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  For everyone who’s ever fallen for the person they swore was just a rival.
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The microphone squealed when the reporter leaned into it, and Marlowe Winterbourne felt the sound land somewhere behind her sternum, sharp and unpleasant, the exact texture of the last four days condensed into a single half second of feedback.

“So to be clear,” the reporter said, a woman in the second row Marlowe recognized from a business outlet that had run three separate pieces on the Vantage’s finances since spring, “the team is prepared to eat the remaining years on Vasko’s contract if this season doesn’t turn around. Is that accurate.”

Torin Vasko sat two seats down from her at the long table, elbows on the table’s edge, jaw doing the thing it did when he was choosing which version of an answer to give. He hadn’t looked at Marlowe once since they’d both sat down. She’d noticed. She’d noticed the way she noticed everything in this building lately, cataloguing it like evidence for a case she hadn’t been asked to build.

“I’m not going to speculate on my own contract,” Torin said. “Ask someone whose job that actually is.”

“I’m asking the person whose name is on the door,” the reporter said, and turned, deliberately, toward Marlowe. “Ms. Winterbourne. You’ve been with the organization four days. Do you consider Torin Vasko’s current level of play worth his cap number, going forward.”

The room did the thing rooms did right before something happened. A stillness with a held breath in it. Marlowe was aware of every phone in the first three rows angling a few degrees, the way sunflowers moved without seeming to move.

She had a prepared answer for this. She had, in fact, three prepared answers stacked in a mental folder specifically for questions about individual player value, because Priya had walked her through likely traps that morning over coffee that had gone cold before either of them drank it. The correct answer was some version of we have full confidence in our roster and then a pivot to the team’s overall strategy, vague enough to survive editing, boring enough that no one would clip it.

“I think,” Marlowe said, “that the question assumes a captain’s value shows up entirely on a stat sheet, and I’d push back on that assumption before I’d push back on him.”

It was the wrong answer. She knew it was the wrong answer the second it left her mouth, because it wasn’t boring, and boring was the entire point of a press conference, boring was armor, and she had just handed the room something with an edge on it.

Torin turned his head. Not fast. Unhurried, almost, like he had all the time in the world to look at her and decide what to do with what she’d said, which was somehow worse than if he’d snapped around immediately.

“That’s generous of you,” he said. “Given you’ve watched maybe one practice.”

“I’ve watched game tape going back three seasons.”

“Tape’s not the room.”

“No,” she said, “it’s not. But it’s numbers, and you’re the one who brought up the numbers by not answering the question.”

Someone in the back laughed, a short bark, quickly swallowed, and Marlowe felt the small ugly satisfaction of having landed something, followed immediately by the colder awareness that she’d just done exactly what she’d told herself in the car that morning not to do. She’d let this become personal in a room with cameras in it.

“You want to talk about the room,” Torin said, leaning forward now, forearms flat on the table, “let’s talk about the room. I’ve spent six years building trust with the guys sitting in that locker room. Four days ago most of them didn’t know your name. Now they’re being asked to play their hearts out for a franchise where the person deciding who stays and who gets shipped out spent the last decade in London running a team that finished dead last twice.”

“I turned that team’s finances around in eighteen months.”

“Finances,” Torin said, like the word had a bad taste. “Right. That’s the part that matters to you.”

“It’s the part keeping this franchise from being sold out from under every single person in that locker room, including you, so forgive me if I don’t apologize for understanding a balance sheet.”

“Nobody’s asking you to apologize for a balance sheet. I’m asking why the person who’s going to decide my future here can’t tell you the difference between a defensive zone start and an offensive one.”

“I can tell you the difference,” Marlowe said, and heard her own voice go flat and precise, the tone she used in board meetings when she wanted a room to stop talking and start listening. “I can also tell you your possession numbers are down eleven percent from last season, your ice time is the same, and nobody on this training staff has flagged why, which either means the metrics are wrong or somebody isn’t looking closely enough. I’d genuinely love to know which.”

The room had gone very quiet in the specific way that meant everyone in it had just realized they were watching something they’d get to write about tomorrow.

