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Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for picking up The Overtime Deal. If you’re new to the St. Louis Lions world, welcome to the family. If you’ve been here since Carter and Avery’s story, thank you for coming back for another trip to the stadium.

This book—Marcus and Evelyn’s story—has lived in my head for a long time. The marriage of convenience and second-chance tropes are two of my favorites to write and to read, and blending them with the high-stakes, high-pressure world of professional football felt like the perfect storm of drama, angst, and, ultimately, redemption.

Marcus represents a truth I find compelling: what happens to the warrior when the war is over? How does a man defined by his physical strength rebuild his identity when that foundation is gone? Evelyn’s journey is about a different kind of strength—the kind required to step out from a powerful shadow and claim your own legacy, on your own terms. Throwing these two together, with a decade of hurt and misunderstanding between them, was an emotional (and deeply satisfying) challenge.

While the NFL and the St. Louis Lions are fictionalized, I’ve done my best to honor the spirit, passion, and complex realities of professional sports. At its core, though, this is a story about people. About the families we’re born into and the families we choose. About the courage it takes to tear up the old playbook and write a new one, together.

I hope you fell for Marcus and Evie as hard as I did. Their road was rocky, but their payoff—that hard-won, authentic partnership—was everything.

All my best,

Gode Ka
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The Last Will and Testament of Charles Sterling

The reading of the will was held in a room that smelled of lemon oil, old paper, and quiet, brutal power. It was Charles Sterling’s private study in the Ladue mansion, a place Evelyn had only ever entered on command. The heavy velvet drapes were drawn against the cheerful autumn sun, leaving the room in a perpetual, expensive twilight. The air was so still she could hear the frantic, moth-like flutter of her own heart against her ribs.

She sat in a rigid, velvet-upholstered chair, flanked by her Aunt Penelope’s sharp perfume on one side and the sour anxiety of her Uncle Charles on the other. Across the vast, leather-inlaid desk sat three men: the family’s ancient, dessicated lawyer, Mr. Throckmorton; a severe, unfamiliar man from the NFL’s legal office; and Bill Carmichael, the Lions’ interim GM, looking like a man awaiting a firing squad.

Throckmorton cleared his throat, the sound like dry leaves skittering on stone. He adjusted his pince-nez and began to read in a monotone that somehow made the shocking words even more surreal.

“I, Charles Alistair Sterling, being of sound mind and unsentimental spirit, do hereby bequeath my worldly holdings...”

The legacies droned out. Trusts for distant cousins with stipulations about marriage and morality. Donations to museums with his name chiseled in marble. A pittance for loyal staff. Evelyn listened, numb, the silk of her black dress feeling like a shroud. She was the sole, direct heir, but she knew her father. His love had always been a transaction, his gifts a test. The grand prize would come with barbed wire.

Then Throckmorton reached the final, substantive clause. His voice didn’t change, but the air in the room congealed.

“...And regarding my most significant asset, the National Football League franchise known as the St. Louis Lions, I leave controlling interest and operational authority to my daughter, Evelyn Catherine Sterling.”

A sharp intake of breath from Uncle Charles. A faint, disapproving sniff from Aunt Penelope. Evelyn’s own breath froze. It was what she’d expected, yet hearing it was a physical blow. The empire. The burden. Hers.

“However,” Throckmorton continued, the word a legal sledgehammer, “this bequest is contingent upon the unanimous approval of the NFL Ownership Committee, based on their standard review of financial stability, character, and fitness to lead. Should the committee, in its sole discretion, reject said transfer, or should Evelyn voluntarily relinquish control prior to league approval, the franchise shall be placed into a blind trust with a mandate for expedient sale, with proceeds directed to the Sterling Aerospace Charitable Trust.”

He paused, letting the trap snap shut in the silence. The unsaid words screamed in the room: If you fail, it all goes away. Everything I built.

Then came the final twist. The old lawyer’s eyes, magnified by his glasses, flickered up to meet Evelyn’s for the first time. There was no warmth there, only the cold gleam of a hired gun delivering his client’s last, masterful play.

“In recognition of the unique pressures of this transition and the intense public scrutiny it will invite, I strongly advise my daughter to secure a stabilizing partnership. A strategic alliance, both public and private, to provide ballast, credibility, and a defense against the inevitable opportunists who will circle. Leadership, especially for a woman in this arena, is not a solitary pursuit. It is a team sport.”

Evelyn felt the blood drain from her face. It was more than advice. It was a command from the grave. Find a partner. A shield. A prop. He was dictating the terms of her salvation from beyond the grave.

The NFL lawyer spoke for the first time, his voice a bland, bureaucratic knife. “The committee’s review process begins in sixty days, Miss Sterling. We will be examining all aspects of the franchise’s health and your... personal preparedness. The league values stability above all.”

