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CHAPTER 1


Crosby

The practice facility is like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Touted as the most state-of-the-art and luxurious in the league, the esteemed owner of the new Portland Wildfire apparently spared no expense.

Then again, Patrick Rowe is a fucking billionaire a few times over, so why should he go on the cheap when outfitting his new hockey franchise?

The facade of the one-hundred-and-sixty-thousand-square-foot building is dominated by sweeping walls of glass and steel panels in muted slate and graphite tones. The main entrance is recessed beneath an overhang of glass and metal, the doors framed by towering windows that flood the lobby with natural light during the day. The team crest is etched directly into the stone, a massive twenty-foot-diameter circle of the Cascade Mountain Range, bordered by evergreen trees and wildfire flames.

The facility sits in Beaverton, Oregon, close enough to downtown Portland to be considered convenient, far enough to keep the noise out. It gives the team space to work without an audience, and I chose to purchase a home here rather than in the city. I’ll spend far more time here than I will at the actual arena for games.

Rowe definitely gets bragging rights over the sheer enormity of the place. It has two full ice rinks—one regulation size and a secondary development rink—housed in the center portion and flanked by two outward wings. The eastern side of the building houses the main locker room, the medical and rehab suite, the strength and conditioning gym, and a full-size sit-down restaurant called The Blue Line where, rumor has it, the chef will prepare meals for you to take home if you ask nicely.

The western wing houses the executive team—coaches’ offices, the general manager’s suite, as well as video review rooms and a sports science and analytics center. I heard there’s even a leadership office suite for whoever is elected captain and assistant captains of the team. There’s also a team meeting auditorium, assorted conference rooms and a media zone for interviews and press conferences.

I’ve been around this league long enough to know when a facility is meant to inspire and when it’s meant to impress. This one does both and I consider it a massive perk for coming to this team as a free agent.

The sun is barely up, and the September air has an early-morning bite. I glance to the southeast and while I can’t see it today, I’ve been told Mt. Hood is often visible.

Training camp starts in a few days, but the entire team meets for the first time today. Most came in the expansion draft held at the end of June whereas others like me were free agents. Because we’re an expansion team, we’re comprised largely of players the other teams didn’t want, which means we’re ragtag at best.

At worst, we might be a hot mess, but it’s way too soon to know that.

I check in at the security desk and step through a turnstile after I scan my badge, which had been hand-delivered to my house yesterday, along with a welcome gift package from Patrick Rowe. It was a matte black box with the Wildfire logo embossed on the top and a soft velvet lining. Inside was a Ferragamo travel bag, a Jaeger-LeCoultre watch, and a set of Bose QuietComfort noise-canceling headphones. I’ve always been great at math, and some quick calculations led me to believe our new owner probably dropped three hundred grand on these player gifts.

Not too shabby.

I move past the security checkpoint and head left to the west wing, following signs to the team auditorium. It’s not my first time here, as we all got tours upon our arrival last week, but it’s no less mind-boggling. It’s built like a private cinema with stadium-style, tiered rows that rise gradually from the front of the room to the back. Each chair is wide and padded, upholstered in mocha-brown leather with black piping, built-in armrests, and the Wildfire logo in the team colors of burnt orange and forest green embossed into the headrests.

At the front of the room spans an enormous wall-mounted video screen that stretches nearly wall to wall and floor to ceiling. It can operate as one massive uninterrupted display or split into three independent panels, allowing coaches to run multiple video feeds simultaneously.

At the front corner of the room sits a low coaching podium and integrated control station. From here, staff can control video playback, lighting, audio and screen configuration. Additional monitors are mounted discreetly around the room for presenters, ensuring coaches never have to turn their backs on the team.

I’m the first to arrive and I take a seat in the tenth row, direct center. Not because I need to be seen, but because it’s where I can see everyone else as they enter.

As a goalie, that’s habit.

It’s my job to read a play before it happens and you can’t do that if you don’t have the best line of sight as well as understand angles.

I consider my journey here and what I left behind in Winnipeg, where I was a team leader and one of the top-performing goalies in this league. Oliver Kemp, the Wildfire GM, sought me during free agency because I’m steady and consistent under pressure. They came for me with a pitch that didn’t include ego stroking or promises of “being the face” of the new team. Instead, Kemp signed me not only with a ridiculously large sum of money—which was important—but with the lure of a challenge.

