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Chapter 1


          

          
            Zaila

          

        

      

    

    
      Houston’s Wildcatters Arena on a game night brimmed with excitement—even for a charity game. This evening, hockey teams made up of celebrities would be vying for a large donation their preferred nonprofit. Throbbing bass from the pre-game playlist, stomping feet, and the scents of popcorn, cold beer, and melted cheese enveloped me in that unique hockey experience as I stopped at the top of the stairs to assess the Wildcatters’ home ice. Lights flashed from the Jumbotron, bathing the crowd in blues and golds as people searched for their seats.

      I loved every second of the chaos as I navigated down the concrete steps, my plastic cup of soda sweating against my palm as the ice sloshed inside. Twenty-plus years of dreaming from my daddy’s knee, and I was finally here—but not as a fan in those nosebleed seats where we used to sit. Nope. As a Wildcatters employee.

      My chest ached with a weird combination of excitement, pleasure, and grief that I hadn’t yet gotten used to. I wanted to tell my daddy in person. I wanted him standing next to me. But that would never happen again. At twenty-five, I understood grief and loss all too well; I longed for one more big bear hug from the best man to ever grace my life.

      The row numbers blurred past me…26…25…24…as I juggled my phone in my other hand. Seat 14B was just a few more steps down. My thumb hovered over Dad’s old number, and I typed quickly before I could talk myself out of it. Mom hadn’t gotten around to canceling it, though she’d put the phone away. 

      “One day,” she’d said. But one day hadn’t come yet, and I still sent him little updates, as if he was just out of town.

      Zaila: I did it, Daddy! I got our dream job! I’m here, ready for the first of what I hope are many games.

      I hit send and tucked my phone in my pocket as I trotted down the steps, a rolling tide overtaking the crowd. The whispers turned to cheers mixed with jeers, camera flashes strobing like a storm. I glanced up in time to see him.

      Gunnar Evaldson, the Wildcatters’ owner and former junior hockey phenom in his own right, continued to be a man everyone talked and wrote about in the industry. He was an enigma billionaire who’d built a franchise in less than ten years that most other organizations only dreamed of becoming. 

      His jaw was a hard line, his mouth unsmiling, and his pale blue eyes scanned the crowd more quickly and efficiently than a goalie reading a breakaway. Gunnar had played goalie in these charity games before, but regardless of the endeavor, the man was versatile, athletic, intelligent, and ruthless.

      He was also taller in person, with broad shoulders and thick arms visible even under the team-issued sweater. His walk—even in skates—was all contained power as he marched down my aisle, where I still stood, gawking. He should’ve been on the ice, not up in the stands. I guessed as the team owner, he had more leeway, especially when one of the people he’d been talking to was the state’s senator.

      “That’s the Wildcatters owner,” someone in the stands said. “The commissioner guy called him up here, Stef.”

      Ah. That explained why he was in the stands.

      “Yeah... I’ve never seen someone in skates come into the stands,” Stef replied. “Oh my gosh! I didn’t think I’d get a picture with so many famous people together. Ooh, there are some of the Wildcatter players. Man, this place is lit!”

      Behind him, a cluster of fans surged forward, phones out, calling his name. One of them shouted something about “last year’s record” that sounded less than complimentary. Another man reached for his arm, but Gunnar didn’t stop. He didn’t even slow his pace. 

      I tried to enter the row of chairs behind me, but the guy in the aisle seat stood up to high-five his buddy, blocking my escape. I sidestepped straight into the path of a teenage boy in a Cormac Bouchard jersey. He barreled into me, laughing, his shoulder slamming mine hard enough to send my soda sloshing.

      The lid popped off as I stumbled. “Oh—no—no—no⁠—” 

      A firm hand caught my elbow before I could face plant into a cement step. My gaze snapped up and found those eyes.

      Icy blue. The kind of eyes you fell into.

      “Easy,” Gunnar said, steadying me. His voice was deep enough to cut through the roar of the crowd, and the timbre sent a shiver down my spine.

      “Thank you,” I said, heaving a sigh. “Oof. That was scary.”

      Another fan jostled past, shoving my arm. My soda lurched in a sticky arc…straight across Gunnar’s chest. It hit his sweater with a soft glug, darkening the Wildcatters logo.

      “Oh my gosh! I am so sorry,” I squeaked, my face rivaling the Texas summer sun that still shone outside. I scrubbed his shirt with my sleeve, a Wildcatters long-sleeve T-shirt my new boss had given me earlier today. Though I tried not to notice the impressive pec underneath, I did, and I liked the suppleness of Gunnar’s physique.

