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CHAPTER 1 — Sloane
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The badge reader blinks green, and I'm in.

First lie of the day, and it's not even nine AM.

The Philadelphia Titans practice facility smells like every rink I've ever walked into—rubber and ice melt and the faint chemical bite of resurfacer exhaust—but the similarities end there. This place is steel and glass, all sharp angles and sponsor logos, nothing like the Soviet-era barn where I learned to land a triple loop before I learned long division. I keep my shoulders back, chin level, like I belong here. Like the laminated credential clipped to my jacket isn't a Photoshop job I paid three hundred dollars for on a Reddit thread.

The woman from HR—Diane, tight smile, perfume that costs more than my rent—had given me the tour yesterday. Gym. Film room. Hydrotherapy suite. She'd talked fast, distracted, already halfway to her next task. Didn't ask about my previous employers. Didn't check references.

Desperation recognizes desperation.

I'd smiled, nodded, signed the NDA without reading it.

Now I'm standing rink-side with a clipboard I don't need and a coffee going cold in my hand, watching grown men run drills like their lives depend on it. Maybe they do. I don't follow hockey—haven't followed any sport since I aged out of my own—but I know how this works. The performance. The pain you hide because showing it means you're done.

I scan exits without meaning to. North corner, behind the bench. Loading dock past the locker rooms. Front entrance, but that means walking past security, past Diane's office, past all the ways this falls apart.

Stop.

I take a breath. Hold it. Let it out slow.

No one's looking at me. No one cares. I'm furniture. I just need to keep it that way for six months, maybe a year, long enough to save enough to disappear somewhere cheaper. Somewhere no one's Googling my name next to words like negligence and revoked and settlement.

A whistle blows. The players circle up for a scrimmage.

That's when I see him.

Number fifty-four, no name plate visible from this angle, but I don't need it. He moves different—slower, heavier, like he's got gravity the others don't. When the puck drops, he doesn't chase it. He watches. Waits. Someone on the other line gets too close to his goalie, and he's there in two strides.

The hit comes fast.

Gloves off. His fist catches the other guy's jaw with a crack I feel in my teeth. The player goes down hard, visor skittering across the ice, and fifty-four's already on top of him, one knee planted, arm cocked back for another swing. The refs are shouting. His teammates aren't stopping him.

I should look away.

I don't.

There's no rage in his face. That's the part that gets me. Just focus. Clinical. Like he's following a recipe. When he finally stands—hauled back by an assistant coach—his mouth's bleeding, and he spits red onto the white ice without bothering to wipe his chin.

The other guy's not getting up.

Medical rushes out. I recognize the head trainer, Paul, from yesterday's briefing. He's kneeling, checking pupil response, calling for a neck brace even though the guy's conscious, swearing, trying to sit up.

Fifty-four skates to the bench. Doesn't look back.

That's when his eyes catch mine through the glass.

It's half a second. Maybe less. But something in my chest goes still.

He doesn't blink. Doesn't nod. Just looks at me like he's cataloging something, filing me away under a heading I'm not privy to. Then he's past, shouldering through the tunnel toward the locker rooms, and I'm still standing there with my pulse in my throat for reasons I don't want to examine.

"Sloane, right?"

I turn. It's the head coach—Mitchell Krane, fifteen years in the league, two Cup rings, a voice like he gargles gravel. He'd shaken my hand yesterday and forgotten me by the time I left the room.

"Yes, sir."

"Paul's busy with Kowalski." He tips his head toward the ice, where they're helping the injured player onto a stretcher. "I need you to take a look at Drake. Therapy room two. He's waiting."

My coffee cup's gone cold enough to hurt my palm. "Drake?"

"Fifty-four. The guy who just rearranged Kowalski's face." Krane's already walking away, barking something at an assistant. Over his shoulder: "Don't let him tell you he's fine. He's never fine."

I don't move.

Therapy room two. Alone.

This is the job. This is what I'm here for. I've worked on hundreds of athletes—dancers, skaters, wrestlers who'd sooner chew glass than admit they're hurt. I know how to stay neutral. How to keep my face blank and my questions clinical and my hands impersonal.

