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      For all of us who are in need of God’s Grace

      For without His Grace, we are nothing

      

      ‘And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you.’

      1 Peter 5:10 (ESV)
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for giving From Ice to Grace a chance. I’m first and foremost a Christian Romance Author, so my stories will always reflect faith and a biblical worldview.

      That said, not all my characters are walking perfectly with God. Some are seasoned believers, others are new in their faith. Some have been angry with God for years—and some are still waiting to hear from Him.

      At first, Declan might seem a bit rough around the edges. He’s not perfect. He wrestles with darkness and has battles only God can help him face.

      But he’ll get there.

      So please, have grace with him.

      I hope you enjoy Declan and Avah’s story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          DECLAN

        

      

    

    
      Yanking on the tie Lucas made me wear today, I loosen it and toss it on the bar counter. It’s been a long, busy day. A day full of people in love, happy families, and one too many sermons. Despite all that, I’ve got to give the guy credit. He somehow turned this barn into a halfway decent reception hall. The wooden beams overhead, the lanterns casting a soft glow across the interior, even the hay bales stacked in the corners… it all adds to the rustic Southern charm of this wedding.

      That, and the open bar.

      “I’ll have another,” I say, sliding my empty glass toward the bartender.

      He gives a small nod before pouring more of the golden liquid into a clean tumbler. Tonight, it’s bourbon—neat, sharp, and burning down my throat just the way I like it. Especially after a day that didn’t go the way I wanted.

      Luckily, this isn’t our bar back home. If it were, Lucas might’ve told Mike to cut me off a few rounds ago. Then again, he probably forgot about keeping an eye on me. He hasn’t taken his eyes off his wife all day.

      Which is probably the way it should be.

      Let them enjoy it while it lasts.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, taking the drink from the bartender.

      Turning around, I lean against the counter, taking it all in. The dresses, the flowers, the laughter and the chatter of the guests. Everyone’s getting along like they’re in a Hallmark movie. Their happiness fills the air like a giant cloud of… pink.

      It’s suffocating.

      I’m silently counting down the seconds until it’s socially acceptable for me to disappear without anyone noticing.

      As one of the groomsmen, I’ve had to be more involved than I’d like—especially since I’m not the kind of guy anyone should be taking wedding advice from. Not unless the advice is “don’t do it,” which probably wouldn’t have been appreciated. They’re already married, anyway. Bit late for that.

      I don’t have anything against people who want to get married. If they want to tie themselves down until they can’t stand the sight of each other, that’s their business. Some folks don’t seem to mind going through divorce after divorce—losing and gaining houses, money, cars, and who knows what else.

      I just don’t get it.

      You’d think with a mom working on husband number four, I’d understand the appeal—something about the hunt for love or the hope of finding the right one eventually. But all it’s taught me is that it’s not worth the trouble. Or the money.

      Nobody on the team is married. Not even our long-time captain, who’s been engaged for seven years. But then Lucas made a decision… and somehow I’m the one paying for it. Ever since he tied the knot in Vegas a few months ago, something shifted. I can feel it in the locker room…this weird buzz, like something’s changing. Even the PR team has started pitching a different angle when it comes to how they spin our personal lives.

      Now there’s this unspoken expectation hanging in the air. I don’t like it. 

      Add in the fact that Avah’s been throwing shade at me every chance she gets, and I’m feeling more irritated than usual.

      Taking a slow sip of my drink, I let the sharp burn settle in my chest as my gaze drifts across the dance floor. Melodic laughter pulls my attention to EJ who’s spinning his sister around to the beat of the music. He’s looking at her with a sense of quiet pride.

      I can see why he admires her. She’s strong. Fierce. She doesn’t hold back.

      Which is exactly why she’s been a thorn in my side since the day she moved to New York.

      She’s not on the team, but she might as well be with how often she’s around. She shows up at games, special events, practices and even team get-togethers. And then she likes to make her opinion known, especially when it comes to me. 

      I’ve always lived life a certain way, and I’ve figured out how to make that work with my career. My process keeps me focused on the only thing that matters: hockey. My teammates have had their opinions about my lifestyle, sure, but no one ever pushed hard enough to make me re-evaluate anything.

      Until Avah Johansson decided to make my private life her personal mission. 

      I don’t know a thing about her personal life, and yet she’s got more opinions about mine than she should. The last time we crossed paths, she managed to get under my date’s skin so badly, I had to spend the whole night reassuring the woman about the nature of our agreement. 

      That’s not part of the deal. It’s supposed to be simple. Stay simple. 

      But Avah had to go and mess that up.

      For the first time, cutting things off with Megan at the end of the season wasn’t clean. It was a headache. I had to block her. On everything.

      And that—all of that—is Avah’s fault.

      The thought stirs a slow burn of frustration that spikes into something hotter. I toss back the rest of my drink and set the glass on the bar behind me with a dull thud.

      She’s still dancing with EJ, looking completely content. Her movements are soft, controlled. She follows the rhythm without missing a beat. Her nearly white hair is braided over her shoulder like always, the blue of her dress making her eyes stand out even from across the room.

      As the song ends, something in her expression falters, just for a second. She pastes a smile on her face for her brother before gesturing toward the back. EJ doesn’t think twice, just kisses her on the cheek and heads off—straight toward one of Hannah’s bridesmaids.

