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Writing a second book in a series is a strange and wonderful act of trust—trust in the characters who refuse to let go, and in the readers who choose to follow them deeper into the world you’ve built. This book exists because of both.

First and always, thank you to my readers. Your messages, reviews, and quiet support are the fuel behind every late night and every stubborn rewrite. You believed in this team, in this city, and in these love stories—and that belief made Book Two possible.

To the characters themselves—especially those who hide behind discipline, silence, and carefully built walls—thank you for revealing your vulnerabilities when it mattered most. You reminded me that strength is not the absence of feeling, but the courage to face it.

To the friends and creatives who offered encouragement, honest feedback, and unwavering faith along the way: your words arrived exactly when I needed them. You helped sharpen this story and reminded me why I tell these ones in particular.

To every author who paved the way in sports romance and proved that love and competition, ambition and tenderness, can coexist on the same page—thank you for the inspiration.

And finally, to anyone who has ever loved a game, a dream, or a person so fiercely it terrified them—this story is for you.
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Victory had a specific scent.

It wasn't just champagne and expensive cologne—though both hung thick in the air of the St. Louis Lions' private clubhouse. Underneath the celebration's perfume lingered deeper notes: the ghost of locker room antiseptic, the dry, clean smell of new leather from the conference championship trophy gleaming under the lights, and beneath it all, the faint, stubborn trace of grass and sweat that no shower could fully erase from a player's skin. The scent of effort. Of sacrifice.

Mitch Calder stood with his back to the wall, a glass of eighteen-year-old Macallan untouched in his hand, his body a study in controlled stillness amid the swirling chaos. The bass from the sound system thrummed through the polished marble floor, a foreign heartbeat compared to the one that pounded in his ears during a goal-line stand. This was Carter's night. His best friend’s triumph. Mitch had done his job—forty-seven tackles, two forced fumbles, one game-sealing interception—and now his role was to recede. To become part of the architecture. A pillar in the temple of his friend's happiness.

He watched Carter now, the star quarterback's arm slung around Avery Sloan, the journalist who had started the season as his nemesis and ended it as the woman beside him. They looked right. Whole. A completed equation Mitch observed with a distant, quiet satisfaction. His own satisfaction was a colder, quieter thing. It lived in the film room at 5 AM, in the perfect execution of a blitz package, in the silence of a defense that had spoken its piece on the field and now had nothing left to say.

His gaze, sharp and assessing as it was on the field, swept the room. Teammates laughed with wives and girlfriends who shimmered in sequins and silk. Coaches, ties loosened, clapped backs with owners in bespoke suits. And weaving through it all like a sunbeam through smoke was a flash of lemon-yellow silk and disaster.

Chloe Sloan.

Avery's little sister. Journalism student. And, in the twenty-three minutes Mitch had been tracking her with the detached focus of a free safety, a walking hazard zone.

He'd cataloged her movements with grim precision. The near-collision with the potted fern near the entrance (averted by a wide receiver's reflexive grab). The shrimp skewer launched from a passing tray (it had landed, tail-first, in the gin and tonic of Special Teams Coordinator Danvers). The laughter that seemed to erupt from her in uncontainable bubbles, making her tip back on her heels. She was a live wire in a room full of static. A problem looking for a place to happen.

Mitch’s jaw tightened infinitesimally. Control your perimeter, the coach's voice in his head intoned. It was a defensive mantra. Know what’s in your zone. Anticipate the play before it develops.

He was about to execute a tactical retreat to the quieter, darker bar in the adjoining room when the play developed.

Chloe was holding court with a small group of other interns or students—young, bright-eyed faces turned toward her. She was gesturing, telling a story, her hands painting pictures in the air. To emphasize a point, she spun, a half-pirouette of pure, unbridled enthusiasm.

Her elbow connected with the delicate stem of a cocktail glass perched on the edge of a high-top table.

Time didn't slow down so much as it focused, narrowing Mitch’s world to the trajectory of the glass. It teetered, a crystal ballet of impending catastrophe. A splash of garish pink liquid sloshed over the rim. Chloe’s eyes went wide, her hands flying to her mouth, but it was too late. The glass surrendered to physics.

It fell.

Not toward the empty floor. Not toward the table.

It fell in a graceful, terrible arc directly toward Mitch.

He could have caught it. His hands, which could snatch a football traveling at sixty miles per hour out of the air, certainly had the reflexes. He could have sidestepped. He could have batted it away.

A strange, fatalistic inertia held him rooted. Perhaps it was the long season. Perhaps it was the bone-deep weariness that even victory couldn't erase. Perhaps some part of him wanted to see if the universe was really this blatantly ironic.

The cold, sweet-smelling deluge hit him square in the chest.

The shock of it was a physical jolt. The ice cubes rattled off the buttons of his custom Tom Ford suit jacket—charcoal wool, Italian, impeccably tailored—before tumbling to the floor. The pink liquid, something fruity and frivolous, spread in a dark, soaking stain across the pristine gray fabric, a Rorschach blot of utter clumsiness.

Silence dropped like a guillotine over their immediate vicinity. The music played on, but the bubble around them went dead quiet. Every eye within ten feet was locked on the scene. On the great Mitch "The Wall" Calder, drenched.

Chloe stood frozen, one hand still pressed to her lips, her face a canvas of horrified mortification. "Oh," she breathed, the sound small and shattered. "Oh, no. No, no, no."

