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For every girl who was told to stay quiet,

and kept the truth safe until she was ready to speak.

And for every reader who knows courage doesn't always roar—

sometimes it holds a camera steady

and refuses to look away.
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Content Note
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No Phones, No Quit is a New Adult campus romantic suspense with a slow-burn hockey romance. It ends with a happily ever after.

The story includes: hazing and the injuries it causes (including a student hospitalized after a hazing event); intimidation, stalking, and threats against a student journalist; institutional cover-ups and donor corruption; the abduction and restraint of a secondary character; financial insecurity; and a parent who uses money and power to control his son.

Hazing, coercion, and abuse of power are never romanticized. They are shown as harmful, and they carry consequences. All romantic characters are adults, and the romance is consent-forward.

Please read with care.
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Chapter 1: Welcome to Blackstone
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The flyer is the only thing on the board that doesn’t want to be seen.

Everything else in the student center is shouting. TUTORING. IMPROV. HOT YOGA. RUSH NIGHT. HIRE A HAWK: STUDENT-ATHLETE TUTORS, with a stock photo of a smiling boy in a Blackstone jersey who has clearly never tutored anyone. And down in the bottom left corner, half buried under a pink sheet for Midnight Pancakes, is a square of cheap white paper with a black glove printed on it, fingers curled into a fist.

THE GAUNTLET. 10 PM. WEST ANNEX.

PROVE IT OR GO HOME.

NO PHONES. NO QUIT.

Someone has already tried to tear it down. The corner is ripped, the tack holes stretched into tiny mouths. Someone else pinned it back up.

I have nineteen minutes left on the clock, a borrowed press badge I haven’t earned yet, and a camera that cost more than my mother’s car. I lift it anyway.

I frame it the way I’ve been taught to frame anything that matters: context first. The pancake flyer on the left, bright and stupid. The torn edge. The glove. The words blunt and ugly on the right. Click.

My pulse ticks faster, and I tell myself it’s the cold.

* * *
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THREE HOURS EARLIER, I was a girl with a suitcase and a speech.

My name is Riley Quinn. I’m here on scholarship. I earned this.

I practiced it the whole bus ride from Columbus to Chicago and then again on the L, the wind off Lake Michigan slicing through my thrift-store peacoat the second the doors opened at Sheridan. The map said campus was an eight-minute walk. I made it in six, because standing still makes me think, and thinking makes me count. Tuition. Housing. The eviction notice folded at the bottom of my backpack, my mother’s name typed across the top like an accusation.

Blackstone University rises out of the cold in limestone and glass. The old buildings sit between the new towers like they remember who paid for everything. Black banners hang from every lamppost: a hawk, a Latin motto, the kind of polish that tells you the brochure wasn’t written for girls like me.

In Financial Aid, a woman with kind eyes and a cold coffee slid a form across the counter. “Quinn, Riley. Ardmore Scholarship, full tuition. Work-study approved. Maintain your GPA, check in monthly.” She tapped a line. “You’re on time, Ms. Quinn. That’s a good sign.”

“On time is free,” I said, and signed. The pen skidded. I steadied it. It might be the only signature of my life that meant oxygen.

My dorm room was at the end of a third-floor hallway that smelled like microwave popcorn. The door was propped open with a stack of computer science textbooks, and a girl in a NASA T-shirt was wrestling a mini-fridge like it had insulted her ancestors.

“You must be Riley,” she said without turning around. “I’m Tessa. Help me get this into that corner and I’ll be your loyal servant in all matters sugar and caffeine.”

“Deal.”

We walked the fridge into place, and Tessa straightened with a victory laugh and took me in—the camera, the coat, the way I was trying not to stare at the frost creeping up the window. “You look like someone who can see a story in a blank wall.”

“Architecture major,” I said. “But I shoot. Or I’m going to try, for The Ledger.”

Her eyebrows went up. “The Ledger. Bold.” She leaned a hip on her desk. “Okay. Ground truth, since nobody gave you any. Blackstone is two schools. The one in the brochure, and the one that happens after midnight. The Hawks—the hockey team—are gods here. Donors, alumni, the Chancellor—everybody orbits them. There are rules nobody writes down.”

I already had my notebook out. “Like?”

“Don’t cross Athletics without armor. Don’t print a donor’s name unless your receipts glow in the dark.” Her smile went small and sharp. “And don’t talk about the Gauntlet.”

“The what?”

“You’ll hear it.”

A guy in a Facilities polo knocked on the open door to check our radiator. On his way out he glanced at my camera, hesitated, and lowered his voice. “Watch yourself, okay? My old roommate wrote for The Ledger. Great kid. He learned fast how this place works.”

“How does it work?” I asked.

He looked down the hall, then back at me. “It eats the soft,” he said, and left.

Tessa let out a breath. “Well. That’s one way to put it.”

* * *
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THE BLACKSTONE LEDGER lives in the basement of the Communications building, where the carpet is ugly and the coffee is worse and the air hums with deadline panic. One wall is glass. The rest is chaos: whiteboards, layouts, a line of Polaroids along the far wall—protests, championships, a candlelight vigil.

The editor-in-chief was stabbing a page proof with a red pen like it owed her money. Topknot. Ink on her fingers. She looked at my boots, then my camera, and didn’t bother with my face.

“Priya Desai?”

“You shoot?”

“I live.” I lifted the strap. “Riley Quinn. Junior transfer. I want the photographer slot.”

“You and twelve other people.” She pointed her pen at a bulletin board. “Prompt’s there. You get twenty minutes. Time starts”—she checked the clock—“now.”

The index card said: FIRST DAY. THREE FRAMES. NO CLICHÉS. SHOW ME SOMETHING I DIDN’T KNOW.

So I ran.

Frame one: the bronze hawk statue every Blackstone brochure loves. I put my back to it and shot its shadow instead, stretched across the shoveled path while a tour guide in a puffy coat pointed at the sky for a cluster of parents who weren’t looking at the hawk at all. They were looking at the price tag.

Frame two: the new hockey arena, a curve of mirrored glass beside the old wooden bleachers. I caught the bleachers reflected in the glass and a skater’s breath clouding against it, his palm flat on the window like he was asking to be let in.

Frame three is the flyer.

* * *
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PRIYA SCROLLS THROUGH my shots in silence. A muscle ticks in her jaw.

“Not the statue. The shadow. Good.” Swipe. “Old and new. The breath on the glass is nice.” Swipe. She stops. Her eyes narrow. “Where was this?”

“Student center. Under the pancakes.”

She looks up at me for the first time like I’m a person and not a body attached to a camera. “Do you know what it is?”

“Not yet,” I say. “I know what it feels like. A dare dressed up as a tradition.”

She hands the camera back. “You’ve got an eye and a spine, Quinn. The slot’s yours. First assignment is hockey Media Day tomorrow—quotes and b-roll.” She points the red pen at me. “If anyone puts a hand on you or your gear, you leave and you text me.”

“Got it.”

