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        Debbie Wolski

        

        I’m dedicating this novel to you,

        an angel among us mere mortals.

        You taught me everything I know about yoga,

        the chakras, and more importantly,

        you helped me find my balance.

        

        I’m not sure where I’d be today

        without your support and spiritual guidance.

        I love you with my entire being.

        Thank you for being such a gift to me

        and the rest of the world.

        

        Forever your student.

        

        Namaste

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note to the Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything in the Lotus House series has been gleaned from years of personal practice and the study of yoga. The yoga positions and chakra teachings were part of my official schooling with The Art of Yoga through Village Yoga Center in Northern California. Every chakra fact and position description has been personally written by me and comes from my perspective as a Registered Yoga Teacher, following the guidelines as set forth by the National Yoga Alliance and the Art of Yoga.

      If you want to attempt any of the positions within this book or detailed in any of the Lotus House novels, please consult a Registered Yoga Teacher.

      I suggest everyone take a yoga class. Through my yoga schooling and teaching the gift of yoga to my students, I have learned that yoga is for everybody and every body. Be kind to yours, for you only get one in this lifetime.

      

      Love and light,

      

      Audrey
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        Lotus or Accomplished Pose (Sanskrit: Siddhasana)

        To enjoy lotus pose, sit down on your mat with your legs crisscrossed and seat bones grounded into the floor. Straighten your spine, level your head, and place your hands on each knee with thumb and forefinger touching. This is one of the most basic yoga poses that calms and centers one with his body, mind, and surroundings.

      

      
        TRENT

      

      “Wake up, you sorry piece of shit!”

      A growling sound accompanied by a searing pain in my leg had me blinking against the too-bright light. My mouth felt like dust bunnies had crawled into it and grown roots. Smacking my chops, I blinked a few times and gripped the top of my good leg for leverage. A knot that had wormed its way into my neck protested as I rose to a seated position.

      “Ross?” I shook my head and looked at the gray-haired ticking time bomb who was my agent. His large form blocked some of the light streaming through from the windows behind him—windows I had closed tight in fear of this very moment when I’d have to open them, wake to another day of pain, therapy, and more goddamned therapy. “What are you doing here?” I asked around the furry friends in my mouth. Reaching for the first thing I could wrap my fingers around, I tipped the bottle of orange Gatorade back and almost spit the offending liquid across the room the second the rancid flavor hit my tongue. I regarded the inside of the bottle and gagged. The sight of the black flecks floating around made the previous night’s booze overload swirl and churn unpleasantly in my gut.

      Food. That’s what I needed. Load up on some greasy shit to absorb the night’s activities. Patting the table, I searched for the stack of takeout menus.

      Ross slapped my hand away, along with everything on the coffee table, including the orange drink that, apparently, I’d been using last night to flick my cigar ash in. Would have been good to remember that before I’d chugged back a huge swallow.

      “So this is what it’s come to? Six weeks of recuperation, and what do you have to show for it?” He slapped his thighs as he looked around. “You’re living in filth. Drinking? Smoking?”

      “Only cigars, Ross.”

      He took his cap off, smoothed back his hair, and put it back on. Not a good sign. He was beyond frustrated and about to blow his lid. After five years on the Oakland Ports, I knew when my agent was going to lose his shit.

      “Fox, you’re the best hitter on the team. Hell, you rank in the top three hitters in the American and the National Leagues. So you got hurt. Big frickin’ deal! Get over yourself, and get your head back in the game.” Ross paced the room.

      I sat up straighter. Sitting up was a bad idea. The pounding in my head matched the sound of a bat cracking in half upon contact with the ball. I gripped my temples and squeezed, my hammy aching as I readjusted my leg to rest on top of the table.

      “Have you even been to therapy?”

      Snide son of a bitch. I gritted my teeth and clenched my hands into fists. “Of course I have, Ross. Three times a week. Three other days, I hit the gym and lift weights with Clay.”

      He widened his eyes. “Are you supposed to be lifting?”

      Shrugging, I peered out the window. “I’m also using the treadmill.” Even I could hear the childlike, defensive tone as I spoke. Ross could bring me right back to the time when I was a lowly rookie again, itching for the big-time.

      He scoffed. “And what about the strengthening, flexibility, stretching? Who are you working with on that? The last report I got from your sports doc recommended you take a daily yoga class.” He sat down in the chair across from where I’d made a bed on the couch.

      Once again, Ross took off his cap. This time, he held it loosely by the brim between his knees. Once he relaxed, I took a load off, allowing the tension to seep out my pores. Not even my own father had the power to control my emotions like Ross did. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear he’d served in the military. The way he got all of his athletes in line proved how much he cared. Agents didn’t have to make house calls to check in on their clients, but hidden beneath the rough-and-tumble act was a bit of a softie. Only, I hadn’t been in line with my team in over six weeks—since the day it had all gone to hell in a hand-basket.