Carmichael, the GM, shifted uncomfortably. “The vultures are already calling, Evelyn. Slade Vanderbilt’s people. They’re offering ‘transition assistance.’ It’s a hostile takeover in a sympathy card.”

Aunt Penelope finally found her voice, icy and precise. “A partnership, Charles suggests. How... modern. And who, pray tell, could possibly fulfill such a vague but demanding role? A seasoned executive? A political figure?”

But Evelyn wasn’t listening to her aunt. Her mind, reeling from the legal cage her father had built, latched onto one phrase: It is a team sport.

An image, unbidden and devastatingly clear, flashed behind her eyes. Not of a suited executive or a grinning politician. But of a man standing alone on a sun-drenched field years ago, laughing with a carefree joy she hadn’t seen since. A man of quiet strength and unshakeable integrity, who understood the heart of the game—and the city—better than anyone. A man she had once loved and left, on her father’s orders.

Marcus Thorne.

The idea was absurd. Dangerous. A fresh kind of madness. Yet, in the cold, calculating wake of her father’s last maneuver, it was the only spark of sense she could find. Her father wanted a strategic alliance? A bulwark against wolves like Vanderbilt? A symbol of stability the league and the city would believe in?

There was only one man in St. Louis who fit that description.

Throckmorton finished reading. The finality of the words hung in the air, mixing with the dust motes dancing in the slivers of light around the drapes. Charles Sterling’s game was over. He had set the board, named the players, and written the first rule of engagement.

Evelyn stood up, her legs steady despite the earthquake inside her. She looked at the three men, at her avaricious relatives, at the ghost of her father in every dark, polished surface of the room.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” she said, her voice surprisingly calm, the voice of the CEO she would now have to become. “I understand the terms.”

She turned and walked out of the study, leaving the tomb-like silence behind. In the grand, empty foyer, the portrait of Charles Sterling gazed down at her, his expression one of triumphant certainty.

He thought he had dictated her next move from the grave.

But as Evelyn Sterling pushed through the heavy front door and into the shocking brightness of the autumn day, a fierce, rebellious resolve hardened within her. She would secure her legacy. She would save her father’s team. And she would do it.

But she would do it her way. Even if her way led her directly back to the one man she had sworn she’d never face again, and toward a deal far more dangerous and binding than anything her father’s lawyers could ever have drafted.

The game was on. And she had just been handed the ball, with the entire world waiting to tackle her.
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​Chapter  One — The Legacy in Jeopardy
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The pain was not an enemy. Enemies could be studied, outmaneuvered, and conquered. This was something worse. It was a tenant. One that had moved in years ago, paying no rent, and had now decided to remodel the premises with the subtlety of a sledgehammer.

Marcus Thorne stood in the center of the sterile, white examination room, the air tasting of antiseptic and quiet despair. The thin, blue paper gown they’d given him was a joke, a flimsy curtain over a monument built for war. At thirty-seven, his body was a living archive of the St. Louis Lions’ last golden era. Every scar had a name, a date, a stadium. The thick, ropey one slicing across his right deltoid was from Lambeau Field, 2014, a blindside hit that had torn his labrum but allowed him to strip the ball for a game-winning fumble recovery. The jagged line on his left knee—now throbbing with a deep, ominous heat—was from the divisional championship in 2019, a sacrifice that had sealed their trip to the NFC title game.

He was a fossil, and he was crumbling.

He turned slowly, his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirror a study in controlled erosion. The mass was still there, the intimidating breadth of shoulders that had once made running backs check their wills along with their helmets. But his eyes, the color of weathered slate, told the true story. They were the eyes of a man listening to a countdown only he could hear.

A soft knock preceded the door’s opening. Dr. Sloane Hart entered, her presence a cool contrast to the room’s tension. She was new this season, the team’s first female head physician, a hire that had raised eyebrows in the old-guard league offices until her credentials silenced them. She carried a tablet, but her gaze was what held weight—direct, intelligent, and devoid of the paternalistic sugar-coating Marcus had come to expect.

“Marcus,” she said, her voice calm. “You can get dressed.”

He reached for his clothes folded neatly on a chair—dark jeans, a simple black Lions t-shirt worn soft from years of wear, boots that were practical, not fashionable. Dressing was a ritual, a reclaiming of his armor. Each movement was measured, a silent negotiation with the angry, persistent fire in his left knee.

“The verdict, Doc?” he asked, his voice a low rumble that seemed to start somewhere in the bedrock of him. “Don’t bother with the medical poetry. I’ve heard it all. ‘Degeneration,’ ‘wear and tear,’ ‘the price of greatness.’ Just give me the bottom line.”