“And Quinn?” Her voice drops. “This place looks clean in pictures. It gets ugly when nobody important is watching. If you chase a story, chase the system, not the spectacle. We center the people who get hurt. Not the ones who enjoy hurting them. Clear?”

“Clear.”

I don’t tell her I tore the flyer off the board on my way back. It’s folded in the back of my notebook, light as nothing. It still feels heavy.

* * *
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MY FIRST LECTURE IS Foundations of Urban Form, cross-listed between Architecture and Liberal Studies, which means half the room is my future studio cohort and the other half is athletes hunting for an easy credit. The hall slopes down like a theater. The professor, Dr. Nareen, is a small woman with a voice that could cut glass.

I take a seat in the middle. Camera on the desk. Pen ready.

At exactly the hour, the temperature in the room changes.

I don’t turn around. I don’t have to. I hear them—a pack of tall, loud bodies in Blackstone gear claiming the back row like they’ve planted a flag. Someone laughs too loud. A chair scrapes.

“Good morning,” Dr. Nareen says. “This is not a drafting class. It’s a thinking class. Don’t worry, athletes. You can think, too.”

A few laughs. A few scowls. I bite the inside of my cheek.

Ten minutes in, the door at the front opens and a boy in a puffer jacket slips in late, red-faced, backpack thumping his hip. A hundred eyes land on him. He freezes.

“There are seats,” Dr. Nareen says, without breaking stride. “Urban form is about flow. Find yours.”

He starts up the aisle, and a voice from the back row says, not even bothering to whisper, “If you can’t be on time for a chair, you’re not ready for a city.”

The room turns as one.

He’s at the center of the back row, one arm draped over the seat beside him like it’s a throne. Hair that falls over his forehead in a way a publicist would approve of. A jaw like a blade. I’ve seen his face on banners all over campus, under the words HAWKS CAPTAIN.

The late kid stumbles into the nearest seat, ears burning.

“Question,” the voice says when Dr. Nareen pauses. “If a city lets a bad neighborhood stay bad, isn’t that just evolution? Some places are supposed to lose.”

Somebody mutters, “Wow.”

Dr. Nareen’s mouth tightens. “Mr...?”

“Asher Cole.”

Of course it is.

“Mr. Cole,” she says evenly, “we could call it evolution. We could also call it policy. Or investment. Or abandonment. Words are small scaffolds. Choose yours carefully.”

I write who decides where the shadows fall in my notebook and underline it twice. When I glance back, his eyes have left the front of the room and landed on my camera. Something narrows in his face—quick, assessing, the look of a predator noticing another one in the grass.

Then he looks away, bored.

He isn’t bored. He’s clocked me.

* * *
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“HEY. CAMERA GIRL.”

He’s waiting outside the lecture hall, one shoulder against the wall, while the stream of students parts around him like water around a rock. Up close he’s all clean lines and controlled disorder: Hawks jacket open over a gray hoodie, gray eyes that look almost blue in this light. He’s the kind of beautiful that looks expensive. I hate that I notice.

“I have a name,” I say.

“You don’t need it.” He nods at my camera. “The Ledger?”

“Yeah.”

“Here’s a free tip for your notebook, then.” His voice isn’t angry. That makes it worse. “Blackstone eats the soft.”

Twice in one day. It lands harder than I want it to—the Facilities guy, Tessa’s sharp little smile, the black glove folded in my notebook.

I lean against the opposite wall, matching him, the crowd hurrying between us. “Good,” I say. “I’m not soft.”

For a second something in his mouth twitches. Not a smile. An acknowledgment.

He pushes off the wall. “Don’t point that lens at things you don’t understand.”

“Understanding is my whole thing,” I say. “What’s yours? Winning arguments with women who aren’t impressed?”

“Winning,” he says.

But he looks at me one second too long before he walks away.

* * *
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AT 9:52 P.M., I TUCK the camera inside my coat so it won’t flash in the dark.

I texted Priya before I left, because I’m reckless, not stupid: Possible hazing event. West Annex, 10 PM. Shooting arrivals from outside. NOT going in.

Her answer came in under a minute. You don’t go in. You don’t get closer than a corner. Text me every twenty. If anything feels wrong, you leave. Be a byline, not a headline.

Tessa meets me at the end of the alley in a blue parka, hands jammed in her pockets. “This has major ‘first victim in a true-crime podcast’ energy,” she whispers. “I’m proud of us.”

West Annex isn’t an annex at all. It’s an old brick building with boarded windows and a steel door that opens and shuts like a blink. The alley smells like wet cement and cigarettes. We tuck ourselves into the shadow of a loading dock and watch.

They come in twos and threes. Not just athletes. Girls with glossy hair and red lips. Boys with smiles you could cut yourself on. And kids who look like they want to belong so badly it might swallow them whole.

I shoot hands, not faces. Sneakers on salt. Cash folded and palmed. A black glove printed on the back of a hoodie.

At 10:03, a black SUV glides up to the curb like the street was built for it. The driver gets out and opens an umbrella, even though it isn’t raining. The man who steps out of the back seat isn’t a student and isn’t faculty. Long wool coat. Silver hair. He moves like someone who has never once been told to wait. He walks into the Annex without looking left or right.

I don’t shoot his face. I shoot the umbrella, the hand on it, the edge of the license plate before the dark swallows it.

“Briggs?” Tessa murmurs. The hockey coach.

“No. Too smooth.”

“Then someone who eats Briggs for lunch.”

The steel door opens again and light spills into the alley, and Asher Cole steps into it.

For one second his face is unguarded—and he looks tired. Not cruel. Not bored. Tired, like a boy carrying something heavy up a long staircase. Then the mask slides back into place. He says something low to the man in the wool coat. The man laughs, a sound like a door locking.

Then Asher turns and looks straight down the alley.

At the dark. At our corner.

I lower the camera and stop breathing. Tessa’s fingers dig into my arm.

He takes one step toward us. Stops. Behind him, somebody inside the building starts counting down from ten, and a chorus of voices picks it up—nine, eight, seven—and Asher Cole holds my gaze in the dark for exactly as long as it takes them to reach one.

Then he turns his back and walks inside, and the door slams shut behind him.

He saw me. I know he saw me.

And he didn’t say a word.

* * *
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AT 12:02 A.M., I SEND Priya a pitch from my bed, the radiator knocking like a slow heartbeat:

Hazing isn’t boys being boys. It’s a system laundering harm as tradition. Blackstone has a system. I have the first thread. Let me pull it carefully.

At 12:04, she answers with one word.

Tomorrow.

I lie on my back and stare at the cracked ceiling. Somewhere across campus, a room full of kids is learning what no quit means. Somewhere, a man in a wool coat is being driven home in the dark.

And somewhere, a boy who told me Blackstone eats the soft is deciding what to do about the girl who saw him walk through that door.
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Chapter 2: Rule One: Don’t Look Away
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Morning comes too bright and too fast.

I’m cutting across the quad to Dr. Nareen’s class when my boot hits a slick of black ice and the world tilts. A hand catches my elbow—firm, steady, impersonal—and sets me back on my feet before I can go down.

Gray eyes. Hawks jacket. Of course.