She lunged forward, snatching a wad of cocktail napkins from the nearby table. "I'm so sorry! I'm so, so sorry! I didn't see—it was an accident—" The words tumbled out as she began dabbing frantically at his chest, the napkins disintegrating into pink pulp against the expensive wool.

Mitch looked down. At the top of her head, where golden-brown hair was slipping from its messy but intentional-looking bun. At the small, frantic hands patting his sternum. A visceral wave of irritation, hot and immediate, rose in his throat. It wasn't just the suit, though the suit was a symbol. It was the violation of his space, his silence, his carefully maintained distance. It was the sheer, blinding incompetence of the act.

He caught her wrist.

Not hard. But with a firm, unyielding finality that stopped her dabbing mid-pat. Her head jerked up. Her eyes, a warm hazel flecked with gold, were huge with apology and fear. For a split second, he registered the details: a light dusting of freckles across her nose, lips parted in a perfect "O" of dismay.

The contrast between that open, expressive face and the stone wall of his own anger was absolute.

"Stop." His voice was low, flat, a stone dropped into the quiet pool of their bubble. It carried. People were leaning in, trying to listen without appearing to.

Chloe flinched but didn't pull her wrist away. "I can... I can get club soda! Or—or I'll pay for the cleaning! I—"

"You," he said, the single word cutting through her panic. He released her wrist as if it were hot. He looked down at the ruin of his jacket, then back up at her face, letting his gaze—cold, dismissive, utterly devoid of the warmth he reserved for his friends and family—sweep over her from head to toe. He let the silence stretch, letting the humiliation solidify around her.

When he spoke again, his voice was perfectly calibrated to be heard by every eager ear nearby. It was dry, devoid of rage, which made it infinitely worse. It was the sound of a man stating a simple, indisputable fact.

"You are a walking disaster."

The color drained from Chloe's face, leaving her freckles stark. A gasp—not hers, someone else's—sounded from the crowd. Her lips trembled, then pressed into a thin, tight line. The apology in her eyes didn't vanish, but it was suddenly banked by a spark of something else. Something fierce and defensive. It was the briefest flicker, gone as quickly as it came, replaced by a sheen of wounded tears she stubbornly refused to shed.

Mitch didn't wait for a response. He turned on his heel, the soaked wool of his jacket heavy and cold against his chest. He didn't look at Carter or Avery. He didn't acknowledge the stares. He walked a straight, uncompromising line through the crowd, which parted for him as if for royalty.

The noise of the party rushed back in to fill the vacuum he left behind—a wave of whispers, suppressed laughter, and murmured sympathies. He didn't hear the words, but he felt their weight. He'd scored a point, put the embarrassment squarely where it belonged. It was a clean, efficient tackle.

So why did the victory taste like ashes and fruit syrup?

He pushed through the heavy oak doors that led to the players' lounge, a quieter sanctum away from the main celebration. The door sighed shut behind him, muffling the music. Here, the air was cooler, scented with aged whiskey and cigar smoke from earlier in the evening. A few veteran players nodded at him from deep leather armchairs.

Mitch went straight to the mahogany bar, nodding at the attendant. "Glenfiddich. Neat."

He shrugged out of the ruined suit jacket, handing it to the attendant with a grimace. "See if anything can be done." The man took it with a respectful nod, his face carefully blank.

The whiskey arrived. Mitch took the glass, his fingers curling around the crystal. He leaned against the bar, his back to the room, and stared at the amber liquid.

A walking disaster.

The words echoed in the newfound quiet of his mind. They’d done their job. They’d drawn a line. They’d re-established order. He’d made it clear, to her and to everyone watching, that Chloe Sloan existed in a category of chaos he had no intention of engaging with.

He replayed the moment her eyes had flashed with that spark of fire. It had been there and gone in a heartbeat, snuffed out by his chill. He took a long swallow of whiskey, the burn a welcome distraction from an itch of something he refused to name. Guilt was a useless emotion. It was for people who had the luxury of second-guessing their actions.

He was a defensive captain. He made split-second decisions to protect what was his. His team. His focus. His peace.

And he had protected it.

He finished the whiskey, setting the glass down with a definitive click on the bar top. The stain on his shirt was a cold, damp patch over his heart. He ignored it. He would go back out there, find Carter, offer a quiet congratulations that didn't involve fruit-based cocktails. He would be the friend, the teammate, the Wall. Unaffected. Unmoved.

The image, however, persisted. Not of the spilled drink. Not of the ruined suit.

But of her face in that instant before the tears welled—the hurt, yes, but that fierce, bright, defiant spark.

He scowled, a deep furrow forming between his brows. A spark was just a precursor to a flame. And fire, in his experience, had a tendency to consume everything in its path.

Best to snuff it out early.

__

––––––––
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The whiskey was a lie.

It promised warmth, a slow burn to chase away the cold, damp patch over his heart where the cocktail had struck. Instead, it sat in Mitch’s stomach like a ball of lead, radiating a sour heat that felt too much like shame. He stared into the empty crystal glass, its facets reflecting the low, amber light of the players' lounge, warping his own grim reflection.

A walking disaster.

The words, so clean and surgical when he’d wielded them, now felt clunky in his memory. Crude. They’d done their job—he’d seen her flinch, seen the social circle around them recoil in collective second-hand embarrassment—but the aftermath felt less like a victory and more like stepping in something unpleasant. He’d humiliated a young woman at a party. A teammate’s... something. Sister-in-law-to-be? He pushed the classification away. It didn't matter. She was a variable. A chaotic one. Variables needed to be controlled.

