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Chapter 1: The Red Light of Ruin

	 

	The high - definition monitor mounted on the boardroom wall replayed the moment my career fractured over and over. In the grainy glare of the stadium feed, I looked less like the captain of the Beacon Bay Blades and more like a predator gone rogue. I watched my gloved fist connect with the jaw of a rival defender, the spray of ice and blood catching the arena lights before the referees swarmed us. The stock ticker for Beacon Industries scrolled across the bottom of the screen, showing a red downward arrow that mirrored the heat rising in my gut.

"Turn it off," Regina Roberts commanded. Her voice was a scalpel, sharp and precise.

The screen went black, but the image of my own rage stayed burned into my retinas. I sat across from Regina in the glass - walled sanctuary of the executive suite, my bruised knuckles throbbing in rhythm with my heartbeat. I could still smell the copper of blood and the frozen scent of the rink.

"The league is looking at a twenty - game suspension, Holden," Regina said, leaning forward. She was the most powerful woman in professional sports, and right now, she looked ready to trade me for a bag of pucks. "The sponsors are pulling out. The board is terrified. You have single - handedly tanked our market value in forty - five seconds of mindless violence."

"He took a cheap shot at Dorian Scott," I growled, my voice raspy from shouting over the roar of the crowd. "I do not let people touch my teammates like that. I am the captain. It is my job to protect them."

"Your job is to represent this brand," Regina countered. "And right now, the brand looks like a common thug. I should cut you. Coach Levi Banks is the only reason you are still on the roster, but even his patience is at an end."

The door to the boardroom swung open, and the temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. Jada Roberts walked in, clutching a sleek tablet like a shield. She was the embodiment of everything I found suffocating - polished, corporate, and impossibly cold. Her dark hair was pulled back into a severe bun, and her tailored suit hugged curves that she clearly wanted the world to ignore. She did not look at me. She looked at the data on her screen.

"The damage is worse than we projected," Jada said, her voice a smooth, professional contrast to her mother’s fury. "The public perception of the Blades has shifted from 'gritty contenders' to 'unhinged liabilities.' If we do not pivot the narrative immediately, the playoff run is irrelevant because we will not have a fan base left to buy tickets."

Regina nodded once. "Which is why you are taking over. Holden, meet your new shadow."

I stood up, the chair scraping harshly against the floor. "I do not need a babysitter, Regina. I have been in this league for eight years."

"You need a miracle," Jada said, finally turning her gaze to mine. Her eyes were a deep, piercing brown, and for a second, the sheer intensity of her focus made my breath hitch. It was not the kind of look a fan gave you. It was the look a mechanic gave a broken engine. "You are reckless, Holden. You are a liability to the legacy my mother built and the one I intend to lead. From this moment on, you do not breathe without my permission. You do not post to social media, you do not speak to the press, and you do not so much as look at a bar unless I am standing next to you."

I stepped closer to her, invading her personal space. I was a foot taller than her, a mass of scarred muscle and defensive instincts, but she did not flinch. I could smell her perfume - something expensive and floral that didn't belong anywhere near a locker room.

"You think you can handle me, Jada?" I asked, my voice low. "I am a man of grit and sweat. I do not fit into your little spreadsheets."

"You will fit where I tell you to fit," she snapped, her chin tilting up. "We leave for the two - week road trip tomorrow. You will be on that plane, and you will be sitting next to me. We are going to rebuild your image piece by piece. You are going to be the saint of the NHL if I have to kill you to make it happen."

The friction between us was a physical thing, a static charge that made the hair on my arms stand up. I hated everything she represented, the corporate sanitization of the game I loved, but as I looked at the fire in her eyes, a different kind of adrenaline began to pump through my veins. 

"Dorian warned me about the Roberts women," I muttered, thinking of my teammate's constant advice to stay away from the front office's drama. "He said you were all ice."

"Then you should be comfortable," Jada said, her gaze dropping to my mouth for a fraction of a second before returning to my eyes. "Ice is your natural habitat, is it not? Try not to slip."

Regina watched us with a predatory smile. "It is settled. Jada, he is your responsibility. If he fails, he is gone. And if he fails, your path to the CEO position ends here. Do not let his primitive charm distract you from the bottom line."

Jada turned away from me, her heels clicking rhythmically against the floor. "Trust me, Mother. There is nothing about Holden Ellington that I find charming."