“We need a backbone,” Oliver had said to my agent and me during a Zoom meeting. “We need an ambassador of hockey culture… someone who the room will follow even when the room isn’t sure it wants to.”

He said more, and it was all right on point. I came because this sport is my life and I know how quickly things can go sideways when there isn’t a center of gravity. I believe I can be that stabilizing force for this new team and I believe Patrick Rowe is doing all the right things to make us great. I want in on the ground floor of this machine. That’s the real reason I’m here.

The doors open and players start filing in. I know almost all of them either well enough to shake hands or just enough to give a chin lift. Spend enough years in the league and relationships form across team boundaries.

Arch Hewitt spots me and heads my way. He drops into the seat beside me like he’s done it a hundred times, which he has. We played in Winnipeg together and he’s my closest friend in the world.

Arch bumps my shoulder with his, then hooks an arm around the back of my neck and pulls me in hard so he can rub his knuckles over the top of my head.

“Jesus, Hale,” he says with a laugh. “You trying to set a record for earliest arrival?”

“Someone has to establish a standard, you toddler,” I deadpan, shoving him off me.

He snorts and leans back, stretching his long legs out in front of him like he owns the row. Arch is the kind of guy who can turn his switch on and off. He can grind on the ice for sixty minutes and still crack a joke when it’s over, and it’s a boon to me that he’s here. A measure of familiarity in a new world.

Arch followed me here from Winnipeg, not because he was recruited, but because he was left exposed. In an expansion draft, every team in the league is allowed to put a certain number of players on a protected list. The rest are “exposed” and can be picked to fill slots on the new expansion team.

I was protected but Arch was not. As the third-line center, that was a position the team was willing to let go, whereas the starting goalie… not so much. But Winnipeg couldn’t match the offer that Portland made for me as a free agent, so here I am with one of my best mates, starting a new career journey.

He tilts his head toward the front. “You nervous?”

“Fuck no,” I scoff.

He gives me a look like he doesn’t fully believe that but he’s probably projecting. Nervousness is an emotion I rarely feel. I don’t get nervous about hockey or the pressures surrounding it, but I do get… aware.

Hyperaware, actually.

There’s a difference.

More players filter in—some in small groups, some alone. The room fills with subtle energy, the kind that comes from a bunch of men who all know they’re being evaluated, even when no one is holding a clipboard.

I scan faces, more chin lifts, a few fist bumps.

Boss Calloway comes in with first-row energy even as he takes a seat in the row behind me. Big grin, easy confidence, the kind of guy who could sell out an arena on charisma alone. He nods at me on his way up the aisle, a little more serious than his expression suggests. He’s an incredible right-winger and my guess is he’ll head up the first line.

Luca Marcelli arrives behind him. He’s a solid center with a blistering wrist shot. His posture is relaxed but his eyes are sharp, taking in the room and sizing up the competition. Yes, we’re all teammates but we’ve got training camp looming, and everyone’s going to be fighting for the coveted first-line positions.

The room quiets when Locke Donovan stalks in like he’s looking for something to hit. The defenseman picked up in the expansion draft from the New Jersey Wildcats is the biggest risk Patrick Rowe is taking. Jaw tight, shoulders broad, and black Harley-Davidson T-shirt pulled across muscle like it’s one deep breath away from tearing, Donovan doesn’t smile at anyone.

Doesn’t acknowledge anyone.

The vibe rolling off him isn’t arrogance.

It’s volatility.

He has a distinct reputation in this league and Locke’s the type who can change the outcome of a game in ten seconds—either by leveling someone clean or taking a penalty that makes the coach want to strangle him.

Then I see the one guy I really wish I didn’t have to deal with in coming to this team. I’d rather face a hundred Locke Donovans than a single Miller Parks.

I can’t fucking help myself, but my eyes drift down to the wedding band on his left hand.

I keep my face neutral and my eyes moving, as if Miller is just another player in the room.

Arch’s head turns slightly, and I can feel him clocking the change in me without even looking directly at my face. He knows my tells because he’s one of the few people who’s spent enough time around me to notice them.

