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        “That ‘no-fraternization’ policy is about to get broken.”

        Evan Kazmeirowicz, VEGAS CRUSH

      

      

      

      Definitely the goal in mind for the star winger and team captain of the Vegas Crush the day he lays eyes on the new social media manager for the team.

      

      But for Holly Laurent it’s something  more along the lines of: never-ever-gonna-happen-Mr.-Hottie-McHockeypants.

      

      Dating a “player” is a risky business, especially if she wants to keep the job she just landed with the hottest team in the NHL.

      

      Holly loves her independence and her career.  She’s doing just fine on her own, thank you very much.  Allowing her head to be turned by a hot hockey player and putting her job at risk?

      

      Not.  Happening.  Ever.

      

      Not even if he looks like a god.

      

      Not even if he possesses enough charm to tempt the panties from a nun.

      

      Not even if she has to cross her fingers behind her back every time she tells him she’s not interested.

      

      Policies exist for a reason.  Rules are not meant to be broken and sexy players are not to be trusted.

      

      Right?
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            i might be in some trouble here

          

          Holly

        

      

    

    
      Just one step outside and I have to turn myself right back around again.

      As I return inside to grab some darker shades and a water, I remind myself yet again that I now live in the Mojave Desert.  An extra water could mean the difference between life and death at some point in my future.  Best to always be prepared.

      It’s crazy to think about going into an ice hockey rink when it’s easily pushing one hundred degrees on this late September day.  Of course, I haven’t really been to an ice hockey rink, apart from the two times I interviewed with the Las Vegas Crush.  I guess I’d better get used to the odd juxtaposition between the Las Vegas desert climate and the seemingly endless winter of the hockey world.

      My condo is situated in a totally vanilla suburb that’s about a fifteen-minute drive to the very non-vanilla Strip.  The hockey arena sits on the edge of all of the insanity.  I’ve learned that most Las Vegas natives barely ever see the Strip unless they work there.  Apart from all the lights and fountains and casinos, Las Vegas is a pretty normal place.

      I guess I shouldn’t be surprised at that.  Having grown up in Los Angeles, I know all about how to ignore the tourist traps.

      As I make the quick commute—one of the best parts about this move, since LA traffic is just as bad as people say it is—I blast some music, dancing and singing my way into my assigned parking spot.  Still humming, I gather my bag and pull on my suit jacket before heading into the arena to observe my first practice.

      My uncle Troy is a scout for the Crush.  He played hockey professionally until he was well into his thirties, then started scouting once a knee injury put him out of commission for play.  He called me two months before I graduated from UCLA’s Communication Studies program, asking me if I’d be interested in interviewing for a social media position with the Crush.  He thought it might be a good fit, since I’m an athlete.  At first, I balked—I’m a distance runner and I’ve never been to a single hockey game—but once I learned about the job, it sounded great.  I interviewed, and much to my surprise, was hired.  So here I am, a hockey neophyte, LA expatriate, heading to my first day of work with the Vegas Crush.

      And there he is.  Tall and broad-shouldered, my uncle is still a handsome guy.  He shares my dad’s side of the family’s ginger hair, a little gray on the sides, and blue eyes.  I, of course, got the brown hair and brown eyes of my mom’s side of the family.

      He pulls me into a hug, patting me on the back with enough vigor that I pull away laughing.  “Hey,” I say, “I’m not choking.  No need for violence.”

      “Sorry, sorry,” he says, grinning.  “I’m just so excited that you’re here.  And damn proud of you.  Do you know how many people want to get their foot in the door in sports marketing? And you beat out people who know way more about hockey than you do.  You must be pretty damn good with this social media business.”

      “Well, I’m pretty sure that Social Media Manager is, like, the lowest on the totem pole, and I’m sure being related to their star scout probably didn’t hurt, but it’s a great start and I’m really excited to get going.  I have lots of ideas for how we can engage fans and connect them to the players via the different platforms,” I say.  “Thanks for thinking of me.  Now you’re totally on the hook for making sure I know enough by opening day to not bomb.”

      “Interns are actually lowest on the totem pole, not anyone with the title of manager,” he corrects, elbowing me.  He points me in the direction of the arena and starts walking.  “And I am more than happy to begin your hockey education.  I know enough for the both of us.”

      “Well, you should be out scouting so I can’t rely on all that knowledge if it’s locked up in your big brain.  Spill it, uncle.”  I love to joke around with him.

      “Oh, Holly-dolly,” he says, using the name he’s called me since I was a little kid, “always so bossy.”

      “Well, I do have manager in my title, as you pointed out.”

      Troy laughs at this.  “So, the arena can also be called the barn.  There are lots of slang terms that you’ll hear the guys say.  Some are appropriate, and some are not, so talk to me if you’re not sure what something means before you use it publicly.”

      “Wait, hockey players can say inappropriate things?  I’m shocked, Uncle Troy.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head.  As we walk in, players are already on the ice.

      “Shouldn’t I head to HR?” I ask.

      “They’ll be ready for you whenever we’re finished down here.  It’s a Sunday, so it’ll be a paperwork day.  They’ll show you your cubicle, get you set up on a computer and whatnot, but not much else until tomorrow.”

      “Ah,” I say.  “Okay.”

      We take seats in the third row from the glass.  “It’s the end of rookie training week,” he explains.  “It’s actually a really good day to be here, because now the other team members will come out and scrimmage the rookies.  Should be fun to watch.”

      We watch as the more seasoned players take the ice.  As the action starts, I find myself fascinated by the quick pace of the game.  But I understand very little about what’s going on.  Troy explains as things occur, pointing out when someone smothers the puck, or when a call is made for icing.  He talks about the power play as a rookie gets put into the penalty box.

      It’s a lot, honestly, and I take notes, but decide I’m going to have to get some books, and maybe just watch like a thousand hockey games on YouTube before tomorrow morning.

      At one point, two huge guys crash against the glass.  I jump as it rattles, but Troy lets out a “Whoop!” that tells me this is quite normal and probably fun for the audience.  The larger of the guys, from the veteran team, pushes the rookie.  There’s a little tussle that causes both of their helmets to fall onto the ice.

      The two players, red-faced and wet-haired, battle it out until finally, the coach blows his whistle and skates over.  There’s a verbal argument.  The rookie says the older player checked him on purpose.  The non-rookie tells him to grow a pair and asks if he’s ever played hockey before.

      I watch, rapt attention on the battle between two guys who are supposed to be teammates.  The coach says what I’m thinking, “You two better kiss and make up.  You’re on the same team, for fuck’s sake.”

      The rookie shrugs and reaches down for his helmet, skating away.  But the bigger one?  He looks at Troy and me.  Well, he looks at me, because our eyes meet, and I swear I feel it all the way down into places unmentionable.  He’s frowning, which isn’t the expression I want to see when a hot guy checks me out, but still, there’s a weird charge between us.  And it lasts all of twenty seconds before he spits on the ice—gross—grabs his helmet, and skates toward the penalty box.

      “Phew…that was intense.”

      “All part of the game,” Troy says.  “These are good guys, hard workers, but they do get competitive.  Even with each other.  And the older players always feel like they need to toughen the younger players up.  It’s a thing.”

      “Who was the guy who stared a hole through us?”

      “Evan Kazmeirowicz,” he says.  “He came to us a year ago, played so well they gave him a multi-year, multi-million-dollar contract.”

      “So, he’s barely out of rookie-hood himself,” I comment.