“Try not to break your lens,” Asher Cole says. “It’d be a shame.”

“I’d glue it back together.”

He lets go and nods at the camera like it’s an animal he respects but doesn’t trust. Nothing in his face says I saw you in that alley last night. Nothing says he didn’t.

“Blackstone eats the easy ones first,” he says.

“Then it’s going to starve.”

That almost-smile again—the one that never reaches his eyes but admits the game isn’t over. He tips his chin toward the lecture hall. “Don’t be late.”

“I’m on time,” I say, and we both know I’m not talking about clocks.

In class, the girl beside me waits until Dr. Nareen dims the lights for slides. Then she leans over like we’re passing notes in church. “You’re with The Ledger, right? I heard something. About a freshman who got hurt. Not hockey hurt. Something else.”

“We do stories,” I whisper. “Not rumors.”

Her shoulders drop, then square. “Then I want it to be a story.”

“Find me after. Somewhere warm.”

She doesn’t. When the lights come up, her seat is empty.

* * *
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THE NEWSROOM HUMS LIKE a server room. Priya is at the whiteboard with a red pen and the look she saves for weak verbs.

“Quinn. Media Day. Full slate—locker-room hallway, podium, sponsor wall. Get me candids that show character without getting us sued. Hands. Ritual. Prep. And keep your recorder running even when you think nothing’s happening. People say true things when they think you’re busy.”

“Angle?”

She caps the pen. “Same as always. We tell the truth and keep people safe. Rule One?”

“Don’t look away.”

“Rule Two?”

“Don’t get used.”

She almost smiles. “And Quinn—Coach Briggs is going to try to rattle you. He rattles everyone. Be polite and immovable. If he pulls your access, text me. I’ll file a complaint before you hit the sidewalk.”

Tessa, who apparently lives in the newsroom now, leans over the monitor bank and picks a thread off my coat. “I put a backup script in your toolbar. It’s called GHOST. One click mirrors your working folder to our off-site server. If anybody ‘misplaces’ your memory card, we still have the frames.”

“Marry me.”

“Let me graduate first.”

* * *
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THE HOCKEY ARENA SMELLS like disinfectant losing a war against sweat and tape.

Media Day is choreography. Staffers in quarter-zips herd reporters from the step-and-repeat banner to the podium to a staged weight-room shoot in fifteen-minute blocks. The local pros lug lenses as long as my forearm. Two student vloggers rehearse their reporter voices beside a table of stale bagels.

I’m not here for the bagels.

The banner is a trap—HAWKS HAWKS HAWKS repeating behind every face like a hypnotist’s watch. I take a few frames because editors love faces, then I move. Hands. Ritual. The real thing underneath the polish. A goalie’s glove sliding on, the straps chewed ragged. A freshman taking one deep breath before he steps up to the mic. And at the edge of the scrum, Asher, standing in a way that says not now and I know exactly where every camera is at the same time.

Coach Briggs moves through the room rearranging people like inventory. He’s built like a vending machine and dresses like a senator who golfs. He watches everything and never looks at anything head-on.

“Captain Cole!” a stringer calls. “Thoughts on the preseason ranking?”

Asher’s mouth curves into something that will read as a smile on camera. “Rankings are paper. Games are ice.”

The reporters laugh. He doesn’t.

When the scrum thins, I slide into the gap. “Riley Quinn, The Ledger. Sixty seconds?”

“Forty.” He’s already moving. I walk backward in front of him, matching his pace, and catch him mid-stride with the logo blurred behind him.

“Rule for the rookies this year? Big freshman class.”

“Work. Nobody gets a letter for free.”

“What’s your rule one?”

A flicker of amusement. “Don’t lose.”

“And off the ice?” I keep my voice light. “There are a lot of eyes on this team.”

He leans in, just enough that my recorder catches him and nobody else does. “You going to be in my face all semester, Camera Girl?”

“If your face is between me and the story.”

He looks over my shoulder, and for a second his expression is strange—almost gentle. “Try not to get hurt by the door you’re kicking open.”

“Try not to stand behind it.”

* * *
[image: ]


BRIGGS APPEARS BESIDE me the way men do when they’ve spent their whole lives being the most important person in every hallway.

“Press stays behind the tape.”

“I’m behind the tape.” I show him my toes.

He doesn’t look. He isn’t scolding me. He’s reminding everyone watching that he can. “You’re with the campus rag.”

“The Ledger. Yes.”

“Cute. Campus press gets access because we’re generous, not because you’re good. Step out of line and I’ll cut that lanyard myself.” Then he’s gone, swinging around to fix a freshman’s crooked collar with a big grin for the cameras.

I let the anger drain into my hands and go back to work. Click: knuckles wrapped in practice tape, the skin raw around them. Click: a trainer setting a water bottle on the exact same square of rubber mat, every time, like ritual can stop a spell. Click: Dylan Reed—the junior assistant captain with the soft eyes I recognize from last season’s playoff coverage—laughing at something the backup goalie said, his shoulders finally down.

Then the door by the sponsor wall opens, and a knot of men in suits walks in like a formation.

Alumni. Expensive watches. Golf-course posture. And at the center, silver hair and a long wool coat—the man from the black SUV.

He shakes Briggs’s hand in a grip that looks like ownership.

I drift. Not fast, not obvious—just enough to put a banner column between us while keeping a clean sightline. I switch the shutter to silent. I’m not shooting faces. I’m shooting facts.

The man in the wool coat slides an envelope into Briggs’s hand. It’s nothing—paper disappearing into a coach’s palm in a room full of paper. Except the envelope is thick, its edges bent like it was stuffed too fast. Except the man’s ring flashes with a hawk crest that isn’t sold in the campus store.

Click.

A second envelope goes palm to palm between the wool coat and the team’s operations manager, half hidden behind the step-and-repeat. I get hands only: a thin scar across the manager’s knuckle, a gold cufflink. Click.

Briggs’s head swivels like he can smell it.

He’s in front of my lens in four strides, smiling for anyone who might be watching. “Campus press understands the difference between access and entitlement,” he says, in a voice that could grease a bolt. “You shoot the program from behind the line, we’re friends. You make my sponsors nervous, we’re not.”

“I’m collecting b-roll, Coach. Hands, tape, logos, the thrilling drama of bagels.”

He leans close enough that anyone taking a photo would see a coach kindly mentoring a student. His breath is coffee and wintergreen. “If I pull your access, your little job goes away. Your scholarship people start wondering why you can’t follow rules. And you’re back where you came from, sweetheart—except now with a bill.”

My recorder is still on. I let him see me look at it.

“You just threatened a student with financial ruin on the record.”

“Off the record,” he says, and for one second the smile drops and I see the shape of him underneath. “And you know it.”

I click the recorder off where he can see it. “No. I know what you want me to think.”

He blinks. It’s small, but it’s real. “Five minutes,” he says, and walks away fast enough that the air behind him moves.

Asher is at my shoulder. I didn’t hear him come.

“That was stupid,” he says quietly.

“I was polite.”

