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        I’m in Vegas to play a final season of NHL hockey and for one last chance at The Cup.

        Tripp Blackburn, VEGAS CRUSH

      

      

      

      
        
        I've known Lila Marchmont-Terry since she was born...when I was thirteen.

      

        

      
        I came to Vegas only for a run at The Cup because, after this season, I’m hanging up my skates for good.

      

        

      
        Lila came to Vegas for a gap year interning with her grandfather, because after this season, she’s headed off to grad school to study Sports Management.

      

        

      
        Note that her grandfather owns The Vegas Crush—the team I’ve just signed a lucrative, one-year contract deal to finish out my NHL playing career.

      

        

      
        But now that our paths have crossed again, I’ve discovered Lila doesn’t really like me anymore.

      

        

      
        That didn’t matter a bit while we were stranded in a hotel room with only one bed, and we did something we should’ve never done even though the itch was there for both of us.

      

        

      
        The same itch we ended up scratching after our clothes sort of...disappeared, and the fire between us burned hotter than ever.

      

        

      
        All—night—long.

      

        

      
        Which is how I knocked up Max Terry’s granddaughter (who usually despises me when our clothes are on).

      

        

      
        I wish I could say things got better after our Las Vegas wedding, officiated by someone dressed as Dracula, but I’d be lying.

      

        

      
        It’s a whole cluster of a situation now—one giant CLUSTERPUCK we’ve gotten ourselves into now with a baby on the way.

      

        

      
        And Lila still doesn’t know about my long-held secret crush, because I'm far too old for her.

      

        

      
        She has no idea the only one I’ve ever wanted to share my pucks with…is her.
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      The only #81 I’ll ever see.
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            a gap year

          

          Lila

        

      

    

    
      Max Terry’s office is spacious, with a full line of floor-to-ceiling windows that look out on the desert metropolis of Las Vegas. It’s well-appointed, with a glass desk and a long, white, leather sectional—features that add to the bright and airy feel of the space.

      As a first-day intern, I should not be sitting here. If I were anyone else, I’d never see the inside of this room—which is reserved for dealmaking—but Max Terry is my grandfather, so sitting here I am. An obvious benefit of nepotism.

      “So, where do you have me assigned?” I swirl the ice cubes around in an etched-crystal glass surely not meant for ice and water solo without some top-shelf alcohol in the mix. “Ticketing? Public relations?”

      My grandfather, looking sharp with his snow-white hair, manicured fingernails, and crisp blue oxford, just chuckles. “No, you’re with Grant and Laura for the season.”

      “I’m sorry?” I feel my brows arch up into my forehead.

      “If you’re truly going to learn how to run a shop, I’m not having you making cold calls for season ticket sales or whatever no-brainer work they have those kids do. You’ll work with management so you can actually see the full scope of the work.”

      “Are there other interns working with management?”

      “No,” he says with an edge. “What’s the problem?”

      “It’s just—” Sighing loudly, I try to gather my thoughts so I can express them coherently to my grandfather in a way that won’t hurt his feelings. “I do not want people to think I’m some pampered princess who got the best job in the house just because her grandfather owns the team. They’ll be thinking I’m some spoon-fed rich girl in a position I didn’t earn.”

      “Lila.” He levels an intense, blue gaze my way. “It’s an internship, not some cushy salary job. You make the same pittance wages as every other intern here. I’m sure you’ll have to fill your fair share of coffee cups at times, just like everyone else.”

      “You’re right, of course.” I know that I’m just another intern here to do a job, but then again, I’m not just another intern by any stretch of the imagination. As my beloved grandfather, Maximus Jonathan Terry, billionaire owner of an NHL championship team, is very well aware. “I appreciate this opportunity, Grandpa. I really do.”

      “I know what your goals are,” he answers smoothly. “I have an opportunity to help you achieve them, that’s all. You’ll learn so much more working with Grant and Laura than you would anywhere else.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And grad school is still the plan after this year?”

      “It is. I got into the number one sports management graduate program in the world. I’m not letting that opportunity go.”