      “From an NHL sense, I guess, but not really,” Troy says.  “He’s been bred to play hockey.  Grew up in Ukraine.  Played on the Ukraine Olympic hockey team for the first time when he was, like, eighteen.  Played again at twenty-two, then came to the States to play minor league hockey.  Got recruited here last year and just tore some shit up.”

      “Did you scout him?”

      “I did,” he says like a proud dad.  “He was the team’s leading scorer last season.  Plays left wing, or forward is another name for it.  He’s born to score.”

      Yes, he is.  But I keep my mouth shut because I know it will only make it more obvious that my lady parts are on fire after that weird stare-down.

      “C’mon,” Troy says.  “Let’s get you upstairs so you’ll be all set for tomorrow,”

      I stand and follow my uncle out of the arena.  Just because I’m a glutton for punishment, I turn back and glance at the penalty box, only to find Evan Kazmeirowicz staring right back.

      Yep.  I am in trouble.
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            who is the hottie?

          

          Evan

        

      

    

    
      My concentration has officially been fucking broken. I was in the zone, ready to pummel some rookies into submission, when I look over and see the prettiest pair of pouty lips I ever wanted to meet.  Or kiss.  Or do a whole list of things with.

      With dark hair in a long ponytail, dark eyes, and those luscious pouty lips I’d like to plunder for days, she’s got my full attention.  I sincerely hope she’s a recruiter because no player who likes pussy would ever say no to playing for a team where that beauty works.

      She looks back at me as she leaves and I legit want to jump the barrier, skate to the glass, and beg her to let me sink my biscuit into her net.  Somehow, though, I think this might get me fired.  Or kicked in the balls.  No one needs that.

      As soon as my penalty time ends, I get my head back in the game, playing hard until Coach splits us up for drills.  Of course, because Coach Roger Brown doesn’t like drama and bullshit, he pairs me with the young rookie.

      The drill we run requires us to do short passes back and forth while we make our way from one end of the ice to the other.  The tight set of the kid’s lips and jaw tell me he’s still pissed about the way I checked him earlier.

      “Kid, let it go.  Part of the game.”

      “Whatever, yeah,” he grunts in heavily accented English.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Mikhail,” he says after a moment as if he’s deciding whether or not to grace me with a response.  Punk.

      “Is that your first or last name?”

      “First.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Nineteen.”

      I gather one-word answers are all I’ll be getting because not only is he a punk-ass teen, but also a rookie, and he doesn’t want to be told a damn thing.  I guess it’ll be up to Coach to work that chip off his shoulder, but I get it.  He’s probably banking on a good year or two, followed by a multi-year contract that will set up his family for years.  It’s a common story for these kids who come straight to the NHL as teenage phenoms.  There’s a great deal of pressure to perform well.

      We move to other drills, which include passing for distance and shooting on the fly.  Coach yells, “Shots on goal!  Shots on goal!”  This is his mantra.  He wants us to take shots, and then take more shots.  If we don’t take shots on goal, we won’t score.

      After practice, we head in for feedback from the coaching staff.  Nothing major just yet, since we’re all just getting to know each other.  Some of the guys head to the showers, but I hit the gym with my buddy Georg to lift some weights.

      He spots me on the bench, of course threatening to let the thing drop on my head.

      “I should fire you,” I say, grunting at the weight.  I’ve been pushing myself hard in the weight room lately.  I want to be in top physical shape this season.  No contract slump for me.

      “As your friend, or as your teammate, or as your spotter?” he asks, grinning.

      “All of the above,” I answer with a sharp exhale of breath on my fifth rep.  “You suck.  Your suckage is overwhelming me right now.”

      “Speaking of suckage,” Georg says.  “You’ll probably be able to get any woman you want on her knees now that you’re making the big bucks.”

      “No need for money,” I say.  “My cock is a beacon with or without a wallet full of cash.”

      “Indeed,” Georg says.  “You’ll have to get bodyguards to fend off all those bunnies.  Pussy magnet is what you are.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” I say, finishing the set.  I sit up and take a long swig from my water bottle.  “What about you?  You still seeing your little waitress?  Wasn’t her name, Bunny?”

      “Bambi,” he says.  He shrugs.  “Every so often.  Netflix and chill, you know?”

      “How’s she feel about that?”

      “You’re asking about her feelings?” Georg asks, incredulous.  “Since when do you give a shit what a woman feels?”

      “I care,” I say, making a duh face.  “I’m not heartless.”

      He rolls his eyes.  “You need me anymore?  I’ve got my own workout to do.”

      I give him the finger as he heads off to the squat rack.

      Georg and I have been friends since hitting it off in our first year on the team.  He’s my road roommate.  We’re about the same age, which is nice since we’re both older than a lot of the guys on the team now.  I feel like an old-ass man sometimes, but I feel like this is an all-star year, and I’m gunning for captain next year.  I’ve paid my dues in hockey for longer than some of these boys have been weaned from their mama’s titties.  Okay, maybe not that long.  But long enough.  It’s time.  And Georg is no competition for captain.  He drinks too much, and he makes the news too often.   Always up to antics with cars, with women, or partying at some sin-den that’ll be trending on social within hours.  Yeah, Coach’s mantra might be shots on goal, but fast cars, fast women is Georg’s at the moment.

      Which is not to say I don’t like my fair share of the puck bunnies.  I do.  They are generally very easy to procure, though I prefer not to see anyone more than two or three times.  Anything more than that and it looks and acts like a relationship.  And I do not want one of those.

      Georg does, but he always gets bored about six months in.  If I had to guess, Bambi’s probably on month seven right about now.

      I run three quick miles on the treadmill before pushing myself through the punishing CrossFit workout one of our trainers put up on the board.  He switches out the routines every day, with a twelve-minute loop designed, I think, to make us feel like we’re dying.

      As I wait for Georg to finish up his weight work, I ask, “Did you see the woman who came in with Troy today during scrimmage?”

      “Nope.  Didn’t even notice Troy, the old bastard.  Why?”

      “She was a hottie,” I say smoothly.  “I just wondered if they brought her on to scout or something.”

      “Hot scout?” he asks.  “Huh.  How’s you have time to look her over?”

      “When I checked the rookie, I just looked up and there she was.”

      “Did time slow down for you in that magical moment?” he asks, his voice faux-sweet.

      I punch him hard in the arm.  “Don’t be a dumbass.”

      “Ow,” he says, but he’s still grinning.  “Well, just find Troy and ask who she is.  It’s not so hard.”

      “Yeah, I know.  If she’s a scout she won’t be around much.  Might be good for a quickie now and again.”

      “I guess,” Georg says.  “I make it a policy not to hump the help, though.  Just makes life easier in the long run.”

      “You’re not wrong there, friend.  I screwed one of the trainers for the Olympic team once.  It was okay, not earth shattering and certainly not good enough for a second round.  You would not believe how much pain she inflicted on me in the gym afterward.”

      We start up a conversation about our times on separate Olympic teams as we head to the showers.  Georg grew up playing the same as I did, though he played in the States a lot sooner than I did, and then fumbled around longer in the minor leagues.  We got picked up the same year, and he loves to bring up the Olympics.  I have no idea why.  I mean, it was a good gig and I was super young.  Cocksure.  A lot like young Mikhail, I suppose.  I had a lot of piss and vinegar in me, and something to prove.  I took a shit-ton of risks as a player, got injured a lot, played through my injuries.

      I’m not exactly conservative, but I guess I’d say I’m a more thoughtful player now.  And having Georg as my right-hand man has been a good match.  He’s a defender, but he’s got his eyes on the goal, too.  If he plays as well as he did last season, I’ll bet he’ll be right there on the all-star team with me.

