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Chapter 1
Grizz


They say the game slows down when you’re in the zone. 
Mine doesn’t. 
It speeds up. 
Skates cut into the ice. My lungs burn, but the adrenaline makes it feel like ecstasy instead of pain. I’ve got the puck and I know the guy on my tail is a rookie, legs too long, instincts too green. He’s guessing and I’m not.
I fake a pass to my left winger, Deacon Campbell. The defenseman on Philly bites hard and it’s a rookie mistake. I pivot, cut right, and my stick readies as I cock my wrists, snapping the puck. The net’s wide open and the goalie’s gone sprawling. I don’t hesitate, rifling a shot top shelf, tickling the twine, the best feeling for a hockey player at any level.
My second goal of the night and the crowd roars, unhinged. Absolutely electric. Noise so visceral it vibrates and rattles through the boards, up the glass, and straight into your bones. Vipers fans from ice-level to the rafters are on their feet, fists pumping, beers sloshing, screaming my name.
“GRIZZ! GRIZZ! GRIZZ!”
Kids in face paint pound the glass. Grown men wearing my jersey are hoarse from yelling. A woman in the fourth row jumps up and down, holding a homemade sign that says #GRIZZMODE. Another fan a few rows over holds one up that reads LET THE BEAST ROAM.
I coast along the glass, eyes scanning the raucous crowd as they cheer me on, flashing my million-dollar smile. My teammates are pounding the boards with their sticks, screaming my name too. 
But I barely hear them. 
I’m in that place—the sweet spot between chaos and control—and I fucking live for this shit.
I skate back to the bench as though I own the rink. Hell, as far as I’m concerned, I own all of New York City. 
And for tonight, I really do.
Coach Carlin’s jaw is a granite slab. He’s fighting to mask his satisfaction and losing badly. Mid-fifties, a former enforcer who collected bruises the way some men collect one-night stands, Carlin wears a perpetual five o’clock shadow and a scowl that survives even victories. His trademark beige suit hangs on his stocky frame. Game days are the few times he swaps his track pants and lanyard for an outfit resembling respectability. The only colorful thing about him is his vocabulary when I screw up. 
“You just had to drop the elbow on 25, huh?” he says as I hop over the boards and slide onto the bench.
I grin around my mouth guard. “He tried to take my head off in the second period. What’d you want me to do, offer him a juice box?”
“You’re gonna get suspended. Again.”
“We’re leading by two,” I shoot back as I grab a water bottle and squirt it into my mouth, then spit some back onto the ice. “You want clean or you want goals and wins?”
Coach doesn’t answer. But he doesn’t bench me either.
The third period ticks down. We’re still up by two, but Philly’s playing desperate. Slashing sticks. Late hits. Cheap shots after whistles. I can feel the tension in the frigid air of the arena.
It’s early October, just about a month into the season, the time when everyone’s still out to prove they’re top dog and tempers burn hot. We’re all highly combustible after the long summer we had to endure since we were knocked out of the playoffs early last season.
Coach gives me a look like he’s debating whether I’m a weapon or a liability. He sends me back out, anyway.
“Keep your head, Grizz. Nothing stupid out there,” he shouts as I jump over the boards onto the ice.
“Don’t tell me how to do my job,” I snap back.
I prepare for the face-off in our zone, crouching low, tapping my stick twice on the ice. To my left is our winger, Tanner Wylie. This is the third season we’ve played together, and we’ve been inseparable as line mates since he arrived in a trade from Chicago. He knows where I am on the ice at all times and vice versa. The Philly center stares me down, trying to look tougher than he is. We both know how this is going to end. 
I win it clean and direct it over to Tanner before taking off like a slingshot, cutting across center ice with blinding speed. He threads it back to me on the fly and I catch it, burning past their defense, all open ice and forward momentum.
Then I see him… number 25, Wiggins. He’s got a gnarly beard and a missing front tooth. He’s the same bastard who threw that high hit on me, a transgression that I can’t ignore. He’s coming for me again and this time he doesn’t care about the puck at all, just my head. 
Shoulders down. Ugly intent written all over his face.
I cut hard, shift the puck to my backhand, but he clips me high and late. Not enough to drop me, but enough to rattle my cage. 
No call, of course.
I spin out, regain my footing, and the puck stays with me. It always does. But something in me snaps. I feel that surge of aggression, the same one that’s raced through me since I started playing as a five-year-old on the frozen ponds of rural Saskatchewan. They said it would hold me back, but I call it survival. That edge has always kept me on top. Unpredictability reigns supreme on the ice and I’m the king of it.
I stop skating, drop my gloves mid-stride and charge. I can practically hear Coach groan in protest from the bench. I slam into Wiggins, sending both of us into the boards. My fist is already cocked before he knows what’s happening. 