I know how to be invisible.

But fifty-four—Drake—looked at me like he could see straight through the laminate and into the four years of wreckage I've been running from.

I drop the coffee in the trash and head for therapy room two.
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THE DOOR'S HALF-OPEN when I get there.

He's sitting on the bench, still in full gear except the helmet and gloves, forearms braced on his knees. There's a bag of ice duct-taped to his right shoulder, already dripping onto the floor. He doesn't look up when I walk in.

I stop just inside the threshold. Let the silence stretch.

He's bigger up close. Broader. The kind of size you don't really clock until you're in a small room with it. His hair's dark, sweat-stuck to his temples, and there's a cut above his left eyebrow that's sluggishly bleeding down the side of his face. He still hasn't wiped it.

"You're the new PT." His voice is low. Flat. Not a question.

"Sloane Hamill."

"Callan Drake." He straightens, and the ice pack slips. He catches it one-handed, doesn't put it back. "But you already knew that."

I move to the sink, wash my hands, buy myself ten seconds. "Coach said you needed an eval."

"Coach says a lot of things."

I dry my hands. Turn. He's watching me now, eyes pale in the fluorescent light—gray, maybe blue, hard to tell. There's a kind of flatness to his face, like he's decided what I am and it's not worth the effort of politeness.

Good. That makes this easier.

"Shoulder?" I nod at the ice pack.

"It's fine."

"Then why the ice?"

His mouth twitches. Not quite a smile. "Protocol."

I pull on a pair of gloves—nitrile, the snap loud in the quiet—and gesture to the bench. "Sit back. Let me see."

He doesn't move. "You always do what you're told?"

The question lands weird. I meet his eyes, and there it is again—that sense of being cataloged. Measured.

"Only when I'm getting paid." I keep my voice even. Bored, almost. "You want me to tell Coach you refused eval?"

Something shifts in his expression. He leans back, arms loose at his sides, and the message is clear: Fine. Pretend this matters.

I step closer. The room smells like sweat and the faint copper of blood. His chest's still rising and falling harder than it should be, adrenaline not worn off yet.

"I'm going to check range of motion," I say. "Tell me if anything hurts."

"It won't."

I ignore that. Place one hand on his collarbone, the other on his elbow, and start to lift. His jaw tightens at forty-five degrees. By ninety, the muscle under my palm's gone rigid.

"Hurt?" I ask.

"No."

Liar.

I bring the arm down slow, then try internal rotation. He holds still, but his breathing's changed—shallow, controlled. When I press two fingers into the soft tissue just below the acromion, he doesn't flinch, but the tendon underneath feels like rebar.

I step back. Peel off the gloves.

"You need imaging," I say. "Rotator cuff's compromised. Could be a partial tear, could be impingement. Either way, you're looking at rest and PT, minimum."

He reaches for his helmet. "Thanks for your professional opinion."

"I'm serious."

"So am I." He stands, and I have to tilt my head back to keep eye contact. This close, I can see the scar through his eyebrow, old and white, and another along his jaw. He's a map of damage. "I don't need rest. I need to play."

"Not if you want a career past this season."

That lands. I see it in the way his hand stalls on the helmet.

Then he picks it up anyway. "Good thing I'm not planning that far ahead."

He's halfway to the door when I hear myself say, "You could've killed that guy."

He stops. Doesn't turn around.

"Kowalski. On the ice."

Now he turns. His face is blank again, but there's something colder underneath. "You new to hockey, Sloane?"

The way he says my name makes my spine straighten.

"New to this team," I say.

"Then let me catch you up." He takes one step back toward me. Just one. "That's my job. Kowalski knows it. Everyone out there knows it. You want to have a problem with it, join the line. It's long."

I should shut up. Nod. Let him leave.

Instead: "And the shoulder? That part of the job too?"

His eyes narrow. For a long second, he just stares at me, and I realize I've miscalculated. I don't know this man. Don't know what he's capable of beyond what I saw on the ice.

Then he smiles.

It's not a nice smile.