      As I shower and change, most of the guys have left already.  I say goodnight to Coach and head out toward the parking lot, finding the sun and heat overwhelming after a day in the barn.  I look around, hoping to catch a glimpse of the dark-haired beauty, but no such luck.  It’s fine, I’ll just think about her on my drive home instead.
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            they’re all lady killers

          

          Holly

        

      

    

    
      The HR manager was probably miffed to have to come in on a Sunday, so after the paperwork was signed, she spent exactly three minutes showing me around before heading out.  She leaves me sitting at a laptop in a cubicle with a stack of new employee info to read.

      I head home instead because, really, why sit in a dark, empty office on a Sunday if you don’t have to.  Downside?  I’ll still know practically zero tomorrow, when I will be expected to work, and there will actually be people around.  Upside?  It’s still early enough in the day that I can enjoy the pool at my complex for a few hours.

      When I arrive home, I wonder if I’ll ever get tired of walking through my new front door, knowing the place behind that door is mine.  It was love-at-first-look for me and my new condo.  From the vibrant blue entryway, to the huge kitchen decked out with stainless appliances, to the master bath with a tub big enough for laps, to the grotto shower that can fit at least four people, I was smitten.  Not, of course, that I’m adventurous enough to have three other people in the shower with me.  I am a one-man-at-a-time kinda girl.

      I find an empty lounge chair under an umbrella, laptop in hand, fully intending to watch a bunch of hockey on YouTube.  Instead, I find myself Googling “Evan Kazmeirowicz.”

      Six foot three.  Damn.  I’m tall at five foot nine, and he’s half a foot taller.  I’ve always had a thing for big dudes and this Evan is a big dude, indeed.  I read his stats–led the team in scoring last season, leading to a multi-year contract.  Works in tandem with a defensive player named Georg Kolochev.  They’re both twenty-seven, and both started with the Crush at the same time.  Kind of a bosom-buddies thing, as is evidenced by a plethora of photos of the two of them on and off the ice together.  The off-ice photos are mostly accompanied by skimpily-dressed young women.  Great, two man-whores.

      There are a few videos of them talking about their games.  Georg’s Russian accent is pronounced, where Evan’s has more of a British sound to it.  It’s sexy, no doubt.  I’ll bet lots of women drop their panties just to hear his voice.

      I slam my laptop shut after realizing I’ve been ogling Evan Kazmeirowicz for more than a half hour.  He’s on the team.  I work for the team.  It would not be a good start to my career to have an affair with a player, no matter how hot he is.  And no matter how he makes my lady-parts tingle with joy.

      Nope.  I need to go do my homework and learn about the game of hockey.  Bring on the touchdowns!

      Kidding.
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        * * *

      

      I make sure to arrive at the office early the next morning because after lunch, I’ve arranged to meet Troy for more training on the language and logistics of hockey.  Four hours of watching highlights and game clips last night helped some, but the live action instruction from Troy is so much better.

      Coffee mug in one hand, I make my way into the office suite, excited to find the place buzzing with activity and feeling completely different than it did on Sunday afternoon.  In my cubicle, I power up my computer as my boss pops her head in.

      “I thought it was you,” Fiona Starling says.

      She looks sharper than I remember from my interview, in an expensive-looking dress.  Her brunette hair is in a blunt bob to her chin and she wears funky eyeglass frames that accentuate the color of her bright blue eyes.  Fiona is the media queen behind the Las Vegas Crush.  Frankly, she intimidates me, but I’m an athlete, and I’m used to intimidating coaches, so I am just viewing her as I would any of my college coaches.  Tough, cunning, and hopefully someone I can learn from.

      I stand up and shake her hand.  “Hi, Fiona, good to see you.”

      I know I sound too eager, but whatever, I’ll just go with it.

      Fiona smiles, but I can tell it’s fake.  She’s probably rethinking her choice to hire me.  She says, “So I hear our star scout has been schooling you on the game a bit?”

      “Yeah.” I clear my throat.  “Yes.  Troy and I watched a scrimmage yesterday.  We’re going to meet down at practice this afternoon.  I’m eager to start getting some social media traffic going.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” she says.  “Well, let me know if you need anything at all.”

      “Thanks, Fiona.”

      She walks away without another word.

      I spend the morning reading through the social media pages of some of our competitors, getting ideas for how they use platforms to tell stories.  I also meet briefly with the folks in the Crush’s charitable foundation office to get a sense of which guys are out doing good in the community.  Those are awesome stories to use on social media.

      When my uncle shows up, I realize I’ve worked through lunch.  Luckily, he’s a man of ample resources, so he leads me to one of the arena’s many food stands, unlocks a door, and tells me to grab whatever I want.  The choices are, of course, junk food or more junk food, so I just grab a water and a candy bar masked as an energy bar before we head back out.

      “Are you just allowed to take what you want?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” he says with a grin.  “I bring potential players here sometimes and offer snacks to sweeten the deal.”

      He makes a face like he’s waiting for me to laugh.  I frown a little.  “Did I miss a joke?”

      He elbows me.  “Sweeten the deal?  Candy?”

      I just blink at him.

      “Okay, it’s Monday.  I get it.  I’ll try harder next time.”

      We take our seats at center ice.  I call it the midline and Troy quickly corrects me to “red line.”

      “Each period starts with a center ice faceoff,” he says.  “Faceoff happens after a team scores, as well.”

      “Oh, like soccer?” I ask.

      “Yes, a lot like soccer.  In fact, some of our guys are on summer soccer leagues because it’s a game with a lot of similar concepts.”

      “Cool.  I dated a soccer player in college.”

      “Oh yeah?” he asks.

      I give a one-shoulder shrug.  “Nothing serious, but I did learn a lot watching his games.”

      I get out my phone and pull up the Twitter account for the team.  Fiona gave me full rein on social media posts and asked me to rally the masses to get them excited for pre-season, so I start taking photos with my phone and tweeting them out with Troy’s help on captions.

      The Team Captain is David Chalamet, a Canadian in his final season with the Crush.  Troy tells me he’s a fan favorite, and well-known for work he does with the team’s charitable foundation.

      “I remember they told me about him,” I say.  “He does a big event each year for kids who have cancer, right?”

      “He does,” Troy says.  “He’s a real nice guy, real genuine.”

      I snap a photo of him on the ice and send it out with a link to his event page on the foundation webpage.

      “Are the other guys not as nice?”

      “Oh, I think it’s like any industry,” Troy says.  “There’s good and bad.  They all have ego and talent, but some have more ego than talent.  There are a few I wouldn’t leave alone with you in an empty room, and at least one I wouldn’t leave alone with you in a crowded one.”

      “Ohhh,” I say in a dramatic tone.  “A lady killer?”

      “They’re all lady killers, and one or two who play for the other team, so to speak.  Several are married, but it doesn’t stop the puck bunnies from giving it the old college try.”

      “Excuse me…puck bunnies?”

      Troy grins.  “Sorry, crass term for hockey groupies.”

      “Indeed.  I’m offended on their behalf.  Yikes.”

      “It’s one of those terms we don’t use on social media, if you didn’t already pick that up.”  I can tell he’s trying to keep it light.  I can also tell he’s a little embarrassed about his use of the term.  He clears his throat and says, “Sorry.  Been around sports dudes too long.”

      Troy switches to more hockey specifics, but I tune him out as I thumb out a few more tweets about how the rookies are holding up in scrimmages.  I find a few of their stats and toss them out with photos from the stock files.