She was lying. I could see the way her pulse jumped in the hollow of her throat. This was going to be a disaster - a high - stakes, high - tension collision that would either save my career or burn both of our worlds to the ground. As I watched her walk out, I realized the red light of ruin wasn't just on the TV screen anymore. It was everywhere.

	 


Chapter 2: Five Minutes for Fighting

	 

	The notification chime from Regina Roberts's desktop was the sound of my career flatlining. It was a sharp, digital ping that cut through the stifling silence of the executive office, vibrating against the mahogany surface like a death knell. Regina did not look away from me as she clicked the mouse. Her eyes were as cold as the ice I had been banned from, her expression unreadable behind her designer glasses.

"Ten games," Regina said, her voice dropping like a guillotine. "Ten games without pay, a mandatory league - mandated sensitivity seminar, and a fine that would buy a luxury condo in the city. You are a liability, Holden."

I felt the blood rush to my face, the heat of my anger clashing with the aggressive air - conditioning of the Beacon Industries tower. Ten games. It was nearly half of what was left in the season. Without me on the first line, the Beacon Bay Blades were as good as finished in the standings.

"Ten games is a death sentence for our playoff run," I growled, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. The adrenaline from the morning skate was still humming in my veins, making the confines of the office feel like a cage. "Levi Banks knows the team can't hold the defensive zone without me. This is a vendetta from the league office."

"The league office is responding to a video of our captain trying to take a man's head off with his stick," Regina countered, her voice rising in a rare show of irritation. "The stock for Beacon Industries dropped two points this morning. I do not care about the defensive zone, Holden. I care about the bottom line."

Jada Roberts stood by the floor - to - ceiling window, her silhouette sharp against the glass. She had been silent since the meeting began, a polished, corporate specter in a tailored navy suit that hugged her curves in a way that was entirely too distracting for a man currently facing professional ruin. She finally turned, her heels clicking rhythmically against the hardwood as she approached the desk.

"The damage is already trending on social media," Jada said, her voice calm and clinical. She held a tablet, her eyes scanning the data with the precision of a surgeon. "Terrell Hall is playing the victim perfectly. He is already being interviewed by the national sports networks. If we do not change the narrative in the next forty - eight hours, the sponsors will start pulling out."

I turned my glare toward her. "Terrell Hall is a snake who spent three periods hacking at my bruised ribs. He got what he deserved."

Jada stepped into my personal space, the scent of her perfume - something expensive, floral, and sharp - hitting me like a physical blow. She didn't flinch. "What he deserved is irrelevant, Holden. What you deserve is a chance to keep your contract, and right now, I am the only person who can give that to you."

Regina stood up, smoothing her skirt. "It is settled. Jada, you have the itinerary. You will be on the team plane for the away stretch. Holden, you will do exactly as she says. You are no longer the captain of the Blades; you are a project under construction. If you so much as breathe out of turn without Jada's approval, I will terminate your contract personally."

Regina walked out without another word, leaving the two of us alone in the cavernous office. The tension between us was a living thing, thick and heavy.

"We leave in three hours," Jada said, checking her watch. "Pack for two weeks. You will be attending every game, but you won't be in the locker room. You will be in a suit, in the stands, doing community outreach in every city we hit."

"You want me to be a mascot?" I asked, my voice low and dangerous.

"I want you to be a human being," she snapped back. "I want you to be someone the public doesn't want to see behind bars. Now, get out of here. My assistant, Audrey Jackson, will send the luggage requirements to your phone."

I stormed out of the office, my pulse thrumming in my ears. In the hallway, Dorian Scott was waiting. He was leaning against the wall, his practice jersey damp with sweat, looking like he’d been holding his breath.

"Tell me it's not the full ten," Dorian said, pushing off the wall.

"It's ten, Dorian," I said, not slowing my pace toward the elevators.

Dorian whistled low, falling into step beside me. "Damn. That's rough. And the rumors about Jada? Is she really babysitting you?"

"She's managing the PR," I said, the words tasting like ash in my mouth.

"Holden, listen to me," Dorian said, his voice dropping as we stepped into the elevator. "I've seen the way you look at her. I saw it in the meeting yesterday. That is Regina's daughter. She is the heir to the entire kingdom. You get involved with her, and it won't just be a suspension. Regina will bury you so deep you'll never see a sheet of ice again."

"I'm not getting involved with anyone," I lied, though the memory of Jada's pulse jumping in her throat when I stepped close to her was burned into my mind.

