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      Tuesday, April 16th

      Allie released a deep breath and straightened the framed degrees on the wall. Silence settled so thick, she could almost hear her heartbeat. It was hard to tell if it was a blessing or a curse being sequestered in the basement. On one hand, players would have one less excuse to avoid her because she was right next to the locker room. On the other hand, having no windows felt a little like being buried alive. The few landscape paintings at least gave the illusion of nature and made it more bearable.

      A light knock on her office door made her tense, but she forced her shoulders down before she turned around to face her guest. Her heart beat double time, but it slowed when her boss stepped inside instead of her first patient.

      Jacey Phlynn, owner of the Las Vegas Sinners, looked put together as usual in a black skirt suit and emerald silk blouse. As Jacey closed the door, Allie caught a glimpse of her red-soled pumps. Louboutin. She felt self-conscious in her JC Penney knockoffs, but three degrees didn’t come cheap.

      “Allie, I’m glad I caught you early. I know you’re good on Reese’s history, but I wanted to give you a heads-up⁠—”

      “He doesn’t want to do this.”

      Jacey’s eyes widened, her mouth fell open, and she shook her head.

      Allie could see her boss scrambling for a polite denial, and she laughed. “It’s okay. I would have rather peeled my skin off with a cheese grater than see my first shrink after my injury.”

      “That’s right. I’m sorry. I’m sure you know exactly what to say. I wish I did.”

      “Let me guess. He paid you a visit, tried to get out of it.”

      Jacey sighed, pressed her lips together.

      “It’s all right. He needs this whether he knows it or not.”

      “I just—he may say things. Seem uncooperative. He hasn’t been himself since it happened. He’s a great goalie and a huge asset to this team, but if he can’t get past this, we might have to trade him, and I don’t want to do that. He’s surgically attached to my husband. We’re talking shared organs. If separated, one or both might not survive. But now that Carter’s involved with the business side of the team, he has to see things as a GM would. Even if that means trading his best friend. If there’s any way to avoid that, I have to try.”

      Allie smiled as she remembered press pictures of Shane Reese with his best friend and ex-captain, Carter Phlynn. The two had played together their entire careers. Phlynn’s had ended just last season with a concussion. Hard to believe he didn’t need some therapy, too. “Reese’s recovery will depend on him, but I’ll do everything I can to get him there.”

      “Bless you. We are … I am so glad to have you here. Thank you again for starting on such short notice.”

      “I’m happy to be here. I’m excited to work with this team.”

      Jacey’s barely suppressed laughter wasn’t reassuring. Especially when she followed it up with, “Hold that thought.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Reese. You ready to talk about your feelings?”

      “Shut up.” Shane Reese ignored Kevin Scott, his teammate and tormentor. Instead, he stared at the cement block wall while his friends dressed for practice. The twentieth practice he’d miss.

      “Leave him alone, Scotty. Bad enough as it is.”

      “Thanks, Cole. Big help.” Shane glanced at the hotshot rookie, Dylan Cole, who earned captaincy in his second NHL season and tried to rein in his anger. That’s what got him into this mess in the first place. Cole gave him the innocent act and held up his hands. Eleven years younger, and the kid thought he was Yoda or something.

      Reese rolled his eyes and pushed off the bench. “Whatever. Guess I should get it over with.”

      “Hey, before you go…got you these.” Scott turned from his locker and tossed him a box of tissues. Reese ground his teeth and threw the box back. Hard. It hit Scott between the shoulders but bounced off, harmless. The asshole was laughing.

      “All right, that’s enough,” Cole broke in. “Scotty, hit the ice before Coach sees you missing. If you’re the last out again, she’ll give you a speech that’ll make your ears bleed. And mine, so spare me. Reese, go talk to the doc. It won’t be that bad.”

      “That’s why you’re captain, Cole. Your speeches are so damn inspiring.” And before he could get another one, Reese stormed from the locker room. It would have been more dramatic without the limp, and that made him angrier. High ankle sprain. It was such a stupid injury. If that ass Chekov hadn’t landed on him like that, he wouldn’t be indefinitely benched at the start of the playoffs.