      The team has a Facebook and a Snapchat, as well as an Instagram account.  I’m told that we use Snapchat on game days, and I’ve gotten permission to grab Snapchat images and video while the team heads out to the ice for each game.  For now, I just focus on teasing specific team members and their stats.

      I snap back to attention when one of my favorite songs plays.  It’s a Fall Out Boy song called Immortals.  I start dancing in my chair.

      “Like this one?” Troy asks.

      “I do.  I confess I’m a bit of a pop-punk girl.  I always blasted this song when I was running distance.”

      “It’s a good one,” he says.  “Music is a big part of the hockey experience.  And teams are superstitious, so they pick one lead-in song and stick with it pretty much year-after-year.  The deejay has a ball, though, matching music to what’s going on out there on the ice, and sometimes to what’s going on in the stands.”

      “Like how?” I ask.

      “Oh, there’s a kiss cam, so when that’s going, he might play something goofy and romantic.  When there’s a really big play, he’ll put on something high-energy.  The music is meant to help energize the crowd.”

      I bank this information, figuring I can use the music cues to come up with some fun social media stuff.  Like maybe I can match each player with his favorite songs or something.  While I’m writing that down in my idea notebook, there’s another crash against the glass.

      “Paybacks are a bitch!” I hear, and I look up to find the face of Evan Kazmeirowicz smooshed comically against the glass, as the rookie from the day before taunts him mercilessly.

      As this scene unfolds, some cheesy, old rock ballad plays.  The lyrics are like, “Lady…of the morning…love shines…in your eyes.”

      Troy is singing along, swaying to the beat and when I side-eye him, he chuckles and says, “Styx, man…never gets old.”

      I make a face of distaste and shake my head, my attention back to the glass, where Evan and the rookie are tussling again, to the dismay of the coach, who sends them both to the bench to cool down.

      Evan skates off, and my stomach gets that lurchy butterfly feeling as I take in his chiseled features, a five-o’clock shadow of scruff on his cheeks.  His dark hair stands on end as he pulls off his helmet and glares at the other guy.

      “Rookie’s trying to show he can piss the same distance as the big guys,” Troy says.  “He’ll settle down eventually.”

      “Does that Evan guy have a temper?” I ask.

      “They all do from time to time,” Troy says.  “Fighting is part of why people pay for seats like these.”

      “Seems kind of brutal.”

      “Eh,” he grunts with a shrug.

      The rest of practice, I alternate between answering tweets, writing down ideas and questions, and checking out hot, hot Evan Kazmeirowicz, who’s back on the ice, moving like lightning along the ice during a scoring exercise.

      “He’s fast,” I comment, mostly to myself.

      “He’s fast indeed,” Troy says.  “Some wingers are more defensive, but he’s an out-and-out scorer.  See the guy to his right? He’s literally Kazmeirowicz’ right-hand man.  Georg Kolochev is his name.  They’re a formidable pair.”

      “Aw, bromance,” I say sweetly, making my uncle laugh.

      “Write that down in your little book.  People will love it.”

      I giggle but do write it down.  I’ll have to see what I can find out about their relationship off the ice, but really, I can still do the story with just their on-ice performance.

      They do move well together, like a well-oiled machine.  At one point, I find myself staring blatantly at the pair, only to realize they’re both staring right back at me.  The defenseman, Georg, wiggles his eyebrows and elbows his friend, who grins and looks at his skates.  I feel my cheeks heat and look quickly down at my phone.

      I have got to learn to be around these players without acting like some teenage fangirl.  Yikes.
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            the venom is in me now

          

          Evan

        

      

    

    
      Preseason game number one is in the books.  It wasn’t my best game ever, but we won, and I scored twice, so I guess I’ll chalk it up as a good start.  Of course, I got checked big time because that stupid rookie wasn’t in the right spot when I was ready for a pass.  If he’d have passed to me when I got to the line, I’d have chucked the biscuit right into the net and scored a third time, but nooo, the motherfucker was showboating, hogging the puck, and it gave too much time for their defensive players to move on me.  Bam!  Right into the glass, helmet off, taking a beating.

      After I shower up and dress, I head out to the postgame press event Fiona has set up.  I see the hot brunette across the room with Troy Laurent, the team’s best scout.  They’re together every time I see that chick.  So, either he’s her silver fox, or she’s a new scout.  I hope against hope it’s the latter because…ew.  I mean, he’s all right for an old-timer but damn.  What hot, young woman wants old cock when she can have⁠—

      “Hi, sexy,” a familiar voice says, breaking me out of my thoughts about hot chicks and old balls.  It’s Kacey King, a local television news personality.  Speaking of hot…Kacey is all big tits, blonde hair, and oozing sex in a tight, black dress paired with fuck-me heels.

      Did I mention I may have boned her?  Just once.  I mean…look at her.  And it was good, maybe more than good, but it was end-of-season and I was a little drunk after our last game and we just never really connected again after that.

      So, it’s awkward, sort of, when she puts me on camera right away, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief and invitation as she asks me questions about the preseason and the big hit I took tonight.

      “It looked like you were out of sync with the new players a bit,” Kacey comments.  “Are you concerned about taking another hit in next week’s game?”

      “Well, we take hits no matter what, but we can definitely stand to play more like a unit.  I can take it though, I’m a big boy, and the fans like a good crack at the glass every so often.”

      “Especially when they get an up-close glimpse of one of Las Vegas’s most eligible bachelors,” she says with a sexy grin.

      “Oh gosh,” I say, rubbing my hand over my beard and grinning.  “Did that list come out again?”

      “No, not yet, but I’m sure your name will be there again this year, though many fans would gladly help you remove yourself from that spotlight.”

      “Well,” I say, looking around the room to look for the mysterious brunette, “you never know when lightning will strike.”

      She cuts the camera and squeezes my arm.  “Hey, good game tonight.  Really great to see you.”

      There’s nothing implied about the statement.  Nope.  It’s overt and sexy and if I wasn’t trying to make my way through the crowd to mack on someone else, I might give her a time and a place for round two.  Operative word being “might.”

      All the local sports journalists are here, so I make nice and dutiful and give them a few sound bites about how we’re working on teamwork, learning each other’s style of play, adjusting to some new faces, and blah, blah, fucking blah.

      I finally get through the crowd to find Coach Brown talking to Troy and that gorgeous brunette.  They’re having a scouting conversation about some high school phenomenon.  Coach is balking.

      “Hell no, Troy,” he says.

      “He’s amazing, dude,” Troy says.  “The next Great One.”

      “Oh, come on,” Coach says with an epic eye roll.  “He’s a kid.  Give him time to season up then bring him to me.  I’m not into shiny things.”

      “Suit yourself,” Troy says.  “I’ll have others for you to look at.”

      “Yep,” Coach says.  “Chalamet’s gonna leave a hole.  Fill it.”

      I decide this is the time to insert myself into the conversation.  “Who needs Chalamet when you’ve got Kazmeirowicz and Kolochev?” I ask with a wide grin.

      “You mean Kazochev?” Troy asks with a snicker.

      “Yeah, who came up with that?  New social media twerp?” I ask with a laugh.

      “You’re looking at the…twerp,” the brunette says.

      My mouth does its best impression of what-the-fuck and I say nothing.  Fuck me.

      “Evan, this is my niece, Holly Laurent,” Troy says with a smirk.

      Holly offers her hand to shake.  I look at it for a good long while, trying to make sense of what is happening.  I need to get my shit together, so I shut my yap, square my shoulders, and shake the young woman’s hand.