One jab. Then another. Then a third.
Quick and surgical, all torque fueled by bad intentions. I feel the pop of knuckles against helmet, then flesh. The third one lands clean, right beneath his eye. A dark ribbon of blood snakes down his cheek, drips onto his jersey, vivid against the white. He staggers, arms flailing for balance, mouth open as if he’s trying to figure out what just hit him. 
“You don’t fuck with me, you pussy!” I roar. “Ever!”
The linesmen fly in, vultures trying to peel me off. One hooks my arm from behind, trying to pin me, while another wedges himself between us, Wiggins now slumped against the boards. My fists are still clenched, my knuckles raw and my lungs burning as if I’d sprinted a marathon in full gear.
“That’s enough, McAvoy!” the linesman barks, grabbing the back of my jersey. “Let him go.”
I don’t. Not right away.
“You gonna call that bullshit hit?!” I snap, eyes locked on him. “Or are you just here to clean up after the damage is done?”
His face hardens. “It was a clean check.”
“Clean? Are you blind, stripes?” I twist against the hold. “He went right for my head!”
“And you went for his face with your fists,” the linesman fires back. “You want a career left when this is over?”
“I’m not here to make friends,” I growl. “I’m here to win.”
“You keep this up, and you’ll be winning from the press box.”
Then I glance up. Instinct, mostly.
The press box is a blur of suits pretending to be shocked. Some have their heads buried in their phones, already tweeting about my latest “meltdown.” I can practically hear the headlines writing themselves.
Next to the press box, the rafters hang heavy with ghosts. Old banners ripple, faded green and stitched in glory: ’91. ’92. ’93. ’94. The Vipers dynasty years. Back when the sport was brasher, back when legends wore this jersey and championship parades shut down all of Manhattan.
But like all dynasties are destined to do, it crumbled. For the last thirty years, the Vipers haven’t sniffed a championship. No rings or banners, and certainly not parades. Just heartbreak and rebuilds and paper-thin playoff runs that fell apart the second the team crossed the Hudson River.
Langley hates those empty decades. You can feel it. Every time his face flashes on the Jumbotron, tight-lipped and manicured, it’s as if he’s daring the past to challenge him.
He wants a new banner. One with his fingerprints all over it, one that erases the decades of failure. One that finally, finally ends the drought.
And like it or not, I’m the guy he’s betting on to make that happen. After leading all players in scoring the last two years, I have arrived as the league’s next superstar, and superstars do what they want.
The city wants a hero. Langley wants a legacy. All I want is the puck on my stick and someone dumb enough to try to take it from me.
The referee’s tight grip on my jersey jolts me back to the present. I smirk as he finally skates me off the ice and ushers me toward the locker room.
“That’s a game misconduct, McAvoy,” barks the ref. “You’re done for the night.” 
I don’t bother wasting any more breath on this battle. I made Wiggins pay for his dirty hit and I’m feeling good about every bit of it. 
By the time the final buzzer sounds, I’m peeling off my shin pads, the steam still coming off my sweat-drenched bare chest. My teammates enter victorious, thanks in large part to my two-goal performance.
Tanner slaps a towel across my back as he passes, wide-eyed and grinning. “You gonna leave any glory for the rest of us?”
I smirk and drag a hand through my soaked hair. “You keep feeding me tape-to-tape passes like that, I might start charging you for the privilege.”
He laughs, tossing his gloves into his stall. “Two goals and a highlight-reel takedown? You’re gonna make Coach cry. Or nominate you for sainthood.”
Within moments, the locker room opens to the press and reporters swarm me. Flashing bulbs, mics shoved in my face and recorders already rolling.
I lean back in my stall, one leg stretched out, a towel around my waist. My lip’s swollen from Wiggins’s original hit and there’s a welt blooming under my eye. I could’ve waited to clean up, but what’s the point? They don’t want a pretty boy. They want raw, and I’m always happy to oblige.
“Grizz, what led to the fight in the third?” one guy yells over the noise, notebook shaking in his hand like he thinks I might punch him next.
I laugh. These guys cover our games, but it’s like they don’t watch them. It baffles me how clueless the media can be sometimes.
“What led to it? Were you watching the same game I was playing? ’Cause 25 took a run at my head twice, both late and dirty. Refs swallowed the whistle, so I handled it.”
“Do you regret the way you responded?” another calls out.
I tilt my head as if I’m considering it. 
I’m not.
“If I wanted to be second-guessed by guys in blazers who’ve never taken a hit in their lives, I’d coach peewee and deal with helicopter parents.”