“You were accurate. That’s not the same as safe.” He shifts, and his body ends up between me and the room. Not enough for anyone else to notice. Enough for me to. “Get what you need and get out before he finds a reason to have you escorted.”

“I have four minutes and fifty seconds,” I say, and lift the camera.

* * *
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I DON’T GO BACK FOR the money. I go to the tape station, where a trainer is rewrapping a forward’s knuckles. The kid can’t be more than nineteen. When the trainer pulls the tape tight, his hand shakes—not fear, exactly. More like the aftermath of a bell that won’t stop ringing.

“Mind if I get your hands?” I ask.

He glances at the trainer, who gives the smallest nod. I frame skin, tape, the red abrasion where last week’s wrap rubbed him raw. Click.

The kid swallows and looks past me at the suits. “Don’t print my face,” he whispers.

“I won’t.”

On my way out, a man I don’t know steps into my path—development-office smile, a suit that costs more than my semester. “You’re photographing our sponsors,” he says pleasantly.

“I’m photographing hands. For texture.”

“That texture looks a lot like insinuation.”

“Insinuation is what people hear when they recognize themselves.”

His smile doesn’t move. “Welcome to Blackstone, Ms. Quinn. A word of advice from someone who knows the place: there are storms you don’t need to walk into. You’ll still get wet.”

I never told him my name.

* * *
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BACK AT THE LEDGER, I dump my card and click GHOST. A terminal window pops open, clean as a hospital sheet:

MIRROR TO OFFSITE: 37 FILES, 1.2 GB. SUCCESS.

Then I make a second copy to the encrypted USB on my keychain, and a third to a microSD card I hide under the peel-back label of a travel-size Advil bottle. My old photojournalism TA called that paranoid. I call it prepared.

I go through the frames slowly. The envelope at the banner isn’t a smoking gun. It’s a hinge. No names, no faces—but a ring with a hawk crest, and a talon in that crest angled differently from the official logo. I make a note: Shoot the donor wall. Match the crest to a fund.

“We got something?” Priya asks.

“The beginning of something. Two transfers. Hands only. No names. And Briggs threatened my access.”

“Of course he did.” She writes on a sticky note, slaps it on her laptop. “We’re not hunting faces. We’re hunting systems. Keep collecting. Nothing runs until we can prove it to people who don’t want to believe it.” A pause. “You did good, Quinn.”

On the walk home, Tessa and I take the long way past the granite wall where the donors’ names are carved. There’s a bronze plaque of corporate sponsors with hawk crests etched beside each one, and I crouch and find it: the same odd angle of the talon, the same bevel on the shield. Not the standard logo. A custom one.

“Your face,” Tessa says, “looks like you just smelled a story and it smelled like blood.”

“It smells like money.”

* * *
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AT 10:07 P.M., MY PHONE buzzes against the quilt.

Unknown number. Too many digits—a web texting service, the kind people use when they don’t want to be found.

Drop it, Quinn, or you drop out.

Three seconds later:

We’re not kidding.

No emoji. No typos. Not a prank. Someone older, someone who doesn’t snarl, just states.

My hands want to shake. I let them, for exactly ten seconds. Then I screenshot both messages, save them to a folder called CONTACTS_ANON, and forward them to Priya and Tessa. I don’t reply.

Priya: You good?

Me: Just awake.

Priya: Bring it in tomorrow. It goes in the record. Do not engage.

Tessa sends a row of dagger emojis, then, softer: We’ve got you.

I sit on the floor and clean my lens because it’s the only thing I know how to do with my hands right now. Glass. Cloth. Breath. Circle, circle, circle.

I don’t know who sent the text. I do know what it is: evidence in a different shape. Proof I saw something someone didn’t want seen.

On the first page of my notebook is a list I started at sixteen: How to tell when someone is lying. I add a new line.

They warn you away from the thing they swear is nothing.

My phone buzzes once more on the nightstand, a trapped insect under glass.

I don’t turn it over. I already know what it says.
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Chapter 3: The List
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The flyer lives under my keyboard like a splinter. Every time I slide the laptop forward, it catches.

THE GAUNTLET. 10 PM. WEST ANNEX. PROVE IT OR GO HOME. NO PHONES. NO QUIT.

Morning light turns the lake the color of hammered metal. I brew coffee strong enough to strip paint, split a granola bar with Tessa, and open a blank document. I name it what it is.

THE LIST.

Dates. Locations. Rumors. Not names—not yet. The first line of any good list is the rule that governs it, so I type that first:

We document harm as a pattern, not a spectacle. Systems, not trophies.

Then I start pulling thread.

The Campus Safety blotter is public, sanitized, written the way institutions talk when they’d rather you forgot. Jan. 9: Noise complaint, West Annex. Resolved without incident. Oct. 4: Medical transport, athletic complex. Student stable; privacy protected. Each line is a bead. I string them.

The Ledger archive gives me headlines with too much white space around them. COACH DENIES IMPROPRIETY AFTER ANONYMOUS POST. CONDUCT BOARD CLOSES FALL HAZING INQUIRY—NO FINDINGS. The no-findings stories are always the most interesting. They leave a hollow that echoes.

On the anonymous student forum, there are threads that read like jokes until you read the replies. What happens if you quit? Can someone explain the “traditions” like I’m five? The replies split into two camps—it’s nothing, don’t be soft and don’t ask questions you don’t want answered. I log phrases without handles or timestamps, so I can’t be tempted to move faster than ethics allow.

By noon I have a spine: two years, two semesters each. And there’s a rhythm. First week of classes, something happens. Big-game week, something happens. Rush week, something definitely happens. The locations repeat. West Annex. The Old Gym basement. The north docks when the ice is thick—and sometimes when it isn’t.

I mark every date that overlaps with an ambulance run. In my head, the campus map turns into a circuit: pressure running through a machine, the same choke points, the same doors left unlocked because someone rich wanted to feel important at midnight and never met a consequence that stuck.

* * *
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THE ARCHITECTURE LAB is all glass and the whine of plotters spitting out paper. Mateo is hunched over a basswood model, gluing a tiny person onto a tiny balcony with a tiny cup of coffee. He’s in my studio section, and he cuts straighter lines than anyone I’ve ever met.

“You look like someone who made a list,” he says without looking up.

“I did. I’m trying not to turn it into a wall of red yarn, because that’s a TV cliché, but the urge is strong.”

“I have pushpins and red thread. Don’t test me.”

I send the campus map and the timeline to the plotter. While it hums, my laptop hiccups.

THE LIST freezes. A spinning wheel. The window grays out, then snaps back.

Empty.

The title bar still says THE LIST. The page is blank.

“No, no, no.” I hit undo. Nothing. I’ve been saving locally and mirroring to the cloud, because Tessa taught me paranoia the way other girls get taught to contour. I open the mirror. The file is there. I click it. It’s empty, too. No version history. No auto-recover. Nothing in the trash.

The cold that moves through me has nothing to do with the weather. “Mateo.”

He reads my face and is beside me in one motion, hands braced on the back of my chair. “Crash?”

