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  Chapter 1

Daisy


Daisy Mayes was the Seattle Freeze’s biggest fan. Hockey was her life. She spent every waking hour plotting ways she could weasel her way into a job with the team. Unfortunately, her background and skills weren’t transferable to the NHL’s open job listings. 
After receiving her one thousandth rejection email, Daisy took matters into her own hands. Which is why she was sitting on the floor of her closet talking into a microphone with her best friend, Roxie.
Roxie flipped the microphone off and pressed play on the audio file they’d created. Their voices sounded light and airy in the closed space.
Roxie confidently asked, “What’s your opinion on the new Connor line Coach Bree keeps playing?”
God, what a cliché question. Every hockey podcast in the region had beaten this dead horse into the ground. There must be something more interesting to talk about, but going against the grain wouldn’t help build a following in sports. Fans liked hearing the same bullshit that repeatedly validated their opinions.
At least her answer seemed semi-intelligent. “It’s not working. The other lines are scoring. Valentine, Greene, and Hale need to start working together. They’re supposed to be the top line. The stars of the show. Yet they haven’t recorded a single point in eight games. Valentine and Hale are young, new faces. Greene needs to show some leadership. He has talent. As a fan, it’s frustrating to watch the small mistakes taking their toll. At this point in the season, I don’t see mixing up the other lines. The rest of the team is producing.”
Daisy paused the recording. “Do you think that’s too harsh?”
Roxie frowned at her. “No, it’s the truth.”
“But what if they listen to this?” Unlikely, but the idea of the players listening to negative media about themselves made her stomach turn. She would hate to have tens of thousands of people monitoring her work performance, even if she were the best.
Roxie gathered their equipment and stood, opening the closet door. Light poured in, and they shielded their eyes. “I know Connor Greene, remember? It won’t hurt his feelings. We’re not saying anything he doesn’t already know. Plus, if we’re doing this, you have to be okay with ruffling some feathers. Journalism is about honesty and integrity.”
A lump formed in Daisy’s throat. If she thought too hard about hurting the players she loved, she’d never be able to continue on this path. Working in the NHL was her life goal. She needed this. She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, gathering her emotions and forcing the anxiety to the back of her mind. 
“You’re right. The team will never hear any of our commentary anyway.”
Recording session over for the evening, they prepared to watch that day’s media coverage of the Freeze. Daisy had already watched it, but Roxie didn’t need to know that. Daisy answered the door for the delivery of their dinner, handing the driver a tip, before settling into her favorite spot on the couch and accepting a fork from Roxie. She started shoveling noodles into her mouth while hitting play on the Freeze’s latest YouTube video. 
On her TV screen, a larger-than-life Connor “Beanie” Greene sucked his bottom lip into his mouth while he contemplated a reporter’s question. His teeth dragged over the lip as it popped free, now glistening and full as he gave an answer. Daisy had watched this clip four times, and she still wasn’t sure what he said, his lips too enchanting to look away from. 
The dreamy sigh she let out had Roxie snorting and tossing a crumpled napkin at her. “You know if you do ever work for the team you can’t ogle him, right?”
“I’m incapable.” Daisy waved a hand at the TV. “Fucking look at him. Why is he so hot?” The Connor on the screen shoved sweaty curls out of his eyes and rubbed at the dark stubble on his jaw. She stared at his striking green eyes, not expecting an answer from Roxie, but she got one.
“You should see him naked. It’s a shame I’m not attracted to men. His body is objectively perfect.”
Daisy swatted Roxie. “Your lack of interest should be a literal crime. Straight to jail.”
Roxie let out a cackle that would rival any animated witch. “Hey, I really tried to make it work. I wanted to want him! And I’m pretty sure there are thousands of women who would say the same thing about you giving up Patrick Mills.”
Daisy crossed her arms and jutted her bottom lip out in an exaggerated pout. “It’s not the same. I stopped dating him long before he became an NHL hotshot.”
“I dumped Beanie back in college, way before his debut. It’s the exact same thing. You can’t force attraction.” Roxie shrugged and took a massive bite.
Daisy rolled her eyes and transitioned her attention to the beautiful man on her TV, rewinding the stream a few seconds to try to listen to his words instead of mentally undressing him.

      [image: ]The conference room overflowed with people, and an executive spouted off nonsense that wasn’t applicable to two-thirds of the people in the room. Daisy loathed all-staff meetings. They served no purpose other than to waste her and everyone else’s time.
 
