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Welcome to The Rookie Move, the third book in the St. Louis Lions series!

While this novel is a complete, standalone romance following Jax Dawson and Elena Vance, it exists within a larger universe. You’ll see familiar faces from previous books—Carter and Avery (The Winning Shot), Mitch and Chloe (The Defensive Play)—now stepping into roles as mentors and pillars of the "Lions Family." Their stories have shaped the culture of this team, and I hope seeing their hard-won happy endings from a new angle adds a layer of warmth for returning readers.

For those new to the series, fear not! Everything you need to fall in love with Jax and Elena is contained within these pages. If you find yourself curious about how the grumpy linebacker tamed the sunny intern, or how the star quarterback won over the skeptical journalist, I invite you to go back and start from the beginning. Each book is a self-contained love story, but together, they build a saga about family—the one you’re born into, and the one you build in the trenches.

This book explores a dynamic I adore: the forbidden mentor-student relationship, where power shifts and vulnerability becomes the greatest strength. It’s a trope with deep roots, but I wanted to twist it with a secret virgin hero and a heroine whose control is both her armor and her cage. My goal was to make the football feel real, the romance feel earned, and the emotional payoff feel utterly satisfying.

Thank you for letting me be your guide into the high-stakes, high-passion world of professional football. Now, get ready for the kickoff.

Warmly,

GODE KA

—-
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​Prologue 
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Six Weeks Before the Draft

The file landed on Elena Vance’s desk with a sound like a verdict.

It wasn’t the thickness that was concerning—she was used to dossiers on prospects, fat with combine stats, college game logs, and psychologist reports. It was the three words scrawled in red Sharpie across the tab that made her blood run cold.

PROJECT: UNMANAGEABLE

She didn’t touch it. She leaned back in her chair, the leather sighing in the sterile quiet of her corner office, twenty-two floors above a Manhattan that glittered with indifferent ambition. Through the glass, the city was a circuit board of other people’s problems. She specialized in those problems. She was the cleanup crew for million-dollar mistakes, the strategist brought in when talent and trouble became inseparable twins.

With a sigh that was more exhaustion than resignation, she flipped the file open.

A college headshot stared up at her. Jaxson Dawson. He was all clean lines and camera-ready arrogance, a blond, blue-eyed prince of the heartland with a smile that promised trouble and an arm that promised fortune. The attached physicals were a work of art: 6’4”, 230 pounds, 4.6 forty, a vertical that defied gravity, a throwing velocity that bordered on artillery.

Then came the notes.

Scout 1 (Midwest): “Best pure arm talent I’ve seen in a decade. Sees the field like a savant. Personality is a hard no. Entitled. Brat. Thinks the sun shines out his ass. Will be a locker room cancer.”

Scout 2 (National): “Makes throws that make your jaw drop. Also makes decisions that make you want to rip your hair out. Off-field? Train wreck waiting for a station. Family is a circus. Father absent, mother enabling, uncle is a grifter. Kid has ‘mark’ written all over him.”

Team Psychologist (Combine Interview): “Exhibits classic narcissistic traits coupled with profound insecurity. Uses arrogance as a shield. Deep-seated need for approval conflicts with a rebellious streak against authority. Predict high likelihood of self-sabotage in a structured professional environment. High risk.”

Financial Background Check: “Mother has significant debt. Uncle Raymond has two bankruptcies and liens. Multiple ‘business ventures’ with questionable partners. The financial vultures are already circling. This is not a player; this is a liability with legs.”

Elena skimmed the incident reports: a minor bar altercation (smoothed over), a speeding ticket in a Lamborghini (a rental, paid for by an “uncle”), a leaked video from a party where he’d drunkenly proclaimed he’d “own the league in three years.”

The final page was a projected draft position. Despite the glaring red flags, the sheer, blinding wattage of his talent had him locked as a top-ten pick. Probably top-five. A franchise was going to bet tens of millions of dollars on this beautiful, broken machine.

Her intercom buzzed, sharp in the silence. “Elena? Richard is on line one. He says it’s urgent regarding the Dawson due diligence.”

Richard Sterling. Her boss. The man who saw clients as portfolio assets and crises as quarterly erosion.

She picked up the phone. “Richard.”

“Elena. You’ve seen the Dawson file.” It wasn’t a question.

“I’m looking at it now.”

“The St. Louis Lions hold the seventh pick. Their GM, David Ross, is obsessed. He sees the next Patrick Mahomes. He’s willing to overlook the... noise. But the ownership group is nervous. They need assurance. They need a plan.”

Elena stared at the smiling photo of Jax Dawson. She saw the ghosts of a dozen other “can’t-miss” kids in his eyes. Kids who were now selling insurance or worse, their jerseys hanging in pawn shops next to their championship dreams.

“What kind of plan?” she asked, though she already knew.

“A full-spectrum containment and development strategy. From the moment he’s drafted. Finances, media, lifestyle, mentorship. A cocoon. They want it drafted, budgeted, and ready for implementation the second his name is called. They want it airtight.”

“And they want Apex to run it.”

“They wantyou to run it, Elena.” Sterling’s voice was flat. “They’ve heard about the Hamilton turnaround. The Jenkins salvage job. They think you’re a miracle worker.”

“I’m not a miracle worker. I’m a realist with a talent for building walls.”

“Exactly. Build a wall around this kid. A big, beautiful, impenetrable wall. Keep the crazy out. Keep him focused. Make him into the asset his talent says he should be.” A pause, heavy with implication. “This is a make-or-break, Elena. For the Lions’ front office. For our relationship with them. And for you. Succeed, and you cement your reputation as the premier crisis manager in the business. Fail...” He let the word hang, a Sword of Damocles woven from corporate thread. “Let’s just say the ‘unmanageable’ label might stick to more than just the prospect.”

He hung up.

Elena placed the receiver back in its cradle with deliberate care. She turned her chair to face the nightscape of the city. For a long moment, she didn’t see the skyscrapers. She saw a double-wide in Odessa, the smell of dust and despair. She saw her own ticket out—not an arm, but a mind—and the miles of lonely, hard-won road it had required.

This Jaxson Dawson. This entitled prince. He was everything she’d had to fight against in her own climb. The undeserved privilege, the unearned confidence, the sheer, galling waste of potential.

The file called him “unmanageable.”