      “I get that, but why wait? Why not go straight there if you know it’s what you want?”

      “I just want to make sure. Doing this, following you and Dad into the business, is what I’ve always wanted. But I want to experience it, work in it, just to be sure. I don’t want to spend the money on an advanced degree if I get into things and decide it’s not my path after all.”

      “Always such a planner,” he says. “Though I would argue the advanced degree will be useful anywhere and is probably money well spent. You have plenty of it in your trust fund, and education is always worth the investment, in my opinion. But nonetheless, I’m glad you’re here for the season, and I know the GMs will both be happy to have you.”

      “Laura is new, right?”

      “Right. She came to us from a college team out east. Grant handpicked her, wooed her out here. I think she’ll be great. Did you know she played hockey all through high school? She was the only girl on her team.”

      Laura Gallant just might be my new she-ro. I’m no hardcore feminist, but I do appreciate a good girl-power story.

      “So, should I head on down there? They know I’m coming, right?” A little flutter of nerves suddenly makes its presence known in my stomach.

      Grandpa must recognize my trepidation because he steps out from behind his desk and closes the space between us. Then he puts his hands on my shoulders. “Lila Jayne, this work is in your blood. You’re going to do just fine here.”

      He pulls me into a hug that I hadn’t realized I needed. It puts me at ease in a way my grandfather’s presence always does. “Thank you for this opportunity,” I whisper against his cheek before pressing a kiss to it.

      A throat-clearing noise at the door interrupts our moment. We step apart, both of us turning to look to see the source. The flutter of nerves returns, but not for the same reason.

      “Tripp,” my grandfather says jovially, walking over to shake hands with the man I’ve had a crush on since I was a teenager.

      Tripp Blackburn.

      He’s thirteen years older than me, ruggedly handsome with sandy blond hair, now graying slightly at the temples. He’s got a well-trimmed beard and turquoise eyes. Turquoise. Seriously, like the Caribbean. It’s enough to make my knees go weak. Broad-shouldered, with some of his ink peeking out from the collar of his shirt, and below the short sleeves, he is all man. I’m embarrassed to say my nipples go hard just seeing him, so I cross my arms and try to look uninterested.

      “When did you get in?” Max asks. He holds out a hand in my direction and says, “You remember Lila, of course.”

      He nods, those insanely beautiful eyes pinning me in place. “Lila Marchmont-Terry. Not a little girl anymore.”

      “She’s interning with Grant and Laura for the year, then off to grad school,” Max says proudly. “Soon to join the family business.”

      Well, one of the family businesses. My mother has a fashion line. Marchmont Exclusive. She’s very careful about preserving her legacy among all the hockey in the family, hence my hyphenated name. My desire to work in sports management is much to her dismay, but that’s a whole other family drama.

      “Let’s see…I last saw you at a Blackburn-Terry summer cookout on Lake Muskoka? I was just about to start my sophomore year at Blackstone U…I think?” I’m trying to sound like I’m not sure, but I’m absolutely sure. Because I remember every interaction I’ve ever had with Tripp Blackburn. Our families have been close friends since I was born. The sad reality is that I’ve crushed on him since I was, like, thirteen. Physically only. Otherwise, he’s not really my type.

      He nods in agreement. “I suppose that is the last time I saw you. Was that like four years ago?”

      “Yep. I’m on a gap year between undergrad and grad school.”

      “A gap year.” He tilts his head at me. “Working here?”

      “Interning.”

      He grunts in response. “Where will you go to graduate school? And for what?”

      “I’m headed to Ohio. Middle of pretty much nowhere in the hills outside of Columbus but the sports management program is top in the world. Gaudreau University. Ever heard of it?”

      “Oh yeah. The guy who founded it was a legend. Only the best for our little Lila Jayne.” He’s not sneering, but it kinda vibes that way, like he’ll be the first to line up and point out what a joke it is that I got a primo internship with the general manager of a championship team. Of course I did. I’m Max Terry’s beloved granddaughter.