      He had to consciously unclench his fists as he stopped at the dark wood door with the newly minted plaque. Dr. Alexandra Kallen, Sports Psychologist. He could just imagine what she looked like. Gray hair in a tight bun. Librarian glasses. Judging smirk and zero idea of what he was going through. He summoned some resolve and knocked.

      “It’s open.”

      The voice didn’t sound old. He stepped inside, and could only stare. Alexandra Kallen was no librarian. A fitted, short sleeve, red blouse played off the coloring of dark brown hair that fell in straight layers a few inches past her shoulders. She looked more co-ed than doctor in her leg-hugging, dark denim pants and high heels that put her even with his chin. When he took her extended hand, her skin felt soft, but her grip firm. “You don’t look old enough to be a doctor.”

      “Thank you, but I’m twenty-eight.”

      “Sure you don’t mean eighteen?”

      She arched a brow. “You’re one to talk. You have your driver’s license yet?”

      “You don’t sound like a doctor either.”

      She laughed, and when her features relaxed, she looked even younger. “Thanks, I think. You’re Shane Reese? It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I, uh, you too. Um, what should I call you? Dr. Kallen?”

      Her full smile showed perfectly shaped, white teeth. No lipstick, just gloss. It didn’t look like she wore any other makeup, but she was a striking, girl-next-door kind of pretty. “If you want. Or you can call me Allie. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

      Allie. That fit much better than Dr. Kallen. “Oh—kay.”

      She pressed her lips together and looked down at their still-joined hands.

      “Sorry.” He let go and looked around the room. Anywhere but at her. At least until the heat faded from his cheeks. Her office wasn’t what he expected either. He thought it would be something like Jacey’s—modern, minimalistic. Instead, it looked like the family room from his childhood home. Pale blue paint disguising the cement-block walls, overstuffed furniture, plush cream carpet. A mini fridge sat next to the couch, and a bowl of pumpkin seeds beckoned from the coffee table. “How’d you know?”

      “The pumpkin seeds? I asked around. Have a seat.” She gestured toward the couch and sat in the chair adjacent to it.

      Reese hesitated but lowered himself onto the sofa. He didn’t know what to think of her talking to others behind his back. It seemed…manipulative. “You gonna tell me you know the name of my first dog, too?”

      “Does it bother you that I did some research?”

      “This whole thing bothers me.”

      “I know what you mean.” Her voice was smooth and quiet, and it gnawed on his nerves.

      “All due respect, Doc, but I seriously doubt⁠—”

      “Junior year.”

      “What?”

      “Junior year.” She turned her dark gaze on him, but her voice remained soft, her expression unreadable. “I played net-minder for Stanford University’s soccer team. Number one in the division. My junior year, I tore my ACL blocking a shot, and I never played on a team again.”

      “If that’s your idea of a pep talk…”

      She laughed again. A sweet, genuine sound that warmed him even though he wanted to be mad. She leaned back and crossed her legs. “No. I’m just saying I know what it’s like when an injury takes away the one thing you care about the most. It’s why I went into sports psychology. Helping other athletes helped me.” Her gaze darted to the side then down to her notes. Interesting. Doc might have more secrets than she was owning up to.

      She cleared her throat. “And your injury is different. It may take a while, but it’ll heal. You’ll get back out there.”

      “Yeah…even if I do, now it’ll be prone to re-injury. It’ll follow me for the rest of my career.”

      “It may; it may not. Lots of players get a high ankle sprain, take a few months off, and come back better than before. Not all of them re-injure it. And you’re not going to let this stop you from having a career. Right?”

      “This is the playoffs. We have a real chance this year. I worked my ass off all season, and now I don’t get to play?”

      She fell quiet. He’d heard about this trick. If she didn’t talk, he’d have to fill the silence. Fat chance. But she didn’t stay quiet.

      “Do you know why you’re here?”