      Don’t notice anything about your boss’s boss’s boss, Zaila! 

      Gunnar glanced down at himself, then back at me. “No harm. I’m just a little wet. And sticky.”

      Oh Lordy, did he have to say that? It’s getting hot in here…

      “Again, I’m so sorry,” I stuttered. My mind seemed incapable of another thought as I fell further into his beautiful, frosty gaze. 

      His lips twitched like he was suppressing something…annoyance, amusement—Oh, God, maybe both. “You always greet people like this?” he asked.

      “Only the famous ones,” I said before my brain could stop me. “Makes me memorable.” Then, because my brain was an asshole that wanted to embarrass me more, I added, “You’re Gunnar Evaldson.” 

      His eyes came back to mine, cool and assessing. “Last I checked.”

      “My dad used to tell me what an incredible leader you are. He was a big fan.”

      “Used to?”

      “He passed away. Last year.” The grief welled up, choking me.

      Something shifted in his face. He was still guarded, but the edges softened. “Sorry.”

      “Thanks.” I rallied a smile. “Anyway, you’re kind of a big deal to me.”

      That earned me a dry huff as his eyes softened further. “Because of your father. So, I’m basically vintage now.”

      “Vintage is sexy,” I mumbled.

      I almost missed the faintest of flickers in his eyes, like I’d surprised him.

      “Gunnar!” a woman’s voice snapped from a few rows down.

      I glanced past him to see a woman with sleek black hair overlaid with a headset, glaring like she could cut steel with her eyes. That woman, Lydia Breitbart, was my actual boss. I’d met her earlier today when she’d given me the tour of the floor, my official Wildcatters badge, and the T-shirt I now wore. Instead of the friendly smile she’d offered earlier, Lydia glared at me from under lowered, pinched brows. 

      I was so, so screwed, and I would not enjoy whatever she said next. As I contemplated disappearing into the concrete floor, two women slid through the crowd and appeared at Gunnar’s shoulder. One exuded Texas charm, and the other oozed chic. They blocked Lydia’s evil eye, but I was sure she was still planning my painful demise.

      “Well, what happened here?” the Texan asked, her big blue eyes darting between me and Gunnar.

      “Oh, nothing much, Ida Jane. Just making friends the old-fashioned way.” Gunnar gestured to his damp jersey.

      I bit back a groan at the growing audience for my humiliation.

      “Gunnar,” Chic drawled, “There’s no need for dramatic pre-game rituals, especially not with the league commissioner. Now get going. I want to see you score goals like you rack up dollars.” She waved him off, though Gunnar gave me a last, lingering look before he clomped down the steps to the ice.

      The elegant beauty turned to me. “I’m Naomi, and that bubbly bit of perky is Ida Jane.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Ida Jane grinned. “Don’t worry about Gunnar. He’s survived worse in the boardroom. Probably will tonight as well, seeing as my husband and the rest of the team have been ribbing him about his…er, performance.” Her eyes went wide and her cheeks pinked, as she realized what she’d said. 

      Naomi threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, that was too good.” 

      “I’m Zaila,” I mumbled, mostly to be polite, and to stop any more innuendos. My body couldn’t take additional embarrassment, even second-hand. “And I’m supposed to start as the team’s social media intern tomorrow, but my boss is staring at me like she wants to skin me alive.”

      “Oh, honey,” Naomi purred, “what an entrance. Planning on dousing all your superiors?” She offered a warm smile to ease the sting. “Some could use the wake-up call, including Lydia, the witch. Though, good for you—going straight to the top.” 

      I shuffled my feet, desperate to get away and sink into my seat. Maybe I should go home.

      “Oh, she is glaring.” Naomi’s lip curled as she looked toward Lydia for a moment. “If you want me to finish your soda in her lap, I’m game.”

      Ida Jane linked arms with me. “Stop, Naomi. Lydia’s…something else, bless her heart, but she doesn’t deserve a lap full of Coke.”

      “You sure?” Naomi asked with a toss of her head. 

      “Nope,” Ida Jane said. “But tonight won’t be when we find out, because then we’d lose Zaila, and I have a strong suspicion our new social media hire is going to shake things up in the best possible way.” Ida Jane turned her soft blue eyes toward me, her smile ratcheting into Cheshire-grin territory. “Let’s find your seat, Zaila, and make plans for a lunch sometime soon.”

      As we walked, the women’s curiosity was palpable. I didn’t understand why they were being so kind to me.

      Naomi cracked first. “So, darling, spill the tea...or cola, rather.”

      I gulped. “I got bumped. A fan hit my elbow and blam! Soda everywhere.”