      

      The crowd roared. Standing next to home plate, waiting for the pitch, was nothing short of a religious experience. Every. Damn. Time. My spine tingled, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention, as if God himself stood over my shoulder, waiting for the play. The pitcher pulled back his arm, and everything went dead silent. The crowd, the announcer, my team, everything stopped. It was me and the ball. I swore I could see the pitcher’s fingers tighten around the ball, knuckles turning white…and then it would rush forward like a high-speed train. The ball rocketed through the air, subtly swaying in its path as it arched slightly before its descent. Right down the middle. I didn’t see that coming. Usually a pitcher avoided the middle with me at all cost. With good reason. It was my sweet spot.

      I pulled back both my arms, and a tiny pinch at my shoulder blades told me I was in perfect position. As the ball came closer, its path edged toward the strike zone. With my feet planted, I twisted my entire upper half, used every ounce of strength I possessed, and smashed that ball with my bat. The crack as the ball met solid oak echoed around me. Instantly, the ball changed direction and flew into the air. For half a second, I watched that ball fly, pride filling my pores with power and energy. Then I let the bat fall, twisted my leg, and jolted into a run.

      All hell broke loose. Pain seared through my hamstring like a hot knife through butter. I clutched at the ravaged limb, a few steps into running toward first base, and I went down, down, down. Crashing onto the red clay below, my uniform streaked with dirt as if I were a warrior downed in battle.

      The only silver lining was that I’d hit a home run. Even though my hammy had snapped like a broken rubber band, that single hit allowed the guys on second and third to run home, and the San Francisco Stingers went home the losers. I left in an ambulance and ended up in surgery for a torn hamstring.

      

      “Snap out of it, kid!” Ross gripped my shoulder and shook me hard. He stood and rummaged through all the pill and liquor bottles on the side table next to the couch. “This is what you’re doing with your time.” His mouth was twisted into a disgusted frown. “Surprised there isn’t a groupie here warming your bed right now.”

      While seated, effectively preventing the couch from levitating, I thought back to last night. Huh? Where was that chick anyway? Tiffany, Kristy, Stephanie… What was her name? She’d ridden my cock for a while, but then I blacked out right in the middle. I snorted. Maybe she left when I wasn’t able to get her off. Usually I prided myself on being a generous lover, but I could barely string together enough words to make a sentence last night, let alone make a groupie sing my praises.

      Ross spun around, groaned, raked his fingers through his hair, and put the cap back on. “Christ. Pills, liquor, women? What else?”

      “Look, I don’t owe you any explanations. I’m on medical leave—”

      “The hell you don’t!” He came over to me fast, much faster than a man with two blown-out knees and a heart condition should have been able to, and pushed his finger into my chest. “You’ve got two choices. Get your shit together, or lose your contract. Don’t you realize you’re up for renewal? You may not have blown through that thirty mil in the last three years, but you’re risking your five-year contract. The numbers are staggering, kid. With the way you’ve been hitting, you’re looking at an offer for upwards of a hundred mil for five years. All that”—his eyes blazed—“gone!” He snapped his fingers. “In the blink of an eye.”

      I closed my eyes and swallowed. My agent hadn’t put the prospective numbers into any real terms. We’d been hoping for the same deal of at least thirty million for three more years. If what Ross said was true, I was worth twenty million a year.

      “Jesus,” I whispered, my heart pumping hard. My mouth went dry as the foothills during a California drought.

      Ross set his hands on the back of the chair, hunched his shoulders over, and shook his head. “You have to get back into the game. The team needs you. They’ve already lost the playoffs and the pennant this year. Coach wants you there for spring training. That means you’ve got until the third week of February to recuperate and show the suits what you’re made of. You need to be ready to train in three months.”

      His tone held a hint of uncertainty.

      “Are you telling me if I can’t play at full capacity by spring training, I could get cut from the team?”

      Ross ran his hand under his chin a few times. I could almost hear the sound of his palm grating along the scruff there. “I don’t know. Depends on how well you heal up. In the meantime, what’s the plan?”

      With the potential loss of my contract on the table, including losing more money than I’d spend in my lifetime, I exhaled long and slow until all the air was gone and only a burning sensation remained. “I’ll lay off the booze and late nights.”

      “And do the therapy and yoga?” He tipped his head to the side.