Sloane didn’t flinch. She powered on her tablet, the screen casting a pale glow on her face. The ghostly images of his knee appeared—a labyrinth of bone, tendon, and the ominous, storm-cloud gray spaces where there should be smooth, protective cartilage.

“The poetry is important, Marcus, because it’s the truth,” she said, tapping the screen. “What you have isn’t just an injury. It’s an evolution. This,” she pointed to a dark, swirling patch near the tibia, “is extensive bone marrow edema. Think of it as a deep bruise on the soul of the bone itself. It’s why it hurts when you breathe wrong, when the barometric pressure drops. And this,” her finger traced the narrow, fraying space between bones, “is what’s left of your articular cartilage. It’s gone. It’s not thinning; it’s absent. Bone on bone isn’t a metaphor here. It’s your reality.”

Marcus finished lacing his boot, the simple act suddenly Herculean. He’d known it was bad. The practice fields had told him. The way his first step out of bed each morning felt like shards of glass grinding in the joint had told him. But hearing it, seeing the cold, clinical evidence, was a different kind of tackle. It drove the air from his lungs.

“Options,” he stated, the word flat.

“We’ve exhausted the conservative ones. The injections are just expensive placebos now. The regenerative therapies bought you time, not a cure.” She set the tablet down and leaned against the counter, crossing her arms. Her next words were deliberate, each one placed with care. “My medical recommendation is immediate placement on the Injured Reserve list. We design a pain management protocol that allows you to function, not play. You finish the season as a captain, a mentor, a coach on the field in spirit. And at season’s end, we announce your retirement with the full honors you deserve. A legacy-celebration game. A one-day contract to retire a Lion.”

The word hung in the air between them, thicker than the sterile smell.

Retirement.

It wasn’t a word in his vocabulary. It was a foreign country, a blank space on a map labeled “Here Be Dragons.” Who was Marcus Thorne without the roar of seventy thousand fans, the brutal symphony of the snap count, the primal satisfaction of meeting a ball carrier in the hole and dictating the terms of his surrender? He was a weapon without a war. A symphony with no orchestra.

“I’ve got a year left on my contract,” he said, the businessman in him clawing to the surface, a survival instinct. “Fully guaranteed. You’re telling me the Lions are going to pay me eight figures to stand on the sidelines and cheer?”

Sloane’s expression shifted, a faint flicker of something that looked like pity, which he hated more than the pain. “The front office is aware. Coach Riggs and the interim GM, Bill Carmichael, have been looped in. They want to do right by you, Marcus. You’re a franchise icon. But the NFL is a bottom-line business. They’re talking about a transition. An ‘ambassadorial role.’ A post-career consultancy that leverages your IQ for the game and your standing with the fans.”

An ambassador. A consultant. Euphemisms for a museum piece. They’d put him in a suit, trot him out for season ticket holder events, have him cut ribbons at youth football camps. He’d become a living statue, his glory days playing on a loop on the Jumbotron while he slowly fossilized in real time.

A hot, sudden rage, clean and sharp unlike the dull pain, flashed through him. “So that’s it? Seventeen years. Blood, broken bones, everything I had... and I get a gold watch and a desk?”

“You get a future,” Sloane countered, her own voice gaining an edge. “You get to walk. To play with your kids one day without needing a cocktail of painkillers just to get on the floor. You get a life, Marcus. One that so many men in your position don’t get because they listened to the siren song of ‘one more season’ and ended up with a titanium knee and a morphine drip.”

He stood up, his full height making the room seem smaller. The knee screamed in protest, a white-hot protest that traveled up his spine. He ignored it. He’d made a career of ignoring the screams of his body.

“I need to think,” he grunted, moving toward the door.

“Marcus,” she called out, stopping him. He turned, his hand on the cold metal door handle. Her face was earnest. “The legacy you’re protecting isn’t out there on the field anymore. It’s in that locker room. It’s in Jax Dawson’s head when he reads a defense because you taught him how. It’s in the way the young linebackers watch you, how you carry yourself. That’s the legacy that transfers. That’s the one that lasts.”

He gave a curt, almost imperceptible nod and pushed out into the hallway.

—-
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The Lions’ training facility was a cathedral of modern sport, a gleaming monument to human performance. The air hummed with energy—the rhythmic clang of iron from the weight room, the sharp report of a football hitting a net, the barked cadence of a coach’s film session leaking from a doorway. It was the soundtrack of his life. And for the first time, it felt like it was playing for someone else.

He moved through the corridors like a ghost, a relic among the living. Rookies, their bodies unbroken and futures limitless, buzzed past him with quick, respectful nods. “Captain.” “Mr. Thorne.” Their deference was genuine, but it felt like the respect given to an elder statesman, not a fellow warrior. He was history, and history was what you learned from before you went out to make your own.

