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  For everyone who learned, the hard way, that the people worth keeping are the ones who stay after you finally tell the truth.

And for anyone still standing on ice they’re afraid won’t hold. It holds more often than you think.






  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        1. Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        2. Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        3. Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        4. Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        5. Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        6. Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        7. Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        8. Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        9. Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        10. Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        11. Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        12. Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        13. Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        14. Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        15. Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        16. Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        17. Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        18. Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        19. Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        20. Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        21. Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        22. Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        23. Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        24. Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        25. Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        26. Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        27. Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        28. Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        29. Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        30. Chapter 30
        
      

    
      	
        31. Chapter 31
        
      

    
      	
        32. Chapter 32
        
      

    
      	
        33. Chapter 33
        
      

    
      	
        34. Chapter 34
        
      

    
    


  



  Acknowledgments



To my editor, for the hard questions this book needed.

To my agent, for believing in Wyatt and Sloane from the very first pitch.

To readers of enemies-to-lovers romance, who keep this genre alive. This one’s for you.

To everyone who has ever hidden something out of fear it would make them unlovable, and everyone who loved them through it anyway.

Thank you for reading Thin Ice.








  
  One

  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




The puck came from Delgado’s stick at an angle Wyatt had stopped a thousand times, low glove side, nothing tricky about it, the kind of shot he could have caught blindfolded two years ago. He didn’t catch it blindfolded. He didn’t catch it at all.

It clipped the inside of his pad and skittered past him into the mesh, and for one full second the ice went quiet in that specific way it did when something wrong had just happened in a room full of people paid to notice wrong things.

“Nice glove,” Delgado called out, skating past the crease with his arms up like he’d just won something more than a Tuesday morning drill.

“Nice shot,” Wyatt said back, flat, already resetting his stance. “Do it again and I’ll actually stop it.”

A few of the guys laughed. Rourke banged his stick twice against the boards, which was as close as their goalie coach got to sympathy. Wyatt tapped his blocker against his pads, twice, the same ritual he’d done since juniors, a habit that meant nothing and everything, a way of telling his body to shut up and get back to work.

The truth was he hadn’t lost the puck in traffic. He hadn’t misjudged the angle. For about half a second, right as Delgado released the shot, the overhead lights above the far blue line had done something they weren’t supposed to do, flared white and doubled at the edges, and the net in front of him had gone soft around the borders like someone had taken an eraser to the boards behind it. It came back fast. It always came back fast. But fast wasn’t the same as before it happened, and before it happened was the only version of his eyes he was allowed to have if he wanted to keep his job.

He pushed off the post and squared up for the next rush.

Practice ran another forty minutes after that, small-area battles, a power play walkthrough, a scrimmage that didn’t matter and that he treated like it did anyway because treating things like they mattered was the only insurance policy he had left. He stopped the next eleven shots clean. He stopped a breakaway from Okafor with a paddle-down save that got a real cheer out of the bench, the kind reserved for saves that looked good on a highlight reel nobody would ever make for a Tuesday practice. By the time Rourke blew the whistle for stretching, Wyatt had mostly convinced his own coaching staff that the Delgado goal had been a blip, a bad bounce, nothing.

He had not convinced himself. And he definitely had not convinced the woman sitting on the bench at the far end of the rink with a notebook open on her knee and her eyes on him instead of on whatever she was supposed to be writing.

He’d clocked her the second she walked in that morning, because clocking every person in a room was a reflex now, the kind of thing you developed when you couldn’t afford surprises coming at you from the sides. New hire. Team psychologist, according to the memo that had gone around two weeks ago, the one he’d skimmed for exactly as long as it took to confirm it wasn’t about him. Sloane Kerrigan. She had dark hair pulled back tight enough that not a single piece of it moved when she turned her head, and she wore the kind of quiet, expensive-looking coat that made it clear she hadn’t dressed for a hockey rink so much as tolerated one.

She hadn’t taken a single note the entire practice, as far as he could tell. She’d just watched.

He skated a slow lap to cool down, made a point of not looking at the bench again, and lost that particular argument with himself somewhere around center ice.

She was still watching. Not in the unfocused way people watched practice when they were bored and waiting for lunch, but in the specific, unhurried way you watched something you were trying to solve. He knew that look. He’d worn that look himself, studying shooters on film, trying to find the tell in a guy’s hips before he ever got the puck. It was not a comfortable thing to have pointed at you.