      And what was his Only the best for our little Lila Jayne comment about? He’s still hot but his tone sets me a little on edge.

      “What are you doing here?” I readjust my arms over my breasts. “I thought you went out to pasture.”

      Tripp chuckles, eyes narrowing like, challenge accepted. “Well, this old bull still has a bit of rodeo left in him, I guess.”

      My grandfather adds, “We’ve put Tripp on a one-year contract. Maybe we can get him engraved on a cup before he hangs up his skates for good. Only a playoff contender can make that even a possibility.”

      Huh. Not the only one using family connections to wrangle opportunities, I see. Tripp Blackburn just finished up a huge seven-year contract with Anaheim at the end of last season. He’s been in the league for a long time. Solid player, but he’s thirty-six years old. Not the oldest in the league, by any means, but certainly old enough that retirement is starting to make a lot of sense. He’s probably sitting on millions and could go off and do whatever he wanted at this point. Coming to add a year with a team full of superstars doesn’t seem like the most logical choice. I mean, he’s a strong player, but his star status days are well behind him at the twilight of his hockey career.

      I decide to reserve my questions for later, when I’m alone with my grandfather again. “I should get down to see Grant.”

      “Start with Laura,” he says. “She’s expecting you.”

      “Who’s Laura?” Tripp asks as I gather my bag and jacket and head for the door.

      “Our newly acquired Assistant GM,” Max answers.

      “So, you hired a woman for the job.”

      I stop at the doorway, ready to turn right back and ask Tripp just exactly what he means by that comment. The Marchmont independence in me wants to tell him what year it is and just how many women work in sports management roles these days, but I convince myself to just keep on walking. It’s probably not the best idea to get into a verbal altercation with a player on my first day here, even if that player happens to be someone I’ve known all my life.

      As I walk, I think about all the times the teenage me wrote Tripp Blackburn’s name in my notebook or googled him just to see pictures of him in his hockey uniform. Raging, white-hot crush, I tell you. But now? After seeing him through the eyes of an adult, maybe the crush has dissipated some. Still, just the thought of those eyes of his on me? Slays me every single time, sending heat straight to my core, making me forget all my good sense. How annoyingly frustrating considering he’ll be seeing me a lot more than he usually does this season. I’m surprised I missed the announcement. I wonder if knowing in advance about Tripp playing for Vegas would’ve influenced my decision on taking a gap year interning in the back office of The Vegas Crush…

      I snap myself back to the task at hand as I hit the corridor where the GM’s offices are located. Knocking lightly on Laura Gallant’s door, her head pops up, attention pulled from whatever thing had her focus.

      “You must be Lila Marchmont-Terry.” Standing up from her desk, she walks over and extends her hand.

      My instant impression of Laura is “imposing.” She’s got to be six feet tall with caramel skin and dark natural curls. Her athletic build is accentuated by the ice-blue wrap dress she’s wearing. She looks very pulled together with her big earrings, a bigger necklace, legs for days, and sky-high heels.

      “That’s me.” As we shake hands, I suddenly feel kind of dowdy in my jacket and pencil skirt. I imagine Laura Gallant likely turns heads in every room she enters. My mother would approve. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Ms. Gallant.”

      “Oh, girl, no. Call me Laura. And Grant is Grant. We are not that formal up in here.”

      I breathe a little easier. “Okay.”

      “Come sit down,” she says, gesturing to a dark leather couch.

      I sit as she takes a seat in the adjacent chair. “Thanks for taking me on this season. I thought I was going to sales or PR or something. I was pleasantly surprised to hear this was my assignment.”

      “Granddaughter of the owner gets pick of the litter,” she quips. “That’s how it works.”

      I cringe a little inside. “I didn’t ask for that.”

      “Look, I didn’t ask to be a Black female who loves hockey, right?” She smiles widely at me and lifts both palms up. “But here we are.”

      “You grew up playing.”

