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Chapter One
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The cold hit me first.

I'd grown up in Southern California, where ice was something you put in drinks, not something you built an entire stadium around. But standing rink-side at the Portland Riptide's practice facility, watching twenty grown men carve patterns into the frozen surface, I felt the chill seep through my professional blazer and settle somewhere beneath my ribs.

Or maybe that was just nerves.

"You'll get used to it." Dr. Marcus Webb stood beside me, arms crossed, his weathered face impassive as he watched the team run drills. "The cold, I mean. Everything else?" He shrugged. "That depends on whether you can handle professional athletes with egos the size of Alaska and pain tolerances that border on stupidity."

"I can handle it." I kept my voice steady, confident. The voice of a woman who belonged here, who'd earned her place as the Portland Riptide's newest athletic trainer. Not the voice of a woman who'd spent the last two years rebuilding herself from scratch, who still sometimes woke up wondering if she was too much, too intense, too everything.

I'd left that woman behind when I'd left San Diego. This was my fresh start.

Dr. Webb made a noncommittal sound. "We'll see."

On the ice, the practice intensified. The sound of skates cutting sharp turns, sticks cracking against pucks, bodies colliding into boards—it was violent and graceful all at once. I pulled out my tablet, calling up the roster I'd memorized last night. Names, numbers, injury histories. I'd done my homework.

"That's Morrison." Dr. Webb pointed to a player streaking down the ice, number twenty-four emblazoned across his back. "Rookie. Talented as hell, reckless as they come. You'll be seeing a lot of him."

Tyler Morrison moved like he had something to prove, all speed and aggression and not enough caution. I watched him weave through defenders, showboating just a little, and made a mental note.

"And that," Dr. Webb continued, his tone shifting into something I couldn't quite read, "is Callum Thorne."

Number seventeen cut across the ice with a precision that made Morrison's flashy playing look almost amateurish. Where the rookie was all fire, this player was ice—controlled, calculated, efficient. He moved like every muscle knew its job and executed without question.

I found his name on my tablet. "Left wing. Seven years with the team. Chronic shoulder issue, looks like he's been through a rotation of trainers—"

The hit happened before I could finish the sentence.

Morrison had the puck, driving toward the goal, and Thorne closed the distance with frightening speed. The check was clean, legal, the kind of play that happened dozens of times each game. But Morrison went down hard, sliding into the boards with a crack that made my stomach drop.

I was moving before I thought about it, my body remembering every hour of training, every emergency I'd been taught to handle. The ice was slippery under my sneakers—stupid, I should've worn different shoes—but I made it to Morrison's side while the other players circled at a respectful distance.

"Hey." I kept my voice calm, professional. "I'm Ivy, one of the trainers. Where does it hurt?"

Morrison groaned, but he was already trying to sit up. Good sign. "I'm fine. Just got the wind knocked out of me."

"Let me be the judge of that." I ran through the assessment quickly, efficiently. No signs of concussion, nothing broken, probably a bruised ego more than anything else. "Can you skate off, or do you need help?"

"I can skate." He took my offered hand and pulled himself up, wobbling slightly. Two of his teammates appeared to steady him, already chirping jokes that had Morrison scowling.

That's when I felt it. The weight of someone's attention, heavy enough to make the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

I turned, and found Callum Thorne watching me.

He'd removed his helmet, and I got my first real look at him. Sharp features, dark hair curling with sweat at the temples, and eyes that were an unsettling shade of gray—the color of storm clouds, or steel, or ice that had frozen too many times to ever fully thaw.

The way he looked at me wasn't friendly. It wasn't even interested. It was like he was calculating exactly how much damage I could do.

I lifted my chin and held his gaze, refusing to look away first. I'd been looked at like an inconvenience before, like I was something to be managed or dismissed. I wouldn't shrink from it. Not anymore.

After a moment that stretched too long, he turned away and skated back to the drill.

"Friendly guy," I muttered, helping Morrison to the bench.

One of the other players—I'd have to check his number later—laughed. "That's Cal. Don't take it personally. He's like that with everyone."