Her entire career was a testament to managing the unmanageable. To finding the frayed wire in the ticking bomb and cutting it with half a second to spare.

She turned back to the desk. The boy in the photo grinned up at her, blissfully unaware of the storm clouds gathering on his horizon, of the walls already being blueprinted to cage him.

A slow, cold smile touched Elena Vance’s lips. It held no warmth. Only the sharp, clinical edge of a surgeon picking up a scalpel.

“Alright, Mr. Dawson,” she whispered to the empty, polished room. “Let’s see what you’re really made of.”

She opened a fresh document on her screen. The title flashed in stark, black letters:

OPERATION: ROOKIE MOVE

Subject: Jaxson Dawson

Objective: Containment. Reconstruction. Or controlled demolition.

The game, long before the first snap of his professional career, had already begun. And the most dangerous player on the field had just decided to suit up.
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​Chapter One — First-Round Pick, First-Class Ego


[image: ]


The St. Louis sun wasn’t shining; it was performing a hostile takeover of the sky, hammering the manicured grounds of the Lions’ training complex into a shimmering slab of heat. Jax Dawson watched it all unfold from the air-conditioned tomb of his black Maybach, the engine a silent, expensive hum beneath him. On the passenger seat, the copy of Sports Illustrated grinned back at him, his own face—clean-cut, confident, borderline arrogant—splashed under the headline: THE NEW KING IN ST. LOUIS?

He smirked. Not a question. A prophecy.

“Mr. Dawson? We’re here,” his driver announced, pulling to a smooth stop outside the main admin building, a sleek structure of glass and steel meant to intimidate. It didn’t.

“Thanks, Marcus.” Jax unfolded himself from the car, all six-foot-four of him engineered for this moment. The tailored navy suit, the Italian loafers, the diamond-studded Rolex that caught the sun and threw it back like a challenge—this was the uniform of a first-round pick, the 7th overall selection, the future of a franchise. He’d spent his whole life preparing for it. The golden arm from Texas, the Heisman finalist, the kid who could thread a football through a wedding ring at fifty yards. He’d arrived.

He pushed his sunglasses up onto his head, squinting at the complex. This was his kingdom now. Or it would be, just as soon as the old guard got the memo.

The memo, it turned out, had not been received.

The lobby was cool and echoed with the sound of purposeful cleats on marble. A few staffers glanced his way, but there was no red carpet, no gushing PR rep, not even a damn welcome sign. Just the faint smell of antiseptic, sweat, and ambition. At the reception desk, a woman with a headset gave him a practiced smile.

“Can I help you?”

“Jax Dawson. I’m here for...” He gestured vaguely, expecting recognition to dawn. It didn’t.

“Rookie check-in. Down the hall, through the double doors, follow the noise,” she said, already turning her attention to a monitor.

Follow the noise. Right.

The noise hit him first—a cacophony of grunts, shouted calls, the thwack of pads, and the relentless, mechanical whir of exercise bikes. The practice field was a shock of green under the brutal sun, dotted with what looked like oversized, armored insects. Lions. His new teammates. For a second, a humbling, unwelcome second, Jax felt a prickle of something like awe. These weren’t college boys. These were men. Massive, scarred, moving with a brutal, efficient grace that spoke of years in the trenches.

He spotted Carter James first. The incumbent QB, the established star. Even from a distance, Carter carried an aura of calm command, chatting with a coach, his motions economical. The man Jax was ostensibly here to learn from, and eventually, to replace. Then his eyes found the other one. Mitch “The Wall” Sloan. The linebacker was a monument of menace, leading a drill where he was hammering a sled with such violent force it seemed to scream in protest. Jax had seen the highlights—the jarring hits, the sheer destructive power. Up close, it was different. It was primal.

A coach with a clipboard and a perpetual scowl broke away and headed toward him. “Dawson. You’re late.”

“Fashionably,” Jax said, flashing the smile that had charmed boosters and sportscasters for years.

The coach didn’t smile back. “There’s no fashion here. There’s on time, and there’s a fine. Gear’s in locker 47. Get changed. You’re on Field Two with the other rookies and depth chart in ten.”

So much for the royal tour. Locker 47 was tucked away, not with the veterans’ spacious stalls near the showers, but in a row of temporary-looking metal units. His name was taped above it on a piece of printer paper. Classy.

He was halfway into his pads—the stiff, unfamiliar feel of them—when the atmosphere in the room changed. It wasn’t a sound, but a shift in pressure, like the air before a storm. He looked up.

Carter and Mitch stood at the entrance to the locker room, still in their practice gear, dripping sweat and authority. They were both looking right at him.

“Gentlemen,” Jax said, straightening up, opting for confident over courteous.

They approached. Carter’s gaze was appraising, unreadable. Mitch’s was a open challenge, his arms crossed over a chest that looked like it could stop a truck.

“Saw you pull up,” Carter said, his voice even. “Nice car.”

“Thanks. Gets me from A to B.”

“A being your ego, B being reality,” Mitch rumbled, not a trace of humor in his voice. “You might want to map a new route.”

Jax felt his smile tighten. “Just trying to make a good first impression.”

“The impression you made,” Carter said, stepping closer, his voice dropping, “is that you think you’ve already arrived. You haven’t. You just got drafted. That’s a permission slip to try out, not a crown.” He gestured around the locker room. “Every man in this building has forgotten more football than you know. That includes the water boy. Your job for the next six months is to shut up, listen, and carry someone’s pads. Probably mine.”

Jax’s temper, a familiar and volatile companion, sparked. “I was brought here to play, not to be a valet.”

Mitch leaned in, his presence overwhelmingly physical. “You were brought here because the front office liked your tape. We don’t give a shit about your tape. We care about whether you can take a hit from a 300-pound defensive end who wants to erase your surname from the record books. We care if you’ll stand in the pocket when you know the hit is coming and still make the throw. We care if you’ll put in the work when no one’s watching and the cameras are off.” He tapped a thick finger against the pristine Lions logo on Jax’s practice jersey. “This doesn’t make you one of us. Earning this does. And you haven’t even started.”

Before Jax could formulate a retort that wouldn’t get him immediately decapitated, a new voice cut through the tension.

“Dawson! Field Two! Now! You’re holding up drills!”