She slipped her phone out of her pocket and tapped her password in by muscle memory alone. Glancing around the room to be sure no eyes were on her, she leaned back in her chair and surreptitiously studied her lap. The podcast had ten listens so far. Daisy did some mental math. Two of those were her and Roxie. Roxie’s sister and her brother Grayson had listened. Maybe her mom and maybe Patrick. That meant four of the listeners were strangers. More, if her biggest supporters hadn’t gotten around to it yet. 
Hope sprang in Daisy’s chest. Four people saw the cover photo and description of her podcast and were interested enough to at least click through. And she only posted five hours ago.
A chorus of whoops and cheers filled the dull meeting room, and Daisy shoved her phone into her pocket. She pasted her brightest fake smile on and focused on her boss, Rob, who watched her and clapped. She had no clue what they were talking about, but Rob motioned for her to stand. 
“Daisy has shown over the years that she can handle whatever we throw at her,” he said. “She’ll be the go-to for our new client. If you have questions or suggestions, you can direct them to her.” When the overeager and unnecessary applause died down, Daisy plopped into her seat.
She held back a groan. She’d been through this song and dance before. When Rob gave her the ‘exciting new clients,’ it always meant they’d be difficult to work with and nobody else wanted them.
Daisy needed to do something. This job was sucking her soul out, slowly but surely, like a rosy-cheeked toddler drinking soda through a coffee stirrer. 
The first few years had been good. She got to create custom plans for her clients, and she planned fun, inclusive activities that sparked meaningful conversations. Team-building could be a blast if you had the right tools. 
On good days, she got to work with groups of young professionals who wanted to grow, or school-aged kids excited for a field trip. Since Rob became the boss, those scenarios became few and far between. Mostly she oversaw uninterested executives playing half-hearted games of ‘Desert Island’ and doing ill-advised trust falls. 
Large corporations often paid for team-building as a checkbox in their budget. The results didn’t matter. And since the results didn’t matter, her effort didn’t either. Rob had cut funding, allowing only for the most basic activities. Ropes courses and blown glass classes became sober party games and egg drops. 
Rob rattled off more new assignments and then dismissed everyone. Daisy waited for the crowd to filter out before standing to leave, but Rob signaled she should stay and closed the conference room door once they were alone.
Daisy tried to put a light in her eyes when she sank into her chair. 
“What’s up?” she asked.
He pulled a file folder from his briefcase and handed it to her. “There’s some paperwork you need to fill out before you can get started with your new clients.”
Many of the companies she worked with had confidentiality agreements, so Daisy flipped open the folder and signed the highlighted areas without bothering to read the documents. She shoved the folder back at Rob, who stuffed it in his briefcase.
“Anything else I should know about this one?”
Rob handed her another document from his bag. This one had a list of basic activities on it. Collaboration (popsicle stick bridge, egg drop), party game (two truths and a lie, never have I ever), friendly competition (marshmallow tower, obstacle course), escape room. She flipped the paper over to find a list of cliché icebreaker questions. 
“Stick to what’s on the sheet. These activities work. You’ll be doing four sessions with this group.”
Daisy barely contained her eye roll. “Understood.”
When Rob freed her from his godforsaken presence, she beelined to the meeting room she would use for her mysterious new client. She pulled out the supplies for popsicle stick bridges, filled the refreshment fridge, and left her list of questions out on the table, eager to set up so she could get home and watch the Freeze game.