A few reporters chuckle. Most just jot it down with glee. I see Brian Something or Other, hovering near the wall clutching his clipboard. He’s bad at this PR job because he wants everyone to like him—players, coaches, reporters, even the interns—which means he stands for nothing and folds under pressure. He doesn’t know when to protect a player and when to let the story breathe. Every time a question gets too pointed or a quote too spicy, he looks like he’s about to have a coronary. The guy can’t manage optics and that’s the key part of his job. Instead, Brian is built for crisis avoidance, not management, and that’s a death sentence in this industry.
“What do you say to people who think you’re a danger to the game?” a female reporter near the front asks, her voice overly professional. 
I lean forward and my eyes lock on Olivia Cathcart. She is one of the few reporters I respect. She’s earned her place in this locker room and knows the game better than some of the players in the league.
“This is hockey. Danger is part of the game. Always has been, always will be. You want choirboys? Start a league in Sunday school.”
That gets a ripple of nervous, uneasy laughter, the precursor to a PR nightmare before it fully catches fire.
“Do you think the officials are targeting you?” she asks in follow-up.
“I don’t think,” I say. “I know. I get a penalty for breathing too loud. Meanwhile, I’m getting elbowed into next week and they’re calling it ‘good, clean hockey.’ Either they’re blind or biased. Pick one.”
“Aren’t you worried the league’s going to come down on you?”
“They already do.” My shoulders lift in a shrug. “Every week it’s another fine. At this point, the commissioner has a direct deposit straight from my bank account.”
Brian takes a step forward as if he might call it, but I keep going. Might as well give them the full show. “Maybe next time I’ll just let someone take my head off and smile for the cameras. That what you want?”
I’m wrapping up the last of the postgame questions when the energy shifts and a hush falls over the space, the type of silence reserved for power entering a room.
I glance up and sure enough Julian Langley is striding into the locker room, looking every bit the billionaire franchise owner in his bespoke suit. He looks pissed.
I don’t flinch. 
In fact, I relish it.
His eyes flick to me, then scan the reporters still loitering near my stall. I lean back in my seat, sweaty and bruised, still shirtless, blood drying on my knuckles, looking every inch the PR disaster I know I am.
Let the man squirm.
Across the room, I watch Langley beelining toward Brian, who’s already halfway into a stress-induced ulcer. Langley’s speaking to him in a low voice, the perfect measure of polish and power. Brian’s nodding, stammering, absorbing the blows like a human sponge. 
I’m not sure what Langley’s saying, but when Brian drops his head and takes one last look at me, I’m guessing his shortcomings were noted by the owner of the team. He shuffles out of the locker room, and I imagine we won’t be seeing him again.
Another casualty, courtesy of yours truly.
Langley’s eyes scan over to me and I know inside, he’d like nothing more than to rip into me. But he’s not like that. He wields his power in hardline decisions, not in vocal outrage. 
But why he really holds his tongue right now is because he can’t do anything if he wants those banners. I’m the thing he needs to get what he wants most.
Julian inherited this team from his media tycoon father and has poured millions into achieving success—staff, facilities, travel, and analytics departments. A portion of those millions account for my contract. He’s bought all the pieces, hired all the specialists, shuffled captains and coaches and draft picks like poker chips. 
But I’m the one card he can’t fold because I’m his shot.
Or as he once said to me, “Grizz… you’re my necessary evil.”
So I just swipe at my fat lip, watching him stew in his expensive shoes.
I’ve already won tonight. On the scoreboard. On the ice. And in the part no one ever admits matters most—control.
Langley heads my way and I brace for his anger. When he’s standing before me, he says, “Great game, Grizz.”
It catches me off guard. “Thanks,” I say.
“Game misconduct notwithstanding.”
I hold my tongue, knowing that now isn’t the time or the place to argue my side of things.
Langley checks his watch. “I’m headed to the airport for meetings in Los Angeles. When I get back, we’re going to talk.”
He doesn’t wait for a reply, instead pivoting and walking out of the locker room.
Smart man. He knows better than to start shit in front of half a dozen beat reporters and a locker room full of guys who all saw the scoreboard.
I’m sure he’ll call me into his office when he returns and hand out a fine that will sting just a little. Whoop-de-do. 
And then I’ll lace up my skates next game and do it all over again because Langley and the Vipers aren’t winning a championship without me.
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Chapter 2
Daisy


I’m seated in the fourth row of the Giancarlo show during New York Fashion Week, though technically it’s the fifth, thanks to an influencer in front of me who decided her visibility was more important than spatial reality. She’s standing in four-inch heels, craning her neck as if waiting to be discovered. Everyone pretends either not to notice or not to be bothered by the spectacle. 
Around me plays a symphony of subtle mayhem. Heels click like metronomes on the marble floor. Champagne glasses clink softly in the background. Someone’s perfume—floral and aggressively fragrant—is already burrowing into my sinuses.
The lights dim, music pulses, and the crowd leans in like they’re witnessing the second coming of Yves Saint Laurent. I sit back and watch as the show begins.