He leans closer. “You sure you’re okay with this?”

I’ve been asking myself that same question ever since I found out Miller got picked up in the expansion draft.

I keep my voice low and controlled. “Totally good.”

Arch’s brows pull together. “Gotta be weird though, right?”

“I’m totally good with him,” I say, tapping my pen on my armrest. He’s not the real problem. “Going to be a little weird at social events though.”

“That’s the fucking truth,” he mumbles.

The weirdness stems from the fact that Miller Parks recently married my ex-fiancée. I’d heard it through the grapevine a few months ago and didn’t think twice about it. I parted ways with Cherry without a backward glance and have zero regrets about my decision to end things.

Admittedly, when I found out Miller was coming to Portland, I had a bit of a “what the fuck” reaction, mostly because I didn’t want to deal with her. Unfortunately, hockey teams end up becoming family units, complete with frequent social events, and it’s inevitable.

We’re going to cross paths.

“I wonder if she’s changed any,” Arch says pensively.

“Don’t give a flying fuck one way or the other,” I reply, and he chuckles.

Arch knows there’s no love lost between me and Cherry, just as he knows there’s no sadness, regret or anger. I don’t feel anything for her, even if I can unequivocally call her the greatest mistake of my life.

“You definitely dodged a bullet with that one,” Arch says with a smirk.

“Truth,” I reply, and we fist-bump.

I’ll have to deal with Miller and Cherry at some point. It will be an in-my-face reminder that I once trusted the wrong person and paid for it with headlines and assumptions and a private life that stopped belonging to me.

The lights dim a fraction, conversation softens, and the room settles into a collective attention that feels almost unnatural for a group of hockey players.

Then Patrick Rowe walks onto the stage.

If the building looks like money, Rowe looks like the man who made it.

At forty-eight, Rowe’s tall, broad-shouldered, immaculate without being flashy. Dark suit, no tie, collar open like he’s not interested in pretending he’s someone who asks permission. He wears his salt-and-pepper hair a little long on top and short on the sides with a silvery beard trimmed to razor-sharp perfection.

He’s one of the wealthiest men in the United States and I doubt anyone ever tells him no.

He rests his hands on the podium, his gaze sweeping the room. When he speaks, his voice is slightly cultured, calm and absolute. “I’m not here to give you a lecture,” Rowe says. “You’ve heard enough speeches in your lives.” A few quiet chuckles and Rowe offers a candid smile. “I’m here because we are about to do something people will tell you can’t be done.” He pauses, lets the words sink in. “They’re going to call you an expansion team like it’s a handicap. They’re going to judge every action like it’s an excuse.” His eyes narrow. “I didn’t pay to buy excuses.”

The room is utterly still, all attention rapt.

“Every one of you was brought here for a reason. Not because you were available. Not because you were leftover. Because you fit what we’re building.”

He steps away from the podium, slow and controlled, all eyes glued on him. “This franchise doesn’t get a grace period. We don’t get a cute first season where everyone pats us on the head and says, ‘Good effort.’” Rowe lifts his chin. “Three months ago, the Pittsburgh Titans raised the Cup in one of the most dazzling final rounds of playoff hockey I’ve ever seen. They did that only two years after their organization lost nearly everyone in a plane crash.”

If possible, the room gets even quieter because there’s rarely been as good a comeback sports story as the Titans rising from the ashes. It’s a story that’s offered not as tragedy but as proof that anything can be accomplished with the right combination of leadership and talent.

“They were told they needed time. They were told they needed patience. They were told they needed a rebuild.” Rowe’s gaze sweeps again. “They chose to be winners anyway.”

He points, not at anyone in particular but at the room. “That’s what we’re doing. From the start.” He glances around once more, tucks his hands in his pockets. “Being new doesn’t make you weak. It makes you hungry, and we’re going to make the league regret every assumption they’ve made about us.”

And with that, he pivots and exits the room. It’s only after he’s out of sight that the stranglehold breaks and a rousing cheer shatters the silence. Rowe isn’t here to acknowledge it, but I’m sure he can hear us down the hall and is smiling at the knowledge that he’s lit a fire under everyone’s ass here today.