It was the scowling coach from earlier. Carter gave Jax one last, inscrutable look, then turned away. Mitch just shook his head, a dismissive gesture that burned hotter than any insult.

Field Two was where hope went to die. It was a smaller practice field, populated by wide-eyed rookies, journeymen fighting for roster spots, and the ghosts of past draft busts. The drills were fundamental, monotonous: footwork, basic reads, handoff exchanges. It was beneath him. He fumbled a simple snap from a third-string center.

“Eyes up, Dawson!” a position coach barked. “You’re not reading the cheerleader squad!”

Heat rose on the back of his neck, a mixture of sweat and shame. He’d never fumbled a snap in his life.

The day devolved into a masterclass in humiliation. In 7-on-7 drills, a grizzled backup safety, a man who’d probably been playing pro football when Jax was in middle school, read his eyes like a children’s book and jumped a route, intercepting a pass meant to be an easy completion. The defense whooped. On the next play, under a token pass rush, he panicked and threw the ball at the feet of a crossing receiver.

From the sidelines of the main field, he could feel eyes on him. Not just the coaches. Carter and Mitch had paused their own work, watching his disaster unfold. Carter said something to Mitch, who just nodded, his expression grimly satisfied.

The final indignity came in the film room later that afternoon. The offensive coordinator, a man named Greeley with the enthusiasm of a tax auditor, played clips from the practice, pausing on every one of Jax’s mistakes in stark, silent high-definition.

“See here, Dawson? Your drop is too deep. You’re giving the edge rusher an angle.”

“Your eyes are locked on your primary.The safety hasn’t moved since the Pleistocene epoch. He knows where you’re going.”

“This throw...what is this? You’re not in the backyard anymore. You can’t just arm-talent your way through a Cover-2 hole.”

Each critique was a needle, meticulously applied. The other rookies in the room sat in terrified silence. Jax felt the foundation of his identity—the golden boy, the natural, the chosen one—begin to crack. He wasn’t the best player in the room here. He might have been the worst.

As they were dismissed, Greeley called him over. “Dawson. A word.”

Jax approached, bracing for another lashing.

“You have talent,” Greeley said, not unkindly, which was almost worse. “More raw talent than anyone we’ve drafted in a decade. But talent is the entry fee. The cost of staying is everything else. The work. The humility. The willingness to be coached into something you’re not yet.” He leaned forward. “Carter James wasn’t born a franchise QB. He was forged. Mitch Sloan came in as a raw athlete with a temper. They listened. They learned. They respected the process. You walked in here today respecting only yourself. That won’t work. Not here.”

He handed Jax a thick, three-ring binder. “The playbook. Your bible. You will know it backwards by the time camp breaks. You will also report to the media room tomorrow at 8 AM. Your agent is sending someone to... manage your integration.”

Manage your integration. The words felt like a brand. Like he was a problem to be contained.

Exhausted, soul-weary in a way no two-a-day in college had ever made him, Jax retreated to the sanctuary of his Maybach. The pristine interior, the smell of leather, felt alien now. A prop from a life that suddenly seemed very far away. He looked back at the complex, glowing in the late afternoon light. It wasn’t a kingdom. It was a fortress. And he was outside the walls, his shiny crown nothing but tin.

His phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.

Unknown: Mr. Dawson. Elena Vance from Apex Sports Management. I’ll be your point of contact moving forward. We have a 7 AM breakfast meeting tomorrow at The Clayton Hotel before your 8 AM media session. Do not be late. Do not speak to any other press before then. -EV

The message was crisp, impersonal, and utterly commanding. No greeting. No welcome to the league. Just orders.

A furious, rebellious energy surged through him. First the veterans, then the coaches, and now some suit from his agency thought they could dictate his life? He was Jax Dawson. He typed back a quick, defiant reply.

Jax: I don’t do 7 AM. Schedule it for 9.

The three dots appeared immediately. The reply came seconds later.

Elena Vance: Your current trajectory, based on today’s performance reviews which have already been circulated, suggests you will be a multimillion-dollar liability. Breakfast is at 7 AM. I strongly suggest you order the oatmeal. It will be a long day. -EV

He stared at the screen, the heat of the day finally giving way to a chill that had nothing to do with the car’s AC. They were circling him. The veterans, the coaches, the front office, and now this... this handler. All of them, with their expectations and their rules and their brutal assessments, closing in.

He’d come to St. Louis to be a king. But as he started the engine, the silent roar feeling hollow and insufficient, a terrifying thought took root.

What if he was just the court jester?

And what if the woman named Elena Vance, with her oatmeal and her 7 AM meetings, was the one holding the scepter?

The fortress loomed in his rearview mirror, not as a prize to be won, but as a maze he had to survive. And he had just gotten his first, brutal look at the minotaur waiting for him inside. The chapter of his life titled "Prodigy" was over. The one titled "Rookie" had begun with a gut punch. Tomorrow, at an ungodly hour, he would meet the architect of his new, shrunken world. And for the first time in his charmed, brilliant life, Jax Dawson had absolutely no idea what his next move should be.
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The Clayton Hotel’s dining room smelled of ambition and discreet wealth—freshly ground coffee, starched linen, and the quiet chime of silver on bone china. Jax Dawson sat at a corner table, nursing a black coffee that did nothing to blunt the edges of his simmering resentment. 7:03 AM. He’d made a point of being three minutes late, a petty, juvenile rebellion that already felt hollow.

He’d chosen the seat facing the entrance, a power move. He watched the door, constructing an image of the woman from the texts. Elena Vance. He pictured someone in a severe pantsuit, maybe fifty, with the sharp, joyless eyes of a corporate tax auditor, carrying a briefcase full of restraining orders and liability waivers.

He was wrong.

When she entered, the air in the room didn’t change, but his perception of it did. She was in her late thirties, he guessed, but time seemed to have refined her rather than diminished her. She wore a tailored sheath dress the color of a midnight sky, simple and devastatingly expensive. Her hair, a deep, rich chestnut, was swept back in a sleek twist that exposed the elegant line of her neck and hinted at a severity that was immediately confirmed by her expression. She moved with a contained, purposeful energy, not walking through the space so much as annexing it. Her eyes—a cool, assessing gray—scanned the room and landed on him with the unerring accuracy of a missile lock.