      [image: ]Connor Greene was on Daisy’s last damn nerve. This man. She’d been having shameful fantasies about him for years, but that night’s involved strangulation. It wasn’t uncommon for her to be annoyed with him. They’d never met, but he’d impacted her life more than he could ever know. This time, though, her irritation stemmed from his body placement, rather than her inconvenient lust for him.
“What the actual fuck!?” she yelled at the TV as she watched the puck bounce off Connor’s leg and into his own goal.
Roxie’s hand flew to her head. “No, are you fucking kidding me? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
The Freeze had a three-goal lead going into the third period. Until Connor fucking Greene broke their defensive posture and a puck bounced into his own net off his body. And then two minutes later, it happened again. Two own-goals in less than three minutes. The dipshit hung his poor goalie out to dry. No goaltender should have to defend against his own man. 
With eight minutes left in the third, Connor had single-handedly made it a one-goal game for their opponent. That left plenty of time for the opposition to tie it up. Then he got called for interference, giving the other team a power play. 
“What the fuck, Beanie? You’re better than that!” Roxie shouted at the screen.
Instead of relaxing with some ice cream watching the end of what should’ve been a sure win for her team, Daisy teetered on the edge of her seat, man-spread, elbows on her knees, her head in her hands as she waited for the puck to drop after a TV timeout. 
Roxie mirrored her, her grip so tight on the remote her knuckles turned white. Adrenaline pulsed through Daisy’s veins as she watched the special teams duke it out. Every clear brought a sigh of relief, every zone entry a spiral into certain despair. The air became thick with tension, Daisy and Roxie’s sighs and gasps coming in simultaneous waves.
Daisy was spitting mad at Connor’s mistakes, but the uncertainty and hope and dread and whole-hearted, blind faith in these men to keep a tiny black puck out of the net—this is what Daisy lived for. This is what she tried to describe to anyone who asked her about her passion for hockey.
In hockey, the momentum could change in a heartbeat. A winner not decided until the final buzzer. Hockey fans are a special kind of delusional—often believing their team could score three goals in one minute to take a game to overtime. But it could happen. It had happened before. It only took one lucky bounce, or the goalie getting a little too comfortable, or the refs being on your side for once in their lives. 
Seattle’s veteran defenseman, Harland Reese, stole the puck with a well-placed poke check. He maneuvered around the other team’s attackers and cleared the zone, alone on a breakaway down the ice. Daisy and Roxie were on their feet. Reese looked for a pass. None of his teammates were around. 
Daisy and Roxie screamed at the screen. “Shoot the fucking puck!” 
Reese did, and the little black disk flew past the goalie’s glove and ricocheted around the back of the net. The goal horn sounded; the lamp lit up. The crowd on the TV roared. Daisy and Roxie were hugging and jumping in Roxie’s tiny living room. A Nirvana song blasted in the background as the TV broadcast showed the replay from half a dozen different angles. On a shorthanded goal, one of the star players made it a two-goal lead with five minutes left.
That was the beauty of hockey. This was a regular season game for a team that, honestly, wasn’t very good. But the excitement of every single goal was worth every upset. Fans would cuss out the refs one second and scream in support the next. 
After the game, which Seattle won, Roxie and Daisy hunkered down on the floor of Roxie’s tiny closet and recorded their next podcast episode. It was more optimistic this time, but Daisy couldn’t help the despair in her voice when they talked about Connor Greene’s mistakes. If Roxie had any concerns about discussing her ex’s crappy play, she didn’t voice them.






  
  Chapter 2

Connor


The worst feeling in the world is when you do everything right, but something still goes terribly wrong. Connor did his best to shake off the own-goal. It happens. No matter how hard you try, sometimes puck luck isn’t on your side. 
Focusing on the next play was the only path forward. With the puck on his stick, he tried to pass to Connor Valentine, or “Lover” as his teammates called him, but miscalculated where he would be. Instead of a smooth pass that should’ve cleared the zone, the puck flew right back at him on a nasty slap shot. 
“Fuck!” he yelled. Connor got caught in a position every hockey player both loves and dreads. A split-second choice. He could dodge the puck and hope the shot missed and the goaltender locked in, or he could block the puck. Connor refused to hang the poor goalie out to dry, so he chose the second option. He gritted his teeth and slid into the path of the puck. 
The impact to his side brought immediate pain, in between the coverage his pads offered. Connor doubled over, watching in horror as the puck bounced off his body and over his goalie’s glove, into the net. He gasped for breath as the crowd went wild for their home team. God fucking dammit.
Connor skated to the bench. Grabbing the tablet from an assistant coach, he watched the replay as he waited for the pain in his side to subside. His inevitable bruise would be a bitch.
On his next shift he paid extra attention to his positioning—he couldn’t be responsible for yet another bad pass. And he wasn’t. But he misread Connor Hale’s intentions and followed through on a hit he shouldn’t have. His opponent fell to the ice like a sack of potatoes and the ref’s arm flew into the air. Connor let out a curse. The whistle sounded. He executed a slow, shameful skate to the penalty box, helpless to assist his team. 
Thank fuck for Harland Reese, because Connor’s line sure as hell wasn’t putting up any points. His team squeezed out a win, no thanks to him. Of course, he got called in for the after-game media availability. Icing on the cake of the shit stain of a night. 
Connor hated these interviews. He endured twenty minutes of poorly veiled reprimands from the local broadcasters and relied on the non-answers his media coach had drilled into his head. If a reporter asked what they needed to do to score goals, the answer was always to get the puck deep and get behind the defense. If asked why his line struggled, they weren’t connecting and needed to work on chemistry. That one was the unfortunate truth.
At twenty-eight years old it had been over a decade since Seattle drafted him. He bled blue and white. His connection with the Freeze was so ingrained in his play he never had to worry about chemistry. He and his old linemates, Casey and Evan, had stayed together throughout their careers. They attended college together. They’d been drafted together. Their NHL debuts had been within two weeks of each other, and they never returned to the minors. They were magic on the ice. Until this year. Connor’s contract still had a year left, but Casey and Evan were traded at the deadline the previous year. The team couldn’t afford to give them all the raises they deserved. Now he had to play with two young wingers who were cutting their teeth in the NHL. 
The past few weeks had been brutal. At the start of the season, Coach Bree put the lines in a blender. Connor had been playing with different teammates every night. But thirty games into the season, with Christmas in the rearview mirror, the rest of the team had found their groove. Coach stopped mixing things up. He needed to fix his game.
A reporter shoved a tiny microphone in his face, and he snapped back to reality. The young woman watched him in anticipation, and he gave a sheepish smile. 
“Uh, sorry. Can you repeat the question?”
He never recognized the media at away games. She gave him a reassuring smile. “No problem. I asked if your line is doing anything special to get on the same page. You seem to struggle with communicating out there.”
Connor’s mouth went dry at the question, and he swallowed, trying to think on the fly. “Oh, you know. Practicing what we can, getting to know each other’s play styles. The other Connors are both talented; we need to focus on complementing each other’s skills.” He grinned at the camera and turned to the next reporter. 
The press didn’t let up. They put him through the ringer, and he wanted to head home, take a hot shower, and collapse into bed. 