      I shook my head and wrung my hands, loosening the tension. What I needed right now was my boxing bag. “Yoga? Really? Look, I can’t touch my toes to save my life, and all that bending and twisting sounds downright boring. Nuh-uh, I’ll leave the granola crunching to the vegans I date and figure something out.”

      Ross was next to me in a flash. He whacked me upside the head just like my old man used to. My old man did it in jest. Ross meant to rattle my brain. Irritation filled me, burning white-hot. I ground my teeth and held on to my anger by a thread. If I struck him, I’d sever a tie. He could be an asshole, but he meant well and cared about me. Kind of. Okay, probably. Either that, or he liked the fat wad of cash he scored for representing one of the best players in Major League Baseball.

      “Don’t be a blowhard, kid. You go to that class, or I swear on all things holy I will drag you there like a sack of potatoes and throw you at the feet of those Gumby tree huggers, pour honey all over you, and let the Stingers do their worst!”

      Damn. He was referring to the San Francisco Stingers. The rival’s coach had already made several house calls, trying to get my attention. They were after my hide because, even if I wasn’t at my best right now, I would heal. A typical hamstring tear healed six weeks after surgery, followed by another couple months of physical therapy and rehab. I’d been blowing off a lot of my therapy and not doing the extra work, thinking I could heal it with walking, weights, and the treadmill. Unfortunately, all that had done was land me in the hot tub working out the kinks.

      “Fine, I’ll go.”

      “When?”

      Taking a breath, I looked around my place. A sour, funky odor emanated from a spot in the corner. A greasy pizza box sat there, surrounded by other various food cartons. I couldn’t even remember when I’d last had pizza. Maybe a few days ago? When was the cleaning lady due, anyway? I shook my head and rubbed my chin. Ross waited for me, hands on hips.

      “Tomorrow!” I waved a hand in the air. “I’ll go tomorrow.”

      “You promise?” He took a few steps toward the door.

      “I’m a man of my word.”

      “Yeah, you always were.” His shoulders slumped, and he looked down. “Prove it.” He slammed the door hard enough that the Big Gulp cup perched precariously close to the edge on a nearby table toppled over in a deluge of cherry-colored liquid.

      I closed my eyes and rubbed my aching forehead. “What next?”

      

      
        GENEVIEVE

      

      “Not happening, Row. I said no, and I meant it.” My voice had taken on a scary timbre that eerily reminded me of Mom. If she were here, she’d know what to do.

      Rowan backed up, crossed his arms over his widening chest, and gave me the stink eye. “Seriously? I’m sixteen, not five.” He glanced at our baby sister, Mary, who was happily munching on her Cheerios.

      Sighing, I slapped peanut butter on two pieces of bread. “I’m sorry. I don’t know these kids, and besides, I need you Friday night to take Mary to dance class and pick her up. I have two clients coming over for a color and cut.”

      Rowan’s voice rose almost to a yell. “You always have clients coming over. Every flippin’ weekend!”

      The butter knife clanged as I slammed it on the kitchen counter. “Yeah, and how do you think I came up with the money for your baseball uniform? You think money grows on trees? Because if it did, don’t think I wouldn’t be planting an orchard full of them in the backyard!” I winced. Now that definitely sounded like Mom. “The uniform alone took me two months to save up for!”

      Rowan curved his shoulders in and down as he let out a long breath. He shook his head. “Fine! I’ll just be the laughingstock of all the juniors!”

      He pushed at the chair defiantly and grabbed the sack lunch I’d made him. I cuffed his wrist and waited until he lifted his gaze to mine.

      “I’m sorry. We need the money,” I whispered low enough so Mary would stay blissfully ignorant.

      My little brother closed his eyes and inhaled. All the anger had seeped out of his form when he opened them again. “No, I’m sorry. It’s a stupid party anyway.”

      I found it strange that he’d even asked to go. Usually he stayed close to home on the weekends and invited friends over to have video game wars on the Xbox I’d scrimped and saved for. Giving him that Xbox and the two games he’d coveted for months had been worth all the extra yoga classes I’d taught and all the hair I’d done at half-price. Since I cut hair out of my garage, I couldn’t exactly charge what the average salon charged, especially since I didn’t have my cosmetology license. One day, maybe. Although with the way the bills were piling up, that dream was going to remain on the back burner for a lot longer than I’d planned.

      “It’s not stupid to want to hang out with your friends. Maybe I could change the appointments to later in the week, so we wouldn’t lose the money—”

      He stopped me by pulling me into a full-body hug. My brother was good for big bear hugs, especially when he knew I was worried or needed that connection to another person who understood our situation as deeply as I did. Only this time, it was different.

      “Thank you, Vivvie, but no.”