Colter Monahan, our head coach, takes the stage, and the energy changes again. He doesn’t carry billionaire confidence but rather an earned authority. He was an assistant coach on the Florida Spartans, who won the championship season before last. He’s young for a coach at thirty-three but battle-tested. I think he’s a great choice for this team.

Monahan isn’t known for speeches or emotional rallying. He’s known as a brilliant strategist, meticulous with systems and structure, and deliberately standoffish with players. He doesn’t try to be liked, doesn’t blur lines, and doesn’t concern himself with morale beyond whether the work is getting done.

Moreover, he’s got a great support team—assistants covering forwards, special teams and goaltending. I personally think the best score came with Van Turner. Fresh off a playing career with the Pittsburgh Titans, he’ll be handling defense and systems. His reputation in the league has been built on his ability to read plays before they develop. But the depth he’s really going to bring to the team is his reputation for earning trust. A veteran, he’s a Cup champion from his time with the Carolina Cold Fury and again with the Titans, and now a mentor for the young defensemen coming up.

Monahan doesn’t waste time. “You’re here. That part’s done.” A pause. Not for effect, but because he’s finished that thought. “I don’t give speeches. I give systems. I will work you hard and make no apologies for it. I expect you to give me everything, but if you need motivation, you won’t last long here anyway.

A few guys straighten instinctively. The rookies look downright scared and Arch and I exchange a smirk.

“We’re going to win games because we’re prepared, not because we want it more.” He rests one hand on the podium, the other loose at his side. “I’m a simple guy and I care about three things: structure, accountability and execution. Everything else is noise to me.” His gaze moves, assessing, like he’s already sorting pieces. “I don’t care what you were on your last team. I don’t care what fans think you are. In this building, you earn your ice every day.”

Arch grumbles under his breath. “That’s some hardcore shit.”

“Yup,” I mutter back, but internally, I’m excited about his coaching style. It’s exactly what an expansion team needs.

Coach scans the room. “You follow the system, you’ll play. You don’t, you won’t. It’s that simple.” He glances briefly toward his assistants, then back to the room. “If you’ve got questions, bring them to the staff. If you’ve got excuses, keep them to yourself.”

“Oh damn,” Arch whispers. “Guess we’re not going to be best mates.”

“You already got a best mate,” I point out, and he snorts.

And with that, Monahan picks up a piece of paper from the podium. “As you know, you were all asked to cast votes to elect a captain and two assistant captains for the team. These players will represent our interests both on and off the ice. They will be your leadership.”

A ripple moves through the room and guys shift in their seats.

Monahan doesn’t draw it out. “Captain,” he says. “Crosby Hale.”

No applause explodes because this isn’t a pep rally. But hands come together in a respectful clap with nods passing between teammates. Boss leans forward and claps me on the shoulder.

I don’t move. I don’t smile. I don’t lift my chin like I’m accepting a crown.

Inside, the weight settles into acceptance.

Monahan continues, “Alternates—Carter Nichols and Halo Barnes.”

More applause. Those are excellent choices. While I’ve been named captain, part of that title is honorary. While I’m on the ice during a game, I’m not allowed to leave my net to deal with the refs. But both Carter and Halo can handle that. They’ll have no problem taking the heat and managing the little in-game storms that I can’t deal with.

Monahan sets the paper down and looks first to me, then over to Carter and Halo. “Those letters don’t mean you’re above anyone else. They mean you’re responsible for everyone else. Act like it.”

I nod and know I’m more than up to the task.

Monahan shoves both hands into his pockets. “One more thing… the league is partnering with the Wildfire on a behind-the-scenes documentary this season.”

A buzz of hushed chatter fills the room. A few guys laugh, already imagining camera time. Some guys straighten like they’re picturing endorsement deals.

“The film crew will be given full access,” Monahan continues. “It goes without saying Mr. Rowe expects everyone to be on their best behavior. He demands professionalism at all times. I imagine it might be a little jarring with the cameras constantly on us, but you’ll get used to it. This is a tremendous opportunity for the Wildfire, so don’t fuck it up.”

Opportunity. That’s one word for it, but another is exposure. Patrick Rowe wants eyes on his new dynasty.

I’m not happy about this distraction. I’ve built my career on shutting out noise. Media has always been part of the job, but I learned early the difference between answering questions and letting people inside your life. I vow to be diligently aware of where those cameras are and do my best to stay the fuck out of their way.

