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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Gage

      

      I pace impatiently.

      I’m not the type to get nervous, but this is about as close as I’ve come in a long time. The news I’m about to get could potentially tear apart the hockey team and organization I worked so hard to build up, and that’s the part that makes me uncomfortable. 

      I knew something was going on, but I didn’t expect the security specialist I hired to find something concrete after just two days. Of course, the man I hired isn’t just a private detective and bodyguard, but he’s also a retired British spy, so his skill set is better than your everyday PI.

      I catch a glimpse of cropped blond hair atop broad shoulders and long, denim-clad legs, and take a deep breath, approaching my old friend, hand extended. “Chains.”

      “Hello, mate.” Darryl “Chains” Carruthers shakes my hand. 

      “Thank you for taking a job like this. I know it’s not what you do anymore.”

      “It’s nice to do something different for a change.” Chains runs security for a high-end, private nightclub in Las Vegas these days.

      We lock eyes for a beat, memories of a mission in Afghanistan gone horribly wrong briefly flashing through my mind, but it’s a bond that will link us forever. Chains was MI6 back then, on a joint mission with American and Israeli military when we met, and despite the horrible circumstances, we’ve remained friends over the years.

      “How’s the family?” I ask, motioning for him to follow as we walk.

      “Excellent.” Chains grins. “The kids have us running about, and Em’s pregnant again.”

      “This is…number three?” I ask with a grin.

      “For her, yeah, first with me.” Chains’ wife, Emilie, has two children from previous relationships. 

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks. It’s a girl.”

      I chuckle. “So it’ll be two girls and a boy, huh? You’re going to be a busy man.”

      “Why do you think I jumped at the chance to get out of town?”

      We laugh, since Chains makes no secret of the fact that he adores his wife and family. 

      “So tell me what you found.” I’m all business once we settle in my hotel suite.

      “It’s not pretty.” Chains hands me a packet. “There are printed pictures in there, along with a thumb drive with the pictures as well as video and audio.”

      “Audio?” I can’t help but smile. “How the hell did you get audio?”

      “Mate, we have the same skill set.”

      “Not exactly, but I see your point.”

      “That said, what’s this really about?” Chains asks curiously, stretching his legs out in front of him as he reclines in the chair. “We both know damn well you could have done this yourself.”

      “I needed someone who wasn’t me to catch these guys in the act. You work for a top-notch security firm so not only do I trust you to be thorough, your company’s reputation keeps my personal reputation unblemished and impartial.”

      “You needed an ex-spy who can kill people twenty-seven ways using only two fingers to get proof you have drug dealers working for you?”

      I grimace. “When you put it like that, no, but…” I hesitate and take a breath. “I already knew what they were up to, but the logistics of me personally catching them in the act could have gotten complicated. It was easier to hire you.”

      “No problem at all. I was just curious.” Chains cocks his head. “What happens now?”

      “I’m going to look at what you’ve got.” I reached for my laptop and sign in, plugging the thumb drive into the USB port and waiting as it loads. High-resolution pictures appear on the screen and my jaw clenches as I slowly flipped through them.

      Dammit. 

      I already knew, but I held out hope I was wrong. 

      What the hell is wrong with these guys? They’re coaching hockey at the highest level, with a team that’s struggling but is on the upswing this season. I busted my ass since inheriting the Alaska Blizzard from my late Uncle Malcolm, bringing in stronger talent and making sure the front office is maximizing their marketing efforts. 

      I inherited a mess, but turning things around brings me a great deal of pleasure.

      Many of the players have become my friends, and I managed to bring aboard new people that began to make a difference. I spent a lot of my own money to study professional hockey, learning not just the business side, but the physical and emotional parts as well. I hired people I know and trust, built relationships with everyone involved in the organization, and did my damnedest to make the team a success despite the naysayers who automatically assumed no man my age who lacked sports experience would ever be able to run a team like this.

      Damn all of them for trying to destroy what I’m building.

      Fury rocks through me and I yank my phone out of my pocket, immediately dialing my assistant. “Rose, it’s me. I need you to contact the coaching staff—yes, Sylvester, Pierre, and Ellory—and tell them I want them to come to my suite immediately… I don’t care, make it happen. Thank you.” I disconnect and turn to Chains. “Can you stay for the meeting?”

      “Of course. What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to fire their asses.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, I’m still grappling with what I’ve done. 

      I’ve just fired my entire coaching staff, and the weight of that decision sits heavy on my chest. I pace like a caged animal, the tension thrumming through my veins. The meeting was brutal—filled with denial, excuses, and finally, fiery indignation. Getting rid of an entire NHL coaching staff isn’t something I take lightly, yet here I am, standing in the aftermath alone.