      For as long as I could remember, my family had shortened Genevieve to Viv or Vivvie. I’d cursed Mother for naming Mary and me after our grandmothers. Here I was, a twenty-four-year-old woman with a name that suited a woman fifty years my senior.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Rowan added. “Honestly, it’s not that big a deal. I know better. Besides, I’ve been applying for jobs in the area too. You know, to help out.”

      I shook my head and waved my hands in the air like a crazy person swatting at invisible flies. “No. No, you don’t. You are focusing on your studies and baseball. Your job is to keep that straight-A average and get into a good college on scholarship, because you know there’s no way I’ll be able to afford that.”

      If I couldn’t even finish cosmetology school, I’d be damned if my brother was going to miss out on getting into a good school. Our parents would have wanted that and made sure he got it. A pang of sadness filled my heart as it tightened painfully. It would pass…eventually. Always did. If Mom and Dad were around, our lives would be totally different. Easier. More peaceful. Regardless, I did the best I could to keep the family together and under the roof where we’d lived all our lives.

      “Vivvie, I have to. You can’t keep working yourself to the bone like this.”

      “I’m fine.” I put together Mary’s lunch and tossed in an extra cookie to brighten her day. “We’ve been going strong for three years now. Why change it?”

      “Maybe because you haven’t gone out with a friend or been on a date in…” He lifted his gaze to the kitchen ceiling while he tapped his chin. “I don’t even remember the last time I saw you with a guy.”

      I braced myself against the tile counter. “That is none of your business. Besides, I see guys all the time.”

      He snorted and chuckled. “Yeah, in your yoga class. And cutting their hair doesn’t count, either.”

      I scowled. Forcibly turning him around, I led him toward the front of the house. Our family home was located in the heart of Berkeley, California. The house had been my parents’ pride and joy. Mom had always been a homemaker, and Dad was a lawyer and worked in downtown Oakland. The house was paid off, thank God, or I’d never have been able to keep it. Even so, the property taxes and home repairs were piling up. Shaking off the worry that always came with wondering what would break next and take the little bit of extra money I’d saved, I nudged Rowan toward his backpack.

      The wood floors throughout the house had seen better days, but I kept them clean and waxed as often as I could. The kids helped, of course. We all had our chores. The house hadn’t changed much over the three years since Mom and Dad passed. We’d kept as much of them alive within it as we could, like our own personal shrine to them. All the pictures they’d hung, their books, even the figurines they’d treasured all stayed where they’d been lovingly placed over the years. That was one thing I was determined to preserve. My brother and sister would always have this home to come back to when they left the house each day.

      Rowan picked up his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. His shaggy dark-blond hair fell into his brown eyes. I lifted my arm and moved the stubborn strand away before caressing his cheek. All three of us had our father’s brown eyes, though Row and Mary’s were more of a caramel brown, and mine were so dark they looked almost black.

      “Take care of yourself out there, okay? Come back home safe,” I said.

      “You can count on it.” Rowan smiled and saluted before walking out the door.

      Mary shuffled into the living room, her shirt on backward.

      I laughed. “Honey, your shirt’s on the wrong way.”

      She held her hand out. “I know! It’s backward day at school. Everyone has to wear their clothes like this.” She rolled down the front of her skirt. “See, the tag’s in the front.” Her eyes sparkled, and her white-blond hair fell in a flat sheet down her back.

      “Well, that’s silly, but okay. You got the brush?”

      Mary held up Mom’s old hairbrush. The paint around the handle was chipped and flaked off in tiny specks. I didn’t say anything. If Mary wanted to use Mom’s brush until there were no more bristles left, that’s what she’d do. Far be it from me to take away something that made her comfortable. Mary and I had our own little morning routine. She sat on the ottoman, and I sat in the cushy lounge chair that had been Dad’s favorite reading spot, and I brushed her hair every morning and each night, the same way Mom had done for me.

      “Braid today or ponytail?” I asked.

      Her pink lips puckered. “Two braids, tied together at the back.”

      “Oooh, I see we’re getting fancy. Have you been looking at my books again?” I’d received the hairstyle books when I signed up for cosmetology school before our parents got into the accident. When they passed, I had only three months left. Only problem—besides the fact that I was a grieving—was that I was twenty-one and suddenly head of the household. The insurance money paid off the house and got us through the first year, but we’d been struggling ever since.

      She smiled and nodded. “Yep. You can do it, right?”

      “Of course I can. I’m the hair master, remember?” I tickled her ribs.

      Mary giggled and wiggled, smiling wide. That smile and the pink in her cheeks were enough to make any day a good one.

      All things considered, we were doing okay.

