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​​Unexpected Heat


[image: image]




When a notorious player meets a fierce, guarded woman, sparks fly—but so do the clashes. 

Zara Brooks has built her life on trust, hard work, and keeping people at arm’s length. Then Jace Callahan walks into her world—charming, confident, and hiding secrets beneath his easy smile. Instantly drawn to Zara but unwilling to admit it, Jace’s usual games are tested by a woman who won’t back down.

As their worlds collide and tempers flare, both must confront their pasts, their fears, and the unexpected pull between them. In a battle of hearts and wills, can love find a way through the cracks? Or will their stubborn pride keep them apart forever?

Dive into this passionate enemies-to-lovers romance filled with twists, heartache, and a love worth fighting for.
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Zara Brooks liked her coffee the same way she liked her plans: strong, exact, and unshakably predictable. 

At 7:13 a.m., the bell over the door at Café Rye jingled exactly the way it did every weekday. Zara stepped in, heels clicking across concrete as the scent of espresso, cinnamon, and just a hint of desperation from overworked creatives greeted her like a ritual.

Her order was already waiting—thanks to the app, not the barista—and she grabbed the to-go cup with a nod. No time for niceties. She had fifteen minutes to walk to the office and mentally rehearse her pitch for the Valencia Park redevelopment proposal. It was the kind of project that could put her name on more than blueprints. If she nailed it.

If.

A dangerous word. Full of air and holes.

She stepped onto the street. The city moved around her with its usual indifference—horns blaring, heels clicking, earbuds in, conversations chopped up by wind and impatience. Zara thrived in it. Not because it was easy, but because it didn't ask her to feel. It just asked her to move. And she was very, very good at moving.

She didn’t notice the man until he crashed into her.

“Shit—”

Her coffee splashed against his black coat, leaving a wide, caramel-colored stain across the chest.

Zara stumbled back. “Seriously?”

He looked down, blinking at the mess like he couldn’t quite believe it existed. Then his eyes—blue, unreadable, too bright for this hour—lifted to meet hers. And he smiled.

Not an apology smile.

A charming smile. The kind that made people forget he’d ruined their $6 oat milk latte.

“Gotta say,” he said, brushing his chest with a napkin he hadn’t even pulled from anywhere, “this might be the hottest way I’ve ever started a Monday.”

Zara stared.

He had that air. The expensive kind. Hair tousled just right, stubble in the perfect ratio of effortless to intentional, cheekbones like betrayal, and a confidence that reeked of too many wins and not enough losses.

“I’m sorry,” she said flatly. “Do you normally plow into women on your way to wherever it is charming people go before 8 a.m.?”

He grinned. “Only the ones who look like they could kill me with a stapler.”

Zara blinked. Twice.

And walked away.

She didn’t look back. Not even when she heard him chuckle softly behind her like she’d just fulfilled his favorite cliché. He probably thought she’d laugh later. That she’d tell this story to a friend as some cute meet-cute.

He had no idea she didn’t believe in those.

By the time she reached the glass tower that housed Halden & Wicks, her thoughts had flushed him out like bad static. Her focus locked in on the real prize: the proposal meeting. The Valencia project.

She greeted the front desk. Rode the elevator in silence. Checked her lipstick in its mirrored walls.

There were no surprises today.

There couldn't be.

The office buzzed with pre-presentation chaos. Sketches laid out. Boards lined up. Zara’s renderings displayed proudly, neat and bold. She’d worked all weekend for this moment.

Her boss, Miles Rowen, paced as if the oxygen in the room wasn’t quite enough.

“The branding partner for Valencia is sending someone in to observe,” he said as Zara entered the conference room. “Don’t know who yet. Just don’t screw this up.”

“I won’t,” Zara said.

“I know. That’s why you’re presenting.”

She felt it then—that tiny pull in her chest. That flicker of pride that dared to spark hope. Maybe this was it. Maybe she could finally stop just proving she belonged and actually be seen.

She didn’t notice the new figure in the doorway until the room stilled.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, flashing that same disarming smile.

Zara turned.

And nearly dropped the presentation board in her hands.

Him. 

The coffee-ruining, charm-wielding street hazard. Standing in her professional safe space, in her domain, holding a branded folder and looking at her like she was a story he hadn’t finished yet.

“Jace Callahan,” he said. “Creative Director. I’ll be working with your team on branding the Valencia project.”

Zara opened her mouth.

And said absolutely nothing.

“Jace Callahan,” he repeated, stepping farther into the conference room like he owned it. Like he hadn’t just shown up thirty minutes late, flashed a movie-star smile, and sent her blood pressure into uncharted territory.

Zara’s fingers clenched around the edge of the foam board she was holding. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered.

He tilted his head. “We’ve met, right?”