      Ida Jane clucked. “That’s not even your fault. Though it certainly made an impression.”

      “Indeed.” Naomi’s eyebrow rose and fell like a gymnast. “And Gunnar’s reaction? He’s usually...wintry.”

      “He was nice,” I admitted. “Like, really nice.”

      “We noticed,” Ida Jane said.

      “That’s why we came over,” Naomi added. “Gunnar finding a woman intriguing is…well, intriguing.”

      We reached my seat, and I collapsed into the cushioned comfort with a grateful sigh. Ida Jane patted my shoulder. “We’ve all had our moments. I once called a ref something unmentionable into a hot mic.” She shrugged, her eyes narrowing. “He deserved it, but I didn’t like the way my behavior reflected on Maxim. That’s my husband.” She pointed toward the big Wildcatters D-man, who sat two rows in front of my seat, along with the rest of the team and their partners. I glanced at Lydia, but she was engrossed in a conversation with a celebrity player at the rink level. I sighed in relief. 

      “Enjoy the show—just don’t be the show,” Naomi said with a little finger wave.

      I nodded. That woman’s confidence was something to aspire to.

      “We’ll stop by this week. Break you out of the work prison,” she added. “Don’t worry, we have enough clout to make your jailer set you free for an afternoon.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. Maybe my faux pas wouldn’t be a total disaster. It might not even destroy my evening—or my job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Gunnar

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped through the gate to the ice that one of the security guards opened for me and glided onto the rink with the ease of decades of practice. While I didn’t enjoy schmoozing, it was good press for my organization and the charities involved tonight when I was seen with the league’s commissioner. Plus, the locker room was likely a nightmare right now. The celebrities my marketing department had brought in for this event were weenies who had little respect for the game and probably too high an opinion of themselves. I pressed my lips together to keep from smirking—I knew what was coming. This game might not have the professional hits and physicality of a typical one, but we were all going to work hard. Excitement fizzed in my belly.

      The roar of the crowd was a familiar symphony I loved more than just about anything else in the world. I might not have played at a professional level, but I’d taken part in enough games during my youth and college years to appreciate all aspects of the sport. 

      Getting out on the ice where my brother and I used to spend hours a day reminded me of better times, and of what I missed most in my life: my older brother, Karl. I still couldn’t believe he was gone. His loss tried to slam into my chest like a sledgehammer, but thoughts of the cola tsunami with Zaila—I’d caught her name as I tromped down the stairs—replayed in my mind, overriding the pain Karl’s passing always brought. 

      The pretty young woman, who hadn’t paid enough attention, had mentioned something about the Wildcatters to Naomi and Ida Jane. Hopefully she was involved with my team. We’d hired a new physiotherapist, and I wondered if it was Zaila, even if she handled cold beverages with the precision of a rookie goalie. I suppressed a chuckle.

      Get it together, Gunnar. You’re the team owner, not a lovelorn teenager.

      Thankfully, the puck dropped, pushing thoughts of the soda spiller and my absent brother from my consciousness. I was off like a shot—with something to prove to the guys I paid millions, who tonight were sitting in the stands. I felt spry, though I spent more time in a boardroom than on the rink. I’d spent the last fifteen years juggling my business so I could focus on what I wanted most: a hockey team Karl would have been proud to play for. 

      And I’d achieved that goal faster and with more success than I could have hoped for. In the process, I’d made community involvement and giving back to those in need a central part of the Wildcatters’ mission, which was why I was playing in this celebrity charity game tonight. The money from the event went to the cause closest to my heart: hate-crime prevention. 

      I snatched a pass meant for an agile celebrity chef and began my offensive maneuver.

      “Evaldson’s got the puck! Can he still bring the heat?” the announcer boomed, his voice laced with manufactured excitement. I rolled my eyes. “Twenty-five years ago, our owner was a force on the ice.”

      I grinned, dodging a clumsy attempt at a check from reality star Tiffany Caraway, who skated with the grace of a newborn giraffe. I threaded the needle through the other team’s defense, spotting my opportunity. A quick feint, a subtle shift, and wham—the net vibrated, followed by the eruption of cheers from the crowd.

      Oh yeah, baby. Just like that! This middle-aged man still could score. 

      High fives and backslaps came from my teammates, but my eyes drifted toward the stands. Was Zaila impressed by my display of athletic prowess? I hoped she’d noticed my skating technique… Focus on the game. You’re supposed to be a role model, not a man looking to score with a woman half your age.