Torin’s jaw did the thing again. For one long second she thought she’d actually gotten to him, gotten past whatever practiced ease he brought to every camera in every city he’d ever played in, and something in his face shifted, not anger exactly, closer to recalculation, the look of a man revising an opponent’s difficulty rating in real time.

“Careful,” he said, quieter now, which somehow carried further than when he’d been loud. “You’re one bad quarter from losing this team. I’d think about how many enemies you want to make in your first week.”

“And you’re one bad interview from losing that C,” Marlowe said. “So which one of us should actually be careful.”

The room’s held breath broke into something closer to a murmur, phones angling harder now, and somewhere to her left Priya was already half out of her seat, mouth open on the beginning of this interview is concluded, but it came a beat too late, the way these things always came a beat too late, because Torin was already standing, chair scraping back hard enough to bark against the floor.

He didn’t say anything else. That was somehow the part that stayed with her longest, replayed later at two in the morning when she couldn’t sleep. He looked at her for one more second, not glaring, something more assessing than that, like he was deciding what kind of problem she actually was, and then he walked out through the side door without another word, and the room exploded into the particular chaos of forty reporters realizing they had thirty seconds to file something before a competitor beat them to it.

Marlowe sat very still at the table, hands folded in front of her, and let her face do absolutely nothing at all.

Twenty minutes later, Priya closed the door to Marlowe’s office with more force than the door strictly required.

“You’re aware,” Priya said, “that there were at least six phones filming in vertical mode, which means every single one of those clips is built to go on a phone screen before it’s built for anything else.”

“I’m aware.”

“Are you aware of what you said about his possession numbers?”

“I’m aware of what I said.”

“Because that wasn’t in the talking points.”

“No,” Marlowe said. “It wasn’t.”

She’d known, sitting down at that table, exactly what she was supposed to say. She’d rehearsed it in the mirror that morning with the specific, faintly humiliating diligence of someone who had been told her entire life that she talked a good game and needed to prove she could also play one. And then a man with a five o’clock shadow and a captain’s letter had implied, in front of a room full of cameras, that she didn’t understand the sport she’d been hired to help save, and something in her had simply refused to sit there and take it.

She was not, generally, a person who lost her composure in public. She had built her entire adult life on the specific talent of staying composed in rooms designed to unsettle her, board meetings where men twice her age explained concepts she’d taught seminars on, family dinners where her father introduced her achievements as though they were charming hobbies. Composure was the one thing she’d always been reliably good at, better than the London job, better than the degree, better than anything with her name attached to it that people assumed had been handed to her.

And she’d lost it. On camera. In front of a captain who clearly thought she was exactly what everyone already suspected, a name with no substance behind it, parachuted in to make decisions she had no right to make.

“It’s not that you were wrong,” Priya said, sitting down across from her, more gently now. “Your numbers were accurate. I checked. That’s actually the problem. If you’d been wrong, we could call it a misstatement and move on by Thursday. You were right, in public, about something the team hasn’t publicly acknowledged, and now every outlet covering this franchise is going to want to know why the newest executive in the building is more current on Torin Vasko’s underlying numbers than his own coaching staff.”

Marlowe looked at her hands. “So I did my job too well.”

“You did a version of your job that wasn’t your job today. Today’s job was to look competent and boring for ninety seconds. You looked competent and extremely online.”

Her phone buzzed against the desk, screen lighting with a number she didn’t recognize, and then another buzz, and another, until she turned it face down without checking any of them.

“How bad,” she said.

Priya’s mouth did something that wasn’t quite a wince. “Give it a few hours. It’s going to get worse before we know exactly how bad, because right now it’s just a clip. The bad part starts when someone puts a caption on it.”

The caption arrived by six that evening, and it was worse than either of them had guessed.

OWNER’S DAUGHTER VS. TEAM CAPTAIN: IS THIS FRANCHISE FALLING APART FROM THE INSIDE.

Six hundred and forty thousand views by the time Priya turned the laptop around on Marlowe’s desk, the number ticking upward in real time, ugly and mechanical, like watching a wound continue to bleed after someone had already told you it wasn’t fatal.