But control, that night, felt like a suit two sizes too small.

He became acutely aware of the remaining party, a dull roar muffled by the thick oak door. He should go back. Find Carter. Offer a real congratulations, not the terse nod they’d exchanged after the final whistle. Carter would be looking for him. Carter, who had just won everything and gotten the girl, would want his best friend there. His brother.

The thought of walking back into that room, wearing the evidence of the “disaster” on his shirt like a badge of indignity, made his skin crawl. He could picture the glances. The poorly hidden smirks. The whispered, “You see what the Sloan girl did to The Wall?” It would become a team legend by morning, a footnote to the championship glory: the night Mitch Calder got taken out by a cosmopolitan.

No. He’d stay here. In the sanctum. Where the air was still and smelled of leather and privilege, not spilled sugar and gossip.

The door to the lounge opened, and Mitch tensed, his shoulders locking into a straight line without his conscious command. He didn’t turn. He willed the entrant to be anyone else.

“Mitch.”

Carter’s voice. Of course. Filled with a hesitant concern that was worse than anger.

Mitch turned slowly, forcing his expression into the familiar, impassive mask. Carter stood just inside the door, his championship hat gone, his dark hair ruffled. Avery hovered half a step behind him, her arm linked through his, her face a careful neutral. Mitch’s eyes flicked to her, then away. The journalist. The one who had cracked Carter’s legendary focus wide open. Another variable, now seemingly contained. But her presence here, now, felt like an extension of the chaos. An ambassador from the world of pink drinks and public spectacles.

“You vanished,” Carter said, walking closer. His quarterback’s eyes, trained to see the whole field, missed nothing. They took in Mitch’s discarded jacket draped over a chair, the damp stain on his crisp white shirt, the rigid set of his jaw. “We saw the... incident.”

“It wasn’t an incident,” Mitch said, his voice rougher than he intended. “It was a spill. It’s handled.”

“Mitch, Chloe is devastated,” Avery said, stepping forward. Her voice was calm, professional, but a protective edge honed it sharp. “She’s in the ladies' room in tears. She feels terrible.”

A strange, prickling sensation traveled up Mitch’s spine. He hadn’t considered tears. He’d considered embarrassment, anger, maybe even a flash of defiance. But tears were... messy. They implied a depth of feeling he hadn’t assigned to the moment. It had been a spilled drink. A ruined suit. A necessary boundary established. Tears made it something else. Something emotional. Something he wanted no part of.

“She should be more careful,” he stated, turning back to the bar and signaling for another drink he didn’t want. “This isn’t a college frat party.”

He felt, rather than saw, the look that passed between Carter and Avery. It was a whole conversation—a raised eyebrow, a slight press of lips. The silent language of people who were now a unit. People who understood each other. It was a language Mitch had once spoken with Carter, alone on the field, in the film room, in the grim silence after a loss. Now, there was a translator present.

“She’s twenty-two, Mitch,” Carter said, his tone gentling into the one he used for difficult rookies. “She’s young. And she’s Avery’s sister. A little grace wouldn’t kill you.”

Grace. The word was a spark to tinder.

Mitch turned fully now, abandoning the pretense of the bar. He met Carter’s gaze, letting the cold, hard authority he carried onto the field surface in his eyes. “Grace is for people who don’t blunder through a professional environment like a bull in a china shop. This is a championship celebration for a multi-million dollar organization, not a birthday party. There’s a standard of conduct. She failed to meet it. I corrected her. End of story.”

Avery’s neutral mask slipped. A flash of something fiery, deeply sisterly, ignited in her gaze. “You publicly eviscerated her for an accident. There were a hundred ways to handle that which didn’t involve reducing her to a punchline.”

“I stated a fact,” Mitch countered, his voice dropping into a dangerous quiet. “If the fact is painful, the problem lies with the behavior, not the observation.”

“Jesus, Mitch,” Carter sighed, running a hand through his hair. The gesture was tired. It was the tiredness of a man who had just won the biggest game of his life and now had to mediate a skirmish in a cocktail lounge. “Can you just... for one night, not be the defensive captain? Can you just be my friend who maybe doesn’t terrify my future wife’s family?”

The words landed with a surprising weight. Future wife. They were really doing this. Carter was tying his life, his legendary, focused, disciplined life, to this world of journalists and clumsy sisters and public emotion. He was choosing the chaos.

Mitch looked at his friend—his brother in all but blood—and saw a man standing on a shore Mitch himself had no intention of visiting. The gap between them, once measured in inches on a defensive scheme, now felt oceanic.

“I am your friend,” Mitch said, and the words were true, but they sounded hollow even to him. “Which is why I’m not going to pretend that a lack of discipline is charming. It’s a liability. You, of all people, should know that.”

It was a low blow. A reference to the early season turmoil Carter had endured, the lapses in focus that had almost cost them everything before Avery. Carter’s eyes narrowed, but before he could speak, Avery did.

“Chloe is not a liability,” she said, her voice as sharp and precise as a headline. “She’s brilliant, and kind, and she’s worked her ass off to get an internship with the Lions’ communications department this spring. She’s going to be around, Mitch. You might want to start getting used to it.”

The silence that followed was absolute, broken only by the distant, mocking thump of bass from the other room.

Internship.

With the Lions.

This spring.

The three pieces of information landed in Mitch’s mind like three separate body blows. The cold patch on his shirt seemed to seep through to his skin, reaching his bones. The chaotic variable wasn’t just passing through. It was being installed in his headquarters.