He bypassed the locker room, the heart of the beast. He couldn’t face the sight of his stall, of the number 54 jersey hanging there with a quiet expectation he could no longer meet. Instead, he took the private elevator to the rooftop terrace, a perk of his tenure and status.

The sprawling vista of St. Louis greeted him, the late afternoon sun painting the city in tones of gold and amber. The mighty Gateway Arch, a monument to westward expansion, glinted in the distance. He’d always seen it as a symbol of arrival. Today, it looked like a closed door.

He braced his hands on the cool railing, his knuckles white. The pain was a constant now, a bass note underscoring every thought. What was left? The money? He had plenty, though a lifetime of financial advice from men who drove nicer cars than he did left him wary. The fame? It was fleeting, already shifting to the next generation of heroes. The women? They came with the territory, drawn to the aura of the gladiator. But the aura was fading, and he’d never let any of them close enough to see the man underneath. There was no family waiting—his parents gone, no siblings, no anchors.

His life, stripped of the game, was a surprisingly empty house.

A memory, vivid and unbidden, pierced his self-pity like a shaft of sunlight through storm clouds. It wasn’t of a game-winning play or a championship celebration. It was sensory, soft at the edges. The heavy, wet heat of a Missouri summer a decade past. The deafening chorus of cicadas in the old oaks surrounding the Sterling family estate. The smell of chlorine from the pool and the sweeter scent of honeysuckle drifting on the breeze.

And her.

Evelyn Sterling. Not the “Sterling Heiress” of the society pages, the poised and untouchable daughter of the king. This was Evie. Twenty-two, with sun-streaked brown hair that refused to stay in its expensive clips, and eyes the color of aged whiskey that held a mischievous, knowing light. She’d been a fantasy, a secret summer between his rookie and sophomore seasons. He was the raw, hungry linebacker from nowhere Texas, invited to a few team events at the owner’s mansion. She was the princess in the tower, bored with her gilded world.

Their worlds had collided not with drama, but with a quiet, profound certainty that had terrified him. They’d talked for hours in the shadowy library, stolen kisses by the stables, shared a single, perfect week at a secluded lake house where the only jersey he wore was an old flannel shirt of hers. It was the one time in his adult life he hadn’t been “Marcus Thorne, Linebacker.” He’d just been Marcus. And she had seen him, and hadn’t looked away.

It ended not with a fight, but with a silence. A note left on his pillow at the lake house, written on her elegant stationery: I can’t. I’m sorry. Please don’t hate me. He’d returned to St. Louis, and she’d vanished, first to Europe, then to New York, becoming a ghost in the periphery of his life, a fleeting image in a charity ball photo spread. He’d buried the memory under layers of game tape and punishing workouts, telling himself it was just a summer fling, that the hollow ache it left was just pride.

Now, with the scaffolding of his career falling away, the memory resurfaced with startling clarity. He’d heard she was back. Charles Sterling’s sudden death from a heart attack two months ago had sent shockwaves through the organization. The will had been read, the empire left to Evelyn. The headlines were skeptical, predatory: “Socialite Heiress Inherits NFL Kingdom.” “Can a Princess Tame the Lions?”

His phone vibrated in his pocket, a harsh buzz against his thigh. The screen showed the name: HARLAN RIGGS.

He answered. “Coach.”

“Marcus.” Riggs’s voice was like gravel rolling in a tin can, worn and familiar. “Heard about your sit-down with Doc Hart.”

“Word travels.”

“It does when it’s about the spine of my defense.” There was a pause, the sound of Riggs sucking on what Marcus knew was an unlit cigar—a habit he’d kept after quitting years ago. “Forget the medical report for a minute. Get down to my office. Now. There’s a different kind of storm brewing. One that involves the future of this entire team. And Carmichael and I think you might be the only damn sandbag we’ve got.”

The line went dead.

Marcus stared at the phone, then back out at the city, the Arch now catching the fiery light of the setting sun. The pain in his knee was still there, the diagnosis still a death sentence for the only life he’d ever known. But Riggs’s voice hadn’t held the soothing tones of a hospice nurse. It had held the hard, urgent edge of a general calling his last remaining knight to the war room. It was the edge of a new play being drawn up, at the two-minute warning, with everything on the line.

—-
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An hour later, Marcus sat alone in a corner booth at “The Blind Side,” the dim, wood-paneled bar a few blocks from the stadium that had been a Lions’ sanctuary for decades. The air smelled of stale beer, fried food, and generations of whispered strategies and drowned sorrows. He’d skipped the team facility’s gourmet cafeteria, needing a place where the walls didn’t whisper about peak performance metrics.

He nursed a glass of bourbon, the amber liquid doing little to mute the throbbing in his knee or the quieter, more disquieting ache in his chest. On the wall-mounted TV above the bar, sports talk shows were already dissecting the Lions’ upcoming game, the analysts’ voices a drone of speculation. His name wasn’t mentioned. He was already becoming part of the scenery.