He skated over anyway, because avoiding her would have looked like exactly what it was, and he’d rather take the hit in person than let it sit there as a thing she’d noticed about him on day one.

“You’re supposed to clap when someone makes a save like that,” he said, nodding back toward the net where he’d stoned Okafor twenty minutes earlier. “It’s league policy. I could get you fined for withholding applause.”

“I’ll take my chances.” She didn’t smile, exactly, but something in her face shifted half a degree, like she was allowing the joke to exist in the room without agreeing to laugh at it. “You want to tell me what happened on the Delgado shot?”

He should have seen that coming. He hadn’t, not really, not the directness of it, delivered flat and immediate with no windup, no small talk first, no easing into the question the way Feld would have, the way Rourke would have. She’d gone straight for it like she was ordering coffee.

“Bad angle,” he said. “He caught me cheating post-side.”

“You weren’t cheating post-side. You were square to him the whole time.” She said it without any heat, just correcting a fact, the way you’d tell someone their shoelace was untied. “And you didn’t misjudge the shot. You looked like you lost it for a second. Then found it again.”

Wyatt kept his face doing the thing it had done in front of reporters for six years, easy, a little bored, nothing underneath it worth digging for. “You a scout now too? Should I be worried about my ice time?”

“I’m asking because it’s my job to notice things like that. Not because I’m trying to take your job.” She tilted her head slightly, the notebook still closed on her knee, untouched. “Was there a glare off the boards? Something with the lights?”

He felt it land somewhere behind his sternum, a small, cold thing, precise as a scalpel. Not a guess. She hadn’t said did something distract you or are you feeling okay, the vague, generous questions people asked when they wanted to give you room to lie comfortably. She’d said glare. She’d said lights. Two specific words that had no business coming out of a psychologist’s mouth on her first week unless she’d actually seen something in the half second his stance had wavered, something most people, including three coaches who’d known him for years, had missed completely.

“You’ve got a good imagination,” he said, and even to his own ears it came out a beat too fast, a beat too light.

“I’ve got decent eyes.” A pause, small, deliberate, the kind of pause a person left when they wanted you to notice they were leaving it. “Which is sort of the irony, given what I’m asking you about.”

He almost respected that. Almost. Mostly he wanted to be anywhere else on the ice that wasn’t twelve feet from this woman and her closed notebook and her flat, patient stare that didn’t blink first the way most people’s did when he turned the charm dial up and waited for them to fold.

“I lost the puck in a screen,” he said. “Delgado’s a big body. Happens all the time. You want, I’ll pull the clip and walk you through goalie positioning, but I promise it’s not as interesting as you’re hoping.”

“I didn’t say I was hoping for anything.”

“You’ve got a face that says otherwise.”

That one almost got her. He saw it, the smallest flicker at the corner of her mouth, gone before it could commit to being a smile, filed away somewhere behind eyes that had already gone back to unreadable. She stood up from the bench, unhurried, the notebook tucked under her arm, still closed, still empty as far as he knew.

“For what it’s worth,” she said, “nobody else on that bench noticed. Rourke was watching Okafor’s shot selection. The guys were resetting for the next drill. You covered it well.”

“There was nothing to cover.”

“Sure.” She said it the way you’d agree with a kid who insisted the dog ate his homework, patient, unbothered, entirely unconvinced. “I’ve got a session with two of the rookies at eleven. I’ll let you get back to whatever story you’re telling yourself about a bad angle.”

She turned and walked off toward the tunnel before he could find the next line, which was, he realized with a specific kind of irritation, exactly the outcome she’d wanted. She hadn’t pushed. She hadn’t made a scene of it, hadn’t flagged him to Rourke on the spot, hadn’t done any of the things that would have let him get properly angry at her instead of at himself. She’d just planted the question and walked away and left it sitting there in his chest like a puck he couldn’t quite clear from his own zone.

He skated one more slow loop before heading in, not because he needed to, but because he needed a minute where nobody was watching his face do whatever it was doing.

The truth, the version he didn’t say out loud to Rourke or Feld or the two dozen reporters who’d ask him some version of how’s the vision, Wyatt, all good back there over the course of this season like it was a joke they’d all agreed to keep telling, was that the flare had lasted longer than usual. Not dangerous long. Not scary long. Two seconds, maybe three, the net edges gone fuzzy at the margins while the center held sharp, like looking through a window somebody had started to frost over from the outside in. It had happened twice last week too, both times in low light transitioning to bright, both times gone before anyone could ask him about it, both times filed away in the part of his brain where he kept things he had decided not to think about until he absolutely had to.

