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The email had said follow-up interview. It had not said conference room on the top floor of a building with a security desk that made Joey empty her pockets twice.

She sat across from three people she didn’t know and one she never wanted to see again, and she kept her hands flat on the table because if she let them move they’d start tapping, and she wasn’t going to give any of these people the satisfaction of watching her fidget.

“I want to be clear about something,” she said. “I was told this was about the Kowalski piece. A follow-up. Sourcing questions.”

The woman at the head of the table, sharp blazer, sharper voice, didn’t blink. “I’m sorry for the confusion. That was necessary to get you in the room.”

“Necessary.” Joey looked at her. “You lied to get me here.”

“We were economical with the framing.”

“That’s a lie with a publicist attached to it.”

Nobody laughed, which told her everything about how this meeting was going to go.

She’d clocked the room in the first ten seconds, the way she clocked every room, out of habit more than intention. Glass walls. A view of the practice facility parking lot, half empty this time of day. A whiteboard someone had wiped clean badly, so faint blue letters still ghosted through under the wipe marks, and if she squinted she could make out the shape of a word that might have been LEAK and might have been LEAF, and she filed that away because you never knew.

And Grayson Talbot, three seats down, saying nothing.

He looked older. Not old, just older, the kind of older that came from more ice time and fewer easy nights, a faint line between his eyebrows that hadn’t been there the last time she’d seen him in person, which had been a hallway outside a courtroom three years ago, both of them pretending the other one didn’t exist while a dozen cameras made that pretending impossible.

He hadn’t looked at her since she sat down. He was looking at his own hands, folded on the table, and something about the stillness of him made her want to throw her pen at his head just to see if he’d flinch.

“Ms. Castellano,” the blazer woman said. “I’m Priyanka Osei. I’m Mr. Talbot’s agent. This is Denise from the organization’s communications office, and Carl from legal.”

“Great. A quorum.” Joey looked at Grayson. “You didn’t tell me you were bringing a legal team to a follow-up interview.”

“It’s not a follow-up interview,” Grayson said.

His voice hadn’t changed. That was the thing that got her, stupidly, more than the lie about the meeting or the presence of a lawyer or the blank spot on the whiteboard she was still trying to decode. His voice was exactly the same low, unhurried register she remembered from a locker room three years ago, before any of it, back when she was still just a name he didn’t know yet and he was still just a story she was chasing.

“No,” she said. “I gathered that. What is it, then.”

Priyanka slid a folder across the table. It was thin, which somehow made it worse. Joey had learned a long time ago that the thinnest folders held the biggest problems, because nobody wanted to put more paper than necessary in front of a person before they’d agreed to something.

She didn’t open it.

“I’m going to need you to say it out loud,” she said. “Whatever it is. I don’t sign anything, I don’t read anything, until somebody in this room says the actual sentence.”

Carl from legal opened his mouth. Priyanka held up a hand, stopping him before he started, and Joey noted that too. Priyanka ran this room. Not Denise, not Carl, and, interestingly, not Grayson.

“We’d like to propose a marriage,” Priyanka said.

The words landed the way words land when they’re too big for the room they’re spoken in, like they needed more air than four walls and a whiteboard could hold.

Joey looked at her. Looked at Grayson, who still hadn’t lifted his eyes from his hands.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Say that again, because I want to be sure I heard the specific insanity correctly.”

“A marriage,” Priyanka said, evenly, like she was reading a weather report. “Between you and Mr. Talbot. Arranged, contractual, one full season minimum, with terms we’d negotiate together. It would be public. It would need to look real.”

“You want me to marry him.”

“Yes.”

“The man I wrote a story about that nearly ended his career.”

“Yes.”

Joey laughed, one short sound with no humor in it, and looked at the ceiling like it might offer an explanation for what was happening to her life in real time.

“You understand I’m a journalist,” she said. “You understand that word. Journalist. I write things down that are true and I publish them. I am, structurally, the opposite of a publicity stunt.”

