnamed tension and he parted his lips, sucked in a harsh breath. “Sheridan, I…”


    A successive sound of beeps rang from Jared’s phone—apparently he had a bunch of text messages waiting for him. Frowning, disappointment crashed through him that he didn’t get a chance to tell her how he felt. He leaned over and grabbed the phone, saw the time, and moaned. “Shit, it’s after nine. How the hell did we sleep in that late?”


    He sat on the edge of the bed and scanned through his text messages. “Holy. Shit.” He hit a button on his phone and as it rang, he kept his back to her, his voice low when Harvey answered. “Tell me what I just read isn’t true.”


    “It’s true.” Harvey sounded grim, pissed off, and ready to explode.


    Jared could relate. He kept his voice as low as he could, not wanting Sheridan to hear. Damn his near dead phone keeping him there since it was charging. And how was he going to tell her what happened? “When did this leak? And how?”


    “I don’t know. We’ve been working on it all morning. Walsh also wants to know where your ass is at. You’re missing practice.”


    “I’ll be there in thirty. Call and let him know.”


    “You call. I’m too busy trying to figure out who did this.”


    “Too fucking late, I’m sure,” Jared muttered, disbelief mixed with anger bubbling inside him. He couldn’t freaking believe it happened. Three months in and the shit had hit the fan. He was surprised there weren’t more texts, voicemails, and emails on his phone.


    “Listen, this all started because Sheridan didn’t have her ring on last night. They speculated, they put the photo of her on that TMZ site, and then they started investigating.”


    Shit. He forgot to tell her about that. Too distracted with getting inside her, the incident had slipped his mind. “So who squealed?” He refused to let it be Sheridan’s fault. She didn’t wear her ring when she painted, she’d told him that before. And he couldn’t blame her.


    “We’re pretty sure it’s someone in my office. This is going to be my ass. Monroe is livid. One of the magazines has exclusive photos of the agreement, Jared. It’s bad. Especially because by now, I’m sure the two of you broke the clause. And if that’s the case, this marriage is void anyway.” The bomb that Harvey just dropped rendered Jared completely still. “Call Walsh and get to practice. But be prepared. I’m sure the paparazzi is swarming there, waiting for you.”


    Jared ended the call, stared morosely out the window. The sky was gray, as was the ocean, the water swirling and turbulent. Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply, trying to process what they should do next. What Harvey said to him.


    Was Harvey just assuming they’d had sex? Or did he somehow know it for a fact?


    “Jared.” She rested her delicate hand between his shoulder blades. “What’s going on?”


    Slowly he turned to face her. She’d slipped on his oversized T-shirt, her face pale, her eyes wide, and her hair a wild mess tumbling down past her shoulders. She was so beautiful his heart ached at having to tell her.


    “I can’t do this without clothes on.” Shaking his head, he went and grabbed his jeans off the floor, pulling them on. Then he returned to the bed and took Sheridan’s hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “We’ve been found out,” he said solemnly, trying his best to keep his composure. “The marriage agreement. It’s been leaked.”


    “What?” She tugged her hand out of his grip, her eyes going wild. “Leaked? How?”


    “Last night, that shitty gossip site TMZ splashed a picture of you in front of the gallery without your wedding ring on and an article speculating that we were already in trouble. Looks like someone did a little research, greased a few hands, and now there are stories all over the web saying our marriage is a sham.” Jared leaned down, trying to look into her eyes but she bent her head, her hair falling all around her face.


    “So the agreement is mentioned then.” He could hardly hear her. Wished he could see her. “Who could’ve done this?”


    “I don’t know.” He cleared his throat, hating that he even thought it, let alone had to ask it. “You didn’t tell anyone did you, Sheridan? Like your friends? Willow?”


    She lifted her head, her eyes blazing with anger. “So you think it’s my fault.”


    “That’s not what I’m saying.” He reached for her hand again but she batted him away. “I know how close you are to Willow. What if she slipped?”


    “She couldn’t have slipped because I didn’t tell her,” she bit out, her lips so tight he wondered how she could even talk. “I kept this from everyone to help you. My friends, my mom, everyone. I’ve changed my entire life to accommodate you and improve your image.”


    “This wasn’t all about me. You’ve benefited from this agreement too,” he pointed out.


    “Oh sure, of course I have.” She stood and started to pace, momentarily distracting him with those long, bare legs strutting indignantly. “My life has been crazy since the moment I met you. I have Mr. Slick dictating to me what I can and cannot do, my picture appears in magazines and online and they try their hardest to make me look terrible. Business has increased, I can’t deny that and for it, I’m thankful. But it all came at what price?”


    “What do you mean, what price? You have everything you could ever want. You’re set, money-wise. You live in this big fucking house. You’ve got me…” He stopped, knowing he sounded like an ass. His chest ached. His wife was furious. And all of her anger seemed to be directed right at him.


    “All of this”—she waved her hand around—“doesn’t matter to me. Before this, I was just trying to follow my dream and support my mother and me. I was trying to be the woman my grandma always wished I could be. You and Harvey came along at a time when I was feeling really vulnerable and ready to sell the one thing that meant the most to me. Like a knight in shining armor, you promised you would help me and you got me. Now I feel like I’ve been had.”


    He narrowed his eyes. “What are you saying?”


    “I’m wondering if this wasn’t an accident. Maybe there wasn’t a leak. Maybe you were trying to get out of this so-called marriage. Or Harvey wasn’t pleased with the way things were going so he thought he’d do something drastic to end it between us.”


    Her suggestions were so ridiculous he could hardly see straight. “You really think I’d make myself look like a complete asshole and let everyone know I had to pay you to pretend to be my wife?”