He was twenty-nine years old. He had a diagnosis with a name he’d looked up exactly once, at two in the morning, on a hotel Wi-Fi network in Nashville eight months ago, and had not looked up again since, because there was a particular kind of knowledge that got heavier every time you picked it back up, and he’d rather carry it once and set it down than keep hauling it out to check if it had gotten smaller. It hadn’t gotten smaller. He knew that without checking. Things like that never did.

What he had was a system. Track the light sources in any room before you track the people in it. Know where the sun sits relative to every rink you play in, home and away, because the glass caught it different in every building. Keep the ice cold in his head at all times, literally and otherwise, because cold ice reflected clean and hot ice reflected badly, and on the nights the building ran warm the glare came sooner and stayed longer, and he’d learned the hard way in February that a building running four degrees warmer than usual could turn a routine shot into the kind of moment that had just happened with Delgado.

The system worked. Mostly. It had worked for eight months, through a full second half of a season and a playoff run that ended one round short of the one everybody in this city actually cared about, and not one person in the organization suspected there was anything to notice, because Wyatt Shaw had built an entire career on being the guy nobody needed to worry about. Steady. Durable. The kind of goalie a franchise could build a decade around without ever once having to ask if he was going to be okay.

The system had one flaw, and the flaw wasn’t optical. The flaw was that it required nobody looking closely enough to see the workaround for what it was. And in one conversation, on the bench, in a coat that didn’t belong at a hockey rink, a woman he’d known for exactly eleven days had looked directly at the workaround and called it by something close to its real name.

He showered longer than he needed to. Standing under water that ran too hot was another small system, another way of buying a few extra minutes before he had to walk out into a locker room full of guys who’d ask him if he wanted to grab food, guys who would read absolutely nothing into his silence because there was nothing to read into normally, because normally his silence was just Wyatt being Wyatt, a guy who saved his talking for game days and let everybody else fill the space in between.

Okafor was still in his stall when Wyatt came out, half dressed, scrolling something on his phone. “You good, man? You went quiet out there after the Delgado thing.”

“I’m always quiet.”

“You’re quiet like a guy who’s thinking about something. Different quiet.” Okafor didn’t look up from his phone, said it easy, no real weight behind it, the kind of thing a teammate says because he’s supposed to say something, not because he expects an actual answer. “Delgado’s shot wasn’t even that good.”

“It was a good shot.”

“It was an average shot and you know it.” Okafor grinned, finally glancing up. “You getting old on me, Shaw?”

“Twenty-nine isn’t old.”

“Twenty-nine is old for a guy who used to eat shots like that for breakfast.” He said it lightly, already turning back to his phone, already moving past it the way healthy conversations moved past things, the way Wyatt wished every conversation about this could move past things, quick, unbothered, no follow-up question waiting underneath it with its arms crossed.

He got dressed. He answered two texts, one from his agent about a scheduling thing that didn’t matter, one from his mother that just said saw the highlight, proud of you, call your brother, he misses you, which meant Colt had probably said something to her about not hearing from him in a while, which meant Wyatt owed his little brother a phone call he’d been putting off for reasons that had nothing to do with Colt and everything to do with how hard it was to sound like nothing was wrong for the length of an entire conversation instead of just a locker room exchange.

He left the facility through the back entrance, the one that avoided the row of cameras that sometimes camped near the main doors on practice days when the beat writers were bored enough to want quotes about nothing. The parking lot was cold in the particular gray way Boston got cold in early fall, the kind of cold that came with flat light instead of harsh light, no glare to worry about, nothing his eyes needed to work around. He appreciated flat light more than he’d ever admit to another living person. It was the one thing about the coming winter he was actually looking forward to, months of overcast skies doing half his job for him.

He was almost to his car when he saw her again, thirty yards off, walking toward a sedan parked near the far end of the lot, notebook still tucked under her arm, phone now pressed to her ear, saying something too quiet to carry across the distance between them. She didn’t look over. He told himself that was fine, that there was no reason she should, that the entire conversation on the bench had probably already left her head the second she walked into her eleven o’clock with the rookies, filed under whatever category new hires filed odd goaltender behavior into during their first two weeks on a job.

