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About the Book

 

He’s the NHL’s most guarded single dad.

She’s the one woman who can’t afford to fall for him.

Tori Wells didn’t fight her way into the NHL just to become another cautionary tale. As a team physical therapist, she lives by strict rules: heal the players, protect her career, and never—ever—cross the line with a hockey player.

Then she’s assigned to Zayden Bishop.

On the ice, he’s untouchable—a French-Canadian superstar with a reputation for being cold, private, and impossible to read. Off the ice, he’s a devoted single father running on discipline, stubbornness, and too little sleep. Until a serious shoulder injury threatens his season—and the stability he’s built for his six-year-old daughter.

Tori is in charge of his rehab. Full oversight. Daily sessions. 

No room for mistakes.

No room for attraction.

Except Zayden isn’t what she expected.

The more time they spend together—early mornings, quiet road trips, late-night conversations—the harder it becomes to pretend this is just professional. Because Zayden doesn’t just need his shoulder fixed. He needs someone who sees the man behind the jersey.

And Tori is dangerously close to becoming that someone.

Crossing the line could cost her everything she’s worked for. And Zayden can’t risk bringing anyone into his daughter’s life unless he’s certain they’ll stay.

 

Perfect for fans of Meghan Quinn, Elle Kennedy, and Monica Murphy, this slow-burn, single dad, forced-proximity hockey romance brings the heat—and the heart—in all the best ways.

Book one in a brand-new hockey romance series. Each book can be read as a standalone.


Quick FYI because I love you…

 

If you want to be the very first to know when my upcoming books go live, you can click here and I’ll do the stalking for you.

Also, yes—this book is available in audio and paperback on all major retailers. Head to my website for all the links.

 


 

1



IN WALKS TROUBLE

Tori

The file on my desk is three inches thick.

Zayden Bishop. Twenty-nine years old. Right winger for the New York Knights. Six-foot-two, two hundred and ten pounds of French-Canadian hockey prodigy who’s been playing through what looks like a rotator cuff issue for at least six weeks, based on the game footage I reviewed last night.

I flip through his injury history while my coffee goes cold. Separated shoulder, 2021. Broken wrist, 2022. Concussion protocol twice in three years. The man treats his body like a rental car with full coverage insurance.

I’m sore just thinking about it.

Outside my window, January in New York is doing its thing—gray sky, bitter wind, cold that makes you question every life choice that led you to a city where the air physically hurts. The Knights’ facility is shiny and modern, all glass and steel, but I can’t focus on that. Not when I’m about to get hands-on with the most notorious player on the roster.

Dana Cross, Director of Athletic Performance and the reason I have this job, appears in my doorway. She’s got her tablet tucked under her arm and that look on her face. The one that says I’m about to ruin your morning.

“You ready for Bishop?”

“Define ready.”

She almost smiles. “He’s essential to the playoff run. His shoulder’s been bothering him for weeks. He’s been hiding the severity.”

“I noticed,” I say, tapping the file. “You can see it from the nosebleeds. He’s favoring his left side on every shot.”

“Which is why you’re taking point. Full oversight. Recovery plan, travel schedule, progress reports—all you.”

I set down my coffee. “Dana.”

“I know he’s difficult.”

“Difficult is an understatement. I’ve heard the stories.” Everyone has. Zayden Bishop doesn’t do interviews, doesn’t do media days, doesn’t do anything that isn’t hockey or—according to the rumors—his kid. The tabloids call him cold. Unapproachable. The guy who looks through you like you’re furniture.

“The stories are mostly bullshit,” Dana says. “He’s private, not hostile.”

I raise a brow. “Is there a difference?”

“You’ll see.” She checks her watch. “He’ll be in exam room two. Don’t let him charm you.”

I almost laugh. “Charm isn’t exactly his reputation.”

“No,” she agrees, already walking away. “But he’s got other tricks.”

I have no idea what that means, and I don’t have time to ask because my phone buzzes with a calendar reminder. Bishop, Z. - Initial Assessment. 9:00 AM.

Perfect. Another ego with a jersey number.