      Chains breaks the silence. “What’s the plan, mate?” he asks as I finally set my phone down. 

      I drag my hands over my face, trying to wipe away the fatigue and uncertainty that lurk in my mind.

      “You need to get home to the wife right away?”

      “Right away?” Chains shakes his head. “Nah. Em’s good. She’s feeling great, working, and we’ve got a nanny for the kids. What do you need?”

      “I need you to come back to Anchorage with me. This is going to be a media circus and on the off chance one of these clowns decides to come after me, it’s better if I have a bodyguard around instead of letting people see me kicking someone’s ass.”

      Chains nods. “It’s your money.”

      “It’s about optics, my friend.”

      “When do we leave?”

      “We’ll be flying home with the team today.”

      “Will you be calling the police?”

      “I don’t want to.” I look away. “I would have preferred it, but I think that’ll put the team in the middle of a shitstorm. I’m going to say it was unbecoming conduct and see what happens. If the press or the league makes a big deal about it, then I’ll have no choice but to turn it over to the cops.”

      “All right, then, I’m going to call my wife and let her know it’ll be a few more days. Anything else you need me to do before we leave?”

      “No, take your time. I have to make some phone calls as well. We’ll leave here in about an hour.”

      Chains pulls out his phone as I get up and walk into the bedroom of the suite, dialing a familiar number. She won’t answer—she never does—but the message I leave her will undoubtedly get her to call me back. 

      For once. 

      Maybe. 

      Or not. 

      I never know with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      Laurel

      

      It’s just after seven in the evening when I walk into my condo, kicking off my heels and tossing my purse onto the chair in the living room. It’s been a long day. I got up at five to squeeze in an on-ice workout before showering and changing, then I headed across town to the arena where I coach girls’ hockey. Ever since coaching the U.S. Olympic Women’s Ice Hockey team to a gold medal, I’ve been in high demand, but I crave a break from that kind of pressure. Working with younger girls feels refreshing and fulfilling.

      The money isn’t great, but thanks to my ex-husband, I don’t need it.

      Though my divorce has been a long time coming and we’ve been legally separated for years before filing the final papers, he continues to deposit money into my checking account, no matter how many times I ask him to stop. At one point, we had a huge fight about it, and he threatened to tie me up in court for years if I challenged him on giving me the money he insists is half mine since we were married while he earned it. It’s easier to give in than to keep fighting, and it also affects my peace of mind.

      I can take jobs like the one I have now without worrying about paying my bills. My condo and car are paid off, I have a nice nest egg, and I’m able to donate to charities that mean a lot to me. On the surface, life is good.

      Too bad I’m lonely, horny, and still pissed at the man who shredded my heart so many years ago. He tried to make it up to me with money, and while it affords me a lifestyle I wouldn’t have otherwise, it doesn’t come close to healing the pain of losing him. 

      Seeing him during the Olympics last year was so fucking hard, especially afterward at the wonderfully thoughtful party he threw for the team. I was on edge through most of it, trying to forget those steely gray eyes, rock-hard body, and how beautifully he fills out a suit. Well, he fills out pretty much anything he wears, but I love him best in a suit. Or naked. 

      Naked is definitely a sight to behold with Gage Caldwell.

      Shaking my head, I pull out my phone to listen to whatever message he left me earlier today. Since the Olympics last year, he’s started calling about once a month, always with some trumped-up reason to talk to me. I’ve learned not to answer and instead listen to the messages he leaves afterward. A few times, the calls have been legit—pertaining to players or something hockey-related—but most of the time, he just wants to chat, which pisses me off even more. As if he didn’t lie to and hurt me more than anyone should be allowed to.

      Getting over him was hard enough, so being friends again isn’t an option, much less anything else.

      I put my phone on speaker and rest it on the arm of the couch, letting my head fall back as I brace myself for whatever ruse he’s using to get my attention.

      “Hey, babe.” He still insists on calling me babe.

      “It’s me.” As if he has to identify himself.

      “Listen…big shake-up with the team today and I need your help. I fired my entire coaching staff. It’s a long story, and I’ll tell you everything when you call me back. I’ll be getting on a plane in about an hour, but I’ll be home late tonight. I need a head coach for the next three weeks and if you’re interested, I’ll need you here ASAP. I know you want to do this, Laurel, no matter what our history is. Call me. Please.”

      I stare at the phone for a full minute before anything registers.

      He fired his entire coaching staff?

      He wants me to be the head coach?

      Of an NHL team?

      Holy shit.