Somehow, that didn't make me feel better.

––––––––
[image: ]


PRACTICE ENDED, AND I followed Dr. Webb back to the training facility, trying to shake off the lingering chill. The medical suite was state-of-the-art, everything I could've hoped for in a professional setup. Treatment tables, resistance equipment, a fully stocked supply room that made my fingers itch to organize it according to my own system.

"Your primary caseload will be maintenance and injury prevention," Dr. Webb explained, pulling up files on the computer. "But I'm assigning you directly to Thorne."

I blinked. "The guy who just leveled Morrison?"

"The very same." Dr. Webb's expression was grim. "He's got a chronic shoulder issue stemming from an injury three years ago. Hasn't let anyone properly treat it since. Goes to mandatory sessions, does the bare minimum, refuses anything that might actually help."

"So why would he work with me?"

"He won't. Not at first." Dr. Webb leaned back in his chair, studying me with those sharp eyes that probably saw more than I wanted to reveal. "But you're good at your job, Cortez. I read your references, saw your track record. If anyone can get through to him, maybe it's you."

I thought about those gray eyes, cold and assessing. "And if I can't?"

"Then you'll join the long list of people who've tried and failed." He shrugged. "But I don't hire people who fail."

No pressure, then.

The door opened, and I didn't need to turn around to know who it was. The temperature in the room seemed to drop five degrees.

"Dr. Webb." Callum Thorne's voice was deep, rough in a way that suggested he didn't use it more than necessary. "You wanted to see me?"

"Thorne. Meet Ivy Cortez, our new trainer. She'll be handling your shoulder work from now on."

I turned, professional smile in place, and found myself looking up—he was taller than I'd realized, at least six-three, broad-shouldered despite the injury that was supposedly plaguing him.

Up close, he was unfairly attractive in a way that annoyed me. Sharp jaw, a scar cutting through his left eyebrow that should've looked dangerous but somehow just made him more compelling, and those eyes that seemed to see straight through whatever professional mask I was wearing.

"Nice to meet you." I extended my hand, keeping my voice neutral.

He looked at my hand like it might bite him, then briefly clasped it in his own. His palm was rough, calloused, and warm enough to make me aware of how cold my fingers had gotten.

The contact lasted maybe two seconds. It felt longer.

"Sure." He released my hand and turned to Dr. Webb. "Same routine as before?"

"Actually, I'd like to try a different approach—" I started, but his gaze cut to me with such sharp dismissal that the words died in my throat.

"I'm not interested in a different approach. I show up, I do the exercises, I leave. That's the arrangement."

"The arrangement that hasn't worked for three years," I pointed out, recovering my voice. I hadn't let my ex-fiancé steamroll me, and I sure as hell wasn't going to let some grumpy hockey player do it either. "Maybe it's time to try something new."

Something flickered in his expression—surprise, maybe, that I'd pushed back. It vanished before I could identify it.

"I'll do what's required by my contract. Nothing more." He looked at Dr. Webb again, completely freezing me out. "First session tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow," Dr. Webb confirmed. "Six AM."

My eyebrows shot up. "Six?"

"Problem?" Thorne's attention swung back to me, and there was a challenge in it.

I had a problem, actually, several of them, starting with the fact that he was being deliberately difficult and ending with the uncomfortable awareness humming under my skin whenever he looked at me. But I'd be damned if I'd show it.

"No problem at all. I'll be here."

"Great." The word was flat, toneless. He turned and walked out without another word, the door closing behind him with a soft click.

I stared after him, frustration warring with something I refused to name. "Does he treat everyone like that, or am I special?"

Dr. Webb's laugh was dry, humorless. "Like I said, Thorne goes through trainers like water. Last one quit after two months. The one before that requested a transfer. The one before that—well, you get the idea."

"So why keep trying?"

"Because when Callum Thorne actually plays the way he's capable of playing, he's one of the best in the league. But that shoulder is degrading, and his performance is slipping, and if we can't fix it, we'll lose him." He met my eyes. "The question is whether you're up for it."