The meeting ends and players rise to funnel into the aisle, voices lifting, energy turning restless. Guys start talking about camp, about housing, about the city, about dinner plans.

It’s normal.

It’s the start of something.

Arch stands beside me as we join the flow toward the exit. He bumps my shoulder again. “Captain,” he says, the corner of his mouth tilting. “Look at you.”

“Don’t,” I toss back.

“Maybe I’ll call you Your Highness,” he quips, and I roll my eyes.

We hit a bottleneck at the door as the hallway outside fills with bodies. The jam forces us to slow, and that’s when Miller ends up directly in front of us again.

He turns slightly, and his eyes meet mine. For a second, there’s a hardness there. Not exactly anger—more like he’s bracing for the punch he expects me to throw.

I give him a nod. “What’s up, man?”

He nods, a slight chin lift, then pushes into the hallway before disappearing into the crowd. I’m guessing he doesn’t like the fact he’s on the same team with his wife’s ex, but that’s not my problem.

Arch whistles under his breath. “Yeah. That’s going to be fun.”

I don’t answer immediately because my mind isn’t on Miller. Not really. He’ll either get over it or he won’t.

Instead, I wonder about how this documentary is going to pan out and what will be expected of us. I know we have an entire media department, and I expect we’ll get a briefing of some sort.

To say I’m not happy about this is an understatement.

A camera in this place will be a spotlight, and spotlights have a way of finding the exact thing you’re trying to keep hidden. That’s the biggest lesson I learned from my failed relationship with Cherry.

I step into the hallway with Arch, and the noise of the building swallows us. Training camp hasn’t even officially started yet and Portland already feels like it’s getting too bright.


CHAPTER 2


Juno

By the time I hit Beaverton traffic, I’ve already done three things I swore I wouldn’t do today. I answered an email before coffee, moved a meeting without asking Marta first, and checked my text messages while sitting at a stoplight.

I know better and still I did it all anyway.

The problem with being a go-getter is that the “go” part doesn’t come with an off switch.

My brain has a dozen browser tabs open at all times, and I’m not effective unless I’m juggling multiple balls simultaneously.

My phone vibrates with an incoming text against the cup holder, but I don’t even look. The car is in motion and while I’ll pick it up when fully stopped, I draw the line when my foot is on the gas.

Besides, I already know it’s Evan, and I know what it’s going to say. I’m excited. Tell me you’re excited. I’m definitely excited.

He’s a huge hockey nut and he’s been telling me nonstop that this is his dream job. He’s not only my cameraman but my right-hand man and about the closest thing to a best friend I have. We’ve been together as a team since our graduation from college and I wouldn’t want anyone but him by my side for this project.

The sky is gray as I pull into the Portland Wildfire Performance Center, but from what I understand about the Pacific Northwest… that’s par for the course. I eyeball it suspiciously, noting the bulbous clouds waiting to dump rain, and realize I forgot an umbrella.

I park in the guest lot and for half a second, I stand outside my car to stare up at the massive building, the air biting at my cheeks.

It screams power and money, and maybe that will end up being the theme of this documentary I’m going to create. But you never know until you’re in the thick of it.

Inside, the lobby is empty, but that’s not surprising since there are hardly any cars in the lot. I understand the players had a team meeting this morning, but I’m not ready to start filming yet, as I need a better lay of the land. Today is going to be about me checking things out.

A security desk stands dead ahead, staffed by a man with shoulders like he played football and a face like he’d rather be anywhere else.

“Juno Paxton,” I say before he can ask. “Meeting with Patrick Rowe.”

He checks a list. “You’re early.”

I smile, all teeth. “Thank you.”

He doesn’t smile back as he slides a temporary badge across the counter. “Return this on your way out.”

Charming fellow.

I take the badge and clip it to my jacket. “Which way?” I ask.

He gestures, sounding thoroughly bored. “West wing. Doors to your left, elevator up two floors. Follow the signs to the executive suite and a receptionist will check you in there.”

“Thank you,” I say, and he responds with a large yawn. I wonder if his demeanor will change when a camera is rolling.