    “I don’t know what to think.” She stopped pacing, her shoulders slumped, her expression full of defeat. “People in this community know me, Jared. I work with them all the time. And now they’re going to find out my marriage to you wasn’t real. It’s humiliating.”


    She was feeling humiliated. He could get it—after all, he wasn’t too thrilled at the idea of everyone thinking he couldn’t get a wife on his own, that he had to go out and buy one. The entire situation sucked.


    But she thought he might’ve done it. She’d completely forgotten what he said to her earlier. Holy hell, he’d come way too close to admitting he was in love with her. In freaking love with her.


    Because he was. And now their entire relationship was shot to hell.


    “Harvey said they’re playing up the no-sex clause the most. He also mentioned that he knew we broke the clause,” he said quietly. “How would he know?”


    She stood at the dresser, her head bent as she scrolled through her phone. “I left my phone on silent,” she murmured. “God, everyone’s been trying to reach me.”


    “Sheridan.” He went to her, stood directly in front of her until she lifted her head and met his gaze. “How did Harvey know we broke the clause? Did you tell him?”


    The troubled flicker in her gaze was telling. “Like I would confess to Harvey Price we’ve had sex.”


    “Then how did he know?”


    She slid her gaze away from his. “Maybe because he guessed? I mean, come on, it’s fairly obvious you’ve gone from sexually frustrated to extremely easygoing.”


    Well, holy shit. This was getting more unreal by the second. “Did you have sex with me in the hopes it would nullify the marriage?”


    “What? No, of course not. It wasn’t like that. Not for me.” She shook her head, gave a little irritated sound. “I’m the one who asked for that clause. I wanted it there to protect myself from you.”


    “What did you say?” He shook his suddenly cloudy head. “You wanted the clause? You’re the one who put it in the agreement?”


    “Yes! I didn’t know if I’d be able to handle being intimate with you again, Jared. That first night we were together…I’d never felt like that before. So when this all went down I freaked out and wanted some protection for myself.”


    “By asking for that clause.”


    She nodded, looking miserable. “I thought it was a good idea at the time.”


    “Sure it was. Still a great idea, now that you have the means to finish this marriage and collect all the money anyway,” he said bitterly.


    Her cheeks colored and she grabbed her jeans, pulling them on, nearly falling over when she did so. “I can’t stay here and try and explain myself. You already think the worst of me.”


    “Where are you going?” Panic swept through him despite his anger. “You can’t just leave.”


    “I’m going to Willow’s.” She studied him, the tears shining in her eyes unmistakable. “This is bad, Jared. I don’t know how we’re going to come out of it unscathed.”


    His chest cramping, he watched as she finished dressing, then pulled her hair into a sloppy ponytail. Damn it, he didn’t want her to go. He wanted to drag her back into that big bed and make love to her again. So they could shut themselves completely off from the real world and focus on what really mattered.


    Each other.

  


  
    


    Chapter Seventeen


    “It’s been a little over a week,” Willow said gently, concern written all over her pretty face, glowing in the depths of her blue eyes. Reaching out, she shook Sheridan’s shoulder, her lips tightening the slightest bit. “You can’t hide forever.”


    They were sitting on Willow’s couch in her living room, the both of them indulging in wine with a pizza on its way. Just another hot Friday night.


    “I’m not hiding.” Sheridan jerked away from Willow’s grip, heard her friend’s frustrated sigh. “I’ve been going to the studio every day.”


    “Work and here, that’s it. You won’t talk to anyone else. Your mom has called me every single day in the hopes that I’ve finally been able to convince you to call her.” Willow paused, exhaling loudly. “You really need to call her.”


    “I can’t. She’ll want every single detail and I’m not ready to discuss it yet.” She didn’t think she would ever be ready. The humiliation over what happened left a huge, gaping hole right in the center of her chest. The media had gone crazy over the story, making Jared look like a loser who couldn’t keep a woman unless he bought her, and making Sheridan look like a money-grubbing gold digger.


    She wished she’d never met Jared Quinn.


    Liar.


    “You’re never going to feel ready to discuss it,” Willow said. “I understand that. But you need to face reality. You can’t hide from this forever.”


    “I already told you, I’m not hiding from anything.”


    “You’re hiding from your mom. And you’re hiding from Jared,” Willow said quietly.


    Sheridan hated hearing his name. It made her entire body ache just to hear it, let alone think about him. He certainly wasn’t suffering. Nope, he was playing just fine, leading the Hawks to a massive victory after a devastating loss against the Raiders. Her husband—the Mighty Jared Quinn—was back on top of the world.


    Sheridan grimaced. He wasn’t her husband, not in the truest sense of the word. She needed to stop thinking like that.


    “I should talk to your dad and see what I need to do next,” Sheridan said, leaning back against the couch. It was a Friday evening, they were both tired, and Sheridan knew Willow would normally be going out and having fun.


    But tonight, she was there for her friend, which meant the world to Sheridan.


    Willow made a face. “I still can’t believe you two kept this from me.”


    “I’m sorry.” She’d said it for what felt like a million times already. “You know I couldn’t tell you anything. And it was killing me, keeping this secret from you.”


    “I know, I know. I’ll stop giving you a hard time, I promise.” Willow sighed. “Listen, you haven’t even talked to Jared. You should hear him out.”


    “What else does he have to say? Sorry I made you look like a fool? Wish I would’ve never married you?” Sheridan sighed.


    “He feels terrible.” Willow paused. “And used.”


    “What? How do you know?” Used? Was she kidding? Who used whom in this situation?


    “I’ve seen him.” Willow shrugged, deceptively casual.


    Sheridan studied her with narrowed eyes. “When?”


    “I was with, um, Nick.” Willow nibbled on her lower lip. “A few nights ago. When you were conducting your fall painting class.”