      But my gaze follows Avah as she quietly makes her way to the exit. And before I know it, my feet are moving too.

      Maybe it’s the bourbon.

      Maybe it’s the suffocating air.

      Maybe I’ve just had enough of the fake smiles and perfect pictures.

      Or maybe it’s because I’ve listened to her take shots at me for a year…

      And now I’ve got something to say back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          AVAH

        

      

    

    
      I had to get some air. 

      I’ve been trying to fully enjoy the day with Hannah, but it’s hard when I know I was supposed to be getting married this month. I’ve done my best to stay present, to enjoy every moment with her, but now…I need to catch my breath. 

      The summer night air of Georgetown, South Carolina, wraps around me. A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth as my gaze travels over the fields basked in starlit darkness. Faint music from the barn plays from behind me, but in front of me, there’s nothing but silence and cicadas. 

      Today was beautiful, a dream wedding to anyone’s measure. Just like most women out there, I dreamt of my wedding day way before I should’ve. When Axel proposed to me, I immediately started planning. Since our first anniversary I’ve had pinterest boards filled with wedding gowns and venue ideas, color schemes and flower arrangements. 

      How could I not? 

      My parents are happily married, and have been for more than thirty years. The second I believed I was heading toward that same future, excitement took over. 

      Because I want that. 

      I prayed that I would one day find someone who would spend forever with me.

      Since I grew up with a brother who played hockey, it meant that my entire life mostly revolved around the sport. Falling for one of his teammates was inevitable, and it felt like a dream come true. So when the man I slowly fell in love with from the moment I met him finally proposed to me, I was ecstatic. The first thing I did was look at venues who had openings in the off-season. Everything was falling into place. 

      And yet, here I am. 

      A week before my supposed wedding should’ve been. 

      Without a fiancé. 

      I quickly swipe away the tear sliding across my cheek. I refuse to give another minute of my life to Axel Boqvist. The day I found out about everything he was doing behind my back…my entire future shattered. I had no choice but to pack up and leave. 

      There was nothing left for me in Stockholm. Nothing but humiliation and a pile of shattered dreams. 

      My mom always said: ‘Don’t give an undeserving person time in your life, your mind, or your heart.’

      I gave Axel more than my time, and in return he left me with nothing. 

      Love can make you blind. I’m a prime example of that. 

      Looking up at the stars, I breathe in the fresh night air of Georgetown. There’s faint chatter and laughter coming from the barn, but other than that, it’s silent and peaceful. It reminds me of weekends spent with my family at the old reserve. It’s always been easier for me to pray outside, I’ve just always felt closer to the Father that way. 

      “God, I’ve waited. I’ve repented. I’ve apologized. I’ve grieved. I’ve prayed for healing. And still I’m here. I’m still stuck, not sure where to go next.” 

       Seeing Hannah and Lucas so happy together, with him not being able to keep his eyes off her…that’s the way it’s supposed to be. The person who tells you they love you, should only have eyes for you and nobody else. 

      It’s so beautiful out here, my heart tugs back to Sweden. Somehow I can’t imagine ever going back. I want to move forward, not take a step back. 

      “Is this where you come to sulk?” Declan Murphy’s thick Boston accent comes from behind me, breaking through the small bubble I’ve retreated into. “I’m used to a loud person in my face.”

      Great. The absolute last person I want to see right now.

      Swallowing down my tears, I quickly wipe at my cheeks before turning around to face him. He’s walking toward me with quick determined steps, hands in his pockets.

      “Where’s Megan?” I ask, the usual bite in my voice making its appearance whenever I’m talking to him. “Or is off-season not part of the contract you give your girlfriends?”

      He gives his usual cocky grin, the one that showcases the small dimple in his cheek. 

      “No, I like to rest during the off-season,” he says with a smirk. “In every way.”

      His insinuation is not lost on me, and something in me reels back. 

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “I aim to please, Snowflake.”

      Snowflake?

      I frown at him, wondering what exactly has gotten into him. He’s never deliberately seeked me out before, or spoken to me if he could help it. Now he’s doing both and adding a nickname to boot. He took off his tie and his hair is ruffled. His beard is trimmed at least, but the rest of him looks like he hasn’t been sleeping. 

      And he smells a bit like alcohol. 

      Entering into any kind of discussion with Declan Murphy is not a good idea, especially when he’s obviously had one drink too many. 

      “Excuse me,” I mutter, brushing past him. “I have to get back inside.”

      “Is that it?” he asks, turning with me, his arms open. “You’ve got nothing more to say to me, Avah? Because the entire season you made sure to throw daggers at me every chance you got.” He steps closer, the frustration brewing in his dark eyes clear. “So come on, have at it, just know…you have to take as good as you give.”

      I eye him warily. What’s he trying to achieve? 

      We’re alone, nobody else is around, and he’s basically inviting me into a sparring match. 

      I’ve struggled to reign in my judgment when it comes to Declan and his way of life. Every time I’ve said something, I’ve felt guilty afterwards. Because that’s not how someone who wants to lead life a certain way should talk to anyone. Let alone to someone who’s obviously struggling with a few things. 

      But as much as I might want to deny it, Declan has been my punching bag this past year. He’s taken every single shot aimed at Axel. 

      Because he was here. Because I don’t have any type of relationship with him. 

      Because he deserves it since he’s treating women like they’re disposable. 