      I’m pissed about the past… but not that pissed. I’d be an idiot to turn this down. I just have to slow the wild beating of my heart and the excitement shooting through my veins. I’ve never been a drug user, but if this is what it feels like when you shoot up, no wonder people get addicted.

      I take a deep breath, promising myself I’ll keep everything about the relationship and the conversation professional, and then hit the call back button. As expected, he answers on the first ring.

      “Hey, babe.”

      “I wish you’d stop calling me that.”

      “I’ve been calling you that for fifteen years. It’s a hard habit to break.”

      “If I come up there to coach, you’re going to have to.”

      “Of course.” He pauses. “Will you come, Laurel?”

      “Gage, I need to know what happened. I mean, this is crazy.”

      “I’ve suspected something was amiss for a long time and had my eye on Coach Sylvester and the others for months. I hired a professional to follow him on this road trip and we hit paydirt big-time. Coach Sylvester and Coach Pierre literally sold drugs to a player on the other team and my guy got it all on film, with audio, no less.”

      That’s hard to wrap my head around.

      “Jesus. What kinds of drugs?”

      “Both cocaine and some illegal steroid compound.”

      “How are they passing the no-notice tests?” she asks in amazement.

      “We’re not sure. I think at least one player on the Blizzard is using, and though I didn’t get into specifics when I told the team what happened on the flight back to Anchorage, I plan to talk to him soon.”

      “This is insane,” she murmurs softly. 

      “Laurel, I booked a flight for you in the morning. It leaves at nine. Can you be on it? You’ll want to bring everything you need for a month or more, depending on the playoffs. We have three weeks left in the season and we can still make it. We’re one point out of a wild card spot.” He hesitates. “Please?”

      “Why me?” I ask softly. “You know there are no female head coaches in the league. This is going to bring all kinds of media attention on top of a drug scandal. Why would you do that to your team?”

      “I’m bringing in the best coach I know on extremely short notice. I think I’m doing something pretty fantastic for my team. And no one will know about the drugs unless they decide to sue me for breach of contract or some other stupid thing. Right now, the official announcement is conduct unbecoming.”

      I swallow. “They’re going to say it’s because we were married or that we’re sleeping together again. Or something.”

      “Every time they say something like that, I can start reading off your résumé. Shall I begin now? Four-time Women’s Frozen Four Championship team player. Two-time Olympic medalist. Coach of the gold-medal-winning Olympic team just one year ago. Shall I mention all your other accolades?”

      “No.” I chuckle. “Are you sure, Gage?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I can’t do it alone, though.”

      “For one game, you may have to. Do you have any ideas?”

      “Danielle Petrov.”

      He laughs. “Why am I not surprised? Yes, of course, I’ll let you borrow one of my trainers as a coach for a game or two, but she’s young, Laurie. We need more experience, especially if we make the playoffs, which is still a possibility, though not likely.”

      “What about the coach from your minor league team? Will he hate being under someone so much younger, not to mention a woman?”

      “If he does, he can go back to the minors.”

      “Gage, I can’t just…” My voice trails off. Of course I can. When else would an opportunity like this arise? Even the prospect of being around Gage day and night doesn’t dampen my excitement.

      “Can’t what?” he prods gently. “Leave your current job? Pack up your stuff and leave in the morning for an indeterminate amount of time? Spend time with me?”

      I bite back a retort. He’s the reason I have an opportunity like this. Being bitchy is pointless. “Gage, if I say yes…”

      “If?”

      “If I say yes, there will have to be ground rules.”

      He chuckles, a deep, velvety sound I still love. “Babe, this is a legit job offer, and the idea of requiring you to sleep with me, or whatever ridiculous thing you’re imagining, is almost offensive.”

      “Offensive?” Now I’m offended. “What does that mean?”

      “It means, we’ve had sex a thousand times. Including just over a year ago, when you told me in no uncertain terms, that it was a one-time thing. Which is also what you said the time before and the time before that.”

      I huff out an annoyed curse word under my breath. “Did you seriously just throw that in my face?”

      “I’m not throwing anything at you. The last three times we’ve seen each other, all since the divorce was final, we’ve slept together. I have no need to try to bribe you or force you or anything else. We’ve never been able to keep our hands off each other, but this is business, Laurie, and there isn’t going to be a hell of a lot of time for extracurricular activities since your first game as head coach will be the day after tomorrow.”

      I want to be annoyed—hell, I am annoyed—but he’s right. We fall into bed together almost every time we see each other. One of many reasons I stay as far away from him as possible. 

      And we absolutely couldn’t do any of that if I’m coaching the team. That has to be a hard line in the sand. 

      Doesn’t it?

