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Chapter 1 - Kickoff


  Sunday, September 16


  Welcome back to FedEx Field here outside Washington, D.C. The Washington offense continues to struggle. The only reason it’s just 7-0 midway through the third quarter is the Flintskins’ defensive line. You could say they’re the ogres behind the name.


  Dominic Greyson, the team’s veteran wide receiver, waits deep to receive the kickoff. Number 11’s the one they lean on when they need a spark.


  * * *


  Dom shook the rain off his hands and stretched his legs. His cleats squelched in the turf. He narrowed his focus, shoving aside his frustration with Jed. This play was on him.


  The football launched into the air. He shifted to the right.


  The ball landed against his chest with a wet slapping sound. He was running before he had tucked it fully against his side. A cornerback in the Giant's white and green charged toward him. Dom planted a cleat, which slid in the mud. With a stiff arm, Dom pushed away the tackle. His left shoulder twinged. More white jerseys raced toward him, hands reaching for the ball but grabbing only his maroon jersey.


  Then he was in line with the first of his teammates. Maroon jerseys slammed into white. The lane they’d given him was narrow. Dom committed, driving between colliding bodies.


  The lane ended not in an open field, but in a mass of players crashing into each other. A white streak to his left. Thick arms reached for him. Dom leaned to the side before the hands closed around him. He kept his balance despite the churning mud.


  Dom slid to the right, around the mass of players. Just enough room near the sideline to race past.


  The field was open ahead. Dom sped toward the end zone.


  Thirty yards.


  Twenty.


  The future echoes collapsed behind him. He knew what was coming. He reached forward, sacrificing balance for distance, holding the ball as far from his body as possible.


  Wham!


  The tackle came from behind, slamming into his hip. No chance to keep his feet. He was rolling on the sodden turf, the ball still gripped firmly.


  Someone helped him up. Dom brushed the loose grass off his thighs and tossed the ball to one of the officials.


  He looked over to the ‘Skins sideline and saw the tight ends coming on, with the fullback lumbering behind. The coaches weren’t going to risk Jed passing. Dom shook his head as he ran back across the field. They’d be lucky to get a field goal.


  * * *


  Dom showered and dressed quickly. His short, dark hair was still damp. He could also use some ice on his shoulder. Addressing both would mean he’d be around for the press. Jed sat on the bench, still in his gear, helmet in his lap, flipping the mouthguard back and forth. His eyes were unfocused. Dom wondered which bungled play his brother-in-law was reliving.


  Jed looked up, meeting Dom’s gaze. Dom couldn’t tell if he was asking for help or forgiveness.


  Dom slammed his locker shut and ducked out of the locker room before he could decide.


  The press was gathered outside, waiting for the okay to enter. Dom turned away from them, walking quickly, keeping his head down. He turned down the service tunnel and made it ten yards before the ambush.


  “Dom? Cal Bishop, WDCF. One quick thing.”


  Bishop was accompanied by two people, one with a camera, the other with a bright light shining in Dom’s face.


  Dom glared at the microphone Bishop held in front of him and kept walking.


  “You’ve said patience is important. How long do you think you can wait for this offense to gel?”


  It seemed a safe enough question, so Dom gave what he thought would be a safe enough answer. “You can’t wait forever. The league doesn’t give you that luxury.”


  That seemed to satisfy the piranhas, who only followed a few more paces. He made it to the parking lot without further incident.


  Marisol was waiting for him at his car. She was tall for a half-goblin, just over five feet. Her skin was pale green, and her ears jutted out from her head, their tips rounded. She opened the back door, and Dom slid in. Marisol got in the driver’s seat, locked the doors and started the engine. “Rough game, boss,” she said, glancing at him as she backed up.


  Dom leaned his head against the leather headrest. “Tell me about it,” he muttered. He dug his fingers into his shoulder, trying to ease the ache. He reached through the neck of his performance top to touch the tattoo over his rotator cuff. He whispered the word and felt the pull of energy into his shoulder as the magic worked to reduce inflammation. For probably the thousandth time, he wished it worked on the playing field.


  “The vultures are already circling. Not so good for the team.” Dom made a small sound of agreement. “Or the family,” she added.


  He glared at her face in the rearview mirror.


  Marisol clicked her tongue. “Oh, he’s touchy tonight. Okay, we won’t talk about it. We can talk about what you want to do for bye week.”


  “No idea. How about we just stay quiet?” He closed his eyes.


  “Right. Quiet. The boss wants quiet, he gets quiet.”


  The pointed quality of the silence somehow made it easier for Dom to drift into a light doze.


  * * *


  In his condo in Old Town Alexandria, Dom pulled out his shoulder ice wrap from the cupboard. He placed his finger on the activation glyph and spoke the invocation. The pack in his hands began to chill. He set it over his shoulder and secured it with the strap around his chest.