      Once I finished her hair, I ran to my room and pulled on a clean pair of yoga pants, a sports bra, and a ribbed black tank. Every day, I rocked cool yoga pants, the one little splurge I allowed myself every couple of months. Today’s were a marbled mixture of hot-pink and black that stopped just past the knee. I added the quartz crystal necklace my yoga guru, Crystal—a lady very aptly named—had given me. After I tucked it down into my shirt to ward off any negativity, I slipped on a simple pair of flip-flops.

      I pulled my own platinum-blond, shoulder-length hair into a tight bun at the nape of my neck. Then I layered on bright-pink lipstick and added a thin black line of liquid eyeliner to each eye to create the cat-eye look that worked best with my features. Finishing up with a few strokes of mascara, I was ready to take on the day and teach a slew of clients how to find peace on the mat.
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        A chakra is often described as a spinning vortex of energy created within ourselves through the connection of the physical body and consciousness. When combined, chakras become the center of activity for our internal life force or “prana.” When the primary seven chakras are aligned and open, you experience your best self.

      

      
        TRENT

      

      I parked my Maserati GranTurismo Sport—lovingly referred to as the silver bullet—at the curb in front of the Lotus House Yoga Center. My sports doc had scheduled me for “hatha yoga.” I had about ten minutes before the class started, so after I stuffed the meter with enough for two hours, I took a look around.

      This particular street was right out of the seventies, with its wild array of psychedelic colors and textures in the midst of an old humdrum neighborhood. The area offered an inviting feel with its hanging flower baskets, colorful flags, and quaint outside seating.

      Taking small strides, I gripped the upper part of my hammy, waiting for the pain to dissipate as I took in the bizarre area. In front of me was the Rainy Day Café. The people milling along the sidewalks and in the café sported twisted braids, afros, tie-dye, Birkenstocks, and comfortable threads. A definite hippie vibe controlled the local scene.

      I passed the Tattered Pages Used Bookstore, definitely not the garden-variety big bookstore. No, this one looked more like a long-forgotten tomb with its dark-wood facade and minimal decoration. I stopped and peered inside one of the large windows. Shelves of used books lined the walls from floor to ceiling, along with cramped enclosures where books were carelessly stuffed every which way. Like the café, this place was packed. People leisurely came in and out of the store, carrying armfuls and bags of books. A sign on the door said Save a Tree—Bring Your Own Bag.

      I continued down this street that had been lost in a time warp. Next to the bookstore was the Sunflower Bakery. I rolled my eyes at the silly name, but that did not prevent my mouth from watering at the deluge of cinnamon-sugary goodness that poured out the door as a delivery driver exited. After the bendy break-my-back class, I’d be hitting up this bakery. That scent… Damn, it followed me as I kept walking.

      The front of the yoga center was white with teal trim. Heavy glass double doors stood tall and inviting. Each door had a flower with a person in some sort of yoga pose etched into its surface.

      When I entered, the scent of sage and eucalyptus assaulted me. My nose tickled at the foreign smell. Several women stood at a long counter, yoga mats strapped to their backs and wearing zip-up hoodies paired with long pants. I eyeballed their asses.

      “Can I help you, sir?” a fiery redhead with big blue eyes asked. Her skin was pale and seemed to glow against the teal-blue tank that had the center’s logo on the front. A set of pert breasts bounced as she moved around the table, helping regulars while waiting for me to respond.

      “Yeah. I’m Trent Fox, and I believe I’m scheduled for a class that starts soon.”

      The redhead typed a few things into a computer and nodded. “Yep, you’re set for a three-month unlimited membership.”

      With efficiency and speed, she pulled out a card shaped like a flower. No shit. A flower. On the back was a bar code. She ran it in front of the scanner that matched the ones I saw patrons using on another set of doors that must have led deeper into the building.

      “You’ll use this card by just waving the bar code against the scanner right there.” She pointed to the other set of doors. “It will get you into the building during normal business hours. Since you have unlimited access, you don’t have to check in. In three months, you can renew again or end your membership.” She lowered her voice, forcing me to lean closer to hear her. It also gave me a great view of her sweet rack. “We’re not pushy around here, so if you decide yoga isn’t your thing, we won’t hunt you down.”

      I smiled my panty-melting grin. “Good to know. Will you be teaching the class?”

      Her cheeks pinked up in a lovely blush. The color looked good on her. She shook her head. “Nope. There are two classes going right now. A vinyasa flow with Mila that’s already in session, and hatha yoga, which is designed more for beginners and intermediate yogis. It’s taught by Genevieve Harper every morning at nine.”

      “Works for me. And your name, sweetheart?”

      “I’m Luna Marigold, the daughter of one of the owners.”