Every instinct told her to play it cool. Act unbothered. But Zara Brooks didn’t play. And she was never cool when her work—the thing she’d built her entire adult life around—was suddenly wrapped up in someone who looked like a walking PR nightmare.

“You spilled my coffee this morning.”

Jace’s smile flickered, just for a second. “Ah,” he said. “Then this must be fate.”

“Oh, please.”

But Miles—blissfully unaware or willfully indifferent to the sharp edge in her voice—gestured toward the long table. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

Zara swallowed the burn in her throat and moved to the front of the room.

This was fine.

She could do this.

So what if the brand director was a man who flirted like it was breathing and didn’t seem to take anything seriously? So what if his presence in this room meant she now had to share the spotlight—and the credit—for a project she’d practically birthed herself?

She could out-professional him.

She would.

The next twenty minutes passed in a blur of renderings, diagrams, and rehearsed passion. Zara moved through her slides with confidence, her voice steady and precise. She talked about public integration, sustainable material use, and community-driven design like it was gospel.

Jace watched her the entire time.

Not the way clients usually did. Not with detached interest or polite admiration.

He watched her like he was trying to figure out how she worked. Like she was a puzzle that had said something rude to him and he was determined to win anyway.

When she finished, the room was quiet.

Then: “Impressive,” Jace said, leaning forward slightly. “You clearly care about the integrity of the space. Not just the aesthetics.”

Zara’s brows rose. Was that... a real comment?

“Thank you,” she said, cautious.

“But,” he continued, and her jaw clenched, “the branding side is going to need a lot of breathing room. Community-centered design is great, but we’ll need narrative cohesion for the campaign. Storytelling. Identity.”

“This is the identity,” Zara said, gesturing to the visuals. “The community is the brand.”

“And that’s a beautiful sentiment,” he said smoothly, “but people don’t buy sentiments. They buy stories.”

“Are you seriously suggesting we compromise the design to sell the narrative?”

“I’m suggesting,” Jace said, smile still in place, “that you and I are going to have to learn to speak the same language.”

Zara inhaled through her nose.

Don’t react.

Don’t show how much this infuriates you.

Miles cleared his throat. “Right. Well. I trust you two will be able to figure that out.”

Zara didn’t trust anything. Especially not men who showed up late and acted like their charm was currency.

Later, in the quiet of her cubicle, Talia peeked over the divider.

“So,” her roommate asked with a smirk, “is that the guy?”

Zara didn’t look up from her screen. “What guy?”

“The one who ruined your coffee and made your forehead vein go full Hulk mode.”

She sighed. “That’s him.”

Talia whistled low. “He’s hot.”

“He’s insufferable.”

“He’s both,” Talia said cheerfully. “Which makes this infinitely more entertaining.”

“It’s not supposed to be entertaining. He’s in my way.”

“And yet,” Talia said, plopping a protein bar on Zara’s desk, “here he is. Like a rom-com villain waiting for redemption. You’re the strong-willed, no-nonsense lead. He’s the chaotic spark. It’s practically Netflix.”

“I don’t have time for Netflix,” Zara muttered, but something inside her buzzed all the same.

Not interest.

Definitely not attraction.

Just... wariness.

Because Jace Callahan wasn’t just a pretty face with good lighting.

He was a complication.

And Zara had spent her whole life avoiding those.

Coffee stains on my coat aside, today was already shaping up better than expected.

The moment I walked into that room and saw her — Zara Brooks — I knew this project was going to be anything but boring.

She was the kind of woman who walked like she carried the weight of every expectation on her shoulders and wore it like armor. Sharp eyes, tighter lips, and that no-nonsense aura that told everyone to keep their distance.

My kind of challenge.

Most days, I’m a player. A flirt. A smooth talker who could charm the socks off a statue and then ghost before breakfast. But something about Zara didn’t make me want to run. If anything, she made me want to stop pretending.

I’m not sure why. Maybe it was the way she didn’t laugh at my usual nonsense, or how she stared me down like she wasn’t impressed by the smile I usually saved for the world. Or maybe it was the way she held her ground when I showed up late and ruined her morning.

She didn’t cower.

She didn’t melt.

She fought back.

And I haven’t met a woman who does that in a long time.

Maybe I’m just kidding myself, telling myself this is all business. That my job here is to sell stories, to make the project sing. But the truth is, I’m already hooked.

The thought unsettled me more than I wanted to admit.

Because players don’t get hooked.

They don’t get serious.

And they definitely don’t fall.

Not that I’d ever say that out loud.

Not yet.
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The usual buzz of the office felt different today — tighter, sharper, like the air had been sucked out of the room and replaced with pure tension. 

I stepped into the sleek conference room, the walls lined with glossy renderings of the Valencia project, and found Zara already there, her expression the perfect mix of concentration and simmering irritation.

“Looks like we’ve got a problem,” Miles said without preamble. “The community council just pushed back. They’re demanding we adjust the plan — major changes. And the board wants a revised presentation in three days.”