      “I did. There were exactly seven Black people in my hometown in Maine. I was related to four of them, and the other three were decades older than me. None of the girls would talk to me, so I made friends with the boys, and most of my friends played hockey. I started going out to skate with them on weekends when I was in, like, fifth grade. Fell on my ass a few times. Got knocked down a few times. But eventually, I got the hang of it. And eventually, I fell in love with it.”

      “That’s awesome. And you played in high school, Max said?”

      “Yep. I lettered in my junior and senior years. Went on to play club in college, and while I was at it, got to serve as a student administrator for the men’s team. Fell in love with team management.”

      “I get it. My dad’s the GM in Toronto right now, so I grew up around it.”

      “Your mom around? What’s she do?”

      “She’s a fashion designer.”

      “Oh, shit.” She smacks her hands on her knees. “Marchmont Exclusive. Duh! I’ve worn her stuff to formal events. My body is damn hard to dress, and she makes good stuff for curvy women.”

      “She’d be pleased to hear that. She’s a little bit curvy. I’m a lot curvy. She purposely set out to make high fashion attainable for more natural body types.”

      “And you weren’t interested in that side of the family business?”

      “No, not really.” I shake my head. “I’m not that into fashion. Which annoys her, of course, because it means I’m never dressed the way she’d like me to be. I just always gravitated more to the hockey side of things. I love the game. I know the game.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “I just…I really want you to know that I want to learn, Laura. I know people will think I’m only here because my grandfather owns the team, but I will work hard.”

      “Look, you probably are here because your grandfather owns the team. Let’s just get that out of the way. It’s okay, right? Sometimes it is who you know. It’s what you do with the opportunity that matters. Show people what you can do. Add value. Then everyone will forget that the owner is your grandfather.”

      I can’t help but smile. I’m going to learn so much from this woman.
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            it’s just biology

          

          Tripp

        

      

    

    
      Lila Marchmont-Terry has grown up hotter than a metal seat in a Nevada summer. Like, she has always been cute, and she’s always caught my eye, but now? I can’t look away. Five-seven, maybe five-eight? All filled out with curves in allll the right places. Long, dark brown hair. Big brown eyes. A body meant to be worshipped. If I wasn’t in the presence of her grandfather, who just gave me a killer contract, I might have to adjust myself.

      She’s thirteen years younger than me, too. I need to remember that most of all. It was way weirder to notice her when she was underage, but that restraint is harder to manage, knowing she’s definitely not underage anymore. Still, she’s way too young for me. Too close to my family. Too much for me to handle I think. She was always smart and quiet when she was younger. Now she’s smart and a lot less quiet, ready to blaze her way into her grandfather’s business like she was born for it.

      Imagine that.

      And maybe she was born for it. Certainly if she’d been born a male. Professional hockey is a predominantly male sport, and it’s predominantly managed by men for a reason. Men know how to think about the realities of playing the physically and mentally challenging sport of professional hockey. I’m not trying to be a sexist asshole, either. It’s just biology. Somehow though, I think Lila will be the exception to the norm. She’s always been way into hockey, a true fan of the sport. And with her connections, I can see her going all the way into the highest tier of management.

      I park it on Max’s snooty-looking, white leather sofa, tossing my duffel bag onto his pristine carpet. This is the shit I grew up with. My rich family is friends with his rich family. And look, it’s fine. I’ve got nothing against money. I have plenty of it myself. But most of it is invested, and I wouldn’t even try decorating my home to look like a magazine picture. I just don’t care about shit like that.

      Still, I’m thirty-six, and I should be retired. I was retired. But then Max Terry, old family friend, offered me three million dollars to show up for a year. Three million for one year of work? Sunset my career with a championship team? A team with a probable deep playoff run? The elusive Cup in the realm of possibility? It sure felt like a deal I could not refuse.

      “So, Max” —I lean forward, elbows on knees, chin on the top of my hands— “why am I really here?”

      Max’s expression reads somewhere in between surprised and amused. “You’re welcome for the opportunity to play a final season on a cup-winning team when you could be celebrating retirement after an entire career without a championship ring.”