“Erased. And the backup’s blank.”

He tries the network cache. The network cache is a cheerful empty room.

I put my hands flat on the desk so they won’t shake. “It’s fine. It’s just notes. I can rebuild.”

Mateo doesn’t push. He slides his own laptop over. “Rebuild from what’s in your head. I’ll finish your print job.” He taps my screen with a knuckle. “And don’t put anything on the lab network you can’t afford to lose. Our IT is good. Blackstone is bigger than IT.”

* * *
[image: ]


TESSA LISTENS TO THE whole thing without interrupting, ponytail swinging against the back of her desk chair. When I finish, she’s quiet for exactly three seconds.

“Okay. We’re done playing nice with your security.” She pulls my laptop toward her like a trauma surgeon accepting a patient. “Full-disk encryption, with a passphrase I dare you to remember without writing down. A duress password—if anyone forces you to log in, you type that one, and it opens a decoy account with a fake document called The List that has three made-up incidents and a lot of typos. Let them feel smart.”

“That’s a level of drama I was trying to avoid.”

“Drama is what people call safety when they’ve never needed it.” She’s already typing. “Panic hotkey: Option-Shift-Delete dumps your working file into an encrypted vault and logs you out. Two-factor on everything. Auto-upload every ten minutes. And you never, ever type a word on a lab computer again.”

She hits Enter like she’s slamming a door. “Hardened.”

“Thank you.”

“Say it with a chocolate old-fashioned. And by not getting expelled.”

* * *
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AT THREE, I GO TO DR. Nareen’s office hours to ask about lakefront setbacks and to sit, for twenty minutes, in a room where the only thing anyone bends is an argument. Her TA, Ian—earnest beard, too-clean messenger bag—answers my question beautifully. Then he glances down the hall and lowers his voice.

“You’re the one with the camera. From The Ledger.”

“Yes.”

“Be careful with the lab network. Weird stuff has been happening with permissions.”

“Like files deleting themselves?”

His mouth twitches. Not a smile. “Like that. I’m not saying anyone’s watching you. I’m saying if they were, it wouldn’t be hard.” He straightens, and the office-hours cheer comes back into his voice. “Come back anytime to talk about shoreline regrading.”

* * *
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BY DUSK, THE LIST IS rebuilt—cleaner and tighter. Sometimes loss is an editor.

Architecture studio at sunset is a strange kind of church. People bent over drafting tables like they’re praying. The smell of glue and scorched basswood. The big west windows holding the sky like a painting. Mateo clears a section of corkboard and we pin up the campus map with blue tape, because blue means temporary, and I like knowing I can undo things.

Red pins: West Annex. Old Gym. The north docks.

“You’re building a transit map,” Mateo says.

“A circulatory system. If I can see where the pressure pushes, I can see where it breaks.”

Tessa shows up with coffee, a donut, and an app that turns a photo of the map into a layer she can scrub through by semester. On her screen the pins pulse like a constellation, crawling across campus in the same pattern year after year.

“Gorgeous,” she says. “And terrifying.”

At 9:30, Priya emails: If we want sources, we have to ask for them. Draft a call-out. No gossip, no trauma porn. Resources included. Anonymous, verified tips only.

This part I’m good at. I draft:

A TRADITION WITH TEETH

Have you been asked to “prove it or go home”? Has anyone ever told you “no phones, no quit”? The Ledger is investigating a pattern of harm disguised as tradition. If you were pressured, watched, or worried about a friend, tell us. We verify before we publish. We will not name anyone without consent unless there is a clear public-safety reason and multiple corroborating sources.

Reach us safely: anonymous form (no sign-in, metadata stripped), encrypted email, or in person at Student Media, Comms basement, weekdays 10–5. If you need help now: Student Health, 24/7.

Rule One: Don’t look away. If you want to be heard, we’ll listen.

Priya sends back two edits and a Go. At 10:14 p.m., it posts, comments off.

I don’t expect anything fast. People with fear in their throats move slowly.

I’m wrong.

* * *
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THE FIRST DM HITS THE Ledger’s Instagram in eight minutes. A brand-new account with a mug of cocoa for an avatar.

i shouldn’t say anything. they said not to. but my friend threw up blood last spring and they told us it was “just a stomach bug.” it wasn’t

I don’t answer in the app. Priya’s rule: we never have real conversations in DMs. I send our scripted reply with the encrypted email and the form, screenshot the message, and file it.

The second one lands while I’m still filing the first.

west annex is not a joke. if you walk out you don’t get picked for anything. i still hear the countdown in my sleep.

Then a third. Just two words.

The Gauntlet.

Then they keep coming.

Do you know what it’s like to hear your roommate scream on the ice and then get told to smile for the boosters the next day?

Not just hockey. The girls have a version too. It’s softer. Except it isn’t.

Nobody believes me because I stayed. I stayed because I needed the scholarship, okay? I don’t need you to forgive me. I need you to make it stop.

I log times. I strip metadata. I don’t guess at names, because guessing is a drug.

Just before midnight, an email lands in the encrypted inbox with two voice memos attached. The subject line is don’t use my voice. The body says: i’ll come in. i can show you where the door is.

We don’t listen to them. Not tonight. Not tired and angry. We wait until we can be careful.

* * *
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BACK IN OUR ROOM, TESSA connects the anonymous form so it drops straight into the vault, humming something under her breath that sounds like a hymn about light.

My phone lights up with a new DM request. Gray default avatar. A handle that’s just numbers and letters—the name a system gives you when you don’t bother to give it a face.

You have no idea what you’re kicking.

Seven words. No emoji. The voice under them isn’t drunk and isn’t cruel. It’s annoyed. Almost protective. I shouldn’t be able to hear a voice in a text.

I can. It sounds like a hallway outside a lecture hall. It sounds like Blackstone eats the soft.

I don’t answer. I lock the screen and lay the phone face down and look out the window until the sharp thing in my chest dulls enough that I won’t say something I can’t take back.

“What?” Tessa asks.

“Someone thinks they’re giving me advice.”

She doesn’t ask to see it. “Good for them. We’re giving this place a spine.”

I’m about to close the laptop when the phone buzzes once more. Same gray avatar.

You have no idea what you’re kicking. Stop before you can’t.

I think about the envelope in Briggs’s hand and the hawk crest on the ring. The freshman’s shaking knuckles. A boy in a doorway who looked tired for one unguarded second before he looked straight at me in the dark.

I open The List one last time and add a line under the rule at the top.

We document harm as a pattern, not a spectacle. Systems, not trophies. We move like water.

Then I slide the flyer back under the keyboard, let it catch, and turn off the light.

When sleep finally drags me under, the pins on the map pulse like stars, and the lines between them spell a word I’m not ready to say out loud.

The Gauntlet.
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Chapter 4: Ice & Glass
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By morning, my wall map looks less like a conspiracy and more like a floor plan. Pins at West Annex, Old Gym, the north docks. Lines that aren’t lines yet—just the places where bodies get told what to be. I drink coffee that tastes like determination and winter, slide the Gauntlet flyer back under my keyboard, and carry my model to studio like an offering I can’t afford to drop.