I follow his directions, and my brain starts doing what it always does in places like this—mapping angles, noting potential acoustic problems, envisioning how to pull off an effective wide-angle shot.

On the third floor, I push through a set of heavy mahogany double doors into a carpeted lobby. Behind a desk sits a beautiful woman in a sleek black outfit. She looks efficient, polished, the kind of assistant who could probably run the entire organization if Rowe disappeared for a week.

“Ms. Paxton,” she says as she stands, offering me a bright smile as well as her hand to shake. “I’m Janine. You’re right on time.”

“It’s Juno,” I correct with a wink, because I hate formality. “I very much like my first name better than my last.”

Janine’s lips twitch and she comes around the desk. “It’s a beautiful name, Juno. This way.”

I follow Janine through a maze of offices before she brings me to Rowe’s. His name is in bold lettering on a brass plate.

Patrick Rowe, Team Owner

As we step inside, I take in everything all at once. His desk is dark wood, masculine with severe edges. There’s a separate seating area arranged like it was designed for conversations that end with signatures. I’m stunned to see floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook one of the ice rinks, giving him a view that makes it clear he likes to watch his investments in motion.

The man himself stands at the windows, dark gray suit with no tie and the collar open. His hands are tucked casually in his pockets.

“Patrick,” Janine says. “Juno Paxton is here.”

I’m shocked she calls this multibillionaire powerhouse of a man by his first name and the cynic in me wonders if they’re sleeping together. I brush that thought aside because it’s none of my business, although if that happens to be naturally revealed during filming, well… so be it. It will make the final cut if it’s pertinent.

Patrick Rowe turns as I enter, and his smile is brief but clearly genuine. His tone is warm as he moves my way, walking with the grace of a panther.

The man is undeniably handsome with dark hair threaded with silver and more heavily salted at the temples. His eyes are a vivid blue with laugh lines that make him seem like a mere mortal. I did my homework on him, just as I know he did his on me, and I know he’s never been married and has no kids. His wealth is generational, the sources of which are varied.

“Juno,” he says, as if we’re old friends. He crosses the room and holds out his hand. “It’s nice to meet you in person finally. Zoom meetings somehow don’t always feel as genuine, do they?”

“Mr. Rowe,” I say as we shake. “It’s definitely nice to meet in person.”

“Patrick,” he corrects, as he gestures to the seating area of two low-slung couches facing each other. “Have a seat.”

I glance over my shoulder and note that Janine has melted away, the door closed behind her. When I turn back, I see Patrick giving me a very quick once-over, and he doesn’t try to hide it.

I know what he sees.

I’m an award-winning documentary filmmaker, but I don’t look like it. My long hair is nearly jet black, features elfin. I’m wearing faded jeans with holes at the knees, a black camisole and leather jacket, and black high-heeled ankle boots. He can’t see the tattoo on my shoulder, but my nose and eyebrow piercings are obvious. I’m dressed like the type of person he might cross the street to avoid walking past on any given day.

Because he studied my appearance in that brief glance, I can’t help but poke at him a bit. “I hope you don’t expect me to wear business suits during this project.”

To my surprise, Patrick’s head tips back and he gives a hearty laugh. He takes the couch opposite me, crossing one leg over the other and draping an arm over the back. “Not at all. I like your vibe.”

“Good to know, because I dress for comfort most days.” I lift a leg with my spiky boot. “This is my dressed-up look.”

“Oh, not true, Juno. I’ve seen pictures of you in formal gowns at awards shows.”

“Well, I’d wear jeans to those things if they’d let me.” I look around his office, and it reeks of luxury, which I have nothing against. If you got it, flaunt it. My eyes come back to him. “This facility is pretty amazing from what I’ve seen.”

“Janine will give you the grand tour when we’re done,” he says. “I wanted to touch base before training camp starts. Make sure you’re good to go and find out what else you need from me. I want this documentary to shine, no holds barred.”

While the league is funding part of the documentary, the real powerhouse behind it is Rowe. It’s going to be an insider look at how a new expansion team is built from the ground up. It’s the first sports documentary I’ve ever done and at first, I wasn’t interested. But after a series of meetings, I saw the potential for a unique product and well… I love a good challenge.

Plus, the amount of money I’m being paid sweetened the deal to the point I simply couldn’t say no.