    Great. So Sheridan was working her butt off and her friend was out socializing with Sheridan’s husband. Fabulous. “Spare me the details. I don’t want to hear them.”


    “Well, too damn bad, you’re going to. I went to Nick’s house.” Willow’s eyes grew shadowed. It probably took everything for her to admit this. Whatever she had going on with Nick Hamilton she kept very close to her chest. “And while I was there, Jared showed up. He looked terrible.”


    Why that gave Sheridan a small bit of satisfaction, she didn’t know. “So what?”


    “Like he hasn’t slept in days terrible. His head is all messed up, semi-direct quote from Nick.” Willow rolled her eyes. “He used harsher language but I’m editing it for your benefit.”


    “I can only imagine.” Sheridan shook her head. “He hasn’t tried to contact me. So I figured we were through communicating. What else am I supposed to think?”


    “Maybe you should reach out to him,” Willow suggested.


    “No way. I’m not setting myself up to fail. Or worse, face more humiliation. Besides, the paparazzi will spot us together and then we’re completely done for.”


    It had been discovered the leak came from a lowly assistant within the Hawks publicity office. A curious college student who was interning for the season in hopes of getting a permanent job, who’d nursed a growing hatred for a certain Harvey Price. The intern had already known about the marriage agreement after finding the documents—which had been under lock and key in Harvey’s personal file cabinet in his office—and was slowly leaking information to the press trying to garner their attention.


    Once the photos had appeared with Sheridan sans her wedding ring, the media had taken the bait. And paid the intern a ton of money for the outrageous story.


    Luckily for Harvey, he hadn’t lost his job. The man must’ve been working overtime trying to do damage control and save Jared’s image. She’d talked to Harvey once, had listened to him beg for her to come back and pretend that she’d fallen in love with Jared and they could claim to the world that their marriage was real.


    Sheridan had quietly told him “no,” and hung up.


    The doorbell rang, indicating their pizza had arrived, and Willow went to take care of it. Sheridan grabbed her cell, saw that she had a missed phone call from an unfamiliar number and a voicemail waiting for her. Usually, it was a reporter asking her a bunch of questions. She normally deleted the voicemails without listening to them.


    For whatever reason, she decided to listen to this one.


    Sheridan, this is Jim Walsh. I need to talk to you. It’s about Jared. I, uh, I need your help. Please call me.


    Willow came back into the room, setting the pizza box onto the coffee table in front of the couch along with a couple of paper plates and a thick stack of napkins. “Pizza and wine, nothing better on a Friday night.” She paused, caught sight of Sheridan’s face. “What’s wrong?”


    “Coach Walsh left me a voice mail. He wants to talk to me. Says it’s about Jared.”


    “Are you going to call him?” Willow nibbled on a piece of pizza, watching her carefully.


    “I…I don’t know.” She reached into the box and grabbed a slice, dropping it on the plate. “How can I be of any help?”


    “Come on, Sheridan.” Willow set her plate on the table. “Jared needs you. He’s angry and hurt and he misses you.”


    “He just played the best game of his life. He definitely doesn’t miss me.” He couldn’t. He hadn’t called her, hadn’t tried to reach out once. Like he’d forgotten all about her.


    “Doesn’t mean he doesn’t need you. And you need him. The two of you are just too stubborn to admit it.”


    Willow had a valid point, as much as she hated to admit it.


    “Fine. I’ll call Walsh.” Sheridan’s curiosity won out. For her, it always had. That’s how she got into this mess in the first place. “But first, I’m eating some pizza. I’m starving.”


    


    “Jared’s a wreck, Sheridan. He gets out on that field and somehow makes amazing plays but off the field, he’s a complete ass. Pardon,” Jim said to her, his tone weary.


    “You don’t have to watch your language around me.” She paced Willow’s back patio, the cold night air wrapping around her, making her shiver. She’d had two glasses of wine and stuffed her face full of pizza because depression made her hungry. And thirsty. That had equaled more than enough liquid courage to get her to call Coach Walsh. “But I don’t know how I can help.”


    “I do. He needs to see your face, damn it. He’s missing you. Not that he would ever admit it.” She started to protest but the coach cut her off. “He wants to do right by his team, feels like he needs to carry all of them and make them better and he’s been playing fine. Great, even. But his head’s not all the way in the game. And Foley may be full of raw talent, but our Golden Boy is young—he makes stupid mistakes. The team would rather have Jared in there leading them anyway.”


    “So you want me to show up so I can help you win a football game,” she said sarcastically, wishing she hadn’t called him. The way the man rambled on about his team, he didn’t need her help.


    Walsh blew out a harsh breath. “That’s not what I’m saying. Jared needs you. Your marriage might’ve started out fake but I think that boy fell for you. I might be wrong, but I doubt it. My instincts are rarely wrong.”


    “Jared didn’t fall for me,” she automatically said. But then his words came back to her, that very morning before they found out their marriage contract had been exposed.


    You need to know I’m falling for you, baby.


    Her heart tripped over itself, remembering how he’d whispered those words in her ear. How sweet he’d been then, how close she’d felt to him. The reverent way he’d touched her, looked at her, kissed her. It rated right up there as one of the best sexual experiences she’d had with Jared, and there were plenty to choose from.


    But that morning had been different. She’d fallen in love with him even more.


    Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply. “I want to help you, Coach. I swear. But I don’t know if I can see him right now.” She didn’t know if she could stand another rejection.


    “Just…consider it. Please? This game is huge. A win will guarantee we make the playoffs, and I need him to stay positive. He’s been amazing this week at practice. More focused. Stronger. He knows his career is on the line and he’s trying his damnedest, but he needs your support.”


    “What do you mean, his career is on the line?” Dread filled her.


    “Monroe’s threatening to get rid of him when the season’s over.”