No hesitation. No searching. She knew exactly who he was, and her first look was one of swift, professional appraisal. He felt, absurdly, like a used car she was considering for parts.

She reached the table. “Mr. Dawson.” Her voice was lower than he’d expected, smooth but with a bedrock of steel. It wasn’t a greeting; it was an acknowledgment of a problem that had now arrived on her desk.

“Ms. Vance. You’re...” Young. Stunning. Terrifying. “...punctual.”

“I am many things. Punctual is the bare minimum.” She set a slim leather portfolio on the table, not a briefcase, and took the seat opposite him, her back to the wall, facing the room. A security detail’s habit. She didn’t look at the menu a waiter instantly provided. “Green tea, please. And the seasonal fruit plate.” She glanced at Jax’s empty place setting. “He’ll have the steel-cut oatmeal with berries. No brown sugar.”

The waiter nodded and vanished. Jax stared, his coffee cup frozen halfway to his lips.

“I’m capable of ordering my own breakfast,” he said, the words coming out tighter than he intended.

“Are you?” She finally gave him her full attention, and it was like being placed under a microscope. “Your decision-making over the past eighteen hours has been questionable at best. Starting with your vehicular statement yesterday, culminating in your attempt to re-schedule this meeting, and peppered throughout with a performance on the field that the Lions’ staff have charitably described as ‘unrefined.’ I’m retraining the muscle. We start with oatmeal.”

A fire lit in his gut. “Listen, I don’t know who you think you are—”

“Elena Vance. Senior Vice President, Crisis and Talent Management, Apex Sports. Your previous agent, Greg, who signed you based on your college highlight reel and a handshake from your uncle, has been reassigned to extreme snowboarding. You are now my client. More specifically, you are my project.” She opened the portfolio, revealing a tablet. She tapped the screen, and a series of graphs, headlines, and video clips appeared. “This is you. The commodity.”

Jax saw the Sports Illustrated cover. Saw a TMZ clip of him leaving a club in Austin last spring. Saw his college stats, then a glaring, side-by-side comparison with his practice stats from yesterday.

“Your on-field value is currently theoretical. Your off-field value is already depreciating due to perception. The narrative forming is ‘spoiled rookie in over his head.’ That narrative becomes a fact if it’s not surgically removed. My job is to remove it and rebuild your brand into something durable, professional, and bankable.”

The waiter returned with their food. Jax’s oatmeal looked like a beige punishment in a bowl. Elena picked up a single perfect raspberry with her fork. She didn’t eat it; she held it like a point of evidence.

“Here are your new rules. They are not negotiable.”

She began to list them, each one a brick in the wall she was building around him.

“One: Financial oversight. You will receive a monthly stipend. A generous one, but a fraction of your signing bonus. The rest is locked in a managed trust. You have no access to the principal. Your family has zero access. Any requests for large expenditures go through me.”

“My family?” Jax snapped, a cold dread threading through his anger.

“Two: Media protocol. You do not speak to any press, anytime, anywhere, without pre-approval and preparation. That includes ‘friendly’ chats in the parking lot, DMs from podcasters, and comments on your own Instagram posts. Your social media accounts are now mine. You will receive login credentials for a ‘public-facing’ account that we will curate.”

“You can’t just take my—”

“Three: Lifestyle management. The Maybach is gone. Today. You will lease a respectable American SUV. Black or grey. You will move out of the downtown penthouse you put a deposit on. I have secured a leased property in a secure, low-profile complex in Clayton. It has a gym and a functional kitchen. You will learn to use both.”

Jax pushed the oatmeal away, his appetite replaced by a roaring defiance. “This is insane. I’m not a child. I just got drafted! This is supposed to be the payoff!”

“This is the payoff,” she said, her voice dropping, becoming even more lethally calm. “The money is the easy part. Any idiot can get drafted and get rich. The ones who vanish? They blow the money, they become a headline for a DUI or a bar fight, they get cut, and they’re selling used cars or worse by thirty. They are cautionary tales told to the next entitled kid with a strong arm.” She leaned forward, her gray eyes capturing his. “You are currently on the fastest possible track to becoming that tale, Mr. Dawson. The Lions didn’t just draft a quarterback. They made a multi-million dollar investment in the idea of Jax Dawson. My job is to make sure the man matches the idea. And right now, there is a Grand Canyon-sized gap between the two.”

“I just had a bad first day! Everyone does!”

“A bad first day is dropping passes. What you displayed was a profound lack of preparedness, respect, and emotional control. Mitch Sloan and Carter James have forgotten more about professional football than you will learn this year. They are not your obstacles; they are your blueprint. And your first act was to sneer at the blueprint.”

He fell silent, her words hitting with the precision of a surgeon’s scalpel, exposing nerves he didn’t want to feel. The shame from yesterday’s practice curdled in his stomach.

“What’s in this for you?” he asked, the question a low mutter.

“My professional reputation. Apex’s percentage of your second contract, which will be exponentially larger if we succeed. The satisfaction of not wasting a generational talent on childish pride.” She finally ate the raspberry. “And a challenge. I specialize in saving things that are worth saving.”

“You think I need saving?”

“I know you do. The question is whether you have the intelligence to know it too.”

She slid the tablet toward him. On the screen was a document titled: Professional Development Plan: Jax Dawson – Phase 1 (Stabilization). It was broken down by the hour, the day, the week. Media training sessions. Financial literacy seminars with a stern-faced woman named Brenda. Twice-weekly sessions with a sports psychologist. Nutritionist appointments. Mandatory film study times that overlapped with the veterans’.

It was a prison sentence. A glorified, gilded cage.

“You expect me to sign this?”

“Your signature is irrelevant. This is the plan. You will follow it, or you will fail. And if you fail on my watch, I will personally ensure that every team owner, general manager, and endorsement head in this country understands that your failure was due to a willful refusal to be professional. Your career will be over before your rookie contract expires. Am I clear?”

The sheer, unvarnished certainty in her voice was the most frightening thing he’d ever heard. This wasn’t a bluff. This was a woman who had dismantled bigger problems than a rookie quarterback. He saw it in the unwavering line of her shoulders, in the complete absence of doubt in her eyes.

The fight drained out of him, replaced by a numb, bewildered shock. He’d spent his life being the best, being coddled, being told ‘yes.’ In forty-eight hours, the entire world had started screaming ‘no.’

