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Writing this first journey with the St. Louis Lions has been an incredible experience, and it would not have been possible without the support and encouragement of many people.

First and foremost, thank you to my family and friends for your unwavering patience and belief in this story. Your excitement kept me going when the words were hard to find.

To my early readers and beta readers, thank you for your invaluable feedback, sharp eyes, and enthusiasm. You helped shape Leo’s world into something much greater than I could have built alone.

A special thank you to the vibrant community of writers and readers online. Your shared passion for storytelling is a constant source of inspiration and motivation.

Finally, to you, the reader: thank you for picking up this book and stepping onto the court with the Lions. This story was written for you, and I hope you enjoyed every page.

With gratitude,

Gode Ka
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Thank you so much for picking up The Winning Shot. You’re holding the first quarter of a journey I’ve been dreaming about for a long time—the story of Carter and Avery.

As a writer, I’ve always been drawn to the places where public legend and private reality collide. The world of professional athletes fascinates me: the incredible pressure, the relentless discipline, and the human being that exists underneath the helmet and the headlines. Similarly, the world of journalism—with its pursuit of truth, its ethical tightropes, and its own kind of grit—felt like the perfect counterpoint. Throw these two fiercely dedicated, slightly damaged people together, and the sparks were inevitable.

Carter James and Avery Sloan walked into my imagination fully formed, prickly, and demanding their story be told. I hope you’ve enjoyed stepping into their world of early-morning film sessions, electric stadium nights, quiet river picnics, and even louder silences. Their path is messy, passionate, and fraught with impossible choices—because the most meaningful love stories often are.

This book is a love letter to football, to journalism, to the city of St. Louis, and most of all, to the courage it takes to lower your defenses and let someone see the real you, playbook flaws and all.

The Lions’ season is just getting started. There are more games to win, more secrets to uncover, and more hearts on the line. I can’t wait for you to see what happens next.

With gratitude,

Gode Ka

St. Louis, 2025

P.S. To the readers who believe in slow burns, second chances, and last-second touchdowns—this one’s for you.
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​Prologue — The Meltdown
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The noise was a physical thing. A solid wall of sound made of shouted questions, the whir of camera motors, and the low, restless hum of a city whose hope had just been punctured. The press room at the Lions’ facility smelled of stale coffee, cheap cologne, and defeat.

Carter James stood at the podium, the team logo a bright, mocking blue behind him. A thin sheen of sweat cooled on his temples beneath the harsh lights. His right shoulder throbbed with a deep, familiar ache—a souvenir from the fourth-quarter sack that had sealed their loss. But that pain was a quiet murmur compared to the riot in his chest. Anger, hot and sour, coiled in his gut. Shame, cold and slick, coated his throat. They’d been one play away. One play.

He delivered the lines they’d rehearsed in the car over here. The platitudes tasted like sawdust.

“Credit to their defense,they made a great play...”

“We’ll look at the film,learn from it, and come back stronger...”

His voice was a flat,distant thing, even to his own ears. He saw the reporters’ faces, a blur of practiced neutrality. They’d heard this all before. He was a recording.

Then, a hand shot up from the middle of the pack. Not frantic, but steady. A woman. He didn’t recognize her. She had sharp, intelligent eyes that didn’t flick away when his gaze landed on her. Her hair was a dark, no-nonsense bob. She didn’t wear the weary smirk of the beat reporters who’d seen him grow up. She looked... curious. Like he was a specimen.

“Carter,” she began, her voice clear and cutting through the murmur. “Avery Sloan, St. Louis Chronicle. You spoke all week about legacy. About this game being a step toward defining yours. After a loss like this, where the final mistake falls on your shoulders, how do you separate the legacy of the player from the legacy of the man? What does this moment teach you about who you are when the helmet comes off?”

The room seemed to inhale, the other reporters shifting to look at her, then back at him. It wasn’t a question about the play call or the injury report. It wasn’t about football at all.

It was a knife, slipped neatly between the plates of his armor.

The coiled thing in his gut snapped.

All the rehearsed lines evaporated. The careful facade of the franchise quarterback, the guy who took the blame with stoic grace, splintered. He saw his father’s disappointed face, the ghost of every “almost” that had ever haunted him, the terrifying void of a future where his entire identity was just a highlight reel of failures like this one.

He leaned into the microphone, his knuckles white where they gripped the podium.