  He could hear Marisol typing in the room that doubled as an office and her crash space after late games. The sounds of traffic and the occasional seagull cry from the Potomac drifted in from the outside.


  With the ease of long practice, he made an omelet with just his right hand, his left thumb tucked into his pocket to limit motion. He ate at the table by the corner window, looking out over the river. The peace he usually felt from watching the water ripple by eluded him.


  He finished eating and went to clean up. He was starting the dishwasher when Marisol came out, looking serious. “Uh, boss, you’re—well, you’re not gonna want to see this, but you need to.”


  She picked up the remote and turned on the TV. His face was shown briefly, then it switched back to the commentators, Paul Kincaid and Rick Donnelly, standing in a brightly-lit studio.


  Kincaid had been a running back, and he still had a compact frame, though the muscle was covered with a layer of fat now. “It’s impossible to ignore that this comes from someone in the family.”


  Dom couldn’t remember what position Donnelly had played. Safety, maybe? He hadn’t made it far in the NFL, but he had gotten into commentary quickly, where he had found a profitable niche. Donnelly nodded in reaction to Kincaid’s comment. “That’s right, Paul. And when the call is coming from inside the house, it’s time to pay attention.”


  “It’s just so surprising,” Kincaid said. “Those first two preseason games were fire!”


  “There was something of the old Jed Amaron, sure, but that was just the preseason. Elven longevity doesn’t always translate to longevity on the gridiron.”


  Kincaid looked disappointed. “When you’re missing reads like Amaron has, it can’t be about patience anymore.”


  Dom waited for the clip of him in the tunnel, for the sound of his voice being taken out of context.


  Instead, Donnelly’s mouth pursed into his favorite bitter expression. “Absolutely right. This team’s offensive performance is abysmal. The fans expected much better, but the season is already slipping away. The league doesn’t wait.”


  The show cut to commercial, and Marisol muted the TV.


  Dom rubbed his forehead. “How far?”


  “Everywhere.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that,” he protested, knowing it didn’t matter. They hadn’t shown the clip at all, just reshaped the words to fit the story they wanted. The piranhas had their meat and were shredding it.


  Dom’s cell buzzed. He pulled it out. “It’s Ethan,” he said. He answered it and switched to speakerphone.


  “Hey, Ethan, I’m here with Marisol,” Dom said to his agent. Marisol raised her hands and backed away a few steps. Dom gave her a pleading look, and she stopped.


  “Dom.” Ethan’s older, assured voice carried a faint note of disappointment. “CSN’s playing it on loop.”


  “Yeah, we just caught it.”


  “I’ve already ignored three calls from the general manager.” He cleared his throat. “We’ve got to either get you out in front of this, or out of it altogether.”


  “I’m open to your suggestions.”


  Ethan didn’t scold him. Dom would have preferred that. Instead, he said, “Call me tomorrow. I’ll work out the strategy.”


  Dom agreed and disconnected.


  “You didn’t need me for that,” Marisol objected.


  “Didn’t I already add ‘moral support’ to your list of duties?” he asked, trying to force a smile.


  “Ethan’s on your side.”


  “The public one, sure.”


  His phone buzzed again. “It’s Lys,” he said.


  Marisol turned and started walking away. “Moral support is one thing,” she said, leaving the rest unspoken as she ducked back into the office.


  Dom considered just letting it go to voicemail. He already had two messages from her that he’d been ignoring. Probably better not to risk a third.


  “Hey, sis,” he said, feeling the point of his ear against the speaker as he answered the phone.


  “Dom.” He winced. It was all there: pain, anger, frustration, exhaustion, and a plea for help.


  “Lys,” he said, knowing she could read his voice just as easily as he had hers.


  “I told him,” she said, her voice breaking. “I told him it wasn’t a good idea for you two to be on the same team.”


  Dom let himself out onto the balcony. “It’s not about that.”


  “Don’t you lie to me, Dominic Greyson.” She sounded exactly like their mother. “You can’t tell me you would have said that if it wasn’t Jed. You’re too much of a clam to have let that out for anybody you cared about less.”


  He sat on the metal chair that faced downriver and rested his elbows on his knees. “You’re probably right.”


  She didn’t respond. The silence lengthened. Then she said, “And?”


  “And what?”


  “And what are you going to do about it?”


  “What do you expect me to do about it? I’m not the one—” He bit off the rest of the words, but Lys knew him too well.


  “No, you’re not the one letting everybody down. But you could at least try.” Her voice broke again. “I don’t know who else to ask. Dr. Whitby says there’s nothing wrong with him. But he’s wrong.”