Yes, I take in the gowns and models as a whole, but it’s the seams that really interest me.
One dress is slightly off balance, the left hem trailing a half-inch lower than the right, and I make a note. The model stumbles—not enough to cause a scene, just enough to prove she’s human. I jot that down too. The press girl shifts uncomfortably, side-eyeing me.
These are the big fashion shows I’m supposed to romanticize. The shimmer and the over-the-top glamour. The fantasy of it all. But I didn’t come here to perpetuate unrealistic dreams. I came for the truth buried under the tulle.
People at these shows always assume I hate fashion because I ask uncomfortable questions and don’t wear five visible brand logos. Therefore, I must secretly despise the industry.
They couldn’t be more wrong. 
I love fashion. I love the real stuff that starts with a sketch in the margins of a notebook and ends up reshaping how people see the world. I love the revolutionaries, the ones who make clothes with vision and spin: Alexander McQueen. Rei Kawakubo. Phoebe Philo. Designers who didn’t just follow trends but cracked them wide open.
I love the craftsmanship—the math of a bias cut, the precision of hand-sewn pleats. How a perfectly tailored jacket feels. I believe fashion can be art. I mean, it should be art. 
And that’s why I’m here, covering the premier fashion shows as a contributor for Contour, the nation’s top fashion magazine. I’m living my dream, or at least on my way to it. This is the New York City I dreamt about as a kid and look at me now. I’ve turned that dream into a reality, surrounded by the designers I grew up idolizing, revering, and, of course, wearing.
But lately, it’s getting harder to tell the difference between an aesthetic and a strategy. Too many new designers seem more interested in clout than creation. They’re designing for algorithms, not silhouettes. They make collections built around how well a piece will photograph under LED lighting, not how it will move on a human body. And God forbid you ask what materials they’re using or who’s making them.
These new-age designers talk about sustainability while flying on a private jet. That’s the part I can’t stomach. Give me drama any day of the week, but don’t sell me manufactured virtue and call it integrity. Don’t strip the soul out of something beautiful and pretend it’s progress.
I don’t hate fashion. I hate what some people do to it.
And maybe that’s why I keep asking the hard questions. 
At the end of the show, Giancarlo practically glows as he submits himself for questions. Tan, polished, immaculately indifferent, he’s an icon who can step over a protester on his way to brunch and still call himself “mindful.” His team fans out beside him, all angles and whispered directives.
I raise my hand and am called upon. “Can you speak to the factory closures in Bangalore,” I ask, “and whether your supply chain will be unionized in the foreseeable future?”
Giancarlo’s press assistant tenses beside me, her grip tightening on a tablet. Someone two rows up lets out a faint, involuntary gasp.
“Transitions are always challenging,” Giancarlo says smoothly in his Italian accent. “As a brand, we’re constantly evolving to meet the demands of a global market. Our priority has always been to empower communities through opportunity and innovation. The decision to close our Bangalore facility temporarily was not made lightly. It came after extensive internal review and consultation with regional partners.”
He pauses, briefly, as if he’s giving the room time to be impressed by his progressiveness. “We remain deeply committed to ethical sourcing, and while unionization efforts are complex and vary by geography, we support all initiatives that align with our values of transparency, sustainability, and human dignity.”
He folds his hands neatly in his lap as he sits at the front of the room.
Translation… nothing is changing.
I write down every word he says, not because I believe him, but because people deserve to see the dodge for what it is. I’ve never been interested in writing stories people expect. I’m interested in the ones they try to bury under ten layers of marketing and a well-placed hashtag.
The press girl next to him starts to pivot, calling for the next question, but I’m not done.
I raise my hand again. “One more, if I may.”
Giancarlo gives me an imperceptible smile. “Of course.”
“Your last factory in Vietnam shut down for three weeks after a labor audit flagged unsafe working conditions and wage discrepancies. That same month, your brand opened a flagship store in Dubai. How do you reconcile that timeline?”
The air stills. Someone’s bracelet clinks against their wineglass in the silence that follows. A photographer lowers his camera slightly and Giancarlo’s jaw twitches. 
His PR assistant jumps in. “We don’t comment on internal operations—”
“I didn’t ask for a comment,” I say, my eyes still on Giancarlo. “I asked how he reconciles it.”
Giancarlo stares at me for a long beat, still smiling, but it doesn’t reach his eyes anymore. The edges are starting to fray. “Business is always evolving. Sometimes difficult decisions must be made in the name of long-term growth.”
I nod slowly, pen hovering over my page. “Growth for whom?”
He doesn’t answer. Instead, he calls on someone else to ask a question, someone younger, eager to please, probably credentialed by a lifestyle blog with a pastel logo and a collagen supplement sponsorship.
“What inspired the color palette for this season’s line?” she asks, voice bright and bubbly.