He saw it all with sudden, brutal clarity. The yellow dress in the staff cafeteria. The bubbly laughter echoing in the media corridor. The inevitable, calamitous intrusion into the orderly, controlled ecosystem of his professional life. His sanctuary.

His expression didn’t change. The Wall did not crack. But internally, something settled into a grim, frost-locked certainty. A battle line, invisible to everyone else, had just been drawn straight through the middle of his world.

“Is that so?” he finally said, his voice devoid of all inflection.

Carter watched him, the quarterback reading the defensive set. He saw the shutters come down, the finality in Mitch’s stance. He sighed again, the sound heavy with a disappointment that stung more than anger ever could. “Yeah. It is. Look, just... try to be civil, alright? For me?”

Mitch gave a single, slow nod. It was not an agreement. It was an acknowledgment of a new reality—a hostile one.

“Enjoy your night,” Mitch said, the ultimate dismissal. He turned his back on them, on the celebration, on the future that was barreling toward him with sunny, disastrous inevitability.

He didn’t hear them leave. He stood at the bar, the second whiskey glass cool under his palm, and stared at nothing.

The championship trophy was in the other room. The confetti. The glory. The beginning of Carter and Avery’s happy-ever-after.

Out here, in the quiet, Mitch Calder was already preparing for a different kind of season. A season of defense. Of fortifying the walls. Of protecting what was left of his ordered, controlled, predictable life from the impending storm in a yellow dress.

He finally took a sip of the whiskey. It still tasted like a lie.

But it was the only armor he had left.
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The film room was a sanctuary. A temple of controlled, silent analysis where the chaos of the game was broken down into discrete, manageable frames. The only light came from the massive screen, casting a pale blue glow over the rows of empty seats. The only sound was the gentle hum of the cooling system and the rhythmic click-whirr of the remote in Mitch’s hand.

He was dissecting his own performance from the championship game. Not the highlights—the mistakes. The half-step he’d lost on a crossing route in the third quarter. The angle he’d misjudged on a running play that had gained four extra yards. On the screen, his pixelated self slammed into a tight end, driving him into the turf. The hit was clean, brutal, effective. But Mitch rewound it. He watched the guard’s initial step, the subtle tilt of the quarterback’s shoulders he’d missed in real-time. A tiny flaw. A grain of sand in the machinery.

This was his ritual. While the rest of the team was enjoying the first lazy days of the off-season, nursing hangovers and booking vacations, Mitch was here. The victory parade was over. The confetti had been swept away. Now, the work began again. The Wall was only as strong as its weakest point, and he was here to find his.

The door to the film room clicked open, spilling in a wedge of fluorescent light from the hallway. Mitch didn’t turn. It would be Coach Riggs, or maybe Carter, dragging him out for a late lunch he didn’t want.

“Thorne. Glad you’re here. Got someone for you to meet.”

It was DeShawn Wilson, the Lions’ Director of Player Communications. His voice was its usual blend of polished PR and underlying steel. That got Mitch’s attention. He paused the film, freezing a moment of defensive blitz, and slowly swiveled his chair.

DeShawn stood in the doorway, but he wasn’t alone.

She was half-hidden behind him, clutching a leather-bound notebook and a brand-new Lions lanyard to her chest like a shield. The sunflower-yellow dress was gone, replaced by sensible black slacks and a crisp, white blouse. Her hair, a cascade of honey-brown waves at the party, was now tamed into a severe ponytail. But there was no mistaking the wide, startled blue eyes, the same freckles dusted across her nose, now visible without the dim party lighting.

Chloe Sloan.

The air in the room, previously cool and sterile, suddenly felt thick and charged. The memory of cold champagne soaking through his shirt flashed with visceral clarity. The smell of it. The feel of the sticky fabric against his skin. The sound of shattering crystal.

“Mitch, this is Chloe Sloan, our new communications intern for the off-season and training camp. Top of her class at Mizzou, stellar recommendations, and Avery’s sister, so she’s practically family,” DeShawn said, his practiced smile not quite reaching his eyes. He knew. He had to know about the party. The whole organization probably did by now. “Chloe, this is Mitchell Thorne, our defensive captain. You’ll be shadowing our media team, and Mitch here is one of our key player liaisons. You’ll be coordinating with him on some upcoming community outreach and profile pieces.”

Mitch felt a cold, hard knot form in his gut. No. This was not happening. This was a logistical error. A clerical nightmare. The walking disaster had not just wandered into his stadium; she’d been given a security badge and a role.

Chloe’s gaze met his for a fractured second before skittering away to the frozen image of violence on the screen behind him. She swallowed visibly, her throat working. “Mr. Thorne,” she said, her voice quieter than it had been at the party, but steadier. There was no stammer. “It’s... it’s good to officially meet you. I look forward to learning from the team.”

She extended her hand.

Mitch stared at it. It was small, the nails cut short and clean, no polish. He didn’t move. The silence stretched, broken only by the faint hum of the projector. DeShawn cleared his throat, a subtle warning.

Slowly, deliberately, Mitch turned back to the control panel and hit ‘play.’ The frozen blitz erupted into motion on the screen, the sound of simulated crowd noise and bone-jarring tackles filling the room. He spoke to the screen, not to her.

“Wilson. A word. In the hall.”

It wasn’t a request. It was a command issued in the same low, flat tone he used to call an audible at the line of scrimmage.