    “Oh no,” she breathed.


    “I’ll do everything I can not to let that happen. Jared’s number one in the league. Monroe would be a fool to let him go.”


    “So why the threat?”


    “I don’t know, because he can? Damn Monroe, trying to do my job,” Walsh muttered.


    Resolve filled her. No way would she let this fiasco cause Jared to lose his confidence and, potentially, his job. To have that sort of pressure had to be almost debilitating. Monroe made him do it. And because of a mistake out of his control, Monroe was going to push him off the team? It wasn’t right. “I’ll do it. I’ll come and talk to him before the game.”


    “You will?” The hope in his voice almost made her smile.


    “Yes. I want to be there. For Jared.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eighteen


    “Tell me you’re going to keep me on the field today.” Jared studied Walsh, his gaze never leaving the older man’s. The game that day was beyond important. They win this one, they were in the playoffs for sure. He needed that reassurance, didn’t want to chance it and watch them turn into a wildcard again.


    At the moment, he was in peak physical condition. They all told him that. He’d been training like a madman, watching what he ate, he and Nick working out extra hard. But mentally?


    Mentally, he was fucked up and they knew it.


    “I’m telling you I’m going to keep you on the field today,” Walsh said, glancing at the open door of the locker room. They were suiting up, getting ready for the game, which was going to start in less than twenty minutes. “I don’t want to hear any bitching or complaining if I need to pull you, though. It’s only for your own good.” He strode off, muttering something under his breath.


    Right. For his own good.


    The ensuing drama that had exploded after the fake marriage was exposed had been a nightmare. The constant media attention had worn thin fast. The endless speculation as to their marital state and what would happen next drove him insane. That they mentioned the sex clause within the contract made him feel like a complete ass. Thank God his teammates respected him enough that they didn’t give him too much shit over it. Even Nick, who gave him shit over everything.


    And then there was Sheridan.


    He refused to contact her, wanting to wait her out and see if she came to him first. Which was stupid and egotistical and selfish, but he couldn’t help himself. At his very core, that’s who he was. And he was keeping true to himself by being too stubborn and not going to see her. Damn, that was painful.


    But it hurt even more, doubting her. The fear that she’d really become sexually involved with him because of the clause was always there, hovering in the back of his mind. He hated it. That maybe she had faked their relationship the entire time…


    He flat-out couldn’t go there. No way could it have been true. She cared for him. He knew it.


    So why wouldn’t she talk to him? See him?


    It had been more than a week since he’d last seen her. The very next day, he’d gone out on the field to the jeers and boos from his own damn fans and got his ass royally kicked. Fucking Craig Wallace had gloated for days after the Hawks’ spectacular loss to the Raiders.


    Closing his eyes, Jared breathed deeply. He couldn’t stand thinking about that game, the worst in recent memory. Hell, that entire weekend would go down as the worst two days of his life.


    He’d been on top of the world that fateful morning. With Sheridan in his arms, naked and willing, whispering how he was falling for her. Coming close to full on saying he was in love with her. He’d been about to risk it all. Everything for a woman, something he would’ve never thought he’d do.


    “Someone’s here to see you.” Walsh reappeared, standing in front of him.


    Jared blinked. “Who?”


    “She’s out there.” Walsh jerked his thumb toward the locker room’s open doorway. “Don’t take too long.”


    “If it’s a reporter, I’ll kill you.” Jared shook his head. “I won’t talk to them.”


    “It’s not a damn reporter. Like I’d do that to you. And hey, take your helmet. You need to get out on the field soon and I want you ready.” Walsh stalked off.


    Grabbing his helmet, Jared shut his locker and headed toward the door, nervousness gnawing at his gut. Who the hell could be out there wanting to see him? A woman, he knew that. No way could it be Sheridan. She wouldn’t come to a game, not now, even though the media attention had died down some. But she’d hardly shown her face since everything went public. She was in hiding.


    Even from him.


    He emerged into the darkened hallway, his footsteps echoing. She stood to the left, fully decked out in Hawks gear. She wore a Hawks hat, her hair in a low ponytail pulled through the back of it. A long sleeved gray T-shirt with San Jose Hawks written down the arm with an official jersey as the second layer, his number prominent on her chest.


    “Sheridan,” he whispered, emotion clogging his throat. The pure joy that swept over him at seeing her was almost overwhelming. “Wh—what are you doing here?”


    She stepped closer, her scent washing over him, fragrant and sweet. She smiled, the sight of it sending a zap straight to his heart and he wanted to touch her. Wanted to pull her into him and never let her go.


    But he remained standing there, his helmet clutched in his hand, decked out in full uniform, all the layers and pads he wore working as walls between them.


    “I heard you needed some encouragement.” Reaching out toward him, she rested her hand on his chest. He wished she touched his bare skin. “You look good, Jared.”


    “You do, too.” He smiled. He couldn’t help it, having her stand there in front of him. The first real smile he’d worn in days. His anger, his worry, his doubt slowly ebbed away. “Wearing my jersey, I see.”


    “Of course.” Her smile brightened.


    Pausing, he studied her. Let his gaze rove all over her beautiful face, drinking her in, memorizing her features. After spending so much time with her, then to have her vanish, it felt like an eternity since he last saw her. “You going to watch the game?”


    “I am. I came to watch you.” Stepping in closer, she stood on tiptoe, braced her hands on his chest and kissed him lightly. He felt the too-brief touch of her soft lips to the very depths of his soul. “Good luck, husband,” she murmured.


    He slipped an arm around her, holding her to him, not wanting to let her go. “You came to see me, and I should’ve been the one to come to you first.”


    She touched him, like she couldn’t help herself. Trailing her fingers down his cheek, she pressed her finger to his bottom lip. He wanted to bite it. “Walsh asked me to come.”


