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Chapter 1 – The Assignment
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Maya Reynolds had interviewed athletes, coaches, and executives who thought they were gods. None of them had made her pulse spike like the name on her editor’s email.

Aiden Cole.
Retired hockey legend.
Multiple championships.
Infamous temper.
Zero press access since retirement.
“You’re kidding,” Maya muttered, staring at her screen.

Her editor leaned against the doorway, smirking. “Exclusive profile. One-on-one. Long form. He requested someone who wouldn’t kiss his ass.”

Maya snorted. “Then he picked wrong. I don’t kiss anyone’s.”

“Exactly why he picked you.”

She closed her laptop slowly. Aiden Cole was known for breaking jaws on the ice and careers in interviews. He was wealthy, reclusive, and rumored to be impossible. Most journalists lasted ten minutes before being shown the door.

Maya lasted longer than ten minutes with men like him.

Two days later, she stood outside a sleek, glass-walled penthouse overlooking Lake Michigan, recorder in hand, spine straight, confidence locked in place.

The door opened.

And for half a second, she forgot how to breathe.

Aiden Cole was taller than she expected—broad shoulders, scar splitting one eyebrow, dark hair gone slightly unruly in retirement. He wore black sweats and a fitted T-shirt that clung to a body that clearly hadn’t softened with time.

His gaze swept over her, slow and assessing.

“You’re early,” he said.

“So are you,” she replied calmly. “I was told noon.”

His mouth twitched. “I like punctual people.”

“Good,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for permission. “I don’t like power games.”

That earned her a sharp look.

Interesting.

He closed the door behind her. The penthouse was minimalist—steel, glass, clean lines. Controlled. Very him.

“You know,” Aiden said, folding his arms, “most reporters come in here nervous.”

Maya met his gaze, unfazed. “Most athletes think intimidation substitutes for personality.”

Silence.

Then—a low, unexpected chuckle.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the couch.

She did, crossing her legs deliberately, setting her recorder on the table. “Before we start—ground rules. I’m not here to glorify you. I’m here to tell the truth.”

Aiden stepped closer, looming just enough to remind her who he was. “And I don’t let people tell my story for me.”

Their eyes locked.

The tension wasn’t hostile.

It was electric.

“Then I guess,” she said evenly, “we’ll see who blinks first.”

His gaze dropped—just briefly—to her mouth.

“You might be trouble, Reynolds.”

She smiled, slow and sharp. “So I’ve been told.”

Aiden leaned back, exhaling like he’d made a decision. “One hour. No fluff. No personal shit.”

Maya clicked on the recorder. “Deal.”

As she asked her first question, she felt it—that unmistakable pull. The sense that this wasn’t just an interview. This wasn’t just a story.

This was the beginning of something dangerous.

And neither of them was backing down.
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Chapter 2 – Off the Ice
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Maya shut the recorder off exactly one hour later.

“Time,” she said crisply.

Aiden blinked, clearly not used to anyone ending things on their terms. “That’s it?”

“That’s what we agreed to,” she replied, slipping the device back into her bag. “You hate wasted time. I respect that.”

He studied her, jaw tightening. Most journalists lingered. Pushed. Tried to charm him into “just one more question.”

She didn’t.

Interesting.

“You didn’t ask about the championships,” he said.

“Plenty of people have,” Maya replied. “I’m more interested in what came after.”

Aiden leaned back, arms folding over his chest. “The part where everyone thinks they’re entitled to my pain?”

“The part where you stopped letting people see you,” she corrected calmly.

His eyes sharpened. “You don’t know me.”

“No,” she agreed easily. “But I know men who confuse privacy with control.”

That landed.

Aiden exhaled through his nose, irritation and something else—curiosity—flickering across his face. “You’re not like the others.”

“I know,” she said, standing. “That’s why you agreed to this.”

He watched her move, the way she carried herself without apology. No nervous laughter. No batting lashes. No subtle lean meant to distract him.

She didn’t flirt.

That was the problem.

“You don’t seem impressed,” he said, a challenge threaded through his voice.

Maya paused, turning to face him. “You want honesty?”

He nodded once.

“I respect your career,” she said. “But I don’t idolize you. You’re not my fantasy. You’re my subject.”

Something hot and unreadable flared in his eyes.

“Careful,” he murmured. “Men like me aren’t used to that.”

Her lips curved—not coy, not teasing. Confident. “Men like you should get used to it.”

For a moment, the air between them felt too tight. Too charged.

Aiden took a step closer. Not touching. Just close enough to remind her how big he was. How dangerous he could be.

“You’re playing a risky game, Reynolds.”

She didn’t retreat. “No,” she said quietly. “I’m just not playing yours.”

Silence stretched.

Then he surprised her again—by smiling.

Not the polished grin fans remembered. Something slower. Darker.

“Same time next week,” he said. “If you can handle it.”

Maya slung her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll bring tougher questions.”

As she walked out, Aiden watched her go, jaw tight, pulse unfamiliar.