"Yeah," he says quietly. "It is."

He leaves. The door swings shut behind him, and I'm alone in a room that still smells like his sweat and my own stupid inability to stay invisible.

I'm pulling my kit together, hands not quite steady, when the door opens again.

Krane leans in. "Drake good to go?"

I think about the inflammation. The scar tissue. The shoulder that's six weeks—maybe less—from catastrophic failure.

"Yeah," I hear myself say. "He's fine."

Krane nods, already gone.

I sit down on the bench Drake just vacated. It's still warm.

My phone buzzes. A text from a number I don't recognize.

Therapy room two. Tomorrow, 6 AM. Don't make me wait.

No signature. Doesn't need one.

I stare at the screen until it goes dark.

Then I book the appointment in my calendar and tell myself it's just a job.

Just a job.
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CHAPTER 2 — Callan
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The therapy room's cold at six AM.

I like it that way. No one else here. No cameras, no clipboard warriors tracking whether I'm icing enough or sleeping enough or smiling enough for the press. Just me and the bench and the shoulder that woke me up at four with the kind of pain that means I'm losing time.

I've got the ice wrap on when she walks in.

Sloane Hamill. New PT. Fake-confident walk, real-tired eyes. She'd clocked the shoulder yesterday in under thirty seconds, which means she's competent, and she'd lied to Krane about it, which means she's desperate.

I can work with desperate.

"You're early," she says, stopping just inside the door. She's in black leggings and a Titans zip-up that's too big, hair pulled back tight. No makeup. She looks younger like this. Closer to twenty than thirty.

"You told me not to make you wait."

"I didn't tell you anything. You texted me." She drops her bag on the counter. Doesn't look at me yet. "How'd you get my number?"

"I asked."

"Who gave it to you?"

I shrug. Pain spikes down to my elbow. I don't let it show. "Does it matter?"

She turns then, and I get the full weight of her stare. Brown eyes. Sharp. The kind of sharp that comes from cataloging exits.

"Yeah," she says. "It does."

I let the silence sit. She's the one who broke first yesterday, and I want to see if she'll do it again.

She does.

"Fine." She washes her hands, yanks on gloves. "Why am I here, Drake?"

"Callan."

"Why am I here, Callan?"

Better. I like the way my name sounds when she's annoyed.

I nod at the shoulder. "This. Off the books."

Her hands still on the glove. "No."

"You didn't even hear the terms."

"Don't need to." She peels the glove back off, tosses it in the trash. "You need a medical professional, go through the team. That's what they pay me for."

"They pay you to do what Krane tells you. And if I go through official channels, I'm benched. Minimum two weeks, maybe the season."

"Then maybe you should be benched."

I stand. She's across the room, a good eight feet, but I watch her clock the distance. Watch her decide whether to step back.

She doesn't.

"You're new," I say, closing half the gap. Still not touching. Just close enough she has to look up to hold my eyes. "You need this job. I can see it. Same way you saw my shoulder's fucked."

Her throat moves. Swallow, not fear. "So?"

"So we both need something." I keep my voice level. Reasonable. "I need you to keep me on the ice. You need me not to mention to Krane that you've got no references listed in your file."

That lands. Her eyes go flat.

"You went through my file."

"I'm thorough."

"You're invasive."

"Same thing, depending on context." I take one more step. Now we're close enough I can smell her shampoo—something plain, unscented—and see the faint scar through her left eyebrow. Symmetry. "I'm not asking you to do anything illegal. Just PT. Keep the shoulder functional. Don't chart it. I'll pay you."

"I don't want your money."

"Everyone wants money."

"Not from you."

It's the first real thing she's said, and it cracks something in the script I had planned. I stop. Study her.

She's scared. Not of me—of something bigger. The kind of scared that makes you take a job you're overqualified for and keep your head down and catalog exits.

Yeah. Definitely desperate.

"What do you want, then?" I ask.

She blinks. Like the question's in a language she doesn't speak.

"What?"

"You don't want money. Fine. What do you want?"

For a second, she looks lost. Then the walls come back up.

"For you to get out of my space."