He got in his car and sat there for a second longer than he needed to before starting the engine, replaying the exact words she’d used. Was there a glare off the boards. Something with the lights. Not are you okay. Not is something distracting you. Specific. Targeted. The kind of question you only asked if you already had a theory and were checking it against the evidence, not fishing around for one.

He’d spent eight months building a system designed to survive scrutiny from people who knew hockey. He had not built anything designed to survive scrutiny from someone whose entire job was reading what a person’s body did when the person themselves was busy lying about it.

He started the car and pulled out of the lot, already rehearsing, without meaning to, the easy answer he’d give if she asked him again. Bad angle. Screen. Lost it in traffic. Three explanations, all plausible, all things that happened to goaltenders every single week of every single season, none of them true, all of them ready to go the next time Sloane Kerrigan looked at him from a bench with that patient, unhurried expression and asked him a question with an answer already built into it.

He just hadn’t figured out yet what he was going to do the day the easy answer stopped working. Because something in the way she’d said decent eyes, dry, almost amused, entirely unbothered by his deflection, told him that day was going to arrive a lot sooner than he wanted it to.
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The email hit his phone at 7:42 the next morning, while he was still standing in his kitchen in sweatpants, waiting for coffee that wasn’t ready yet. Subject line: Follow up, player wellness. Sender: Sloane Kerrigan. He read it twice standing at the counter before his coffee finished brewing, which felt like its own small defeat, that he’d let two lines of institutional email eat that much of his morning.

Hi Wyatt, following up on yesterday’s practice. Coach Rourke asked me to check in given the sequence around the Delgado shot. Nothing urgent, just want to grab twenty minutes today if your schedule allows. I’m free after eleven. Sloane.

Nothing urgent. He read that part a third time, because it was the kind of sentence people wrote specifically so the reader would notice everything urgent hiding underneath it. Rourke asked me to check in. That was the part that actually mattered, the part that meant this had already left the private conversation between the two of them on the bench and become something with paperwork attached to it, something that existed in whatever system the training staff used to track who might be a problem before the problem became visible to anyone who mattered.

He set the phone face down on the counter and poured the coffee anyway, because there was a version of the day where he pretended this was routine long enough that it might actually become routine, and he intended to live in that version for as long as he could manage it.

It lasted until he got to the facility.

Rourke caught him in the hallway outside the equipment room, which was its own kind of message, because Rourke never wasted a hallway conversation on something small. He was a big man who moved like he was still surprised by his own size, all shoulders, a voice permanently set to the volume of a man used to being heard over skate blades and crowd noise even when the room was silent.

“You get Kerrigan’s email?”

“Got it.”

“Good.” Rourke nodded, once, like that settled something. “Not a big deal. She flagged the Delgado sequence to me, said something looked off with your reaction time, wanted to run it by you before it went in a report.”

Wyatt kept his face level. “There’s a report?”

“There’s always a report, Shaw, you’ve been in this league nine years, you know how this works. Weekly wellness notes go up the chain whether anything’s wrong or not. It’s not a big deal unless you make it one.” Rourke said it with the particular patience of a coach delivering a lecture he’d delivered a hundred times before, to a hundred players who’d all needed to hear the same thing about not letting a small process become a big story. “Go talk to her. Get it off the books. You’ve got a clean bill from Feld two weeks ago, this isn’t going anywhere unless you act like it’s going somewhere.”

“I’m not acting like anything.”

“Good. Keep it that way.” Rourke clapped him once on the shoulder, the universal coach gesture that meant conversation over, and walked off toward the ice, already thinking about line combinations or power play sets or whatever occupied the actual real estate of his attention on a Wednesday morning, already three steps removed from a conversation Wyatt was going to be carrying around in his chest for the rest of the day.

He had two and a half hours before eleven. He spent most of them not thinking about it, in the specific, effortful way that not thinking about something takes more energy than thinking about it directly. He did a lower body lift with Diaz from strength and conditioning, made small talk about a fantasy football league he wasn’t actually in, ate a protein bar that tasted like compressed cardboard, and checked his phone four separate times for no reason he could name beyond the fact that checking his phone was easier than sitting still with the actual problem.

At 10:50 he walked down the corridor toward the sports medicine wing, past the cluster of offices that had been added to the facility two years ago during a renovation nobody on the roster had asked for, past the door with Dr. Feld’s name on it, to the smaller office at the end of the hall that still had a piece of blue painter’s tape on the nameplate holder, the actual plate not yet installed, just a printed sheet of paper that said S. Kerrigan in a plain font that somehow managed to look exactly like her.