      Turning to face him fully, I watch as a look of satisfaction spreads across his face. It ignites the urge to bring him down a peg. Or seven. To wipe that smug expression from his face once and for all. 

      “I have no idea why you need to hear about your life from me,” I bite out. “But if you want confirmation of just what a sad excuse of a man you really are, then I’ll be happy to oblige.”

      He smiles, like I’ve just given him exactly what he wants. 

      “Have at it, Snowflake, tell me how much you think about the type of man I am.”

      I can’t help but scoff and roll my eyes.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” I say, crossing my arms. “You don’t deserve another woman spending more than a minute of her life on you. You parade your pick of the season around, bringing her to every game and event like you’re doing her some kind of favor. Meanwhile you’re cheating on her behind her back, every chance you get.”

      His face turns serious as he shakes his head in denial. 

      “It’s not cheating,” he says, his voice gruff. “They know we’re not exclusive. I’ve always been very clear about that to every single woman I’ve been with.”

      “Oh wow,” I say, unable to keep myself from slow clapping. “That’s just great. Well done. You deserve a gold star for your honesty and thoughtfulness.”

      A humorless laugh escapes him as he runs his hand through his overly long hair. 

      “You see, that’s what I don’t get. You don’t know me. And yet, you think you have the right to tell me how much you despise the way I live my life. When it doesn’t affect you in any way. So why don’t you step off, and leave me alone?”

      I can’t answer that question, not unless I give away too much about my own life. And there’s no way I’m going to share my personal heartache with him.  

      His face twists into a smile as he takes another step closer, the smell of bourbon now unmistakable. 

      “See, now I’m faced with the only logical reason,” he says, tossing his head back and laughing. “You’re jealous of the women who spend their time with me.”

      That’s it. That’s like throwing a whole can of fuel onto the already burning fire that is my anger. 

      I step into his space, jabbing my finger at his chest. 

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” I say through gritted teeth. “It’s because of that self-righteous, pompous, giant ego of yours, that I will never, in a thousand years hate myself enough to spend my time with you.”

      “And yet here you are,” he says with a smug smile. 

      Huffing, I turn away from him. I have no idea why I entered into this conversation. It was clearly a way to get under my skin and I fell for it. You can’t talk to someone who doesn’t care about anybody but himself and his own selfish needs. 

      Without another word, I head back to the barn, refusing to play his game anymore. 

      “Lovely talking to you, Snowflake,” he calls after me. 

      The sound of his deep chuckle follows me every step of the way. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          DECLAN

        

      

    

    
      Coach is shaking his head while biting back words by chewing violently on his gum. The entire arena can see that he’s less than happy with me right now. It’s the last period in our game against the Florida Panthers, and we’re trailing by two goals. The sea of red and gold Panthers fans are roaring through the arena, some of them pressed up against the penalty box I’m currently occupying. 

      I squirt water from my water bottle at the camera pointing at my face while I’m sitting in the box…again. Half the time I’m in here for something that’s just basic instinct. 

      Tell me you wouldn’t duck when a 230-pound guy comes barreling at you full speed. From there, it’s basically physics. I duck, he goes right over me and hits the ice. 

      But somehow, I’m the guy with the penalty. 

      The fans pound on the glass, like I’m some kind of wild animal in the zoo. This really is the naughty corner on steroids. I have half a mind to squirt them with water too when the penalty box attendant leans in to let me know my time is up. 

      We didn’t manage to kill the penalty, but at least the Panthers didn’t score. Mitch, my defense partner and our team captain, shoots me a look full of disapproval. A flicker of guilt twists in my chest. This is his last season and I know he wants to go out with a bang. And since we won the Stanley Cup last year, he won’t settle for anything less this year.

      Play resumes, and the opposition switches lines. Just as the Panthers’ center hops over the boards and heads to our net, I follow. He loves popping short-handed goals into the back of the net, which means Nikolai, our goalie, might need some help. Pumping my arms to get more speed, I glide past their right winger.

      Then the whistle blows.

      Again. 

      “What now?” I bark, throwing my hands in the air watching as the ref skates toward me.  

      He makes the signal for high sticking and I scoff in disbelief. Loudly.

      “It’s not my fault the man can’t look where he’s going!” I shout at the ref, looking over to where the right wing is clutching his nose like I ripped it off. “He’s exaggerating!” 

      I turn toward the opponent, Jones, whose face is twisted in theatrical agony. 

      “Stop faking it, idiot! Your nose is still on your face and ugly as ever!” 

      Beneath his hand a small smile is evident and before I know it, I’m launching toward him. The ref grabs me just in time, pulling me back before my fist can connect with his smug face. 

      One of the linesmen skates up to Jones as I’m being dragged to the penalty box by another. Jones lifts his hand to reveal his lip—cut open and bleeding on the ice. My stomach drops. That means…

      “Four minutes!” the ref bellows. “Double minor!”

      “Oh come on!” I argue. “Do you have eyes in your head?”

      I turn to the official who’s already skating away from me. 

      Mitch skates up toward me. “Stop fighting it Murphy, or it’s going to get worse.” 

      Other players drift over, apparently thinking it’s a party. The Panthers’ third line is on the ice right now, and everyone knows they’re a bunch of rats strung together. As I make my way to the penalty box for the fourth time tonight, Marachino, the Panther’s center, throws his arm over my shoulder. Since he’s significantly shorter than I am, he pulls me down, locking me in place to press his mouth against my ear. 