      He tilted his head back to count ceiling tiles. “Boss thinks you’ll help me ‘cope’ with warming the bench.”

      “Actually, it’s because you fought two of your teammates and put your fist through the physical therapy wall.”

      He groaned and slid his hands over his face. “I apologized for that. I paid for the wall. And I shouldn’t have engaged with them, but they wouldn’t let up, and I couldn’t take it anymore. So what, this is anger management?”

      “In a way. I want to help you deal with the frustration so you don’t damage any more property…or people. Injury is part of the game. Even for goalies. I know it’s not easy to accept that.”

      And she did know. He wanted to hold onto the idea that no one could understand, but from what she said, she knew exactly how he felt. It kind of pissed him off.

      Maybe I do need to be here.

      The rational part of his brain—the part missing since his last minutes on the ice—reminded him he shouldn’t blame this woman. It wouldn’t kill him to be nice to her. If things were different, if she weren’t trying to autopsy his subconscious, he’d probably ask her out. As it was, it took every ounce of his self-control to stay in the room. But he had to stick with the program. “Whatever you say, Doc.”
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        * * *

      

      Allie watched him and made sure to keep her expression neutral. She’d seen him in pictures before, but in person he was a lot…bigger. Not the tallest on the team, but a good half-foot taller than her five feet, six inches. And solid. They called him The Wall, and she could see why with the way he filled out a designer t-shirt and jeans. In all of his press pictures, he smiled wide, and the gleam in his whiskey brown eyes reflected his league-renowned playful personality. Not now. Now his eyes were blank, but his white-knuckled grip on the armrest said anger simmered under the surface.

      Maybe he thought he was fooling her, or maybe he didn’t care one way or the other. But she knew that fake complacent look. She’d worn it day in and day out for a year after her injury. Her chest felt tight. Professional distance was sometimes easier said than done. “Do you think you need to be here?”

      He stared at the wall, lifted a shoulder.

      Well, that was a big, fat no. “Shane⁠—”

      “Reese. Everybody calls me Reese. Even my parents.”

      “Reese. It’s all right if you’re angry. I’d be more concerned if you weren’t. But it’s important to work through it so you don’t climb out of your skin while your ankle heals.”

      “Little late for that, or I wouldn’t be here, right?”

      Ah, there it was—some shame in his voice and a touch of humility. A good place to start. “Punching the wall was a moment of frustration. Everyone has them. And I’m willing to bet Collier and Scott weren’t innocent angels supporting you from the sidelines.”

      He smirked.

      “Right. I’m not condoning what you did to them; I’m just saying I know you were provoked.”

      “I was. But that’s no excuse.”

      The last part sounded robotic, like a quote from his coach, Nealy Windham—something he’d had to write on a mental chalkboard a hundred times. It had her fabled corporal punishment ring to it. “You have a right to feel whatever you’re feeling. Then, now, always. Just channel your reaction. You feel like taking down a teammate, hit the heavy bag instead.”

      He nodded. He may have heard it before, but he needed to keep hearing it until it sunk in. Still, that sheen of anger in his eyes remained. He wasn’t just having a hard time sitting out. There was something else.

      His pocket buzzed. He fished out a cell phone and hit a button. “Sorry. I have physical therapy at ten.”

      “It’s all right. I think we’re done for today anyway.”

      “Today…?”

      “You didn’t think this was a one-shot deal, did you?”

      The look of abject shock said he did. Allie bit back a smile. “Sorry. You’re stuck with me until you’re back on the ice. Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

      His jaw tightened, and his fingers twitched before he stood. “I guess I’ll see you Thursday then.”

      “See you Thursday.”