The door was open. She was at her desk, not behind a laptop, just sitting with a legal pad in front of her and a pen she wasn’t currently using, like she’d been waiting without the visible impatience of someone who minded waiting.

“You’re early,” she said, not looking up right away.

“You said after eleven.”

“I did.” She looked up then, gestured at the chair across from her desk, a plain office chair that had clearly been furnished by whoever handled facilities purchasing and not by anyone with an opinion about comfort. “Sit if you want. Or don’t. Some guys prefer to stand for these.”

“These.” He didn’t sit, not yet, stayed near the doorway with one shoulder against the frame, arms crossed, the posture of a man who’d decided the conversation could happen but hadn’t decided how much of himself he was going to bring to it. “How many of these have you run so far? You’ve been here what, two weeks?”

“Eleven days. And enough to know most guys start standing and end up sitting.” She said it without any edge to it, just an observation, filed and delivered flat. “You don’t have to be one of them today if you don’t want to be.”

He came in and sat, mostly because standing in the doorway like a man bracing for an ambush felt worse than just getting it over with, and partly because there was something about her flat, unhurried delivery that made standing there feel like a performance he was putting on for an audience who’d already stopped watching.

“So,” he said. “Wellness check. What do you need from me.”

“I need you to tell me what happened on the Delgado shot.” She said it exactly the way she’d said it on the bench, no different inflection, no softer edges now that they were behind a closed door instead of out on open ice. “Same question as yesterday. I’m hoping you give me a different answer, but I’m not going to pretend I expect one.”

“It was a screen.”

“It wasn’t a screen.” She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t lean forward like she was pressing an advantage. She just said it, flat and factual, the same way she’d have told him the time or the weather. “I pulled the clip last night. Delgado’s body never got between you and the release point. Your sightline was clean the entire sequence. Whatever happened, it happened somewhere other than traffic.”

Something cold moved through his chest, quick and precise. She’d pulled the clip. She’d gone home, or wherever she went after eleven days on a new job, and pulled game footage of a Tuesday practice drill specifically to check whether his excuse held up, and it hadn’t, and now she was sitting across from him with a legal pad she wasn’t writing on, laying that fact on the desk between them like a card she’d been holding since yesterday and had decided, calmly, without any particular urgency, that it was time to play.

“You pulled practice footage,” he said. “For a drill goal in a Tuesday session.”

“I pull footage on anything Rourke flags to me. It’s the job.” She tilted her head slightly, the same gesture from yesterday, the one that meant she was recalibrating something in real time. “You seem more bothered by the fact that I checked than by the fact that you weren’t telling the truth.”

“I’m not bothered.”

“You’re something.” She said it without heat, almost gently, which was somehow worse than if she’d said it sharp. “I’m not trying to catch you in a lie for the sake of catching you. I don’t get anything out of that. I’m trying to understand what happened for about a second and a half on that ice, because it’s my job to flag anything that could be a risk to you or the team, and right now I don’t have enough information to know which category this falls into.”

“There’s no category. It was one bad rep.”

“Then help me understand what made it bad.” She finally picked up the pen, not to write, just to hold, turning it slowly between two fingers, a small tell he filed away without meaning to, the way he filed away every small thing about everyone, an old habit from a career spent reading bodies for information they weren’t offering out loud. “Was it a headache. Dizziness. Something with your vision. Something entirely unrelated, stress, sleep, something going on outside the rink that’s got your head somewhere else. I’m not going to guess right if you don’t give me anything to work with, and guessing wrong is worse for you than telling me the truth, because a wrong guess gets written down too.”

There it was again. The specificity. She hadn’t said something’s off, she’d offered a list, and vision had been sitting right there in the middle of it, not first, not emphasized, just present among four or five other reasonable explanations, which was either an accident of how she constructed sentences or a very deliberate way of seeing whether his face did anything different when that particular word passed between them.

He kept his face doing nothing. He was good at that. Six years of postgame interviews after losses that weren’t his fault and wins that were entirely his fault had taught him how to keep his face doing nothing under far worse lighting than a beige office with one window and a legal pad he wasn’t being asked to sign.

“I didn’t sleep great,” he said. “Travel schedule’s been rough. That’s probably all it was.”