I thought about Thorne's cold dismissal, the wall he'd thrown up the second I'd suggested something different. I thought about my ex-fiancé telling me I was too much, too intense, that I cared too deeply about things that didn't matter.

I'd spent two years learning to be less. Less passionate, less invested, less everything.

Maybe it was time to remember how to be more.

"I'm up for it," I said.

Dr. Webb nodded slowly. "Good. Because fair warning, Cortez—Callum Thorne doesn't let anyone past those walls. Better people than you have tried."

I gathered my tablet and my bag, heading for the door. "Then I guess they weren't trying hard enough."

But as I walked to my car through the Portland drizzle, I couldn't shake the memory of those storm-gray eyes, or the way they'd looked at me like I was a problem he didn't want to solve.

Six AM tomorrow.

I had a feeling sleep was going to be hard to come by tonight.
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Chapter Two
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Callum arrived at the training facility at five-forty in the morning, twenty minutes before he was supposed to meet the new trainer.

He told himself it was habit. He'd always been the first one at the rink, the last one to leave. It had nothing to do with needing the extra time to prepare himself, to reinforce the walls that had slipped yesterday when Ivy Cortez had looked at him with those warm brown eyes and refused to back down.

The training room was dark, silent. Good. He could do the session, get it over with, and make it clear that whatever Dr. Webb thought this new trainer could accomplish, it wouldn't be any different than the others.

He didn't need fixing. He needed to be left alone.

Cal flipped on the lights and stopped dead.

Ivy was already there.

She sat at the computer desk, tablet in one hand, coffee in the other, completely absorbed in whatever she was reading. She'd pulled her dark curly hair into a knot at the base of her neck, and she wore athletic gear instead of yesterday's blazer—fitted black leggings and a Riptide training staff jacket that somehow made her look both professional and entirely too distracting.

She glanced up as the lights flickered on, and if she was surprised to see him early, she didn't show it.

"Morning." She set down the coffee, standing with an easy grace that made him aware of the way she moved—confident, economical, like an athlete in her own right. "I was just reviewing your file."

"There's nothing in my file you need to review." He dropped his gym bag by the nearest treatment table, keeping his voice flat. Disinterested.

"Actually, there's quite a bit." She picked up her tablet, scrolling. "Three years ago, you took a hit that resulted in a Grade II AC joint separation. You had surgery, did the prescribed physical therapy for six weeks, then refused further treatment despite recommendations. Since then, you've seen four different trainers, attended mandatory sessions, but by all accounts, you've stonewalled any real rehabilitation."

Cal felt his jaw tighten. Hearing it laid out like that, clinical and detached, made it sound like he was being difficult for no reason.

Maybe he was.

"I do what I need to do to play," he said.

"You do the bare minimum to avoid being benched." She set the tablet down, meeting his eyes. "There's a difference."

The words hit harder than they should have. He'd spent three years skating the line between functional and injured, playing through pain that had become so constant he barely noticed it anymore. It was penance. It was control. It was the price he paid for what he'd done.

"I'm not interested in your assessment of my choices."

"Good thing I'm not asking you to be interested." She gestured to the treatment table. "I'm asking you to get on the table so I can do my job."

There was steel beneath the professional courtesy, a spine that didn't bend just because he was being a bastard to her. It reminded him uncomfortably of Reese, his sister, who'd never let him get away with his self-imposed isolation without a fight.

He didn't want to be reminded of Reese right now. Didn't want to think about the disappointment in her voice the last time they'd talked, when she'd asked if he was actually living or just going through the motions.

Cal moved to the table and sat, pulling off his shirt in one efficient motion. He didn't miss the way Ivy's gaze tracked the movement, or the slight pause before she stepped closer.

At least he wasn't the only one feeling the inconvenient awareness.

"I'm going to assess the range of motion first," she said, all business now. "Tell me if anything hurts."

Her hands were warm when they touched his shoulder, fingers pressing gently against the joint, feeling for damage, for limitations. Cal forced himself to breathe normally, to not react to the contact.

He'd been through this hundreds of times. It shouldn't feel different just because she was the one touching him.

But it did.