“My legacy?”he repeated, his voice dropping, losing its polished flatness, gaining a raw, dangerous edge. “You want to know what this teaches me? It teaches me that none of it matters. The stats, the talk, the legacy.” He spat the word. “It’s just noise. You people build us up to tear us down. You don’t want to know who we are. You just want the headline when we fall.”

A stunned silence blanketed the room. Cameras clicked furiously. The PR director, Sharon, made a frantic cutting motion across her throat from the side of the room.

Carter ignored her. His eyes were locked on the reporter—Avery Sloan. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t look triumphant. She just watched him, her head slightly tilted, as if his explosion was the most interesting data point she’d collected all day. In her calm, analytical gaze, he saw his own reflection: a cornered animal, all teeth and fury, completely exposed.

He had just given her, and everyone else, exactly what they wanted. The mask was off.

And in that terrible, naked second, as the silence curdled into a swell of excited murmurs, he knew two things with absolute certainty:

1. This woman had just asked the only real question he’d been asked in years.

2. He would do anything, anything, to make sure she never got this close to the real answer again.

“No more questions,” he growled, and turned away from the blinding lights, leaving the wreckage of his own image smoldering on the podium behind him.

The chapter of his life where he controlled the narrative was over.

Hers was about to begin.
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​Chapter One — Press Conference Meltdown
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The air in the press room beneath the St. Louis Lions’ stadium was a thick soup of recycled disappointment and cheap aftershave. It clung to Carter James like a second jersey, one made of failure. The fluorescent lights hummed a flat, white noise that did nothing to drown out the phantom roar still echoing in his skull—the collective groan of seventy thousand fans that had, just an hour ago, watched his last-second Hail Mary spiral into the end zone, a beautiful, doomed arc, only to be batted down by the hands of a rookie cornerback from Green Bay.

Season over. Super Bowl dreams, again, reduced to confetti on someone else’s field.

Carter sat behind the laminate table, the team logo a stark blue and gold scar against the wood. A half-empty water bottle sweated in front of him. To his left, Coach Riggs was a granite sculpture of contained fury, jaw working as he gave terse, one-word answers. The usual beat reporters—guys with loosened ties and the permanent, jaded squint of men who’d seen too many losing seasons—were going through the motions.

Tough loss, Coach. What was the coverage read on the final play?

Carter, seemed like the pocket collapsed faster than you expected. Your thoughts?

Any concern about the offense’s performance in the red zone today?

Standard questions. Grievance dentistry. Carter’s body was here—the sore shoulder, the throbbing knee he’d ice for hours later—but his mind was still on that final play. The seam that had been there, the opening he’d seen and trusted, and how it had snapped shut like a trap. His fault. The quarterback’s fault. Always.

He was about to deliver his own rehearsed slice of humble pie—Give credit to Green Bay, they made a hell of a play, we’ll learn from this and come back stronger—when a new voice cut through the murmur. It wasn’t the familiar, tired baritone of the local guys. This voice was cooler. Clearer. A scalpel, not a hammer.

“Carter.”

He looked up. Standing at the back, leaning against the doorjamb with a posture that suggested she found the whole spectacle vaguely tedious, was a woman he didn’t recognize. She was dressed not in team-branded polos or wrinkled sport coats, but in a simple, dark blazer over a white t-shirt, her blonde hair pulled back in a severe ponytail that sharpened the angles of her face. She held a slim notebook, not a recorder, and her eyes, a disconcertingly direct shade of gray, were fixed on him with an unnerving stillness.

“Avery Sloan, The Atlantic,” she said, by way of introduction. No smile. “That final drive. You audibled out of a run play on second and three at the Green Bay forty. Called for the deep post. Statistically, with your running back averaging five yards a carry in the fourth quarter, the run was the higher-percentage play. The safe play. Was the audible ego or instinct?”

The room went quiet. The hum of the lights seemed to amplify. The local guys shifted, glancing between her and Carter. A question from a national byline was rare here, especially after a loss. And this wasn’t a question; it was an autopsy.

Coach Riggs leaned into his microphone, his voice gravel. “We call plays we think will win games. Hindsight’s fifty-fifty.”

But Avery Sloan’s gaze never wavered from Carter. She was waiting for his answer. She’d bypassed the coach entirely, aiming straight for the king.

A hot spike of irritation, fresh and welcome over the numbness, shot through him. Who was this person, with her clinical tone and her “statistically,” swooping in after the blood was already on the turf? He’d just had his heart ripped out, and she wanted a dissertation on his decision-making process?

“Instinct,” Carter said, his voice tighter than he intended. “You play to win the game, not to run out the clock. We saw a look we liked. It didn’t work.”