      [image: ]Dylan, Connor’s seven-year-old nephew, took pride in kicking Connor’s ass at Mario Kart. 
“Uncle Bean! You have to dodge the banana peel!” The sticky little boy put his money where his mouth was, effortlessly avoiding every obstacle on the screen. Connor’s own car spun out on the side of the track. He laughed and chased after his nephew’s character. 
“When did you get so good at this?” Connor asked him.
Outside of hockey, Dylan was the best part of Connor’s life. Connor needed to get his game back to stay with him. Failure to repeat his previous season’s performance would result in being traded. It wasn’t personal. Underperforming players up for contract renewal got traded away at the deadline. If he got traded, there would be no more casual visits with his nephew. His sister Sarah was great, but Connor doubted he could convince her to move.
“I’ve been practicing,” Dylan said.
Connor let out an amused huff and tried to steer his virtual car onto the race track. “I see that.” 
Dylan lapped him and crossed the finish line, tossing his game controller onto the couch and dancing in celebration.
A lump formed in Connor’s throat as he watched his nephew wiggle his butt and flail his arms. He lived for these moments. What would he do without them?
He had hoped for a contract renewal before Christmas, but it never came. Connor didn’t care about the raise. Dylan had a robust college fund. Connor would never have to work again. But he didn’t want to be done. The best part of his career had yet to come.
If Seattle didn’t renew his contract, he’d have to consider retiring. Connor needed these moments with his nephew, but his nephew also needed him.
Dylan’s father sucked. He’d knocked Sarah up at the ripe old age of fifteen and then abandoned her and Dylan to go off to college. Connor understood pursuing an education, but leaving behind a partner and newborn was a wretched thing to do. 
Connor didn’t hesitate to fill the gap left behind by that skid mark of a human being. He’d housed them when their parents kicked a pregnant Sarah out. He had helped Sarah get her GED. Connor had braved the late nights and diaper blowouts so she and Dylan could grow and thrive. 
Sarah had since moved into her own house with Dylan and wouldn’t let Connor help with bills or groceries. Her fierce independence filled Connor with pride, but despite her insistence that they were doing fine, Connor still felt as responsible for her and Dylan as any parent. 
When Dylan kicked Connor’s butt for the fifth time that night, Connor scooped the little boy into his arms and tickled him.
“Okay, okay. You have proven you are the ultimate champion! Now it’s time for bed.”
Dylan tried to pull off a dramatic groan, but with Connor’s fingers tickling his ribs it came out as more of a giddy squeal. He wiggled out of Connor’s grasp and worked his silly grin into what Connor assumed was supposed to be a deadly serious expression.
“Fine. I’ll go to bed. But you have to promise you’ll play with me again next time Mom has to work late.”
Connor nodded his head and stuck out his hand. “That’s a fair deal.”
Dylan shook his hand and ran down the hallway to brush his teeth and climb into bed. 