Giancarlo’s entire posture shifts. His smile floods back into place, warm and camera-ready. Relief radiates from his team like a heatwave off asphalt.
“Ah, finally,” he says with the faintest chuckle. “A question about the collection.” Laughter ripples through the front rows. “This season,” he says, folding one leg over the other, “we drew inspiration from the coastal cliffs of Sardinia—stone, sea, sky. The interplay of erosion and elegance. We’re going for timelessness, but also fragility. A soft assertion of strength.”
The blogger beams. You’d think she’s just been handed a quote that’ll double her engagement.
Several more questions, each equally insignificant in my opinion, are asked while Giancarlo flashes his smile in appreciation for each one. Eventually, the press girl claps her hands, signaling the end of the session. The rest of the staff exchange relieved looks, happy that another great show is officially in the books. The Q&A disbands and bleeds seamlessly into the cocktail party, as these things always do.
I close my notebook. I got what I came for… a story that matters, one with substance that can create conversation and change. That’s why I got into this profession in the first place.
Lights dim. Orchestral music fills the space. Waiters circulate with trays of champagne flutes and truffle canapés no one will actually eat because no one ever actually eats at these events. People peel off their serious expressions and slip into their I’m only here for the vibe personas.
It’s theater, all of it.
Across the room, two editors I recognize from Milan laugh at something that likely isn’t funny. Giancarlo is swarmed again, his scandal safely buried under a fresh coat of social polish and sparkling wine.
I’ve seen this before: the quick edit. The group amnesia.
I slide my notebook into my bag and make my way toward the back exit before someone ropes me into a conversation about who’s wearing what and why it matters. 
It doesn’t. Not tonight.
The cool New York night air outside is a relief. I’m halfway to the curb, already imagining how I’ll write the piece. The angle, the subhead, the slow build toward that final question about Vietnam. This one matters and the facts are there. 
All I need is time and a word count.
My phone buzzes, and I smile when I see the name of my boss and mentor illuminate the screen. Miranda Pitts. “Hey. I was just about to call you—I think I might’ve gotten a great scoop tonight.” 
“How did it go?” she asks, all business with a sharp tone.
“Better than I could’ve hoped, and—”
“Well,” she snaps, cutting me off, “that’s exactly the opposite of what I’ve heard!” 
I stop walking. “What?” The line is silent. “What do you mean?” I ask, slower this time, like maybe I misheard her.
Miranda exhales and the sound crackles in my ear. “I’ve gotten eight messages in the last ten minutes. Three from Giancarlo’s PR team, four from industry insiders, and one from a woman on the New York Fashion Council who happens to be friends with Contour’s CEO. They’re furious, claiming you ambushed Giancarlo and that you turned a fashion Q&A into a press tribunal.”
“Because I asked about labor violations?” I say, still standing frozen on the curb. “Because I asked a follow-up?”
“Because you turned it into a scene, Daisy.”
“I didn’t turn it into anything. I asked a question with receipts behind it—dates, closures, sourcing issues. You told me to dig, to find the story, and I found it.”
“And I told you to be strategic, not set yourself on fire in public.”
I blink hard, my heartbeat spiking. “So what, I’m just supposed to nod along while Giancarlo spins fairy tales about ethical production, when we both know he’s laundering his labor through ghost facilities?”
“That’s not what I’m saying.”
“It’s exactly what you’re saying.”
There’s silence on the other end. Not long, but long enough to confirm it. “You’ve got talent,” she says finally. “You’re smart. Brave. But you’re not at a place in your career where you can afford to burn bridges.”
“I’m not trying to burn bridges,” I say, desperately trying to remain composed. “I’m trying to hold those in charge accountable.”
There’s a long pause on the other end. Not the kind filled with thought—the kind filled with inevitability. “I just can’t take any more risk right now,” Miranda says, her voice quieter. Almost tired.
My heart skips. “What are you saying?”
Another pause. “I have to let you go.”
I hear the faint trickle of a fountain down the block. I feel as though I’ve misheard her. Misunderstood what she said. “You’re firing me?”
“I’m doing what I have to,” she replies. “This Giancarlo fallout is already louder than it should be, and I’ve been fielding calls since the second your question hit social media. Daisy, this isn’t about your talent. It never was. But I can’t protect you anymore. And I can’t afford the blowback. We’ve talked about this several times over the last few months. We discussed this when I sent you to the Paris show last month and you brought up the environmental issues that threw everyone into a tizzy.”
The ground drops a few inches under me. “Miranda, please. It was my mistake—”
“Timing, Daisy. Timing matters. Timing is survival in this industry. You walked into a combustible space with a lit match and now you’re surprised it caught fire.”
“I thought that was the job,” I whisper. “To start fires where no one wants to look.”