“That’s exactly why we’re here,” Denise said, speaking for the first time, and something about her tone, careful, rehearsed, told Joey this was a line they’d practiced in a hallway before she walked in. “You’re the one person the public already believes wouldn’t lie for him. If you stood next to him and said this was real, people would believe it. Because you’re the last person on earth anyone would expect to protect Grayson Talbot.”

There it was. The actual pitch, underneath the folder and the fake meeting title and Priyanka’s calm voice. They didn’t want a wife. They wanted a witness with a credibility she’d spent three years earning specifically by being someone who took Grayson Talbot apart in print.

She looked at him again. He still hadn’t said anything beyond four words. Not a footnote, not an objection, not a single comment on the fact that his own team was in the process of describing his marriage like a media placement.

“You’re quiet,” she said, directly to him, the first time she’d spoken to him alone in the room in three years. “That’s new. I remember you being a lot more talkative when you were yelling at cameras outside a federal building.”

Something shifted in his jaw. Small. If she hadn’t spent a decade learning to read the smallest human tells for a living, she’d have missed it.

“I wasn’t yelling,” he said. “I was answering a question you weren’t there to hear the whole answer to.”

“I was there.”

“You were there for the part that made the headline.”

The room went very still. Priyanka’s mouth tightened, the specific tightness of someone watching a carefully built pitch start sliding sideways off the table.

Joey leaned forward. “Do you want to finish that thought, or are you going to let your agent keep doing the talking for you like she’s been doing since I walked in.”

“I’m not letting her talk for me.”

“You haven’t said a full sentence until right now.”

“I’m saying one now.”

“Great. Say another.”

He looked at her then, actually looked, for the first time since she’d sat down, and it was worse than she expected, because there was nothing performative in it. No practiced media face. Just a tired, sharp-eyed assessment of her, the same way she’d been assessing the room, like he was trying to figure out whether she was still the person who wrote what she wrote three years ago or whether three years had changed her the way they’d changed him.

“You wrote a true story that wasn’t the whole story,” he said. “You quoted me accurately and you made me look like a man who watched a teammate get hurt and said nothing. I didn’t say nothing. I said something to everyone in that building except the one reporter who was in the room to hear it, because by the time you got to me I’d already spent two weeks getting stonewalled trying to get anyone to listen. You ran the quote without the context because the quote without the context was cleaner.”

Joey’s jaw tightened. “The quote was true.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t true. I said it wasn’t the whole thing.”

“That’s every story ever written, Grayson. There’s no such thing as the whole thing. There’s what fits and what doesn’t, and my job is to decide which is which, and I stand by every word of that piece.”

“Then we don’t have anything else to say to each other,” he said, and looked back down at his hands, done, closed, exactly like he’d been when she walked in, except now she knew it wasn’t indifference. It was a door slamming on purpose.

Priyanka cleared her throat, the sound of someone trying to physically drag a room back onto its rails.

“I understand there’s history here,” she said. “I’m not going to pretend otherwise. That history is part of why this works. Nobody would believe a marriage between Grayson and some publicist’s cousin. They’d believe one between him and the reporter who took him apart in print. That’s the entire strategy.”

“Walk me through the actual problem,” Joey said, because underneath the fury she could feel the old instinct kicking in, the one that never fully turned off, the one that wanted the real shape of the story regardless of how she felt about the people in it. “Why does he need a wife in the next however many weeks. What’s actually happening.”

Carl from legal opened the thin folder himself this time, turned it around, and slid it toward her. A single printed page. A screenshot of text messages, timestamped, a name redacted with a black bar that didn’t quite cover the first letter, which looked like it started with a J or possibly a T.

She read it twice.

You need to tell them. If you don’t tell them by tomorrow I will.

I’m not putting you back out there until this clears. I don’t care what they say about ice time.

This isn’t up for discussion. Your head, not the standings.