  “Look, we can talk tomorrow after the dinner. Assuming you’re willing to be seen in public with me right now. I’d understand if you want to lay low.”


  “No, tomorrow’s fine.” She said it like he’d already agreed to fix everything.


  “Don’t expect much,” he warned. “If the team doc can’t find anything wrong, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”


  “I’m sure you’ll do great,” she said, sniffing. “See you tomorrow.” She hung up.


  Dom stayed on the balcony, watching the sky change colors. The clouds lit up in pinks and yellows and oranges. At least the rain had made for a beautiful sunset.


Chapter 2 - Nerves


  Monday, September 17


  Dom flipped through game film on his tablet while his eggs cooled. He watched the return run and saw where the gunner caught him from behind. He’d reacted to the hit before he could have seen it coming, but the echoes hadn’t arrived soon enough to change the outcome. They were too unpredictable to give him an edge, so the league didn’t care that they persisted in the field’s null magic zone.


  He ran the play one more time with a “what if” mindset, but he hadn’t missed any now-obvious alternatives.


  He flipped back to the home page of the team’s app. The quarterback cut-ups were right there. Instead, he shut off the tablet and laid it face down on the table. He knew how easy it was to see only what you wanted to see.


  His phone buzzed. Ethan. “I thought I was supposed to call you,” Dom said.


  “I couldn’t wait any longer. The clip is still circulating. This should be the peak, though, as long as nobody pours gasoline on the fire. You didn’t talk to anybody yet?”


  “No.”


  “Good. Let’s keep it that way. Can you give me a reason to keep the press at bay? Even for a couple of days?”


  “Well, I was planning to get my shoulder worked on. It took a couple of knocks yesterday,” Dom said.


  “Perfect. Go in, get seen to. I’ll work on getting you on limited availability with the press while doing maintenance on the shoulder.” Ethan sounded like he was about to hang up.


  “One thing,” Dom said quickly. “Lys is my guest at a public charity dinner tonight.”


  It took Ethan a moment to respond. “That… would not be a good idea. Who knows what the press would make of that?”


  Dom braced. “If it makes you feel better, the press will be there for Senator Woodhouse, not for me.”


  Ethan groaned. “Are you trying to make my job harder, Dom?”


  “No, but this is for the Thaumic Reactivity Foundation. I’m going.”


  Ethan hesitated. “Well, I guess canceling on a charity event for sick kids wouldn’t look good. But my advice is to arrive late, leave early, and don’t talk to the press. I can’t keep them away from you there like I can when you’re training.” He paused. “And maybe get a case of food poisoning this afternoon.”


  * * *


  The treatment room was buzzing when Dom arrived. He grabbed an ice pack from the freezer and strapped it to his shoulder. He hooked his thumb in the waistband of his sweats and picked a wall to lean against. All the tables were full, with more of the team stretching or propping up the walls. Next to him, Dom recognized Caleb Rourke, a tight end in his second season, sporting a large black knee brace. Rourke was pretending to scroll his phone, but he kept glancing up, checking the tables and the waiting players. One of the glances clocked Dom, and Rourke nodded, trying to appear casual. Dom nodded back.


  “Busy morning,” Rourke said.


  “Greyson!” a trainer called, waving him over. Dom went, feeling the eyes track him before Rourke dropped his gaze back to his phone.


  Dom pulled off his hoodie and set it on the table before he hopped up.


  The trainer was working deep along the posterior rotator cuff, easing the familiar tightness. Dr. Whitby paused on his way by. He picked up the tablet the trainer used for charting and glanced through a few screens. Then he glanced at Dom. “You still doing the band exercises at home?”


  “Yes,” Dom said, unsure if the doctor was listening for an answer.


  “Looks like range of motion’s about the same. Good.” His blue eyes twinkled. “Stepped in a hornet’s nest, didn’t you?” Before Dom could reply, the doctor was called over by a different trainer.


  The trainer’s thumbs found a familiar knot, and Dom inhaled sharply. “Ah, yes, our good friend,” the trainer said. “He’s definitely angry today. Let’s see if we can calm him down some.”


  After the deep tissue work, the trainer walked him through some band exercises. “Not too hard, now. Just keeping things loose.”


  Five minutes with the ice again, and the trainer waved him off and called over another player. Rourke was still waiting when Dom left.


  * * *


  Marisol stopped at Dom’s local grocery store before taking him home. She handed him a baseball cap, which he put on.


  The grocery store had two small floors with an escalator rigged to haul carts between them. Marisol kept a half-step ahead of the cart while Dom grabbed what he would need for the coming week.


  A muted TV behind the butcher’s counter flickered with sports highlights. Dom kept his eyes on the meat, the brim of his cap shading his face.