      “Not saying I’m not happy to be here, Max, but I’ve spent the past week trying to figure out why the hell a smart guy like you would want an old guy like me here right now when I know you’ve spent the whole last year building your bench out. Every line you have runs like a machine now. Why toss three million in the toilet with a guy who was ready to head—what Lila just said a minute ago—out to pasture.”

      Max laughs. “She does have a way with words, doesn’t she?”

      “She’s certainly found her voice. She used to be so quiet.”

      Max lifts a shoulder. “We don’t raise wallflowers in the Terry family.”

      “Guess not.” Lila Marchmont-Terry is certainly no shy, quiet, little mouse anymore. “Still, I’m curious about your thought process here.”

      “Look, you’ve been a heck of a solid player throughout your career. Consistent. Mature on the ice. You’re not dicking around with the parties and women. You’re not in the gossip pages. You’ve had a successful, strong career, and some of these guys are still really young, full of piss and vinegar and not much else. They need some mentoring.”

      “But I’m no role model, Max. I’m not out and about because I don’t like people. You know that.” He knows this.

      “That seems a bit overdramatic, don’t you think? There are some people you like.”

      “Well, I like you, but you’re paying me three million bucks this year, so…”

      “You are a crusty old bastard, you know that? I’m over twice your age, and I’m not as crusty as you. Does your father know what a cranky ass you’ve become?”

      I snort. This is the real Max Terry. He’s polished and perfect for the public, but he’s got a sense of humor. He’s all about family, and he’s very loyal to those in his inner circle. He’s also got a bit of a mouth—when he loosens up his tie a bit.

      He looks me straight in the eye and sells it like the master he is. “So, Tripp, as you’ve noted, we’ve been working on bench strength, but I also want longevity. I don’t want guys burning out. I don’t want them washing out. I need them focused and balanced and strong, right? You’ve had a long career. I want you to help them see that future for themselves and to see what it takes to have it.”

      “So, I’m a life coach now.” Right. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised really. I asked him why I was here. He just gave me the answer. “Will I get any playing time?”

      “Everyone plays. That’s the way it goes here, but obviously, the amount of minutes still depends on how you show up. This is a good chunk of money I’m throwing your way, and I’ll expect you to contribute on and off the ice.”

      I stop myself from the eye-rolling that threatens. I stand by my statement: I’m no role model. But whatever, this is a great offer, and it’s only a one-year contract. “Okay, boss. It’s your nickel. I will offer my insight to the younglings.”

      “Good man.” He gives me a nod from across his desk. “Now head on down to Coach Brown and check in.”

      I heave myself up off the couch, sling my bag back over my shoulder, and give the man a salute. He shakes his head and refocuses on his laptop.

      I wander the halls, unsure where exactly Coach Brown is to be found, only to see Lila sitting at a desk in the hallway, just outside the suite of managers’ offices.

      “Hey, you. How’s it going?”

      “It’s fine,” she says evenly, not looking up from whatever she’s reading.

      “Crazy, we both ended up here thanks to the patronage of the great Max Terry.”

      Cue the orchestra of crickets.

      She still won’t look at me, instead focused on a manual of some sort, flipping pages so aggressively she can’t possibly be reading them. “Yeah, crazy.”

      Okay, so that’s how it’s going to be?

      Huh.

      “What did I do to piss you off already?” Letting out a laugh, I try to keep it light, but I am truly confused.

      She snaps a dark gaze up to me, eyes narrowed. “I heard what you said about hiring a woman into management.”

      “And so?”

      “And so, I, for one, appreciate working in an environment that values the input of women.”

      “Because you’re a woman.” Yes, indeed, she certainly is, I think to myself while getting a closer look than when we were in Max’s office. Lila is a truly gorgeous woman now. No longer the skinny teenager sporting braces and quietly shy, she’s a gorgeous, adult woman, and the shy, quiet routine she used to rock has hit the road.

      “Every organization should represent all kinds of people and voices and thoughts and ideas.” Her eyes flare as she gathers steam for her rant. “Women have been a part of the workforce for a long time. Welcome to the twenty-first century since you obviously just crawled out of your cave, walking on your knuckles.”