      Allie took in the tense set of his shoulders as he left, and she held her breath. Five seconds later, the crack of a hand slapping cinderblock echoed through the hall. At least the basement walls weren’t plaster. She leaned back in the armchair and studied the ceiling. Shane Reese did not hide his feelings well, but that was good news. There might be hope for him yet.
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      Wednesday, April 17th

      Reese pulled into his driveway and sat there for a minute. Another day not on the ice. Another day of physical therapy. It was almost a punishment in itself, forced to go through the motions of “getting better” when nothing got better. A high ankle sprain was a slippery injury. Other players all had different recovery stories. None of it helped him. He turned up the radio. Just when his blood pressure approached normal, his phone went off, and he jumped.

      His mom. Second time she’d called that morning.

      Ignore.

      As much as he loved her, he did not feel like talking. And oh, would she want to talk. He just didn’t have it in him to hear about church bingo; the neighbor’s dog; whatever crazy, new thing his baby sister had done; or, worst of all, how he was doing.

      He switched the car off, swung his legs out of the Explorer, and eased onto his good, right foot before putting pressure on the air cast encasing his left. Just a twinge of discomfort, but that could be misleading. Walk a little too fast, lean a little too much, and fire would flame from his ankle up his calf. Some days it would start out feeling good as new. Then, just as recovery seemed tangible, the pain would come back, mocking him. Everyone who thinks life is looking up, take a step forward. Not so fast, Reese.

      He locked the car and hobbled the short trip to his front door. As he put the key in the lock, the knob turned in his hand without any resistance. His heart beat hard, and his skin went cold even under the Vegas sun as the door swung open. He locked it every day. Forgetting wasn’t even an option. For someone as superstitious as a goalie, habits were so ingrained, they took no thought.

      “Hello?”

      No answer. Not that he expected one. What was a thief going to say? “Yeah, I’m in the kitchen, making a sandwich. Want one?” Reese reached to the right and grabbed his goalie stick leaning against the coat rack. It wouldn’t be much protection against a gun, but he could wield it well enough to keep a knife away. The term blocking shots popped in his head, and he smiled despite the unease clawing at his chest.

      The living room to the immediate left was empty, and the kitchen straight ahead appeared clear too. He dug his cell phone out of his pocket with one hand as he inched forward. Before he could thumb-dial 911, a whirling woman danced into view, long, light brown hair bouncing as she spun in circles around the kitchen island. He took a step back, heart slamming hard in his chest, then released a deep breath as he saw her face.

      “Damnit, Saralynn.”

      She kept dancing, the wire from her ear buds cluing him in to her oblivion. As she spotted a turn, he waved his stick and she shrieked, stumbling to a stop. She pulled out the ear buds, and a muted version of her pop music filled the silence.

      “Jeez, Reese. Give a girl a little warning. Do you greet your dates that way? ‘Cause I could see how that’d prevent a girlfriend.”

      “Are you kidding me? Seriously?”

      “What?” She stood hands on hips, head cocked. Her acid-wash denim shorts were too short, and her tank top exposed her belly button. Their mother would have a heart attack. Saralynn might be twenty-one, but with an eight-year age difference, she’d always be his baby sister.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Um, crashing. Remember?” She picked a grape from the bowl on the island and popped it in her mouth.

      His blood pressure crept back up. “What are you talking about?”

      “Mom said she told you. I called you, too. Since when don’t you answer your phone?”

      Since his injury became all anyone wanted to talk about.

      He held up his cell and unlocked the screen, stared at the voicemail icon, and clenched his jaw. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Busy moping, you mean?”

      “Saralynn…”

      “Okay, sorry. Withdrawn.” But her smile didn’t look sorry. “All right, if you haven’t checked your messages, guess I have to catch you up.” She hopped to sit on the island and swung her legs back and forth. “I need to crash here a while. I heard there were some job opportunities in Vegas, and Mom thought it’d be a good idea to stay with you until I settle in. Do you mind?”

      Then she hit him with it. The doe-eyed stare, child-like smile, and slumped shouldered trio no one could resist. He’d had a lifetime of practice trying, but when she looked at him like that, protective, big brother came to the forefront and put his pride in check. Somehow, she was no longer Saralynn at twenty-one. She was Saralynn at eight. And he was screwed.