I grab my tablet, pull my hair back into a ponytail, and head down the hall.

Exam room two is bright, sterile—my kind of place. Fluorescent lights, adjustable table, wall of equipment I probably won’t need today. I’m setting up my assessment forms when the door opens and Zayden Bishop walks in.

And he’s... not what I expected. There’s no swagger, no look-at-me energy. He enters like he’d rather not be here at all—shoulders tight, gaze scanning the room like he’s searching for threats.

I wait for the arrogance. The I’m a big deal energy I’ve gotten from every other player who’s sat on my table. It doesn’t come.

He’s wearing Knights athletic gear, black joggers and a hoodie pushed up to his elbows, and there’s a tension in his jaw that tells me he’s not happy to be here.

Second thing I notice: he’s unfairly attractive in person.

I knew that, objectively. I’ve seen the photos, the game footage, the Sports Illustrated spread from three years ago that made every woman in America suddenly interested in hockey. But photos don’t capture how massive he is in person—towering over me with all that bulky muscle. They don’t capture how his eyes scan the room before landing on me, assessing, cataloging.

Dark hair. Darker eyes. A face that belongs on magazine covers, all sharp angles and stubble.

Stop it, I tell myself. He’s a patient. He’s everything you promised yourself you’d never be stupid enough to want.

“Mr. Bishop.” I keep my voice clinical. “I’m Victoria Wells, Tori. I’ll be handling your rehabilitation.”

“Zayden,” he says. Low voice, a little rough, with just a hint of an accent that betrays his Quebec roots.

“Have a seat on the table, Mr. Bishop. We’ll begin with a full assessment.”

Something flickers across his face—surprise, maybe, that I didn’t immediately start fawning—but he doesn’t argue. Just walks to the exam table and sits, movements careful, confirming what I already suspected. “Okay,” he says. “But call me Zayden.”

“Shirt off, please.”

He pulls the hoodie over his head, then the T-shirt underneath, and I keep my face neutral through sheer willpower. He’s built like a hockey player—broad shoulders, defined chest, functional muscle that comes from years of actual training, not vanity reps in front of a gym mirror. There’s a scar on his left side, probably from the 2021 surgery. His skin is tan even in January, which either means good genetics or a spray tan habit I’m going to silently judge him for.

I wash my hands and then approach. “I’m going to palpate the shoulder. Tell me when it hurts.”

He nods.

I start with the trapezius, working my way across to the deltoid. His muscles are tight—way too tight—and when I press into the junction of his neck and shoulder, his jaw clenches.

“That hurt?”

“It’s fine.”

“That’s not what I asked.” I press again, watching his face. “Scale of one to ten.”

“Four.”

I move to his rotator cuff, and when I find the spot I’m looking for—the one that’s been causing all the problems—he sucks in a breath.

“Four?” I repeat.

“Maybe six.”

“Mmhmm.” I continue the assessment, cataloging every flinch he tries to hide, every compensation pattern his body has developed to work around the damage. By the time I’m done, I have a very clear picture of what we’re dealing with.

I step back, and jot a few notes. “How long have you been playing through this?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me. I can’t fix what you won’t admit is broken.”

He looks at me then—really looks—those dark eyes assessing and I feel the weight of his attention like something physical. There’s an intensity to him that’s almost uncomfortable, like he’s seeing more than you want him to see.

“Since October,” he finally says.

“October.” I don’t bother hiding my disbelief. “You’ve been playing through a rotator cuff impingement for three months.”

“I’ve had worse.”

“That’s not the flex you think it is.” I pick up my tablet, and start typing notes. “You have inflammation in the supraspinatus, early signs of tendinopathy, and your compensation patterns have put extra strain on your bicep tendon. If you’d come in when it first started hurting, we’d be talking about two weeks of modified training. Now we’re looking at six to eight weeks of intensive rehab.”

His expression doesn’t change, but something in his posture shifts. “I don’t have six to eight weeks.”

“Then I suggest you follow my protocol exactly, because if you keep pushing through this, you’re looking at surgery. And that’s not six weeks. That’s six months.”

