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Disclaimer

THIS BOOK IS FOR ENTERTAINMENT purposes only. The information provided is based on the author's research and experience. Results may vary. This is not professional advice—consult qualified experts for your specific situation.

Dedication

FOR ANYONE WHO HAS ever felt like a monster, and for the one who saw the person underneath.

Preface

THIS BOOK IS FOR YOU if you've ever looked at a star athlete and wondered what they're *really* thinking. It’s for you if you love a story where the tension crackles on and off the ice, and the stakes are life, death, and the exposure of a world hidden in plain sight. We're about to pull back the curtain on Liam "Stonewall" Korbinian, a man who isn't just a goalie but a guardian, and Elara Vance, the reporter who might be his greatest threat or his only salvation. You'll get a front-row seat to a forbidden romance, an ancient war, and the heart-pounding action of professional hockey. This isn't just a game. It's a battle for souls.
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We all wear masks.

You wear one at work, a different one with your family, maybe another with your friends. They're tools of survival, ways to navigate the complex social worlds we build. We sand down our rough edges, hide the parts of ourselves we think are too strange, too broken, or too much for other people to handle. It’s a normal, human thing to do.

But what if your mask wasn’t just a social convenience? What if it was the only thing keeping the world from shattering?

Picture this: You’re standing in front of six feet of net, wearing 40 pounds of gear. A frozen rubber disc is flying at your face at over 100 miles per hour, and your only job is to be the wall. The immovable object. The one thing that stands between victory and defeat. For the 18,000 screaming fans, you’re a hero or a goat, depending on the night. They see the focus, the intensity, the almost supernatural calm. They call you "Stonewall."

They have no idea how right they are.

This is the world of Liam Korbinian, star goalie for the New York Vipers. To the public, he’s an enigma—a stoic, impenetrable athlete at the top of his game. But when the lights go down and the city sleeps, he becomes something else. He’s a protector of a different kind, a member of an ancient order of Gargoyles sworn to an Iron Pact: defend humanity from the things that hunt in the shadows. His team isn't just a team; it's his flight. His duty isn't just to stop pucks; it's to stop monsters.

For centuries, his kind has held the line, their existence a secret buried deeper than any bedrock. But secrets have a way of cracking under pressure.

Now, imagine you’re Elara Vance. You’re a reporter, and your entire career is built on one thing: truth. You don't just report the scores; you hunt for the *why*. You live for the detail nobody else sees, the question nobody else dares to ask. You’re drawn to the Vipers, not just for their winning streak, but for the strange, fierce camaraderie that surrounds them, a loyalty that feels almost tribal. And at the center of it all is Liam Korbinian, the man whose eyes seem to see more than they should, whose stillness feels less like calm and more like a predator waiting to strike.

When these two worlds collide—the guardian and the investigator, the secret and the truth-seeker—the sparks aren't just romantic. They’re incendiary.

This story is about what happens when the mask begins to crack. When a new, deadly threat stalks the team's youngest star, Liam is forced to walk a razor's edge between his duty and his isolation. And when Elara gets too close to the fire, he finds himself protecting her not just from the monster in the dark, but from the one he has locked inside himself.

We’re about to explore a world where the roar of the crowd can’t drown out the whispers of ancient magic, and the most dangerous game isn’t played on the ice. It’s a game of trust, of sacrifice, and of daring to show someone the monster you are, praying they see the man instead.

So, grab a coffee. Get comfortable. The puck is about to drop.
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Chapter 1: The Scent of Ruin
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The roar was a physical thing, a beast made of 18,000 throats that slammed into Liam Korbinian. He didn’t feel it. Not really. In here, inside the cage, the world shrank to the six-by-four-foot rectangle at his back and the frozen expanse in front of him. The noise was just static. The flashing lights, the pounding music, the furious motion of players—it all blurred into a watercolor of violence and grace.

He was the anchor. The stone.

A two-on-one break. The worst kind. The opposing forward, a cocky Swede with hands like a surgeon, carried the puck over the blue line. To his left, his winger streaked toward the far post, stick ready. Liam’s body settled, coiling with a power that had nothing to do with muscle and everything to do with instinct honed over centuries.