      “I’m—”

      “Evan Kazmeirowicz,” she interrupts.  “I know.  I’ve been promoting you and Kolochev’s special on-ice relationship.  You have a ship name now.”

      “Kazochev?” I ask.  “Was that your idea?”

      “The ship name?  No.”  Her cheeks turn a lovely shade of pink as she gives me a rueful smile.  “But I definitely capitalized on it once it took shape.”

      “So, your role at the organization is?”

      “Social Media Manager.  I’m on Fiona’s team.”

      “Okay,” I say.  “Well good luck with her.  She bites sometimes.  You’d better be on your toes.  You a big hockey fan?”

      “Actually,” Troy says, “Holly’s a bit of a hockey newbie.  She’s picking it up pretty fast, though.”

      “Not a fan of the game?” I ask.  “How can you promote the team if you don’t have a real appreciation for what we’re doing out there?” I hope my tone comes off the way I intend.  Teasing.  Flirty.  A bit of challenge.

      Her chin lifts a bit before she responds.  “I’m an athlete, too.  I’m pretty sure I can keep up.”

      “From what I’ve heard, social media traffic is way up already.  Seems like you’re doing just fine,” I say with a wink.  “Be good if you knew how to lace up a pair of skates, though.”

      She lets out a little laugh.  Coach takes Troy off to the side to talk scouting some more, so I’m left with Holly.  She shifts her mass of long, dark hair over one shoulder and bites her full bottom lip.   I’d like to suck on that lip.

      “I’ve seen you on the ice.  During practice.  You and the rookie seem to still be butting heads.”

      “He’s nothing I can’t handle.  He’ll settle down soon enough.”

      “And you, Evan, when will you settle down?”

      I laugh out loud at this.  “Well, I might be past the point of no return.”

      “I think Troy told me you’re from the Ukraine, but your accent is more British?”

      “Good catch.  I went to a British private school in the Ukraine.  My mother is American, my father Russian, so I think the result is a bit of a mash-up.”

      “Well, I like it,” she says softly.  “I like the sound of it.”

      “I’d be happy to read you some poetry anytime,” I say with what I hope is a genuine and not smarmy smile.  “Or the NHL rules, if that would be more helpful to your current situation.”

      “I’m picking things up pretty quickly, though you’re not wrong.  I’ve never been on a pair of ice skates.”

      “How is that even possible?” I ask.  “I think I skated before I could walk.”

      “I grew up in LA,” she says drily.

      “That’s your excuse?  There is an NHL team there, you know.”

      She makes an unimpressed noise.  “I was more of a beach girl.  I ran; I surfed; I played volleyball.  Nothing required ice skates.”

      “Which of those put you through college?” I ask.

      “Running.”

      “Cool, cool.  Well, if you ever want an ice-skating lesson, it would be my privilege to provide it to you.”

      “I just might take you up on that offer.”  A wicked grin spreads across her face.  “If your bro-friend will spare you for a bit.”

      I’m ready to fire back a witty response, but she turns abruptly and gives me a small wave.  “It was nice to meet you, Evan.”

      Watching her go, my mouth suddenly feels dry and my skin feels hot.  It’s a weird sensation, and I can feel it rushing throughout my body as the heat takes hold.  Like spiking a fever in an icy room.

      But it’s no illness.

      It’s a bite.

      I’ve been bitten, and the venom is in me now.

      Far too late for me to do a thing about it.
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            that’s a man

          

          Holly

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve started the favorite songs series,” I say to Fiona as she hovers over my shoulder, looking at my laptop screen.

      “Is it getting traffic?” she asks, disdain or disapproval dripping in her voice.

      “A bit.  But I haven’t pushed the better-known players yet.  I’m working my way up the ladder.”

      “Well don’t drag it out if it’s not driving traffic,” she says.  “Watch the analytics.  Just pushing content without knowing its impact is not how we do things around here.”

      “I know,” I say, trying to sound calm when I really want to tell her not to be a big jerk.  “It will be good.”

      Fiona pushes her lips to one side, sniffs, and stands tall, smoothing the front of her dress and walking off without so much as another word.  Yikes.  Social media is on fire for this team, thank you very much.  She needs to get the stick out of her butt and let me do my thing.

      I continue working up the series.  I had circulated a survey to the team, asking for lots of random information.  I’m trying to link up a lot of our social media with the traditional media and advertising packages coming out of Fiona’s advertising team office.  As I review the newest package, I scan and find Evan’s handsome face easily.  God, he’s painfully gorgeous.

      This shouldn’t be a thing, me crushing on one of our Crush players.  Only a bazillion things could go wrong with having a thing for one of these guys, right? Christ.  But he really is painfully hot.  So hot.  His dark hair is thick and a little on the long side right now.  It was shorter when I started.  It must grow fast.  And he’s always got stubble, like no matter if he shaves in the morning, the hair will just deposit itself right back on those sculpted cheeks.

      Yum.  He’s yummy to look at.

      And he was so cocky and flirtatious in person.  Made me want to drop my panties, to be honest.  But that’s the problem, isn’t it? There’s probably a line of women who drop their panties for a guy like him.  I’d be some one-night stand and it’d be awkward working with him afterward.  Yeah, no thanks.  I like this job.

      At lunchtime, I head out into the afternoon sun, relishing the feel of warmth on my skin as I call my friend Pam.  Pam was my roommate all through college.  She’s a spitfire blonde who always speaks her mind, sometimes when I’d rather she not.  She’s a physical therapist, which is pretty much perfect for her personality.

      “What’s up, hot stuff?” she asks.  “How’s Sin City treating you?”

      “Well, I haven’t seen much sin,” I say.

      “That’s too bad.  I’m seriously disappointed in you.  You’ve been there, what, over a week now? No sin at all?”

      “Ha.  This is me we’re talking about,” I say.

      “Yes, Miss Goody Two-Shoes.” I can almost hear her eyes rolling.  “You need to live a little.  What have you been doing out there?  Wait—let me guess.  Running.  Working.  Lying out by the pool being an introvert.”

      I grin at the phone.  “You got me.  I have indeed been doing all of those things.  Also ogling hot hockey players, though.  I even flirted with one.”

      “What?”  She sounds amused but genuinely shocked.  “I love that.  Which one?  I’ll look him up.”

      “Evan Kazmeirowicz,” I say with a sigh.  “So gorgeous.  Panties practically fell off of their own free will when I was talking to him.”

      “Wow,” she says.  “Yep.  Yep.  I see that.  Smoldering.  Dark hair.  Nice green eyes.  Good stubble.  That’s a man, Holly.  He’s not some soccery-playing-wiener-boy like the last one.  Nope.  That’s a big dude.  Probably has a long⁠—”

      “Okay, okay,” I interrupt quickly.  “I can’t be thinking about him like that.  He’s, like, a colleague.  I can’t sleep with colleagues.”

      “He’s a dirty sports boy who probably doesn’t even have any idea there are actual humans making the business side of the team work.  He’s probably dumb as a box of rocks.”

      I make a dubious noise.  “I don’t think so.  He’s cocky for sure, but in no way dumb.”

      “Well, he’s worth a good dirty dream at the least.  I approve of your ogling and lust.  Nicely done, Holls.”

      “So, I’m actually calling to see if I can crash with you while the team is in LA for games later this month.”

      “Never a problem, but won’t the Crush put you up in a hotel or something?” she asks.  “They that cheap?”