      “You’re my favourite player here, Murphy,” he says, grinning as he presses closer. I try to get out of his grip, shoving him before he grabs me again. “Can I get your autograph after this? I’ll bring a pair of those new skates you just brought out. They’re terrible, is that why you’re struggling to skate out there?”

      He chuckles and it breaks my last restraint. 

      I turn and shove him hard into the boards before getting in his face. There’s a triumphant smile on his face as he puts up his hands in mock surrender. He lives for this kind of chirping, everyone in the league knows it. He’s got a big mouth and he uses it every chance he gets. He digs beneath your skin, into your personal space, and stays there until you combust. 

      Rat. 

      The ref pulls me away from him again, blowing his whistle, and shoving me toward the penalty box. I sit down, trying my best to breathe and ignore the fans pounding on the glass panels. When I have to be in here, I’ll take it. But there’s no way they can put me in the box for something like an accidental high-sticking. 

      All three officials gather around the monitors, talking into their mics and reviewing the play. I watch them like a hawk, waiting for them to figure out that this was an accident and that they can put me back on the ice. 

      After a few minutes they skate toward me.

      “Ten minute misconduct,” one says, with a foreboding nod as he holds the door open to the penalty box.

      I rise slowly. The anger now a raging storm inside of me. 

      “What?” I bark, watching Mitch and Lucas shaking their heads behind the ref. They know what just went down, and as much as I hate it, I know when I’ve been beat. The warning in Mitch’s eyes is clear: Stand down. 

      Clenching my jaw, I cut out the explanation from the ref as to why they decided a misconduct was the way to go. The taste of blood fills my mouth as I bite my tongue, literally, not to say exactly what I want to say right now. I shove past the ref, shoulder-checking the player that has to watch his back the next time I see him on the ice, and head straight into the locker room. 

      There’s barely any time left in the third period, so I might as well take off my gear since I won’t be going back out there again. Not tonight. I’ll have to cool off in the showers and start getting myself ready to face the questions in the post game interview. Because there’s no way they’ll let me leave without hammering me about it. 

      Barging through the door to the guest locker rooms, I take off my gear, chuck it all in the bins before heading to the showers. I let the cool stream of water hit me, willing it to cool down the fire burning inside my bones. I try to ignore the fact that my team is still out there. I need to calm down. My heart is racing inside my chest, my fists balling against the tiles as I try to control my breathing. I want nothing more than to punch something, anything. It takes everything inside of me to not put my fist through the wall while imagining it’s the face of Marachino. 

      It’s been a long time since I’ve been this angry. 

      I can’t let it control me. I can’t let it control my game. 

      I’ve always been an aggressive player, but for some reason those Panthers brought out the worst in me tonight. Shutting off the water, I dry off and pull on a pair of sweats just as the team gets off the ice. By the looks on their faces, it didn’t go well.  

      And I’m to blame.

      “What was that?” Mitch comes walking into the locker room, his gaze fixed on me as he tosses his gear into the bin. “We all know you can throw down Murphy, but not if it costs us the game.”

      “We lost to those⁠—” 

      “We did,” he says, marching past me to sit and unlace his skates. 

      I take my own seat, unable to look my teammates in the eye. I already know what I’ll see on their faces. Disappointment, frustration, disbelief.  

      “What did Marachino say?” Lindgren asks, walking in, winded and sweaty. “Because he tossed a few chirps my way too.” 

      He tosses his gear in the bin, his blonde hair still short since it’s the start of the season. After last season he looked like a golden retriever, but luckily he got a haircut. Marachino’s chirps won’t land on Lindgren. The rookie is too good a guy. Too young, too filled with naive belief, humor, and excitement for life. 

      No wonder the guys on the team call him Barney. 

      Although I think he’s worse than the giant purple dinosaur. 

      No, Marachino’s chirps were for me because he knew they’d land. That’s how he operates. He didn’t say anything I haven’t heard before…or worse. But it was everything else. The whole night, the build-up of the game, the moment the momentum shifted…and then having him yank me down to his level, spewing his garbage into my ear. 

      I snapped. 

      Maybe it was his proximity. Or maybe it was the reminder of my failed shot at a skate endorsement. It’s no secret that Lucas is the hot one in the media right now because of his Vegas wedding and marriage success story. Which only casts shadow and doubt on my own reputation…which isn’t good, especially when it comes to potential sponsors.

      “Nothing he hasn’t said before,” I say, shaking my head. “I just need to get my head clear, that’s all.”

      With that I get up and refuse to look at them. Pulling on my sweatshirt and my cap, I grab my duffle and make my way to the media room, hoping to skip the lecture from Coach right now. I’ll talk to him when I have answers to give him.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket and I groan inwardly, knowing who it is before even looking.

      
        
          
            
              
        Brady Sullivan: I thought I told you to ease up, Dec. As my little brother, you’re supposed to be making my job easier, not harder.

      

      

      

      

      

      Letting out a sigh, I hit reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry about that bro, I tried. Really. But luckily I’m sure your mad skills will somehow spin this my way.

      

      

      

      

      

      Brady’s my brother first and my agent second. How he’s managed to put up with me and still agree to take me on as one of his clients, is beyond me. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Brady Sullivan: If you keep handing me kindling, there’ll be nothing to do but start a fire.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        If you burn down my career, I’m taking you down with me. 