Studio is bright the way a dentist’s office is bright—merciless and honest. The big west windows rake sun across a hundred projects: towers in basswood, bridges in chipboard, one experimental pavilion in vacuum-formed plastic someone spent a night crying over. My model is a low, angular lakefront pavilion in acrylic and thin basswood ribs: a long sheet of “ice” sliding over a room of “glass,” with a narrow stair plunging down to a wind-shadowed platform at the waterline.

Prompt (Week 1): “Glass & Ground: a public pavilion for the lake. Design for edges, shelter, and sightlines. Make a place a body can breathe.”

I named mine Ice & Glass because subtlety is expensive and I’m on scholarship.

Professor Imani Cho runs crit like a string quartet conductor—no wasted motion, no cruelty for sport. She wears black and soft soled shoes and can hear your heart hitting your ribs under your sweater. She taps a pencil against her palm, scans the list.

“Quinn,” she says. “You’re up. And—” her eyes flick to the door, “we have a guest today.”

The guest is six feet of Hawks jacket and long bones. Asher Cole steps in like he owns the threshold. He doesn’t look at me first, because he’s not stupid; he takes in the room the way a goalie takes in the ice boards, angles, where the danger will come from and then his gaze finds my model and then my camera on the table beside it and then my face. His mouth does that almost-smile that isn’t a smile at all.

Cho clocks him, too. “Mr. Cole is sitting in on crit as part of his comm cross-discipline requirement,” she says. “Athletics and Architecture are doing a pilot. We test how people trained to move through space talk about it. Everyone be adults.”

A few of my classmates snort softly. Mateo looks at me like brace and breathe. I nod once.

I set the model on its foam base and pin my drawings behind it—plan, section, two elevations, and a site diagram that maps wind and winter sun the way some people map gossip. My hands shake only enough that I look human.

“Pitch,” Cho says.

“Lakefront pavilion,” I say, clicking my laser pointer on and off once like a nervous tick disguised as intention. “The wind out there is a bully. People hug the path and run. I wanted a slip of shelter you can move through without committing to stay. The roof is a tilted plane this acrylic sheet with a windward edge that breaks gusts and a leeward belly that holds a warmer pocket. You descend one long stair here to a platform that touches the water like a hand, and a ramp here that lets wheels get where feet go. Guardrails are glass because views are why we come.

The structure is a ribbed frame—basswood now, steel later with a rhythm that feels like breath when you walk. At night the roof glows with low LEDs. The light spills like a soft halo.”

I stop before I start saying things I can’t pay off, and let the model be what it is. A good student’s best attempt at a place where the wind stops biting.

“Okay,” Cho says. She tilts her head, steps around, eyes the stair and the long edge of roof, the way the ribs catch light like bone. “Responses.”

A fourth-year named Lila goes first gentle, precise. “It’s elegant. I like that the stair doesn’t force a pause. You can keep going. Sightlines to the lake are strong. I have questions about winter ice, but that’s the prompt.”

Mateo gestures with his pencil. “The rhythm is good. I’d double-check the leeward eddy. You might get a swirl right here.” He points to the platform’s far corner. “Could be fun, could be a wind trap. And the south guardrail is one long span; you’re going to chatter in winter storms.”

Two others toss notes like confetti shade angles, ADA slope math, whether acrylic telegraphs scratches. Real stuff. My pen moves.

Cho listens, hands clasped. Then she looks at Asher. “Mr. Cole? You have space in your body in a way my students don’t yet. What do you see?”

He doesn’t flinch at being tossed into the pool cold. He steps in close to the model like he has a right and crouches, which puts his eyes level with the little basswood people I tucked on the platform. He isn’t pretending. He’s reading the plan like a map.

“The stair,” he says after one beat. His voice is quiet, not for effect. “It’s a trap.”

The word lands like a glass dropped on tile.

“How,” Cho says, not offended, only interested.

He touches air above the stair, not the model, because someone, somewhere taught him to keep his hands off other people’s work. “You’ve got a low ceiling under the roof at this point. Good wind break. But the stair—” He points. “goes long without a break and without a sightline to the water. Anyone coming down has to commit here to get payoff here. If someone decided to stop you there—” another point, eyes cutting to mine, “you’d have nowhere to go but down. No egress back into a crowd.”

He’s not wrong. I hate that he’s not wrong.

I mark a star next to egress. “Add a turn at mid-run. Open the south guardrail to view. Option a: widen landing two. Option b: cut a second exit to ramp.”

He nods, eyes still on the model. “Sightlines are good until they’re not. This—” he gestures at the glass guard “is clean when it’s clean. But glass is a liar. Glare will hide a person at the wrong hour. Build for that.”

Cho’s mouth tugs, impressed. “More.”

“The ribs are pretty,” he says. “But if I’m trying not to be seen, that rhythm gives me cover. If you’re building for public safety, you want rhythm that hides as few bodies as possible.”

It is brutal. It is precise. It is not mean.

“Thank you,” I say, because I was raised.

He finally looks at me. “Your roof is good. Someone who likes to stand where no one else will wants that roof.”

“I designed for the wind,” I say.

“Wind and men move the same way if you’re not careful,” he says, and then checks his posture like he noticed himself getting honest.

Cho clears her throat. “We make spaces that care for bodies. Mr. Cole just reminded us some bodies intend harm. Suppose you split the stair,” she says to me, “and give a second descent at the far end of the platform. That way no one has to walk past a choke point to leave. It complicates the frame, but complexity is not the enemy. Laziness is.”

I nod, grateful for the lifeline. “I can do that.”

We move on to structure, lighting, the way low coastal fog might reduce visibility in March. People talk, and for once it doesn’t feel like everyone is trying to be the cleverest. It feels like a room full of humans trying to keep other humans from getting hurt while still making something beautiful.

When it’s over, there’s a small cluster of the usual post-crit hugs and the ritual of putting a too-sharp knife down because your hands are shaking. I exhale and wrap the model in its foam cradle like a baby you plan to fix before you bring it back to the world.

Asher is still there. He’s not talking to anyone. He’s watching the room move with the wary patience of a person who’s learned it’s easier to assess before you engage.

“Thanks,” I say when we cross paths at the trash can because that’s how fate works beside a bin, hands full of scrap.

“For what,” he says, which is almost charming in its lack of imagination.

“For not lying,” I say. “About the stair.”

He shrugs, one shoulder, like he wore honesty for a minute and now he’s done. “You already knew.”

“I didn’t want to know,” I say. “That’s different.”

He flicks his gaze to the window, where Lake Michigan hammers the long low wall like it owes it money. “Welcome to Chicago.”

“Don’t do that,” I say. “Don’t make the city responsible for the choices people make inside it.”

He almost smiles, the real kind. “You’re prickly for a nice girl.”

“I’m nice,” I say. “I’m just tired of being told to accept what is.”

“Rule one,” he says, mouth going flat again.

“Don’t lose,” I say back.

“Don’t look away,” he counters softly, and that lands between us like a shared tool on a table.