      “Oh, they would, but I’d have to share with another person and I’d much rather bunk with you.  It’ll give us a chance to catch up.  I miss my roomie.”

      “Aww, I miss you too, and it’s never a problem.  Just text me the dates.”

      We chat a little more about her job and some guy she’s been seeing before she turns the conversation back to Evan.  “So, I think I’ve heard about this guy.”

      “Evan, really?”

      “Yeah, remember Tony?  The guy I dated a little last year?”

      “I guess…”

      “Well, he was a huge LA hockey fan and we went to a game against the Crush.  I remember that last name coming up.  He was new to the NHL, but Tony said he’s like a scoring machine.  Fast, lethal, totally focused on the game.  But I guess he’s got a bit of a reputation.  He and his buddy…whatever the defenseman’s name is.  That guy’s a big partier, sleeps around a lot.”

      “Wow, you do know things,” I say.  “Georg is the other guy.  He does have a reputation around here.  Jury’s out on Kazmeirowicz.”

      “Well, be careful,” she warns.  “Guy like him will chew you up and spit you out.  Though it might feel good to⁠—”

      “Nope.  This conversation is over.” I laugh back.  “I’ll send you those dates, Pammy.”

      We finish the call, and I head back inside.  I start doing some research on a Facebook series I want to develop and end up coming across a bunch of pictures of the players at special events.  There are a lot of Evan.  It looks like they tote him out as a poster boy to all kinds of charity and sponsor events.  It makes sense.  He’s a natural in front of the press, very cocky but never saying anything that will cause the team any trouble.  He looks good on camera, of course.  But in the photos I find, there are always women at his side.  Different women, never the same ones twice.

      He’s probably a total player.  Which is not something I’m interested in.  My friend Pam isn’t wrong.  I’m too much of a good girl for a guy like him.  I only dated three guys all through college, including the one I got engaged to before I realized he was having a side gig with someone from the women’s soccer team.

      Yes, best just to shut the book on this little fangirl crush.  Evan is way out of my league and I don’t need the trouble a guy like him inevitably stirs up.  It might be worth a one-night stand, but…I am so not that kind of girl.

      Forget it and move on.  That’s what I’m doing.

      Reunited with my sense of self-preservation, I’m able to really focus on my work for the rest of the day.  I power through some planning for all of our platforms before sending my suggested calendar to Fiona for a look-over.  I won’t say she’s been unsupportive, because it’s not the case.  But she’s sort of disconnected.  She pops in periodically and seems unenthused with individual ideas, even though those ideas are part of a larger plan.  I figure she just needs to see the grand vision and how it all fits together, both from platform to platform and also within the loftier branding plan.

      “Butts in seats,” she has said on numerous occasions.  “Everything we do to promote this team, Holly, needs to be with the overarching idea of driving people to want to be in our stands.”

      I feel most people want to connect with their heroes.  They want to feel like they really know them, and social media creates this illusion.  So, we need not focus on their hockey stats, they’re just one part of the plan.  We should also allow small glimpses into who they are as people, as much as we can safely do without lying or disrupting their privacy.

      When I leave for the day, my head is swirling with thoughts about my work.  This is not a bad thing, but it’s hard for me to wind down.  I decide to go for a run to expel some energy.

      Putting one foot in front of the other has always been my centering activity.  No matter what was going on in my life, I could put in my earbuds, turn up a song with a good beat, and just run.  So, after this productive day that’s left my mind racing, I decide to lace up my shoes and take a long one.  I run and run, probably seven miles, before I stop in my tracks gazing at a billboard featuring the faces of the Crush’s top scorers.  Of course, dead center is the gorgeous Evan Kazmeirowicz.

      “Ugh,” I grunt to myself as I pull my water bottle from my running belt and take a swig.  Why’s he got to be so beautiful?

      With work successfully out of my head, I spend the seven miles back home thinking about a certain winger with a deadly smile, and a head of hair I’d give anything to put my hands in.
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            skating lessons?

          

          Evan

        

      

    

    
      I know, I know, my car is awesome.  It should be, for a four-hundred-thousand-dollar Lamborghini Aventador.  I like the way it comes off the tongue.  Aventador.

      It’s white and fast and the V12 engine sounds like a mountain is about to come down on top of you.  Especially in the parking garage at the arena as I rumble down several levels to the team’s private parking area.  I pull into my spot, next to Georg’s candy-red BMW, and turn off my baby’s purring engine.  Georg is also into motorcycles, but his contract prohibits him riding during the season.  He bitches about it, but the rule is there for a reason.

      Can I just share I spent all of last night tossing and turning, thinking about the luscious lips on Holly Laurent?  I normally don’t spend a lot of time thinking about any one specific woman.  Certainly not to the degree I’ve thought about her.  Wonder why that is?

      Either way, it left me feeling pent up and in need of some serious stress reduction, so I came in early to hit the gym before a meeting with my agent and the team’s owner.  With two goals in my first game, we’re gearing up a discussion about a bonus for consistent performance.  I’ve got a sweet deal, no complaints, but NHL teams fill seats by scoring, and by winning.  I’m leading that charge and I don’t see a thing wrong with setting up a little carrot for myself, just a little something to keep me motivated.

      I start with a fast two-mile run on the treadmill and follow with a full body circuit for arms, core, and legs.  Though Georg’s car was in its spot, I don’t see him, so I wonder where he is in the building.

      My workout helps calm my overworked mind for sure, but my body is still wound up, like a snake waiting to strike.  I have a feeling whoever gets in my way on the ice next is going to regret it.  Look out, Mikhail.

      After a quick shower, I change into dress pants and a sharp button-down.  Not too dressy but not too casual.  Usually, Scott Rose, my agent, is in a suit while Max Terry, the owner, will be in golf-wear.  If he’s in his suite for games, he’s usually in a suit, looking slick, but on these days, he’ll be gearing up to head out on the links.

      I wander into the owner’s suite and find both of them already there, enjoying Scotch on the rocks.

      “Start the party without me, why don’t you.”  I go in joking.

      “Get you one?” Max asks.

      “Nah, thanks, I just came from the gym.”

      “Good for you,” he says.  “We need you in tip-top shape if we’re going to keep squeezing goals out of you.”

      “No squeezing necessary, I’m just doing what you pay me to do.”

      He laughs.  “Yes, you sure are.  Thank God someone is.”

      We all laugh, and Scott jumps into the conversation.  “Well, since we’re talking about this, I wanted to run something past you.”

      “What’s that?” Max asks.

      “Evan here is metrics driven,” Scott says.  “He’s like the best guy on your sales force.  He’ll meet his numbers if you pay him well, but he’ll triple his numbers if you dangle a little bonus in front of him.”

      Max lets a little, amused laugh out through his nose.  “More money, huh?  It’s only game one.  Long season ahead…”

      Scott jumps in and the two banter about it, but in the end, Max Terry is no dummy.  He knows I’m leading scorer in the Western Division.  I led us straight into the playoffs last year and it was only a torn ligament that kept me off the ice for the final few games and All-Star series.  Max brings this up, worried I’ll push myself too hard, injure myself and cost us the playoffs again.

      “The All-Star games are a goal of mine,” I say.  “If I don’t make it to playoffs, I don’t make it to All-Stars.”

      “Strange prioritization, but whatever motivates you,” Max says.  He brushes a hand through his silver hair.  “Let me think about it, talk with Bellikowski about it.”

      We shoot the shit for a few more minutes before Max grumbles that he needs to get moving or he’ll miss his tee time.  We all walk out together.  While Scott and Max head out to the parking garage, I stick around, saying I want to pop in on Fiona to talk about a media package she’s been planning.