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brady Sullivan: Speak for yourself. 

      

      

      

      

      

      I’ve known my brother for a long time, well technically he’s my step-brother. He’s still family in all the ways that count. Right now, he’s ticked off at me and he has every right.

      A familiar urge rises within me, not only to fix things, but to prove that I can. That I’m more than just the hot-headed defenseman the press makes me out to be.

      
        
          
            
              
        Any tips for the press?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the screen as three dots flicker in and out of existence. The least I can do is follow his advice on handling the press. I don’t need to make things worse for myself after all those penalties…social media will do that on its own. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Brady Sullivan: Stick to the facts. Don’t apologize. You’ll just look guilty. Acknowledge the penalties, say you let your emotions get the better of you and you won’t let it happen again. Stay calm, stay firm. You owe it to your team to not let rats like Marachino get under your skin. And for the love of all things holy, don’t take the bait. The press will push hard tonight. 

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s not wrong. 

      The NHL press cycle is brutal after a loss, especially when you’re the reason for the headlines they’ll be printing in a few hours. They’ll circle like sharks, asking the same question in ten different ways to see if they can make you crack. 

      Shoving my phone in my bag, I take a deep breath and allow Brady’s advice to settle in.

      No emotion. No outbursts. 

      Just grit and control.

      I walk into the press conference with my jaw clenched and my answers rehearsed. They ask the same thing over and over again. 

      Did I initiate the fight?

      Do I regret it?

      Will I retaliate?

      I give them nothing but cool, controlled responses. 

      After what feels like forever, the cameras get out of my face and I can breathe again. 

      Grabbing my stuff, I head toward the team bus with the rest of the guys. The second I step into the parking lot, a feminine frame leaning against a post draws my attention. 

      Melissa. Right, I forgot that she flew in for the game.

      Usually, I’d welcome the distraction of my pick of the season. But right now, I can do without having to put up another smile and pretend everything is fine. 

      She straightens, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. Her skirt is short and she’s wearing my number across her back. She’s definitely someone who draws attention, and I won’t lie…having her waiting here for me does something for my slightly bruised ego. 

      “Are you okay?” she asks, putting her hands on my face, a small pout forming on her lips. “That last call was undeserved.” 

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” I tell her, pulling away from her and the sympathetic expression on her face. If she can’t keep it fun and light, then she won’t be able to stay. I don’t want someone who’s going to feel sorry for me every time I get a penalty or get thrown off the ice. It’s part of the game. 

      She reaches for me again, but I wrap my hands around her wrists and gently lower them down to her sides. I lean in for a kiss, knowing that this is a good way to keep her from talking too much and asking more questions I have no energy to answer. 

      A small cough followed by the click of heels on the pavement, catches my attention. My gaze lifts over Melissa's head. A flash of blonde hair and a fiery expression of pure disgust is clearly visible across the parking lot. 

      Avah Johansson. 

      I haven’t seen her since our little run in at Lucas and Hannah’s wedding. But I should’ve known that she’d make her appearance sooner or later. 

      “Seriously, roll your eyes a little harder,” my voice is loud and clear across the parking lot. 

      I loved riling her up that night at the wedding. It was obvious that she wanted to avoid any altercation with me. It was almost like she felt bad for talking to me the way she did. Which, of course, only makes me want to push back harder. If she wants to make me feel like trash, then why can’t I return the favor?

      “Hopefully they’ll fall out,” I add, grinning as her eyes narrow. She shakes her head, still walking to her car before she halts.

      Yes, I think inwardly. I hit a nerve.

      “I should be so lucky,” she tosses back. “Then I wouldn’t have to be a witness to your sleaze every single game.”

      She turns her back on me again, and I swear I can feel her rolling her eyes at me.

      “Listen, Doll,” I say, looking down to where Melissa is watching me with a slight frown on her face. “I’m glad you came, but why don’t we meet up at the hotel? But only for a few minutes. From there we’ll be flying back to New York.”

      We didn’t travel together since wives and girlfriends make their own plans for away games. I didn’t think she’d come all this way this early in the season, especially since away games don’t really allow a lot of free time. Team obligations take most of our time when we travel. 

      And honestly, I prefer it that way.

      Otherwise I’m stuck with having to carve out time I don’t have only to keep up appearances.  

      Melissa follows my gaze to Avah, before gently nodding. She stands on her tip toes and kisses me again. This time it’s a kiss that has one of my teammates wolf whistling. Melissa gives me a suggestive smile before walking off. 

      She might not be the best conversationalist. But she has her strong points. 

      I watch as Melissa walks off toward her car, while Avah’s retreating frame is in my peripheral vision. As Melissa leaves, I jog after Avah. Why I feel the need to continue this sparring match is beyond me, but somehow this is more exciting than the prospects of meeting Melissa back at the hotel. 

      Avah unlocks her car as I make my way up to her. Just as she opens it, I put my hand out and shut the door again, boxing her in and forcing her to turn to face me. 

      “What do you want?” she asks. “Got tired of Botox Barbie already? She’s only been to two games, there’s a full eighty left.”

      It kind of sounds like she’s daring me to admit that my attraction to Melissa is superficial and kind of non-existent. And as much as I hate to tell her she’s right, there’s a reason I stick to the arrangement I have. It’s easy and simple. 