“You can’t sustain this approach, though, Daisy, especially while you’re still climbing.”
I close my eyes, fighting off tears. “I don’t even get a warning?”
“Paris was your warning. There is no room for error in this job. It’s about relationships and trust,” she says. “The world you’re trying to challenge doesn’t want to be exposed. Not by someone who still needs its approval.”
I don’t speak. I can’t. There’s a roaring in my ears I can’t quiet.
“I know you,” Miranda says somewhat gently. “You’re not built to play the game. You’re built to question it. When I hired you last year, I knew you were special, but I also made it clear… you had to play by the rules. Maybe it’s time to stop chasing exposure and start learning control.”
“What does that even mean?” I ask, hollow.
“It means… maybe don’t chase your next job in media. Maybe try something different, outside the blast zone. Somewhere you can train your instincts. Not as a journalist—” She pauses, like she knows the next part is going to hurt. “But as a fixer.”
I laugh, incredulous. “You want me to pivot from calling out power to protecting it?”
“I want you to stay in the game,” she counters. “But for now? You’re better served to keep it off the record, in another industry. Rebuild. Learn how messy people work and how to manage them. Then you might have a greater appreciation for the boundaries you have to respect.”
Silence again. “I’m saying this because I care about you, Daisy,” Miranda adds. “I’ve been where you are—angry, but brilliant and hungry. Dangerous to those who don’t understand you fully. And if you don’t reroute soon, you’ll burn out before you ever get the chance to rise.”
“I’m… I don’t know what to say.”
Miranda exhales softly. “I truly wish you the best of luck.”
I grip my phone tighter, as if that’ll stop the shaking in my hand. “Don’t do this,” I say softly.
But the line has already gone dead.
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Chapter 3
Grizz


The Vipers practice facility is my home away from home. I walk down the hall, the walls lined with motivational slogans in bold black and green block letters: Relentless. Unbreakable. Earn Every Inch. A digital board near the workout room entrance tracks player metrics in real time—heart rates and VO2 max, among others—an algorithm’s idea of who’s hot and who’s fading.
I head straight to my stall and change into my gear without speaking to anyone. Getting geared up before practice is a ritual—half muscle memory, half quiet meditation. It starts slow, with guys trickling into the locker room in sweats and backward caps, earbuds in, coffee cups in hand. 
Some start by taping their stick blades first, wrapped tight and precise as though it’s a personal signature. Others begin with compression shorts, knee sleeves, or lacing up their skates even before their pads are on. The room gradually fills with the sounds of Velcro fastening, tape tearing, laces tightening as they screech along rivets, shin pads thumping onto legs, and the rhythmic snap of someone re-taping their stick.
Guys sit in front of their stalls, heads down as they slide on base layers, then shoulder pads, elbow pads, pants. The gear goes on in a practiced order, always the same—left, then right, or vice versa, depending on superstition. Some joke through it, others stay locked in, staring at the floor.
Once ready for practice, I hit the ice.
“If it isn’t Grizz McAvoy,” Tanner chirps as he skates past me, flipping a puck in the air. “The man, the myth, the felony.” Tanner’s the one guy on the team who sees through me, understands who I am.
“Morning to you too, Casanova.” I loosen my neck with a roll. “You look like you slept in last night’s conquest.”
He winks. “I did. Her name was—hell, not like that matters… or I even remember. What matters is she’s a certified Pilates instructor and has incredible endurance… and so does her best friend—”
“Spare me the details.”
“Hey, Grizz, you brought it up. Go grab me a water bottle, I’m thirsty.”
I can’t help but chuckle. Tanner’s the only guy on the team with the balls to chirp me and the talent to survive it. He’s also got an uncanny ability to deflect heat, a useful trait I’ve sort of learned but haven’t mastered.
I grab a water bottle from the bench and toss it to Tanner. “I passed Langley in the hall,” he says with a pointed look. Tanner knows that I’ve got a scheduled come-to-Jesus meeting with the owner of our team. I had no clue he was back from his travels, but truthfully, I hadn’t thought much about it. It’s going to be the same ass-chewing, and I’ve heard it all before. “He’s going to insist you clean up your act.”
“I don’t do choirboy, you know that,” I mutter, as I stickhandle a puck to warm up my mitts.
“No kidding,” Tanner says. “You do villain arc with bonus media implosion. I respect the brand.”
We skate a few hard warm-up laps, then the real drills begin. Finally, I’m back in my happy place, mid-practice, lost in the game that consumes and defines me. Coach puts us through the hard paces and after half an hour, all my muscles are burning.
As I ready for a two-on-one battle drill, the boards rattle with the tap of a stick. One of the team’s equipment managers motions for me from the tunnel.
Tanner whistles low. “Dead man skating.”
“Mr. Langley wants to see you in his office,” shouts the equipment manager.