I stuff chipboard into the trash. “You know you were right, right?”

“I like being right,” he says without apology.

“You were also rude.”

“I’m efficient,” he says.

“It reads as rude,” I say. “In case you plan to speak to anyone who isn’t paid to hear you.”

His eyes flick like knives again and then soften just enough that I can see there’s a person under the stat sheet. “Efficient is what you can afford when you don’t have time.”

“You have time. You just hate wasting it.”

“Same.”

Cho claps her hands. “All right, children. I love you. Go build something less stupid. Mr. Cole, thank you for the athlete brain.”

He salutes with two fingers and then heads for the door. He stops with his hand on the frame, glances back. “You coming to the rink for media hours?” he asks me.

“Assignment,” I say. “Podium candids, sponsor walk, the raw thrill of laces.”

“Stay off the ice,” he says.

“Wasn’t planning to skate in my boots,” I say. “I’m not an idiot.”

“You keep saying that,” he says, and goes.

The ice smells like the exact intersection of chemistry and winter. The arena is a mirror scab on the old athletic complex, all curved glass and echo. Media hours are less chaotic than media day; there are fewer suits and more bored photographers. The Hawks are already in practice sweaters, moving through warm-ups with the casual focus of men who know they’ll be watched every day of their lives.

I find a pocket of space on the bench line where I am both out of the way and inside the sound—blade chatter, coach’s whistle, shouted shorthand. A staffer gives the obligatory “behind the tape, please” and then forgets I exist. Fine.

They start with an edge drill that would make knees cry—circles carved over and over in the same grooves, forward, backward, cut, cross, hold the edge long past comfort until you feel the line your body is making and the line you want to make and learn the difference. I shoot feet, not faces. I shoot shaved ice kicking up like glitter from a bad party. I shoot the way Dylan Reed taps a kid’s shin guard and uses two words to correct three inches of posture: “Hips. Head.”

Then they run a neutral zone forecheck into a speed turn, then a breakout from the corner with a bang-bang pass at the blue. This is where the geometry gets good. Hockey is a math class taught with knives on your feet.

Asher runs the drill without drama. He conserves. He’s not showy. I can see the list of decisions behind his decisions the way I can see structure behind drywall now—body kept between puck and board, head on a swivel, shoulder check before the pass like a habit and a prayer. He’s left-dominant but his right edge is clean. He cuts a shallow turn at the half wall that opens a lane that shouldn’t exist and makes it exist. I hate him a little for it. I respect him more.

Briggs prowls, barking a correction that is less useful than the forwards give each other silently. My lens doesn’t look at him unless I have to. I’m not here for his face, even if he always makes sure it’s a picture.

On a puck-retrieval sequence, Asher takes a pass down the wall and does a small, almost tired thing—his left knee flares a hair when he sets his weight on the outside edge before cutting back. It’s nothing. It’s everything. It’s a tell.

I see it three times before I trust my eyes. On the fourth, I lower the camera.

Asher glides to the bench for water. I do not think about how close his breath looks on cold air. I do not think about his mouth. I think about the plan in my head and the way good critique wants to be given even when no one asked.

“Captain,” I say.

He looks at my lanyard like it might bite him, then at the camera like he’d rather it do the biting, and then at me. “Campus media,” he says, resigned.

“You flare your left,” I say, because time is cheap until it’s not.

He blinks. “Excuse me?”

“Knee,” I say, pointing at my own leg. “Outside edge. When you plant for the cut. It telegraphs the pivot. Any idiot watching tape is going to see it.”

“And you’re?” he says, delicate, like he’s not sure what flavor of annoying I’ll be today.

“Not an idiot,” I say. “And not here to hand you the game plan. But if you don’t want to get picked like a lock, tuck it.”

He stares at me like he wants to be offended. Then you can watch the math do itself behind his eyes the quick replay, the slow acceptance that someone said something he can’t argue with without lying. He sets his jaw. “Show me,” he says.

I blink. “I don’t skate.”

“Show me with your body,” he says impatiently, and steps back on the rubberized mat so we’re on level ground.

I mimic the step—hip, knee, ankle. “You’re loading here, see? To save time, your knee opens a hair. Tight is faster. Tight hides.”

“Tight hides,” he repeats like he’s filing it somewhere. He runs the motion without skates, just muscles in a line. The flare disappears on the second try. Of course it does. The thing about people who are as good at something as he is is that they don’t need much.

He nods once. A small thing clicks into place. “You see the ice like a plan,” he says.

“I see everything like a plan,” I say. “The world is a building and some of the doors are fake.”

He huffs not quite a laugh. “And your thing?”

“My thing is,” I say, a little breathless now that the awkward is done, “you drop your head a tenth of a second when you cut. It’s what gives away the knees. Fix the head and the knees won’t have time to tell on you.”

He looks at me a second longer than comfortable. “You make a lot of trouble for someone who says she’s not trying to get hurt by doors.”

“I don’t try to get hurt,” I say. “I try to get in.”

He takes a drink and caps the bottle like a man ending a conversation. “Get back behind the tape.”

“You’re welcome,” I say.

We go back to our corners. He runs the drill again, and the flare is gone. A defenseman who has been picking him at the blue all week sticks a glove out to check him like habit and closes on air.

Someone near me mutters, “Huh,” in a tone that means well, that changed things.

Practice breaks for a teaching chunk the kind where one unit drills something and the other simulates pressure. Asher is teaching, of course. He doesn’t talk much; he demonstrates. Hands out of the body. Blade under the hands. Head up. I shoot his hands, not his face. His hands are not pretty. They look like they learned honesty the hard way.

He glances over once, probably to make sure I haven’t crept onto the ice in an act of suicidal journalism. I hold up the camera and wiggle my fingers like I’m fine. He shakes his head like I’m not, and skates.

When it’s over and the players are unbuckling chest protectors and clipping skate guards, Briggs gives a sharp little talk that would be motivational if it weren’t so hungry. “Fans in the stands Saturday. Donors in town for the weekend. We keep it clean, we keep it tight, we give them something to cheer for besides your pretty faces.” He laughs like a bad uncle. A few boys pretend they didn’t hear the part that tastes like obligation.

I step back into the hallway so I can catch one last sequence—the ritual of tape off, hands flexed, sweat hitting tile. The light out here is better anyway.

A corridor door opens on my left. Asher steps through, flush high on his face from the cold. He doesn’t look surprised that I’m here; he looks resigned like the sun came up again.

“You always talk to athletes like we’re your models?” he asks.

“Only when you’re wrong,” I say.

He tilts his head. “You want to trade wrongs?”

“I’d be bored,” I say, but my chest doesn’t know that to be true.

He leans against the wall carefully, the way you do when your hoodie will go back on and there’s a camera around. “One hour,” he says.

“What.”

“One hour, not a date, not a trap. You and me. You teach me something in your world. I teach you something in mine. I’ll take your little stair criticism like a man and you can stop telling me my knee talks.”

“It does,” I say.

“And your model hides a creep. We can fix both.”