      Okay, so she probably wasn’t half my age, but she had to be at least fifteen years younger, and that stung. I prided myself on delivering hard truths and taking the time not to react, but to process and decide. There shouldn’t be any confusion here. Zaila was young. She was beautiful and fresh and not for me.

      Thankfully, the rest of the first period was a chaotic mix of flying pucks and near-misses. Then the Zamboni driver had to brake hard to keep from running over the celebrity chef when he headed back onto the ice too soon. 

      During a brief respite on the bench, I scanned the crowd yet again, pretending to adjust my helmet as I sought Zaila. The young woman had burrowed into my consciousness after a simple look into her sherry-colored eyes. Panic set in as I couldn’t find her. I wanted to talk to her again…more…

      Stop it, Gunnar. 

      Back on the ice for the second period, I vowed to channel my inner hockey star and ignore all thoughts of the beautiful woman who’d spilled her drink on me. But try as I might, Zaila kept popping into my head. I wondered if she thought I was too forward. Or maybe too friendly. I wasn’t known for my easy, chatty manner. Perhaps the soda-stained jersey turned her off…

      The whistle shrieked, jolting me back to the present. Before I could react, a linebacker on skates—or, more accurately, Bradley Dunbar, who’d starred in a few subpar action movies back in the ‘90s—bore down on me with the force of a runaway freight train. I sidestepped just in time, avoiding a collision that would probably have sent me straight to the physical therapist’s office. Oh wait, maybe Zaila was the team’s new physiotherapist. Maybe I should let Brad hit me.

      “Close call for Evaldson,” the announcer boomed through the speakers. “Looks like he’s dodging more than just pucks tonight, folks.”

      Embarrassment rose to my cheeks. The announcer had noted my lack of focus, which wasn’t like me. I always stayed ahead of the game. But Zaila had gotten to me, and I didn’t like that. At all. 

      That was the lie I continued to tell myself for the rest of the game.

      As the clock ticked toward the end of the third period, the score was a nail-biting 3-3. Every pass, every shot, every bodycheck was magnified by the pressure. The air in the arena crackled with anticipation when I intercepted a desperate pass from Tiffany, who then cowered against the boards at the far end of the ice. My lungs screamed as I propelled myself toward the net. Ten seconds left.

      I ignored the burn in my legs and focused on the chance to redeem myself.

      I wound up for a slap shot that would make Bobby Orr proud. I forgot about sodas, sexy young women, and hockey wives. This shot was all that mattered. As the puck rocketed off my stick, it turned into a blur of black against the bright white ice. The goalie—some tech billionaire with questionable skills but an ego too big to see his lack of talent—made a lackluster attempt. That guy was terrible at hockey and in life, and I hoped never to see the douche again.

      Oh, that felt good. The buzzer blared as the puck nestled into the back of the net, Tech Bro threw off his helmet as he melted down on the ice. The crowd went ballistic. My team had snatched victory from the jaws of defeat, just as we should have. 

      For you, big brother. 

      I brought my fingertips to my lips and lifted them upward. Karl was the reason I’d strapped on skates, the reason I’d worked my ass off to make enough money to buy a team, and the reason I’d created a team he would have loved playing for. 

      My teammates swarmed me, their celebratory yells echoing in my ears. I ignored their back pats and scanned the stands. 

      Zaila stood near her seat, clapping and cheering, a grin on her beautiful face. When she caught my eye, her joy smoothed down into a small, shy smile that was just for me. And in that moment, despite the cheering crowd and the adrenaline pumping through my veins, all I could think was: I’d let her spill soda on me again. Anytime she wants.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Zaila

          

        

      

    

    
      I strode into Wildcatters Hockey headquarters the next morning, ten minutes earlier than my designated time, with my head high, just as my parents had taught me. Being early shows respect for the other person’s time. Project the confidence you want others to perceive in you. Those two statements had served my daddy well throughout his forty years in the military.

      I missed him; I’d come to realize I’d always miss my father.

      I smiled at the receptionist as I stopped at the front desk. Casually, I placed my hand on the gleaming surface, but that was so I didn’t face plant into the polished hardwood floor as my knees shook like a skyscraper during a Houston thunderstorm. If Gunnar Evaldson saw me today, would he throw me out? 

      I desperately hoped he’d forgotten the whole Soda Incident.

      “Zaila Monroe. I’m the social media intern,” I said without my voice cracking. Minor victories.

      “Of course, Ms. Monroe. You’re a few minutes early, which will win you brownie points with Lydia. She’s a stickler for time. I’m Flora.”