      [image: ]The next morning at the practice rink, Connor got called into Coach Bree’s office. He followed his coach, teammates tossing him concerned glances as they passed. Coach Bree ushered Connor into the room and closed the door behind them. 
The wall to wall windows that typically remained open had the blinds drawn, and Connor’s palms got clammy. His heart rate climbed, and a vein throbbed in his temple. A quick check with his fingertips confirmed that the vein in question was in fact pulsing. He dug his finger harder into the throbbing spot and stared at the floor, hoping to gather his thoughts before he had to face Coach again.
Coach Bree caught his attention again with a sweeping gesture of his arm, motioning for Connor to sit, and Connor found the other Connors already seated on the plush couch in the less formal side of the office. These men were annoying as fuck, but at the sight of them, Connor’s anxiety faded to a manageable level. He grimaced and sat next to Lover, who clapped him on the back. 
“Take a breath man, it’s going to be fine,” Lover rumbled low enough into his ear to avoid being overheard. 
Coach took his time getting settled in before he pulled out his phone, played a recording, and placed it on the coffee table in front of them. 
A familiar voice Connor struggled to place floated through the room. “The Connor line needs to do something, and fast. They can’t keep going on like this. The rest of the team is carrying them, and they are supposed to be the star players. If they don’t figure out how to play as a unit, any chance of making the playoffs for Seattle is out the window. It is what it is. At this point, I almost have to wonder if Connor Greene is playing hurt. If not, it’s possible Casey and Evan made him look good. They’re performing to higher standards in Nashville. Either way, as a Seattle sports fan, I hope the Connors get the help they need soon. Otherwise, the Freeze can kiss the postseason goodbye.”
Their coach reached across the table and clicked the sound off. He spread his hands out, asking the group to comment. When they didn’t, he sighed. “I’ve been informed this,” he pointed at the phone, “is a brand new amateur podcast. Do you see the problem?”
At their silence, Coach Bree continued. “If a random fan, with no sports analysis skills whatsoever, can clearly see our weaknesses, we need to do everything in our power to fix those problems. This is not amateur hour. This is the National Hockey League. I want you to succeed. So tell me. What is it you need to succeed?”
The silence dragged on. Connor couldn’t stand it. He was the veteran in the room. He couldn’t let any blame fall on the young guys.
Risking his own standing with the team, Connor scratched his chin as he spoke. “It’s on me. I haven’t adjusted well to the new team dynamics. I’m not used to being the veteran. I played with my best friends for six years, and I haven’t had a good attitude since they got traded. I agree with that fan. I need to take responsibility and figure out how to move forward.”
Coach studied him. “Well, at least you’re owning up to a bad attitude. This might be easier to deal with than I anticipated. What about the other stuff? Are you playing injured?”
“No. Not injured.”
“Hmm.”
The young men sitting next to him shifted in their seats, wide-eyed gazes darting between Connor and their coach, who addressed them. “What about you two? Are you playing injured?”
The boys shook their heads. “We can work harder on being connected,” Connor ‘Hazy’ Hale spoke up. “Our biggest issue is passing. We can load up on drills. Add them to our normal practice time.”
Coach Bree shook his head. “Passing isn’t the issue. It’s your mindset. Greene here doesn’t feel like you’re on the same team, and you guys are new to this level, so you aren’t acting cohesively. I have an idea, but you’re going to hate it.”
Connor would do anything to get his game back. “It can’t be worse than being traded. What’s the plan? How do we fix this?”
Coach Bree rubbed his hands together and gave them an evil smile. “Team-building.”
“We’re already a team.” Lover seemed confused, and Connor nudged his thigh with his own. 
“Not being a team. Team-building. Ice-breakers and ropes courses and trust falls. Right?” 
 Coach Bree nodded in confirmation. “You start tomorrow. I don’t want to hear a single complaint. There are twenty men sitting in the minors waiting to take your places. If you don’t start producing, I’m sure some of them will.”
Connor had no doubt.