      “Don’t go all fem-bot on me, Liles⁠—”

      “Don’t call me Liles,” she snaps. “That’s for family.”

      It is for family. And I’ve always called her that. But whatever. “I made a comment. You don’t have to chop my head off.”

      “Yeah, I did, because the comment you made was stupid. As usual.”

      “My God,” I growl, blowing out a frustrated breath. “I wish I could say it was a great pleasure to see you or that I looked forward to spending the season here in Las Vegas with us both working for the Crush, but I’d be lying, Liles.” I add that little zinger on the end just to rile her up a bit more.

      “Oh, go cry in the pile of millions you’re making just for showing up.” She goes back to focusing on her manual as if it contains the secrets of the JFK assassination, the location of Jimmy Hoffa’s corpse, or the truth behind Area 51.

      My nostrils flare as I hold back what I want to say next. I could reference the pile of millions she’s sitting on, what with her Marchmont-Terry trust fund, but I won’t. Instead, I stare down at her for a long moment, watching her cheeks light up with color at each passing second. Only when I’m sure it’s thoroughly and positively uncomfortable for her do I say, “Oh-kay then. Message received.”

      And then I stomp myself on down the hallway.

      I want to look back to see if she’s watching me walk away. I want to find a good last word to say. I irrationally want to kiss her. Even more irrationally, I want to pick her up and set her lovely tight ass down on her stupid little desk and show her what a man can do that a woman cannot.

      It’s that thought that calms and focuses me.

      Because I should not be thinking like this.

      Not about Lila Marchmont-Terry.

      Not about a woman who just turned twenty-fucking-three.

      Not about Max Terry’s only granddaughter.

      Not about a coworker, because yes, we are coworkers now.

      And I am not a monster. I will never be that guy.
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            but the non fraternization policy…

          

          Lila

        

      

    

    
      Laura, Grant, and I are in a meeting with the public relations team. I’ve met most of them before up in the owner’s box at home games. Fiery redhead, Scarlett, is married to the big defender, Viktor Demoskev. They have a cute toddler and a baby—both boys I think. And the word on the street is that Viktor will retire soon.

      My main job today is to take notes on the preseason PR plan, which Scarlett is laying out for Grant and Laura.

      “Are there new players we need to onboard in preseason?” Scarlett is asking. “We usually do a deep-dive interview and a photo shoot. We do some teasers on social media and then we use the rest in B-roll and banners throughout the season. The sooner we can get those guys in, the better.”

      “We brought two rookies to the taxi squad,” Grant says. “Johnny Marchessault and Axl Smith. Johnny is the son of Nic Marchessault.”

      “Nic Marchessault, the NHL super-agent?” Scarlett asks while writing furiously in her planner.

      “My super-agent also.” Grant sounds thoughtful, as if he’s choosing his next words carefully. “So, nobody repped by Nic, which includes me and probably a third of the league, wants little Johnny to have a bad experience this season. On his first introduction to the NHL. The whole league will be watching what we do with that kid. We have to do right by him.”

      “Of course. But how about those cool names,” Scarlett says, still scribbling in her planner. “Johnny is such a fun hockey name, and when you have a last name like Smith, you might as well go full metal for the first name. Anything interesting about them?”

      “They’re both right out of Tier 1 Juniors,” Grant says. “Axl is from New Jersey and Johnny from Quebec. I think the both of them are barely eighteen and won’t be coming off the squad this year, so the main plan is to have them learning from the other guys in practice, see how they grow. We’ve put them in together with a billet family here in Vegas that knows their parents and can keep somewhat of an eye on them.”

      “They probably need it being away from home for the first time in a place like Las Vegas,” Scarlett says. “We can do some next-gen stuff with them, assuming they do okay. Anyone else?”

      “We’ve also brought in Tripp Blackburn on a one-year contract. He just finished a long one with Anaheim.”

      Scarlett raises a single eyebrow. “We don’t usually do that?”