“You’ve seen that ‘look’ before,” she pressed, glancing down at her notes. “Week Twelve against San Francisco. Similar defensive alignment. You took the check-down for a seven-yard gain. Why the different choice today, with the season on the line? Was there a pressure in the moment—a need to be the hero—that overrode the data?”

The words “need to be the hero” hung in the air, toxic and undeniable. They found the chink in his armor, the very doubt that had whispered to him in the huddle. Throw the dagger. Be the legend. It was the doubt he spent millions on sports psychologists to silence.

The numbness evaporated, burned away by a sudden, roaring blaze of anger. It was the anger of the loss, of the interception before the half, of the missed block, of the years of almost, all of it now funneled and focused onto this one calm, analyzing woman in the back of the room.

He leaned forward, his movement causing the mic to screech with feedback. The professional veneer he’d spent a decade polishing cracked clean through.

“The data?” he repeated, his voice dropping low, a dangerous rumble that carried to every corner of the silent room. “You want data? Here’s some data. Twelve seconds on the clock. No timeouts. Sixty yards to go. You don’t win championships with check-downs and safe plays. You win them by having the guts to take the shot. Yeah, I took the shot. It didn’t work. That’s on me. But I didn’t see you out there with the playbook, Ms. Sloan. So you can take your percentages and your second-guessing and you can—”

“Carter.” Coach Riggs’s hand landed like a vise on his forearm under the table. The single word was a command, a warning, and a plea all at once.

Carter stopped. He was breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling against the constraints of his dress shirt. He saw the flashes of the cameras, rapid and blinding, capturing not the poised franchise quarterback, but a raw nerve, exposed and sparking. He saw the other reporters scribbling furiously, smelling blood in the water.

And he saw Avery Sloan.

She hadn’t flinched. Not at his outburst, not at the threat in his tone. A faint, almost imperceptible flicker of something passed through her gray eyes—not satisfaction, not fear. It was more like... confirmation. As if he’d just proven a hypothesis she’d long held. She gave a small, tight nod, as if to say, ‘And there it is.’ Then, without another word, she turned and slipped out the door, her notebook tucked under her arm.

The press conference stumbled to a mortifying conclusion shortly after. Mumbled apologies from the PR director, a final, grim statement from Riggs about reviewing the tape. Carter stormed out of the room, the heat of shame now mixing with the anger, a corrosive cocktail in his gut.

He bypassed the solemn locker room, the murmured condolences from teammates, and headed straight for the players’ parking garage. The cavernous space was quiet, the only sound the drip of water from a leak somewhere and the distant echo of his own dress shoes on concrete.

He fumbled for his keys, the image of Avery Sloan’s impassive face seared behind his eyelids. Who the hell did she think she was?

“Tough crowd.”

Carter whirled around. Mitch “The Wall” Donovan, his best friend and the team’s All-Pro linebacker, was leaning against the grille of his own massive truck, still in his suit. His arms were crossed over his chest, his expression unreadable.

“That wasn’t a crowd, that was an assassination,” Carter grumbled, jabbing the button to unlock his car. The chirp was absurdly loud in the silence.

“I’ve seen the byline. Avery Sloan. She doesn’t do fluff pieces. She does... exposés. Deep-dive profiles that peel the logo off the helmet.” Mitch pushed off the truck and walked over, his footsteps echoing. “Heard a rumor she’s working on a book. A big, serious ‘state of the modern American quarterback’ thing.”

Carter froze, his hand on the car door handle. A cold trickle, distinct from the hot anger, traced down his spine. “And?”

Mitch met his eyes. “And the word is, she’s looking for a central case study. A superstar to hang the whole narrative on. The pressure, the persona, the...” he gestured vaguely at Carter, “...the meltdowns.”

The pieces clicked into place with a terrifying, final sound. The specific, probing question. The focus on his decision-making, his psychology. The clinical detachment. She wasn’t just a reporter covering a game. She was a biographer. And he had just handed her, on a silver platter, in front of a room full of witnesses, the explosive opening chapter of her book.

The Hero’s Fragile Ego: A Post-Game Unraveling.

He could see the headline already.

“She can’t...” Carter started, but the protest died in his throat. Of course she could.

Mitch clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Watch your six, brother. That woman isn’t just writing a game recap. She’s building a cage. And you just showed her exactly how to lock the door.”