      Of course she was. “Look forward to seeing you around.” I tapped the counter and winked.

      She blushed a fine crimson. “You, too, Mr. Fox. Thanks for joining Lotus House. Namaste.”

      Using my new flower-shaped plastic key card, I entered the belly of the converted warehouse. Directly in front of me was a long hallway. To the right, two signs said Yoginis Sanctuary and Yogi Sanctuary. Based on the last letter, I figured the left was the men’s locker room and the right was the women’s. I headed down the center hallway. The walls were painted in an ongoing mural of a meadow. As I made my way to the end of the hall where an open door was, the tall grass in the image seemed to sway along, moving with me. I knew it wasn’t possible, but it was so lifelike that it tricked the eyes. Damn good artist, indeed.

      To the left was a door through which I could hear the Beatles blasting. Odd, as this was a yoga studio. Next to the door was an indoor window so that patrons in the hall could see the class in session. At least thirty people had their hands and feet on their own mat, asses in the air. Together they were a sea of triangle shapes, and then, as if choreographed, they all popped a leg high into the sky. Some were a little shakier than others, and some seemed to have scissor legs that naturally separated at the hip.

      A Hispanic woman with a hot little body and curly hair bouncing along her shoulders called out something that I swore was, “flip your dog.” And the entire room dropped the leg they held up, only not down. No, they twisted their entire bodies so that their fronts were now facing the ceiling, the leg that had been up was on the ground facing the other direction, and an arm was in the air.

      “Holy shit.” I made a mental note never to take whatever they called vinyasa flow.

      As the instructor clapped, the entire room twisted back around so the single leg was back in the air and everyone was in a triangle shape again. If this is yoga, I’m screwed.

      Afraid to see any more, I took a calming breath, shifted my head, and glanced at the open doorway another ten feet ahead. Soft classical music filtered out from the room. As I approached, the lights were dimmed to a muted glow. Mats crisscrossed like multicolored puzzle pieces against the dark-carpeted floor. Several women were chatting in a huddle in a corner. Abruptly, all four women stopped speaking, and four sets of eyes zeroed in on me. I was used to open admiration of the female variety and let it roll off me.

      The entire room was devoid of pictures or art, because from floor to ceiling, the room was art itself. This time, a forest. Trees graced each massive wall. At the back of the room were painted mountains so lifelike I wanted to keep walking, maybe hike up their peaked surface. Another wall boasted a serene rushing waterfall so meticulously done, I could imagine the spray as it hit the jagged rocks below.

      As I stood blocking the center of the doorway, a few women squeaked by. I stumbled out of the way and leaned against the wall, waiting to see what I was supposed to do. Maybe I should have brought a yoga mat? All of the women and the few men scattered around were flapping out their mats. A raised platform stood at the front of the room. A speck of a woman bustled around, adjusting things and setting up her space.

      Her blond hair was pulled back tight into a bun. The track lighting above glinted off her head, making her hair shine like spun gold. She stood gracefully from a kneeling position. From her movements, the woman was obviously comfortable in her body…and hot damn, what a body. I’d thought the Hispanic yoga teacher and the gal at the front were attractive. They were nothing compared to this woman. When she turned around, I actually lost my breath, a completely new sensation for me. An unusual warmth started in my chest and expanded as I took in her profile while she chatted with another patron. Her lips were a bubblegum pink and stark against her alabaster skin. She placed her hands on her hips, nodded, and smiled, showing a set of beautiful, even teeth.

      I stood against the wall like a creeper and watched her, my gaze glued to the only woman who had ever stolen my breath with her beauty. The woman was small, probably barely reached my chin at around five feet five. What she lacked in height, she made up for in toned curves and an hourglass shape. Her hips swelled out from a tiny nipped-in waist. The black tank she wore stretched across a pair of incredible tits. A full handful for sure, and I had pretty large hands. I opened and closed my fists as I imagined taking her breasts in both hands and giving a firm squeeze.

      “Jesus Christ!” I mumbled, in awe of the woman before me. With the tank that left nothing to the imagination, she wore a splotchy pair of hot-pink-and-black knee-length pants that could have been painted on, they fit so well. Licking my lips, I kept my gaze on her, silently hoping she’d look my way. Finally, blondie’s eyes squinted against the lighting above, and eyes as black as night met mine.

      Seeing her full frontal made my knees tremble and my dick twitch. She turned to the person she was speaking to and laid a hand on his arm before gesturing to an open section of floor. He clutched his mat and moseyed over to his spot. Then she addressed the class.

      “Class starts in a few minutes. Feel free to go into child’s pose and start deep breathing.” After she spoke, she walked over to me.