  Then home. Marisol disappeared into the office to work. Dom picked up the tablet, then put it down again without swiping. He made himself a protein drink and went out to the balcony. A jackhammer chewing up the road drove him back inside.


  He glanced into the office, saw Marisol’s dual monitors flicking between different sports websites. The TV in the room was muted, but his face flashed on it regularly.


  Dom decided to try a nap. His shoulder, while looser, still throbbed enough to keep him from sleep.


  He finally gave up and flipped on the TV. He had several games from the Mexican soccer league recorded, and he started one, grabbing the yarn bag he’d stashed under the coffee table. He let the Spanish commentary and the lull and surge of the crowd’s roars act as a textured silence. He counted the stitches of the scarf pattern, needles clacking. He glanced up now and again to catch replays of goals and near-misses. Maybe the Flintskins should switch to soccer, where low scores were the norm. And there was less reliance on one player. He shoved that thought back down, but it had broken the meditative effect.


  He’d made it to five o'clock. Might as well shower.


  Dom let the hot water pulse against his shoulder. It always felt good, even if the relief never lasted long. The post-shower routine was the same—towel dry, shave, deodorant, cream in the hair, tape on the back of the shoulder, a whispered word to the old tattoo on his upper arm. The magic reduced the inflammation, letting his arm slip more easily into his shirt and suit jacket.


  He was ready to go by 5:30. Twenty minutes to wait, pace, check his watch, sit down, stand up, and sit back down again. Marisol stepped out of the office at 5:50. She gave him a quick visual inspection, said nothing about his tailored black suit, and let them out of the condo.


  The drive was uneventful—never a guarantee on the roads in the DC area. Dom realized he was drumming his fingers on the seat of the car and stopped.


  Lys was outside the hotel entrance when they pulled up. She wore a blue dress that deepened the color of her pale blue eyes. Her brown hair, slicked back into a bun, accentuated her tapered ears.


  “Text me when you’re ready to leave,” Marisol said. “And good luck.”


  Dom slid out and approached his sister. She gave him a hug, and a shudder ran through her body. Dom feared she was going to fall apart right there. Instead, she pulled away and gave him a bright smile that didn’t match the tears in her eyes. “I told you that suit would look good on you,” she said, wiping her eyes carefully.


  “I was foolish to argue,” he agreed. Up close, he could see the dark circles under her eyes that her makeup was designed to hide. “You look great, sis.”


  “Tell me more lies,” she said, wrapping her arm through his.


  Dom hooked his thumb in his pocket, then removed it when they reached the front door. “I’m going to move to Mexico and take up soccer.” He guided them into the hotel lobby.


  “That’s going to be interesting since you don’t speak Spanish,” she said, setting her small bag on the belt that took it beneath the scrying machine.


  Dom set his phone behind her bag and followed her through the metal detector. “I think that’ll be easier to learn than not picking up the ball and running into the goal.”


  “Maybe you should try basketball instead. At least then you’re allowed to use your hands.”


  Dom shook his head. “Nope, I’d never get used to letting go of the ball on purpose. It’s soccer for me all the way.”


  He heard his name. Near a welcome poster, a woman with a camera was already looking at him.


  He forced his face into a neutral expression.


  Then Cal Bishop angled from near the entrance to the ballroom. “Lysette Amaron, are you worried at all about your husband’s performance?”


  Lys stiffened against Dom, but he kept her moving, angling to keep Cal from her line of sight. “We’re here for the foundation,” he said.


  “That’s not an answer,” Cal said, keeping pace. “Are you worried?”


  “No comment,” Dom said, guiding Lys through the door to the ballroom.


  * * *


  Dom spent the first part of the evening on his feet. People drifted close in ones and twos, often hesitating, unsure if they were allowed. He kept his comments on the foundation, on the work it did, the things it couldn’t cover, what families still needed. Lys helped him keep moving, handing people off to others to talk to.


  As the room filled, he was more conscious of his shoulder. He grabbed a glass of water he didn’t drink, using it to keep his arm stable and remind him to keep any gestures small. He kept his focus on the people who approached him and on the role he was playing for the foundation.


  The attention in the room shifted as Senator Woodhouse entered. The senator made his way through the crowd, pausing briefly. When he reached Dom and Lys, he placed one hand on Dom’s good shoulder and took Lys’s hand in his. “It’s so good to see you both.” He looked at Lys. “Thank you for always being there for us.”


  “Of course,” Lys said, giving him a tight-lipped smile.


  The senator moved on to the the front of the room. The crowd shifted to the tables. Dom and Lys found their seats. As his career had advanced, the distance from the front had shortened.


Now they were in the nearest third. Lys leaned over to him as they sat down and said, “I forget how much you know about the foundation’s work.” Dom wasn’t sure how to respond to that.