      It might’ve started out as a superstition, but now it’s just routine. It’s clean cut. No strings.

      Sure, most of the women want more by game thirty, and that’s exactly what they won’t get from me. I always make sure to tell them that, which plays perfectly into my non-exclusivity clause. They get the jersey they want to wear so badly, I get everything else. 

      “You sure like to keep track of my dates and their attendance,” I say, watching her carefully. “It reminds me of that little jealousy theory I was working on.”

      She scoffs, looking past me toward the bus. I follow her gaze to where her brother, EJ, is watching us with a narrowed gaze. Lucas taps him on the shoulder before he gets on, reminding me that this is all but simple. As much as I like to press her buttons, she’s my teammate’s sister. A teammate I consider a friend. 

      Even if Avah has her opinions of me, I shouldn’t be here entertaining it, or even encouraging it. 

      Whatever it may be. 

      “You know what, Murphy?” she asks, stepping closer, not intimidated by me in the least. 

      She’s close enough now that I notice her fair Swedish complexion tinged with a blush across her cheeks and her nose. She’s riled up, her emotions showing even if she doesn’t want it to. 

      “I used to think you have incredible skill and talent. But now, I see the real deal. You don’t have a lot to draw from, do you? You’re controlled by your anger, by your basic human drives. A fight, a woman, a drink.”

      She laughs without humor, her words sinking beneath my skin, going deeper than the words of Marachino or any other hockey player who's ever chirped at me. It’s unnerving…unsettling even. 

      And I have no idea why.

      She looks at me again, a small flicker of something on her face. Regret? Restraint? 

      “So keep your Barbie,” Avah says, opening her car door and sliding into the seat. “By the looks of things, this might be the last season you’ll have a jersey for fangirls to wear.”

      She slams the door shut before I can say anything else. 

      Turning away from the car, I try to ignore the truth to her words. I’m not an idiot. I know I messed up and I’ll be having a chat with Coach in the next twenty-four hours. And even if I get kicked off the team, I’ll still have a jersey. Just not a Rangers jersey. 

      But still, her words hold truth and I can’t hide from it. 

      Getting on the bus, EJ’s already up and out of his seat, standing in the aisle like a brick wall.  

      “What gives Murphy?” he asks, glaring at me in a way I haven’t seen before. “What’s your issue with my sister?”

      I frown, since his question is completely out of bounds. It’s no secret that he’s protective when it comes to his sister, but I’m not someone he should be worried about. Avah is nothing but a distraction on a good day, and on the worst maybe even a nuisance. 

      “No issues man. Just two friends talking.”

      He doesn’t move, clearly not believing a single word coming out of my mouth and I can’t really fault him for it. I’ve been around his sister for a year now and never has anyone ever thought the two of us are friends. Our conversations consist of arguing, sparring, verbal decapitation…but that’s it.    

      I sigh. “Seriously, bro. I have Melissa for the season. No need to worry.”

      His mouth tightens, his blue eyes growing ten times colder than before. 

      From behind him, Nikolai leans in with an amused chuckle. 

      “Not the best move there, Murphy. You just put his sister in the same category as the woman currently warming your bed.”

      “That’s not⁠—”

      I stop. Because now I’m the one thinking about it. Not because of logic or reason, but because Nikolai just tossed a grenade with his suggestion while EJ lit the fuse with his protective glare.

      And it’s ridiculous.

      Avah will never be the warm-body type.

      “I know my sister,” EJ cuts me off, not taking his eyes off me. “And I know you.”

      His words are like taking a puck to the ribs. I’ve known EJ for a few years, I’ve played with him, spent most of my time with him. I know he doesn’t approve of my personal life, but he’s never been in my face about it. Not until now, and not with this much disapproval. 

      He knows me…which means he should be giving me the benefit of the doubt. 

      There are lines even I won’t cross. And for some reason he thinks I will. 

      I give him the best smile I’ve got. The one I usually give to a woman right before she caves and breaks all her usual rules. 

      “Exactly, so you can sit down and relax. Your sister is not my type,” I say, slapping him on the shoulder. “And I’m certainly not hers.”

      EJ looks at me for a second longer before relenting and taking his seat. I move past him, not missing Nikolai’s chuckle. I have half a mind to join him, because the idea of me and Avah…is ludicrous. Taking my seat, I pull out my phone in time to see a text. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Aunt Kat: I watched the game, Sweetheart. Are you alright? I’m praying for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart twists, and instead of replying, I turn off my phone. Shoving my earbuds in my ears, I drown out the world and the people in it. I want nothing more than to get home, pour myself a drink, and forget this night ever happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          AVAH

        

      

    

    
      Clutching the triple-shot cappuccino I got from the coffee cart on the first floor, I open the door to Vivienne Ravel’s office. Every part of my body is tired, and I need the caffeine to kick in as soon as possible. Flying to Florida for EJ’s away game last night wasn’t the best idea. Especially since I had to fly straight back afterward to make the emergency meeting with my boss this morning. But it’s the start of his season and I wanted to be supportive. 

      “You wanted to see me?” I ask the Editorial Director of Maple Row Publishing House, stepping into her corner office. The view from up here is absolutely breathtaking, and I can’t help but think I’d love an office like this too some day. 