      “Gage…the past is the past, but if I’m going to do this, it has to be strictly professional. We’ll make sure we’re open about the fact that I’m your ex-wife and we’re still friends, but this is a business relationship. It’s a few weeks, maybe even a month or two if we get into the playoffs. But for my sake, we have to keep it professional while I’m doing this. Please, Gage. It’s important to me.”

      “Whatever you want, Laurie.”

      “And please don’t call me Laurie in public. Not Laurie and definitely not babe.”

      “I can refrain from calling you babe. Laurie is going to be harder.”

      “Try?”

      “You’ll take the job?”

      “Yes.”

      “See you tomorrow. I’ll send all the information to your email. And thank you.” 

      He disconnects before I can respond, and I put the phone down slowly. 

      What the hell just happened? 

      I just signed a deal with a devil in a perfectly tailored Armani suit. 

      This is going to be an epic clusterfuck, but those proverbial wild horses couldn’t keep me away from a head coaching position in the NHL. 

      Even if it has disaster written all over it.
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      Laurel

      

      Gage is waiting at the airport when I come out of the gate. 

      My breath catches as I look at him, taking in his tall, lean frame, the longer hair, those steel-gray eyes. 

      Jesus, how is he still this sexy? 

      Doesn’t he age?

      “Hey, babe.” His gaze is unwavering, drinking me in like a man dying of thirst in the desert.

      And roughly fifteen years after the first time he’s done it, it still has the same effect on me.

      “Would you stop calling me that?” I demand softly. 

      He’s a billionaire, yet he’s standing there in jeans with holes in the knees, a tight, black T-shirt that shows off his beautifully sculpted torso, black biker-style boots, and a denim jacket. 

      Isn’t it like two degrees outside? 

      I mentally shake my head, trying not to stare and failing miserably.

      “Sorry.” He gives me a brief smile and moves towards the baggage claim area. “How many bags do you have?”

      “Two suitcases,” I respond. “I have enough clothes to last a bit and a couple of pantsuits for games, but I’ll need to find time to shop or⁠—”

      “I’ll send for a tailor,” he interrupts. “You’re not going to have time to breathe the next few weeks. Team meeting tomorrow morning at the arena. Organizational meeting tonight at my house with the GM, VP of Hockey Operations, and a few others. You’ll need to get up to speed quickly.”

      “Have you booked me a rental car?” she asks.

      “Of course. It’s waiting at my house.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t send a car for me.”

      He frowns slightly as he peers at me. “I realize our relationship hasn’t been the best of late, but do you really think so little of me?”

      “I don’t think little of you at all, it’s simply your reality. Chauffeurs, limos, assistants… It makes sense, considering who you are and what you’ve become.”

      “What I’ve become?” He raises his eyebrows. “Should I be insulted?”

      “Don’t be coy. You have more money than most people can even imagine—why wouldn’t you have those things?”

      “First of all, while I do employ some of those things as well as many others, I’m still me. I drive myself to work, watch football on Sundays, and drink ice-cold Corona with lime when I’m at the beach. I’m still the same guy you married in college, Laurel. I don’t know why you’d think otherwise.”

      “We’ve been together two minutes and we’re already arguing.”

      “We’re not arguing, but I’m sure we’re about to.”

      “Oh?” Now I’m the one with raised eyebrows.

      “I think it’ll be easier if you stay at the house.” His silver eyes give nothing away, but I know him well enough to know he’s being deliberately nonchalant. “You being at a hotel opens you up to the press following you, ambushing you, strangers going through your things when the maids come in… I really think it’ll be better all-around if you stay at my house, even though I’m sure you’ll give me eight hundred reasons why it’s a bad idea.”

      I hesitate. 

      Staying with him is the worst idea ever. Our separation and subsequent divorce hurt me terribly, but there are good memories too, or we wouldn’t fall into bed together every time we breathe the same air. Letting myself get too close to him is never a good thing because once he turns on the charm, it’s nearly impossible to resist him.

      “I’m happy to put you up at a hotel if it’s a deal-breaker,” he continues when I don’t respond right away. “But I genuinely think you’ll be more comfortable at my house. Especially since the media got wind of the firings earlier today and have been staking out the arena to see what’s what.”

      “You’re probably right,” I concede finally. I don’t mind dealing with the media when it comes to hockey, but anything about my personal life irritates me.

      “I am?” He pauses, looking at me intently. “When was the last time you let me be right about something?”

      “The last time you were actually right.” I nudge him. “Those are my bags, smart-ass.”

      He grins. “Still tie the pinkest ribbon available around the handles, I see.” He grabs both of them off the conveyer belt and pushes them ahead of him. 

      “Of course.” I follow him outside and immediately spot the waiting limousine. 