  All the other seats were filled by the time the first course arrived. Dr. Ada Cole was seated next to Dom. She had long, dark hair pulled back in a braid, and her olive skin was warm under the lights. A newer big-dollar donor peppered her with questions about Thaumic Reactivity Disorder and some of the newest treatments. Dom was impressed with her ability to explain the complex science in a way that made sense to someone with no background in medicine.


  Dom noticed one of the other people tuning out. When the questioning flagged, Dom added, “While the research is of course critical, the foundation also helps those who suffer from TRD and their families.” The woman turned her attention to Dom. “It’s not a crisis most days. But it is most days—appointments, equipment, missed work. Families burn out. The foundation helps where insurance won’t.”


  The room quieted as the foundation director stepped up to the microphone. After offering a brief summary, he introduced the department heads to outline what had changed in the last year. The improvements were modest but unmistakable. Enough to matter. Enough to make it clear how much further the work could go. By the end, Dom was hopeful that the event had done what it needed to secure funding for another year.


  Applause came at the end. Chairs scraped back as the room loosened. Dom checked his watch. Late enough that they could leave. Lys followed him to the front door. Dom texted Marisol that they were ready.


  Lys was looking toward where the cars would enter. Dom glanced down to see Marisol’s “OMW” text, then looked up. He was aware of movement and bright lights that were all wrong. The future echoes collapsed toward now. He grabbed Lys by the shoulders and threw her back toward the doors. A car jumped the curb and clipped his right hip. He spun, balance gone. His head hit the ground.


Chapter 3 - Injury Timeout


  Monday, September 17 (cont’d)


  Lights exploded in his eyes. He felt like he was still falling. Sound dropped out. He tried to move his right arm. It just twitched. Lys’s face wavered into view. Her lips moved. Sound arrived late and meaningless. His head felt like it was being pressed in a vice.


  Lys’s face morphed. Different eyes, different hair, different skin color, different sound that still made no sense. He tried to sit up again, but something pressed on his chest. His hip flared with sharp pain. He felt nauseous.


  “… name?” The sounds coalesced into a word. It took him a beat to realize they were probably asking his name.


  He tried to say it, but it came out more like “Dmmm.”


  Lights flashed in his eyes, which spiked the headache.


  “… you are?”


  He’d been asked these questions before, he thought. He should tell her where he was. “The ground,” he said. It came out a little clearer than his name had.


  More muffled sounds, then she placed a hand on his hip. A cool feeling pooled into him, accompanied by the smell of mint. The pain calmed from sharp to deep and heavy in response to the magic.


  His vision started to clear. He realized that the woman was Dr. Cole. He’d met her earlier, before… whatever had happened.


  “Squeeze,” she said. He stared at her blankly. “Your right hand,” she said, and he felt her tapping his palm. “Squeeze.”


  He did. Or his brain issued the command. It took too long for his fingers to actually curl around hers.


  “Now the left,” she said, and he felt the tapping there. The fingers curled, but there was still a delay.


  “Good. Can you wiggle your toes?”


  They seemed far away.


  She placed her hands on his shins. “Can you push up against my hands?”


  He tried. It made him want to throw up.


  “Okay, that’s enough for now. The paramedics should be here soon,” she said.


  “No,” Dom said. “I’m fine.” He tried again to sit up, but her hand lightly on his chest was enough to keep him down. “No hospital.”


  “The hospital isn’t optional, Mr. Greyson,” the doctor said.


  The banshee’s wail shredded his thoughts. Blue and red lights flashed, making the ground spin under him. He shut his eyes.


  “Male, mid-thirties, half-elf.” Dr. Cole’s voice was even. “Struck by vehicle. No loss of consciousness reported. Delayed motor response. I stabilized the right hip.”


  Different hands on him now, male voices. He opened his eyes. The lights still flashed, casting the skin tones of the paramedics in reds and blues. “I’m fine,” he said.


  They ignored him. Someone placed their hands on either side of his head. “Don’t move.”


  He tried to bend his leg to get up; it collapsed sloppily to the side. Lys’s face came back into view. He felt her take his hand. “You’re going,” she told him.


  “Don’t worry, I’m fine.” But he stopped trying to move.


  He felt the stabilization collar lock his neck in place, shoving his chin up. Then multiple hands rolled him on his left side. He shut his eyes tight, trying to keep down his dinner. He felt a board sliding under him, and the hands let him roll back. He wanted to object, but he knew if he opened his mouth, it wouldn’t be words that came out.


  They strapped him in quickly, then lifted the board. He kept his eyes shut. If they’d just leave him alone, he’d be fine. The motion finally stopped, and he risked opening his eyes. The grey ceiling of an ambulance.