“The media session is in fifty minutes,” she said, closing the portfolio. “We will walk over together. You will say nothing unless I nod. You will answer questions with the talking points we will now review. Your themes are: ‘Grateful for the opportunity,’ ‘Eager to learn from the veterans,’ and ‘Focused on earning the respect of my teammates.’ Your demeanor is: humble, focused, quiet. You are not a star. You are a student. That is the only narrative we are feeding them today.”

She pulled out a single index card and placed it in front of him. Three bullet points. Simple sentences.

“Memorize them. Internalize them. Believe them.”

Jax looked at the card, then at his congealing oatmeal. The symbol of his new life. Flavorless, controlled, nutritious.

The walk to the Lions’ facility was silent. She matched his stride perfectly, her heels clicking a steady, metronome rhythm on the sidewalk. He felt like a condemned man walking with his executioner, who also happened to be his only hope for a pardon.

The media room was small, packed with local beat reporters and a few national faces. A forest of microphones stood on the podium. As they entered through a side door, the buzz of conversation dipped. Eyes raked over him, then over Elena, curiosity sparking.

Coach Riggs was at the podium, finishing up. He saw Jax and gave a small, unreadable nod. “...pleased with the draft class’s energy. Now, I’ll turn it over to our first-round pick, quarterback Jax Dawson. He’ll take a few questions.”

Jax moved toward the podium on wooden legs. He felt Elena stop just behind his left shoulder, a silent, pressurized presence.

The first question came from a seasoned reporter with tired eyes. “Jax, welcome to St. Louis. A lot’ been made of your arrival. What’s your first impression of the Lions’ organization?”

Jax’s mouth was dry. He heard a slight, almost imperceptible exhale from behind him. The card. The narrative.

He leaned into the mic. “I’m... incredibly grateful for the opportunity. This is a first-class organization with a great history. I’m just focused on coming in, keeping my head down, and learning as much as I can.”

He didn’t sound like himself. He sounded like a robot. But he saw a few reporters nod, scribbling notes.

Another hand went up. “There’s been talk about the dynamic between you and Carter James. You’re seen as his eventual replacement. What’s your relationship with him been like so far?”

A landmine. Jax felt a flash of the old defiance. He told me to carry his pads. He felt Elena shift, ever so slightly. A warning.

“Carter’s been great,” Jax said, the words tasting like ash. “He’s a pro’s pro, a Super Bowl winner. My job is to learn from him, from Mitch, from all the veterans. I have a long, long way to go before I can even think about anything else. I’m just here to earn the respect of my teammates.”

The script was working. The questions became softer, more procedural. How was he adjusting to the playbook? What did he think of the city? He delivered his lines, his smile feeling tight and unnatural.

Then, from the back, a younger reporter with a sharp smile. “Jax, you were known in college for your... vibrant social life. How do you balance that with the demands of being an NFL rookie? Any plans to check out the St. Louis nightlife?”

A hot flush crept up his neck. This was his old territory, the playful, bad-boy persona. He opened his mouth, a glib answer about working hard and playing hard on the tip of his tongue.

“Mr. Dawson’s focus is entirely on football and his integration into the Lions’ culture.”

The voice came from beside him,clear, firm, and absolute. Every head swiveled to Elena. She hadn’t stepped to the mic, but she didn’t need to. Her presence commanded the room. “His commitment is total. There will be no further questions on that topic.”

The reporter blinked, cowed by her sheer authority. The session moderator quickly pointed to someone else for a final, bland question about offseason training.

It was over. As they filed out, Jax felt a strange mixture of relief and humiliation. He’d been saved from himself, but by a handler who had just publicly muzzled him.

In the empty hallway, he turned on her. “You spoke for me.”

“You were about to resurrect the very narrative we are trying to bury,” she said, not breaking stride. “My intervention was less damaging than your answer would have been.”

“I can handle myself!”

“You have yet to provide a single piece of evidence to support that claim.”She stopped and faced him. “Today was a pass. Barely. You read the lines. You didn’t trip. But this isn’t a one-act play. This is your new reality. From this moment on, every choice, every word, every association is a data point. For the Lions. For the media. For me.”

She handed him a keycard. “Your new apartment. The movers will transfer your essentials from the penthouse today. The car dealership will pick up the Maybach at 3 PM. Your first media training session is tomorrow at 6 AM. Be ready.”

She began to walk away, then paused, looking back over her shoulder. Her gaze swept over him, from his still-styled hair to his expensive, useless shoes. “And for God’s sake, Dawson, lose the watch. You’re not a rapper. You’re a quarterback. Start dressing like one.”

He stood alone in the sterile hallway, the keycard digging into his palm. The sounds of the facility—the distant thud of weights, the echo of coaches’ whistles—felt like they were coming from another planet. He had entered this building yesterday as a prince. He was leaving this wing today as a prisoner, his warden a woman in a midnight-blue dress who had seen through every layer of his facade in the time it took to eat a single raspberry.

The playbook was thick. The rules were endless. The veterans thought he was a joke. And his only ally was a ruthless strategist who viewed him as a damaged asset in need of repair.

He looked down at the ridiculous, glittering watch on his wrist. The symbol of everything he thought he’d earned. With a disgusted sigh, he fumbled with the clasp, yanked it off, and shoved it into the pocket of his chinos. It felt like shedding a skin, but the new one he was being forced into was tight, unfamiliar, and it itched.

Somewhere, a door slammed shut. Not with a bang, but with the soft, final click of a lock being turned by a steady, unforgiving hand. The game had changed before he’d even taken a real snap. And he was painfully, excruciatingly aware that he didn’t know the new rules. But she did.

And his survival now depended on learning them faster than he’d ever learned a playbook.
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​Chapter Three — The Contract (And The Rules)
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The stale, recycled air of the Lions’ training facility clung to Jax Dawson’s skin. He’d just endured a two-hour “acclimation meeting” with the offensive coordinator that felt less like instruction and more like a warning label being read aloud. Do not expose to pressure. Handle with extreme caution. Fragile ego inside.

Now, he was being ushered by a stone-faced intern into the players’ lounge—a sanctum he’d been told rookies normally had to earn the right to enter. The room was a monument to controlled masculinity: deep leather couches, massive screens frozen on game tape, the faint, permanent scent of sweat, leather, and ambition.