"Just stay away from her," Dorian warned. "Terrell Hall is looking for any excuse to finish what he started on the ice. If he catches you slipping with the owner's daughter, he'll leak it before you can even zip your pants."

Three hours later, I was boarding the private team jet. The atmosphere was somber, the guys nodding to me with a mix of pity and frustration. Coach Levi Banks gave me a stern look but said nothing. He knew his hands were tied by the front office.

Jada was already seated in the first - class cabin, her laptop open on the tray table. She had changed into something slightly more casual but no less intimidating - a silk blouse that shimmered under the cabin lights. I sat down across from her, the leather seat creaking under my weight.

"Here is the schedule," Jada said, sliding a folder toward me. "Late - night conditioning sessions are mandatory. Since you won't be practicing with the team during the day to avoid distractions, you will be in the hotel gyms at night. I will be there to supervise."

"You're going to watch me work out?" I asked, a slow smirk tugging at my mouth despite the situation. "I didn't know you were a fan of the sport, Jada."

She didn't smile. She leaned forward, the top button of her blouse straining slightly, and the air in the cabin suddenly felt very thin. "I am a fan of results, Holden. And right now, you are a failing investment. I intend to see you succeed, if only to secure my own seat at that board table."

The plane took off, the roar of the engines drowning out the rest of the world. As we reached cruising altitude, the cabin lights dimmed. Most of the team had drifted off to sleep, but the heat between Jada and me was a silent, roaring fire.

I reached out, my hand covering hers on the table. Her skin was hot, and I felt a visible tremor run through her. She didn't pull away. Her eyes met mine, and for the first time, I didn't see the corporate shark. I saw a woman who was just as trapped as I was.

"This is a mistake," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the hum of the jet.

"The best ones usually are," I replied, my thumb tracing the delicate line of her wrist.

I could feel the physical connection between us, a raw, magnetic pull that had nothing to do with hockey or PR. It was the adrenaline of the fight, the high stakes of our lives colliding in the dark.

"Dorian thinks I should stay away from you," I said, my voice dropping an octave.

"Dorian is a smart man," Jada breathed, her gaze dropping to my lips. "But he doesn't know what it's like to be under my mother's thumb. He doesn't know how much I want to break something."

"Then break something with me," I challenged.

She pulled her hand back, but the damage was done. The challenge had been issued, and as the plane flew toward our first destination, I knew the PR nightmare was only just beginning. The five minutes for fighting were over, but the real war had just started.

	 


Chapter 3: The Boardroom Cold War

	 

	I had spent my entire life defined by the ice, by the weight of the pads and the roar of the crowd. Now, I was being measured by stock prices and public perception, and the shift felt like a slow - motion collision. There was no going back to the simple brutality of the game. I was entering a world where the hits did not leave bruises you could see, and the person holding the whistle was the woman I wanted to pin against the nearest wall. The anxiety of it was a cold weight in my gut, a physical pressure that made it hard to breathe. Every step into the glass - and - steel heart of Beacon Industries felt like walking toward a firing squad, and the worst part was knowing I had handed them the ammunition.

The boardroom was a tomb of polished mahogany and floor - to - ceiling windows that looked out over a city that currently hated my guts. I felt out of place in my suit, the fabric straining against my shoulders, reminding me that I was a creature of movement and violence, not corporate strategy.

Regina Roberts sat at the head of the table, her presence as sharp and lethal as a blade. She did not look like a woman who had just flown back from a crisis meeting; she looked like a queen preparing for an execution. Beside her, Jada sat with her spine perfectly straight, her expression a mask of professional indifference. But I could see the pulse jumping in her neck. I could still feel the phantom sensation of her skin beneath my fingertips from the plane.

"Sit down, Holden," Regina said, her voice like grinding ice. "Before you cost this company another three points on the Nasdaq."

I pulled out a chair, the screech of wood on the floor sounding like a penalty whistle. "I am here to play hockey, Regina. Not to balance your books."

"You are here to represent a brand," Regina snapped. "A brand you have dragged through the mud with your inability to control your temper. Levi Banks has already been informed. If you so much as look at a referee the wrong way, you are benched. But that is the least of your concerns."

She slid a tablet across the table. On the screen was a grainy image of the brawl, my face contorted in a mask of rage as I hammered my fists into the ice.

"The league is looking at a twenty - game suspension," Regina continued. "Jada is the only reason they are even willing to negotiate. She has proposed a rebranding strategy that is the only thing standing between you and a permanent exit from this team."