      “Yes,” she says, tucking her steel-silver bob behind her ear before gesturing to the chairs in front of her. “Please take a seat, Avah.”

      I nod, closing the door behind me. The crick in my neck has me rolling my shoulders before settling into the plush leather chair. She rearranges a few documents before settling her gaze on me.  

      “You’ve had an amazing year at this company, Avah,” she says, offering me a warm smile. “The perspective you bring to the table is exactly what we need here.”

      “Thank you, Vivienne,” I say, taking a sip of my coffee. “I love working here.”

      I swallow, hating that I’m not saying more. But my brain is fried. I should’ve slept on the plane, maybe then I wouldn’t be sitting here like a zombie when given the chance to tell my boss how much I want to stay here. 

      But after my run-in with Declan, I couldn’t settle down. Our conversation kept replaying in my mind, over and over again. And every time the guilt in my gut doubled. Because I shouldn’t have said what I said. 

      The words that came out of my mouth stayed with me all night, haunting me. Even though they were true on some level, I shouldn’t have said any of it. I wouldn’t want someone to say something like that to me. I need to control my tongue when it comes to Declan Murphy. 

      “As you know, you came here on a J-1 trainee program, a fixed program,” she says, her voice firm but gentle. “The program ends in two weeks.”

      I nod, taking another big sip of coffee. Factually, I know that my program is about to end. But for some reason, I never looked beyond it. Mostly, I kept my head down, working hard for Vivienne and this publishing house. This place has been enough for me.  

      “Yes, I’m aware of that. I assumed that’s why you wanted to see me this morning, to talk about my position in the company moving forward.”

      That sounded coherent, right? Professional?

      God, please. Why do I feel like something horrible is about to happen? You brought me here a year ago. For a reason. Why do I feel like it’s about to end?

      Vivienne looks down. She sighs, folding her hands neatly over the stack of manuscripts waiting on her desk. 

      “Unfortunately we won’t be able to offer you a more permanent position.” 

      She smooths her blouse with perfectly manicured nails. Vivienne is always the picture of perfection in her pressed pants and silk blouses. Even her lipstick is perfect as she delivers the news of my world falling apart. 

      “What do you mean?” I ask, shaking my head as if that might help her change her mind. “You said I was an asset to this Publishing House. You’ve hinted several times about something more permanent. What changed?”

      My mind is trying to figure out why I’m here, why I feel blindsided. I knew this program was only a year long. Why didn’t I have a back-up plan? 

      “The truth is Avah, you’ve really been instrumental to this team and our success over the past year.” She looks up at me, her gaze determined. “But despite your success and the book you’ve helped put out, we’ve had a year of loss. With indie publishing taking off, traditional publishing houses are taking a hit, and this one is no different.”

      I nod, but it barely registers. I told myself I was working on my future by staying late, working hard to meet deadlines, putting in the hours…but perhaps I was just coasting. A year has gone by and I’m no further along than I was back then. I’m still holding onto the ring Axel gave me, I’m still struggling to feel God’s forgiveness and to see His Hand in my life. I was letting it all go by without participating. And now I have nothing to show for it.

      “But I mean, I could help,” I try, shifting in my seat. “If you give me a chance, I’m sure I can help you make a difference here.”

      “I don’t doubt your capabilities, Avah,” she says firmly. “The fact is, after our budget meeting, the board decided that we’re cutting the foreign program. It’s about business. Really, it’s not personal. I like you, we all like you, but we follow the directives given by those above us.”

      Her words don’t leave much room for argument. I know the type of professional relationship I have with Vivienne, which is obviously why she felt confident to a degree to drop hints about me possibly staying on more permanently. But the guys on the board and the higher-ups don’t know me. To them it’s all about the money. I’m merely a name on a list they can cross off to save them another zero at the end of the financial year. 

      “I understand,” I mumble, my heart sinking as the hard reality sets in. “That means my visa…” 

      “You’ll have to go back to Stockholm, yes,” she says with a sympathetic smile tugging at her mouth. “You’ll have your thirty day grace period as soon as your program ends in two weeks.” 

      That’s six weeks. 

      Six weeks before I have to pack up my life and leave the country. If I can even call it a ‘life’. I haven’t exactly made an effort to build myself a life here over the past year. Unless you count a full-time job and a brother who plays professional hockey. Those were the only two variables that took up my time. 

      I didn’t make friends in the office. A few of the other interns have invited me out for drinks, but I never went. It wasn’t that I had something against them, just that I wasn’t in a place where I wanted to partake in laughter or casual socializing. I kept my head down and I worked hard. The rest of the time, I spent with EJ and his team. 

      That was it. That was my year. 

      “So I suggest you take the month and do what you love to do most in the city,” she says, her voice lighter now, trying to end this on a more optimistic note. But there’s not enough site-seeing in all of Manhattan that’s going to cheer me up right now. 

      “I guess that means I’m losing my apartment too…” I add quietly.

      “Yes, unfortunately,” she says, rummaging in her top drawer for something. “Corporate housing is tied to the program, so I’m afraid your lease ends the day the program ends.”

      My gaze drops as I fight back tears. My job and my apartment are gone, in one fell swoop.

      God, why is this happening?

      “I’m so sorry, Avah,” she says. “Look at the bright side. You have at least thirty days to soak in all of New York. And from what I hear, Stockholm has cleaner air, so it’ll be better for you all around.”  