I don't move. Neither does she.

Her breath's coming faster now. I can see her pulse in her throat. She's angry—at me, at herself for being here, at whatever put that scar through her eyebrow and the exhaustion in her eyes.

Good. Anger's honest.

"You want me gone," I say quietly, "then fix the shoulder."

"I can't fix it. It needs surgery."

"Then keep it functional."

"That's not—"

"Six weeks. That's all I need. Get me through six weeks, and I'll disappear. You'll never see me again."

She laughs. It's a bitter sound. "Six weeks and you'll need a full reconstruction. Maybe a replacement."

"That's my problem."

"It'll be mine when you collapse on the ice and they ask who cleared you."

"I'll tell them I lied. That you didn't know."

"They won't believe you."

"They will." I hold her stare. "Because I'm very convincing."

The heater kicks on. The vent rattles.

She's thinking. I can see the math happening behind her eyes. Risk versus reward. How much she needs this job versus how much she can afford to bend.

Finally: "If I do this—if—you follow my protocols. Every exercise. Every rest day. Every word I say."

"Deal."

"And you don't ask about my references again."

"Deal."

"And you stop looking at me like that."

I tilt my head. "Like what?"

"Like you know me."

Something in my chest shifts. I don't know what to call it.

"Maybe I do," I say.

Her jaw tightens. "You don't."

"Then prove it. Say no and walk out."

The room's so quiet I can hear her breathing. She's still close enough to touch. Still hasn't stepped back.

That tells me everything.

"Take off your shirt," she says.

My heart does something it hasn't done since I was a rookie.

––––––––
[image: ]


I SIT. PEEL OFF THE hoodie and the compression shirt underneath. The cold air hits bare skin, and I feel the goosebumps rise before I can stop them. Vulnerable. I fucking hate it.

She steps closer. All business now. Gloves back on, face blank.

"Arms at your sides."

I comply.

Her hands land on my shoulder—one on the joint, one on the blade—and the touch is firm, impersonal. Professional. She lifts my arm slow, watching my face, and I keep it empty. At ninety degrees, the pain's a live wire. At one-twenty, it's white noise.

"Stop," she says.

I stop.

She lowers the arm, and her fingers dig into the tissue, mapping the damage. I focus on the ceiling tiles. Count them. Anything but the way her hands feel.

"You're compensating," she says. "Using your trap and your lat to do the work the rotator cuff should be doing. That's why your neck's a mess."

"My neck's fine."

She presses her thumb into the space between my shoulder and spine, and I hiss before I can stop myself.

"Fine," she repeats. Flat. "Right."

She works in silence for five minutes. Maybe ten. I lose track. The pain shifts from sharp to dull to something almost bearable, and I realize she's good. Better than the last three PTs the team's cycled through.

"When did it start?" she asks.

"Two seasons ago. Hit from behind. Didn't go down right."

"And you didn't report it."

"Reported the hit. Not the shoulder."

"Why?"

I don't answer.

Her hands still. "Callan."

Hearing my name in her voice does something to me I don't want to examine.

"Because I'm an enforcer," I say finally. "I'm thirty-two. The second I admit I'm hurt, I'm done. They'll bring up some twenty-four-year-old who hits harder and costs less and doesn't need a cortisone shot to tie his skates."

She's quiet for a long moment. Then: "You have a family?"

The question catches me sideways. "Why?"

"Because if you keep playing like this, you're going to lose function. Permanent. I need to know if you've thought about what that means."

I have. Every fucking night.

"I have a daughter," I say. "She's seven."

Sloane's hands go still on my shoulder.

"Does she know you're hurt?"

"No one knows."

"Someone needs to."

"That's why you're here."

She pulls back, peels off the gloves. Tosses them harder than necessary.

"This is a bad idea," she says.

"Probably."

"You're going to get hurt. Worse than you already are."

"I know."

"And when you do, it's going to be my fault."

I reach for my shirt. "No. It'll be mine."

She's staring at me like she's trying to solve an equation that doesn't balance.

"Why six weeks?" she asks. "What happens then?"