Out of context, stripped of whoever was on the other end and whatever had actually been said before and after, it read exactly one way. A veteran pressuring a young player. Threats about ice time. The precise shape of the thing that had nearly ended Grayson three years ago, resurrected and pointed at him a second time, except this time it looked worse, because this time it looked like a pattern instead of an incident.

“Where did this come from,” she said.

“It leaked two days ago,” Priyanka said. “To three outlets so far. We don’t know the source.”

“Who’s the redacted name.”

“That’s not something we’re prepared to share right now.”

Joey looked up. “You’re asking me to marry a man in the middle of a scandal you won’t even give me the full details of.”

“We’re asking you to marry a man whose actual behavior in that conversation was the opposite of what it looks like,” Priyanka said. “And we can’t prove that publicly yet, because proving it means naming a nineteen year old kid in the middle of a health situation he didn’t ask to have made public. So for now what we have is optics. And the optics are bad. Sponsorships are already asking questions. The team is under pressure to distance itself. Without something that changes the story fast, before the season starts, he could lose the C. He could lose more than the C.”

Joey sat back. She looked at Grayson, who was watching her now instead of his hands, waiting to see what she’d do with what she’d just read, and for one unguarded second she saw something under the stillness that looked almost like the exhaustion of a man who’d already lost an argument like this once and knew exactly how fast it could happen again.

“You could just tell the truth,” she said. “Publicly. Name the timeline, keep the kid anonymous, let a real reporter dig it out properly instead of building a fake marriage around it.”

“We tried a version of that already,” Denise said. “Three years ago. Do you remember how that went for him?”

The room went quiet again, and this time it wasn’t strategic. It was just true, and everyone in the room including Joey knew it, because she was the reason the last time he told his side of a story it hadn’t mattered.

She stood up. Not to leave, exactly, more because sitting still with that fact in the room had gotten physically uncomfortable, and she needed to move or she was going to say something she couldn’t take back.

“I need air,” she said. “Give me the room.”

“Ms. Castellano, we don’t have a lot of runway on this.”

“You have exactly as much runway as it takes for me to walk to that window and back,” she said, and did it, and nobody stopped her.

Through the glass, the practice facility parking lot was mostly empty, a couple of trucks, a kid in a hoodie loading a hockey bag into a trunk, oblivious to the fact that four floors up a woman was standing at a window trying to decide whether to sell the last three years of her professional identity for a story she both desperately needed and desperately didn’t want to be part of.

She thought about her landlord’s email from that morning, the one she hadn’t answered yet, second notice, polite but with a deadline attached. She thought about the invoice from her editor that had been sitting unpaid for six weeks because The Record was three months behind on freelance payments and everyone knew it and nobody said it out loud. She thought about the fact that she hadn’t had a story with her name on the front page in eleven months, not since the Kowalski piece, the one everyone still brought up first, like she’d peaked and everyone was just waiting politely for her to prove otherwise.

She thought about the sentence Priyanka had used. The one person the public already believes wouldn’t lie for him.

That was the whole engine of the pitch, and it was insulting, and it was also, infuriatingly, true, and being right about her own credibility didn’t make the offer easier to sit with.

She turned around.

“If I do this,” she said, “and I haven’t said I’m doing this, I need something in return. Not money. Something that actually matters to me.”

Priyanka’s expression didn’t move, which told Joey she’d expected this. “Go on.”

“When it ends, whenever it ends, however it ends, I get the real story. Exclusive. Not the press release version, not whatever you people scrub for the sponsors. The actual thing. What really happened with the texts. What really happened three years ago. All of it, on the record, with his cooperation, and nobody else gets it first.”

For the first time since she’d sat down, Grayson spoke without being prompted.

“No,” he said.

Priyanka turned to him. “Grayson.”

“No,” he said again, looking at Joey now, steady, no performance in it at all. “You don’t get to write about me again. Not after last time.”