Silence.

I can see him doing the math—the games he’d miss, the playoff implications, whatever else is going on in his life that makes him treat his body like it’s disposable. For a second, he looks tired. Not physically, but somewhere deeper. Somewhere he probably doesn’t let most people see.

“Fine,” he says. “What do you need me to do?”

“Ice, rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow at eight AM. We’ll start with mobility work and go from there.” I pause. “And Zayden? When I ask if something hurts, I need the real answer. Not the tough-guy answer. I can’t help you if you lie to me.”

He holds my gaze for a beat longer than necessary. “You always this bossy?”

“With patients who hide injuries for three months? Yes.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. Not quite a smile, but close. Closer than anything I’ve seen from him since he walked in.

He pulls his shirt back on, and I turn to my tablet, typing notes I don’t actually need just to have something to do with my hands. The assessment is done. I should let him leave. That would be the professional thing to do.

“There’s a place on Fifth that does recovery smoothies,” he says.

I glance up. He’s still by the exam table, hoodie in his hand, watching me.

“What?”

“If you’re looking for post-workout fuel recommendations for players. The green one tastes like ass, but it works.”

I give him a confused look. “I have a nutrition protocol.”

“I’m sure you do.” He shrugs into the hoodie. “Just saying. It works.”

I go back to my notes. “Noted.”

“You’re not going to write that down?”

“I have a nutrition protocol,” I repeat, but something’s creeping into my voice. Something that sounds dangerously close to amusement.

He leans against the doorframe, arms crossed, watching me. “What about tacos?”

I look up again. “Excuse me?”

“Best tacos in the city. In your opinion.” He tilts his head slightly. “Just to check your credibility.”

“My credibility?” I blink.

“Tell me your favorite taco spot and I’ll tell you if I can trust you.”

I shouldn’t engage. This is exactly how lines get blurry—the casual banter, the “we’re just friendly” energy that slowly becomes something else, something dangerous. I have rules for a reason. Good reasons. Reasons I paid for in humiliation and tears and watching my reputation get shredded by a guy who smiled just like this one does.

But something about the way he’s looking at me—not flirty, just genuinely curious, like my answer actually matters—makes me say, “Rosario’s. On Twelfth.”

He winces. Actually winces, like I’ve personally insulted his grandmother. “Rosario’s? That tourist trap?”

“It’s not a tourist trap. It’s authentic.”

“It’s Instagram bait. You want real tacos, you go to Tito’s. Cash only. No menu. You eat what they give you.”

I lift one brow. “That sounds unsanitary.”

“That sounds like you’ve never had a good taco.”

“Still, not sure I’m willing to take my chances at Tito’s.”

I’m smiling now. Actually smiling, at a player, in my treatment room, and I can feel the ice I’ve carefully built around myself starting to crack at the edges.

“You want real food? Come to Montreal. I’ll take you to Schwartz’s for smoked meat. Then we’ll talk.”

“Let me guess… everything in Canada is better, according to you?”

“Not everything.” He pauses, a smile tugging at his mouth. “Just most things.”

Something about that smile—slow, a little smug, entirely too charming—makes me need to end this conversation immediately.

I clear my throat and straighten my posture. “I think we’re done here, Mr. Bishop.”

“Zayden.”

“Mr. Bishop.” I nod toward the door. “Ice, rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow. Try not to do anything stupid before then.”

He grins—just a flash, there and gone—and it transforms his whole face. Makes him look younger. Less guarded. Almost human.

“No promises,” he says.

And then he’s gone, the door swinging shut behind him, and I’m standing alone in the exam room wondering what the hell just happened.

I give myself sixty seconds to spiral. Zayden Bishop has a reputation. Cold. Difficult. The guy who doesn’t waste words on anyone who isn’t directly useful to him.

The man has a reputation for being a brick wall, and he just argued with me about tacos.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. A glance down confirms it’s Dana.

He’s yours. Full oversight. Don’t let him self-destruct.

I type back: Understood.