As Carter slid into the driver’s seat, the leather cold against his skin, the full weight of it settled on him. The loss was a physical ache. But this? This was a different kind of threat, a slow, creeping chill that had nothing to do with the scoreboard and everything to do with a pair of calm, gray eyes seeing right through the number on his jersey to the furious, failing man underneath.

The season was over. But as he drove out of the garage, into the cold St. Louis night, a new and more unsettling battle line had just been drawn. And he had no playbook for it.

—-
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​Chapter Two — The Unauthorized Assignment
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The newsroom of The Atlantic was a cathedral of quiet concentration, a world away from the sweat-and-adrenaline-soaked tunnels of the Lions’ stadium. Here, the air smelled of stale coffee and ambition, the only sounds the hushed tap of keyboards and the occasional murmur of a phone call. Fluorescent light glinted off the sleek surfaces of monitors, illuminating faces bent over stories of geopolitical upheaval and cultural critique.

In a corner office with glass walls that offered the illusion of transparency, William Thorne, the magazine’s features editor and a man whose reputation was built on dismantling institutions, steepled his fingers. Across from him, Avery Sloan sat perfectly still. The chaotic energy of the press conference was gone, folded away and stored like the notebook now resting on her knee. She was a vessel of calm, waiting.

“The meltdown,” Thorne began, his voice a dry rasp. He didn’t need to specify which one. The clip of Carter James’s outburst was already cycling on the sports networks, a delicious piece of schadenfreude. “It was even more pathetic in person, I assume?”

“It was revealing,” Avery corrected, her tone neutral. “The persona fractured cleanly. The frustration wasn’t just about the loss. It was about being questioned. About the narrative slipping from his control.”

Thorne nodded, a faint smile playing on his lips. He slid a manila folder across the polished desk. “Good. Because we’re not interested in the game. We’re interested in the machine that plays it. The modern sports-industrial complex, with the quarterback as its most glaring, most overcompensated protagonist.” He tapped the folder. “Your proposal is greenlit. Not an article. A book. The Arm and the Armor: The Manufactured Life of the American Quarterback.”

Avery didn’t reach for the folder. She already knew what was inside. Her own words, her thesis, refined over months of preliminary research. “And the subject?”

“It has to be Carter James,” Thorne said, leaning back. “He’s perfect. Golden boy. Midwest pedigree. Clean image—no major scandals, which makes the process of deconstruction more challenging, and therefore, more valuable. He’s reached the pinnacle—MVP, commercials, the white-picket-fence endorsement deals—but he can’t win the big one. The unfulfilled promise is a crack in the facade. And after last night...” He gestured vaguely toward the world outside his office. “He’s volatile. The pressure is at a boiling point. You saw it.”

“I provoked it,” Avery stated, no pride in the statement, just fact.

“Even better. He’s already emotionally engaged with you. He sees you as a threat. Use that. Get inside the armor. Not just the athlete, but the brand. The man they’ve built him into, and the cost of that construction.” Thorne’s eyes gleamed. “I want the psychology. The isolation. The entitlement. The fear of irrelevance that haunts every one of these guys the second their throwing arm loses a mile per hour. I want to know what happens in the quiet moments after the stadium lights go out and the ‘Carter James’ persona has to be put back in its box.”

Avery finally picked up the folder. It was light, but its potential weight was immense. “He’ll never agree to cooperate. Not after last night. Not for this.”

“That’s what makes it an unauthorized biography,” Thorne said, his smile widening. “The access won’t be given. It will be taken. Observed. Inferred. You’ll talk to everyone around him. Coaches past and present, old college teammates, agents, brand managers, his family—especially the ones who might feel sidelined by the Carter James enterprise. You’ll be an archaeologist, sifting through the sediment of his life. And when the time is right, you’ll confront him with what you’ve found. His reaction will be the final chapter.”

The assignment was a minefield, legally and ethically. It was also the kind of project that made careers—or destroyed them. Avery felt a familiar, cold thrill settle in her stomach. Not excitement, but focus. A problem to be solved. Carter James was no longer just a subject; he was a puzzle box, and she had just been handed the mandate to break it open, regardless of the locks.

“There’s a logistical issue,” she said. “He’s in St. Louis. My sources are scattered. To get the texture, the daily environment, I need to be embedded. Not just for a week. For the off-season. For the lead-up to the next campaign. The pressure doesn’t vanish after a playoff loss; it mutates.”

Thorne considered this. “The magazine can’t justify that kind of travel budget for a book project. Not upfront.”