      “You can stay. But a few months tops, okay? This might not be the best city for you. It’s big and dangerous, Sare.”

      “You sound like Mom.” She stuck her tongue out at him.

      He sighed. “Yeah, I don’t say this often, but Ma’s right. Vegas isn’t nice to pretty, young girls.”

      “I’m not a girl anymore, Grandpa. I can take care of myself.”

      Clearly. That’s why their mother signed him up to babysit.

      “You are a girl, and you will be careful. What kind of job are you looking for anyway?” He limped back to the front door to close it and replace his stick against the hat rack. When he got back to the kitchen, his sister had moved on from the grapes to eat one of his apples. The girl could eat like a hockey player and not gain an ounce. His food budget would double.

      “I was hoping to get a PR internship somewhere. Maybe…with your team?”

      “Uh, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Sare.” She shouldn’t be anywhere near his teammates. She’d flirt, the guys would respond, he’d have to kick the shit out of them—again—and then he’d never get out of therapy.

      “C’mon, please? What could it hurt? It’s a reputable organization. A safe place to work. I don’t even expect a salary. I’m just out of college. I have to build my work experience before I can get the job. This would be a steppingstone. I’m not saying you have to vouch for me, just tell me who to talk to.”

      He could feel the vein in his forehead throbbing and rubbed it, trying to will away a stroke. He did not need this right now. His little sister hanging around his arena, representing his team in public. Not that Saralynn wasn’t capable. As far as he’d known, she’d done well in school. She was just a little…flaky. He could picture her selling paintings barefoot on Venice Beach better than he could see her in a respectable suit selling the Sinners to the media.

      Still, alternatives flashed through his mind. Saralynn waiting tables in a casino. Saralynn serving drinks behind a wild bar. Saralynn as a showgirl. “Fine. I’ll ask around and let you know.”

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She jumped off the counter and hugged him, rocking him back a step. His chin fit on top of her head like it always had, and warmth spread in his chest. The weeks of isolation hit him, and for a second, it just felt good to be with family. Pushing everyone away hadn’t been a conscious decision, just a reflex. Something he hadn’t realized even though people had accused him of it again and again.

      “Sure. So, guest room’s upstairs, first door on the right.”

      “Oh, yeah, I already found it. I was going to take yours because of the balcony, but I saw your clothes in the closet. Only way I could tell someone actually lived there. Where’s all your stuff?”

      “I don’t have a lot of stuff. I’m not here much. We do a lot of road games.”

      “Ahh. Hey. When can I meet your team?” Mischief gleamed in her eyes, and that little-kid smile turned coy.

      “Hah, yeah, never. No way.”

      “Oh, come⁠—”

      “Nope. Not if I can help it. I guess if you get the job, there might be some PR event that could involve a handshake, but that’s it. I mean it, Saralynn. I have to live with those guys.”

      She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “Okay, fine.” The fight was not over. This might appear like a concession, but he knew her better than that. He could see the gears still turning. Fantastic. A bright smile took over, and she flipped her hair behind her. “How ‘bout pizza for dinner?”

      Finally, one request he didn’t have a problem with.
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        * * *

      

      Allie sat straight in the chair behind her desk, watching the seconds tick by on the wall clock. Five minutes until the end of her office hours, and not a single player had come in all day. She’d even propped her door open to be more welcoming. Hard to say why she had expected differently, but Reese’s first session should have tipped her off. She was a pariah. And any guy who dared step foot in her office would be equally ostracized.

      A little spark of anxiety flickered in her chest. How could she prove herself as a therapist if she didn’t have patients? Sure, there was Reese, but one potential success didn’t rebuild a reputation.

      Movement in the hall caught her eye, and she bolted out of her chair and around the desk before the motive even crystallized in her brain. “Hey!”

      As she got to her doorway, the man stopped and looked over his shoulder. He may not be on the team anymore, but everything about Carter Phlynn still said hockey player from his lumbering gait to his face-off expression. His features softened slightly when he saw her, and a polite smile curled the edge of his mouth. “Oh, hi. You must be the new…doc. Kallen, right?”