“Probably.” She wrote something down then, finally, two or three words he couldn’t read upside down and didn’t try very hard to. “How’s your sleep been generally. Not just this week.”

“Fine.”

“Fine like actually fine, or fine like the answer guys give me so I stop asking?”

“Is there a difference?”

“There’s a huge difference, and you know there is, because you just gave me the second kind on purpose.” She said it almost warmly, which threw him more than if she’d said it cold, like she found something almost funny about how quickly he’d fallen back on the reflex. “I’m not trying to trap you into a phrase. I’m asking a straightforward question. How’s your sleep.”

He exhaled through his nose, a short, controlled thing, buying himself half a second. “It’s fine. I travel a lot. Hotel beds. Normal stuff.”

“Okay.” She didn’t push it further, which surprised him, wrote another word or two, and moved on with the same even pace, no triumph in her voice at having gotten even that much of an admission out of him. “Any headaches recently? Especially around bright light, arena lighting, screens?”

“No.”

“Any changes in how things look. Edges. Peripheral stuff. Anything that feels different from a year ago, even slightly.”

The question sat in the room a full second longer than it needed to, because he took a full second longer than he should have to answer it, and he watched something shift very slightly behind her eyes when he did, a flicker of attention sharpening, though her face otherwise didn’t change at all.

“No,” he said. “Nothing like that.”

“Okay.” She wrote something down. He hated that she wrote something down. He hated more that he had no idea what it said, and that not knowing was going to sit in his chest for the rest of the day like a stone he’d swallowed on purpose. “Last question, and then I’ll let you get out of here. Is there anything, medical or otherwise, that you’re not telling your team doctor right now, that might be relevant to your performance.”

It landed exactly the way she must have known it would land, direct enough that a straight no would sound like exactly what it was, evasive enough in its own construction that a straight no also gave him room to answer honestly about the specific phrasing without answering honestly about the actual thing. Not telling your team doctor. He was telling Feld things. He just wasn’t telling him everything, which was a distinction so thin it barely existed, and he suspected, from the way she’d built the sentence, that she already knew the distinction was thin and had built it that way on purpose, leaving him a door he could walk through without technically lying, hoping he’d notice the door was there and take it.

He didn’t take it.

“No,” he said. “Nothing like that.”

She held his eyes for a beat longer than the answer required, long enough that he understood she’d heard exactly what he hadn’t said as clearly as what he had, and then she nodded, once, and set the pen down.

“Okay,” she said again, and this time there was something almost gentle underneath the word, not pity, he’d have walked out the door if it had been pity, something closer to patience, the specific patience of someone willing to let a wrong answer stand today because she had a reasonable expectation of more days to ask the question again. “I’m going to note that you reported normal sleep, no headaches, no vision changes, and no undisclosed medical concerns. That’ll go in the file Rourke sees. If any of that changes, or if I notice anything else on the ice that concerns me, I’m going to ask again. Probably more than once. That’s not a threat, it’s just how this works.”

“Understood.” He stood up before she’d finished saying it, which was its own tell, and he knew it, and didn’t particularly care.

“Wyatt.” She said his name for the first time since he’d walked in, and something about hearing it in her voice, flat, careful, entirely without the false warmth people used when they wanted something from you, made him stop with one hand already on the door frame. “For what it’s worth, I’m not trying to end anyone’s season. I’m trying to make sure nobody’s out there hiding something that gets them hurt, or gets someone else hurt. That’s the whole job. It’s not adversarial unless you decide it is.”

“I don’t decide anything,” he said. “I just play goalie.”

“Sure you do.” She said it dry, almost amused again, the same flicker from yesterday that never quite committed to becoming a full smile. “Get some sleep, Shaw. Actual sleep, not hotel-bed sleep.”

He didn’t answer that. He walked out into the hallway, past Feld’s office with its proper nameplate, past the equipment room where Diaz was loading resistance bands onto a rack, out into the corridor that led back toward the ice, and it wasn’t until he was standing at the tunnel entrance, staring out at the empty sheet of ice glowing under the practice lights, that he let himself exhale the way he’d been wanting to since he sat down in that chair.