“Then we don’t have a deal,” Joey said. “I’m not marrying a man for a year of my life to protect his image and walk away with nothing but a canceled lease and a story I’m contractually barred from ever telling. I did my job three years ago. I’ll do it again if I’m in this, whether you like it or not, because that’s who I am. The only question is whether I do it with your cooperation or without it.”

The room held its breath in that specific way rooms do when two people who’ve spent years hating each other on principle finally say something that isn’t about principle at all.

“You’d write it either way,” Grayson said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.”

“Even if it costs you everything you’re about to sign up for.”

“Especially then.”

He held her gaze a long moment, longer than any of the practiced, camera-trained looks she’d seen from him in three years of watching him on television, in postgame pressers, in the same courtroom hallway she still thought about more than she wanted to admit.

“Fine,” he said, finally, quiet, like the word cost him something. “You get the story. When it’s over.”

Priyanka exhaled, the sound of a strategist watching a deal survive its most dangerous moment.

“We’ll need to move fast,” she said, already reaching for the folder. “There are details to work out. Terms, timeline, cohabitation, public appearances, media training for both of you before the first joint statement—”

“I haven’t said yes,” Joey said.

Everyone looked at her.

She looked at Grayson.

“I need forty eight hours,” she said. “And I need to talk to you alone before I decide anything. Not your agent. Not legal. You.”

Priyanka opened her mouth to object, and Grayson cut her off before she could, the first time in the whole meeting he’d interrupted anyone.

“Fine,” he said. “Tomorrow. Alone.”

Joey picked up her bag, left the thin folder untouched on the table where Carl had slid it, and walked out without saying anything else, because she’d learned a long time ago that the last word in a negotiation belonged to whoever left the room first, and right now she needed it more than she needed to prove she wasn’t rattled.

She made it all the way to the elevator before her hands started shaking, and she stood there alone, watching the numbers count down, replaying the exact moment his voice had said you get the story, when it’s over, and trying to figure out why it had sounded less like a concession and more like a warning.
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Joey’s apartment had exactly one good chair, and it wasn’t for sitting, it was for stacking. Right now it held a winter coat she hadn’t worn since March, two tote bags from press events she couldn’t remember attending, and a manila folder she’d been avoiding since this morning, which was saying something, because avoiding folders was not usually her problem.

She sat on the floor instead, laptop balanced on the coffee table, takeout containers from two nights ago pushed to one side, and pulled up everything she could find on the leaked texts before she let herself think about anything else Priyanka Osei had said in that conference room.

First things first. Timestamps.

The screenshot Carl had slid across the table had three messages on it, no more, cropped tight, no visible thread above or below. That alone told her something. Nobody leaked three messages out of a longer conversation by accident. Somebody had chosen exactly three messages, in exactly that order, because those three messages, and only those three, produced exactly one reading of the person who sent them.

She’d learned that lesson the hard way. She wasn’t going to pretend she hadn’t.

She opened a blank document and typed the messages out again from memory, because she hadn’t been allowed to keep the printout, and typing things out from memory was an old trick, something a professor had taught her in college, force your brain to reconstruct it and you’ll notice the seams you missed on the first read.

You need to tell them. If you don’t tell them by tomorrow I will.

I’m not putting you back out there until this clears. I don’t care what they say about ice time.

This isn’t up for discussion. Your head, not the standings.

She stared at it for a long time.

Then she did what she always did when a piece of evidence felt too clean. She started pulling at the edges.

The first thing that bothered her was the phrase this clears. Clears what. If you were threatening a teammate about ice time in some kind of power play, the way the leak wanted people to read it, you didn’t usually phrase your threat as being contingent on something clearing. You just threatened. Clears implied a process. A process implied paperwork, doctors, protocol, something with a defined end point that both people in the conversation already understood without having to spell it out. People didn’t write that kind of shorthand to someone they were bullying. They wrote it to someone they’d already had a longer conversation with, someone who already knew what clearing referred to.