The clip itself, out of context, looked worse than it had felt from inside it. On screen Marlowe looked sharp, precise, faintly cruel, the kind of person who enjoyed cornering a man in public. Torin looked, infuriatingly, like the reasonable one, a captain defending his locker room against an outsider who’d shown up with a spreadsheet and a grudge.

She watched herself say I’d push back on that assumption before I’d push back on him and felt something curdle low in her stomach, because out of context it sounded almost sympathetic, and she knew, with the particular clarity of hindsight, that it hadn’t been. She’d meant every word of the possession numbers. She hadn’t been defending him. She’d been proving a point, and the point had gotten away from her the second the room started paying attention to how it sounded rather than what it meant.

“The Anders Group called forty minutes ago,” Priya said. “Their legal team wants a statement about whether this is, quote, representative of front office culture. We have an ownership vote in six weeks. Six weeks, Marlowe. If Anders pulls their name off the arena, three other sponsors follow inside a month, and there’s no franchise left standing for either of you to fight over.”

“I know what the vote means.”

“Do you know what the league office wants to do about the clip?”

Marlowe looked up. “What.”

Priya hesitated, which was rare enough that Marlowe felt the floor shift slightly under the conversation before a single word of the answer arrived.

“They want to know,” Priya said, carefully, like each word had been weighed before being handed over, “whether you and Torin would be willing to be photographed together. Somewhere with soft lighting and good cameras and absolutely nothing newsworthy to report except how convincing you look standing next to each other.”

Marlowe let out one short breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “You’re not asking me to date him.”

“I’m asking you to be photographed appearing to.”

“That’s insane.”

“That’s the board’s word, actually. Insane was the word they used before they decided it was the only option that gets ahead of the story instead of just reacting to it.”

Marlowe stood, because sitting suddenly felt like the wrong posture for whatever was happening to the evening, and walked to the window, where Anchor Arena’s practice rink sat lit up below, empty at this hour except for the ice crew running the resurfacer in slow, patient loops.

“He’s not going to agree to that,” she said.

“He’s already been told.”

“And?”

“And he’s on his way up here right now to tell you himself exactly what he thinks of the idea.”

Torin didn’t knock. He’d never been the type, she suspected, even before four days ago, even before any of this, and she had exactly enough time to turn from the window before the door opened and he filled the frame of it, still in his post practice gear, a duffel bag over one shoulder like he’d been intercepted on his way somewhere else and had decided, grudgingly, that this took priority.

“Tell me you already said no,” he said.

“I haven’t said anything yet.”

“Say it now, then. Save us both the meeting.”

“You don’t get to walk in here and decide what I’m going to say.”

“I’m not deciding it. I’m asking you to be smart about it, which apparently isn’t a strength of yours today, given the press conference.”

The words landed exactly where he’d aimed them, and Marlowe felt her spine straighten in the particular way it did when someone had found precisely the soft spot she’d spent the day trying to protect. She kept her face still. She’d had a lot of practice keeping her face still.

“I was right about the numbers,” she said.

“You were right and reckless, which is somehow worse, because now every reporter in this city knows there’s a version of you that says true things at the worst possible moment, and that version is a lot more dangerous to this team than one who just doesn’t know hockey.”

“I know hockey.”

“You know spreadsheets that have hockey players on them. That’s not the same thing, and you proved it today, because a person who actually knew this locker room would’ve known that clip was going to detonate before you said a single word of it.”

“I said it because you implied I don’t belong in that building.”

“I implied it because you don’t,” Torin said, and something in his voice dropped a register, quieter now, closer to the version of him that had looked at her across the podium like a problem he was still solving. “Not because of your name. Because you’ve been here four days and you’re already willing to burn the whole thing down in a press conference to prove a point nobody asked you to make.”

The words should have felt like an insult. They landed instead somewhere closer to accurate, which was worse, and Marlowe hated that he’d found the exact angle where it hurt the most, hated it enough that she almost missed the way his jaw tightened right after he said it, like the sentence had cost him something too.

“So what’s your solution,” she said. “Since you clearly have opinions on everything else about how this should go.”