“Then I’ll get a local credential,” Avery replied, her mind already working. “The St. Louis Chronicle is shedding staff. They’d likely take on a stringer with national credentials for a pittance, just to have a body cover the team’s off-season nonsense. It gets me into the building. Into the press corps. Close to the ecosystem.”

“Do it,” Thorne said. “But remember, you’re not there for them. You’re there for us. Every mundane press conference, every charity golf event, every strained smile for a sponsor—it’s all data. It’s all part of the construct.” He stood, signaling the meeting was over. “Don’t get sympathetic, Sloan. These men live in a bubble of their own making. Your job isn’t to pop it. It’s to describe, in exquisite, unflinching detail, what the air inside that bubble actually smells like.”

—-
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Avery spent the rest of the day in her apartment, a minimalist space that felt more like a research outpost than a home. Books on sports psychology, sociology of fame, and biographies of fallen icons lined her shelves. Her laptop was open, a digital corkboard of her nascent project.

In the center of the screen was a press photo of Carter James, mid-throw, body coiled in perfect, powerful geometry. Around it, she began to create satellite nodes.

NODE: ORIGINS. She pulled up articles from Podunk, Iowa. High school football phenom. Revered local hero. Father, a former college linebacker, now a car dealership owner. Mother, the perfect sideline cheerleader. The All-American backstory that PR firms dreamed of. Too perfect? she typed. What was suppressed to maintain the narrative? A bad grade? A teenage rebellion?

NODE: THE MACHINE. She listed his agents, his financial managers, the head of his charitable foundation, the CEO of the sports drink company that was his biggest endorsement. Who controlled the money? Who controlled the message? Where was the friction?

NODE: THE INNER CIRCLE. Coach Riggs—old-school father figure. Mitch Donovan—the loyal guard dog. A few other veteran players. Notably absent: a serious, long-term romantic partner. A series of brief, photogenic flings with models and local news anchors, all carefully managed. Emotional isolation as a strategic choice? Or a byproduct of the persona?

NODE: THE FRACTURE POINTS. She created a sub-folder. The two previous playoff losses, with clips of his post-game comments, which grew progressively less polished. A minor, quickly-settled lawsuit from a disgruntled business partner. A cryptic tweet last off-season about “the noise” that was deleted within an hour.

Her phone buzzed. Lena, her editor at her previous newspaper and her only real friend.

“So? Did the oracle of doom give you his blessing?” Lena’s voice was warm, laced with concern.

“He did. It’s a book. Unauthorized. Carter James.”

A low whistle came through the speaker. “Avery, that’s... a big target. And he’s not going to sit still for it. You saw him. He’s a cornered animal.”

“That’s when they’re most revealing,” Avery said, her eyes still on the digital web expanding on her screen.

“Just be careful. These guys, their entire identity is this... this monument. You start prying at the bricks, they don’t just get mad. They bring the whole thing down on top of you.” Lena paused. “Why him, anyway? There are easier targets. Louder, messier ones.”

Avery zoomed in on Carter’s photo, on the determined, flawless set of his jaw. “Because he’s the best example,” she said quietly. “The shiniest monument. If I can show what it takes to build one, and what it costs to live inside it, the story tells itself. The messier ones... they’re already confessing. He’s still believing his own press. I need to see what happens when he stops.”

She hung up and returned to her work, the city lights beginning to glitter outside her window. In St. Louis, Carter James was likely sitting in a dark film room, or a lavish, empty house, stewing in his failure, seeing her face. He was preparing for a battle on a field he understood.

Avery Sloan was preparing for a different kind of war altogether. She was gathering her weapons: context, history, the whispered grievances of former friends, the cold language of contracts and endorsements. She was not going to challenge Carter James, the quarterback.

She was going to deconstruct Carter James, the artifact.

And she was going to do it from the inside.

—-
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One week later, Avery stood in the echoing, utilitarian lobby of the St. Louis Lions’ administrative complex. It was a temple to controlled aggression. Giant action photos of players lined the walls—Carter James featured prominently, frozen in moments of triumph—alongside gleaming trophies behind glass. The air smelled of industrial cleaner and, faintly, of the grass from the adjacent practice fields. It was a far cry from the intellectual hustle of The Atlantic or the gritty nostalgia of the Chronicle’s newsroom.

Her new “colleagues” from the local press corps eyed her with a mixture of curiosity and thinly-veiled resentment. She was an outsider, a interloper from the East Coast elite media, here to scavenge on their beat. Ted, a rumpled veteran from the Chronicle with a perpetual coffee stain on his shirt, had been assigned to “show her the ropes.”