      Nothing was going to win me points with Lydia, but I kept my mouth shut as I shook Flora’s hand, noting how well put-together she was. The Wildcatters organization must’ve been flush with cash because everything gleamed and sparkled, including the workers. I glanced down at my outfit, suddenly feeling like I’d shown up to a black-tie gala in pajamas.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” I leaned in, lowering my voice. “I’m so excited to be here. My father was a huge hockey fan.”

      Flora smiled. “Totally understand. I knew nothing about the sport, but I learned once I got the job because this organization is fire, not just in the league but as a place of employment.” She winked. “You’re going to love being a Wildcatter.”

      My smile grew as excitement hummed under my skin. “I sure hope so. Though Lydia’s not impressed with me because I spilled my soda on Mr. Evaldson last night at the charity game.”

      Flora laughed. “No, Lydia doesn’t like you because you’re young and attractive. And she has a thing for Mr. Evaldson. Fair warning, most of the people who work here do because, OMG, that man is…” She waved her hand in front of her face, and I giggled. “If you do a good job, others will notice, and that means Lydia will have no choice but to acknowledge you as well. Mr. Evaldson runs a meritocracy.”

      “Good to know.” I nodded and returned to my game face, ready to start the day and my career. This internship had been highly coveted among those in my graduate program. Getting the spot had taken an insane number of dedicated hours and lots of letters of recommendation. My hope was to turn this position into a permanent one at the end of the season or use the social media skills I learned here to move into marketing at a large firm. Thankfully, Houston had many to choose from, but the Wildcatters had been top of my list thanks to their consistent high marks from current employees and the generous pay package.

      Still, as Flora led me to Lydia’s office, it felt like I was walking into the lion’s den—if lions wore designer suits and discussed social media strategies.

      Lydia might be a stickler for time, and she clearly hadn’t forgiven me for the Great Soda Incident, but she seemed to have determined that encounter would mean Gunnar didn’t like me. That allowed her to be much nicer than I’d expected. She walked me through my job description, showed me the main pages I’d help manage, and ensured that I met the other three people on the socials team, which included two guys named Jay and Tim, as well as Veronica, who handled copyediting.

      Jay Welks—I remembered his last name but not the rest of the teams’—smiled warmly at me, flashing a deep dimple that paired well with his straight, white teeth. He seemed to be the resident expert. The rest of the team was polite, if guarded. Tim offered a small, awkward wave.

      “We’re lean, but we’re awesome,” Lydia said with a chuckle. “We take care of our players and organization because they’re the best in the league.”

      A recurring theme of the day for sure. Everyone who worked for the organization gushed about the quality of the players and personnel. 

      “Mr. Evaldson hand-picked every senior staffer,” Lydia said. She leaned in closer, her eyes wide. “And everyone stayed.” She gave a slight nod to emphasize her point about no turnover.

      But I already understood. My father spent decades working his way up to the military brass; I recognized the need for loyalty and charisma, and Gunnar Evaldson had enough rizz to inspire the loyalty. That probably meant good things. I hoped.

      Anyway, none of this was new information. Like my dad had taught me, I’d done my research, treating this job post as a potential operation for which I needed to gather intelligence. 

      Lydia went on. “We’re under the marketing and promotions department, and Noelle Fischer is a truly excellent boss. She works really, really hard to showcase the best of the organization and its employees, not just the players. In fact, next week, we’re starting a new series that highlights the equipment team. Those guys know their stuff.”

      “That sounds interesting,” I said. 

      “It is. Oh, don’t worry, you’ll settle in quickly.”

      She offered a smile, though I noted it didn’t reach her eyes. Maybe she still wasn’t sure about me. But she seemed to be thoughtful, so I needed to give her the benefit of the doubt. 

      “We have a lot of images and ideas, and the reason we chose you over the other candidates was your eye for aesthetics,” she explained, “and your ability to condense difficult concepts into hashtags.”

      I nodded. I’d gone through a rigorous interview process to get here, to my dream position.

      “In fact, we’ll start now with the images we want to sprinkle in throughout this next week. I’ll walk you through our current process, and then we have a meeting with Noelle and Gunnar to discuss how we can clarify and improve our messaging.”

      I licked my lips, throat suddenly dry. “I’m meeting with Mr. Evaldson today?”

      Lydia frowned as she nodded. “Yes.” She drew out the word. “We all meet regularly with department heads and top management, and you met him last night, anyway. While that was super awkward, dumping soda on him, we can’t let that stop us.” She smiled, one full of calculation and teeth. “This will be better.”

      No, it wouldn’t, which was precisely why Lydia was putting me in this position. I rested my hands on my fluttering stomach. “Oh-kay.”