I gather my things and head back to my office, but I can’t shake the weird, unsettled feeling in my chest. He was supposed to be easy to dismiss. Another arrogant athlete who thinks rules don’t apply to him. Another entitled jerk who’d flirt and push and give me every reason to keep my walls exactly where they are.

Instead, he was quiet. Observant. Self-deprecating—which caught me completely off guard.

And he made me laugh.

I stop in the hallway, press my back against the wall, and take a breath of cold, recycled air.

Get it together, Tori. He’s a patient. He’s a player. He’s literally everything you swore off.

The rules exist for a reason. I watched what happened to Carla when her relationship with a player went public—how fast she went from “rising star in sports medicine” to “the woman who slept with number forty-two.” She was brilliant. Better than brilliant. None of it mattered once the story became about who she was sleeping with instead of what she could do.

I won’t be that story.

I won’t be anyone’s story except my own.

My phone buzzes again. Winnie, my best friend, who has a sixth sense for when I’m having a moment.

Dinner tonight? That new Thai place?

I type back: Yes. Need it.

Uh oh. Bad day?

I think about Zayden Bishop and his stupid taco opinions and the way his whole face changed when he smiled, and I hate that I noticed, hate that I’m still thinking about it, hate that some small, reckless part of me is already looking forward to tomorrow’s session.

Complicated, I reply. Tell you later.

I pocket my phone and head to my office.

He’s a patient. That’s it. I just need to keep reminding myself of that.
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PLAYING THROUGH THE PAIN

Zayden

My shoulder is on fire.

I knew it would be—the assessment wasn’t gentle, and the new therapist has hands like she’s trying to find every single thing I’ve been hiding. Which, apparently, she did. Six to eight weeks. The number keeps rattling around in my head as I pull out of the training facility parking lot and merge into Manhattan traffic.

Six to eight weeks I don’t have.

The windshield wipers beat a steady rhythm against the freezing rain—not quite snow, not quite sleet, just that miserable hybrid that coats everything in a thin layer of ice. I crank the heat. January in New York is brutal, the kind of cold that seeps into your bones and makes old injuries ache. My shoulder throbs in agreement.

I flip on sports radio out of habit. They’re talking about the Rangers’ defensive line, which means they’ll get to us eventually. I switch it off before they can. The last thing I need is to hear some analyst break down everything wrong with my game while I’m stuck in traffic on 47th.

I can’t fix what you won’t admit is broken.

Victoria Wells, but she goes by Tori, which she’d told me after calling me “Mr. Bishop” the entire session like she was making a point. Dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. Eyes that missed nothing. The kind of face that probably stops most guys in their tracks, all high cheekbones and full lips and zero interest in being looked at.

She didn’t offer much of anything except sharp observations and zero tolerance for my bullshit.

I’m not used to that.

Most people look at me and see the jersey. The multi-million dollar contract. The headlines from three years ago that I’m still trying to outrun. They either want something from me or they’re afraid of me.

She didn’t seem like either.

She looked at me like I was a problem to solve. A body to fix. And when I lied about the pain—four, what a joke—she called me on it without blinking. Didn’t back down when I tried to stare her into submission, which works on literally everyone else.

And then... tacos.

I don’t know why I did that. Small talk isn’t my thing. I’ve spent years perfecting the art of saying nothing, giving nothing, keeping everyone at arm’s length so they can’t disappoint me or leave me, or decide I’m not worth the effort.

But she was standing there with her tablet, all business, and something made me want to see if I could crack that professional mask. Just a little.

I still can’t believe she said Rosario’s, like that tourist trap is actual food.

And she smiled. Fought it the whole time, but I caught it—just a flash, just for a second—and it changed her whole face. Made her look less like a physical therapist who was about to ruin my season and more like... I don’t know. Someone I’d want to talk to.

Which is dangerous.

I don’t have time for dangerous. I have a season to salvage, a shoulder that’s falling apart, and a six-year-old who needs me to keep my life together.

Speaking of which.

I check the clock on the dash. 3:15. School gets out at 3:20, and I’m still twelve blocks away. I’m going to be late. Again.