The bartender, an old-timer named Gus who’d seen generations of players come and go, slid a plate of untouched fries toward him. “On the house, Cap. You look like you could use the carbs.”

Marcus managed a tight smile. “Just the silence, Gus.”

Gus nodded, wiping a glass with a cloth. “Hell of a thing, ain’t it? You spend your whole life building something you can hold in your hands. Then one day, you gotta figure out how to hold it in your head instead.”

The old man’s words, simple and unvarnished, struck deeper than Dr. Hart’s clinical analysis. That’s what it was. His identity had been a tangible thing—a jersey, a helmet, a stat line. Now he had to shrink it down to something that fit inside his skull. A memory. A story he’d tell himself to get through the days.

He thought of the meeting with Riggs. The “storm” brewing. He knew it had to be about Evelyn Sterling and the ownership transfer. The league was a pack of old wolves, and they’d see a young, unmarried heiress as easy prey. Vanderbilt’s name had been circulating for years. The man was a vulture in a Brioni suit.

So what was the play? Riggs thought Marcus could be a “sandbag.” How? By being the loyal soldier, standing beside the new owner for the cameras? A show of unity to calm the fans and give the league pause? The irony was almost laughable. The man who couldn’t secure his own future was being asked to help secure the future of the entire franchise.

He pulled out his phone, not to call anyone, but to open a private, encrypted note app he used for film study. He rarely wrote personal thoughts, but now, his thumb hovered over the screen. He typed, the words appearing stark and alone in the digital void:

> Diagnosis: Bone on bone. The end of the road.

> Prescription: A graceful exit. Become a story they tell the rookies.

> Alternative: Riggs has a play. Involves the past. Her.

> Question: What do you hold onto when the thing you’re holding is gone?

He locked the phone and tossed back the rest of the bourbon. The burn down his throat was a familiar, welcome sensation. It was a feeling he could control.

He left cash on the bar, twice the amount of the tab, and nodded to Gus. The walk to his truck was a study in deliberate movement, each step a calculated negotiation with gravity and pain. His downtown loft, a spacious, minimally decorated space that looked more like a showroom than a home, awaited him—cold, silent, filled with awards that felt like artifacts from a dead civilization.

As he drove through the city’s twilight, the streets glistening from a recent passing shower, the finality of the day settled over him. It wasn’t just a career ending. It was the end of a language. The language of playbooks and audibles, of grunts and collisions, of silent understanding in a huddle. He’d have to learn a new one. The language of suits, of boardrooms, of polite applause.

But Riggs’s call had introduced a new variable. A variable named Evelyn. It was a dangerous variable, one tied to the deepest cut he’d ever received, one that had never fully scarred over.

He parked in his building’s underground garage, the echo of the engine dying in the concrete cavern. For a long moment, he just sat in the dark, listening to the drip of a pipe somewhere and the ragged sound of his own breathing.

The game wasn’t over. The clock was just ticking on a different down. And the next play, it seemed, was calling him back into the very fire he’d spent a decade trying to forget.

—-
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The rain over St. Louis was a monotonous, gray veil, as if the sky itself were mourning the end of a dynasty. It pattered against the blacked-out windows of the limousine, turning the city into a watercolor smear of muted lights and vague shapes. Inside the vehicle, the air was as dry and chilled as the interior of a vault. Evelyn Sterling sat perfectly still, her hands folded in her lap, her nails perfectly manicured and bare of polish. Grief, even in the smallest details, had to be impeccable. Any flaw would be noted, cataloged, and weaponized.

She had just buried her father.

The service had been a masterpiece of funeral crisis management. Two hundred vetted guests in the cathedral—team pillars, politicians, rival magnates, and a handful of distant relatives whose sorrow seemed meticulously calibrated to their hoped-for share of the estate. The Lions had formed an honor guard, immense and vulnerable in their dark suits, helmets held like relics under their arms. Carter James, his quarterback’s composure a mask over clear grief. Mitch, the gentle giant, looking lost. Jax Dawson, the young prodigy, staring at his shoes as if they held the answers. And him... Marcus. Standing apart, a pillar of quiet intensity near old Coach Riggs. She had felt his presence like a change in barometric pressure, a gravitational pull from across the stone floor. She hadn’t dared a single glance. One look, and the wall of glacial composure she’d spent two months building might have shattered into a million irreparable pieces.

“Miss Sterling?”

The voice of her lawyer, Robert Finch, pulled her from the reverie. Finch was a man carved from anxiety and sharp suits, with a perpetually pinched expression as if he were digesting a steady diet of bad news. He held an iPad like a priest his missal.

“The initial analysis of media sentiment is... mixed.”