  
  Chapter 3

Daisy


At eleven in the morning, Daisy already wanted to be done. Multiple-client days were always exhausting. Her first group tested every ounce of her patience. 
They were high school students doing team-building as part of the training for a new internship program being offered by Daisy’s workplace, Collaborative Craft. They’d get college credit for assisting Daisy and her coworkers with large events Collaborative Craft hosted throughout the year. 
She had looked forward to working with the group—teenagers were often enthusiastic, even when the activities were lame. However, unbeknownst to Daisy, this group comprised her boss’s spoiled brat of a daughter and her friends. The sense of entitlement rolled off them in waves and had Daisy clenching her fists and taking deep breaths to avoid losing her shit.
The constant arguing and deafening shrieks of outrage and flirtation were driving Daisy up a wall. When the timer on her phone went off, relief flooded her. The kids paid no attention to the alarm. She increased the volume and played the alarm again. When they still didn’t shut up, Daisy climbed onto a chair, clapped her hands, and yelled, “Hey!” 
The six teenagers glared at her but ceased their incessant yammering. 
“Time’s up! Let’s measure your towers.”
Daisy had instructed them to break into pairs and build the tallest tower they could with marshmallows and spaghetti noodles. Only one pair had bothered to build a tower. The other groups had opted instead to inhale entire bags of jumbo marshmallows while playing a game of chubby bunnies.
She rubbed at her temples and declared the one team that had participated the winners. Thank God for lunchtime. Daisy handed out the lunches the company had ordered for the group and bolted from the room, determined to sit in dark silence for a few minutes before she had to face her new clients. 
She had barely had the chance to finish her sad PB&J before a knock sounded at her office door. She blew the wild curls from her eyes with a huff and rubbed a hand over her face before calling out, “It’s open!”
The door cracked and light flooded in, returning Daisy’s throbbing headache to the state it had been in before her so-called break started. One of the teenagers peeked his head around the corner.
“Why are you sitting in the dark?” he asked.
It was an innocent question, but if she had to explain the migraine she had coming on to this questionable young man, she would fly off the handle. Instead, she disregarded his question and used her best customer service voice to ask one of her own. 
“What can I do for you?” 
The boy stepped into the room and flipped on the fluorescent light, blinding her. 
“Rob told me to shadow you for the rest of the afternoon. He said we’re supposed to clean the conference room before your new clients get here.”
Daisy woke her phone screen to check the time. Shit. They had ten minutes before she needed to be ready and waiting for them. 
“Wonderful.” 
She rounded her desk and pulled her office door open wider, leading the way to the room she had escaped. The unsupervised teens managed to make it look like a bomb had gone off in the conference room. Papers and craft supplies were strewn across every available surface. Food wrappers had been left behind, dirty forks and cups scattered over one table. 
“What the fuck happened?” she asked the intern.
She evaluated him. He’d introduced himself that morning, but he had one of those cliché boy names. Josh, maybe? Or Jake? Daisy didn’t remember. It didn’t matter though; his appearance alone told her he wouldn’t be much help anyway. This one’s mom never taught him not to roll up to a new job in basketball shorts and a stained t-shirt advertising a local dispensary.
His gaze didn’t leave Daisy’s chest as he answered her question with a shrug. “We had lunch.”
She was well endowed, and the dress she had chosen for the day accentuated some of her favorite features, but damn, if she had to stoop to meet this boy’s eyes one more time she might lose her shit. 
“Jesus Christ,” she muttered under her breath, then louder, “Help me clean it; the next group will be here any minute.”
Daisy grabbed a small gray garbage bin and rushed around to each table, sweeping armfuls of trash into it, barring plastic cups with liquid still in them. The teenager picked one item up at a time and held it up for her inspection, asking, “Where should I put this?” This kid was no help.
Sweat dripped down her forehead, into her eyes, and when only cups remained, she swept soggy curls from her face with the back of her hand. 
She reached for a cup at the same time as James/Jeremy/John. Disaster struck. He held on a little too long as she lifted it from the table, and the liquid flew out of the cup and onto her, coating her face, hair, and chest in a mystery fluid. 
The intern watched in horror. He raised his hands in surrender when she gave him a murderous glare. 
“What. The Fuck. Was that?” she demanded.
“We were messing around! They dared each other to drink it!”
“To drink what?”
The boy lowered his gaze to the floor and mumbled, “Everything.”
Daisy didn’t know what drinking ‘everything’ meant, but from the taste on her lips and splotches on her now-sheer dress, she could identify at least one type of soda, ketchup, mustard, and little flakes of pepper. 
Before she could tear the intern a new one, a few sharp knocks at the open conference room door announced the arrival of their afternoon appointment. Daisy did her best to wipe the disgusting concoction from her face, gathered every shredded piece of dignity she could, and greeted her new clients.
Her brain needed ten full seconds to process the situation. Daisy was sweating and covered in something disgusting, wearing a wet white sundress that could undoubtedly be seen through to her pink polka-dotted bra. And in the doorway to her conference room, watching her with concern, stood the man she had spent the last ten years fantasizing about. 
Her life could not get any worse. Instinct urged her to run far, far away. But Connor Greene blocked the door out.
Connor Hale shoved Connor Greene through the door so he could squeeze by, and Connor Valentine brought up the rear.
“Oh shit, are we in the wrong room?” he asked, after one glimpse of Daisy.
As the three hockey players examined their surroundings, her brain came back online. She closed her gaping mouth and pasted on fake enthusiasm. 
“Nope, this is the right place. You should sit wherever you’ll be the most comfortable. I’ll be right back.”
Daisy crossed her arms over her chest, put her head down, and rushed for the exit. 
“Jason. Finish cleaning. Then you can go home,” she called behind her as she raced out the door. 
“My name is Jack,” he corrected her. Daisy didn’t care. She had more important things to worry about.
Once certain she was out of view, she broke into a sprint. Her gym bag lived in her car and contained a change of clothes. 
She grabbed the black duffel bag and made a quick stop in her office to change. Mirrors didn’t lie, but she wished they would. Using paper towels, she wrung as much of the disgusting soda-condiments mixture from her hair as she could. She wiped the sticky syrup from her face and eyebrows with a makeup wipe from her purse.
A complete meltdown was in her near future, but she had to get through the afternoon first. She could spiral later. 
Her hair couldn’t be saved, so she swept it into a fluffy ponytail. Then she rummaged through her bag and pulled on a pair of leggings that violated her workplace dress code. It didn’t matter. Anything had to be better than a sheer dress. She ripped the soaked fabric over her head and reached for the shirt in her gym bag. When she unfolded it, her heart sank. 
She dropped the shirt and dug through her gym bag, hoping to find an alternative, but came up empty. With no other options, she gritted her teeth and pulled on the Seattle Freeze long-sleeve t-shirt. Of course it had to be the one with Connor Greene’s last name on the back. Why wouldn’t it be? 
Daisy wanted to curl into a ball and hide under her desk, but she needed this job. Her life was not one of luxury, where she worked as a hobby. She was living paycheck-to-paycheck. Maybe she would die of embarrassment. That would solve a lot of her problems.
It had taken five minutes to straighten herself out, but the guilt at keeping the Connors waiting ate at her. She hustled to the conference room, trying to keep her head held high. If she ignored the elephant in the room, maybe it would go away. 