“So, The Atlantic,” Ted said, not looking at her as he badge-tapped them through a security door. “Slumming it with us during the off-season? Gonna write a think-piece about ‘The Soul of Flyover Country Football’?”

“Something like that,” Avery replied, her voice blandly pleasant. She was a ghost here, a observer. Her real mission was a secret she’d bury deep.

“Well, the ‘soul’ is currently in the weight room, trying to bench-press his disappointment,” Ted grumbled. “Media access is limited. Coach Riggs does a weekly availability. Players are mostly off-limits unless they’re doing sponsored crap. Carter James?” He barked a short laugh. “Good luck. His PR handler, a dragon named Melissa Kane, breathes fire on anything that isn’t a soft-focus feature about his charity work.”

Melissa Kane. Avery filed the name away. A gatekeeper. A primary obstacle.

They entered the press lounge, a windowless room with a few cracked leather couches and a perpetually broken Keurig. The mood was bored, resigned. The thrilling chase of the season was over; now came the long, dry haul of OTAs, contract disputes, and rumor-mongering.

“Your first test,” Ted said, pointing to a flat-screen monitor mounted on the wall. It was showing a live feed from the press conference room. On screen, at the familiar laminate table, sat Carter James.

Avery’s pulse gave a single, hard thump. He looked different than he had in the angry haze of the season-ending loss. The rawness was gone, replaced by a polished, professional calm. He wore a simple Lions polo, his hair perfectly styled. But his eyes, even through the pixelated screen, held a new wariness. The armor was back on, but it looked heavier.

At the podium, a sleek, sharp-faced woman in a severe black blazer was speaking. Melissa Kane. “...thrilled to announce Carter’s ongoing partnership with ‘FitFuture,’ a national youth fitness initiative. This off-season, Carter’s focus is on giving back and building for the future, both on and off the field.”

It was a masterclass in deflection. The narrative was being aggressively steered away from the interception, the meltdown, and toward wholesome, controllable philanthropy. Carter nodded at the right moments, flashing a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He was playing his part impeccably.

A reporter—not Ted—asked a tame question about the charity’s goals. Carter answered smoothly, using words like “platform,” “responsibility,” and “legacy.” The ghost of Avery’s question in that very room seemed like a distant, bad dream.

Then, Melissa Kane’s gaze scanned the room on the monitor, as if she could sense through the camera. “We have time for one more question. Steve?”

As Steve from the local radio station asked something about off-season training regimens, Avery watched Carter. She saw the slight tightening of his jaw when the word “regimen” was said. She saw the way his thumb rubbed subtly against his forefinger, a tiny, repetitive motion. He was performing, and it was costing him. This was the data Thorne wanted. The cost of the construct.

On screen, the press conference ended. Carter stood, shook Melissa’s hand, and turned to leave. Just before he exited the frame, he looked directly into the camera—a coincidence of angle, surely—and for a fraction of a second, the polished mask slipped. The wariness in his eyes sharpened into something harder, more pointed. It wasn’t the hot anger of before. It was a cold, clear recognition. A promise.

I see you. You’re still here.

Then he was gone.

Ted clicked off the monitor. “See? Puppet theater. You’ll be bored out of your mind by June.”

Avery said nothing. She wasn’t bored. She was cataloging. The practiced smile. The controlled language. The micro-expressions of strain. Melissa Kane’s total command of the narrative. This was the ecosystem. This was the bubble.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. An email alert. The sender was an anonymous, encrypted service. The subject line was blank. The body contained only a link to a private, password-protected server and a twelve-character passcode.

Her heart hammered against her ribs. This was it. The backchannel.

Later, in the sterile privacy of her rented apartment, she entered the passcode. A directory opened up. It was a treasure trove of dry, devastating information. Scanned PDFs of Carter’s early endorsement contracts, with clauses about moral turpitude and image maintenance. Email chains between his first agent and the Lions’ front office during the draft negotiations, discussing his “marketability” as a “clean-cut Midwest kid.” Financial statements from his first year, showing the dizzying influx of cash and the equally dizzying outflows to his management team and family.

It was bloodless. It was perfect. It was the blueprint of the machine.

But one folder was different. Labeled “COLLEGE - INCIDENT.” Inside were a few grainy, time-stamped campus newspaper articles from Carter’s sophomore year at the University of Michigan. A star wide receiver had been arrested for DUI. Carter, his roommate, had been in the passenger seat. The charges were dropped for lack of evidence against Carter, and the entire episode had been scrubbed from the public record with ruthless efficiency. The articles speculated about a cover-up, about the football program protecting its golden-armed quarterback.