“By ‘mixed,’ you mean a public flaying, Robert. Don’t sugarcoat it.” Her own voice sounded foreign, a precise, cool instrument she’d honed in boardrooms across two continents. The ghost of Charles Sterling’s imperious tone lived in her vowels.

Finch’s lips thinned further. “The Post-Dispatch is correct. Biographical, respectful. The sports blogs are skeptical. And the tabloids...” He swiped the screen. Headlines lined up like a volley of poison-tipped arrows.

‘HEIRESS APPARENT: CAN A PARTY GIRL RUN AN NFL TEAM?’ accompanied by a photo of her, at twenty, laughing too loudly at a Monaco charity gala, a champagne flute dangling from her fingers—a moment of youthful abandon forever frozen as a character indictment.

‘STERLING’S SILVER SPOON: LIONS ROAR FOR A STRONGER HAND.’

‘FROM BOARDROOMS TO LOCKER ROOMS: A DANGEROUS GAMBLE.’

“They’re all hammering the same narrative,” Finch continued, his finger tapping the glass. “You’re a socialite, a dilettante. Your decade of work growing the Sterling Foundation and your Columbia MBA are irrelevant next to the image of you choosing locker room towels in silk. The other league owners are nervous. They prefer one of their own. A man. A known, predictable entity.”

“Like Slade Vanderbilt,” Evie said, the name leaving a taste of cold brass on her tongue.

Finch nodded, the gesture causing a slight wrinkle in his otherwise immaculate collar. “He’s already made it known, through discreet but perfectly clear channels, that he’s prepared to ‘relieve the estate of this burdensome asset’ with a very generous offer. He’s coveted this franchise for ten years. Your father despised him.”

Charles Sterling had despised many men, but Slade Vanderbilt held a special place in his pantheon of contempt. A Wall Street predator turned sports mogul, Vanderbilt viewed NFL teams as luxury assets to be leveraged, and players as high-performance stock. Acquiring the Lions was his white whale, a trophy to prove he could conquer what even the formidable Charles Sterling had built. It was about ego, not legacy.

The limousine glided through the wrought-iron gates of the Sterling estate, the tires hissing on the wet gravel of the driveway lined with skeletal, winter-black oaks. The mansion, a sprawling Tudor-style stone manor that embodied old-money permanence, loomed in the gloom. A score of mullioned windows blazed with light, but the house felt empty, a gorgeous shell. It wasn’t a home; it was the corporate headquarters of a family. Her childhood here had been a beautiful isolation of etiquette lessons, silent dinners under her father’s assessing gaze, and the constant, unspoken weight of being the sole heir to a kingdom she hadn’t asked for.

Her personal phone vibrated against the leather seat. A 212 area code. Unknown. She let it ring. It vibrated again, insistently. Then a text appeared, from the same number.

“Dear Evelyn. My deepest condolences. Charles was a force of nature. Let’s have coffee soon to discuss the future. Uncertain times call for steady friends. Best, Slade.”

A serpent of ice coiled in her stomach. He hadn’t even waited for the dirt to settle on the grave.

“He’s going to orchestrate a pressure campaign,” she murmured, more to the rain-streaked window than to Finch. “He’ll use his media puppets to paint this as a crisis of leadership, lobby the old-boys’ network of owners to reject my transfer, and then emerge as the savior with a lowball offer to ‘stabilize’ the franchise.”

“The league’s ownership approval process is... byzantine,” Finch admitted, adjusting his glasses. “It requires a three-quarters vote of the other thirty-one owners. Vanderbilt has cultivated alliances. Your father did as well, but...” His voice faded. Charles Sterling’s alliances had been personal, transactional, and had died with him.

The car purred to a stop beneath the portico. A uniformed butler materialized, holding a vast umbrella. Evie exited before he could reach her door, stepping directly into the fine, cold mist. It was a shock, a tactile reality amidst the numbness. She needed to feel something real.

“And the debts?” she asked, not looking back as she ascended the stone steps.

Finch scrambled to follow, his leather briefcase clutched to his chest. “More significant than our initial projections. Your father was... aggressively acquisitive in his final years. The new stadium renovations, the adjacent real estate development... The franchise itself is profitable, but the personal holding company is highly leveraged. A prompt, full sale to Vanderbilt would resolve all liquidity concerns.” He paused at the threshold, his voice dropping. “Financially, it is the cleanest solution.”

“And personally, it would be a betrayal that would make me my father’s ghost for the rest of my life,” she said, her voice cutting through the damp air. She pushed open the heavy oak door herself.