  
  Chapter 4

Connor


Connor tried to maintain a positive attitude as he took in his surroundings. The conference room was very… gray. The entire building felt sterile; maybe people existed here, but their existence was sad. He hated these cookie-cutter corporate office buildings. 
He tugged at his collar. If this helped him play better, he would do it. 
The soaked woman had told Jack to finish cleaning, but as soon as she had disappeared, the boy abandoned the task. They had found her wet, food caked on her dress, and instructing a disrespectful young man. She must be having a bad day. He gathered the half-full cups from the dirty table, dumping them into a sink across the room and tossing the empties in the overflowing trash bin. 
Seeing him pitch in, Hazy and Lover got up to help. Hazy pulled the trash bag from the can and tied it closed, finding a new bag at the bottom of the bin and replacing it. He placed the full one by the door. 
Lover found a bottle of cleaner and sprayed the tables, Connor following behind him with paper towels. Cleaning silently was the most in sync they had ever been. Connor rolled his eyes at the revelation.
“Oh, my God,” a feminine voice interrupted their work. “You do not have to do any of that.”
“It’s no problem,” Lover said, “we weren’t busy.”
An involuntary slow grin crept up Connor’s face. The woman before him had transformed. He let himself give her a once-over. Before, she had been dripping wet, her bra visible through the thin fabric of her dress, her hair matted to her face. 
She had removed her smudged makeup and pulled her hair back, revealing high cheekbones smattered with freckles. A few dark curls had fallen free from her hair band and framed her face. Her ruined dress was gone, a Seattle Freeze shirt and leggings taking its place. He wouldn’t mind seeing the other side of those leggings and wished it wouldn’t be inappropriate to ask her to do a spin for him.
He wasn’t the only one to notice. “Hey! Are you a Freeze fan?” Hazy asked.
The woman fiddled with the cuff of her sleeve. She examined her shirt and shrugged a shoulder. “My ex is big into hockey.”
Lover stepped closer to her, holding his hand out for her to shake. “I’m Connor Valentine,” he told her.
She hesitated for a few beats before taking the offered handshake. When she released his hand, she said, “You can all take a seat. I’ll get the supplies out.”
They followed her order. Connor watched her inch her way around the perimeter of the room, her back always facing the wall. He frowned, unsure how they had made her uncomfortable already.
Hazy must have been thinking the same because he said, “Are you okay? If you’re uncomfortable, we can go.”
She looked to the ceiling, hid her face with her hands, and groaned. 
“No, it’s nothing you did. I’m so unprepared. I don’t do well when I’m unprepared.” 
She kept her hands over her face, and Connor watched her chest rise and fall in several slow, deep breaths before she lowered them. Then, like ripping off a band-aid, she turned on her heel. She rummaged through a chest of drawers on the other side of the room, picking out an armload of supplies. 
Connor took the opportunity to appreciate his granted wish. Her ass was as spectacular in those leggings as he’d guessed. 
Fuck that’s inappropriate. She’s working. Leave the poor woman alone. 
He forced his eyes away from her altogether, instead watching the clock above the door. It had been ten minutes. They hadn’t even started their activity, but he’d been trapped in the lackluster building for an eternity.
Hazy backhanding Connor’s arm brought attention to the name written across the woman’s back. His smug grin couldn’t be helped. 
“You said you weren’t a hockey fan, huh?” he asked.
“No.” She didn’t elaborate further.
“No what?” Lover inserted himself into the conversation. “You aren’t a fan, or you didn’t say that?”
She dropped her armload on the table in front of them. “No, I didn’t say that.” 
“So you are a fan?” Hazy asked.
She met Hazy’s eyes and nodded once, handing him a giant bag of popsicle sticks. To Lover, she slid a large roll of tape. Not once did her attention slip to Connor.
They were asking a lot of questions, but Connor couldn’t help his curiosity. “Sorry, what’s your name again?”
Her attention flickered to him. He didn’t get the chance to bask in it before she moved on. He slumped in his seat, unsure why he cared. 
“Oh shit,” she said, directing it toward Lover. “Sorry, I’m Daisy.”
“I’m Connor Greene,” he offered, struggling not to fidget. Fans who wore his name or jersey always expected something from him. A picture, or hug, or autograph.
Hazy offered his name as well. “And I’m Connor Hale.”
Daisy sat across from them and thumbed through a stack of papers. 
“I know. And I have a pretty good idea of why the three of you are here. So let’s get started.”
She gave them instructions to build a bridge with the popsicle sticks and tape she had provided. At the end they would test the strength of their bridge. Connor didn’t know how it would help him play better, but nothing else had worked, so he dove right in. 
Lover, who had done this before, instructed him to construct a bunch of triangles with the sticks, explaining that triangles were the strongest shape. Hazy and Lover sketched a bridge design while Connor taped together triangles. 
Daisy oversaw their progress, and when they had agreed on a design and were at the building stage, she held up a sheet of paper. She seemed to relax when the attention shifted from her. 
“Alright,” she said. “I’ve got a list of questions to help you get to know each other. We’ll start easy. What is your favorite color?”
“Blue,” all three Connors said in unison. When an NHL team paid your bills, your favorite color was whatever they told you. 
Daisy rolled her eyes. “Typical,” she muttered, but Connor could swear the hint of a smile tugged at her lips. “Okay. You love blue. That’s something you have in common… Are you a cat person or a dog person?”
“Both,” Lover said.
Hazy hesitated, rubbing his forehead. “Dogs. Definitely dogs. Cats are mean.”
Daisy laughed. “Maybe they don’t like you.”
Hazy gasped in horror. “That sounds like a them problem. I’m a fucking delight.”
Daisy’s eyebrows flew to her hairline as she stared him down. “I’m sure you are.”
Connor chuckled, and she blessed him with half a second of eye contact before returning her attention to her paper. “And you, Greene?”
“Dogs.” He handed Lover another triangle. 
“I don’t know, man,” Lover butted in, “you give off big cat energy.”
“That’s rude to say,” he told the rookie. The fake glare he paired with his words had Lover looking ready to crawl under the table and hide. “Jesus,” Connor said. “I’m kidding.” A joke should not have put his linemate on edge. They needed to fix their relationship.
“Okay,” Hazy dragged out the word. He held two popsicle stick triangles together while Lover taped them. “Do you have anything deeper, Daisy?”
Daisy flipped a few pages. “Here’s a fun one. Everyone tell us an embarrassing story.”
“I don’t get embarrassed.” Hazy said.
“Oh, whatever.” Lover called him out. “You asked for a deeper question. You answer it.”
Hazy looked to the ceiling, thinking. “Fine. I once walked into a telephone pole while staring at a cute girl.”
Connor chuckled. “Hey man, we’ve all been there. As a kid, I wasn’t watching where I was going, and I bumped into a mannequin. I apologized like ten times before I realized it wasn’t a real person.”
Lover grinned at them. “I have not walked into random objects. But I did pee my pants at a sleepover in fifth grade. That was horrible. And my friend’s older sister was so pretty. I’ve never been more mortified.”
The Connors laughed at their own misfortune, and Hazy roped Daisy into the conversation. “C’mon Daisy, now you know one of our embarrassing stories, tell us one of yours!”
Daisy snickered. “Have you witnessed the past hour? What in this whole scenario wasn’t embarrassing? I don’t need to tell you a story; you lived it with me.”
Hazy and Lover laughed along with her, but Connor frowned. She shouldn’t feel embarrassed. Maybe on their next visit they could make her more at ease.






