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Act I: Sparks on the Ice
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The air in the rink was sharp, slicing through Ava Moreau’s jacket as she leaned against the boards, her breath fogging in the cold. The Blades’ practice was in full swing, the scrape of skates and the crack of sticks against pucks filling the arena. Her father, Coach Robert Moreau, stood at center ice, barking orders with the intensity of a man who’d once led the team to a Stanley Cup. Ava’s eyes, though, weren’t on her father. They were locked on Jake “The Hammer” Hamilton, the team’s star captain, as he powered across the ice, his stick a blur as he fired a shot into the net.

The crisp, metallic scent of the ice was a smell Ava had known her whole life, a perfume of obligation. She shifted her weight, the cold of the boards seeping through her jeans. It wasn't just the chill; it was a deeper cold, a feeling of being frozen in place. She was an accessory to the team, a permanent fixture just like the Zamboni parked in the tunnel. She was Coach Moreau’s daughter. That was her primary statistic, her only real claim to fame in this hockey-obsessed town, and most days, it felt less like a title and more like a cage.

“Daydreaming about running away to join the circus, Moreau?” a cheerful voice asked. Ava turned to see Chloe, the Blades’ young media liaison, leaning against the boards beside her, a clipboard tucked under her arm. Chloe was one of the few people in the arena who saw her as just Ava. “Or are you trying to figure out which of these guys you’d let buy you a drink if your dad wasn’t, you know, your dad?” Chloe grinned, her eyes twinkling with mischief as she gestured toward the players on the ice.

Ava offered a weak smile. “Neither. Just making sure my father doesn’t have an aneurysm before the playoffs.” It was her standard deflection, the easy answer. But Chloe saw right through it, as she always did. “You know,” Chloe said, her voice softening, “it’s okay to want something for yourself. Something that isn’t about your father or this team. It’s okay to just be Ava for a while.” The words hung in the cold air, a simple, terrifying truth that Ava had been avoiding for years.

Her gaze drifted back to the ice, past the blur of practice drills, and landed again on Jake Hamilton. He was everything she was supposed to avoid: a risk, a headline, a complication. He was the antithesis of the good girl she was forced to play. And as Chloe’s words echoed in her mind, a dangerous, rebellious thought sparked to life. What if she was tired of being good? What if, for once, she wanted to be reckless? The thought was both terrifying and thrilling, a forbidden warmth spreading through her chest.

Jake was a force—six-foot-two, all muscle, with a jawline sharp enough to cut glass and dark eyes that seemed to see right through people. His reputation preceded him: a bad boy who played hard on and off the ice, with a trail of broken hearts and bar fights to prove it. Ava’s father despised him, calling him a “reckless liability” despite his undeniable talent. And Ava? She’d been told to steer clear since the day Jake joined the team.

“Moreau!” Jake’s voice cut through the rink, sharp and teasing, as he skated to a stop near her. “You slumming it with us grunts today, or is Daddy making you spy?”

Ava’s jaw tightened. She hated how he called her out, how his smirk made her feel like he’d already peeled back her defenses. “Just here to make sure you don’t screw up my father’s playbook, Hamilton,” she shot back, crossing her arms. Her auburn hair spilled over her shoulder, catching the rink’s fluorescent lights, and she saw Jake’s eyes flicker over her for a moment too long.

Every nerve ending in Ava’s body went on high alert. It was the way his eyes, dark and intense, had raked over her—not like a man looking at a woman, but like a predator assessing its prey. A shiver, completely involuntary, traced a path down her spine. The air, already sharp with the cold of the rink, seemed to crystallize around them, crackling with an unspoken energy that was all Jake’s doing. She could feel the low thrum of his presence, a dangerous vibration that settled deep in her bones.

She hated the blush that she knew was creeping up her neck, a hot, tell-tale sign of her inner turmoil. To him, she was just the coach’s daughter, a part of the scenery he could tease at will. But in that brief, lingering glance, she had felt something else, something possessive and raw that peeled back her defenses with humiliating ease. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic, trapped bird. She held his gaze, her own defiance a flimsy shield against the sheer force of his confidence.