      “And no, I didn’t drive myself here because it’s a lot more convenient not to have to park at the airport. So you were right—I have changed about some things.”

      “If I had a limo, I’d take it to pick people up at the airport too,” I muse.

      “Good to know.”

      The chauffeur takes my bags and Gage lets me get into the long black car ahead of him. 

      “Yours or a rental?” I ask, glancing around at the plush interior. The seats are leather, the minibar sports crystal stemware, and the TV on one side is bigger than the one in my bedroom at home.

      “Mine.” He reaches for a glass. “Would you like something? I have your favorite moscato chilling.”

      I sigh. 

      Classic Gage. 

      Always so thoughtful. 

      Sweet. 

      Generous. 

      Misleading.

      I have to remember that. No matter how solicitous he is, he will inevitably hurt me. This is the professional opportunity of a lifetime, but I have to come out on the other end with my heart intact. It’s taken me years to get over him, and going back to a place where I cry myself to sleep every night won’t be good.

      “One glass,” I say after a moment. “I probably need my wits about me for this meeting tonight.”

      “There will undoubtedly be pushback,” he admits, pouring a glass and handing it to me. “Your résumé speaks for itself, though, and the coach of our AHL affiliate landed a little while ago. It’ll just be the two of you tomorrow night, but if you think Dani would be an asset, we can reassign her for the night.”

      “I did some research on the plane,” I say. “There are eleven games left and we’re neck and neck with two other teams. If San Jose loses two, the Sidewinders lose one, and we win eight, we’re in.”

      He whistles under his breath. “That’s not going to be easy.”

      I smile. “Nothing about this is easy. Do you think there will be blowback for firing your coaches with three weeks left in the season instead of just waiting?”

      “It was impulsive, no doubt about it, and everyone’s pretty upset with me, but a few years on Wall Street—not to mention the military—thickened up my skin so I’m not worried about it.”

      “Well, I’m worried about it,” I admit, sipping my wine. 

      “Your record speaks for itself, and we’ll figure it all out. We just have to get through the meetings tonight and in the morning, and then the first game.”

      “I can handle myself as far as my professional pedigree goes, but I really don’t know how to answer the personal questions that are inevitable.”

      “Keep it simple. College romance, married too young, things didn’t work out but we’ve remained friends and have the utmost respect for each other. When I called you about this, you were happy to step in to help both me and the organization.”

      “Sounds about right.” 

      Maybe.

      This is nuts. I have no business being here, dammit. The excitement of getting to coach at this level is slowly being drowned out by regret, an unfamiliar twinge of insecurity, and the never-ending reality of being so close to Gage for any extended period of time. How the hell am I going to fake romantic indifference and “utmost respect” to the press? 

      I’m a hockey coach, not an actress, and they are definitely not the same thing.

      I’m so screwed.
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      Gage

      

      I wasn’t expecting Laurel to still have the same impact on me now as she did the day we met, but she does. We’ve been legally divorced for three years, separated for eight, married for two before the separation, and we dated for two years before that. 

      The last fifteen years of my life have been defined by her, even after we separated. I’ve never stopped loving her and have never stopped trying to win her back. Even after she told me she would never trust me again, would never forgive me, would never love me as much as she once did.

      The last part of that, at least, has to be a lie. I would bet my life she still loves me—why else do we fall into bed together every year or so? The sex is amazing, but no sex is good enough to go back to someone you hate. She says one thing but does another, and it baffles me because I still have no earthly idea what went wrong. 

      There were mistakes on both our parts, but she’s put it all on me, and I’ve loved her enough to take it, hoping I’d eventually win her back. I’ve never given up on us, hanging on to the hope she’ll someday realize we’re meant to be together, but I’ve finally begun to believe she moved on the day we signed that final divorce decree.

      Not loving her isn’t possible, though.

      Now she’s here, for what might be a good amount of time, and I’m racking my brain to figure out the best way to handle the coaching crisis with the team while simultaneously winning back the only woman I’ve ever loved. I hadn’t considered making Laurel the head coach until I was actually in the process of firing the coaching staff, and then the idea barreled through me like a tornado. 

      It’s too perfect of a solution to ignore, but she’s made it clear I have a lot of work to do to convince her there can be anything personal between us again. 

      And there are so many other things I need to do.

      There isn’t even time for dinner before everyone starts to arrive, so I arrange for food to be brought in. People are usually happier if they’re fed, and based on the phone calls I’ve been getting all day, upper management isn’t happy with my spur-of-the-moment decision to fire the coaches while on a road trip.

      Laurel is pacing, the only sign she’s nervous since everything else about her is cool as a cucumber. She handles pressure well—I’ve always admired that about her and it’s part of what makes her a great coach—but this isn’t something she’s ever experienced.