Three days.

A cruel joke.

Zara’s jaw tightened. She rubbed her temples, clearly fighting down frustration she refused to let surface.

“This isn’t just about the design,” Miles continued. “It’s about perception. Jace, you and Zara will need to work closely on this — branding and design have to sync perfectly. No room for ego.”

I caught Zara’s eyes for a split second. The flicker of distrust was hard to miss.

Ego. Yeah, we both had that. Big time.

“We’ll manage,” I said, already scanning the room for a strategy.

But inside, the game had changed.

This wasn’t just another job.

It was a challenge. A battlefield.

And Zara? She was both the enemy and the ally I wasn’t ready to admit I needed.

I cleared my throat, forcing a grin that felt more like a mask than anything genuine.

“Alright, Zara. We’re stuck together on this one, whether we like it or not. So let’s make sure the community sees what they want to see — and what they need to see.”

She didn’t smile back. Didn’t even look amused.

Instead, she crossed her arms, like she was daring me to overstep.

“Look,” I said, trying a softer approach, “I get that you’re protective of your design. But if we want this to work, we need to talk. Like real partners. No games.”

Her eyes narrowed, but for the first time, the sarcasm was tempered with something else. Maybe curiosity? Maybe wariness? Either way, it was progress.

I could do this.

I had to.

Because there was more at stake here than just a project.

There was her.

And somehow, in the chaos of deadlines and demands, I wanted to be more than just the charming distraction.

The clock was already ticking louder than the usual hum of the office.

We threw ourselves into frantic brainstorming. Zara’s sharp, no-nonsense style clashed with my more spontaneous, risk-taking approach.

She wanted precision. I pushed for bold ideas.

Every meeting felt like a duel.

But somewhere beneath the fire, there was an unspoken current — neither of us willing to give up, both unwilling to back down.

I caught her sketching ideas furiously one late evening.

“Still burning the midnight oil?” I teased, trying to catch her off guard.

Her eyes didn’t waver. “Deadline’s moving. No time to slack.”

“Yeah, well, I’m all about working smart, not just hard.”

She shot me a look that could cut glass.

I laughed. “Alright, fair.”

Later, in the quiet moments between meetings, I caught myself watching her more than I probably should’ve admitted.

The way her brow furrowed when she was deep in thought.

The quick smirk she gave when I tossed out a ridiculous idea that, surprisingly, had potential.

Maybe this project was more than just a job.

Maybe Zara Brooks was more than just a challenge.

And maybe, just maybe, this player was starting to want something real.

But admitting that? That was a game changer I wasn’t ready for.

Late nights became the new normal. The glow from our laptops was the only light cutting through the city’s dark skyline. I could hear Zara’s fingers tapping relentlessly on her keyboard even when I wasn’t looking.

“You ever sleep?” I asked one night, trying to sound casual but knowing she was already on edge.

She glanced up, eyes sharp. “Sleep is for the uninspired.”

I smirked, leaning back in my chair. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard all day.”

“Maybe,” she said, “but sometimes it takes ridiculous to get results.”

I liked that about her—the stubborn streak that refused to quit no matter how brutal the grind. It grated against my laid-back style, but it made me respect her. More than I expected.

As the deadline crept closer, our clashes became less about ego and more about compromise. I’d throw out an idea. She’d shoot it down with laser precision. Then she’d surprise me by adapting one of my wild concepts into something workable.

And when she did, I caught a flicker of something in her eyes—maybe pride, maybe reluctant admiration. Or maybe she was just humoring me.

Either way, it was progress.

One evening, as we wrapped up, I found myself hesitating before leaving her side.

“This project,” I said quietly, “it’s... not like any I’ve done before.”

Her gaze held mine a beat longer than usual. “Maybe that’s a good thing.”

I wanted to believe her.

The pressure wasn’t just from the project anymore.

It was from something between us, something neither of us was ready to name.

The night before the big presentation, exhaustion was etched into every line on Zara’s face. She looked less like the fierce, untouchable woman from that first meeting and more like someone fighting a war only she could see.

I knew the pressure was getting to her — maybe to both of us.

I pulled up a chair beside her desk, the hum of the city outside like a distant heartbeat.

“You don’t have to do this alone,” I said quietly.

Her eyes flashed with surprise, then something softer, almost vulnerable.

“I’m not used to help,” she admitted, voice low.

“Well, I’m not the guy who walks away,” I said, trying to keep the edge of sincerity in my tone without sounding like a sap.

She looked at me then, really looked, and for a second, the walls came down. Just a little.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered, “we show them what this project really means.”

“Together,” I said.

It wasn’t just about the presentation anymore. It never had been.

As I left the office that night, the weight of the past few days settled on me.

The player facade felt thinner, more fragile.

And for the first time, I wondered if I was ready to let it break.
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