Avery leaned back. This wasn’t about a car. This was about the first major test of the machine. A threat to the nascent “Carter James” brand had emerged, and it had been systematically, quietly eliminated. She had no proof of anything nefarious, only the ghost of a story that didn’t fit the approved narrative.

This was the crack. The tiny fracture in the flawless monument.

She closed the laptop. The quiet of the apartment pressed in on her. She thought of Carter’s cold look into the camera. He was preparing for the next season, training his body, running his plays.

Avery Sloan was now doing the same. She had her playbook. She had her first pieces of clandestine intelligence. She had identified the gatekeeper and seen the facade in its repaired, functioning state.

The unauthorized assignment was no longer an abstract idea. It was a campaign. And the opening skirmish had just begun, not with a shouted accusation in a press room, but in the silent, digital dark, with the cold examination of a forgotten college police report.

The target was in place. The observer was embedded. The real game—the one played off the field, in the shadows of contracts and curated images—was now live.

—
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​Chapter Three — The Mandate
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Frank Henderson, majority owner of the St. Louis Lions, did not build a multi-billion-dollar shipping logistics empire by being a subtle man. He believed in systems, in efficiency, in identifying faulty components and applying decisive pressure until they realigned or were replaced. His office, perched at the top of the Lions’ administration building, reflected this: floor-to-ceiling windows offered a god-like view of the practice fields below, the furniture was modern, austere, and uncomfortable, and the only decoration was a single, spotlit sculpture of a lion mid-pounce, carved from cold, black granite.

Currently, he viewed two components of his football franchise as critically misaligned.

Carter James stood before the vast desk, still in his workout clothes, a fine sheen of sweat drying on his temples. He’d been summoned directly from the weight room, the message delivered by a stone-faced assistant leaving no room for delay. To his right, looking equally out of place in the sterile, powerful space, stood Melissa Kane, her tablet clutched to her chest like a shield.

“Sit,” Henderson said, not looking up from the financial report on his tablet. He was a man in his late sixties, with a bald head that shone under the recessed lights and hands that looked like they could still break down a crate.

Carter remained standing. “Frank, if this is about the press conference, Melissa and I have a strategy to—”

“It’s not about the press conference,” Henderson interrupted, finally setting the tablet down. His eyes, the color of old flint, locked onto Carter. “The press conference was a symptom. This is about the disease. Your QBR in the fourth quarter of playoff losses over the last three years has dropped an average of twenty-two points. Your commercial endorsement renewal premiums have increased by fifteen percent, citing ‘reputational volatility.’ The analytics team has a metric they call ‘Clutch Factor Regression.’ You want to guess which way your line is trending?”

The words were delivered not with anger, but with the chilling precision of an audit. They stripped the game of its passion, its heartbreak, and reduced it to data points on a spreadsheet. Carter felt his skin prickle. “You’re reducing the game to a spreadsheet, Frank. There are variables. The line, the play call, the defense—”

“Variables I pay millions to control,” Henderson cut in again. “The variable I cannot control, the one that is currently depreciating the value of my most public-facing asset, is you.” He shifted his flint gaze to Melissa. “And your solution—youth fitness initiatives—is a band-aid on a bullet wound. It’s passive. It’s background noise. We are not in the business of background noise.”

Melissa straightened her spine. “Frank, with respect, we’re managing a narrative. We’re rehabilitating an image.”

“We are not rehabilitating,” Henderson said, his voice dropping to a near-whisper that was more threatening than a shout. “We are rebuilding. From the ground up. And we are going to do it with transparency.”

A cold knot formed in Carter’s stomach. “Transparency?”

Henderson picked up a remote and clicked it. A section of the wall paneling slid silently aside, revealing a large monitor. On it was a paused video frame: Carter, leaning across the press conference table, face contorted in anger, finger pointing. The still image was brutal, damning. Next to it, a smaller window showed a sleek, professional headshot of Avery Sloan from The Atlantic’s website. The contrast was intentional, cruel.

“Avery Sloan,” Henderson stated. “The Atlantic. She is writing a book. Sources tell me the working title is The Arm and the Armor. She is using you, Carter, as the central case study in a dissection of the modern quarterback as a manufactured, fragile product.”