      Lydia’s confused frown morphed into understanding. “There’s no need to be nervous. We’ll have checkpoints in place to make sure we catch any potential errors. And that’s not because you’re new,” she added. “It’s because this is the public face of the team, and we want the brand to reflect our values.”

      “No pressure,” I murmured. 

      Patting the back of my desk chair, she said, “Oh, there’s pressure, but you brought that on yourself by acting the fool last evening. Now, I’ll let you finish getting settled. The meeting’s at three.”

      My stomach plummeted to the bottom of my stylish pumps. I’d been right to be nervous, as it seemed Lydia was determined to keep me off balance. Everyone in the city, possibly the world, knew of the billionaire oilman turned NHL owner. Gunnar Evaldson’s philanthropic achievements rivaled those of the Rockefellers, and his team’s rise through the ranks of the NHL were storied, but equally as well-known was the fact that Gunnar Evaldson suffered no nonsense and even fewer fools. He created a plan, stuck to it, and saw it to completion. Rinse and repeat. 

      That was why, even with his generous seven- and even eight-figure donations, he remained one of the world’s wealthiest. My mother used to say white stuck to rice because it knew a good thing. I’d never completely understood that saying, but it seemed to apply to Gunnar Evaldson.

      And now I knew he was even more charismatic in person. I might have spent all of one minute in his company, but I suspected the man’s icy blue eyes—more crystalline and more precise than any I’d ever encountered—had catalogued everything about me. What he’d done with that information after the fact, though, remained to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      While I enjoyed the morning of meeting my coworkers and getting to sign in to my laptop for the first time, I dreaded three o’clock. But that didn’t stop it from arriving. When it was time, I followed Lydia to the meeting with a pounding heart and sweaty palms. 

      “Ms. Monroe. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you,” Gunnar said as Lydia introduced us—thankfully not bringing up the Great Soda Incident.

      I blinked up at him, noting the nearly imperceptible gray at his temples that fanned lightly into his thick blond hair. It looked as effortless as the cut of his bespoke suit. Now that I could study him, Gunnar Evaldson was like Chris Hemsworth with more money and the ability to buy a hockey team. My ovaries did the cha-cha.

      “I’m glad to see you without your soda today,” he added, his voice like warm honey over gravel.

      I smoothed my hair. “Well, I’m pretty sure I’ll never order another one. I don’t really like the stuff, and last night was enough to end any positive vibe it might have had.” I shrugged. “It’s just something my father used to get when we went to hockey games together, mainly because my mother refused to let us have sugary drinks at home. It was our thing.” I pressed my lips together to stop my rambling. 

      “I make you nervous.” His mouth compressed, though his eyes sparked, causing an answering fizz in my chest.

      I’d never been this aware of a man before. 

      And I was not just aware; I was attracted. I swallowed, trying to force down the blush of awareness and need that had crept up my neck. “Nervous? No, not at all.” My inner snark kicked in. “Just contemplating whether I should feign a sudden illness to escape this meeting. Totally normal first-day jitters.”

      “Unnecessary. I get the best ideas from engaged professionals who understand that they have more expertise in their area than I do. I’m here to learn. From you.”

      Was there anything sexier than a successful man looking me dead in the eye and telling me I could teach him? Nope. Nothing.

      While I’d teetered on the brink before, I now fell into complete infatuation, right then and there. 

      I lowered my lashes, not wanting Gunnar to see the desire that had to be broadcasting from my face. He was everything I wanted and more that I hadn’t yet fantasized about. Gunnar Evaldson had become my unattainable sex god, better than any book boyfriend, and all in the last sixty seconds. I was so fucked…because I wouldn’t ever get to fuck him.

      Sigh.

      “Let’s get started,” he said. “You can share your knowledge with me.”

      His eyes warmed, so I forced a smile. “Sure, Mr. Evaldson. I’d be thrilled to share my limited knowledge with you, so long as you understand that I’m still learning.”

      I locked my knees as I raised my head, meeting his gaze, just as my father had taught me. “Make the connection, even when it’s hard—especially when it’s hard, Zaila. That’s how you get ahead in this world, by making that connection.” My father hadn’t meant to connect with a future of twisted sheets and sweaty bliss, but that’s where my mind went. Sorry, Daddy.

      Gunnar’s lips parted as his pupils dilated, making me wonder if he felt the connection between us as well. To me, it was as clear as the Great Wall of China. But who knew what Gunnar perceived. It was possible he was humoring me, or just wondering whether he’d left the stove on at home.
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      For the second time in twenty-four hours, Zaila Monroe had stunned me. That never happened. And yet…she’d done so effortlessly, just by being herself. 