      That hesitation before “doc” most likely meant he’d scrolled through a few other terms first. Shrink, witch doctor, voodoo priestess…

      “Yeah. Yes. It’s, uh, nice to meet you. I’m sorry to bother, but do you have a minute?”

      Carter appeared to wage an inner debate, probably, like everyone else, weighing what being seen with her would do to his street cred. He shrugged and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Sure. What’s up?”

      She backed up a step and gestured him into her office. He stood at the threshold and leaned a shoulder against the doorway. Apparently, that was as far as he was willing to go.

      “I was talking to your wife yesterday, and she mentioned…” Allie glanced up and down the empty hallway and lowered her voice. “She said you’re thinking about trading Reese in the off-season.”

      His face closed down.

      Damn it.

      “I’m not looking for gossip, I just need to fully understand the situation if I’m going to help him through his injury. I need all the puzzle pieces. I take it he knows?”

      Carter stayed quiet, and it was hard to tell what he was thinking. Good game face. Finally, he stood straight and folded his arms. “He probably does. That kind of word gets around sometimes. It’s not a set decision. And it’s not just about his injury. He may think that, but it’s not. His play hasn’t been up to par for a while.”

      Now, it started to make sense.

      “Okay. Thanks. Jacey was just filling me in. She cares a lot about this team on a personal level. It’s nice to see in an owner and a good quality in a boss.”

      Carter’s hard mask cracked bit by bit, his jaw muscles not quite as tight. “Yeah. The team’s lucky to have her. So am I.”

      Allie nodded. She didn’t want to push her luck, but Mr. Enigma definitely had walls up, and the therapist in her had to try. “So, how’s retirement treating you?”

      The question took him off-guard judging by the slight flinch at the corners of his eyes, but he squeezed out a lackluster smile. “Great. Great. I mean, it’s not like I’m sitting at home collecting stamps,” he said with a strained laugh.

      Right. But it wasn’t like he was back out on the ice, either.

      She smiled to let him save face. “That’s true. So you’re enjoying the other side of the business?”

      Vulnerability and raw truth flickered in his eyes, and for a second, she thought he might actually come clean. She knew the urge was there. Pretending to be fine was an injured athlete’s mainstay. It kept them from falling apart. She could absolutely attest to that. But inside them all was the desperate need to tell someone—just one person—that they weren’t okay. That’s why she did what she did. Why she waitressed through grad school and lived on peanut butter and jelly and grilled cheese through the last half of her twenties. So she could be that person.

      Carter’s walls went up again, and he nodded. “You know, it’s different, but I like it. It’s a new challenge.”

      That much was probably true. And that was all she’d get from him for now. “Well, I’m glad to hear it. I’ll let you go. I didn’t mean to take up a lot of your time. I just want to say I’m really happy to be here, and I look forward to making a positive difference with this team.”

      Skepticism mixed with the kindness in his eyes, but he finally gave her a genuine smile. “Well, we’re happy to have you. And I appreciate you trying to help Reese. I heard you were a soccer goalie?”

      She nodded.

      “Then you understand. Any athlete’s game is ninety percent mental, but especially a goalie’s. If anyone can get him back on track, I’m sure it’s you.”

      Her face flooded with warmth, and she willed away the red that had to be in her cheeks. He didn’t really know her, couldn’t know how much that comment meant. It’d been a long time since she’d had that kind of faith in herself. She cleared her throat and smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Sure. See you around.”

      When he disappeared down the hallway, she closed her eyes and dropped onto the couch usually reserved for her patients. It was super soft, and she sank into the cushions, leaning her head back. At least she’d refrained from begging him to require the rest of the team to visit her. But that was okay. All athletes had issues. From what she’d learned the hard way, hockey players most of all. It was only a matter of time.