  
  Chapter 5

Daisy


Daisy didn’t wait to get home before she texted Patrick. As soon as all her coworkers had cleared out of the office, she tapped out a message. 
So... I met Connor Greene today.


Less than a minute later, her phone rang. A smile tugged at her lips. He would never answer with a text. Patrick would deny it if asked, but he loved any sort of drama. Drama surrounding his rival was his favorite kind. 
“Tell me everything,” he demanded.
Daisy laughed. “Wow, not even a hello? A ‘how are you?’ Nothin’?”
Patrick’s grumble pulled a giggle from her. “Yes, yes. Hi, how are you? I miss you, yadda-yadda. Now. Tell. Me. Everything.”
She leaned back in her chair, unsure where to start. She had spent the last few hours dissecting the interaction. 
When she didn’t answer straight away, Patrick whined. “Daaiissy, tell me. I can hear you thinking over there. Tell me you do not still have the hots for him.”
Daisy couldn’t lie. “Oh, I definitely still have the hots for him. That’s for sure. I want to sit on his face. It’s a real problem, since now I have to work with him. Also, he seemed nice.” 
Patrick’s frustrated yell had Daisy cringing and pulling the phone away from her ear. “Dammit Patrick. We’ve talked about this. You can’t scream into the phone like that!”
He laughed and ignored her comment. “Wait, what do you mean you have
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