I looked at Jada. She would not meet my eyes. She was focused on the documents in front of her, her hands trembling just enough for me to notice. The tension between us was a living thing, a thick, suffocating heat that made the air in the room feel thin.

"The away game stretch starts tomorrow," Jada said, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. "I will be with the team every step of the way. Every interview, every community event, every meal. You are under my total supervision, Holden. You do not go to the gym without me. You do not leave your hotel room without my approval."

"You want to be my shadow?" I asked, a low growl entering my voice. "You have no idea what my life looks like on the road, Jada. It is not all press conferences and handshakes. It is sweat, pain, and adrenaline."

"I know exactly what it is," she replied, finally looking up. Her eyes were fierce, burning with a mix of ambition and a desire she was trying desperately to bury. "It is a liability. And I am here to neutralize it."

Regina stood up, leaning over the table. "Make no mistake, Holden. This is not a partnership. This is an ultimatum. You follow Jada’s lead, or I will trade you to the lowest - ranked team in the league before the deadline. Do I make myself clear?"

"Crystal," I spat.

Regina marched out of the room, leaving the two of us in a silence that was loud with everything we were not saying. The moment the door clicked shut, the professional mask Jada wore began to crumble. She leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes for a brief second.

"This is going to be a disaster," she whispered.

I stood up and walked around the table, the adrenaline of the confrontation still surging through my veins. I stopped right behind her, leaning down so my breath fanned against her ear. The scent of her perfume - something expensive and floral - mixed with the sterile scent of the office, making my head swim.

"You are terrified," I said, my voice dropping to a rough whisper.

"I am practical," she shot back, though she did not move away. "My mother will destroy us both if she finds out about what happened on that plane."

"Let her try," I said, my hand grazing the back of her chair, inches from her shoulder. "You want to talk about rebranding? Why don't we start with the fact that you can't look at me without remembering how my hands felt on you."

Jada turned in her chair, her face inches from mine. The defiance in her eyes was intoxicating. "That was a moment of weakness, Holden. It won't happen again. I have too much to lose. This company, my future - I am not throwing it away for a man who picks fights for a living."

"Then why is your heart racing?" I challenged, my gaze dropping to the visible pulse in her throat. 

I reached out, my fingers brushing against the side of her neck. The contact was electric, a raw, physical jolt that shattered the cold corporate atmosphere of the room. Jada let out a sharp, jagged breath, her eyes fluttering closed for a fraction of a second before she regained her composure and pushed my hand away.

"Because I am stressed," she lied, her voice cracking. "Go pack your bags, Holden. Dorian Scott is already waiting at the facility. We leave in four hours."

"I'll be there," I said, backing away toward the door. "But don't think for a second that a change of scenery is going to change the way this ends. You can try to control my image all you want, Jada. But you can't control this."

I left the boardroom, the weight of the unknown pressing down on me. The "old life" was gone. The simple days of just being a hockey player were over. I was headed into a storm of cameras, corporate greed, and a woman who was as dangerous to my heart as a high - stick was to my face. As I walked toward the elevators, I caught sight of my reflection in the glass - a man on the edge of losing everything, and for the first time in my life, I didn't care about the scoreboard. I only cared about the girl who was supposed to be my keeper.

	 


Chapter 4: Regina Roberts Decides

	 

	The air inside the upper sanctum of Beacon Industries did not taste like oxygen; it tasted like money and filtered, high - altitude silence. It was a sterile, suffocating contrast to the sweat - soaked locker rooms and the freezing bite of the ice where I spent my life. Walking through these halls felt like skating on a pond that had not fully frozen over - one wrong step and the cold would swallow me whole. The walls were lined with digital displays showing the plummeting stock price of the Beacon Bay Blades, a jagged red line that looked like a fresh wound.

I followed Jada through the labyrinth of glass and polished steel, my eyes locked on the sway of her hips beneath her tailored skirt. Even in this den of corporate sharks, she moved with a predator's grace. But I could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers trembled slightly against the leather of her briefcase. The leaked footage Terrell Hall had released was playing on a loop in the lobby - a grainy, heat - mapping infrared shot of us in the hotel gym in Chicago, my hands gripping her waist, her head thrown back in a silent scream of pleasure. It was raw, it was unmistakable, and it was a death sentence.