      At least for the moment, the mystery of Shane Reese was starting to clear. If he’d been off his game before the injury and knew he might get traded, that explained a lot of his rage. Carter was right. Reese might want to blame the potential trade on his injury, but he didn’t strike her as stupid or delusional. On some level, he probably thought he deserved it. On the surface, however, it was easier to blame someone else.

      And that explained some of Carter’s walls. It couldn’t be easy to go from playing on the ice with your best friend to suddenly being in the position to trade him.

      A light knock on the door brought her back to the moment, and she pushed to her feet then straightened her blouse.

      A younger guy stood in her doorway wearing a Sinners t-shirt, Bermuda shorts, and a shy smile. “Uh, hi. Didn’t mean to scare you. I’m Dylan Cole. I just finished up a workout. Heading home, and I saw your door open. Thought I could walk you to your car. With the underground garage, you just want to be safe.”

      The unexpected kindness made her smile. “That’d be great. Thanks. Just let me get my stuff.” It was easy enough to collect. She pulled the blazer from the back of her desk chair and slid it on, then scooped up her purse and messenger bag and followed him out, locking the door behind her.

      “So you’re Dr. Kallen.” Dylan walked beside her, keeping an eye out as they entered the garage.

      It sounded so formal. They were already afraid of her. “Allie’s fine.”

      “Allie Kallen. Anyone ever call you Kally?”

      She laughed. “Not since I left the field in college.”

      “Field…hockey?”

      “Soccer.”

      “Pretty close. That’s cool. You understand our game then.” He grinned, and hope sprouted in her chest.

      Maybe they’d come around sooner rather than later. “I believe I do. This is me, here.” She stopped beside her red Camry and beeped it unlocked. “Thanks for walking me.”

      “Hey, no problem. Welcome to the Sinners. See you around, Kally.” He winked over his shoulder as he headed for his own car. Day two, and she had a nickname. Things were looking up after all.
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      Thursday, April 18th

      Normally, going in early was a pain in the ass but not today. After being blasted awake by Saralynn’s morning music, Reese couldn’t escape the house fast enough. It even made what he was about to do a little more palatable. His sister needed to get out. ASAP. This was his best shot. He said a silent prayer and knocked on Jacey’s office door.

      “Come in.”

      He eased inside and found her leafing through a stack of papers on her desk. When she saw him, her warm smile brought his guilt to the surface, but he didn’t ask for favors every day. And the war at home meant desperate measures. “Hey, Boss. Got a sec?”

      “Reese, you were the best man at my wedding. I think you can call me Jacey. And sure, what’s up?”

      He tried to swallow, but his throat clicked. “Well, my sister, Saralynn, just moved here, and she’s looking for work. She has a degree in public relations, and she just wants an internship. I told her I’d ask if there was anything open.” There. He said it. Equal parts hope and trepidation built up in his chest. If Saralynn got the job, she’d be out of the house during the day at least. She’d also be in his arena. Hard to pick the lesser of the evils.

      Jacey’s face lit up, and she held up one finger then shuffled through some flyers. “Actually, yeah. I think an internship did just open up. We always look for more help around playoffs. We try to have more of a PR presence at the games handing out free swag, helping fans sign up for text alerts and all that.” She plucked a neon green piece of paper from the bunch and held it out to him.

      It was odd to feel relief and anxiety at the same time. He skimmed the flyer and nodded. “Thanks. I’ll pass this along to her.”

      “It is an internship like you said, so it’s unpaid, but if we like her work, we might take her on full time. It happens, but don’t get her hopes up just yet.”

      “Oh no, I totally understand. She would be happy to get the experience. Thanks a lot. Really.”

      Jacey grinned and quirked a brow. “She’s getting to you, huh? How long has it been?”

      Heat crept up his neck and he studied the carpet, unable to fight back a smile. “Uh…a day.”

      She laughed, and it eased some of his tension. It had felt weird talking to her after he heard about his potential trade. Not as weird as talking to Carter, but it was definitely far from the easy comfort level they’d found after last year’s Cup win. Jacey had become family when she married his best friend. Then things got complicated when the business of the game cut in.

      She seemed on the
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