Carter James and Mitch Sloan occupied the space like founding statues. Carter, the franchise QB, was leaned over a tablet, his focus absolute. Mitch, the linebacker, was a monolith of muscle, methodically taping his wrists, the ripping sound of the athletic tape unnaturally loud in the quiet.

The intern vanished. Jax summoned the grin that had charmed a thousand boosters. “Heard this is where the kings sit. Mind if a future one joins?”

Mitch didn’t look up. “Future’s got a waiting room. Down the hall. Smells like desperation and cheap body spray. You’ll love it.”

Carter finally glanced up. His gaze was neither hostile nor welcoming. It was analytical. Assessing wind speed, trajectory, potential risk. “Dawson. Sit.”

Jax’s grin faltered. He took a seat on the edge of a stiff armchair, feeling like a petitioner. He nodded toward Carter’s tablet. “Studying the Packers’ cover-two? Their weak-side safety bites hard on play-action. It’s a rookie mistake.”

Carter’s expression didn’t change. “That ‘rookie mistake’ was All-Pro safety Marcus Peters. And the clip is from our Super Bowl win three years ago. The bite was intentional. We used it to set up the game-winning touchdown two drives later.” He set the tablet down. “You see a flaw. I see a layer. That’s the difference between someone who plays football and someone who understands it.”

The correction was delivered so calmly, so utterly without malice, that it was more devastating than any trash talk. Jax felt heat creep up his neck. He’d just announced his ignorance in the temple of the gods.

Mitch finished with his tape, balling up the used strip and firing it into a trash can across the room. “Swish,” he grunted. Then he fixed his glacier-blue eyes on Jax. “Your agent. Vance.”

“Yeah,” Jax said, eager for a topic he could maybe navigate. “They sent their top pitbull. Guess I’m a chew toy.”

“Elena Vance isn’t a pitbull,” Carter said, his voice still quiet. “Pitbulls are emotional. She’s a scalpel. Precise, sterile, and she only cuts out what’s going to kill you. If the agency sent her, they think you’re salvageable. Barely.”

“Lucky me.”

“You have no idea,” Mitch rumbled. He leaned forward, his massive forearms resting on his knees. “Listen, kid. You’re a blister. A loud, annoying, inflated piece of hot air that showed up on our foot. We’d all love to pop you and watch you deflate. But the problem is, you’re our blister. You’re wearing the same colors. And if you get infected, you poison the whole body.”

Jax opened his mouth to fire back, but Carter cut in.

“What Mitch is trying to say, in his delicate way, is that you’re part of the organism now. Your poor decisions reflect on us. Your bad press hurts our brand. Your failure,” Carter said, locking eyes with him, “weakens this team. We have a window to win. We don’t have time to babysit a liability. So, we’re not going to.”

“Good,” Jax snapped.

“Instead,” Carter continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “you’re getting a lifeline you don’t deserve. Two of them. Elena is the first. We,” he gestured between himself and Mitch, “are the second. Coach Riggs asked us to... integrate you.”

Mitch snorted. “He said ‘keep him from setting the damn building on fire.’ Integration sounds nicer.”

“Your ‘Veteran Liaison’ clause,” Carter said, tapping the tablet. “It starts now. So here are the rules of this lounge, and by extension, this team. You listen more than you speak. You ask questions, you don’t make proclamations. You respect the work, not just the spotlight. And for God’s sake, you learn the difference between a rookie mistake and a twenty-layer chess move before you open your mouth again.”

Jax felt a towering resentment building. He was Jax Dawson. He’d been the smartest guy in every room since he was sixteen. “And what do you get out of this? A gold star from Coach?”

Mitch smiled. It wasn’t friendly. It was the baring of teeth. “We get the satisfaction of knowing that if you screw up—if you embarrass this crest, or cost us a yard of field position because you’re thinking about your Instagram likes instead of the play clock—we get to handle your discipline in-house. And we won’t send you to media training. We’ll send you to the training room. For a long time.”

The threat was absolute, physical, and utterly believable. Jax believed it.

Carter stood, a signal that the audience was over. “Elena will handle your outside life. We’ll handle your life in here. Your job is to bridge the gap. Become the same person in both places. That person,” he said, picking up his tablet, “needs to be worth the draft pick we spent on you. Prove you are. Dismissed.”

Jax sat, stunned, as the two men turned their attention away from him, an implied demotion more potent than any shouting. He was no longer the center of attention. He was background noise. He stood, the leather of the armchair sighing as if relieved he was leaving.

He was almost at the door when Mitch’s voice stopped him.

“Kid.”

Jax turned.

Mitch wasn’t looking at him. He was staring at the game tape on the big screen, a highlight reel of Lions victories. “That play-action Peters bit on? I was the one who hit their tight end so clean on the previous drive that he heard church bells. He was looking for me the rest of the game. Not the ball. Me. Carter’s right. It’s all layers. Your job isn’t to be the loudest sound in the room. It’s to be the one people feel in their bones after the room goes quiet. Now get out. You’re blocking my view of the glory days.”

Jax walked out into the sterile hallway, the door clicking shut behind him, sealing him out of the inner sanctum. The encounter hadn’t gone how he’d imagined. There’d been no hazing, no testing of his physical mettle. It had been an intellectual and hierarchical dismantling. They hadn’t challenged his arm; they’d dismissed his mind.

He felt untethered. Elena owned his external life. Carter and Mitch now governed his football existence. Who was left? Who was he in the spaces they hadn’t claimed?

His phone buzzed. A notification from a banking app. Account Alert. Funds Deposited. He opened it. His weekly “allowance” from the Apex trust. It was more money than most people made in a month. It felt like pocket change. It felt like a leash.

“Mr. Dawson?” The intern was back, holding a car key fob with the Lions logo. “Your vehicle is ready out front. Ms. Vance’s instructions. And your first media training session with her is in one hour at the Apex offices.”

Jax took the keys, the plastic cold in his hand. The SUV. The appointment. The next box on the schedule. The forge, as Elena had called it, was no longer an abstract concept. He could feel its heat on all sides. To one side, the dispassionate, clinical pressure of Elena Vance. To the other, the experienced, brutal expectations of Carter and Mitch. And he was in the middle, the raw, shapeless ore.