“Why,” I say, because my mother did not raise me to walk into deals blind.

He taps the wall with his knuckles, a four-beat that sounds like a faceoff. “Because competence is hot.”

Heat crawls up my neck. I refuse to gift him the satisfaction of a blush. “And because?”

“Because if you’re going to have a press badge in my life, I prefer you understand what you’re pointing it at. And because,” he adds after a slow breath, “you’re going to do whatever you want anyway. Might as well do some of it next to me where I can keep you from getting killed by your own curiosity.”

I try to be offended. I manage about three seconds. Then honesty wins. “Tomorrow,” I say. “Studio first hour. Seven a.m. You get glue stains on your hand and learn to walk a section. I’ll show you how to talk like the world is made of ribs.”

“And then the rink,” he says. “You learn edges.”

“I can break both of my ankles without your help,” I say.

He looks at my boots. “You probably will if you don’t let me teach you.”

“I’m not getting on the ice,” I say.

“Yes you are,” he says, not a dare, a weather report.

“No,” I say, because I know my limits the way I know my budget.

He considers me. Decides something. “Fine,” he says. “No ice. Footwork on the rubber.” He taps the floor. “You learn edge logic without blades. You will stop looking like someone who’s never been on skates in a rink.”

I stare. “Do I look like that?”

“Yes,” he says cheerfully. “It’s loud.”

I push my tongue against my teeth so I don’t laugh. “Tomorrow seven.”

“Tomorrow seven,” he says. “No phones. You leave your camera in your bag and I don’t have to confiscate it like a gym teacher.”

“You touch my camera, we’re enemies again,” I say.

“We’re enemies now,” he says.

“That’s the problem,” I say before I can stop myself.

He looks at me like he heard something I didn’t mean to say. “Huh,” he says softly. “Competence complicates, huh?”

“Don’t coin slogans,” I say. “It makes you sound like a life coach.”

He pushes off the wall. “My condolences to your stair.”

“My condolences to your left knee.”

“Don’t post my tell,” he says.

“It’s fixed,” I say.

He nods once like he respects that I didn’t promise not to post because I didn’t need to. He leaves through the heavy door with a shoulder and a breath.

I file the conversation in the vault of we’ll see.

Back at The Ledger, Priya has a look on her face that means a plan is hatching. “Blind item is pulling in stories,” she says without preamble. “Half grief, half rage, a sprinkling of garbage we toss. I have three willing to talk in person tomorrow. You sit in and shoot hands. You do not shoot tears.”

“I’m not a monster,” I say.

“You’re a reporter,” she says. “We make choices. Do you have anything else?”

I slide my phone across the desk and show her the three frames from practice that made my stomach cold—hands, envelopes, ring bevel. “And there’s this,” I say.

Priya doesn’t touch the screen. She leans instead, like a person at a glass case in a museum. “We sit,” she says. “We sit until we can prove this without faces. We make a grid.” She points to the whiteboard. She’s already drawn columns: DATE / PLACE / ACTORS / TRANSFERS / HARM / VERIFIED. “We don’t print a single syllable we can’t defend when a donor’s lawyer tries to eat us alive. We build the machine that hurts them instead.”

It is not beautiful. It is the kind of brutal I can live with.

I’m pulling a chair when my phone buzzes in a way that makes my bones feel like chimes. A notification slides down from the top, the kind that tries to be quiet and fails.

Unknown number. A map. A red pin. West Annex.

No text. No commentary. Just the location, dropped into my screen like a dare and a promise and a time bomb.

I don’t tap it right away. I let it hover. I put my thumb on the casing where it can’t betray me with context or preview.

Priya watches my face and doesn’t ask. We chose each other on purpose. “Tessa walks you if you go anywhere,” she says. “I want a text every twenty. If anything feels wrong, your feet leave. You hear me?”

“Loud,” I say. The word for once feels like what it means.

She nods at the board. “Leave me your grid. I’ll keep putting bones on it.”

I print what I have the map with pins, the dates I’m willing to write on paper and tuck the rest digital. I stop by the convenience store in the student center for a bag of pretzels and a bottle of water because one day I will learn that adrenaline is not food. Tessa materializes at my elbow with a beanie that says “NOPE” and a pair of gloves she stole from Lost & Found. She jams them into my hands because friendship is a blunt instrument.

“Tomorrow at seven,” I say as we walk. “If I’m not here, I’m on a rubber mat learning edges.”

Tessa’s eyes go wide and cartoon. “We’re calling that a euphemism now?”

“He means footwork,” I say.

“Sure he does.”

“Competence is hot,” I say, and then want to swallow the words whole.

Tessa howls. “Oh my God, you’re doomed.”

“We’re enemies,” I say. “With rules.”

“That’s not a thing,” she says. “That’s a plot device.”

We cut through a courtyard where the wind slaps the back of my head and the hawk statue throws a black shadow that looks like a warning. West Annex hunches at the end of the block like a rumor trying to be a building. The pin on my screen blinks without moving: 10:00 PM. It’s already 9:42.

“Okay,” Tessa says, business now. “Positions. You and your camera take the corner by the delivery bay. I’ll take the alley mouth with my phone camera off and my ears on. No one goes alone. We shoot shoes and hands. If you see a face you know, you don’t know it.”

“Rule one,” I say. “Don’t look away.”

“Rule two,” she says. “Don’t be a headline.”

I smile, tight and quick. “Rule three,” I say, thinking of Asher’s knee, my stair, the way his mouth almost remembered how to be human. “Don’t underestimate what a body knows about space.”

We take our corners. My phone buzzes once in my pocket a second pin, same spot, a line of text this time attached like a hook:

tonight. no phones. prove it or go home.

I don’t reply. I don’t even open it. I lift my camera, let the dark find me, and shoot the world in pieces the way I can handle it: hands, feet, paper, door.

The red pin on my screen blinks like a heartbeat.

The Gauntlet fights tonight.
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Chapter 5: The Gauntlet
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The message is only a drop pin and a time, but it feels like a hand on the back of my neck.

West Annex. 10:00 PM.

The building hunches at the end of the block like a rumor that won tenure. The brick is older than everyone inside; the windows are blacked out with paint that gave up pretending to be tasteful. Snow sifts across the alley like static. Someone spray-painted a hawk in black on the loading bay door and then someone else tried to scrub it and failed, and now it looks like the bird is struggling to get out of iron.

Tessa presses a hand to my arm. “I will say out loud that this is a bad idea.”

“I will agree out loud,” I say, and adjust the camera strap beneath my coat so the lens sits flat against my ribs. “We stay outside. We shoot arrivals. We don’t go in.”

“I’m your yes, and I’m also your no.” She smiles flat. “If your feet point at that door, mine stand in front of yours.”

We blend into shadow beside the delivery bay. The door opens in short, quiet pulses. Not a line, not a spectacle. Pairs. Threes. A staggered ingress designed to look like nothing if you’re not looking. My shutter is silent and merciless. Shoes. Hands. The black glove logo screened onto a hoodie cuff. Cash folded small and passed in a way that wants to be ordinary. The donors are
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