We reached the heavy oak doors of the corner office. Regina Roberts did not believe in glass walls; she believed in fortresses. 

"Stay here," Jada whispered, her voice tight. 

"Not a chance," I said, stepping closer until I could smell the vanilla and sharp citrus of her perfume. I reached out, my thumb grazing the pulse point at her wrist. It was racing. "We go in together. I am the one who put you in this position."

"You did not put me anywhere I did not want to be, Holden," she snapped, though her eyes softened for a fraction of a second. "But my mother does not care about desire. She cares about the brand."

The doors swung open. Regina Roberts sat behind a desk carved from a single piece of obsidian. She did not look up from her tablet. Standing by the window was Coach Levi Banks, looking like he would rather be anywhere else. Beside him stood Jamie St. Claire, the head of team operations, clutching a folder like a shield.

"Sit," Regina said. Her voice was like a blade hitting the ice. 

I did not sit. I stood behind Jada, my hand resting heavy on the back of her chair, a silent claim. Regina finally looked up, her gaze bypassing me entirely to land on her daughter.

"The stock is down twelve percent," Regina began, her tone devoid of emotion. "Terrell Hall has managed to do more damage to this family in twenty - four hours than a decade of losing seasons ever could. You were sent to muzzle the beast, Jada. Instead, you gave him a collar made of your own reputation."

"Mother, the footage was taken illegally," Jada argued, her voice firm despite the pressure. "Holden has been performing. We won four out of five on the road. The fans are engaged."

"The fans are voyeurs," Regina countered. She stood up, her presence filling the room. "And I do not run a brothel; I run an empire. The board is calling for a morality clause invocation. They want Holden Ellington gone, and they want you removed from the succession line."

I felt the blood boil in my veins, that familiar heat that usually ended with my gloves on the ice and my knuckles in a rival's teeth. "This is not on her. I am the one who pushed it. If you want to cut someone, cut me. Leave Jada out of it."

Regina finally turned her icy stare toward me. "Oh, I will deal with you, Mr. Ellington. Coach Banks has already been informed that your captaincy is under review. But Jada is my daughter. She knows the price of the crown."

Regina slid a document across the obsidian desk. 

"This is a public statement," Regina said. "It claims that the footage was a calculated PR stunt that went too far - a staged 'leaked' romance to drum up interest for the playoffs. It says that you, Jada, found Holden's behavior unprofessional and have terminated his personal management contract. You will issue a formal apology for the lapse in judgment."

Jada reached for the paper, her eyes scanning the lines. "And if I do not sign it?"

"Then you are fired from Beacon Industries," Regina said simply. "I will strip you of your vice presidency and your shares. And as for Holden... I will exercise the conduct - unbecoming clause in his contract. He will be traded to the lowest - ranked team in the league for a bag of pucks and a conditional draft pick. I will bury his career so deep he will be lucky to get an endorsement for used skates."

The silence in the room was heavy, vibrating with the stakes. I looked down at Jada. This was her legacy. This was everything she had worked for while I was out there just trying to survive the next shift. I wanted to tell her to sign it. I wanted to tell her that I was not worth the empire she had built. 

But then she looked up at me, and I saw the fire in her eyes - the same fire I saw when I had her pinned against the weight rack in that dark gym, her legs wrapped around my waist, her breath hot against my ear. 

"You want me to lie," Jada said, turning back to her mother.

"I want you to win," Regina corrected. "Pick one, Jada. The man or the company. You have until the morning skate to decide. Until then, Holden is suspended without pay."

"The hell I am," I growled, stepping forward.

Levi Banks stepped between us, his hand on my chest. "Easy, Holden. Not here."

Jada stood up, the paper still in her hand. She did not look at her mother. She walked toward the door, her heels clicking like a countdown. I followed her out, the adrenaline of the confrontation still surging through me. 

We did not stop until we were in the elevator, the doors hissing shut. The second we were alone, I grabbed her, pinning her against the mirrored wall. My mouth found hers in a kiss that tasted like desperation and defiance. My tongue fought for dominance, my hands tangling in her hair, pulling her head back so I could see the tears she refused to let fall in front of Regina.

"Do not do it," I rasped against her lips. "Do not let her take this from you."

"She already has," Jada whispered, her hands clutching the lapels of my coat. "She thinks she can control the heart like it is a balance sheet. She does not know what we are, Holden."

"We are a disaster," I said, my thumb tracing the line of her jaw. "We are a PR nightmare. And I have never wanted anything more in my life."