“I’m in the middle of practice,” I retort.
“He knows, but he requested you come now.”
I give the guy a quick death stare, then skate to the rink’s door and head into the vacant locker room. 
Rare are the moments a hockey player is alone in the locker room. It’s almost never a good sign, case in point.
I tear off my gear. First the gloves hitting the floor of my stall before they’ve even stopped steaming. Shoulder pads next. I rip the Velcro straps open with a jerk and let the whole thing drop behind me. The jersey’s drenched, clinging to my back, but I wrench it over my head and slam it onto the ground in a crumpled heap.
I sit down just long enough to yank off my shin guards, tossing them to the side without looking. The tape around my wrists is slick with sweat, but I tear it off with my teeth and spit it onto the floor.
Every movement is measured but efficient. I’ve done this a thousand times, but right now, it’s not routine. It’s battle prep. Stripping down before I walk into a different kind of fight.
By the time I’m down to compression pants and adrenaline, I’m pacing in the area by my stall. I drag a hand through my hair and exhale once. 
I already had a sit-down with Langley a month ago, not long after the season started. He wants the best out of me. That’s what he said, clear and simple. And I told him that he has to take the good with the bad. The good needs the bad. The bad fuels the good.
Now, he wants another conversation. Mainly, he wants control. But if he thinks I’m walking into that office ready to bow my head and beg? 
Ain’t happening.
The halls of the Vipers facility are too clean. Corporate to the bone—sleek white walls, framed black-and-white photos of legends who haven’t worn the jersey in decades, and LED overhead lights.
Every hallway looks the same with its symmetrical, sterile design, meant to impress visiting execs, not the guys bleeding for this team. The place smells like eucalyptus and fresh paint, not sweat-drenched equipment like it should.
Flat-screens hang from the walls, looping highlight and promotional reels—“The Vipers Are Coming Out of Their Den”—like we’re a brand, not a brotherhood. One of them shows a clip of me burying my game-winning goal last night. I snort. Good to know I’m still marketable in high definition.
I round the corner past the treatment room, where guys get their injuries tended to, and nod at a trainer who quickly looks away. 
Smart.
The closer I get to the battleground, the stiffer my spine becomes. My fists are clenching and unclenching instinctively. The blood rushes hot beneath my skin, that deep thrum of fury building in my chest. I don’t know if Langley wants to scream, fine me, threaten me, or trade me, but whatever it is, I’m ready for it.
Hell, I want it.
Let him try. Let him tell me I’ve gone too far, that I’m bad for the brand. Let him act like this team has anything without me.
The hallway narrows before opening into the glass double doors of the executive wing. The Vipers logo—a venomous green snake with glowing eyes—stares back at me with evil intent.
I square my shoulders and push through. The receptionist greets me with a smile. “Mr. Langley’s waiting for you in his office. You can go right in.”
The owner of the New York Vipers is standing behind his desk, not sitting. That’s his first move—power posture. Custom designer suit, gold Patek Philippe watch, hair so precisely styled it looks airbrushed. He doesn’t speak right away. He watches me walk in with that clipped, unreadable expression he’s perfected. 
We don’t greet each other, and he doesn’t offer me a seat. Rather, he folds his hands behind his back and steps around the desk like he’s circling a land mine. 
For a second, neither of us says anything. The silence stretches thin and tight, tension coiling in the air.
I feel the restraint radiating from his body. His left eye just barely twitches, and I know—I know—I’m already under his skin.
This is his office, but I’ve been in more dangerous places. On the ice, there’s blood and glass and flying elbows. In here? It’s just two men playing a different kind of game.
He finally speaks, voice low but commanding. “We have a problem.”
“Which is?” I ask.
“The league’s breathing down my neck,” he continues. “Sponsors are nervous. The media are circling, looking for stories, desperate for an implosion. You’ve managed to turn a win into a crisis.”
“I scored two goals and lit up a guy who cheap-shotted me. If that’s a crisis, maybe the league needs to re-evaluate how they categorize a crisis.” I chuckle at the incessant nonsense.
A flash of heat ignites in his eyes now, breaking through the veneer. “You think this is funny? You’re a highlight reel of violence, bad quotes, and suspension-worthy conduct. You’re a walking liability with great hands and zero filter.”
I shrug. “You knew what you were buying.” He knew I had baggage, just like every other guy who grows up on the prairies of Saskatchewan with a father who lived through his son.
“I knew I was buying fire power. I didn’t realize I’d need a hazmat team just to get you through a simple postgame interview.” He stalks behind his desk again, palms braced on the edge, like he needs something to hold him back from launching into full-blown fury. “You think this team’s just about goals and fights? You think I poured half a billion dollars into this franchise so you could piss it all away one soundbite at a time?”