The room seemed to tilt. Carter had known the woman was a threat, but hearing the cold, clinical title of the book, the scope of it, made it real in a new, visceral way. He was being drafted as the star subject in his own public vivisection.

“We can stonewall her,” Melissa said quickly, her professional composure cracking at the edges. “Deny all access. Issue a statement that Carter does not endorse this project and will not participate.”

“And in doing so, we confirm her thesis,” Henderson said, a smile that held no warmth touching his lips. “We become the defensive, opaque institution she’s accusing us of being. We hand her the narrative of the secretive, paranoid superstar. No.” He clicked the remote again. The screen split into a flowchart, absurdly simplistic. On one side: “Sloan Narrative: Fragile Icon, Hidden Truth.” An arrow pointed to a red box labeled “RESULT: Brand Erosion, Legacy Tarnished.”

On the other side: “Our Narrative: Authentic Leader, Confronting Adversity.” An arrow pointed to a green box labeled “RESULT: Brand Humanization, Legacy Deepened.”

“We are not going to hide from this woman,” Henderson declared. “We are going to co-opt her.”

Carter stared, uncomprehending. “Co-opt her?”

“You are going to give her access, Carter,” Henderson said, as if explaining a basic play to a rookie. “Total, unfettered, unprecedented access. For the entire off-season. You will take her into the weight room, the film room, the training table. You will let her see the process. The grind. The unsexy, brutal, monotonous work that goes into being you.”

“You’re insane,” Carter breathed, the words escaping before he could stop them.

“I’m pragmatic,” Henderson corrected. “She is coming for you with a scalpel, intending to perform an autopsy. We will hand her a mirror instead. We will show her not a ‘manufactured product,’ but a craftsman. A leader. A man who stares his failures in the face and works, every single day, to overcome them. Her book will still be written. But the story will be ours.”

The audacity of the plan was staggering. It was a high-stakes gamble that redefined the meaning of the term. Carter imagined it—Avery Sloan, with her notebook and her analyzing gray eyes, present for every moment of his vulnerability. Watching him puke after conditioning drills. Listening to coaches critique his footwork. Seeing the doubt in his eyes as he re-watched the interception. The idea was a profound violation.

“I won’t do it,” Carter said, his voice low and final. “My preparation, my routine... it’s private. It’s what makes me able to perform. I can’t have a... a journalist, a critic, embedded in that. It’s psychological warfare.”

Henderson stood up, placing his knuckles on the desk and leaning forward, a predator over prey. “Let me be perfectly clear, Carter. This is not a request. This is a mandate from your employer. Your contract, which I suggest you re-read, clauses 7(b) and 12(a), gives this organization broad latitude in requiring your participation in ‘goodwill and brand management activities.’ This,” he gestured to the flowchart, “is now your primary brand management activity.”

He turned to Melissa, who had gone pale. “You will facilitate. You will schedule the access. But you will not interfere. No coaching, no scripting. The authenticity is the point. The grit, the frustration, the sheer boredom of greatness—that’s what she gets to see. Understood?”

Melissa gave a tight, defeated nod.

Henderson’s eyes swung back to Carter. “This is your path to redemption. Not a FitFuture clinic. Not a canned quote about ‘learning from loss.’ You will walk through the fire of total scrutiny, and you will come out the other side hardened, real, and relatable. Or,” he added, the word hanging in the air like a guillotine blade, “you will prove her right, and we will have documented, in real-time, exactly why this franchise needs to begin planning for its future. Without you.”

The ultimatum was absolute. Cooperate and perform the greatest high-wire act of his life under the microscope of his most perceptive critic, or be labeled a lost cause and shown the door. The Lions wouldn’t cut him—the dead cap hit would be astronomical—but they could bench him. They could make him a ghost in his own facility, a living cautionary tale while a rookie took his snaps.

The fight drained out of Carter’s posture, replaced by a heavy, cold understanding. He was a component. A high-value, malfunctioning component. And he was now being placed into a diagnostic program from which there was no opt-out.

“When?” he asked, the word hollow.

“She’s already here,” Henderson said, checking his watch. “Downstairs. I’ve asked her to come up. You’ll begin today. Consider it the first day of your new job.”

The door to the office opened silently, and the assistant gestured. A moment later, Avery Sloan walked in.

She was dressed as she had been at the press conference—simple, dark, professional, an island of poised austerity in the room’s tense atmosphere. Her gaze took in the room: Henderson’s looming presence, Melissa’s rigid anxiety, Carter’s defeated stance. Her expression didn’t change, but Carter saw the slight, sharp focus in
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