      I watched the subtle sway of her hips as if it were the last thing I would ever see. She padded my way in bare feet and stopped in front of me. Her toes matched her lipstick—a bright pink that suggested those lips might taste as sweet as they looked.

      She lifted her head, gaze assessing me from tip to toe. The top of her head barely reached my shoulder.

      “I’m Genevieve, or Viv.” Her brown eyes were perfectly placed within her oval face. Every blink seemed to mesmerize me. “Are you new here? Is this your first time?”

      I shook off the lust daze and held out my hand. “Trent Fox.”

      Her eyes widened, but not enough to be alarming, just enough to indicate she recognized the name. My hand swallowed her small one, and it felt good there, locked within the safety of my larger one.

      “I’m here for the rehabilitation aspects of the exercise,” I said lamely.

      Genevieve’s eyebrows furrowed, and she inclined her head and pulled her hand away. I missed its solid weight instantly. That was a new response for me to women. Any woman.

      “You have a pulled hamstring, right?” she said.

      My head shot back as if it weren’t connected to my neck. “Torn. How did you know?”

      She laughed pleasantly, the sound creating a pleasant squeezing sensation in my chest. For some reason, I had the ridiculous desire to say something funny so I could hear it again and again.

      “My little brother is a Ports fan.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re here. Rowan’s going to flip.”

      The sound of another man’s name coming from lips that I had every intention of claiming—soon—caused me to stand straighter, and I clenched my jaw. “Who’s Rowan, gumdrop?”

      Her head jolted back at my brusque tone. “Huh? Oh, my brother…the Ports fan.”

      I let out a grunt. “Sorry.” Spreading my arms wide, I pointed to the room. “What do I do here?”

      Genevieve blinked rapidly, as if she’d just woken up. “Oh! Yes. Over here, we’ll get you set up with a mat.”

      I gritted my teeth and followed her as she turned around and presented the most perfect ass. It was the kind of ass men wrote love poems about—heart-shaped and fuller on the bottom, which would give a man a nice handle to grip while plowing into her heat from any direction. She led me to the right side of the room, where I could easily see the platform but would still have room to maneuver my six-foot-plus frame. Moving efficiently, she scooped up a mat from a nearby basket. She licked those pink lips again, which instantly gave me a semi.

      While she set up a few items around my space, I shucked off my hoodie, toed off my shoes and socks, and waited for her to speak. Eventually, she finished setting me up with some yoga props, turned, and looked at me from the tips of my bare feet, up my sweats, to my white tank, where she settled her gaze for longer than was appropriate, before flicking up to my face. I grinned, raising one of my eyebrows.

      Genevieve laid out a bright-orange mat that was at least seven feet long. “I grabbed the extended length since you’re so”—she seemed to trace my figure again—“hard.” She bit her lip, and then her eyes bulged. “I mean big! Tall!” She let out an exasperated breath.

      “I think that means you like what you see.” I ran my hand down my abs, adjusting the elastic waistband on my sweats where they hung low.

      She bit down on that lip, her gaze riveted to where I rested my hands on my hips. The sound of the door slamming made her jump, and she scanned the room. Her blush made her cheeks rosy. What else could make her blush?

      “Just…sit here and follow along. I’ll call out the cues, and if anything puts too much pressure on the hamstring, back off from doing it. I need to start class, but we can talk more about your injury and rehabilitation after class if you’d like.”

      “I think I’d like that very much, gumdrop.”

      “Gumdrop?” An eyebrow slightly darker than her hair color rose.

      Leaning deep into her personal space, I got closer to her ear. Her body trembled the closer I got. Oh, I liked that response in a woman. Too much. She laid a tentative hand on my bicep, and I flexed. With a woman like this, I’d use every trick in the book to get her attention. She probably had men beating down her door. Hell, she probably had a boyfriend. Just the thought of another man touching her made me grind my teeth.

      “Your lips are pretty and pink and look as sweet as candy. Reminds me of a pink, sugarcoated cherry gumdrop. My favorite.”

      “Oh.”

      There were two kinds of women. The kind that love any type of nickname, endearment, or attention I might deem to lavish on them, or the feminist kind that flip out at the first hint of what they might consider chauvinism. Genevieve’s simple “Oh” spoke volumes about her. I would not be able to peg her down or predict her responses. She left me as quickly as she had arrived and headed to the platform without further comment.

      “All right, thank you all for coming. Please sit down on your bottoms, removing any fleshy areas aside so your seat bones can connect with the mat. Then bring your hands to heart center.” She looked from person to person. “Let’s start by closing our eyes and setting our intention for today’s practice.”

      I closed my eyes as she continued to speak.