Twenty minutes. She’d told him twenty minutes and it had been closer to fifteen, and somehow those fifteen minutes had left him more rattled than an entire two and a half hour wait beforehand had managed to. Not because she’d caught him, not exactly, she hadn’t gotten a confession out of him, hadn’t gotten anything on the record beyond four flat denials he’d delivered as evenly as he delivered postgame quotes about a loss that wasn’t his fault. But she’d built a file. Sleep, headaches, vision, undisclosed concerns, four boxes, four no’s, all of it sitting somewhere now in whatever system tracked player wellness for a franchise that had a lot riding on him finishing this season looking exactly like the goalie they’d built their next contract negotiation around.

Four no’s he was going to have to keep matching, session after session, for as long as she kept noticing things that made her ask.

He thought about the way she’d said the word probably back to him, twice, both times without any accusation in it, both times landing like a small, precise blade anyway. Probably that was all it was. Probably fine, not fine like the answer guys give me so I stop asking. She hadn’t believed either answer, and she hadn’t pretended to, and there was something almost more unsettling about a person who didn’t bother pretending to believe you than about a person who called you a liar outright, because at least the second kind gave you something to push back against.

He pulled his phone out in the hallway, saw a text from Colt he still hadn’t answered from two days ago, saw the missed call notification from his mother he’d let go to voicemail last night because he hadn’t trusted his own voice to sound normal enough for eight full minutes on the phone with a woman who’d spent his entire childhood learning to hear the things he didn’t say out loud.

He put the phone away without answering either one.

Practice started in twenty minutes. He had time to get dressed, get his head somewhere useful, run through the light checklist he ran through in every rink now without ever writing it down anywhere, without ever saying it out loud to a single soul, track the sun angle through the high windows on the west side, note where the practice lights sat relative to the far blue line, keep the sequence sharp in his head the way he used to keep shooter tendencies sharp, a private scouting report on a building instead of an opponent.

He was good at the system. He’d been good at it for eight months, and eight months was long enough that he’d started, somewhere in the back of his mind, to believe it might just keep working indefinitely, that the workaround might simply become the new normal, unremarkable, permanent, his alone.

Eleven days into the season and a woman with a legal pad and an office that still had painter’s tape instead of a nameplate had already found the exact shape of what he was hiding without once saying its actual name, and he had no idea yet whether that made her a problem he needed to survive or something else entirely, something he didn’t have a category for, something that unsettled him a great deal more than a bad angle on a Tuesday shot ever could.
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She caught him three days later in a place she had no business being, the players’ lounge on a Saturday afternoon before an evening game, which was territory that belonged to the team in a way her office down the medical corridor did not. He was on the couch with his skates already broken in and sitting by the door, a bowl of pasta in his lap that the kitchen staff made the same way every game day because Wyatt had once mentioned he liked it and nobody had bothered to ask him again in four years, and he looked up from the television, which was playing some afternoon slate of college football nobody in the room was actually watching, and found her standing in the doorway like she’d wandered in by accident and then decided against leaving.

“This a restricted area?” she asked. “Nobody stopped me at the door.”

“Nobody stops anybody at any door around here. That’s kind of the problem.” He gestured vaguely at the empty half of the couch, not quite an invitation, more a acknowledgment that she existed in the room and he wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. “You lost?”

“I was looking for Diaz. Got directions from someone who clearly doesn’t know this building as well as he thinks he does.” She didn’t sit. She leaned against the doorframe instead, arms loosely crossed, the posture of someone who’d decided to stay for exactly as long as the conversation stayed interesting and not one second longer. “You’ve got a game tonight.”

“I do.”

“You look relaxed for a guy with a game tonight.”

“I look bored for a guy with a game tonight. There’s a difference. Relaxed is a choice. Bored is what happens when college football’s on and none of it means anything to you.” He set the pasta bowl down on the coffee table, not because he was finished, but because eating in front of someone felt like a specific kind of vulnerability he wasn’t in the mood for at the moment, one more thing she could watch and file away. “You always work Saturdays?”

“I work whenever the team plays. That’s the job description, apparently. Nobody mentioned that part in the interview.” She said it dry, and something in the delivery told him it wasn’t quite a complaint, more an observation filed under things she’d learned the hard way in her first two weeks. “I’m supposed to have a floating presence on game days. Rourke’s words. I think it means I’m supposed to look useful without getting in anyone’s way.”

“How’s that going?”

“Poorly. Everyone treats me like I’m going to diagnose them for breathing wrong.” She glanced at the television, at the muted crawl of a score nobody in the room cared about, then back at him. “You’re the first person today who’s talked to me like I’m a



































