      I want to comfort her, assure her everything is going to be okay, but that isn’t realistic. I honestly have no idea how this was going to go. Technically, they could fight me and bring in a dozen other experienced coaches to fill the slots for the rest of the season. As the owner, I have a lot of power, but not all of it. I still have people to answer to. If I don’t maintain control, things will be hashed out in the court of public opinion, and then I’ll be fucked. 

      I won’t let that happen, though. 

      This is far too important, in more ways than one. 

      “Is Chains joining us?” Laurel asks.

      I shake my head. “I figured having a bodyguard here for this might be overkill.”

      “Mr. Caldwell.” My housekeeper, Wenda Carter, comes to the door of the solarium, where we’re holding the meeting. “Your guests have begun to arrive. Shall I bring them in?”

      “Yes, Wenda, thank you.” I glance at Laurel. 

      She meets my eyes and nods. “I’m fine,” she says, as if reading my mind. She’s always been able to do that, even as a twenty-year-old college student.

      “I know you are.” I wink just as the team’s general manager comes in.

      Howard Darnier is short and stocky, a former minor league player who coached for many years before moving into a management position for the Blizzard. He knows the game and the players, is a shrewd businessman, and doesn’t particularly like me. I don’t give a shit most of the time, but tonight is just as much about Laurel as it is about the team, and I won’t allow anyone to be unkind, something Darnier is known for, especially when it comes to women in sports. 

      He was against hiring Danielle Petrov as the team’s assistant trainer, but I got my way, and Howard has grudgingly admitted she’s been an excellent choice. That’s the one and only time we’ve agreed on much of anything, so I have a feeling tonight will be less than fun. 

      A lot less. 

      I just don’t want to scare Laurel since she usually holds her own without issue. 

      “Gage.” Howard shakes my hand and turns curiously to Laurel.

      “Laurel Saunders.” Laurel holds out her hand and shakes the older man’s firmly.

      “I don’t think we’ve ever met,” Howard responds, cocking his head slightly. “But I’ve certainly followed your career. It’s been impressive.”

      “Thank you.” She inclines her head ever so slightly.

      Howard turns to Gage, though, narrowing his eyes. “Does this mean what I think it means?” he asks bluntly.

      “If you mean, did I ask Laurel to step into a coaching position,” I answer smoothly, “then yes, it does. We don’t have much time and Laurel was available.”

      “Son, these unilateral decisions you keep making—” he begins.

      “I’m not your son,” I interrupt in a steely voice. “I’m your boss. Keep that in mind before you say anything else.”

      “This is a team.” Howard doesn’t miss a beat. “We’re a group, a family, and that’s something you still have to learn about this sport. This isn’t Wall Street, and it sure as hell isn’t the military.”

      I hate when anyone brings up either of those two things, but I merely shrug. “It’s my team, and I didn’t have the luxury of taking a poll. For the next three weeks, we do things my way.” 

      I'm spared having to say anything else as Franklin Denault, the Director of Hockey Operations, and Michael Hornsby, the Director of Player Personnel, join us. I barely have time to introduce them before Marshall Cade, the head coach from the Blizzard’s AHL affiliate team, comes in, followed by several others.

      It’s a full house and time to begin, so I clear my throat. 

      “Thank you for coming on such short notice.” I’ve been trying to think about what to say for the last couple of hours but still don’t have a speech planned. “There’s a buffet set out, so help yourselves to food and drinks, and once everyone is settled, we’ll begin.”

      I wait until everyone is eating and talking among themselves before I speak up again. “First, I’d like to verify that you all got the documents and images I sent to you via email today.”

      Everyone nods.

      “Good.” I look around. “While I know you have questions about how I did it, are there questions about why I fired those men?” I’m gratified to see no one say anything, each of them glancing around the room.

      “We still need to discuss the how,” Howard says after a moment. “We’re three weeks from the end of the season and not only are we without a coaching staff, we’re in the middle of a scandal.”

      “The scandal is minimal,” I say. “This was criminal behavior and I cut them loose. I’d prefer not to release the documents, have them arrested, or anything like that, but I will if necessary. I believe there was at least one player involved, but without blowing this thing up even bigger, the best solution is to trade anyone I think is shady in the off-season and let it be someone else’s problem. For now, we focus on saying firing the coaches was because of unbecoming behavior and let them decide how much they’re going to say. That’s what I said on the phone today and what I’ll continue to say in the coming days.”

      “Sounds reasonable.” Franklin doesn’t appear nearly as disturbed as Howard, his face calm as he takes massive bites of lasagna.