He smelled of ice and clean sweat and something else, something uniquely masculine and utterly intoxicating that made her head swim. The low scrape of a skate from center ice sounded miles away; the universe had shrunk to the few feet of charged space between them. His smirk was a challenge, a promise of chaos she was conditioned to fear, yet every rebellious cell in her body screamed for her to step closer, to meet that chaos head-on.

She could feel the heat radiating from him, a stark contrast to the rink’s chill, and her body, the traitor, seemed to lean into it instinctively. The fluorescent lights overhead caught the sharp edge of his jaw, the dark stubble that shadowed it, and a dizzying, unwanted image flashed through her mind: the rough scrape of that stubble against her own skin. She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. This was Jake “The Hammer” Hamilton, and she was beginning to understand how he’d earned the name.

“Worried about me?” He leaned closer, his stick resting on the boards, his voice dropping low. “Or just bored of playing the good girl?”

Her pulse quickened, but she refused to let him see it. “Keep dreaming, Hammer. I’d rather skate barefoot than get near you.”

He laughed, a low, rough sound that sent a shiver down her spine despite her best efforts. “We’ll see about that, princess.”

Coach Moreau’s whistle pierced the air, and Jake skated off, but not before throwing her a look that felt like a challenge. Ava cursed under her breath. She wasn’t here to ogle players—especially not Jake Hamilton. She was here to help her father, to prove she was more than just “the coach’s daughter.” Growing up in his shadow had been suffocating, her every move scrutinized by a hockey-obsessed town. At twenty-five, she was itching to break free, to do something reckless, something her own. But Jake? He was the kind of reckless that could burn her world down.

The next few weeks were a dance of avoidance and provocation. Ava couldn’t escape Jake—not at the rink, where he seemed to linger near her during practices, nor at team events, where her father dragged her to keep up appearances. The Blades were gearing up for a critical season, and tensions were high. Jake was the team’s linchpin, but his off-ice antics—late nights, rumored flings—had Coach Moreau on edge.

The annual Blades Charity Fundraiser was the kind of event Ava dreaded. A cavernous hotel ballroom filled with stuffy sponsors in tuxedos, local politicians looking for a photo-op, and players stuffed uncomfortably into suits they clearly weren’t used to. Her father insisted she attend, a smiling prop to prove the Moreau family was fully dedicated to the team’s image. She was nursing a glass of chardonnay in a quiet corner, trying to blend in with the floral arrangements, when Chloe found her. "Hiding from your adoring public?" Chloe teased, handing her a canapé.

"Just trying to survive the night without having to discuss my father’s power-play strategy with the mayor," Ava muttered, taking a bite of the pastry. "You know, for a man who hates Jake Hamilton's guts, my dad sure loves parading him around like a prized bull." She gestured across the room, where Jake, looking impossibly handsome in a tailored suit, was holding court with a circle of wealthy donors, his easy charm on full display. Even from here, Ava could feel the magnetic pull of his presence.

“Well, he is the captain. And he cleans up nice,” Chloe conceded, her eyes following Ava’s. “Just try not to stare. People will talk.” But it was too late. As if sensing her gaze, Jake looked up, his eyes finding hers across the crowded room. He excused himself from the group, his movements fluid and purposeful as he made his way toward the bar, his path set to intercept hers. Ava’s breath hitched. There was nowhere to run.

She turned her back to him, pretending to be fascinated by the wine list, but it was a futile gesture. She felt him before she saw him, a wave of heat and that familiar, intoxicating scent that was pure Jake. The low murmur of the crowd, the clinking of glasses, the soft jazz from the stage—it all faded into a dull hum as he stopped beside her, his shoulder almost brushing hers. The air crackled, just like it had at the rink, thick with unspoken words and forbidden energy.

At a team fundraiser, Ava found herself cornered by Jake at the bar. The room buzzed with players, sponsors, and local fans, but Jake’s presence was a gravitational pull. He was in a tailored suit, the fabric hugging his broad shoulders, his tie slightly loosened, giving him a dangerous, undone edge.

“Thought you’d be hiding in a corner, Moreau,” he said, leaning against the bar, a whiskey in hand. “Or does Daddy let you out to play now?”

She rolled her eyes, sipping her wine to hide the heat creeping up her neck. “I’m here for the team, not to entertain you.”

“Shame.” His gaze dropped to her lips, then back to her eyes. “You look like you could use
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