    Disappointment settled over him. He’d turned into a sympathy case. “So you did it for him.”


    “I came here for you. He told me you needed me.” She pressed her lips together. “And when he said that, he made me realize I—I needed to see you, too. Everything that’s happened between us, it was real for me, Jared.”


    His heart lightened, and didn’t feel so much like a dead, leaden weight any longer. “We need to talk.”


    She nodded slowly, her finger still tracing the curve of his lower lip. “Maybe we could after the game?”


    “Yeah.” He closed his eyes when she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him, bulk and all. He hugged her back. “I’ve missed you.”


    “I’ve missed you, too,” she confessed, her voice muffled against his chest. “You know how much I care about you, don’t you? What we share isn’t about a fake marriage or breaking a clause or doing something because Harvey made us. It’s about you. And me. Together.”


    He was left momentarily breathless, like when he took an extra hard hit out on the field. Her confession gave him so much hope he almost wondered if he were dreaming.


    “I want to make this work,” he murmured, floored that he would admit such a thing. But damn, his life just didn’t make sense without her in it.


    “Oh, Jared.” She withdrew from him, her arms falling away but he didn’t let go. Found that he couldn’t let go of her. “No matter how much I want you…I don’t know if we can.”


    He frowned, gave her a little shake. “Why not?”


    She nibbled her lower lip, lowered her gaze. “Everyone thinks we’re faking it. How can they believe we’re real after what happened? How can I…” She swallowed hard. “How can I believe it’s real?”


    Slipping his fingers beneath her chin, he tilted her face up. He could hear from within the locker room his team getting ready to go out onto the field. Coach was talking, getting everyone fired up. Jared knew he should’ve been in there, listening, yelling his encouragement, getting pumped.


    But he couldn’t leave. Not when the woman he loved was in his arms but somehow still slipping out of his grasp.


    “It’s real,” he murmured, dipping his head so his lips settled over hers. She opened to him, allowing his tongue to sweep the depths of her sweet mouth. Her familiar taste exploded within him, fueling him, giving him hope. “I’ll prove it to you,” he whispered after he broke the kiss.


    A burst of noise exploded within the cavernous hall and his teammates came running out. Jared and Sheridan sprang away from each other, his body vibrating from the too-short kiss.


    Nick flashed them a lazy smile when he passed. “Hey, Miz Quinn,” he said to Sheridan.


    “Hi, Nick. Willow says hello,” she called to his retreating back.


    Jared laughed. His wife was as feisty as ever. He turned to look at her. She was so beautiful it hurt. “Meet me here after? I’ll text you when I’m ready to go.”


    “I…I don’t know—” she started but he grabbed her again. Kissed her in front of God and everybody—as in his team. He didn’t care who saw.


    “Just say yes, wife,” he commanded with a smile.


    “Okay, fine.” She smoothed the front of his jersey with the tips of her fingers. “Yes.”


    …


    “You look petrified,” Willow muttered, shaking her head.


    “Of course I am.” Sheridan gripped her hands together, her gaze glued to the field. “There are less than two minutes left and it’s freaking tied.”


    The game had been a nail-biter from minute one. They’d run neck in neck the entire game, Jared getting sacked at one point, causing Flynn to go in to finish out the first half. She’d been afraid it would mess Jared up, make him think they had no confidence in his playing, but luckily enough, he’d come right back out onto the field to start the second half with a killer instinct, playing as if his life depended on it.


    She’d been in awe of him the entire time, her eyes never leaving him. He looked amazing out there, just like the fan behind her said. How fast he’d been when the opposing team went after him, agile and quick. The fans cheered him on, having forgotten his earlier troubles, and she’d cheered along with them, excited that the man she loved was the one everyone adored.


    “Jared will be fine.”


    Sheridan’s head whipped around to find a woman sitting with whom Sheridan assumed was her husband. She smiled at Sheridan and patted her shoulder. “Your husband is amazing and he’s playing so well today. Don’t worry about him.”


    “Um, thank you.” Surprise filled Sheridan at the woman’s reassuring tone, her easy acceptance.


    “I think you guys make an adorable couple,” the woman continued with a gracious smile. “I don’t care what the media says. I believe in you two.”


    Sheridan was touched. She had no idea anyone believed in them. Of course, she’d hardly ventured out in public or read anything to know how anyone felt.


    “They like you,” Willow murmured after Sheridan turned back around. “They like you and Jared together. Looks like you have the fans’ support.”


    Yeah, it did. She couldn’t quite believe it.


    “If he’d just throw the ball to Nick, everything would be fine,” Willow continued breezily. “They’d score another touchdown, problem solved.”


    “If this goes into overtime, I don’t think I’ll be able to take it,” Sheridan said, chewing on her index finger.


    “For a girl who couldn’t give a crap about football six months ago, you’ve certainly changed,” Willow observed dryly.


    “Please, like you’ve ever been a big football fan. Now look at you.” Sheridan rolled her eyes.


    “I’m here for you. Moral support.”


    “Nick Hamilton support,” Sheridan added.


    As if he heard his name, Nick went running by, flashing a giant grin at the two of them. Fans sitting above them went nuts, the women cheering his name and he waved, revealing the sexy tribal tattoo that wound around his right bicep.


    Willow sighed. “He’s such an ass.”


    “He’s a gorgeous ass. I bet he has a gorgeous ass, too.” Sheridan laughed.


    Willow socked her. “Look at your own man’s butt.”


    “What? You staking claim?”


    “Ha, never. That man goes through women like they’re Kleenexes.” Willow crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Whatever’s happened between us is nothing. Meaningless.”


    Sheridan thought her friend’s frustration was sort of cute.