  “Where are you headed?” Marisol’s voice, strained.


  Traitor, he thought. She should be telling them to let him go.


  The doors slammed shut.


  * * *


  They’d finally put him somewhere quiet and dim. There was still more light than his eyes could stand, but the beeping, rattling, clanking, and phone ringing was gone, or at least pushed far enough away that every sound wasn’t another attempt to crack open his skull. He couldn’t remember being told this was where he should be.


  The door handle rattled, breaking the silence. A slice of light cut across his legs, then darkened. Lys entered, walking softly.


  “Hi,” she whispered. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be awake.”


  In the dim light, Dom could see that her hair had frizzed out from the neat bun, and that her dress was wrinkled. He managed to line up a question. “You hurt?”


  She shook her head and set her hand on his, which was resting over the blankets. “I’m fine. You’re the one we’re worried about.”


  “Nothing serious,” he said, unsure if he’d slurred any of the Ss. Sound was still inconsistent, even his own.


  She pursed her lips, about to scold him. Then her face softened. “They’re keeping you overnight. Just to be sure. Promise not to be a pest?”


  After a pause, he said, “Define pest.”


  She sighed. “I figured.” She stifled a yawn. “I’m going to head home. Marisol has everything covered here. But before I go, there’s someone else who wants to see you.” She blew him a kiss and left.


  As Dom expected, Jed came in. His blond hair looked silver in the dim light. His sneakers squeaked on the linoleum, and Dom winced. “Sorry,” Jed said. “I promised I’d be quiet.”


  Dom remembered Lys asking to talk to him about Jed. Had they talked? He couldn’t remember them talking, but he couldn’t remember most of the ride to the hospital. So he didn’t say anything.


  “You, uh, look rough,” Jed said.


  “Ditto.”


  Jed blinked. “What?”


  Dom swallowed and tried again. “Ditto,” he said, careful to enunciate.


  “Oh. Right.” Jed ran a hand through his hair, then tugged on his ear. “You need anything?”


  “My own bed.”


  “I’m sure Marisol will get you out of here soon.” Jed tapped on the foot of the bed frame. “Just… be here. I mean, don’t…” He trailed off.


  The irritation he’d felt Sunday flashed through Dom. “I’ll be fine,” he said, sharper than he meant to.


  “Right. Well, let us know if we can help.” Jed left, shoes squeaking again on the way out.


  Dom closed his eyes. It was too much. He let the fatigue that had dogged him all night pull him under.


  Tuesday, September 18


  Dom pushed the yellow mass around his plate and wondered how it was possible to screw up scrambled eggs so badly. He’d managed the oatmeal, washed down with milk from a carton that made him feel like he was in kindergarten again, and even gotten a couple of grapes in. He dropped his fork, then winced at the clatter it made.


  Marisol glanced up from her phone. “Done?”


  Dom nodded. “What’s the score?”


  “The score is that you don’t worry about the score,” she said. “I’ve got everything handled.”


  “The team—”


  “The team knows what they need to know. I told you, don’t worry about it.” She didn’t sound annoyed, more like she was talking to a small child.


  Dom closed his eyes. It made thinking easier. “Lys…”


  “She’ll try to make it back before you’re discharged, but it may be tough with the kids’ schedules.”


  “Tell her to take it easy. She’s got a lot on her plate.”


  Marisol snorted. “I’ll let you try delivering that message, but only if you want another smack on the head.”


  Dom shifted in the bed, and his hip flared, sharp and hot. He had to force his lungs to release the air they’d inhaled. “Ow,” he muttered.


  Marisol sniffed. “If you want to move, use the call button.”


  Dom opened his eyes to glare at her. She was looking at her phone again, pretending not to notice. He decided it was too much effort to argue and closed his eyes again.


  * * *


  Discharge happened around him, and slowly. The first Dom was aware of it was the nurse removing the IV port. “Am I cleared?” he asked.


  “The doctor’s put in the order for discharge.”


  It was a half an hour before the nurse came back, wheeling the computer cart. “So, we’ve gone over the medications, the restrictions, and what to do if any of the symptoms worsen,” she said to Marisol. “Follow up is scheduled with the team doctor, you said?”


  Marisol nodded. “Yes, Friday.”


  Dom used the bed remote to sit up more, ignoring the protest from his hip. They kept talking. If it didn’t all sound reasonable, he would have protested. He wanted to protest anyway, but he decided to just keep quiet so it would get done faster.


  The nurse left to find a wheelchair.


  “Here,” Marisol said, setting some clothes on the bed. “We don’t need to risk you getting photographed with your backside hanging out of that hospital gown.”