      If Lydia, Jay, Tim, and Veronica hadn’t been in the room, I could have had a massive sexual harassment suit on my hands. Because said hands would be on Zaila’s sweet ass, tucking her in close to my chest, to the heart I worried she could easily burrow her way into.

      Time to face facts: my attraction to this woman was not simple appreciation. My infatuation was something stronger—something I would have scoffed at if I weren’t reeling from my new Zaila-infused reality. 

      I shoved my fists into my suit pants so hard, I heard a stitch pop. Then another. At this rate, I’d be pants-less by the end of the meeting, and that would be another way to a sexual harassment lawsuit. I forced my shoulders down, relaxed my jaw, and bent my arms at the elbows. Control was my specialty. Ice cold and rigid, that’s how I held myself. That approach had won me ever-larger oil contracts and allowed me to bring hockey to Houston. It kept me making informed business decisions instead of acting on impulse. 

      Control. I had it in spades, and I’d executed it on a daily, if not hourly basis—until now.

      In this moment, as my control threatened to shred, I longed to thread my fingers through Zaila’s thick, dark mass of waves, tugging her head back to expose the smooth expanse of her neck and plunder those pink lips until we were both drunk on pheromones and lust.

      “Didn’t I tell you this intern knew her stuff?” Lydia’s peppy comment snapped me out of my fantasy. 

      Intern. My jaw clamped tight. Zaila was my company’s intern. I spent a long moment examining her features. Christ, she was young. Too young for me. 

      “You did,” I said, managing a nod.

      I made my first million while she was learning to tie her shoes. Great, now I feel like a creepy older man and a robber baron.

      “I’m so glad you think so, Gunnar.” Lydia smiled brightly at me, inching closer, a calculating gleam in her eye. 

      Lydia steered Zaila toward a chair at the opposite end of the table, all the while talking about the Wildcatters’ social media presence. The babble was excellent cover for me to get myself under control.

      Unlike a lot of men, the idea of spending time with a younger woman had never appealed. I enjoyed being able to talk to my companions. Intellectual discourse was a form of foreplay. Zaila and I wouldn’t have anything in common, so this ridiculous need would fizzle as soon as she spoke again. It had to.

      Lydia came to my rescue. “Zaila, why don’t you give us an overview of what you’d like to do with the Wildcatters’ social media presence, emphasizing our corporate wellness?”

      Zaila fumbled with her notepad, her hands shaking. “N-now?” she squeaked.

      I sighed as tension eased from my shoulders. Zaila was not a poised, successful businesswoman. I’d have to give Lydia a raise for showcasing her youth and inexperience. Saving me from myself.

      “Yes,” I agreed. “That’s why we’re meeting.”

      Zaila bit her lip, which trembled slightly, before pulling in a deep breath. “I thought I was here to observe the process,” she said with quiet dignity.

      “Oh, come on, Zaila. I know you have ideas,” Lydia needled. “This is your big chance to impress the owner.” 

      I sat forward, my forearms on the table, ready to step in. Ultimately, managing my desire for the young woman was on me. I didn’t want Zaila to be uncomfortable or thrown to the wolves because I couldn’t control my feelings.

      But before I could postpone the meeting, Zaila flipped a page in her notebook—without looking at Lydia, which I had to admire. She refused to let the woman intimidate her.

      “All right. Well, you wanted to showcase some of the staff who work with the players, which makes sense, seeing as the team wouldn’t function optimally without support,” Zaila began. “I haven’t had a chance to get to know any of the key players in those roles because I’ve only been in the building for approximately five hours, but from what I know about the team’s structure, I’d suggest we start with the nutrition and PT teams. These two groups are the ones who ensure the athletes are in top condition, which makes them nearly as valuable as the players themselves. I’d like to ask each of them a series of questions and request detailed, fact-based answers we can use to show regular people they don’t need to spend six-plus hours a day training to achieve healthful results. In fact, I think it might be useful to explain how the staff use these strategies in their own lives, which would connect to Joe Everyman more quickly than a specialized D-man diet-and-workout regimen.”

      As she spoke, Zaila looked me square in the eye most of the time, sometimes including Jay, Tim, Veronica, and Lydia. And once she got going, she rarely looked at her notes. I was impressed.

      Also, I wasn’t giving Lydia a raise. I was going to fire her for throwing this smart, beautiful woman under the bus. I leaned back in my chair as I studied my social media manager with impassive eyes. Slowly, the vindictive glee faded from Lydia’s face. I suspected she’d done this to Zaila because she sensed my attraction to her, and she wanted to quash it. I’d certainly sensed Lydia’s attraction to me, and I’d done my best to quash that.