      “We’re doing a lot of things we don’t usually do wouldn’t you say?” Grant challenges.

      Grant Gerard is stupid-handsome. Like, he could literally be the Dolce & Gabbana model, and you’d never question it kind of handsome. He has dark hair and the most gorgeous hazel eyes, but it’s that beard scruff perfection of his, putting the accent on the whole corporate, tall, dark, and handsome style he’s sporting, that makes him so unforgettable. His suits are beautifully bespoke, fitted so artfully over his wide shoulders and tall frame that there must be a modeling portfolio somewhere on this guy. Something to prove he learned how to walk around in a beautiful suit from professionals. And he’s not just some former player trying to slide into management after retirement. Grant Gerard’s got a unique take on the game. He’s super innovative. I was impressed before I took the internship, but what I’ve seen just this week has me even more enamored with him as a professional.

      Doesn’t hurt he’s gorgeous to look at, either. I’ll admit I’ve always found older men attractive. Of course, I would never cross a professional boundary, and he’s happily married to the team’s nutritionist, Devon. She, too, is ridiculously beautiful, even after having twins. This power couple looks like royalty; they’re so pretty.

      “Fair enough,” Scarlett says. “What’s his story?”

      “He’s been in the league for like eighteen years,” Laura says. “Solid player. He mostly centered the second line for the majority of his time in Anaheim, played the wings too, in New York and Nashville. A talented forward with a career’s worth of experience.”

      “Sixteen years.” Everyone looks at me, and I shrug. “He played two years at Boston College. New York plucked him out of there when he was twenty.”

      Laura looks impressed at the data recall, and it makes me feel like a fraud. I mean, I know hockey and I know these kinds of stats and backgrounds for most of our guys, but I obviously know this particular player better than most.

      “Has he ever won a cup?” Scarlett asks.

      “No,” Grant answers. “He’s hungry for it, though. He planned to retire, but Max suggested we balance the young guys with some maturity and consistency.”

      “So, you’ve got this older player out here in the desert trying for his last possible chance at glory,” Scarlett says, again taking notes, talking mostly to herself. “That’s a good story. I can work with that. People will love it.”

      For some reason, the idea of Tripp here fantasizing about winning a cup nearly makes me laugh out loud. As it is, I barely conceal my smirk, but my eye roll does not go unnoticed.

      “Lila?” Laura asks. “Something we’re missing? You don’t approve of this plan?”

      I feel my cheeks go hot. I’m not here to talk or have an opinion. I’m just the intern. “Sorry,” I say quickly, cringing inside. “It’s a good plan. I like it.”

      “But?” Scarlett asks.

      “No, there’s no but. I grew up around Tripp, and our families go way back. I thought he was retiring, is all.”

      “He was,” Grant says. “I’m hoping he can help mentor Marchessault and Smith this year to help jumpstart their development.”

      I’m careful to keep my mouth shut and my expression neutral. I’ve already overstepped, and I sure as heck don’t need my new bosses thinking I’m some know-it-all. Or worse, that I’m some wide-eyed little girl with a crush on one of the players.

      The meeting breaks a few minutes later. As I’m gathering my laptop and notebook, Grant and Laura head off, but Scarlett hangs back. “So, what’s the situation, Lila?”

      I turn to her. “Situation? I’m not sure what you mean.”

      She snorts. “Nice try. I can tell there’s more to the story with this Blackburn guy. You have zero poker face.”

      “There really isn’t, Scarlett. His family is super close with my family. I’ve known him since I was really young. He’s kind of an ass, if you must know.”

      Scarlett grins. “Most of these guys have been colossal asses at some point in their lives or careers. You read the gossip pages, right?”

      “Yeah, I mean, I don’t think he’s like that. He’s kind of a loner, doesn’t party a lot. He’s just…well, let’s just say his viewpoints about women are old-school.”

      “I’m a firm believer that guys grow when they come here.” Scarlett gives a sharp nod at me. “Tripp will, too.”