  Sweats and a long-sleeved performance top, with a pair of slides for his feet. With caution, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and grabbed the sweats. The logistics of actually getting them on overwhelmed him. Marisol took them from his hands and began threading his feet through the legs. The bulk of his calves kept the waistband at his knees. He stood briefly, one hand on her shoulder for balance while he pulled them up the rest of the way. Then he sat back on the bed, breathing harder than he should have for such a simple task. He let Marisol take off the gown and get the top on, taking care around his left shoulder. Then they waited.


  And waited.


  It was close to an hour before an assistant nurse brought a wheelchair, helped him into it, and left.


  “Can we escape now?” Dom asked.


  Marisol handed him a large, blue plastic bag, containing the remains of his best suit, and a metal cane, placing it in his left hand.


  He fumbled with the cane. “I was planning to forget that.”


  “I know you were,” Marisol said, wheeling him out of the room.


  * * *


  Marisol took the drive home as slowly as the afternoon traffic permitted, but Dom still felt every bump. He was shaking by the time they pulled into the parking garage under the building. Getting out of the car was too complicated to work through on his own, so he followed Marisol’s instructions as best he could. He felt like a soldier again, following orders because thinking took too much energy.


  At last he was standing outside the car, leaning on the cane in his right hand.


  “Left hand,” she said. “Opposite the hip, like they said.”


  “Should have just stayed in the car and slept,” he muttered, leaning back on the car while he swapped hands.


  “Come on,” she said, positioning herself to his right. “Nice and slow. No need to rush. Focus on your balance.”


  He couldn’t have rushed if he’d wanted to. His right hip complained if he went too fast. His left shoulder just complained. It wasn’t far to the elevator, nor from the elevator to the door of the condo. It felt like miles.


  Then there was the distance from the front door to the bed. He tried to aim for the couch instead, but Marisol redirected him. “You’d never get out of that.”


  “That’s fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “Don’t plan to get up again.”


  “Right, well, in that case, you should be in your bed, which is more comfortable.” She was talking to him like he was a child. He felt weaker than a child.


  He made it to the bed and sat down as carefully as his tired body allowed. Not carefully enough to avoid pain, but at least he wasn’t standing.


  “Wait here,” Marisol


  

Chapter 48 - Extension


  Monday, December 31


  Dom had the car service take him to Ada’s. He climbed the stairs to her apartment door and knocked. She opened the door and stepped back while she finished putting in an earring. “Can you grab that bag for me?” she asked, tipping her head to it.


  “Not yet,” Dom said. He leaned and kissed her. Then he picked up the bag. It was a large, brown grocery bag, and it clinked with the sound of two wine bottles. “You don’t have to bring anything,” Dom said.


  Ada pulled on her coat. “No, you don’t have to bring anything. And I didn’t know what to get, so there’s white and red wine and chocolate. I thought about flowers, too, but then I decided that would definitely be too much.”


  They went down to the car, which headed out to Lys and Jed’s. Dom reached over and took her hand. She squeezed it once, but the nervousness didn’t leave her face.


  * * *


  At the house, Dom paused before getting out of the car. “If the boys come running at me, I may need you to make sure I don’t fall over backward,” he said.


  The boys did shoot out of the front door, but at a loud “Stop!” from Lys, they both stopped. They jumped in place, and Nathan called, “Hurry up, Uncle Dom!”


  Dom finally got close enough that they couldn’t contain themselves and ran at him the last few steps and wrapped themselves around his legs. Ada had a hand on his back, which he didn’t need but appreciated anyway.


  “Hi guys,” Dom said.


  Lys came out and shooed the boys away so that Dom could move again. “Hey sis,” he said. “You remember Ada.”


  “Of course,” Lys said, holding out a hand. “Good to see you again.”


  “Hi,” Ada said, shaking her hand.


  “Come inside,” Lys said, shivering. “It’s freezing out here!”


  Dom led Ada inside. Jed was in the living room, one boy on each leg. The boys squealed with laughter as he picked up one foot and then the other.


  Lys waved to get Jed’s attention. “Maybe we could be quieter,” she suggested loudly.


  Jed stopped moving and detached the boys from his legs, making shushing sounds. “Why don’t I take you to get washed up for dinner?” They dragged him off.


  “Um, I brought some things for you,” Ada said, handing Lys the bag.


  “Oh, you didn’t need to,” she said. “But thank you. Why don’t you two sit in here for a few minutes while I put these in the kitchen and check on dinner?”


  She left. Ada walked into the living room. Dom glanced at the stand with the fire tools. There was a new poker in it, its brass shinier than the other tools. Dom took a deep breath and massaged his right hand. Then he stepped into the living room and took a seat on the left side of the couch, nearest the fireplace. Ada sat down next to him.