      I shifted my gaze to the new intern. “Well, Zaila, that was an impressive presentation, especially since you’d been told you were here to observe. In fact, it’s more interesting than anything I’ve heard from the social media team in months. Thank you for bringing the idea to my attention.”

      Before I could say or do something I’d regret regarding Lydia, I rose from my chair, gave them a nod, and strode back to my office. Once inside, I shut the door and leaned against it, eyes closed. 

      Zaila Monroe was smarter and even sexier in full professional mode. She was a badass. And she had a perky little ass. I rubbed my hands down my face. I worked closely with the social media team on the organization’s brand and messaging, so I’d see Zaila often, especially once I fired Lydia. And if the dose of sexy professionalism amped up any higher…

      I’m totally fucked. And not in the fun way.
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      After Gunnar Evaldson departed, Lydia asked for details to hash out the plans he had agreed to, and Jay, Tim, and Veronica backed all my suggestions. That portion of the meeting ran until nearly five, so once we were finished, I just needed to shut down my computer and collect my bag from my office before I could leave for the day. At least the lengthy conversation had given my legs time to stop shaking.

      Before I managed to leave, though, Lydia appeared in the doorway, her glasses atop her head, nearly buried in light brown curls. 

      She offered a smile that I struggled to believe was genuine. “You did really well today.”

      I offered a stiff nod. “Thank you.”

      Lydia sighed, her lips compressed. “Look, Zaila, you’re young. You’re lovely. You have a lot to learn about corporate America…and I want to help you.”

      I bit my cheek, refusing to respond to her condescension.

      “He’s interested in you,” she blurted. Taking a step back, no doubt to make sure the hall was clear, Lydia walked into my office. She flung herself into the chair as if she were auditioning for a furniture commercial.

      This was my first office. My first professional job, despite the title of intern. What I’d thought was my dream company. Spoiler alert: this dream apparently involved a passive-aggressive boss and potential HR violations.

      Be careful what you wish for… Those words had never rung truer than today.

      My father had been such a hockey fan, not just of the Wildcatters but of the corporation’s leadership, and I’d wanted to be part of that, for him. Now I wasn’t sure. I kept wondering what my mother would say about my mixed feelings. She was the best at teasing out the critical pieces, letting the rest fade so it no longer bothered her.

      “I’m looking out for you,” Lydia said, her voice and expression plaintive. “I need to remind you that romantic relationships between coworkers are frowned upon. And starting something on your first day, particularly with the owner, won’t be a good look for you.”

      I centered myself. She was looking out for me the way a cheetah looks out for a gazelle. And I’d read the handbook and my contract twice. Time to showcase the skills Daddy taught me. I lifted my chin and met Lydia’s gaze.

      “Actually, I understand that relationships may cause potential loyalty issues or conflicts of interest and are to be brought to HR immediately,” I told her. “That’s typically used for if and when players get involved with staffers. I haven’t been romantically involved with anyone here. Now, I don’t control the owner’s thoughts or feelings, and I don’t control yours, either. But you told me one thing and did the exact opposite today, and I didn’t appreciate being unprepared. I’ll always do my best to rise to the occasion, but as my boss, I assume you’ll want to make sure I’m not put in that position again since my performance reflects on you.” 

      I gripped my tote so hard the straps dug into my palms. But I didn’t back down.

      Lydia exhaled sharply, and a dull flush crept up her neck. “You’re right.”

      “Thank you.” Short. Simple. No need to rub it in, Zaila.

      Lydia pursed her lips, tilting her head. “You’re not what I thought you’d be.”

      I snorted. “A pushover? I’m here because I want to be, and I worked hard to be. That said, I have no problem walking out that door and continuing to walk, especially if you try to use fake concern or lies against me again.”

      “That’s unnecessary.”

      Lydia and I startled, turning toward where Gunnar now stood in the doorway. 

      “Gunnar,” Lydia said, rising to smooth her suit jacket over her hips.

      Ah. Flora had called it. Lydia lusted after Gunnar, and she saw me as competition. I’d walked into a professional and emotional minefield.

      “I came to the same conclusion Ms. Monroe seems to have reached,” Gunnar said, inclining his head toward me. “Which is why I’m going to say this plainly: This is a professional organization. We work here. I have never and do not plan to be romantically involved with my staff. Ever. Not because it’s against corporate policy, but because I believe each member of this team deserves to earn their achievements.” He gave Lydia a long and pointed look, and she wilted.
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