He didn't watch the puck. Amateurs watch the puck. He watched the Swede’s eyes, the angle of his hips, the subtle shift of weight in his skates. His senses, always sharper than a human’s, dialed to eleven. He could smell the bitter tang of sweat, the coppery note of blood from a split lip somewhere on the ice, the clean, sharp scent of the frozen water itself. He could hear the scrape of blades carving the surface, the frantic shouts of his defensemen, the rhythmic *thump-thump* of the puck on the Swede’s stick.

*Pass,* his mind whispered. It was always a pass. Show the shot, make the goalie commit, then slide it across the crease for the easy tap-in.

Liam didn’t bite. He held his angle, a mountain of black and red padding, giving the shooter a sliver of the near-side post. An invitation. *Take it. I dare you.*

The Swede took it.

Instead of passing, he snapped his wrists. The puck was a black blur, a missile aimed for that tempting gap over Liam’s shoulder. But Liam was already moving, his glove hand exploding upward with a speed that always looked jarring on the slow-motion replays. The puck hit the leather with a satisfying *thwack* that cut through the arena’s roar.

The horn blared. Game over. Vipers win, 3-2.

His teammates mobbed him, a riot of sweat-soaked jerseys and joyful shouts. He endured the helmet pats and the back slaps, his body a rigid island in their sea of celebration. "Stonewall! You magnificent bastard!" Marcus, his hulking defenseman and brother in the Pact, roared in his ear, his voice a low rumble only Liam could truly appreciate.

Liam just nodded, his eyes already scanning. They always were.

Later, in the controlled chaos of the locker room, the familiar rituals unfolded. The air was thick with the smell of sweat, champagne, and relief. Players stripped off gear, their bodies a roadmap of bruises and old scars. The banter was loud, crude, and joyous.

And at the center of it, glowing like a freshly lit candle, was Alex Petrov. The kid. The rookie. Twenty-one years old, with talent that was so pure it was almost painful to watch. He’d scored the game-winner, a blistering wrist shot that seemed to surprise even him. Now, he was holding court, his face flushed with victory, retelling the goal with a wide, infectious grin.

Liam watched him from across the room, a strange unease coiling in his gut. The kid was bright. Too bright. A beacon.

That’s when he smelled it.

It was faint, almost imperceptible beneath the locker room’s ripe cocktail of odors. But to Liam’s senses, it was a siren. A sickly-sweet perfume, like jasmine left to rot in stagnant water. It was the scent of decay wrapped in allure. The scent of corruption.

The scent of demonic magic.

His eyes narrowed, scanning the room. The press was being allowed in for the post-game scrum. Reporters and camera crews filtered in, their own scents—coffee, perfume, ambition—adding to the miasma. But this other smell... it clung to the air around Alex. It was like a faint, shimmering film, invisible to human eyes.

Liam moved, his body cutting through the crowd with an unnatural economy of motion. He reached Alex’s stall just as his other Pact brother, Finn, the team’s wiry, fast-as-hell winger, caught his eye from across the room. Finn’s nostrils flared subtly. He smelled it too. A silent, grim understanding passed between them.

"Great game, kid," Liam said, his voice a low gravel. He placed a hand on Alex’s shoulder, a casual gesture that was anything but. Under the guise of congratulating him, he was marking his territory. He let a sliver of his own essence—ancient, unyielding, smelling of granite and ozone—flow from his palm, a warding gesture meant to disrupt the foul magic.

Alex beamed up at him. "Thanks, Stoney! Did you see that move? All luck, I swear."

"There’s no luck," Liam said, his gaze sweeping over the reporters now swarming the rookie. "Only preparation."

The sickly-sweet scent wavered, repelled by his proximity. But it didn’t vanish. It was still there, a promise of ruin lingering on the edges of their victory. Someone had been close to Alex tonight. Someone who left a stain.

His jaw tightened. The game on the ice was over.

But the real fight, he knew, had just begun. And as the reporters closed in, notebooks and microphones ready, Liam felt a different kind of dread. The monster was at the door, and the last thing he needed was a witness.
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