      They must know that’s bullshit.  I never go into the administrative offices.  Like, ever.  But I really want to see if Holly is in.  I just really feel the need to see her, which makes me the equivalent of a desperate teenager, but whatever.

      I wander in, noting the wide eyes of some of the staff.  Fiona comes out of her office, stiff backed like she’s got a stick up her ass.  Seriously, woman’s kind of uptight.  Anyway, she fusses over me with shit like, “Oh, Mr. Kazmeirowicz, what are you doing up here?  How can we help you?  It’s such an honor to have one of our players visit the administrative suite.”

      “I was actually looking for⁠—”

      Bud Bellikowski, the GM, comes out from under a rock somewhere I suspect, his tie askew, his thinning hair wind-blown.  “I thought I heard one of our big stars was in the house,” he says, his hands up like he’s trying to raise the roof.

      I’m sure my placating smile probably just looks uncomfortable.  “I just popped in from another meeting with Max,” I say.  “Thought I might have a conversation with the new social media guru.”

      “Why?” Fiona asks quickly.  “Has she upset you somehow?  The Kazochev thing?”

      I shake my head, chuckling.  “No, no, I’m not upset.  It’s funny and getting a lot of traffic.  Now, I just wanted to check in with an idea, and an offer.  Is her workspace around here?”

      Fiona looks like she just tasted something sour.  She looks toward a cubicle which is, unfortunately, empty of the woman I’m itching to see.  “Looks like she’s stepped out,” she says.  “Can I give her a message for you?”

      “No ma’am,” I say.  “I’ll just leave her a note to give me a call.”

      “Humph” is Fiona’s answer.  She opens her mouth then shuts it again, folding her arms across her chest.

      “Is something wrong?” I ask.

      “I’m sure you’re aware,” she says, tight-lipped, “we have a strict policy here about fraternization.”

      I lift my eyes to meet hers, a challenge there.  “Well, I’m under a pretty nicely-worded contract for the next couple of years which doesn’t say a thing about it.”

      “She’s not, however,” Fiona says.  “I mean, I suppose the two of you can do whatever hobnobbing you want, but I doubt you want the young lady to lose her job, since you like her work so much.”

      The words she says, they make sense.  No, I don’t want Holly to lose her job.  She does seem to be pretty good at it.  Great, actually.  But the venom, the threat embedded there…I don’t like being threatened.

      I narrow my eyes at her.  “I’ll leave a note for her.  I expect it to remain private.  I can assure you there will be no…fraternization.”

      “Good, fine,” she says, waving a hand at me like she’s bored with the conversation.  “I appreciate your interest in our little media operation.”

      She wanders back toward her office.  Bud is still standing around, looking totally lost.

      “You okay, there, Bud?” I ask.

      “That woman scares the shit out of me,” he says.

      “You and me both, buddy.  Hey, you think it would be okay for me to teach young Holly how to skate?  I think it’s a damn shame that our social media genius has never been on a pair of blades.  Not fraternizing or whatever, just part of her training.  Her uncle Troy’s one of our top scouts; I’m shocked he never took her to a game and I think it would really help her understanding of the game to get out on the ice.”

      “Oh, yeah, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” he says.  “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Great, buddy, thanks,” I say, smacking him on the back.

      “Yeah, yeah, okay, Evan,” he mumbles.  Then he shakes his head and bumbles back toward whatever hallway or tunnel he came from.

      I find a notepad and a pen and jot down a message.

      
        
        Holly,

        

        Nice to meet you post-game the other night.  Love what you’re doing with the team’s social this season.  Real creative stuff, but I think it could only be enhanced if you actually knew how to ice skate.  I’d like to personally oversee your training in this area.  Join me for a skate at the Cosmo? Number is 777-857-7933.  Text or call and we’ll set up a lesson.

      

      
        Best,

        Evan

      

      

      I head out of the office, whistling as I walk, head held high like the cockstrong young buck I am.  My cell rings as I get into my car.

      “Yo, Georgie.”

      “I saw your clip with Kacey King.  The woman is still hot for you, my man.  Did you tap that again?”

      “Nah,” I say.  “Not interested.”

      “What? Are you nuts?  She’s blazing hot.”

      “Yeah, she’s all right.  Not as great in the sack as you might think.  Not worth a second go.”

      “More than once means feelings,” Georg says, trying to imitate my accent.

      “For her,” I say.  “Not for me.”

      He laughs.  “Were you in the gym?”

      “Earlier, yes,” I say.  “Then in a meeting with my agent.”

      I decide not to mention I went looking for Holly.  Somehow, for some reason, I don’t want Georg thinking about Holly like she’s just some chick I want to bang.  I’m not sure what she is to me yet, and I guess I’d rather have the idea of her to myself for the moment.

      We have the day off since yesterday was a game day, but we’ll have to be back on ice again tomorrow, plus we have some PSA’s to shoot for the charitable foundation the team runs.  It will be a busy day, a day that will keep me away from my phone for most of it.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve had to wait around for a girl to call me.  Normally, I see what I want, I make it known I want it, and it appears.  But Holly Laurent?  No, I’m pretty sure that’s not how this young woman operates.

      I knew it when I saw her the first day in the arena.  I felt something crackle between us and call me cheesy, but it was like it was chemistry or something.  And now I’m sitting here with my dick in my hand, waiting for her to call as if I’m some teenage kid who asked a girl to prom.

      As I drive, the song Limelight by Rush comes on the radio.  I am a real hockey guy like that, loving the old rock songs.  So I turn it up and let it wash over me, not even a little bit sure what the heck Holly Laurent is already doing to me.
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            it’s “holly”

          

          Holly

        

      

    

    
      Everyone is looking at me funny as I walk back into the office suite.  What, do I have mustard on my shirt or something?  I mean, I grabbed a hot dog from a food truck outside while I was walking and talking to Pam…

      I run into the ladies’ room and check—nope, no mustard.  Nothing in the teeth.  Overall, I look pretty okay, so what’s with the strange side-eye action?

      Whatever.  I wander back to my cubicle and call Troy.  He’s about to head out on the road to scout minor league players, and I want to catch him before he gets too busy.

      “Hey, Holly-dolly, how’s my favorite niece?”

      “Heya,” I say.  “Your only niece just wanted to check in before you head out on the road.”

      “Yep,” he says.  “You good?  Everything going okay?”

      “All is well.  Thanks again for helping me connect here.  I wasn’t sure if I’d enjoy it, but I really do.  It’s been a blast so far.”

      “Well, you’re really killing it, from what I can tell,” he says.  “I’m loving the creativity on the social sites.”

      “Thanks.  I’m not sure my boss is into it, but she hasn’t stopped me so far.”

      “Best to ask forgiveness rather than permission,” Troy says with a little chuckle.  “She’s been around a while, probably doesn’t even know a thing about social media.  You heard from your daddy lately?”

      “Not in the past week or two.  He said he was tied up in business.”

      “Standard bullshit out of him, then,” Troy says, his voice full of contempt.  “I love my brother, but he needs to get his head out of his ass.”

      “Well, thankfully for me, I have you.”

      “I’m no substitute for the real thing,” he says, “but I’m always here.  I’ll call you from the road when I can.”

      “Okay.  Have a good trip, Uncle Troy.  Love ya.”

      We hang up and I sit for a minute, willing myself to not cry.  I’m not usually emotional about my parents.  They’ve been divorced since I was in middle school.  My dad always traveled a lot for his big oil job, and when they split up, he moved to the Middle East.  He rarely comes to the States anymore, and I hear from him on birthdays and Christmas, with a few sparing phone calls in between.