    “Get rid of the smirk. You’ve been smiling the entire game.” Willow shook her head. “I’m guessing you two kissed and made up?”


    “Sort of.” She didn’t know. She’d been fully prepared to let him go—or at least that’s what she told herself—but clearly he didn’t feel the same. Which thrilled her. He’d been so possessive, how he touched her, kissed her. His voice full of promise when he’d told her it was real between them. And that he was going to prove it.


    She couldn’t wait to see how he’d prove it.


    The crowd yelled and she returned her attention to the field. Her breath caught in her throat when she saw Jared throw the ball just in time before he was taken to the ground by two huge linebackers. Nick caught the ball with ease, running with at least three players from the opposing team nipping at his heels. He sped up, making it look so easy as he crossed the line and scored another touchdown.


    The entire stadium erupted in cheers, the sound deafening. Sheridan stood, her gaze locked on Jared’s prone figure, all the while Nick showboated in the end zone, riling the crowd up into a frenzy. Not that she could blame him.


    But omigod, her heart was in her throat as she waited for Jared to move.


    Which he did, like, no problem. He sprang to his feet, pumping his fist in the air as other teammates approached him, slapping his helmet, his back, his butt. A big smile broke out on Sheridan’s face as she watched him run to Nick, whom he embraced like a long-lost brother.


    “I told you that’s all it would take,” Willow said smugly.


    Once the extra point was made, time seemed to tick by so slowly. That remaining one minute felt like twenty as endless time-outs were called, penalties, first down calls. Sheridan sat on the edge of her seat, afraid another touchdown would be made and the game would slide into overtime. Willow looked just as nervous, the both of them not speaking as they waited anxiously for the game to wind down.


    When finally it was called a Hawks victory, Sheridan and Willow leapt to their feet, bouncing up and down as they hugged. Relief swamped her. Jared had played like a superstar, thrown two touchdown passes and essentially won the game, along with Nick, at the last minute.


    No way could Charlie Monroe ignore that.


    After the game, they waited for the stadium to empty, Sheridan craning her neck to see if she could spot Jared somewhere out on the field. Like she could tell him apart from all the rest of the players at such a distance. Besides, most of them had left the field.


    But the sound of Jared’s familiar, deep voice made her turn around on a gasp.


    “Up there.” Willow pointed to the Jumbotron, where Jared’s face appeared, dirty and smudged, a big smile on his face, his hair damp with sweat and sticking to his head. He was standing with a reporter, still on the field, she could tell, and her gaze flicked downward but she couldn’t see him.


    “…we just had a perfect rhythm today, Nick and I. We’ve always worked well together,” Jared said with a modest smile and a shrug, his attention focused on the reporter. “We were definitely in sync this game.”


    “I’ll say. Jared, you moved like we haven’t seen you play in years. Have any explanation for it?”


    “Definitely, definitely. I saw my wife just before the game started. She gave me a good luck kiss.” He grinned at the camera.


    Sheridan’s breath lodged in her chest.


    “Ah, your wife. So you’re saying that all the recent scandal in the tabloids is—”


    “Completely false.” He said it with the sort of confidence that not a soul would challenge. “Sheridan is my inspiration. I played today’s game for the fans, of course, and for my team. But really? This game, this win was all for Sheridan.” Again, he stared into the camera, those beautiful blue eyes seeming as if they looked at her and no one else. “I don’t even think she realizes how much she motivates me. Inspires me. Knowing she’s here watching me play pushes me to do better. She’s my everything.” He paused, as if he realized the importance of what he just said. “Love you, baby.” He winked.


    And her heart fluttered.


    “Oh, my word, he just said he loved you for all the world to see,” Willow murmured.


    Sheridan was in shock. He loved her? Really? “I’m sure not that many people saw it. He’s down on the field and half the people have left the stadium.”


    “Sheridan. He was interviewed on the national network that carries the game while down on that field. Plenty of people were watching.” Willow literally squealed. “He just said he loves you.”


    “I know, I know. What do I do?” Gripping Willow’s arm, she gave it a little shake. “I need to see him. Right now.”


    “Aren’t you two meeting after the game?”


    “Yeah, but I don’t want to wait. Help me get on the field? Please?”


    “Of course. Let’s do it.” They stood and Willow hauled her into her arms, gave her a quick squeeze. “This is what you want, isn’t it? To be with Jared? For real?”


    “Yes.” Sheridan nodded, numb. She couldn’t believe it was happening.


    “Then quit looking like your world is going to come to an end and go get him.” Hooking an arm through Sheridan’s, Willow led her down the still-busy walkway that led straight onto the field. The stadium was fuller than Sheridan realized and she swallowed hard over what she was about to do. Hopefully she wasn’t too late.


    A team of security stood watch, four big muscular guys dressed all in black. Willow approached them, her expression friendly, flirtatious. “Hey boys, I have Jared Quinn’s wife here with me and she’s dying to get on the field so she can see her husband.”


    They scowled simultaneously. “No one’s allowed on the field,” the scariest looking one said, glaring at Willow. “Even the wife of the quarterback.”


    “Oh, come on. Did you hear what he just said?” Willow shook her head as she fearlessly approached the men. “He declared his love for her on national television.”


    “Big deal,” one of them muttered.


    “Willow, come on,” Sheridan whispered, glancing around. She didn’t want to cause any trouble but she was dying to see Jared. And her friend was distracting them by thrusting her chest out and acting more than a little flirtatious…


    Seeing her chance, Sheridan dodged to the side and slipped passed the men, earning a loud ‘hey’ shouted in her direction, followed by Willow yelling her encouragement.