      “What is it that you want to get out of your yoga practice today? What do you want to bring into your life? Perhaps you’d like to dedicate your practice to someone who needs your good intentions more than you. Free your mind and settle on that one intention. Picture it. Let it swirl around you as you breathe.”

      Her words were melodic and conjured an instant sense of peace and serenity. Reminded me of when I was in the zone on the field. Nothing could break my concentration.

      “Now tell yourself, what is your intention today?”

      I have every intention of taking this woman home. Whatever it takes. You can only win if you play the game.

      

      
        GENEVIEVE

      

      Holy hotness. Trent Fox is on a mat, sitting in my class. Don’t panic, Viv. Get yourself together. You are a professional. He’s here for recuperation, not to be ogled.

      I instructed the clients to get up on their hands and knees, and then I led them through cat pose, where they curved their spine and then reversed it, dropping the belly low into cow pose. I scanned the room, settling on him as I went through cat and cow pose paired with breathing. Watching the way he arched stiffly and then dropped his bulky chest low, tipping a bum that looked so hard I could bounce a quarter off it, made it hard for me to balance.

      “Now place your palms down at a ninety-degree angle, lift your toes to the mat, and press your hips up toward the sky, going into your downward facing dog.”

      A pained groan echoed from his side of the room. I lifted my head. One of his legs shook as he held the pose. His eyes were closed tight, and his jaw was locked, making a harsh square that wasn’t there when he smiled.

      “Keep your dog, and pedal it out slowly. Take your dog for a walk. I’m going to adjust some of you.”

      I went directly to Trent. He opened his eyes in a flash as I straddled his mat and placed my hands on the side of each hip, gripping firmly.

      “Breathe in deeply,” I said. “Now out.”

      He followed my command for two breaths as I lifted his hips an inch and pulled them back. “Head down.”

      His head fell, and without even thinking, I ran my hand down the side of his thigh until the tremor in his hamstring settled. I pressed into the top of his hamstring with a fist, pushing against the tension. He moaned. Not a pained groan, more like a relieved one.

      “You have a long way to go,” I whispered but kept him adjusted back so the ligaments would stretch. “We’ll get there,” I promised, not even believing my own words. For some reason, one I couldn’t fathom, I really wanted to help him.

      I continued to adjust others, but like a wave rolling into the shore, I kept coming back to Trent. He was struggling but giving it his all. I admired that trait in a man.

      We moved through a series of poses that were less traumatic on the hamstring. Usually I didn’t tailor a class to one client, but Trent was different, and not just because he was a Major League Baseball player and insanely gorgeous. Seeing him struggle yet still put forth the effort spoke to me on a spiritual level.

      Once we got to the deep-relaxation portion of class, or Savasana as it’s called in the Sanskrit teaching, I got everyone set up with a bolster under their thighs and an eye pillow. I walked around, giving each of them a drop of essential oil on their chins and the tender space between nose and upper lip to encourage deep breathing. When I got to Trent, he took in a deep breath, which zipped through me like a physical caress, working its way down to curl my toes. His hand jolted out, and he gripped my wrist before I could move away.

      He sniffed my wrist and along my inner arm. I shivered, gooseflesh rising to the surface of my skin.

      “You smell better than the oil.” His voice was a low growl, as if he were halfway between slumbering and awake. I’d go a long way to hear that sexy sound again.

      Yikes. What was wrong with me? I didn’t have time for a man in my life. Between raising Rowan and Mary and working two jobs, the last thing I needed was a distraction or a suitor. Especially one known for being a player on and off the field. No. He was just being flirty. He didn’t really like me. Heck, he didn’t even know me.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. “I’ll be back to do a Savasana massage. Just follow my voice, and I’ll let you know when to rise.”

      “Your class, your rules.” He smirked.

      Even with an eye pillow over his face, just that twinge of lips was drop-dead sexy.

      I guided the class through a meditative scene and provided a head and neck massage to several attendees. Unless I had a teacher trainer in class, I couldn’t get to everyone, but I made damn sure I got to Trent. An invisible tether pulled me toward his supine form. Long, heavily muscled legs and arms relaxed in repose. He was so much bigger than I was. If I lay on top of him, his body would swallow me up. I clenched my thighs to stave off the lust that hummed in my system. His arms were at his sides, palms facing up. I wanted to measure the difference in size between our hands, feel the warmth from his hand chakra connected with mine. The white tank he wore did nothing to hide his magnificent chest and abdominals. The man was a brick house of sinewy muscle and bone, perfectly molded as if etched in marble by a world-renowned sculptor.

      Kneeling at the top of his mat where his head rested, I caressed just his shoulders with a featherlight touch, letting him know I was there.
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