      “There’s a game in approximately twenty-four hours,” Marshall speaks up. “Is that why I’m here?”

      “As a matter of fact, it is.” I smile. “I’ve brought in Laurel Saunders as our head coach—I’m sure everyone here knows who she is—and I’d like you to be her assistant. There are eleven games left in the season and we have a lot of work to do. I think you and Laurel would work well together, but obviously the choice is yours.”

      “Of course.” Marshall nods without hesitation. “Whatever you need.”

      “Is no one going to bring up the elephant in the room?” Howard demands. “She’s his ex-wife. That’s a PR nightmare, and the phone lines were already blowing up today.”

      “What does my marital status have to do with anything?” Laurel speaks before I have a chance. “You’ve been divorced twice, Mr. Darnier. Would anyone even ask this question if I wasn’t a woman?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 5


          

        

      

    

    
      Laurel

      

      I didn’t know how or when I’d jump in, but I’m prepared because I’m used to being spoken down to in sports. No matter how much I’ve accomplished, I’ll never receive the same respect that men get, so I have no problem taking the lead. I have nothing to lose here; becoming the head coach of an NHL team has never been on my radar. Even if I fly back home tonight, I’m not any worse off than I was yesterday. 

      This is my chance to prove myself and stand up to these men.

      “Excuse me?” Howard’s face turns red.

      “Why would you even bring up our previous relationship?” I continue. “We were young and things simply didn’t work out, but we’re still good friends with the utmost respect for each other. Our past really doesn’t have anything to do with anything.” I stole that straight from Gage but it seems fitting.

      “Whether it does or not, the press is going to have a field day with this.”

      “I’m a qualified coach, and I’m available. It’s eleven games. We can sit here and debate my history, my relationships, and my career, or we can use this time to come up with a plan for the next few weeks.”

      “I agree,” Marshall speaks up. “If Laurel and I are going to do this, we need to get started immediately.”

      “I need the team contacted and told to be at the arena at nine,” I continue. “I want to meet with them as a group before the morning skate and then I’ll meet with them individually the next day at practice. Who has questions?” 

      I look around the room, adopting my most professional expression, one that often borders on icy. It tends to be effective with men like this, and I feel a sense of satisfaction as I see everyone but Marshall squirm uncomfortably. 

      “The league is going to want answers,” Franklin says simply. “You can’t just fire people with contracts.”

      “I can. I did.” Gage stuffs his hands in his pockets. “If the league wants to see the evidence, I’m happy to show them. I’m throwing a press conference tomorrow to answer all the hard questions. You guys just have to back me up. Nothing more, nothing less. As long as we project a united front, everything will be okay.”

      “And what if the boys won’t play for her?” Howard demands.

      “I know most of them will, and with that many on board, the rest will follow suit.”

      “It’s eleven games,” Franklin says, shrugging. “If we get to the playoffs, we’ll reconvene and reassess. This season is probably over anyway, so there’s no point in turning this into a bigger deal than it is.”

      I breathe a mental sigh of relief and force myself to stop tapping my foot impatiently. I have too much to do to waste time in a pissing contest with these men. I have something to prove, a lot to read, and not enough time for any of it.
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        * * *

      

      It takes another hour to get everyone out of the house, and by the time Gage shows the last of them out, I’m already in my pajamas, feet tucked under me on the loveseat in front of the fireplace in my suite. Gage has gotten me stats and analytics on every player for each game of the season, and it’s a lot of information to digest. I’ve watched many of the games, of course, since I know a few of the guys and am friends with two of their wives, but it isn’t the same as coming up with a concrete plan.

      The Blizzard has a lot of talent, but for whatever reason, they just don’t win as much as they should. This season has been better since they’re not mathematically eliminated from the playoffs. However, it’ll take a lot of effort and a few strokes of luck for us to make it, and that’s the plan. I haven’t told Gage or anyone else that, but I have a chance to do something no one else has ever done, and I’m going to do everything in my power to make it happen.

      There’s a knock on the door, and I don’t even glance up as I call out, “Come in.”

      “Hey.” Gage enters wearing sweats and a T-shirt, his bare feet noiseless as they pad across the thick carpet. “Do you need anything before I turn in?”

      “No, this is great,” I respond, looking up. “Thanks for getting it for me.”

      “Of course.” He pauses. “What time do you want to leave? I think we should go in together tomorrow, just for the first day. I’d like to be there for the initial meeting.”

      “I told Marshall to meet me there at eight.”

      “All right, be ready to go at seven thirty.”

      “Thank you. I’ll need to learn my way around quickly.”

      “For the first few days, I’m happy to drive you since I go into the office most days anyway. And I made sure to get you a rental with a navigation system.”