I pull the shirt over my head. The fabric drags over the shoulder, and I breathe through it.

"Custody hearing," I say. "My ex is trying to prove I'm unstable. Violent. If I get benched before then, she wins."

Understanding flickers across her face. Then something softer.

Shit. I don't want soft.

"I'm not asking for pity," I say. "I'm asking for six weeks."

She crosses her arms. "And after?"

"After, I don't care. Cut it open. Replace it. Whatever."

"You'll care when you can't lift your arm to hug your daughter."

The words hit like a slapshot to the ribs.

I stand. She doesn't move back this time either, and we're close again, close enough I can see the gold flecks in her brown eyes.

"Are you going to help me or not?"

She holds my stare. I watch her decide.

"Yeah," she says finally. Quiet. Almost angry. "I'm going to help you."

The relief is sharp enough to hurt.

"Thank you."

"Don't." She turns away, starts packing her kit. "Don't thank me. Just do what I tell you and don't make me regret this more than I already do."

I head for the door. Hand on the frame, I stop.

"Sloane."

She looks up.

"What did you do to lose your license?"

The question hangs.

She doesn't answer. Just stares at me, and for a second, I see past the walls to the raw truth underneath: guilt. The kind that doesn't fade.

Then her face goes blank.

I smile. Can't help it.

"Yeah," I say. "That's what I thought."

I leave her there.

And for the first time in two years, the shoulder isn't the thing that hurts most.
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CHAPTER 3 — Sloane


[image: ]


He's back the next morning at six.

And the morning after that.

By day four, it's routine. He shows up, strips to the waist without being asked, and sits on the bench like a man waiting for a firing squad. I work the shoulder—ice, manual therapy, resistance bands—and he doesn't speak unless I ask a direct question.

I should be relieved. This is easier. Clinical.

Except it's not.

Because every time my hands touch his skin, I feel the story written there. The old breaks that healed wrong. The scar tissue that maps every hit he didn't walk away from. The shoulder that's holding on with scar tissue and spite.

He's destroying himself in slow motion, and I'm the one keeping him functional enough to do it.

I know how this ends.

I've seen it before.

––––––––
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TODAY, HE'S LATE.

It's 6:17 when he finally walks in, and his face is blank in the way that means he's in pain. He doesn't apologize. Just sits.

"Shirt," I say.

He peels it off. The shoulder's swollen—visibly, worse than yesterday—and when I press my fingers into the joint, the inflammation's hot under the skin.

"What did you do?"

"Nothing."

"Callan."

He exhales. "Took a hit in practice. Went down on it wrong."

"You need to sit out tomorrow."

"Can't."

"You don't have a choice. This is—"

"I have a game tomorrow." His voice is level, but there's an edge underneath. "Home opener. Sold out. If I sit, Krane's going to ask why, and if he asks, I'm done."

I step back. Cross my arms. "Then you're done. Because you can't play on this."

"Watch me."

"You won't make it through the first period."

"I'll make it."

"And when you don't? When it goes out mid-shift and you're face-down on the ice?" My voice is rising, and I don't care. "What then?"

He stands. Faces me. "Then you tell them you didn't know."

"That's not how this works."

"That's exactly how it works. You're off the hook. I take the fall."

"I don't want you to take the fall, I want you to—" I stop. Breathe. "I want you to stop."

The words land heavier than I meant them to.

He's staring at me, and the blankness is gone. Now there's something raw in his face. Something I don't have a name for.

"I can't," he says quietly.

"Why not?"

"Because if I stop, I lose her."

Iris. The daughter.

I close my eyes. "This isn't sustainable."

"I know."

"You're going to lose function. Permanently."

"I know."

"And you're asking me to help you do it."

Silence.

When I open my eyes, he's still watching me. Waiting.

"Yeah," he says. "I am."

I should walk out. Report him to Krane. Protect myself.

Instead, I move back to the bench. Pull on fresh gloves.

"Lie down," I say.

He does.

I work the shoulder for forty minutes. Every trigger point, every adhesion, every place where the muscle's trying to compensate for the
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