He stood, his frame unfolding to its full, intimidating height, and brushed past Chloe without a glance. He didn’t touch her, but his proximity was a force field, pushing her back a step. He held the door open for DeShawn and followed him into the bright, empty hallway, letting the door swing shut behind them, leaving Chloe alone in the dark with the ghostly, repeating play.

In the hallway, Mitch turned on DeShawn. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s an internship program, Mitch. We’ve had them for years,” DeShawn said, his voice dropping into a placating but firm register. “She’s qualified.”

“She’s a liability,” Mitch hissed, keeping his voice down but letting the venom seep through. “You were at the party. You saw. She’s a clumsy kid who doesn’t belong in a professional environment. This isn’t a sorority social.”

“She spilled a drink, Mitch. It was an accident. The world didn’t end.” DeShawn crossed his arms. “And for the record, her ‘clumsy kid’ thesis on the economic impact of minor-league sports franchises won a national award. The commissioner’s office forwarded it to us. She’s sharp. And she’s Avery’s sister. Carter signed off on it.”

Carter. Of course. A flare of betrayal, hot and sudden, sparked in Mitch’s chest. His best friend had let this happen. Had opened the gates.

“This is my workplace. My film room. My locker room,” Mitch said, each word a bullet. “I won’t have a distraction underfoot. Someone who’s going to trip over cables, drop recorders, and ask inane questions.”

“Then consider it a new challenge,” DeShawn said, his patience thinning. “Part of your captaincy is dealing with the media apparatus. She’s part of that apparatus now. Your job is to make sure she doesn’t screw up while she learns. Help her not be a distraction. Guide her.”

“I’m not a babysitter.”

“No, you’re a leader. So lead.” DeShawn checked his watch. “She starts today. Her first assignment is to sit in on the defensive unit’s meeting this afternoon to observe prep dynamics. Be professional.”

With a final, unyielding look, DeShawn walked away, his dress shoes clicking on the polished concrete.

Mitch stood alone in the hallway, the knot in his gut tightening into a cold, hard ball of pure dread. He took a long, slow breath, the kind he took before a critical third-down play. He schooled his features into the usual impassive mask. Then he pushed the door back open.

Chloe hadn’t moved. She was still standing in the same spot, but she was no longer looking at the screen. She was staring at the whiteboard in the corner, where Mitch’s handwriting—neat, precise, all capitals—diagrammed a complex coverage scheme. Her head was tilted slightly, her brow furrowed not in confusion, but in concentration. As if she were trying to decipher a fascinating, foreign text.

She turned as he entered, her expression carefully neutral. The wounded girl from the party was gone, locked away. In her place was someone trying very hard to be a professional. She failed miserably, but the effort was there.

“DeShawn says you’re to observe the defensive meeting at two,” Mitch said, not moving from the doorway. He didn’t enter the room fully. He laid down the law from his position of authority on the threshold.

“Yes, sir,” she said. The ‘sir’ was a surprise. It felt like a tiny, deliberate jab.

“Here are the rules,” he began, his voice leaving no room for argument. “Rule one: you are a shadow. You are silent. You do not speak unless directly spoken to by Coach Riggs or myself. Rule two: you do not touch anything. Not a playbook, not a tablet, not a piece of equipment. Rule three: you do not ask personal questions. Not of me, not of any player. Your job is to observe communications, not initiate them. Rule four: you stay out of the way. The aisles, the doorways, the space around the whiteboard—these are work areas. You will find a wall and you will stand against it. Am I understood?”

He expected her to wilt. To look cowed. To mutter a meek ‘yes.’

Instead, she met his gaze. The summer-sky blue of her eyes was clearer now, and there was a spark in them that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t defiance, exactly. It was more like... resolve.

“I understand the protocols, Mr. Thorne,” she said, her voice even. She lifted her notebook slightly. “My objective is to learn how a championship-level organization manages internal and external messaging under pressure. I’m here to observe systems, not create disruptions.”

She’d paraphrased the internship description back to him. Politely. Professionally. And in doing so, she’d subtly reframed herself from ‘walking disaster’ to ‘objective observer.’

It was a good move. An annoyingly good move.

Mitch felt a flicker of something—not respect, never that—but a recognition that the weapon she was wielding was her mind, not her physical coordination. It was a more dangerous weapon.

He gave a single, curt nod. “Two o’clock. Don’t be late.”

He turned and left, retreating to the only place that made sense: the field.

The empty stadium was his true church. The freshly cut grass smelled of order and possibility. He walked to the 50-yard line, the silence vast and comforting. He replayed the encounter in his head. Her steady voice. Her analyzing gaze on his playbook notations.

A walking disaster with a sharp mind. A worse combination. A clumsy person you could avoid. A smart, clumsy person might try to understand you, and that was a vulnerability he could not afford.

He thought of the last person who’d gotten close, who’d been welcomed into the brotherhood, who’d learned their systems and their trust. Jason Miller. The brother he’d chosen, who had shared his apartment, his dreams, his defensive schemes. Jason, who had sold their third-down package to a division rival for a down payment on a sports car.

The betrayal hadn’t just cost them a playoff game. It had cost Mitch a piece of his soul. It had taught him that trust was the ultimate liability. That warmth was a weakness enemies exploited. Since that day, his world had been built on two principles: protect Carter, and let no one else inside the perimeter.

And now, Chloe Sloan, with her award-winning thesis and her polite ‘sirs’ and her terrifying clumsiness, had been assigned a security pass to the perimeter.

He looked up at the empty stands, imagining them full, roaring. A simple world. An opponent to hit. A gap to fill.