  His jaw clenched. He stood up. “Um, can we go to the family room?” he asked.


  “Sure,” she said. Then she said, “Oh. This is where?”


  Dom nodded, and she followed him out of the living room. “I didn’t go in last time,” he said quietly. “I thought it would be okay.”


  She laid a hand on his arm.


  “Lys, we’re going to the family room,” Dom called.


  In the family room, Dom was able to unclench his jaw. “Apparently that’s going to take longer than I thought.”


  Lys came in from the kitchen. “Dinner’s about ready. There’s a bathroom there if you need it,” she said, pointing to the door. Ada excused herself. When the door had closed, Lys gave Dom a pleading look. “If I put my foot in it, you’ll tell me, right?”


  Dom rubbed his forehead. “You two,” he said and went to the kitchen.


  * * *


  After dinner, Jed was loading the dishwasher. Dom got up to help.


  “I got this,” Jed said, waving a spatula at Dom.


  Dom held up a hand. “Okay, I’ll let you.”


  Jed eyed him. “You seem more… here now.” He resumed loading the dishwasher.


  Dom shrugged. “I guess.”


  “I was worried after…”


  They were silent for a few minutes, then Jed asked, “Did you hear about Vince?”


  “No,” Dom said, leaning against the counter.


  “He got a job with Cleveland. Starting QB.” Jed rinsed off a plate.


  “How did that happen? The league…”


  Jed began slotting the cups into the top drawer. “Well, with all the Whitby stuff, he was able to appeal the findings. ‘Insufficient proof’ got thrown around. Enough that he can play again. And Cleveland may get a QB in the draft, but it’ll take a year or two for them to develop. Vince will fill in the gap.”


  “Sounds like you know a lot about it,” Dom observed, sliding a cup across the counter to Jed.


  “Sure,” Jed agreed. “The QB coach at Cleveland and I go way back. I suggested that, if he wanted a caretaker QB who wouldn’t be offended by the offer, he could do worse than Vince. Hand me that pile of silverware, will you?”


  * * *


  After the boys had finally run out of “one more story” and fallen asleep, the adults sat in the family room. Lys took one of the photo albums out of a box and handed it to Dom. “This was when you were nine, I think.”


  Dom opened it, and Ada scooted closer so she could see. Summer photos—camping, the swimming pool, young Lys and Dom on new bicycles. Then “back to school” photos and pictures of Dom in his football uniform and from some of his games. Dom stopped turning pages when he got to Halloween.


  “Is that the year you went as a fireman?” Lys asked.


  Dom nodded, running a thumb over the picture. “What’s that?” Ada asked, pointing to a white blur on the young Dom’s shoulder.


  Dom didn’t reply. His throat was tight.


  Lys came over to look. “Oh, I’d forgotten!” She chuckled. “It was a toy cat. He insisted it was part of the costume.”


  Dom nodded, but he still didn’t speak. As a fireman, he had rescued the cat from a tree. That was part of the costume. He remembered now how important it had been to him.


  Ada placed her hand on his. “You can close it if it hurts,” she said.


  Dom swallowed, then closed the album.


  * * *


  Ada woke Dom a few minutes before midnight. Lys and Jed sat on the other couch, both on their phones. The TV volume was low, showing the crowds gathered in New York City.


  “Have you ever gone?” Ada asked him.


  Dom shook his head. “Never really got into the holiday before. You?”


  She shook her head and shivered. “Too many people.”


  Dom smiled. “Marisol keeps talking about going, but she decides it’ll be too cold every year.”


  Ada leaned against him, and he put his arm around her. They waited.


  The countdown started. The ball dropped.


  “Happy New Year,” Ada said, laying her hand on the side of his face.


  Dom leaned in and pressed his lips to hers, drinking in her scent and her warmth and her softness. He didn’t want the moment to end. But he felt Lys’s gaze and pulled back. He glanced over, and Lys looked away.


  “I think we’ll go to bed,” Jed said, failing to sound casual.


  “Good idea,” Lys said, jumping up. “Good night.”


  Dom’s cheeks burned. Ada’s lips twitched. When Jed and Lys had gone, Ada laughed softly and leaned her forehead against Dom’s. “That was worse than when I brought my first boyfriend home as a teenager,” she said.


  “You okay?” Dom asked, smoothing her hair back from her face.


  She pulled him in for a longer kiss. “Now I am.”


  Dom swallowed. “I was thinking, maybe, in the spring, of, um, going to San Francisco for a few days. Would you want to come?”


  She studied his face, tracing the ridge of his eyebrow with her thumb. “You’ll still be here?” she asked softly.


  His chest tightened. She’d been staying with him without any guarantees. He nodded. “Yeah.”
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