I pressed my body into hers, the hard line of my desire making her gasp. Even here, in the heart of the machine that wanted to break us, the physical pull was undeniable. It was the only thing that felt real.

"Go to the facility," Jada said, her voice regaining its strength. "Dorian Scott will help you get your gear out before the press arrives. I have to talk to Jamie St. Claire. There has to be another way."

"Jada," I warned.

"Go, Holden," she said, pushing me back as the elevator hit the ground floor. "I am the one who decides how this ends. Not her."

I watched her walk away, her head held high, the ultimate professional. But I knew the truth. Beneath that suit was a woman who had come alive in my arms, and I would tear down every glass tower in this city before I let Regina Roberts take that away from me. I headed for my car, my mind already racing. If I was going down, I was going down swinging - and Terrell Hall was going to learn exactly what happened when you tried to play games with a man who had nothing left to lose.

	 


Chapter 5: Corporate Damage Control

	 

	The glass door of the executive suite didn't just open; it nearly shattered under the force of Holden's hand. He was still in his training gear, the scent of the rink and raw sweat clinging to his skin like a second jersey. He didn't care about the Beacon Industries dress code or the pristine silence of the corporate floor. He cared about the fifteen - game suspension hanging over his head like a guillotine.

"Regina, we need to talk," Holden growled, his voice echoing off the minimalist walls.

Regina Roberts didn't look up from her tablet. She sat behind a desk made of dark mahogany that cost more than Holden's first contract. Standing beside the window was a woman Holden had never seen before. She was polished to a lethal shine, her dark hair pulled back into a bun so tight it looked structural. She wore a charcoal suit that screamed Ivy League authority and old money, a sharp contrast to the grit and blood still drying on Holden's knuckles.

"You're late, Holden," Regina said, her voice as cold as the ice he played on. "And you're bleeding on my Italian marble."

Holden wiped a smear of blood from his cheek, a souvenir from the brawl with Terrell Hall. "The league is trying to bury me because of one hit. I need the team's legal counsel, not a lecture on punctuality. Get Jamie St. Claire in here and let's figure out the appeal."

"You need more than an appeal," the woman by the window said. Her voice was smooth, melodic, and utterly dismissive. She turned, her eyes tracking Holden's frame with the clinical detachment of a scientist looking at a lab rat. "You need a miracle. Or at the very least, a very expensive muzzle."

Holden turned his glare on her. The air in the room shifted, turning heavy with a sudden, localized pressure. She didn't flinch. In fact, she took a step toward him, her heels clicking against the floor with the precision of a metronome. She was shorter than him, but she carried herself with a gravity that made her feel twice her size.

"Holden Ellington, meet Jada Roberts," Regina said, finally looking up. "My daughter. She has spent the last five years in London fixing the reputations of men far more powerful and far more disciplined than you. As of this morning, she is your personal PR manager and your shadow for the duration of the season."

The name hit Holden like a blindside hit in the neutral zone. Jada Roberts. The heiress. The corporate princess who lived in glass towers while he was out there breaking bones for her mother's bottom line.

"I don't need a babysitter," Holden said, his voice dropping an octave as he stepped into Jada's personal space. He was a wall of muscle and raw, unchanneled energy. Up close, Jada smelled like expensive perfume and ozone. It was a scent that shouldn't have been intoxicating, yet it made his pulse spike in a way that had nothing to do with the brawl.

"You don't have a choice," Jada replied. She didn't back down. She met his gaze with eyes that were as dark and uncompromising as a winter night. "You're a liability, Holden. You're a violent, impulsive, and currently very unpopular liability who just caused Beacon Industries' stock to take a three percent hit. You are the reason I had to cancel a meeting in Zurich."

"I was defending my teammate," Holden snapped, his chest nearly brushing against her lapel. "Terrell Hall took a cheap shot at Dorian Scott after the whistle. What was I supposed to do? Let him walk?"

"You were supposed to be a professional," Jada said. She reached out, her fingers hovering just inches from the damp, torn fabric of his jersey. "Instead, you acted like an animal. You gave the league exactly what they wanted - a reason to make an example of the league's most aggressive player. And now, you're mine to fix."

The word fix sent a jolt of pure, unadulterated heat through Holden's veins. It wasn't just anger. It was something deeper, more primal. The way she looked at him - like he was a problem to be solved rather than a man - made him want to break every corporate rule she lived by. He could see the pulse jumping in her neck, the only sign that his proximity was affecting her at all.