"Lift your arm," she instructed, and he complied, raising it to shoulder height before the familiar ache kicked in. "That's where the pain starts?"

"Yes."

"Scale of one to ten?"

"Three." It was closer to a five, but he'd learned to play through fives.

Her eyes narrowed slightly, like she knew he was lying. "Uh-huh. Higher."

He lifted his arm higher, and the ache sharpened into something that pulled. "Four."

"Try again, and this time don't lie to me."

Cal's gaze snapped to hers. She stood close enough that he could see the gold flecks in her brown eyes, could smell something faintly citrus—her shampoo, maybe, or lotion. Close enough that he noticed the freckles scattered across her nose, the fullness of her mouth, the way she didn't look away when he tried to intimidate her with silence.

"Six," he admitted.

"Thank you." She stepped back, making notes on her tablet. "The joint is compromised. You've been compensating with your other muscle groups, which is why your back and neck probably hurt too."

They did. He didn't confirm it.

"I can work with this," she continued, "but it's going to require actual commitment from you. Not just showing up. Real work."

"I've done real work."

"You've done maintenance. There's a difference." She set the tablet down and moved back to him, her hands returning to his shoulder with a surety that suggested she knew exactly what she was doing. "This is going to be uncomfortable."

Her thumb pressed into the muscle, finding a knot he'd been carrying for months, and the discomfort she'd warned about bloomed into genuine pain. Cal's breath hissed between his teeth.

"Too much?" Her voice was softer now, concerned.

"Keep going."

She worked the muscle with steady pressure, and Cal focused on the ceiling tiles, counting them, cataloging them, doing anything to distract himself from the feel of her hands on his skin.

It didn't work.

"How did it happen?" she asked quietly. "The injury."

The question was casual, conversational, but Cal knew what she was really asking. She'd read the file. She knew the mechanics of the injury. What she wanted was the story behind it.

He could shut her down. Should shut her down.

Instead, he heard himself say, "Bad hit during playoffs. I didn't see it coming."

It wasn't a lie. Just not the whole truth.

"And you haven't let anyone really treat it since because...?"

Because the injury was a reminder. Because every time his shoulder ached, it was punishment for being reckless, for playing with too much intensity, for caring more about the win than the safety of everyone around him.

Because his best friend's career had ended that same night, and Cal's shoulder pain was the least of what he deserved.

"Because I'm here to play hockey, not sit in treatment rooms."

Ivy's hands stilled on his shoulder. When he glanced at her, she was watching him with an expression he couldn't read—something between sympathy and frustration.

"You can't play if you destroy your body doing it."

"I've managed so far."

"Managing isn't the same as healing." She released him and stepped back, pulling off the latex gloves she'd put on. "Get dressed. We're done for today."

Cal blinked, caught off guard. "We've been here fifteen minutes."

"And in those fifteen minutes, I learned what I needed to know." She made more notes on her tablet, not looking at him. "Same time tomorrow. Wear compression gear if you have it."

He pulled his shirt back on, confused and irritated by the dismissal. Every other trainer had pushed for longer sessions, more exercises, detailed discussions about treatment plans he'd ignore.

Ivy Cortez had touched him for maybe five minutes total and was sending him away.

"That's it?"

"For today." She finally looked up, and there was something knowing in her eyes. "You're not ready for more. Not yet."

The words landed like a challenge, and Cal felt something spark in his chest—anger, maybe, or interest, or some dangerous combination of both.

"I'm ready for whatever you think you can throw at me."

"Really?" She tilted her head, studying him. "Because from where I'm standing, you're terrified of actually getting better."

The air left his lungs.

No one had said it out loud before. No one had looked at him and seen past the excuses to the truth underneath—that he needed the pain, needed the limitation, needed the constant reminder of what he'd done.

"You don't know anything about me." His voice came out rougher than intended.

"No," she agreed. "But I'm a fast learner."

She held his gaze for another moment, then turned back to her tablet, effectively dismissing him.

Cal grabbed his bag and headed for the door, needing distance, needing air, needing to get away from the trainer who saw too much with those
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