He had signed the contract. He had accepted the liaison. There was no turning back. There was only the hope that the person who emerged from the other side would be someone he recognized—and more importantly, someone the men in that lounge wouldn’t look at with dismissive, pitying eyes.

The walk to the players’ parking lot felt longer than the entire combine.
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The Apex Sports Management offices in Clayton didn’t just whisper money; they spoke in the low, confident tone of a closing argument in a wood-paneled courtroom. Jax’s footsteps were swallowed by the dense carpet as the same polite assistant led him not to a conference room, but to a door at the end of the hall marked simply E. Vance.

The office was a violation of expectation. It wasn’t larger than life; it was ruthlessly efficient. The view was commanding, but the space itself was spartan. A standing desk, a single ergonomic chair for guests, shelves of meticulously organized legal texts and binders labeled by client and year. No trophies, no framed magazine covers. Only one personal artifact: a small, worn leather folio on a side table, next to a sleek espresso machine that hummed with silent industry.

Elena stood at the window, her silhouette a cutout against the afternoon sun. She held a crystal tumbler of water, not drinking, just holding it, as if testing its weight.

“Sit,” she said, without turning.

Jax took the guest chair. The leather was cool and unforgiving. He was still raw from the encounter in the lounge, the twin dismissals from Carter and Mitch sitting like stones in his gut. He was in no mood for another lecture.

She turned. She was in another impeccable suit, this one the color of slate. Her hair was up, exposing the clean, severe lines of her neck. She looked at him the way a jeweler might examine a stone with a potentially fatal flaw.

“Your meeting with James and Sloan,” she began, setting the glass on her desk with a precise click. “How did it go?”

He shrugged, the picture of practiced nonchalance. “They gave me the ‘know your place, rookie’ speech. It’s fine.”

“It’s not ‘fine,’” she corrected, her voice cool. “It was your first test within the organism, and based on your posture and the defensive set of your jaw, you failed. You went in expecting a confrontation of alpha males. You got a lesson in institutional hierarchy. You mistook a tutorial for a turf war, and now you’re sitting here, embarrassed and angry. Am I wrong?”

He stared at her, disarmed. It was as if she’d been a ghost in the room, taking notes. “They think I’m an idiot.”

“They think you’re uneducated,” she clarified, moving to lean against the front of her desk, putting herself slightly above his eyeline. “There’s a difference. An idiot can’t learn. An uneducated person simply hasn’t been taught. Their job—the one Riggs gave them—is to teach you the language of this specific tribe. You were trying to shout at them in yours. It’s not a sign of weakness to learn a new language, Jax. It’s a sign of intelligence. The first thing you must kill is the idea that asking a question diminishes you. In here,” she tapped her temple, “it’s the only thing that builds you.”

She reached for the worn leather folio, opening it to reveal not documents, but a series of handwritten notes on thick, cream-colored paper. “I have a dossier on every first-round pick from the last decade. Their strengths, their weaknesses, the clauses we put in their contracts, where their careers broke. Yours is the thinnest. Not because you have fewer flaws, but because your flaws are the most common, and therefore, the most predictable. Arrogance born from never having been truly challenged. Financial illiteracy. A parasitic personal circle. A media persona that’s all id and no superego.”

She flipped a page. “The solution is also predictable. Structure. Discipline. Rewiring. The contract you signed is the scaffolding. What we do in this room is the rewiring. Today’s lesson is not about handling the press. It’s about understanding what the press actually is.”

She walked to a monitor embedded in the wall and tapped the screen. A split image appeared. On the left, a freeze-frame of Jax at his draft party, champagne bottle held high, a model on each arm, his mouth open in a mid-shout laugh. The caption: THE LION KING’S ROAR! On the right, a photo of Carter James from a charity 5k the previous weekend. He was in running gear, handing a bottle of water to a small, starstruck boy. Carter was crouched, his face serious, attentive. The caption: A CAPTAIN’S COMPASSION.

“Look at these,” she commanded. “Don’t tell me what you see. Tell me what the viewer is meant to feel.”

Jax scowled. “The one on the left is fun. Celebration. The right is... I don’t know, boring. Saintly.”

“Wrong.” Her voice was a whip crack. “The left creates distance. It says, ‘Look at my exclusive, unattainable life. I am a hedonist on a mountaintop you cannot climb.’ It inspires envy, or titillation, but never connection. The right creates intimacy. It says, ‘I am a leader, a protector. I see you. I am of this community.’ It inspires trust, loyalty, a sense of shared identity.”

She advanced the images. Now it was a video clip: Jax, post-college game, barking at a reporter who’d questioned a bad interception. “You ever put on a helmet, pal? Didn’t think so.” She paused it. “What does that say?”

“That I’m a competitor. That I don’t tolerate stupid questions from people who don’t know the game.”

“It says you are emotionally volatile. It says your pride is more important than your message. It says you are easy to bait, and therefore, easy to manipulate. A media ecosystem is a predator environment. You just showed them your soft underbelly and dared them not to bite.” She changed the clip. It was Mitch Sloan, after a brutal loss, standing at his locker, his knuckles raw and taped. A reporter asked how it felt. Mitch, his voice a low growl, said: “It feels like we didn’t do our jobs today. And that starts with me. Next question.”

“Sloan looks like a damn murderer,” Jax said.

“He looks accountable,” Elena countered. “He looks like the burden of failure is a weight he accepts and will carry. He looks like a man you would follow into a fire, because he would walk in first. That is a calculated persona. That is armor.”

She switched off the screen and returned to stand before him. The room felt smaller, charged with a new kind of pressure. “You have been playing a character called ‘Jax Dawson, Football Superstar.’ It’s a shallow, one-note role. The league is filled with them, and they get canceled after the first season. I am here to help you author a new character. ‘Jax Dawson, Franchise Quarterback.’ That character is multifaceted. He is talented but humble. Confident but curious. A leader who serves. A winner who remembers the cost. This character,” she said, her gaze boring into his, “gets the second contract. The legacy. The respect of the men in that lounge.”

Jax felt a strange, unsettling shift inside. It wasn’t agreement, not yet. It was the first, faint recognition of a map being laid over a territory he’d only ever wandered through blind. “So it’s all just... acting? A performance?”