"I'm not a project, Jada," he said, his voice a low warning.

"To me, you're exactly that," she countered. "And if you want to see the ice again this season, you'll do exactly what I say. You will follow the schedule I set. You'll go to the community centers. You'll smile for the cameras. You'll even sit through the legal depositions with Jamie St. Claire without throwing a tantrum."

Holden looked over at Regina, who was watching them with a calculating, predatory expression. "This is a joke. You're putting me in the hands of someone who doesn't even know the difference between a power play and a period?"

"I know the difference between a profit and a loss, Holden," Jada said, stepping even closer. The friction between them was a physical thing, a spark in a room full of high - octane gasoline. "And right now, you are a very big loss. I'm here to ensure you don't become a total write - off."

"Coach Levi Banks has already agreed," Regina added, her tone final. "If you don't cooperate with Jada, you're stripped of your captaincy and benched indefinitely. The choice is yours. The rink, or the unemployment line."

Holden felt the walls of the boardroom closing in. He looked back at Jada. She was smirking - a tiny, almost imperceptible tilt of her lips that told him she knew she had him cornered. She looked so controlled, so perfect in her designer armor, and it made him want to see her come undone.

"Fine," Holden spat, the word tasting like copper. "But don't expect me to play nice."

"Oh, I'm counting on it," Jada said. She leaned in, her voice dropping so only he could hear. "I prefer it when things are a little bit difficult. It makes the victory that much sweeter."

The intensity in her eyes was a challenge he couldn't ignore. Holden knew right then that Jada Roberts was going to be the most dangerous opponent he had ever faced. She wasn't looking to break his bones; she was looking to break his will. And as he stared down at her, the physical pull he felt was so violent it terrified him. He was a man of grit and sweat, and she was a woman of glass and steel. When they finally collided, he knew one of them was going to shatter.

"Get out of here, Holden," Regina commanded. "Go to the training facility and get your gear. Jada will meet you there in an hour. Dorian Scott has already been briefed on the new security protocols."

Holden didn't say another word. He turned on his heel and marched out, the heavy doors thudding shut behind him. He could still feel the heat of Jada's gaze on his back. He needed to hit something. He needed to get on the ice and skate until his lungs burned, because the fire Jada Roberts had just lit in his chest was something no amount of ice could ever cool down. 

As he reached his car, his phone buzzed with a text from Dorian. "Heard the news. The princess is coming to the locker room? Good luck, man. You’re going to need it."

Holden gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. He wasn't just fighting for his career anymore. He was fighting against the sudden, desperate urge to see if Jada Roberts tasted as sharp as she spoke. It was a PR nightmare in the making, and he was already halfway to the edge.

	 


Chapter 6: The Beast and the Suit

	 

	Holden gripped the wheel of his truck, the leather creaking under the pressure of his calloused hands. Jada Roberts was a landmine in a designer suit. He had spent his entire life building a reputation on the ice as a man who could not be broken, a powerhouse who played with a level of aggression that made opponents flinch. Now, his future was being handed over to a woman who probably had never stepped foot in a locker room that did not smell like expensive perfume.

Regina Roberts knew exactly what she was doing. By tethering him to her daughter, she was not just fixing his image; she was putting a leash on him. Jada was the kind of complication that ruined careers. She was sharp, calculating, and far too beautiful for a man who was already one bad hit away from a lifetime ban. He could still see the way she looked at him back in that office - like he was a problem to be solved, a stain on the family legacy that needed to be scrubbed clean.

The danger was not just in her authority. It was in the way his blood had spiked when she stood her ground. Most people backed down when he loomed over them, but Jada had met his glare with a cold, blue fire that had nothing to do with corporate policy. She was dangerous because she did not fear him. She was dangerous because, for the first time in a decade, Holden felt something other than the cold thrill of the game. He felt a hunger that had nothing to do with the playoffs and everything to do with seeing exactly what lay beneath that polished, professional exterior.

He pulled into the parking lot of the Beacon Bay training facility, the massive logo of the Blades staring him down. This was his sanctuary, the place where sweat and bruises were the only currency that mattered. But now, it was about to become Jada’s office.

Dorian Scott was waiting by the entrance, leaning against the glass doors with his arms crossed over his chest. Dorian had been his wingman since their rookie year, the one guy who could read Holden’s moods better than a playbook.