The second thing was the order. If the screenshot was chronological, the first message threatened to tell “them” if the other person didn’t. The second message referenced ice time, present tense, sound of someone already holding the kid out of games. The third doubled down on the head over the standings.

But if you read it as an escalation of concern rather than an escalation of threat, the shape changed completely. A guy pushing someone to report a symptom. A guy already benching him without being asked to. A guy prioritizing a concussion over a playoff push in language blunt enough to sound aggressive stripped of tone, warm enough to sound protective read the other way.

She’d seen this exact structure before. Not with Grayson. With a different story, two years back, a city council aide whose private messages about a construction contract read one way in isolation and a completely different way once you saw the fourteen messages that came after them, the ones nobody leaked because they didn’t fit the narrative someone wanted told.

She pulled up her contacts and texted a name she hadn’t used in eight months.

Deb. You still owe me from the transit piece. I need someone who can tell me if a screenshot’s metadata has been touched. Not asking who from. Just asking if.

The reply came back forty minutes later, longer than Deb usually took, which told Joey she was either busy or thinking hard about whether to answer at all.

Send it. No promises. And Joey, if this is about Talbot, everyone in this business already has a theory about who’s behind it, and none of the theories are good for you specifically.

Joey read that twice before setting the phone face down on the carpet.

None of the theories are good for you specifically.

She didn’t ask what Deb meant. She had a guess, and she didn’t like it, and there wasn’t anything productive to do with the guess yet except let it sit in the back of her skull while she kept working.

She got up, made coffee she didn’t need at eleven at night, and stood at her kitchen counter scrolling through every outlet that had run something on the leak in the past forty eight hours. Three had published the screenshot. All three used nearly identical framing, the phrase “pattern of pressure” appearing in two of the three headlines, close enough in wording that either they’d all independently landed on the same three words, which happened sometimes, or somebody had fed them a line and they’d all taken it.

She bookmarked all three bylines. None of them were names she recognized from serious hockey coverage. All three were newer accounts, the kind of aggregator sites that existed mostly to generate outrage clicks off other people’s actual reporting, republishing screenshots with just enough editorializing wrapped around them to count as content.

Someone had handed this to blogs that didn’t ask questions, instead of to an outlet that would.

That was the tell that mattered most. If you had something real, something you were confident in, you took it to a place with editorial standards, because a real story survived scrutiny and got you credibility for having broken it properly. If you had something you needed people to believe fast, before anyone looked too closely, you handed it to three sites that would run it as is, no verification, no comment request, no second source.

Whoever leaked this didn’t want the truth found. They wanted the headline locked in before the truth had a chance to catch up to it.

She sat back down on the floor with her coffee and opened a new document, the kind of file she kept for every story before it was a story, just a scaffold of questions with nothing underneath them yet.

Who benefits from Talbot looking guilty right now, specifically now, specifically this way.

Who had access to his texts.

Who is the redacted name and what actually happened medically.

Who fed three low tier outlets the same three word framing within hours of each other.

She looked at that last line for a while.

Her phone buzzed again. Not Deb this time. Her editor. Frank never texted, Frank called, always at hours calculated to catch her at her most tired, and this was no exception.

She almost didn’t pick up. She looked at the screen, looked at the scaffold document still open behind it, and picked up anyway, because letting Frank’s calls go to voicemail only ever bought her a worse conversation the next morning.

“Castellano.”

“Frank.”

“You still awake, or is this me catching you mid dream about a byline.”

“I’m awake.”

“Good, because I need an answer and I need it faster than you’re going to like.” A pause, the specific pause Frank used before delivering bad news he’d already decided not to apologize for. “I got a call today. Cross Media wants to talk about an acquisition. Not a rumor this time. An actual meeting, next month, with numbers attached.”

Joey closed her eyes. “You’re telling me this at eleven at night.”

“I’m telling you this at eleven at night because you’re the only writer on staff who still has a name people recognize outside our own masthead, and if this acquisition happens, the first thing that gets cut is anyone whose freelance invoices are more than sixty days behind, which, correct me if I’m wrong, is currently you.”