“It’s integrity,” she shot back. “But integrity of what? Right now, your internal self—the scared kid from a messy family who uses arrogance as a shield—is in conflict with your external self—the preening peacock. That dissonance is what people sense. It’s what makes you seem ‘fake.’ The goal is alignment. We rebuild the internal self—through discipline, education, mentorship. And we carefully craft the external self to reflect that new reality. The performance becomes true because the man has become the role. Carter isn’t ‘acting’ like a leader. He became one. The work came first. The image followed.”

She walked back to her desk and picked up a single sheet of paper. “Your homework. A reading list. Not football manuals. Biographies. Patton. Shackleton. Lincoln. Essays on stoicism. A history of the NFL Players’ Association. You will read one hour every night. You will take notes in the notebook I’ve had delivered to your apartment. You will discuss one key takeaway with Carter James during your film study. This is not optional.”

He took the paper. The titles seemed foreign, daunting. “Why?”

“Because leadership is a learned skill. Because history is the only playbook for human nature. And because you need to fill that head of yours with something other than your own press clippings and dread.” She glanced at the clock. “Your financial fiduciary is waiting in Conference Room B. He will explain the difference between liquid and illiquid assets. Pay attention. Your future self will need to know.”

It was another dismissal. Another box on the schedule. But as he stood, something in him rebelled against the sheer passivity of it. He was being moved like a piece on her chessboard.

“You have an answer for everything,” he said, not hiding the edge in his voice. “A plan for every flaw. What’s your flaw, Elena? What’s in your dossier?”

The air in the room seemed to crystallize. For a long moment, she just looked at him, and he saw not anger, but a profound, guarded surprise, as if a piece of furniture had suddenly spoken. Her eyes flickered to the worn leather folio, then back to him.

“My flaw,” she said, her voice lower, stripped of its professional polish, “is that I believe talent can be saved from itself. It’s a sentimentality that has no place in this business. And it’s the only reason you’re standing in this office, instead of being managed by a junior agent who would let you gorge yourself on fame until you choked.” She straightened her already-straight jacket. “Now go. Your education in illiquid assets awaits. And Jax?”

He paused at the door.

“The man who walks out of this building today is not the one who walked in. Remember that. And for your next meeting with James and Sloan, try listening. Your mouth has already told us everything it knows. It’s your ears’ turn.”

He left, the door clicking shut with its now-familiar finality. The walk down the plush hallway felt different. The silence wasn’t just absence of sound; it was the echo of her words, ringing in the newly hollowed-out spaces of his own ego.

He didn’t pull out his phone. He didn’t scroll. He held the reading list in his hand, the paper crisp and demanding. Patton. Shackleton. Lincoln.

In the conference room, a bald man with kind eyes and a spreadsheet awaited. The lesson began. Jax, for the first time in his adult life, listened. Truly listened. Not to rebut, but to understand. The terms swam before him—trusts, annuities, tax implications, generational wealth. It was another language. The language of permanence, the antithesis of the fast, burning cash of his old life.

An hour later, walking back to the bland, approved SUV, the St. Louis skyline sprawling before him, he felt a peculiar weight. It was the weight of the dossier she was building on him. The weight of Carter and Mitch’s expectations. The weight of the new, unwritten chapters of this new character he was supposed to become.

He thought of the empty, beige apartment waiting for him. The notebook on the bare kitchen counter. The silence.

For the first time, the silence didn’t feel like emptiness. It felt like a canvas. And he was terrified to discover he had no idea what to paint, only the unsettling, galvanizing fear that Elena Vance, Carter James, and Mitch Sloan would be holding him accountable for the final image.

He started the car. The engine purred, compliant, muted. A tool, not a toy. He drove toward his new life, the setting sun painting the streets in tones of gold and long, deep shadow. The forge was no longer just around him. It was within him. And the fire had been lit.
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​Chapter Four — "Handle Your Rookie"
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The Lions' indoor practice facility was a cathedral of controlled chaos. The air thrummed with a bass note of colliding pads, shouted calls, and the sharp, percussive reports of footballs hitting receivers' hands. It was a symphony Jax was slowly learning to read, his ear beginning to distinguish between the melody of a perfect spiral and the dissonance of a dropped pass.

For a week, he had been the model prisoner of Elena Vance’s regime. He drove the black Tahoe. He ate the approved meals. He nodded through media training, flinching inwardly as playback footage dissected his every micro-expression. He sat in the film room with Carter, who spoke in a calm, relentless monotone about defensive coverages, his pointer finger tracing blitzing linebackers on the screen like a general planning an invasion. “See this safety’s cheat? He’s telling you the nickel is coming. Your hot read is the slot. Not the deep post. Throw the slot, live for another down.”

Jax nodded, scribbling notes. He was learning. He was being obedient. And a part of him, a part he hated, was starting to see the game through their eyes—through Carter’s strategic mind, through Mitch’s predatory physicality, through Elena’s cold calculus. It was a bigger, more terrifying chessboard than he’d ever imagined.

But the animal inside him, the instinctual player who had always relied on his golden arm and quicker feet, chafed against the harness.

It happened after a full-pads scrimmage. The offensive line, a patchwork of backups, had been porous. Jax had been harried, sacked twice, forced to throw away three more passes. The defensive second-stringers were celebrating like they’d won the Super Bowl. His frustration, a simmering pot held tightly under Elena’s lid, finally found a crack.

A local beat reporter, Ben from the Post-Dispatch, a man with a kind face and a notepad permanently in hand, caught him as he trudged off the field, helmet in hand. “Tough day out there, Jax. Those pressures seemed to rattle you a bit. How are you adjusting to the speed of an NFL pass rush?”

It was an innocuous question. A week ago, Jax would have given a bland, Elena-approved answer. But today, the humiliation was fresh, the frustration raw. The words came out before his brain could engage the filter.

“Adjusting?” he snorted, wiping sweat from his brow with a dirty forearm. “I’m adjusting to watching my blindside turn into a turnstile. You can’t run the plays if you’re picking grass out of your facemask. Maybe ask about the protection scheme instead of how I’m adjusting.”

He saw Ben’s eyes widen slightly, his pen flying across the pad. Shit. The filter slammed down, but it was too late. The words were out, a direct, public criticism of his teammates. A cardinal sin.

“I mean, it’s a process,” Jax backtracked, forcing a tight smile. “Everyone’s working hard. Just gotta execute better.”

But the damage
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