Inside, the marble foyer soared, a cavern of echoes and cold grandeur. The portraits of the Sterling dynasty watched her pass with painted eyes. Her grandfather, Josiah, the butcher’s son who built an empire, his gaze flinty and unforgiving. Her father, Charles, in his prime, captured with the arrogant, conquering smile of a man who believed he owned the very air he breathed. And her mother... Elisabeth. The official portrait, beautiful, serene, forever thirty-five. Died in a car accident when Evie was eight. A tragic accident. That was the story, polished smooth by years of repetition and legal non-disclosure agreements. But childhood was built in the spaces between words. She remembered the hushed arguments behind closed doors before it happened, the sharp scent of her mother’s perfume laced with fear, the way her father’s voice could turn a room to ice. She remembered the strange, heavy silence after, the way certain staff members disappeared, and the subject became a landmine no one dared approach. A family secret, buried under layers of money and power. But in her experience, buried things had a way of working themselves to the surface, especially when the ground was shaking.

Her personal assistant, Claire, a woman whose efficiency was both a comfort and a reminder of the machine she now operated, stood waiting in the library doorway. “The formal condolence correspondence is being catalogued. Interview requests are being declined per your instruction. And... this arrived by special courier an hour ago.” She held out a single, thick parchment envelope, unaddressed, the paper heavy and expensive.

Evie took it, breaking the plain wax seal with her thumb. It was no invitation; it was a summons.

“Notice of Review: NFL Ownership Transition Committee. Candidate: Evelyn Catherine Sterling. Purpose: Comprehensive evaluation of qualifications, financial stability, and fitness to assume controlling ownership of the St. Louis Lions franchise. Duration: Three days. All relevant financial, legal, and personal background materials must be submitted for committee scrutiny prior to commencement.”

It was signed by the Commissioner himself. An inquisition in Savile Row tailoring. They would pick her life apart, bone by bone, looking for a weakness, a flaw, an excuse to say no. And Slade Vanderbilt would be in the anteroom, ready to hand them the scalpel.

“They intend to tear me to pieces,” Evie said, the parchment crisp in her trembling fingers.

Claire’s expression was a blend of sympathy and unwavering professionalism. “We have prepared exhaustive dossiers for every conceivable line of inquiry. Your restructuring of the foundation, your strategic vision for the team’s community engagement, the five-year financial projections...”

“They don’t care about projections, Claire!” The words burst out, sharp and frayed at the edges. She closed her eyes, reining in the panic, forcing the mask back into place. When she spoke again, her voice was lower, controlled. “They care about story. Perception. And right now, my narrative reads like a corporate satire: ‘Inexperienced Heiress Clings to Daddy’s Throne While Wolves Gather.’ I need a new narrative. Something undeniable. A symbol. Something that makes them, and the fans, and the vultures, believe.”

Her phone buzzed again in her silk pocket. This time, the screen read: HARLAN RIGGS. Her breath hitched. Riggs was the soul of the Lions, the last true link to the heart of the beast her father had owned but never truly understood. His loyalty was to the emblem on the helmet, not the name on the deed. Taking the call was a risk. But not taking it was a greater one.

She walked into the library, the scent of old leather and dust a poor comfort. “Coach.”

“Evelyn.” His voice was a familiar rasp, like stones grinding together. No preamble. “My condolences. Your father was a hard man, but he loved this team. I believe you do, too.”

The simple, stark acknowledgment was a rope thrown in a churning sea. It tightened her throat. “I do. More than anything.”

“Good. Because it’s under siege. And you’re on the ramparts whether you like it or not.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve talked with Carmichael. We have a perception problem. The wolves aren’t just circling; they’re testing the fences.”

“Vanderbilt.”

A grunt of affirmation. “Him and the sycophants who follow his money. They smell vulnerability. To stand them down, you don’t just need a spreadsheet. You need to show strength. Unshakeable unity. A transition that looks less like a handout and more like a coronation.”

“I’m listening to any and all ideas, Coach.”

A long pause, filled with the static of the line and the weight of what he was about to propose. “You need a fortress. Not a person, but a symbol. Someone who is the Lions. Someone the fans worship, the media treats with respect, and who makes guys like Vanderbilt look like the cheap opportunists they are. Someone at your side, not in an advisory role, but as a... public partner. A human bulwark against all the political and PR shrapnel.”

An icy comprehension, both terrifying and brilliant, dawned within her. “Who?” she whispered, already knowing the answer.

“Marcus Thorne.”

The name didn’t just hang in the air; it detonated. The library walls seemed to sway. A decade of carefully suppressed memories erupted in a sensory flood: the solid warmth of his chest under her cheek, the low rumble of his laugh in the dark, the searing, soul-deep pain of her own betrayal, a wound that had never truly scarred.

“Marcus...” she managed, her voice thin. “He’s... at the end of his playing days. He has his own battles to fight. Why would he?”