“I think,” I say, “you needed someone to wake this place up. Someone the fans can believe in. Not another pretty captain with a clean shave and a three-point night against Buffalo. You wanted the storm, so don’t act surprised when it rains.”
Langley’s eyes narrow. “What I wanted was wins. What I got was a sideshow. We talked about this at the beginning of last season when you were suspended twice for getting involved in unnecessary fights.”
“No,” I fire back. “You got someone who bleeds for the Vipers jersey, who puts it on the line every night for your team, for your profit. Someone who’ll fight until there’s blood on the ice and banners in the rafters.”
“Yes, I want all of that, Grizz. But I’ve had enough of the negative headlines. Enough of the press circus. This organization can’t afford to keep cleaning up your messes. Unless you want to spend the rest of the season watching from a press box next to my suite, we’re doing this my way now.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Your way?”
On cue, he reaches for the intercom on his desk phone and presses the button. “Send her in.”
Behind me, I hear his door click open, followed by that unmistakable sound… heels on hardwood.
I turn around to see a beautiful woman walking in like she owns the place. Black blazer, gold hoops, a notebook in one hand, a pen in the other. Her dark hair is knotted in a bun at the top of her head, which only serves to highlight the elegant line of her neck. Her blue eyes lock onto me and her expression is the exact opposite of impressed. She looks like someone who’s more dangerous with a pen than I am on a breakaway.
Langley straightens, practically puffing out his chest with pride.
“Grizz McAvoy,” he says. “This is Daisy Turner. She’s not with our usual PR firm, rather coming in from traditional media.”
I cock an eyebrow. “Traditional media?” 
“Investigative background. I need someone a little tougher than the usual mitigators we’ve put on you.” 
Daisy gives me a once-over, taking inventory of the damage. Langley keeps going, undeterred. “She was with Contour, one of the best, most influential magazines in the country. Broke some major stories in the fashion industry—”
“Got fired for it, didn’t she?” I interrupt, leveling a smirk her way. I remember seeing something about the big kerfuffle on social media a few days ago. “Yeah, they canned you, didn’t they?” 
She shrugs. “I got too loud for the people I made uncomfortable.”
Langley gives a tight smile. “Which makes her uniquely qualified to handle you. She’ll be overseeing your public narrative, image control, messaging. All of it.”
I run my eyes down the length of her in cold appraisal before turning to Langley. “You brought in a journalist to follow me around and tell me how to do my job?”
“She’s more than a journalist,” Langley says. “She’s the one who’s going to make sure you’re still employable by Christmas.”
I laugh. “You think some magazine girl with a notebook and a grudge is gonna fix this? What’s the plan? Write a think piece about my inner demons? Spin me into a misunderstood antihero?”
“I’m not here to babysit you, Mr. McAvoy,” she interjects.
I meet her eyes. “Good, because I didn’t sign a contract that calls for some media chaperone following me around with a halo and a crisis binder.”
Her gaze doesn’t flinch. “I didn’t sign up to hold your hand through a meltdown. I’m not here to be liked. I’m here to do a job. You blow things up, I keep the fire from taking down the entire building.” She steps closer, now just inches from me. Not blinking. “You don’t have to like me. You just have to listen. Because right now? You’re not a hero. You’re a headline with legs. And I don’t plan on letting your self-destruction ruin both our reputations.”
Langley chuckles under his breath. “Excellent. I’ll leave you two to… get acquainted.”
He walks out, and the door shuts behind him, leaving me and my babysitter in silence.
I look at Daisy. She doesn’t look away.
This is going to be a problem.
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Chapter 4
Daisy


Istep into Central Park and onto the paved path near Tavern on the Green, leaving behind my apartment on the Upper West Side. Tourists cluster near the restaurant’s brick facade, posing with cocktails. I slip past them, weaving through families with strollers, joggers in head-to-toe Lululemon, and a man strumming a six-string with his dollar-filled guitar case showcasing a solid day’s earnings. 
Heels are a bad idea. They always are, and today they feel like punishment. I make it halfway down West Drive before ducking onto a side path shaded by American elms. At a quiet bend in the trail, I stop, toe off the heels, and swap them out for the ballet flats in my tote. The relief is immediate.
Near the lake, where the path bends beneath elms that have turned amber, a woman sits cross-legged on the grass with a canvas propped against her knees. She’s painting with oils (actual oils), her coat streaked with reds and blues at the cuffs, a tin of turpentine glinting beside her. She’s just decided this patch of ground belongs to her art, and apparently that’s enough.
I slow without meaning to.
Her brushstrokes are fearless, broad, confident sweeps. Whatever she’s rendering bears no resemblance to the landscape before her. It’s abstract, all fractured geometry and blazing warmth, as if she’s capturing the feeling of the park rather than the reality of it. Hundreds of people have probably walked past in the last
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