      My mom remarried when I was a sophomore in high school.  She spent my last three years at home traveling back and forth between Europe and Los Angeles, because her husband owns a multi-national company based in France.  Once I went to college, they set up a trust fund, sold the house, and moved overseas full time.

      So while I’m not technically an orphan, I feel like one sometimes.  And Uncle Troy has been kind of a surrogate parent for me, always there when I have needed someone.  Moving to Las Vegas has been good for me, but everything still feels really new.  It doesn’t feel like home yet.  I’m trying not to be emotional about it, but for whatever reason, I’m really homesick for LA today.

      Of course, I’m not one to wallow, so I flip open my laptop, surprised to find a piece of paper there.

      Oh my God, it’s a note.  A hand-written note.  From Evan Kazmeirowicz.

      I read it three times, feeling my face heat.  And other parts, too, for that matter.  My nipples literally strain against my bra as I think of him, standing here at my cubicle, slipping this note into my computer.  Oh.  My.  God.

      I pop up to my feet and look across the station to one of my coworkers Carly who handles media passes.  She looks up from her screen.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asks.  “Your cheeks are all pink.  You sick?”

      “No,” I whisper.  “Did—was—did someone come looking for me earlier?”

      “You mean someone hot and green-eyed and dark-haired?” she asks, smirking.

      “Yes!” I hiss.

      “Yes, a person matching that description came looking for you.”

      “Why?” I practically screech.

      “He said he had an idea to run past you.  Fiona about blew a gasket.  Started going on about the fraternization clause in our contracts.”

      “Oh shit,” I say, cringing.  “I wonder if he’s pissed about the Kazochev thing?”

      “Didn’t seem like it,” she says with a shrug.  “He said he thought it was funny.”

      “No wonder everyone looked at me like I had seven heads,” I say.  “Holy cow.  Okay.  Thanks.”

      She nods and goes back to her work and I sit down, trying to catch my breath.  Evan was here.  Looking for me.  He wants to take me ice skating.

      Is “ice skating” code for naked bed dancing?  Because I think I’d be down for that, if that’s what it meant.

      No.  No.  I’m not a slut and it’s a slutty, slutty thought.  I won’t be one of Evan’s many bed partners.  I won’t just spread my legs for his wicked, wicked tongue and his surely very talented fingers and his big, long⁠—

      Nope.  Stop it.  Control yourself, Holly Laurent.  You are a professional.  He is a professional.  You can surely enjoy his company and learn to ice skate without it ending in hot, multi-orgasmic sex.  Right?  Right.

      I bumble through the rest of my day, totally unable to focus thanks to the note that’s burning a hole in my pocket.  Do I call him?  Just go skating, leave it friendly and professional?  No, no, I can’t.  Fiona would fire me in a heartbeat for fraternizing with a player like that.  And I like my job.  My job is worth more than a one-night stand…even if the one-night stand is with someone as achingly beautiful as Evan.

      Bud Bellikowski, our GM, comes over around four thirty.  “Hey, you ready to grab a bite? Talk shop?”

      Oh, crap.  I forgot we set up time to go grab an early dinner and talk about my performance so far.

      “Sure,” I say.  “Let me just save this file and we can go.”

      I finish up and shut down my computer, grabbing my purse and following Bud as he shuffles toward the doors.  Fiona pops her head out of her office as we pass, giving me a questioning look.  I make a face that I hope looks like, Hey, I have no idea; I’m just going with the flow.

      We head down and out of the arena to a restaurant about a block away.  It’s just a little pub-type of place, fairly quiet and not flashy—rare for Las Vegas.  Bud orders a Michelob Lite—yuck—and I get seltzer water with lime.  No way am I drinking in front of the GM.

      “So…” Bud starts.  He trails off and a placid smile remains on his face.

      He’s forgotten my name.  I resist the urge to roll my eyes.  Nothing like setting up a meeting with an employee whose name you can’t remember.

      “Holly,” I say.

      “Right, sorry,” he says, his face turning red.  “It’s been a long day.”

      I nod.  “Sure has.”

      “You missed Evan today,” he says.  “He came to talk with you about some ideas he had for social media.”

      “I heard.”

      “He also thinks anyone working for the team should know how to skate.  He’d like to help you learn,” Bud says.  “We have a rule about fraternization among staff, but I’ve given him the okay, since he feels it would be valuable for you to have a feel for the ice, you know, in order to better represent the game.”

      I nearly snort at this but manage to keep what I think is a mostly-straight face.  “Yes, sir,” I say, trying not to laugh.  “I’m sure Evan Kazmeirowicz feels very invested in making sure Crush employees have a good feel for the game.”

      Thankfully, he misses the sarcasm in my statement and just nods.  “Well, then, it’s settled.  Let me know how your training goes.”

      “Sure will,” I say.  Though I’m certainly now back to thinking about being alone with Evan and wondering just how much detail I would need to share about our, ahem, training.  No way am I accepting that invitation.  No freaking way.

      “So I also told Fiona I want you to get more video on those…” he stops, searching for the words again.

      “Channels?” I ask.  “Social media channels?”

      “Yes!” he says, taking a swig of his beer.  “Get together with them over there in video and see if we can get more live stuff into your work.  Not just static photos.”

      “Sure, I can get with the video department to embed some video.  I can also make live videos and interviews from my cell phone, especially on the road.”

      “Great, sounds good, Hillary,” Bud says.

      “It’s Holly,” I say.

      “Sorry, yes,” he says, shaking his head.  He takes another swig of beer.  “Long day.”

      We chat for a few minutes about the travel schedule.

      “Am I supposed to go on the road for all the away games, sir?” I ask.  “I know I’ll do the California tour, but do I always travel with the team?”

      “Yes, yes,” Bud says.  “Fiona’s team always travels with the boys on their road games.  It’s an exhausting schedule, I know, but she likes for us to be present for the media as much as possible.”

      Bud finishes his beer and looks at his watch.  “Well, I’d better get on home to the missus,” he says.  “Good chat, Hallie.  I’ll see you in the morning.  Good job you’re doing.  Real good.  More video.”

      He scoots out of the booth and toddles off, leaving me to pay the bill.

      “Thank God he likes cheap beer,” I say, looking at the bill and tossing my credit card down.

      While I wait for the waitress to bring back my card, I pull out the note from Evan and read it again.  I type him a quick text.  Evan replies almost instantly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Holly:  Thanks for the note and offer, but I can’t accept.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Evan:  Why not?  You’ve never been skating.  I think you should try it out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Holly:  I will, but I can’t fraternize with a player.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Evan:  Oh that.  Bellikowski cleared it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Holly:  I know.  Still.  Fiona’s a stickler.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Evan:  She doesn’t own me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Holly:  But she does, kind of, own me.  She’s my boss.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Evan:  Well, I promise I’ll keep it totally professional.  Scout’s honor.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Holly:  Sorry, Evan.  Sounds fun, but I just started my job here and I really like it.  I can’t risk it.

      

      

      

      

      

      He doesn’t reply after that and I’m sure I’ve made him upset.  He’s probably not used to women turning him down.  And to be honest, I didn’t want to turn him down.  I just can’t start something with him.  It’s bound to go nowhere and if we slept together, I’m sure it would be awkward after.

      I think about it for a long time.  Did I make the right decision?  I’m sure I did.  But do I wish I hadn’t?

      Yep.  Pretty much.
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