She hadn’t tried to impress him.
Hadn’t tried to seduce him.
And somehow... that made her impossible to forget.
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Chapter 3 – Control Issues
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Aiden’s assistant emailed Maya the revised interview terms before she’d even finished her coffee.

She read them once.
Then again.
Then she laughed.

“No follow-up questions.”
“Quotes subject to approval.”
“Topics limited to career highlights and retirement transition.”
Absolutely not.

She showed up at his penthouse anyway—on time, recorder in hand, expression unreadable.

Aiden was already there, leaning against the counter, arms crossed like he expected a fight.

“You got the email,” he said.

“I did,” Maya replied, setting her bag down. “I assume this is the part where I’m supposed to agree because you’re rich, famous, and intimidating.”

His mouth curved slightly. “That’s usually how it goes.”

“Then this is where it goes wrong,” she said calmly.

He straightened. “I’m not doing a hit piece.”

“I’m not writing one.”

“I’m not letting you dig into things that aren’t relevant.”

“Everything is relevant,” she shot back. “You don’t get to curate your own truth.”

His jaw flexed. “You don’t get to control the narrative.”

She stepped closer, close enough to feel the heat of him, but her voice stayed even. “You don’t get to control me.”

That did it.

Something sharp and alive flickered in his eyes—not anger. Interest.

“You’re used to people telling you yes,” she continued, watching him closely now. “Agents. Coaches. Media teams. Fans. You give an order, and everyone jumps.”

He didn’t deny it.

“I don’t jump,” she said.

Silence stretched between them, thick and vibrating.

“You realize,” he said slowly, “I could shut this down right now.”

“I realize,” she replied. “And you haven’t.”

Aiden took a step toward her, then another, stopping just short of invading her space. He loomed, deliberate, testing.

Most people would’ve backed up.

Maya didn’t.

“I don’t trust journalists,” he said quietly.

“I don’t trust men who think trust comes from leverage,” she returned.

Another pause.

Then, unexpectedly, Aiden smiled.

Not soft. Not friendly.

Appreciative.

“Fine,” he said. “No approvals. No topic restrictions.”

Her eyebrow lifted. “And?”

“And I set the schedule.”

She considered it. “Within reason.”

His gaze dropped briefly—to her mouth, her throat—before returning to her eyes. “You’re a problem, Reynolds.”

She smiled, sharp and unflinching. “You like problems.”

A slow exhale left him. “Same time next week.”

She picked up her recorder. “Bring better armor.”

As she turned to leave, Aiden watched her with something dangerously close to admiration.

She didn’t bend.
Didn’t flatter.
Didn’t obey.
And for the first time since retiring, he felt something stir that had nothing to do with the past.

He wanted to win her.
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Chapter 4 – The Legend vs. the Man
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Maya noticed the limp halfway through the interview.

It was subtle—barely there when Aiden stood still—but when he moved from the kitchen to the living room, his left leg lagged just enough to catch her trained eye.

She didn’t comment. Not yet.

Instead, she asked about his post-retirement routine. About mornings without practice. About silence where crowds used to be.

Aiden answered with fewer edges today. Still guarded—but less combative. His posture wasn’t defensive so much as... tired.

“Do you miss it?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I miss knowing who I was when I woke up.”

That surprised her.

She glanced up from her notes before she could stop herself.

For a moment, his gaze flicked to her—sharp, assessing—then away again. “That off the record?”

“No,” she said softly. “Only if you want it to be.”

He considered her for a long beat. “Leave it in.”

The apartment felt bigger today. Quieter. Sunlight cut across the steel and glass, landing on his shoulder, highlighting the faint scars along his forearm. Old ones. The kind earned, not chosen.

She found herself watching him when he thought she wasn’t—how he stretched his hand after gripping his coffee too long, how his jaw tightened when she mentioned former teammates.

Loneliness lived in the spaces he didn’t fill with words.

“You’re staring,” he said suddenly.

She froze.

Then met his eyes without apology. “You’re not who people think you are.”

His brow lifted slightly. “That supposed to bother me?”

“No,” she said. “I think it scares them.”

Something unreadable crossed his face. Vulnerability, quickly masked.

“I’m not a story,” he said quietly.

“I know,” Maya replied. “That’s why I’m here.”

Silence settled between them—not uncomfortable this time. Heavy. Acknowledging something unspoken.

He shifted, favoring his leg again. This time she didn’t pretend not to notice.

“Your knee,” she said gently. “Does it still hurt?”

His eyes narrowed. “You didn’t read the injury reports?”

“I did,” she said. “I’m asking about now.”

Aiden exhaled, slow and controlled. “Every day.”

That answer stayed with her.

When the interview ended, she packed up more slowly than usual. So did he.

At the door, she hesitated. “For what it’s worth... you’re doing better than you think.”

He studied her, something warm flickering beneath the steel. “Careful, Reynolds.”

She smiled. “That wasn’t pity. That was observation.”

As she left, Aiden stayed where he was, replaying the way she’d looked at him—not like a headline, not like a hero.

Like a man still finding his footing.

And damn if that didn’t make her the most dangerous person he’d let this close in years.
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