      “He’s pushing forty.” I shake my head right back at her. “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

      “Keep the faith, girl,” she chirps with a grin. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. People can change and they can surprise you. And here? It happens more than usual.”

      “You’re not wrong about that.” I think of all the stories that have come out of this team. Crush players who’ve found the straight and narrow and really settled into great careers since they’ve been here. “A lot of these guys have notably turned their game around since they’ve been with the Crush.”

      “Their games, their lives…” Scarlett is still grinning. “My husband was supposedly quite a piece of work before I met him.”

      “They don’t call your husband ‘The Mad Russian’ for nothing.” I can’t help laughing. “He’s still a brick wall, though.”

      “Well, he’s a brick wall who doesn’t pick fights anymore. And he’s a brick wall who comes home to his family at night instead of out to a club.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, so I just smile at her and say, “I’m glad for you both.”

      “I’m just saying, maybe there’s hope for Tripp yet.”

      “Maybe.” I lift a shoulder. “He’s a cowboy. Always been a cowboy and always will be a cowboy forever. And honestly, he’s not one to be out in the clubs a bunch—at least, not that I know of. He mostly keeps to himself. His play is good. Not All-Star team nominations every year good, you know, but solid. Consistent. He’s made a pile of money in the league. Things have been working out just fine for Tripp, so why would he bother to change?”

      “Maybe he just needs the right woman to help him with that.” Scarlett frowns and cocks her head. “Or man? Maybe he’s not into women?”

      “He’s straight.”

      “Well? She’s wiggling her eyebrows suggestively.

      “No thanks.” I say it too quickly and feel my cheeks overheating.

      “You think he’s cute,” Scarlett singsongs.

      “He’s like an annoying older brother. Way older. Too much older.”

      “Pssh.” Scarlett waves away my statement with a flick of her wrist. “That stuff barely matters.”

      “There’s a nonfraternization policy. I remember signing it earlier.”

      She scoffs. “As if that’s stopped anyone from getting together with their person in this place. Your grandfather is a total sucker for a good romance.”

      This makes me laugh. My grandfather talks all the time about how he met my grandmother Jayne when he was twenty and knew he’d never love another woman that way again. I thought it was silly and overdramatic, but he never strayed. He doted on her until the day she died of cancer, and despite being very handsome and very wealthy—aka hot property—he has never shown an interest in finding someone new.

      “Well, Scarlett, I’m not here for romance. And I don’t know what Tripp is here for. Frankly, I don’t care.”

      “I think you do,” Scarlett says with her eyes lowered like she knows all the secrets, “but I’ll leave you alone about it. For now.”

      An eye roll is all I can manage for now. I can’t do this conversation with a person I barely know, a person I work with. This is meant to be a professional experience, not a sorority house.

      “Well, you let me know what you need for your PR plan, okay?” I change the subject and walk out into the hall.

      “Will do,” she says behind me. I’m halfway down the hall before she yells, “Remember, this place is magic. You’ll see.”
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      I don’t find any players hanging around as I wander the halls, which is fine and not surprising at all. Most guys don’t hang around much in the offseason. The international players usually go home to see their families. Some guys run summer camps for kids or go on mission trips or whatever. Do-gooder stuff, which has never really been my focus. And it’s not that I don’t believe in doing good because I support a lot of good causes financially. Honestly, I’m just not that great with people. I’ve always been fine being on my own, and the times I’ve tried to engage or make deeper connections, I’ve gotten burned. So, I just keep to myself.

      I’m not looking to make any lifelong connections or meet my BFF anyway. It’s a one-year contract. I’ll work hard and do my thing, and with some luck, I could sunset my career on a championship season.

      I find the arena gym, which is empty but for a fit guy who looks like he might be thirty on the high side. He looks up from his phone as I approach.

      “You must be Tripp.” He stands and holds out a hand.

      I reach out for the shake and read his name tag. “Yup. You’re Dale.”

      “The one and only. Did you just get in?”

      “Yeah, I actually drove in early this morning. Picked up keys for the place I
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