      I manage a tight smile. 

      “Thanks for everything, I guess,” I say, getting up while my heart remains on the floor. 

      She finds what she’s looking for and hands me a cream-colored envelope. 

      “Here, take this.” I glance down and recognize the logo of one of Manhattan’s most popular restaurants on the back. 

      “Vivienne…”

      “Take it. It’s a gift and it’s almost impossible to get a reservation there so you can’t let this opportunity go to waste. Take a friend…or someone special.” She winks, mischief dancing in her polished features. 

      “So this is you telling me to go on a date?” I ask her with a faint smile. 

      “Well,” she says with a shrug. “Unless you’re able to find a company willing to give you a job and fast track the visa sponsorship, your only other option is getting married. And I’ve heard a lot of people get engaged at Cinzano’s, it’s the perfect spot apparently."

      I chuff under my breath, shaking my head. “Thanks, Vivienne, but there’s no way an engagement is anywhere in my immediate future.”

      “Well, I can make a few phone calls for you,” she adds. “I really like you, Avah, and you’re amazing at what you do. Maybe something will open up somewhere.”

      With a final forced smile, I leave her office, defeat threatening to weigh me down. The irony is not lost on me. By now, I would’ve been married…secure in my home, my life, my future. 

      And here I am, a year later and sure of absolutely nothing. 

      “I think maybe you should take the rest of the day,” Vivienne calls as I reach the door. “Take your manuscripts home, and just let it all settle. We’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      Nodding, I leave her office. My heart is heavy and my mind is spinning.

      I believed God had a plan for my life by giving me this opportunity. It was sudden and it came at the right time. Now, just as suddenly, it’s taken away and I’m not sure what to make of it. 

      Have I just been kidding myself? 

      Have I been praying all this time, only to feel the same hurt, to sit in the same pain and now to add more to it?

      God, I don’t understand. I don’t get it. 

      Please help me keep faith. There must be a plan. Help me see it. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hi mom,” I answer the phone, clutching it between my ear and shoulder as I unlock the door to my apartment. “How are you?”

      “Fine, we’re all fine,” she says, her voice already filled with sass. “No thanks to you and your brother who left us all alone here on the other side of the ocean.”

      Rolling my eyes, I push through the door, setting down my bag of ice-cream and rootbeer on the nearest moving box. It’s only one of several I picked up straight after my meeting with Vivienne this morning. I was determined to face this shift in my life like a big girl…until I saw all the boxes stacked in my apartment. All of them silent reminders of my very new, very uncertain reality. The sight sent me straight back out the door. 

      I couldn’t face the truth. Not yet. 

      Instead I hunted down my favorite comfort combo, Ben and Jerry’s with rootbeer, planning to spend the rest of the day binge watching Bible podcasts on Youtube while pretending my life isn’t crumbling beneath me like a stale cookie. 

      “Mom, please. We’re not Catholic. You shouldn’t guilt your kids into moving back home.”

      “I’m just telling the truth, if you feel guilty then that’s all you my girl,” she says, her voice laced with humor. 

      I smile, kicking the door shut behind me. I know they miss us and this is her roundabout way of telling me.

      “So,” she presses, “when are you giving up on this whole running away plan, Avah? It’s been a year, don’t you think it’s time to come home?”

      She’d love to know that I’m being kicked out of the country, forced to come home in six weeks, but I can’t seem to tell her.

      “I didn’t run away, mom.” The lie twists around my heart. “An opportunity presented itself. One I couldn’t pass up.”

      My mom sighs on the other side of the line. One that’s filled with exasperation and maternal concern. 

      “When are you going to understand that a mother knows everything?”

      She most definitely doesn’t know that I’m about to be deported…right? It just happened a few hours ago. And I’m pretty sure being an adult means my boss won’t tell my mom on me. 

      “Mom, when are you going to understand that’s not true.”

      She laughs. “Yes, well, I try. The Holy Spirit tells a mother what she needs to know. And I know that my daughter ran away when that man decided to stop using his brain and start thinking with his anatomy⁠—”

      “Mom—”

      “I also know that your program is for twelve months and it’s coming to an end soon. I thought you would’ve let your dad and me know your next step by now.”

      I sigh. Grabbing the pint of ice-cream, I pop off the lid, rummage through the drawer for a spoon and dig in for a bite. I’m not ready to have this conversation with her. I know she means well, but I need to process without the help of my parents or my brother.

      “So you do know some things…I’ll give you that,” I mumble.

      “My girl, what’s your plan?” she asks with nothing but concern in her voice. 

      “I know it’s not in Sweden,” I say, my mouth still half-full. 

      “Avah,” she says gently. “You can’t let Axel dictate your future.”

      I grab the rootbeer and pour a generous splash into the hollow I already carved into the ice-cream. It fizzles and swirls, forming a sweet syrup that’s to die for. 

      “This has got nothing to do with Axel.” If a complete stranger heard me right now, they’d know I’m lying. “I want to stay here. I’ve had a great year and I’ve learned a lot. I want to stay in New York.”

      There’s a beat of silence from the other side and I take another bite of ice-cream wondering if my mom really does know that my apartment is filled with moving boxes. I can imagine her sitting at the dining room table, her fingers clutching her cup of coffee as she tries to gather her thoughts. 

      “You can work here too,” she says finally. “Perhaps now is
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