I weave through a yellow light and nearly clip a delivery truck. The driver lays on his horn—a long, angry blare that follows me down the block. Welcome to New York.

By some miracle of traffic lights, I pull up to Maple Street Elementary at 3:23. Not bad. Only three minutes of Maisie standing on the sidewalk wondering if today’s the day I don’t show up.

She’s waiting by the fence when I get there, backpack hanging off one shoulder, clutching a piece of paper to her chest like it’s classified information. Her teacher, Mrs. Patterson, waves at me with the tight smile of someone who’s definitely noticed I’m late.

“Hey, Maze.” I crouch down to her level. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic was—”

“It’s okay.” She’s already walking toward the car, paper still pressed against her coat.

Okay...

I open the back door for her, help her with the booster seat buckle, and try to get a look at whatever she’s holding. She angles away from me.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing.”

“Doesn’t look like nothing.”

“It’s homework.”

“Since when do you hide homework from me?”

She doesn’t answer. Just stares out the window as I pull away from the curb, her little jaw set in that stubborn way that reminds me so much of myself it hurts.

I let it go. For now.

The drive home takes twenty minutes through stop-and-go traffic, past bodegas with steamed-up windows and restaurants already setting up for the dinner rush. Maisie doesn’t say a word the whole way, just stares out the window at the passing storefronts, her reflection a ghost in the glass.

I try the radio again. Kid-friendly station this time, the kind that plays sanitized pop songs and has DJs who sound aggressively cheerful. Maisie doesn’t react. Doesn’t sing along like she usually does. Doesn’t even complain when a song she hates comes on.

By the time I pull into the driveway of our townhome—three bedrooms, small backyard, a swing set I put together myself using instructions that were definitely written by someone who hates humans—I’m starting to worry.

“Maze.”

She looks at me in the rearview mirror.

“Whatever that paper is, you know you can show me, right? I’m not going to be mad.”

She considers this. Then, quietly, “Promise?”

“I promise.”

She hands it over.

It’s a family tree. The kind of project every elementary school teacher assigns without thinking about the kids who don’t have neat, simple families to draw. There’s a trunk at the bottom with her name on it—MAISIE, written in careful purple crayon. Two branches extend upward.

On the left branch, there’s me. She drew me with dark hair and a hockey stick, which is both accurate and kind of adorable.

On the right branch, there’s nothing. Just an empty circle where “Mom” should be.

My chest tightens.

“I didn’t know what to put,” she says, voice small. “Mrs. Patterson said we have to fill in both sides, but I don’t... I mean, I don’t really...”

“Hey.” I turn around in my seat to face her. “You can draw Grandma and Grandpa. Or Aunt Claire. Family doesn’t have to mean—”

“It’s supposed to be parents.” She’s not looking at me now. “That’s what the worksheet says. Parents.”

I take a breath. Let it out slow.

“Then draw what you have,” I tell her. “Me. That’s enough.”

She finally meets my eyes, and the doubt I see there guts me. She’s six years old, and she’s already learned that some people leave. That promises don’t always mean anything.

I did that to her. Me, and Sienna, and every choice we made that put this kid in the middle of our mess.

“Come on,” I say, forcing my voice to stay steady. “Mrs. Hendricks is probably making dinner. I think I smell her famous mac and cheese.”

Maisie unbuckles herself and climbs out of the car, the family tree clutched in her hand. She doesn’t look convinced.

Neither am I.

Inside, Maisie kicks off her boots without untying them, a habit I’ve given up fighting. They land in a heap by the door, slowly forming a puddle of melted slush on the mat.

And in the kitchen, I find that Mrs. Hendricks is, in fact, making mac and cheese, which was entirely a lucky guess. But it’s the from-scratch kind, with the breadcrumb topping Maisie loves. The kitchen smells like butter and comfort, and for a second, I let myself pretend everything is fine.

“There’s my girl!” Mrs. Hendricks wipes her hands on her apron and bends down to Maisie’s level. She’s sixty-three, gray-haired, soft in all the ways that matter. She’s been with us for two years, ever since the last nanny quit because my travel schedule was “incompatible with work-life balance.” Which, fair. “How was school?”