“I want to start filming sooner rather than later. We’ll work on B-roll immediately—empty spaces, first arrivals. This building is part of the story. The first week is part of the story. The first time they realize they’re being watched—definitely part of the story.”

Rowe’s brow lifts slightly. “You want to film before they’re ready.”

“Of course I do,” I say. “Ready is curated.”

“Some would call that intrusive.”

I smile. “Some would be correct.”

There won’t be any apologies for what I’ll be doing, but I might offer an explanation if the situation warrants it.

Rowe leans back, clasping his hands loosely. “Tell me your plan.”

“Skeleton crew,” I say, crossing one leg over the other. “Me and my cameraman, Evan Langdon. He shoots and I direct. We’re efficient and invisible when we need to be. We’ll use lavalier mics for interviews and a camera-mounted shotgun for ambient. I’ll want to install some other mics in the common areas as secondary audio. I rarely use boom mics because they make people self-conscious. I want your folks to forget we’re there.”

Rowe nods slowly. “And if they don’t forget?”

“Then I wait,” I say, because that’s the part that makes people nervous. “Or I push.”

His eyes sharpen, not disapproving but rather curious. “You’re probably going to ruffle some feathers.”

“I don’t know a single documentarian who doesn’t ruffle feathers,” I reply glibly.

“Fair enough.”

I study him for a long moment, and although we’ve discussed this many times, I feel the need to reiterate it. “I won’t do a fluff piece on this team. If I find dirt, I’ll expose it. Just as I’ll highlight the good stuff.”

“Juno,” Patrick says, leaning forward so that I feel the weight of his stare. “I know you did your research and I vetted you very thoroughly, so trust me, if I didn’t want you here, you wouldn’t be here.” I hold his gaze. “I know you’ve built a career on dismantling institutions. The only thing I expect you to do is report with integrity.”

“I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out that hockey is an institution.”

He sits back again, eyes glittering with interest. “I’d agree with that.”

“People worship it. And anything people worship gets away with things it shouldn’t.”

Rowe’s mouth curves. “You think my team is hiding something.”

“I think every institution is hiding something,” I correct. “Sometimes it’s big. Sometimes it’s small. Sometimes it’s a truth that doesn’t look good on a billboard.”

Rowe studies me for a beat, then nods like he expected that answer.

That’s when he says it. “Sanctuary.”

The title of my first major documentary sounds like a lit match dropped on dry paper. My expression stays neutral because I’ve had years of practice. I don’t flinch, but my blood remembers where I got the inspiration for the film.

The closed community, the hymns and the rules. The way they preyed on innocent little girls.

Rowe smiles at me and I see the respect peeking past the empathy. “I admire that you used your own personal childhood experience to focus the direction of that film. It was very brave.”

Yes. I’ve been called brave before, and I accept that.

Rowe doesn’t dramatize it. “You won awards for that documentary,” he continues, calm. “But more importantly, you exposed truth without turning it into spectacle. You took down a system that had used moral authority as a weapon.”

Sanctuary was a feature-length film exposing a fundamentalist church in rural Alabama that used corruption and manipulation to fill its coffers. While it wasn’t exactly like the church I was raised in, it had enough similarities. Along the way, people were traumatized, powerful men went to prison, and I captured every bit of it on film.

That documentary made my career what it is today, and why I can command pretty much any project I want.

It’s also why I get paid the big bucks.

“People love the ‘survivor’ narrative,” I say lightly. “It sells. Much the same way, the Wildfire will be viewed as an underdog story, and that narrative sells just as well.”

Rowe’s gaze doesn’t waver. “We will be considered underdogs, but this team will be competitive. I’m glad you’re going to capture that all on film.”

I’m not sure what possesses me to challenge him, but I speak before I think. “You’re very confident in your abilities and that of your team. Almost to the point of being cocky.”

“And the interview has started already.” Patrick grins at me. “I’ve been called worse. I think I’m going to very much enjoy working with you.” He flicks at an invisible piece of lint on his pant leg. “You’re a rebel, Juno, and you let your passion drive your creativity. I want people to be mesmerized by this documentary and given your, shall we say, experiences… you’ve proven yourself in ways others can’t.”