“Because he’s Marcus Thorne,” Riggs stated, as if it were the only necessary truth. “The last true Lion. The fans would follow him into hell. The press might skewer you, but they’ll tread carefully around him. He’s got a football IQ off the charts, and he understands this organization in his bones. And he has a vested interest in its stability. His post-career future is tied to it. Carmichael is prepared to formally offer him a senior football operations role—a real career, not a pity title—contingent on him helping us secure this transition. He becomes your official liaison to the team, your frontline with the media. He vets you to the players and the city. He gives you instant, unassailable credibility.”

The strategy was ruthlessly logical. And emotionally catastrophic.

“And he’d agree to this... performance?” The word tasted sour.

“I laid the groundwork. He’s pragmatic. He sees the writing on the wall for his knee. He wants a future inside the game. This secures it.” Another pause, heavier this time. “But you have to be the one to make the ask. Officially. It’s your kingdom now, Evelyn. You have to anoint your knight.”

She turned to the window, watching her ghostly reflection superimpose on the stormy night. She saw the board with terrifying clarity. Vanderbilt and his financial blitzkrieg. The suspicious, patriarchal league. And on her side, a chance to project an image of impenetrable strength and tradition. A pact with the one man whose respect she’d once valued above all others, and whom she’d sacrificed on the altar of her father’s ambition.

A marriage of convenience? No. This was a corporate merger. A hostile takeover defense. A transaction in human capital. It was the only language the NFL and men like her father truly respected.

“Set the meeting,” she said, the command solidifying in the cool air. “Tomorrow. Ten AM. My offices downtown. Him, you, Carmichael, and me.”

“Good girl,” Riggs grunted, and the line went dead.

—-
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The silence in the library after the call was profound. The kind of silence that existed in museums after hours. Evie stood rooted, the phone a cold weight in her hand. The practical part of her mind was already racing, drafting talking points, calculating the optics. The other part—the girl who had once loved a linebacker under a summer moon—was reeling.

She moved on autopilot, leaving the formal library for the smaller, more personal sitting room that had been hers since childhood. It was the one space in the mansion that resisted her father’s oppressive grandeur, still holding echoes of a different self: shelves of novels instead of ledgers, a neglected guitar in the corner, framed photographs of horses she’d loved.

With a furtiveness that shamed her, she went to an antique writing desk, its surface inlaid with worn green leather. She pressed a hidden catch, and a small, slender drawer slid open silently. It held no jewels, no stock certificates. Just a few fragile artifacts of a life not lived. A dried wildflower, crumbled to dust. A concert ticket stub. And a single photograph in a plain wooden frame.

She lifted it out, her heart performing a frantic, painful rhythm against her ribs.

The lake. That summer. The quality of the light was golden, eternal. She was perched on Marcus’s shoulders, her head thrown back in uninhibited laughter, arms wide as if to embrace the whole sky. He was smiling up at her, not the warrior’s guarded grin, but a full, open, joyous smile that reached his eyes, turning them from slate to silver. He looked young, unburdened, happy. A friend of his, a passing photography student, had captured it. It was a moment of pure, stolen truth. A moment she had been ordered to destroy.

Her father’s voice, cold and absolute as a judge’s gavel, echoed in the silent room. “End it, Evelyn. Immediately. He has a certain rough appeal, but he is a distraction. He comes from nothing. He wants your world, not you. If you lack the fortitude, I will handle it. I can ensure his draft stock evaporates. That he returns to his Texas dirt with empty pockets and broken prospects. Is that the legacy you want for him? A could-have-been because of a summer fling?”

She had been twenty-two. Terrified of her father, terrified for Marcus, terrified of the terrifying, wonderful thing growing between them. So she had chosen the coward’s exit. The note. The disappearance. She had buried her heart and assumed he had done the same, building himself into the legend now facing his own end.

And tomorrow, she would offer him a deal. Not an apology, not an explanation, but a business proposition. She would ask the man she had betrayed to become her shield, her prop, her ticket to legitimacy.

The irony was so profound it was almost artistry.

A single, hot tear escaped, tracing a swift, defiant path down her cheek. She did not sob. She simply let it fall, a tiny, private surrender to the enormity of it all. Then she carefully, reverently, turned the photograph over.

On the back, in the looping, hopeful script of her twenty-two-year-old self, were four words: The only real summer.

She placed the frame back in its secret drawer and closed it with a soft, final click. The click of a vault sealing. The girl in that photograph was gone. The woman who remained had a fortress to build, and the cornerstone had just been delivered, wrapped in memories and moral debt.

She turned her back on the room and walked to the window, staring out at the relentless rain drowning the formal gardens. Somewhere in the city, Marcus Thorne was receiving a call from Riggs, hearing her name, learning the outlines of the part he was to play.

Tomorrow, the performance would begin. The past would stare her in the face across a polished conference table. And she would have to convince him, and the world, that the coldest of deals was anything but.
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