At 1:58 PM, Mitch stood outside the defensive meeting room. The low rumble of his teammates’ voices came from within. He took a breath, his hand on the door handle.

He pulled it open, and there she was. She had followed rule four to the letter. She was standing in the far corner, against the wall, notebook in hand, doing her best impression of a piece of furniture. She was staring straight ahead, her posture rigid. Every player who filed in—the massive defensive ends, the chattering safeties—did a subtle double-take. A new, female face in the inner sanctum was rare. A young, pretty one was unprecedented.

Mitch took his seat at the front of the room, his back to her. He could feel her presence like a slight shift in barometric pressure, a coming storm.

Coach Riggs began the meeting, his voice a gravelly drawl. “Alright, knuckleheads. The parade’s over. Time to look forward. We’re not defending a title. We’re attacking the next one.”

The room focused. Mitch focused harder, forcing himself to lock in on Riggs’ words, on the first glimpses of next season’s schedule on the screen. He was The Wall. Impenetrable. Unshakeable.

But for the first time in a very long time, he was acutely, painfully aware of something—someone—behind him. Listening. Watching. Learning.

The game had just changed. And the playbook for this new, insidious challenge had yet to be written.

—-
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As the meeting droned on with talk of coverage shells and pass-rush stunts, a silent battle of wills waged in the corner. Chloe Sloan, her heart hammering against her ribs, carefully noted not just the plays on the screen, but the way Mitchell Thorne commanded the room without raising his voice. The way the younger players watched him, not the coach. She saw the Wall, formidable and cold. And in that moment, a fierce, stubborn determination crystalized within her. She would not be defined by a spilled drink. She would learn this world, master its language, and prove him wrong. Even if it killed her. Even if, somehow, it was the one thing that could finally, truly, get under his skin.
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​Chapter Three — Ground Rules

​
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The silence in the defensive meeting room was a fragile, paper-thin thing. It wasn’t the comfortable quiet of concentration. It was the loaded silence of twenty-seven massive, highly trained men trying very hard not to look at the small woman scribbling notes in the corner. The only sounds were the dry rasp of Coach Riggs’ marker on the whiteboard and the low hum of the projector fan.

Chloe Sloan pressed her spine harder against the cinderblock wall, as if she could physically merge with it and achieve true invisibility. Her hand moved across her notebook in a quick, shorthand scrawl, capturing not just the X’s and O’s of the defensive scheme Riggs was outlining, but the atmosphere. The hierarchy. The unspoken language.

Riggs = Professor. Thorne = Dean of Discipline, she wrote. Players glance at Thorne for validation after Riggs explains a point. He is the filter. The final word.

She risked a glance at the back of Mitch Thorne’s head. It was a formidable sight, even from behind. His dark, close-cropped hair, the rigid set of his neck and shoulders that seemed to reject the very concept of relaxation. He hadn’t looked at her once since she’d slipped into the room. His entire being was a masterclass in dismissal.

“The Seattle play-action boot,” Riggs was saying, circling a formation on the board. “They burned us for fourteen yards in Week Four. Not again. Thorne, walk them through the adjustment.”

Mitch stood. He didn’t need notes. He moved to the board with the lethal, economical grace of a predator, plucked the marker from Riggs’ hand, and without preamble began to speak.

“The mistake was here,” he said, his voice a low, clear baritone that carried to every corner without effort. He drew a swift, angry line through a linebacker’s assigned zone. “We respected the run fake too much. Weaver.” He pointed the marker at a hulking linebacker with a scar over his eyebrow. “Your eyes went to the running back. They always go to the running back. The quarterback’s shoulder dip was a quarter-inch lower on the bootleg. That’s your tell. That’s the only film you watch this week.”

Weaver gave a solemn, grunted nod. “Yes, sir.”

Chloe’s pen froze. Sir. The same word she’d used, the word that had felt like a formality, a shield. Here, it was different. It was currency. It was respect, earned through violence and intellect, given without hesitation. Mitch Thorne commanded that respect not by yelling, but by being so devastatingly, unarguably right. He saw the game in millimeters and milliseconds.

For the next forty minutes, she watched him dismantle and rebuild the play. He spoke in a coded language of “green-dog blitzes,” “cloud coverage,” and “pattern-match principles.” To the players, it was gospel. To Chloe, it was hieroglyphics. Yet, she transcribed it all, the strange, muscular poetry of it. She saw how he tailored his critique—a blunt hammer for the veteran lineman, a more patient, surgical correction for the rookie defensive back. He was a teacher, a ruthless, brilliant one.

And then, it was over. Riggs clapped his hands once. “Dismissed. Thorne, a word.”

The room erupted into movement, chairs scraping, the low rumble of conversation restarting. The players filed out, a few casting curious or appreciative glances Chloe’s way. She kept her eyes on her notebook, carefully capping her pen, giving them space to pass.

She heard Riggs murmur something to Mitch, too low to catch. Then the coach left, closing the door behind him.

Suddenly, the room was very large, and very empty. And she was alone with Mitchell Thorne.

He hadn’t moved. He was erasing the whiteboard with slow, precise strokes, his back to her. The silence stretched, thick and tense. Chloe took a steadying breath, the one she used before a big presentation. Professional. Observant. A shadow.

She slipped her notebook into her bag and took a step toward the door.

“Sloan.”

His voice stopped her cold, a single word that felt like a command to halt. She turned. He was still facing the board, wiping away the last evidence of his expertise.

“Yes, Mr. Thorne?”