It should be off-putting for him to be talking about my childhood trauma in such a blatantly forward manner, but I’m not bothered. My story has been public for a very long time, and that was my choice.

The cult. The church. The “faith community.” Whatever label you want to slap on it.

I was thirteen years old and positioned to become the leader’s wife on my fourteenth birthday. And I wasn’t the only girl slated for matrimony. We were being groomed to believe it was holy, but even though I didn’t know much about the outside world, I knew in my gut it wasn’t right.

My story didn’t end in marriage but in collapse. I escaped, went to the authorities, and brought the whole damn cult to its knees. There were investigations. Arrests. News vans. Headlines.

Then foster care.

That part doesn’t get romanticized because it isn’t romantic, but I survived.

I didn’t become a documentarian because I love storytelling. I became a documentarian because I learned early that truth only matters if someone is willing to drag it into the light.

Rowe’s gaze holds mine and he understands full well the league didn’t hire me to produce fluff or shiny PR. “Here’s what you need to know,” Rowe says, shifting forward slightly. “You will have full access to the team.”

“Define full,” I say, because words matter.

“Facilities. Players. Staff. Offices. Training camp. Travel to all the away games on our plane.”

“And I’ll have access to you?” Because he will be central to this story.

“Absolutely,” he says, and that cocky swagger shines through. “And so you know, I’m not interested in curating a version of this team that doesn’t exist. I don’t care if you find a mess when you start digging because I have a vision of what this team will become, and trust me when I say, they will become what I want.”

I study him because I don’t trust easily, and because men with money often don’t play by the rules.

“What about medical?” I ask.

A faint smile. “Within legal limits. HIPAA. Team policies. But you’ll be allowed closer than most.”

“Locker room?”

Rowe’s eyes flick once, like he expected that question. “The players have all signed releases. You’ll get full locker room access.”

“Practices,” I continue.

“Absolutely.”

“Private meetings?” I press, because if he says yes, he’s either fearless or foolish.

Rowe doesn’t hesitate. “If they’re relevant, yes.”

I glance down at my phone as it buzzes, but I don’t pick it up. Evan can wait. Dana can wait. Marta can definitely wait because Marta is the kind of tech genius who probably hasn’t slept since 2019 and still somehow produces miracles.

“Do you want to focus on anyone in particular?” I ask.

“Not really,” Rowe drawls. “But if you want to narrow in on the man who will be the glue for this team, it’s Crosby Hale. He’s the go-to veteran. Steady in a way few are and elected captain. He’s the type of player I want all my players to model themselves after.”

“A goalie captain?” I ask, unable to hide the edge of curiosity. “I thought they didn’t have those.”

Rowe nods. “Honorary. He can’t manage the refs from the crease, so the assistants will handle on-ice matters.”

“Why do you think he was elected?” I ask.

“Because he’s respected. Because he doesn’t create drama.”

My mouth curves. “So, he’s boring.”

Rowe’s laugh is short. “That’s not what I said.”

“It’s what people mean when they say, ‘doesn’t create drama,’” I counter. “Often it means no personality.”

Rowe chuckles. “He has personality. But he doesn’t give it away easily.”

Ah.

That’s better.

Rowe leans back again. “If you run into problems, you come to me.”

“I handle my own problems,” I say automatically.

“I’m not offering help,” Rowe replies, calm but absolute. “I’m telling you that so this project happens the way I intend it to happen.”

There it is.

Not offensive. Not threatening.

Fact.

Rowe gets his way because Rowe has built a life where no doesn’t exist unless he allows it.

I respect that more than I want to.

“Fine,” I say. “If Crosby Hale tries to stonewall me, I’ll let you know.”

Rowe stands, signaling the meeting is over. It’s subtle but unmistakable. A pure power move.

“Janine will give you a full tour,” he says. “You’ll get credentials, access points, security clearance for your team. Anything you need.”

As if on cue, Janine opens the office door and I turn that way, but Rowe’s voice stops me. “Juno.”

I glance back, eyebrows raised.

Rowe’s gaze holds mine, steady and direct. “Make it spectacular.”

I blink once, caught off guard not by the simplicity of it but because it’s so genuine.

I’ve decided that I like Patrick Rowe.

I smile. “Always.”
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