    Sheridan didn’t look back and ran out onto the field, looking everywhere for Jared. Holy crap, the field was huge. And it felt like everyone was watching her. She couldn’t imagine coming out here every week like Jared did. All of the crowd’s attention on him, all of the pressure of having to perform better than the last time.


    Panic washed over her. She didn’t see Jared anywhere. Had he already left?


    “Sheridan!”


    Relief flooding her at the sound of his voice, she turned to see him standing a few feet away, reporters and photographers still following him. Dirty and sweaty and so freaking gorgeous she wanted to throw herself at him and never let him go.


    She ran toward him, stopping just before where he stood, trying to catch her breath, wincing when the photographers aimed their cameras at her and started snapping. “I saw your interview,” she said, swallowing hard.


    He turned to glare at his unwanted entourage. “Can I have a private moment with my wife, please? As in, back the fuck off?”


    They all did as he asked, but no one moved too far. Considering thousands of people were still in the stands, it wasn’t like they would get a real private moment.


    But she didn’t care. She just needed to be with Jared.


    He came to her and took her hands in his, big and imposing. His light brown hair tumbled over his forehead, the black lines under his eyes were smeared, and he had a giant grass stain across the front of his jersey. He looked larger than life.


    But when she saw the soft glow in his gaze as he watched her, warmth filled her. That was her man beneath all the equipment, and he simply took her breath away. “What are you doing out here?”


    “Looking for you. I had to, after I heard what you said.”


    He smiled, squeezed her hands in his. “I meant every word.”


    Her heart rate increased triple time. She knew he had but it meant even more that he reaffirmed it. “Will you kiss me, Jared? Please?”


    “Whatever you want, wife.” He hauled her into his arms, meshing his mouth with hers. The kiss was hot, deep, wet and when she finally pulled away, she was a little dizzy, a lot turned on. “I love you,” he whispered.


    She laughed. The joy within her couldn’t be contained, and she squealed when he took her hat off and tossed it onto the ground. Her hair spilled past her shoulders, a wavy, wild mess that she brushed out of her face with her hands. “I must look terrible.”


    “Nah. I’ve missed that look on your face. All turned on and so pretty with it.” His voice softened. “I can’t wait to get you home and into our bed.”


    It was so unbelievable. Standing on the field, surrounded by the media, more than a few fans stopping to watch them as well. And this man. This beautiful, famous, generous man who was her husband had just told her he loved her. And she loved him.


    So much she could hardly stand it.


    “I can’t wait to go home either.” She reached up, cupping his warm, stubble-covered face. She stroked her thumb across his chin, unable to get enough of him now that she had him in front of her. “I love you, Jared.”


    He smiled, the sight of it almost stealing her breath, he looked so happy. “Baby, let’s get the hell out of here.”


    “Gladly.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Nineteen


    Her eager husband had them home and naked in his bed in less than two hours, which was some sort of miracle. He’d defied laws of gravity—and laws in general—to get them to his house in such a quick amount of time. All the while she’d squirmed in her seat, her skin on fire for him, her panties so damp it was almost embarrassing.


    But the torturous wait was so worth it. Being in his strong arms again, feeling his hot, hard body move against hers as he kissed her all over. Her breasts, her stomach, her legs—no spot went untouched as he teased her until she was begging for it. Until finally he pressed his lips to her very center, his tongue darting out for a lick, his thick fingers sliding inside her, making her tremble and moan and fall apart in quick minutes.


    “God, you are so responsive,” he murmured as he kissed her, the taste of her still lingering on his lips. “I can’t get enough of you.”


    “I’ve missed you, Jared.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him in closer, needing to feel him, all of him against her. “I hated being away from you.”


    “I did too.” He slipped inside her. She was so wet, so ready for him. A sigh escaped her at how perfectly he fit inside her, his forehead pressed to hers.


    Brushing the hair out of her eyes, he studied her, his touch tender, his body starting to move within hers. Slowly. Deliciously. “I can’t believe you’re here. With me,” he whispered. A thrill coursed through her at the sincerity in his voice, in his gaze. “I love you so much, Sheridan. The day everything blew up, I knew. That morning when I was inside you, looking at you just like this. I knew I didn’t ever want to lose you.”


    “Oh, Jared.” She sighed, closing her eyes, lost to the sensation of his body moving so effortlessly within hers. She felt full, connected to him like never before and he kissed her, his mouth warm, gentle, delicious. “You said you loved me on national television, you know.”


    He chuckled. “I know, baby. Trust me, I know. Nick thought it was risky.”


    “It wasn’t.” She opened her eyes, smiling up at him. “It was the perfect thing to do. Though I’m sure your little speech is already on YouTube.”


    “Maybe it’ll have a million hits by tomorrow,” he added, smiling. “That’ll make Harvey happy as fuck.”


    She laughed. “And our pictures will be everywhere. I know photographers were snapping photos of me and Willow in the stands. Let alone what happened between us out on the field.” She would probably look like a lovesick fool in every one of those photos. Not that she minded.


    “We’ll be the talk of the town.” He frowned, his movements stilled. “I don’t care what they say, though, whatever stories they make up. I hope you know that. I only care what you think. I believe in us. Not in anyone else.”


    “I feel the same way.” She ran her fingers through the silky hair at his nape, his lids lowering at her touch, the pleasure washing over his expression absolutely breathtaking. She would touch him forever just to see that look on his face again.


    He kissed her, deep and wet and with plenty of tongue, until she was moaning from the way he rocked inside her, his thrusts fast, his hips grinding against hers. Pushing her into her second orgasm with an effortless ease that shocked and thrilled her. She clutched him tight when he fell apart in her arms moments later, filling her as he shuddered within her again and again.


    “I have a question to ask you,” he said minutes later, when she was snuggled up flush against his body, their sweaty skin sticking, their legs entwined.