He finished erasing, tossed the cloth onto the ledge, and finally turned to face her. He leaned back against the board, crossing his arms over his chest. The pale blue light from the projector, now displaying the Lions logo, cast half his face in shadow, highlighting the sharp cut of his jaw. His grey eyes were like flint.

“You took notes,” he stated.

“Yes. That’s the purpose of observation.”

“What did you write?”

The question was a challenge, a trap. He was testing her. She met his gaze, refusing to let her nerves into her voice. “I noted Coach Riggs’ pedagogical style. The players’ engagement levels. The specific terminology used to describe zone coverage adjustments. The hierarchy of communication.”

A flicker of something—surprise, maybe—passed behind his eyes so quickly she might have imagined it. He hadn’t expected that answer. He’d expected “football stuff.”

“The hierarchy,” he repeated, his voice flat.

“You’re the primary node,” she said, the analytical part of her brain taking over, distancing her from the intimidation of his presence. “Information flows from Riggs, but it’s validated through you. The younger players, especially, look to your non-verbal cues—a nod, a slight shake of the head—to confirm their understanding. You’re the translator between the coach’s strategy and their execution.”

For a long moment, he just looked at her. The hum of the projector was the only sound. Then, he pushed off from the board and took two steps toward her, stopping a careful, deliberate ten feet away. It was a distance calculated to dominate the space without being overtly threatening.

“Your observation is accurate,” he said, and it felt less like a compliment and more like an acknowledgment of a tactical fact. “Which is why the rules from this morning need to be expanded. And codified.”

He didn’t move, but his presence seemed to fill the gap between them. “The meeting was a controlled environment. What follows is not. You are about to enter operational spaces. The weight room. The training room. The practice field. The locker room hallway. The rules here are not about protocol. They are about survival.”

Chloe felt a prickle on the back of her neck. “Survival?”

“Your survival in this role. And the team’s survival of your presence.” His tone was matter-of-fact, brutal. “Rule one, reiterated and expanded: You are a ghost. You do not initiate interaction with players. You do not smile at them. You do not make small talk. Your cheerfulness is a distraction. Your...” he seemed to search for the right word, his gaze flicking over her polite, attentive expression, “...your sunshine is a liability. Extinguish it.”

The word sunshine felt like a slap. It was the party all over again, but refined, weaponized.

“Rule two: The past is irrelevant. The incident at the championship party does not exist. You will not apologize for it again. You will not refer to it. I have forgotten it. You will do the same. Any attempt to address it will be viewed as an unprofessional attempt at familiarity.”

He hasn’t forgotten it, she thought. He’s building a fortress around it.

“Rule three: My time is not your resource. You will not approach me with questions, unless they are pre-approved by DeShawn Wilson and relate directly to a sanctioned media task. Do not wave at me across the field. Do not attempt to share an elevator. Do not interpret a lack of active hostility as an invitation.”

He was drawing a map of the world with himself as a forbidden continent.

“Rule four: Carter James is off-limits. Your connection to him through your sister is a conflict of interest. You will not use it for access. You will not discuss him with me. You will not report private conversations about him back to your sister. He is the quarterback. You are an intern. The distance between those two positions is infinite. Maintain it.”

Chloe’s hands were clenched at her sides. The professional mask was cracking under the sheer, glacial weight of his disdain. “You think I’m here to gossip? To cause trouble?”

“I think you’re a variable I didn’t account for,” he said, his voice dropping even lower. “Variables lose games. My job is to eliminate variables. These rules are my containment protocol. Follow them, and you may last the summer. Break them...” He let the sentence hang, the implication more powerful than any explicit threat.

The anger, hot and bright, finally broke through her careful control. It wasn’t the messy, flustered anger from the party. It was cold, clear, and sharp. “You’ve made your position abundantly clear, Mr. Thorne. I am a germ you intend to quarantine. A ‘walking disaster’ to be managed. Noted.”

For the first time, she saw a reaction. A tiny, almost imperceptible tightening at the corner of his mouth. He hadn’t expected her to throw his own cruel words back at him.

She took a step forward, not to close the distance, but to plant her feet. “But you should know something. I didn’t earn this internship because my sister is married to the quarterback. I earned it because I understand systems. Because I know how to watch, and listen, and learn. You see variables. I see data points. And from my data, I can already tell you one thing.”

He raised an eyebrow, a silent, dangerous invitation to continue.

“This ‘containment protocol’ of yours?” she said, her voice steady now, laced with a certainty that surprised even her. “It’s based on a faulty premise. You think my presence is the disruption. But the real disruption already happened. It was you, at that party, writing off a person you didn’t know with a single sentence. You created this problem. Your rules are just a moat around a mistake you made. And I’m not very good at respecting moats.”

The silence that followed was absolute. The air crackled with the shock of her words. Mitch Thorne stared at her, his expression utterly unreadable. The flint in his eyes had turned to something harder, colder.

He didn’t speak for what felt like a full minute. He just studied her, as if reassessing a suddenly unexpected formation from an opponent.

Finally, he uncrossed his arms. “Your assessment is noted,” he said, his voice devoid of all emotion. “And irrelevant. The rules stand. You will follow them. This conversation is over.”

He turned and walked to the door, pulling it open. He didn’t look back. “Your orientation tour of the training facilities starts in five minutes. Don’t be late.”

He was gone, the door swinging shut behind him with a soft, definitive click.

Chloe stood alone in the empty room, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. The adrenaline drained away, leaving her trembling. What did you just do? she asked herself. She had directly challenged a man who commanded the respect of giants. She had called the great Mitchell Thorne... wrong.