“You haven’t paid me in six weeks, Frank.”

“I’m aware. I’m telling you because I’m trying to help you, not because I enjoy this conversation. If you’ve got something big in the pipeline, something with your name on it that actually moves numbers, now is the time. Not next quarter. Now.”

She looked at the scaffold document on her laptop screen. Four questions and nothing answered yet.

“I might have something,” she said, carefully, the way she always talked to Frank when a story wasn’t a story yet, when it was still just an itch she was following.

“Might isn’t a word I can take into a meeting with a media conglomerate’s acquisitions team, Joey.”

“It’s the word I have right now.”

“How big is might.”

She thought about the conference room. The thin folder. The word marriage landing in a room with no air in it. Priyanka’s sentence about credibility. Grayson’s four words at a time, and then, eventually, more than four words, enough words that she’d caught herself listening instead of just recording.

“Big,” she said. “Bigger than anything I’ve had in eleven months.”

Frank went quiet on the other end, which was rare enough that she actually pulled the phone away from her ear to check the call hadn’t dropped.

“Talbot,” he said finally. Not a question.

“I’m not confirming anything.”

“You don’t have to. I’ve been in this business twenty two years, I know what a person sounds like when they’re circling something they’re scared of wanting.” Another pause. “Whatever it is, I need a decision by end of week. Not the story itself. Just tell me if it’s happening, so I know what to walk into that Cross Media meeting with.”

“End of week.”

“End of week.”

He hung up before she could push back on the timeline, which was very Frank, and very effective, because now the deadline existed whether she’d agreed to it or not.

She set the phone down and stared at the ceiling for a while.

Forty eight hours from Priyanka. End of week from Frank. Both clocks running now, on top of the rent notice sitting unopened in her email, on top of six weeks of unpaid invoices, on top of eleven months of not having a single byline that made anyone stop scrolling.

She thought about what Priyanka had called her in that conference room. The one person the public already believes wouldn’t lie for him. It was meant as leverage, and it worked as leverage, and underneath the insult of being used that way there was a colder, more useful thought sitting quietly at the bottom of it.

If she said yes, she wouldn’t just be getting proximity to a story. She’d be getting the only kind of access no other reporter in the country could get. Not an interview. Not a source. A marriage. Every meal, every argument, every unguarded hour a person had in their own kitchen at midnight when nobody else was watching. Whatever the truth actually was about the texts, about the kid whose name was still a black bar on a printed page, about what really happened three years ago in a locker room she’d only ever seen the outside of, she would be standing inside it instead of reconstructing it secondhand from press releases and leaked screenshots.

That was either the best reporting opportunity of her career or the worst professional decision she’d ever made, and at eleven forty at night, sitting on her own floor with cold coffee and a scaffold document with four unanswered questions on it, she genuinely could not tell which.

Her phone buzzed a third time. Deb.

Metadata’s inconclusive on the screenshot itself, phone camera photo of a screen, not a native export, which is its own kind of interesting. Nobody photographs a screen instead of screenshotting unless they don’t want file metadata attached. That’s not proof of anything. But it’s not nothing either.

Joey read it twice, then a third time.

A photograph of a screen instead of a screenshot. Somebody deliberately stripping out anything that could be traced back to the device, the account, the timestamp of the export itself. That wasn’t how a leak happened by accident. That was how a leak happened when the person doing the leaking understood exactly what forensic questions might get asked later and had already decided to make sure nobody could answer them.

Which meant whoever did this either worked in a field where they’d think that carefully, or had been coached by someone who did.

She added a line to her scaffold document.

Leak method itself is deliberate, not careless. Someone experienced did this, or someone experienced told them how.

She sat with that for a long moment, the apartment quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the traffic sound three floors down, and thought about the whiteboard in that conference room, wiped almost clean, one word ghosting through under the smear that





