“Fine,” Maisie says, which is her answer for everything.

“Just fine? Nothing exciting?”

Maisie shrugs and heads for the living room, the family tree disappearing into her backpack. Mrs. Hendricks and I exchange a look.

“Rough day?” she asks quietly.

“Family tree project.”

“Ah.” She nods, understanding immediately. “Poor thing.”

I grab a water bottle from the fridge, mostly to have something to do with my hands. “She’ll be okay. We’ll figure it out.”

“Speaking of figuring things out...” Mrs. Hendricks pauses, and I feel the shift in the air before she even continues. “My daughter called this morning. The baby’s due in three weeks, but the doctor thinks it might come early. She’s been having contractions.”

I set the water bottle down. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine. But I might need to fly down to Florida sooner than I thought. Maybe in a week or two.” She hesitates. “And I’m not sure how long I’ll need to stay. First grandchild, you know. She’s nervous, and her husband works long hours, and...”

“Of course.” I hear myself saying the words, calm and reasonable, while my brain short-circuits, running through every possible scenario. “Family comes first. You should be there.”

“I hate to leave you in a lurch. I know the season is—”

“We’ll figure it out,” I say again.

Mrs. Hendricks nods, but her expression tells me she hears what I’m not saying. We’ll figure it out isn’t a plan. It’s a prayer.

I have no backup childcare. My mom lives in Quebec and can fly down for emergencies, but she can’t stay indefinitely—she’s got her own life, her own job. Sienna is... not an option. Even if I wanted to ask her, which I don’t, she made it clear a long time ago that she’s not interested in being a mother more than once or twice a year when it’s convenient for her Instagram aesthetic.

“I can ask around,” Mrs. Hendricks offers. “I know a few women from church who do childcare. Good people.”

“That would be great. Thank you.”

She pats my arm, maternal and kind, and goes back to the mac and cheese. I stand there for a minute, staring at nothing, trying to figure out how I’m supposed to hold all of this together.

Injured shoulder. Playoff push. Six-year-old who needs stability more than anything. And now the one reliable thing in our routine is about to disappear.

We’ll figure it out.

Right.

• • •

Bedtime takes an hour.

Bath, pajamas, teeth brushing, three books (because Maisie negotiates like a tiny lawyer and I’m too tired to fight her down to two), and finally lights out. I sit on the edge of her bed while she burrows under the covers, stuffed elephant tucked under her chin.

“Daddy?”

“Yeah, Maze?”

“If Mrs. Hendricks leaves, who’s going to watch me when you’re gone?”

My heart clenches. “I don’t know yet. But I’ll figure something out, okay? You don’t have to worry about it.”

“But what if you have a game?”

“Then Grandma will come, or I’ll find someone else. Someone nice.”

She’s quiet for a long moment. Then she asks, “What if they leave too?”

I don’t have an answer for that. Not one that won’t be a lie.

So I just lean down, press a kiss to her forehead, and say the only thing I can, “I’m not going anywhere, Maze. You’re stuck with me.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

She nods, seemingly satisfied, and closes her eyes. I wait until her breathing evens out before I slip out of the room, leaving the door cracked and the hallway light on, the way she likes it.

The townhome is quiet once she’s asleep. Too quiet.

I ice my shoulder on the couch, twenty minutes on, twenty minutes off, like Tori instructed. I’m a good boy, following her rules.

The TV is on, some hockey recap show I’m not really watching. I should be reviewing game tape, meal prepping, or answering the twelve emails from my agent that have been sitting in my inbox for three days. Instead, I’m just sitting here, ice pack melting against my skin, thinking about a woman who told me I wasn’t allowed to lie to her.

I can’t fix what you won’t admit is broken.

She was talking about my shoulder. I know she was talking about my shoulder.

But the words keep echoing anyway, bouncing around my skull, finding all the places I don’t let anyone see.

I think about Maisie’s family tree. The empty circle. The way she said, it’s supposed to be parents, like she already knows she got cheated.