"You look like you are ready to headbutt a brick wall," Dorian said as Holden approached.

"Regina is putting me on a leash, Dorian. And she is handing the lead to Jada," Holden growled, shoving past his friend into the lobby.

"The daughter?" Dorian whistled, following him toward the locker room. "Man, that is a high - stakes game. I saw her at the season opener. She looks like she would fire you for having a wrinkle in your jersey. If you even look at her the wrong way, Regina will have your head on a spike."

"I do not plan on looking at her at all," Holden lied. He could still feel the phantom heat of her presence. "I am going to do the community service, I am going to sit through the boring press conferences, and I am going to stay as far away from her as possible. I need this contract, and I need to lead this team to the finals. I cannot let a suit get in my head."

They entered the locker room, the familiar scent of tape, laundry, and old ice filling Holden’s senses. He went straight to his stall, stripping off his jacket with jerky, violent movements. He needed the physical release of the ice. He needed to feel the bite of the skates and the impact of the puck against his stick.

"Levi Banks is already on the warpath about the brawl," Dorian warned, glancing toward the coach's office. "He is glad you are not suspended yet, but he is not going to make it easy on you. And having a shadow? Holden, the guys are going to talk."

"Let them talk," Holden snapped. He pulled his jersey over his head, the heavy fabric settling on his shoulders like armor. "I do not care what the team thinks. I do not care what the league thinks. I just need to play."

But as he sat down to lace up his skates, the heavy doors of the training facility creaked open. The sound of clicking heels echoed against the concrete floor, a sharp, rhythmic intrusion into his world. Holden did not need to look up to know who it was. The air in the room seemed to shift, growing tighter and more pressurized.

Jada Roberts walked into the locker room like she owned the very ground he stood on. She was still wearing the same tailored navy blazer and slim trousers from the meeting, looking completely out of place against the backdrop of grit and sweat. Her eyes scanned the room, landing on him with a precision that made his skin itch.

"You are late," she said, her voice cutting through the low hum of the locker room.

Holden looked up, his fingers frozen on his laces. "I am on time for practice. The ice does not start for another ten minutes."

"From now on, your time belongs to me," Jada replied, stepping closer until she was standing directly in his personal space. She smelled like sandalwood and something floral, a scent that should not have been so intoxicating in a place like this. "I have already coordinated with Levi Banks. Your morning conditioning will be followed by a photo op at the local children's wing. You will be wearing the home jersey, and you will be smiling, Holden."

Holden stood up, towering over her. He wanted to intimidate her, to make her realize that he was not some corporate puppet she could dance around. "I do not do smiles, Jada. I do goals. I do hits. I do not play dress - up for the cameras."

Jada did not flinch. She stepped even closer, the tips of her shoes touching his skates. She reached out, her fingers brushing the fabric of his jersey as she straightened the collar. The touch was brief, but it sent a jolt of electricity straight to his core.

"You will do whatever I tell you to do," she whispered, her gaze locking onto his. "Because if you do not, I will tell my mother that you are uncooperative. And we both know how that ends. You want to be a beast on the ice? Fine. But in public, you are mine."

Holden’s pulse thudded in his throat. He could see the pulse jumping in her neck, too. For all her corporate chill, she was not as unaffected as she claimed to be. The friction between them was a physical thing, a live wire waiting to be tripped. She was his handler, his keeper, and his greatest threat. And as he looked down at her, Holden realized the nightmare was not just the PR disaster looming over his head.

The real nightmare was how badly he wanted to pull her against him and see if she would still be talking about photo ops when he had her pinned against the lockers.

"Fine," Holden rasped, his voice thick with a tension he could not hide. "Lead the way, Princess. But do not be surprised if you get a little dirty."

Jada’s eyes darkened, a flash of something raw and hungry crossing her face before she masked it with a professional smile. "I can handle a little dirt, Holden. I have been cleaning up after men like you my entire life."

She turned on her heel and walked out, the sway of her hips a deliberate provocation. Holden watched her go, his jaw tight. He was in trouble. Deep, career - ending trouble. And for the first time in his life, he was not sure if he wanted to save himself or dive headfirst into the wreck.

Dorian let out a low whistle from the next stall over. "Yeah. You are definitely going to need that luck, man."

Holden did not answer. He just finished tying his skates, the adrenaline already pumping through his veins, hotter and more dangerous than any game he had ever played.

	 


Chapter 7: Beacon Bay Under Fire
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