“My solution is I do my job on the ice and you do yours off it, and neither of us has to pretend to like the other in front of cameras to keep sponsors from panicking.”

“That’s not what the league office wants.”

“I don’t care what the league office wants.”

“You will,” Marlowe said, “when they fine you again, or worse, when Anders Group pulls their name off the ice you play on every night and the board decides the fastest way to stabilize the story is to trade you somewhere it isn’t a story anymore.”

Something shifted behind his eyes at that, brief and quickly covered, and she understood, with sudden and unwelcome clarity, that she’d just found his soft spot the way he’d found hers, and neither of them looked particularly pleased about it.

“Say that again,” he said, low.

“You heard me the first time.”

“I want to hear you say it’s actually on the table. That they’d move me over a headline.”

“I don’t know what’s on the table,” Marlowe said, honestly, because it was the only true thing left to say in a conversation that had otherwise turned into two people finding each other’s weak points with unpleasant efficiency. “I know we have six weeks until the vote, and I know what happens to franchises that lose their sponsors right before ownership changes hands. I’ve watched it happen. I ran a team through the version where it didn’t get fixed in time.”

For a moment neither of them said anything. The resurfacer finished its last loop on the practice ice below and went dark, the whole rink dropping into the particular hush of an arena with no one left in it, and Torin stood in her doorway with the duffel bag still over his shoulder like a man deciding whether to leave or stay and finding both options equally unbearable.

“If I do this,” he said finally, “if I let them put us in front of a camera and call it whatever they want to call it. It ends the second the vote’s done. Clean. No extension, no encore, nothing that turns into something the tabloids keep chasing after the fact.”

“That’s exactly what I want.”

“Say it wasn’t your idea.”

“It wasn’t my idea,” Marlowe said. “I found out about it forty minutes ago, same as you.”

Something in his shoulders came down half an inch at that, small enough that she might have imagined it, except she’d spent four days learning to read every micro adjustment in this building because reading people correctly was the only advantage she had left when nobody trusted her credentials. He believed her. That, at least, was something.

“Six weeks,” he said.

“Six weeks.”

He looked at her for a long moment, the same recalculating look from the podium, like he was running new numbers on an old problem and not liking what the math was starting to suggest.

“You’re going to need better talking points than a possession stat,” he said. “Nobody falls for a woman over a possession stat.”

“I wasn’t planning on anyone falling for anything. It’s a performance.”

“Yeah,” Torin said, and something in his voice had gone quieter, harder to read than the anger had been. “That’s usually how these things start.”

He turned to go, duffel bag shifting on his shoulder, and paused in the doorway just long enough that she thought, for one unreasonable second, he might say something else, might explain the strange flat weight behind that last sentence. He didn’t. He just looked back at her once, unreadable, and left, and Marlowe stood alone in her office with the practice rink gone dark below her and her phone still buzzing, face down, on the desk, the number climbing toward a million views of the worst four minutes of her professional life.

She picked it up. Not the phone. A framed photo she kept turned slightly away from the door, her father at the arena’s ribbon cutting decades ago, younger than she’d ever known him, grinning like a man who’d built something that would never need saving. She looked at it for a long moment, and then she set it back down exactly where it had been, and opened her laptop, and started drafting a statement she did not yet know how to write, because somewhere underneath the six hundred and forty thousand views and climbing, underneath the board’s panic and the sponsor’s threats, was a much smaller and much more inconvenient fact she was not ready to look at directly.

She had not been thinking about the vote when Torin stood in her doorway telling her exactly what was wrong with her.

She had been thinking about how long it had been since anyone had bothered to argue with her like she was worth the effort of a real fight.
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The conference room smelled like burnt coffee and panic, which Marlowe had learned over the past twenty four hours were closely related scents.

“Let’s be clear about what we’re proposing,” said the man from the league office, a compliance director named Whitfield who had flown in that morning and clearly intended to fly back out the second this meeting ended. “This isn’t a suggestion. The commissioner’s office views the incident as a material risk to two franchises’ sponsor relationships, and the remediation plan we’re presenting is the version that keeps this out of a formal conduct hearing.”