I think about Mrs. Hendricks, leaving for Florida, and how the ground keeps shifting under my feet no matter how hard I try to hold it still.

I think about Sienna, who decided Maisie and I weren’t worth staying for. Who walked out when Maze was six months old and never came back.

I think about my shoulder, and the six to eight weeks I don’t have, and the career that’s the only reason I can give my kid the life she deserves.

And I think about Tori, with sharp eyes and a sharper tongue, who smiled at me over tacos and didn’t flinch when I tried to push her away.

I can’t fix what you won’t admit is broken.

Maybe she wasn’t just talking about my shoulder.

Maybe that’s the problem.
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THE EX FILES

Tori

One week into Zayden Bishop’s rehab protocol, and I’ve learned three things.

One: he’s not an easy patient. He pushes back on everything—rest days, ice baths, the number of reps I assign. He argues like it’s a sport, negotiating his way through every session like he’s trying to find the loophole that lets him skip ahead to being healed.

Two: he’s not the arrogant ass I expected. There’s no entitlement in the way he pushes. No do you know who I am energy.

Three: I look forward to our sessions more than I should.

“You skipped your cooldown again.”

It’s 3 PM on a Thursday, and Zayden is on my treatment table, his shoulder already showing signs of the inflammation I specifically told him to manage. He’s got dark circles under his eyes that he’s doing a bad job of hiding, and his jaw is tight in that way I’m starting to recognize as his default setting.

“I had somewhere to be,” he says.

“Your daughter’s recital isn’t for another two hours.”

His head snaps toward me. “How do you know about the recital?”

“I know everything, Bishop. It’s my job.”

He stares at me for a beat, and I watch the corner of his mouth twitch. Not quite a smile, but close. “You’re kind of scary, you know that?”

“I prefer ‘thorough.’”

“Sure.” He leans back on the table, letting me work on his shoulder. “We’ll go with thorough. If it helps you sleep at night.”

I press into a knot near his scapula, maybe a little harder than necessary. He hisses.

“Damn, Tori. At least buy me dinner first before the kinks come out.”

I freeze for a second, then roll my eyes so hard I’m surprised they don’t get stuck. “That’s what you get for skipping cooldowns.”

“Noted. Seriously though, you’re supposed to wine and dine a guy before you torture him.”

“Sorry to disappoint. I don’t date players.”

He glances back at me, eyebrow raised. “No?”

“Never.”

“Probably a good rule.” He settles back onto the table, and I get an eyeful of his back—and  I work to maintain clinical detachment while staring at a body that should come with a warning label.

His eyes flick to mine—warm and brown—and I can tell he’s not done. “So who do you date?”

“Why do you care?”

“I’m injured and bored. Humor me.”

I dig my thumb into another knot, and he grunts. “Lately? No one. My track record is... not great.”

“How not great are we talking?”

I shouldn’t answer. This is personal territory, the kind of conversation that blurs lines I need to keep sharp. But something about the way he asked—curious, not flirty—makes me say, “My last date spent forty minutes talking about CrossFit and then tried to explain why I should let him manage my crypto portfolio.”

Zayden snorts. “On a first date?”

“He had a pie chart. On his phone. Ready to go.”

“Please tell me you walked out.”

“I finished my drink first. I was raised with manners.” I move to his rotator cuff, working through the tension there. “Before that, there was a guy who showed up twenty minutes late, complained about the restaurant I picked, and then asked me to Venmo him for my half of the appetizer we shared.”

“The appetizer.”

“Spinach dip. It was like eight dollars.”

He’s quiet for a second, and when I glance at his face, he looks genuinely offended on my behalf. “What’s wrong with people?”

“If I knew that, I’d be a lot richer and a lot less single.”

“So CrossFit guy and Venmo guy. Anyone else in the lineup?”

“There was a radiologist who talked about himself in the third person. And a financial advisor who told me I had ‘good birthing hips.’”

Zayden chokes. “He said what?” He turns to look at me fully now, disbelief written all over his face. “You’re making this up.”

“I wish I was.”