    “What is it?” She drew lazy circles on his chest, playing with the hair that grew there.


    “Will you marry me?”


    Withdrawing from him, she lifted up on one arm so she could meet his gaze. “Jared, we’re already married.”


    “I know. In some bogus ceremony at the county courthouse that lasted all of ten minutes.” He shrugged. “I want more. You deserve more.”


    Her mouth went dry. “Are you serious?”


    “As a heart attack.” He grinned, leaned over to his bedside table, and withdrew something from within. “This is for you.”


    He dropped a small, black, velvet drawstring bag into her hand. Slowly, she pulled it open and turned it upside down, holding her palm out as she shook the bag. A band fell into her hand, simple and shiny. Diamonds dotted the entire circle, the stones twinkling in the dim light from the single lamp that was on. “Jared…it’s beautiful. But I already have a ring.”


    “A giant-ass ring that I didn’t even pick out for you. It’s still yours but…I thought this would fit you better. You can wear it when you paint and it won’t get in the way.”


    She looked at him, loving the smile on his face, the way his eyes glowed as he watched her. Oh God, if she didn’t love him so much already, his gift, his words would’ve sent her straight over the edge. This thoughtful, gorgeous, sexy man was all hers. How did she get so lucky?


    “I love it.” She handed it to him. “I want you to put it on my finger, though.”


    He took it from her, his fingers trembling, and she smiled at that little display of nerves.


    Grabbing her left hand, he held the ring poised at the tip of her finger, his gaze meeting hers, his expression solemn. “I promise to love and honor and cherish you forever, Sheridan Quinn. Having you in my life has made it brighter, better. Complete. I’d be lost without you, baby. You gotta know that.”


    Tears filled the corners of her eyes and she blinked them away, shivering when he slid the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly. “I promise to love and honor and cherish you forever, Jared Quinn. Though I can’t promise to obey, I vow to love you and take care of your every need.” She kissed him, her lips lingering. “I don’t need a fancy wedding ceremony or a big reception to prove to everyone that we’re married for real this time. This is enough for me.”


    “Mmm, I agree. As long as you’re happy.” He kissed her again, his tongue delving, teasing. “So. You meant what you said about taking care of my every need?”


    She smiled. “Uh huh. Do you need something right now?”


    “Yeah, I do.” Moving quickly, displaying those fast reflexes he was famous for, he rolled her over. Held her pinned beneath his hard, hot body. “Right now, more than anything, I need you.”


    “Hmm, well, let me accommodate you,” she murmured, pulling him in for another kiss. She would dedicate the rest of her life to attending Jared’s every need.


    Especially since she knew he would generously return the favor.
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    Unleash your inner vixen with these sexy bestselling Brazen releases…


    Wrong Bed, Right Guy by Katee Robert


    Prim and proper art gallery coordinator Elle Walser is no good at seducing men. She slips into her boss’s bed in the hopes of winning his heart, but instead, finds herself in the arms of Gabe Schultz, his bad boy nightclub mogul brother. Has Elle’s botched seduction led her to the right bed after all?


    Seducing Cinderella by Gina L. Maxwell


    Mixed martial arts fighter Reid Andrews needs to reclaim his title. Lucie Miller needs seduction lessons to catch the eye of another man. They agree to help each other, but by the end of their respective trainings, Reid and Lucy might just discover they’ve already found what they desire most…


    No Flowers Required by Cari Quinn


    A night of passion is all down-on-her-luck flower shop owner Alexa Conroy wants, but when she propositions a sexy stranger, she gets more than she bargained for. Dillon James isn’t who he says he is. Will saving her company be enough to protect their love from Dillon’s lies?


    Down for the Count by Christine Bell


    After Lacey Garrity’s wedding day goes horribly, adulterously wrong, she shucks her straight-laced life and accepts a reckless challenge from sexy boxer Galen Thomas, her best friend’s older brother. The dare? Take him on her honeymoon instead, but will running away with the enemy lead Lacey to love?


    Her Forbidden Hero by Laura Kaye


    Former Army Special Forces Sgt. Marco Vieri has never thought of Alyssa Scott as more than his best friend’s little sister, but her return home changes that. Now that she’s back in his life, will he become her forbidden hero, and can she heal him, one touch at a time?


    One Night with a Hero by Laura Kaye


    After growing up with an abusive, alcoholic father, Army Special Forces Sgt. Brady Scott vowed never to have a family of his own. But when a one-night stand with new neighbor Joss Daniels leads to an unexpected pregnancy, can he let go of his past and create a new future with Joss?


    Tempting the Best Man by J. Lynn


    Madison Daniels has worshipped her brother’s best friend since they were kids, but they’ve blurred the lines before and now they can’t stop bickering. Forced together for her brother’s wedding getaway, will they call a truce or strangle each other first?


    Tempting the Player by J. Lynn


    After the paparazzi catches him in a compromising position, baseball bad boy Chad Gamble is issued an ultimatum: fake falling in love with the feisty redhead in the pictures, or kiss his multi-million dollar contract goodbye. Too bad being blackmailed into a relationship with Chad is the last thing Bridget Rodgers needs.


    Recipe for Satisfaction by Gina Gordon


    Famous bad boy restaurateur Jack Vaughn is trying to find his way back to the living when he meets the beautiful Sterling Andrews, a professional organizer hell-bent on seducing the tattooed hottie as part of her fresh take on life. Too bad she’s Jack’s newest employee, and totally off-limits.


    Vanilla on Top by C.J. Ellisson


    Determined to leave her wallflower tendencies at the door, Heather Pierce attends a speed dating event pretending to be someone new. Someone dominant. Little does she know, the larger than life man whose world she rocks is incognito himself, and he isn’t about to let the mysterious vixen slip through his grasp.
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