      “That was very thoughtful.” I force myself not to say thank you again. I hate to keep thanking him, but he keeps doing nice things. 

      Why does it annoy me so much?

      “I know you like to be prepared for everything, but you should try to get a good night’s sleep. It’ll probably be a while before you get another one.”

      “I’ll probably be way too nervous,” she admits. “It’ll catch up to me tomorrow after the game.”

      He nodded. “See you in the morning then.”

      “Goodnight.”

      

      Gage

      

      In spite of the advice I give Laurel, I don’t sleep much that night. I toss and turn until about four in the morning, finally getting up and running on the treadmill for half an hour. By the time I lift weights for another thirty minutes, shower, shave, and head downstairs, I find Laurel in the kitchen having coffee. She obviously didn’t sleep well either, but her eyes are bright when she looks up. 

      “Suit or sweats?” she asks without preamble. “Usually I wear sweats for practices, but this is a meeting too, and their first time meeting me.”

      I hesitate. “You’ll be out on the ice with them, right?”

      She nods.

      “Sweats. They’re not judging you on the quality of your attire, ba—er, Laurel.”

      She doesn’t seem to notice my near-gaffe and absently gets up to refill her coffee cup. 

      “Wenda doesn’t come in until ten,” I continue slowly. “I’m usually on my own in the morning, unless I have something special planned, so if you give her your breakfast requirements, she’ll make sure the fridge is stocked with whatever you need.”

      “Thank you.” She makes a weird face that makes me wonder what’s on her mind, but she’s distracted this morning, so I won’t bother her by asking.

      “Did you sleep at all?” I ask instead.

      “Maybe four hours. That’s all I need on a day like today. I’ll sleep well tonight and then get on a schedule. I need to get the initial jitters out of the way.”

      “I’ll leave you to your work then.” I pour my own cup of coffee and get some eggs out of the refrigerator. “Eggs?” I ask.

      “Oh, um…” She looks up in confusion. “What?”

      “I’m making eggs,” I say patiently. “Would you like some?”

      “Okay, yes. Thanks.” She takes a breath. “Sorry. I’m thinking about twenty different things.”

      “No worries. You do your thing, I’ll make breakfast.” 

      I watch her out of the corner of my eye as I make eggs, bacon, and toast—all things she likes. She was a fussy eater when we first got together and she was playing college hockey, but she eventually relaxed her strict diet regimen, especially in the off-season.

      We cooked together in those days, and I try not to think about how many times cooking led to other things. 

      Sexy things. 

      Things that make my cock stir behind my sweats. 

      I have to stop thinking like this, or she’ll be out of here before I finish breakfast. 

      “When are my predecessors cleaning out their offices?” Laurel asks, bringing me back to the present.

      “Tomorrow. I didn’t want them in the arena on a game day.”

      “Okay, I’ll be sure to stay out of there until then.”

      “Are you coming back here after practice or staying at the arena all day?”

      “I’ll stay there. I have a ton to do and don’t want to waste time commuting. I packed my suit for tonight so I’ll bring everything with me.”

      “You can use one of the executive offices upstairs in the afternoon. I’ll introduce you to everyone and⁠—”

      “Not today.” She shakes her head. “I have to focus on the first game. I’ll meet everyone tomorrow, okay? Today is just the team and the support staff. I’ve memorized most of the names but now I have to put faces to them. Dani said she’ll help. She’s going to be at the meeting this morning. I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s your team,” I say quietly, dumping half the eggs on her plate, tossing a few pieces of bacon on it, a piece of toast, and carrying it over to her. “Just eat something. I know how you are when you’re focused on something and you won’t eat all day.”

      “I keep protein bars in my purse,” she says, picking up a piece of bacon. 

      “Well, just ask if you need anything, and I’ve reassigned my assistant to you for today since you don’t know your way around or where anything is.”

      She looks like she’s going to protest but then simply nods. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “I’m going to eat upstairs while I check email. I’ll be ready to go in about forty-five minutes.” 

      I take my plate and head out of the kitchen. She’s distracted, and I figure the best thing to do is leave her alone. Being alone with her like this brings back too many memories I’ve tried hard to forget, and today isn’t the right day for that. I never dreamed I’d have this kind of access to her again, the chance to win her back. 

      She’s not going to make it easy, though, and the situation with the team complicates everything more than I’d like. If I’d known I was going to be in this position, I’d have come up with a plan. 

      Instead, I’m winging it, and with Laurel, that’s a tricky proposition because she isn’t the spontaneous type. 

      For the first time in my life, I’m totally off-kilter and I don’t like it one bit.
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