“Formal conduct hearing,” Torin repeated, from his seat at the far end of the table, arms crossed, chair pushed back at an angle that put maximum distance between himself and everyone else in the room. “For what. Answering a question.”

“For escalating a public exchange with a franchise executive into a viral incident that’s currently being covered by four national outlets,” Whitfield said, without looking up from his folder. “The league doesn’t love adjudicating who started it. We love it even less when sponsors start asking whether the product is stable enough to keep paying for.”

Marlowe sat across from Torin, hands folded on the table in the specific posture she used when she wanted to look like she had nothing to hide, and watched him not look at her.

“So what’s the remediation plan,” she said.

Whitfield slid a single sheet of paper down the table, the kind of document written by someone whose entire job was making an absurd request sound like a routine one. Marlowe read it twice before she let herself react, because the words on the page were exactly as bad the second time.

Public appearances, minimum three per month, through the ownership vote and its immediate aftermath. Coordinated social presence. A jointly approved statement addressing the incident as, in the document’s phrasing, a private matter that had been misconstrued by the public exchange. In smaller print near the bottom, the actual ask, dressed up in enough corporate language that it took her a beat to recognize it for what it was.

They wanted the world to believe she and Torin Vasko were involved.

“You’re joking,” she said.

“I don’t make jokes in incident remediation meetings,” Whitfield said. “I make recommendations that keep both your franchise and this league’s image intact through a vote that every outlet in the country is already treating as a referendum on whether this ownership group can run a stable organization. Your options are limited. You can let the story keep running as an internal power struggle, which our media analysts project will cost you at minimum two additional sponsors before the vote. You can issue a denial and hope it dies, which historically makes stories like this worse, not better. Or you can control the narrative by giving the public something more interesting to watch than a feud.”

“Something more interesting than a feud,” Torin said, and his voice had gone flat in a way Marlowe recognized now, the exact register from her office doorway the night before. “You want us to fake being together.”

“I want you to be photographed in situations that read as personal rather than adversarial,” Whitfield said. “What you call it privately is your business. Publicly, the goal is warmth. Chemistry. The kind of thing that makes a headline about a captain and an executive read as a human interest story instead of an organizational crisis.”

Marlowe looked at the sheet again, at the list of proposed appearances, the sponsor gala in ten days, a charity skate the league itself was hosting in three weeks, the kind of calendar that assumed compliance before either of them had agreed to anything.

“And if we say no,” she said.

Whitfield closed his folder, which she understood immediately to be its own kind of answer. “Then the league proceeds with a formal review of the conduct incident, which historically takes eight to twelve weeks and generates significantly more coverage than the incident itself. Given your ownership vote is in six weeks, I’d think carefully about which version of this story you’d rather be living in publicly for that entire window.”

The room went quiet except for the hum of the ventilation system, and Marlowe felt the specific pressure of being cornered by someone else’s math, the kind of decision that had already been made somewhere above her and merely needed her signature to become real.

“I need a minute with him,” she said, gesturing at Torin without quite looking at him. “Alone.”

Whitfield checked his watch, which felt like its own small insult, and gathered his folder. “Ten minutes. I have a flight.”

* * *

The door closed and the room went smaller, the way rooms did when the person you least wanted alone time with was the only one left in it.

“Say what you’re going to say,” Torin said, before she’d decided how to start. “I already know what it is.”

“I haven’t said anything yet.”

“You’re going to tell me it’s the smart play. That it protects the vote, protects the sponsors, protects everyone’s job including mine, and that I’d be an idiot to say no just because my pride’s a little bruised.”

“Is your pride bruised.”

“My pride,” Torin said, “is not the issue. The issue is that six years of building a reputation in this league doesn’t survive being turned into a storyline some compliance officer invented in a conference room in Toronto, and you’re the one who put us in the room where that became necessary.”

“I put us in the room.” Marlowe felt something tighten low in her chest, the specific heat of being blamed for a fire she hadn’t been the only one holding matches near. “You’re the one who stood up at a podium and implied
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