He shakes his head slowly. “How is that possible? You’re—” He stops. Clears his throat. “I mean, those guys sound like idiots.”

I catch the stumble. File it away. Pretend I didn’t notice.

“Yeah, well.” I gesture for him to lie back down. “That’s dating in New York. It’s a wasteland out there.”

“What about before? College, whatever?”

My hands still on his shoulder for just a second. “That’s a story for another session. Maybe after you actually complete a full cooldown.”

“Bribery. Nice.” He settles back onto the table with a half-smile.

“What about you?” I ask, moving to his lower traps. “Since we’re sharing.”

“What about me?”

“Dating. Relationships. Any Venmo-requesting nightmares in your past?”

He’s quiet for a second. “No.”

“No nightmares, or no dating?”

“Both.” He shifts slightly under my hands. “Haven’t really... there hasn’t been anyone. Since Maisie’s mom.”

My hands slow. “Maisie’s your daughter?”

“Yeah. Maze is six now.” Something in his voice changes when he says her name. Softer. Like the word itself is precious. “She’s, uh... she’s my whole world, basically.”

I process this information while working a knot out of his trapezius. My hands slow. “Wait. You said she’s six?”

“Yeah.”

“So you haven’t dated anyone in six years?” My eyebrows shoot up.

“Haven’t had time. Between hockey and Maze, there’s not a lot left over.” He says it like it’s nothing. Like six years of being alone is just a scheduling issue.

I try to do the math. Six years of no—

Okay, no. He’s a professional athlete, not a monk. He probably just handles things casually, scratches the itch when he needs to. No strings, no complications, no one who sticks around long enough to meet his kid.

Not that I should be thinking about Zayden Bishop scratching any itches.

But now that I’ve started, I can’t stop. My brain unhelpfully supplies images of what that might look like—those broad shoulders over me, those big hands pinning my wrists, all that controlled intensity unleashed on someone who—

My face goes hot, and my heart kicks up, pounding against my ribs like it’s trying to escape.

I’m suddenly very aware of the warmth of his skin under my palms. The way his muscles flex when he breathes. The sheer size of him on my table, how he makes the room feel smaller just by existing in it.

Stop. Stop it right now.

I clear my throat and focus on a knot near his spine, pressing harder than necessary.

“Câlice,” he mutters under his breath, then catches himself. “Sorry. That one’s deep.”

“Was that French?”

“Quebecois. It’s... not polite.”

I smile. “I figured from the tone.” I continue pressing, working up my courage. “So, six years is a long time,” I say, and thank God my voice comes out steady.

“Tell me about it.”

“But you’re—” I stop myself, but not fast enough.

“I’m what?”

Ugh. Fine. “A hot single dad, and an NHL star. You must have women lining up.”

He’s quiet for a beat, and I keep my eyes fixed on his shoulder blade so I don’t have to see his reaction to me calling him hot.

“Sure. They line up.” His voice is flatter now. “Then they hear I have a kid, and realize I’m not interested in anyone who sees her as an obstacle. That weeds out most of them pretty quick.”

We fall into a rhythm—me working through the tension in his muscles, him pretending it doesn’t hurt as much as it does. It’s become our thing over the past week, this back-and-forth. I push, he resists, I push harder, he eventually gives in. Rinse and repeat.

I shouldn’t like it as much as I do.

“How’s the pain been?” I ask, moving to his rotator cuff. “Scale of one to ten. Real answer.”

“Four.”

“Zayden.”

He sighs. “Five. Maybe six in the mornings.”

“That’s almost honest. I’m impressed.”

His lips twitch. “I’m a work in progress.”

I snort before I can stop myself, and he glances back at me with something that looks dangerously close to satisfaction. Like making me laugh was the goal.

Stop it, I tell myself. He’s a patient. This is professional.

But it doesn’t feel professional. It feels like something else, something I don’t have a name for yet, and that’s exactly the problem.

Halfway through the session, his phone starts buzzing.

It’s on the bench near his gear bag, screen lighting up every thirty seconds with texts and calls he’s very deliberately not answering. I watch his jaw tighten each time it goes
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