A slow, shaky breath escaped her. Then another. The fear began to recede, replaced by a strange, buoyant feeling. She hadn’t wilted. She hadn’t stammered. She’d stood her ground. She’d even, maybe, scored a point.

She looked at the pristine whiteboard, now blank. A clean slate. He could erase his X’s and O’s. He could issue his decrees. But he couldn’t erase what had just happened. He couldn’t un-hear her words.

She slung her bag over her shoulder and headed for the door. As she reached for the handle, she paused. A small, defiant smile touched her lips, the first genuine one she’d felt all day.

Extinguish my sunshine? she thought, stepping out into the bright hallway. We’ll see about that.

She had five minutes to find the training facility. She wouldn’t be late. She would be early. She would be observant. She would be professional.

And she would, quietly, cheerfully, and with meticulous precision, ignore every single one of his stupid rules.

—-
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In the cold, sterile quiet of the head coach’s office, Mitch Thorne stood staring out the window at the practice fields below. Riggs was gone. The playbook for next season was open on the desk, but Mitch wasn’t seeing it. He was seeing a pair of defiant blue eyes and hearing a voice that had, for a split second, cut through the static of his own certainty. You created this problem. The words echoed, annoying and persistent. She was wrong, of course. Chaos was the problem. She was chaos. And yet... she had seen the hierarchy. She had understood his role. She had looked at his fortress and called it a moat. A mistake. He clenched his jaw, forcing the thoughts away. She was a variable. Nothing more. But as he turned back to the playbook, a single, unbidden thought slipped through his defenses: variables, in his experience, had a dangerous habit of changing the entire equation.
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​Chapter  Four — The Ghost in the Locker Room
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The St. Louis Lions' training complex was a monument to modern athletic science, a cathedral of sweat and ambition. For Chloe, navigating its sterile, echoing hallways felt like traversing the veins of a living, breathing creature. The air hummed with a low-grade energy—the distant clank of weights, the squeak of sneakers on polished floors, the murmur of trainers and physical therapists speaking in their own clinical tongue.

She moved like a ghost, just as he’d ordered. But her eyes were everywhere, a camera lens absorbing data.

Her official orientation had been a blur of fire exits, HR policies, and introductions to the media team—a harried group of professionals who welcomed her with a kind of distracted bemusement. Her real education, she knew, was happening now, in the margins.

She found a semi-secluded alcove near the entrance to the hydrotherapy room, a space with a bench and a view of the main corridor. It was her first observational post. She opened her notebook to a fresh page, titled: Ecosystem – Non-Game Day.

The players moved through the space with a palpable, animal grace. Even in sweatpants and hoodies, they were giants. They traveled in small, fluid packs, their laughter booming, their conversations a coded blend of trash talk, video game strategies, and, occasionally, a technical critique of yesterday’s film session. She saw the hierarchies play out in real-time. Rookies carried extra equipment, their eyes watchful. Veterans like Weaver moved with a relaxed, proprietary air.

And then there was Carter.

He moved differently than the others. There was a gravitational pull around the quarterback. A respect that was less about fear, like with Mitch, and more about a central, sunny authority. Players clapped him on the shoulder, leaned in to hear him. He was the sun around which the offense orbited. Seeing him here, in his element, so clearly beloved, sent a complex twist through Chloe’s heart—pride for her brother-in-law, and a fresh, sharp sting of her own isolation. She was Avery’s sister, but that connection felt like a passport to a country where she didn’t speak the language.

Her pen moved quickly. Social structure is tribal, based on position groups and tenure. Carter = communal leader. Thorne =...

She paused. Where was he?

As if summoned by her thought, the energy in the corridor shifted. The easy laughter didn’t die, but it lowered in volume, became more focused. The packs of players subtly tightened their formations.

Mitchell Thorne emerged from the direction of the defensive film room. He wasn’t in workout gear. He wore dark jeans and a fitted, grey Lions polo that emphasized the sheer power of his build. He walked with a purpose that cleared a path without him seeming to notice the people in it. His eyes were fixed on a point in the distance, his expression the usual impenetrable mask.

But Chloe, from her shadowed alcove, saw what the players likely missed. She saw the slight, almost imperceptible favoring of his right leg. Not a limp, but a carefulness, a minute hesitation as he planted that foot, a subtle redistribution of weight to the left. It was the kind of detail you only saw if you were looking for cracks in the wall.

He was headed for the locker room.

A rookie defensive back, a speedy kid named Davis with a bright, eager face, stepped into his path, holding a tablet. “Captain Thorne? Sorry, sir, I had a question about the nickel alignment from the film. When the slot receiver goes in motion, you said to...”

Thorne stopped. He didn’t sigh, didn’t show irritation. He simply turned his head and looked at Davis. He didn’t take the tablet. “The answer is in your playbook, Davis. Pages forty-two and forty-three. If it’s not clear after you’ve read it twice, ask Coach Riggs.”

His tone wasn’t unkind. It was coldly efficient. A redirect. “I don’t have time for questions you can answer yourself.”

Davis’s eager face faltered. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” He scurried away, cheeks flushed.

Thorne continued his march. Chloe watched him go, her earlier defiance cooling into something more analytical. This wasn’t just about her. This was his default state. A fortress with the drawbridge permanently raised. Why? What required this level of perpetual defense?

Later, from a different vantage point near the nutrition station, she saw it again. Two veteran offensive linemen were joking with Carter, their voices carrying.

“...so
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