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Chapter 1: The King of The Frozen Pond Arena

	 

	The crack of the boards sounded like a gunshot in the cavernous belly of The Frozen Pond Arena. Matthew Wright felt his right knee buckle, a sickening grind of bone and ligament that silenced the roar of twenty thousand fans in his own head. He hit the ice hard, his lungs seizing as the cold air slapped his face. Above him, the blurry silhouette of Logan Lockwood hovered for a split second, a sneer of rival triumph visible through the cage of a helmet, before the referees swarmed the ice.

Matthew tried to push himself up, his gloved hands slipping on the slick surface. The pain was a white - hot blade twisting in his joint. He was the captain. He was the King of the Pond. He did not stay down. But as he forced his weight onto his right leg, the limb gave way entirely, sending a fresh jolt of agony through his spine. 

"Stay down, Wright! Don't be a hero," a voice barked. 

Hassan Davenport was there, his massive frame shielding Matthew from the cameras as the trainers rushed out. Matthew felt the heavy, calloused hands of his teammates lifting him, dragging him toward the tunnel. His breath came in ragged, wet gasps. This was not the plan. This was the divisional lead, the peak of his career, and it was vanishing into the scent of smelling salts and medicinal liniment.

Thirty minutes later, the sterile silence of the training room was a jagged contrast to the muffled thunder of the game continuing without him. Leocadia Rivera, the team’s lead specialist, had her hands on his leg. Her touch was firm and clinical, but the look in her eyes was grim. 

"It is a meniscus tear, Matthew," Leocadia said, her voice dropping to a low, serious tone. "A bad one. You are looking at months, not weeks."

Matthew slammed his fist into the padded training table. "I have a month until the playoffs, Leocadia. Fix it."

"I am a doctor, not a magician," she countered, her fingers pressing into the swelling. "If you push this, you won’t just lose the season. You will lose the ability to walk by the time you are forty."

The door swung open with a violent thud. Quinton Everett, the PR director, marched in with his phone pressed to his ear. He looked like he hadn't slept in a week. Behind him, a shadow followed - a presence that made the air in the room feel suddenly, impossibly tight. 

"The stocks are dipping, the fans are burning jerseys, and the press is calling you a washed - up relic," Quinton snapped, finally pocketing his phone. "We have a crisis, Matthew."

"I am sitting here with a shredded knee, Quinton. I think I know," Matthew growled. 

"You don't know the half of it," Quinton said. He stepped aside, revealing the woman who had been standing in the hallway. 

Shanice Roberts didn't just walk into a room; she colonized it. She was still in her full gear minus the helmet, her dark hair dampened by sweat and pulled into a tight, aggressive ponytail. She was younger than Matthew, faster than him, and currently leading the league in rookie points. Her reputation for being a "party girl" was only eclipsed by her lethal slap shot. She looked at Matthew on the table, her eyes roaming over his powerful, exposed thighs and the braced knee with a look that was part pity and part predatory hunger.

"So this is the great Matthew Wright," Shanice said, her voice a sultry, arrogant purr. "The legendary captain looks a little broken today."

Matthew felt his blood boil. "Get out of my training room, Roberts. Go back to the ice and try not to get a penalty for once."

"I just broke your single - period scoring record, Captain," she said, leaning against the wall, her hips jutting out in a way that made the fabric of her hockey pants strain. "The fans aren't missing you as much as you think."

Quinton cleared his throat, stepping between the two of them. "Which is exactly why we are here. The narrative is that the team is fractured. The old guard versus the new blood. The media thinks you hate her, Matthew, and they think Shanice is a liability who doesn't care about the legacy of this franchise. We need to flip the script."

Matthew narrowed his eyes. "How?"

"A romance," Quinton said, his voice dropping into a conspiratorial whisper. "A strategic, high - profile relationship. The veteran captain mentoring the fiery rookie. Love on the ice. We show the world that you are passing the torch, and in exchange, the press stops digging into your medical records and starts talking about the power couple of the year."

"You want me to fake a relationship with her?" Matthew’s voice was a low rumble of disbelief. He looked at Shanice, taking in the curve of her lips and the defiant spark in her gaze. She was everything he avoided - loud, reckless, and dangerously beautiful. 

"It beats being the guy who got replaced and forgotten," Shanice said, stepping closer until he could smell the salt of her skin and the faint, expensive scent of her perfume. She leaned over him, her chest inches from his, the heat radiating off her body in waves. "Think about it, Matthew. I can help you stay relevant while you're hobbling around on those crutches. And maybe I can teach you a thing or two about how the game has changed."

Matthew reached out, his hand gripping her forearm. Her skin was hot, her muscles tight and conditioned. The friction between them was electric, a physical charge that made the hair on his arms stand up. He hated her confidence, but his body was responding to her proximity with a treacherous, heavy thrum in his veins.

"This is a business arrangement," Matthew warned, his voice rasping. 

"Of course," Shanice whispered, her eyes dropping to his mouth for a fraction of a second. "But let's make sure the cameras believe it. I don't do anything halfway."

Quinton smiled, a shark - like expression. "Excellent. I’ve already contacted Guinevere Galloway. There is a charity gala tomorrow night. You two are going together. Dress to kill."

As Quinton and Leocadia stepped out to discuss the recovery timeline, the room fell into a heavy, charged silence. Shanice didn't pull away. She lingered in his space, her fingers trailing lightly over the tape on his wrist. 

"Don't fall in love with me, Wright," she teased, though the playfulness didn't reach the intensity of her stare. "I’m a lot to handle."

"You’re a distraction, Roberts," Matthew replied, his grip tightening just enough to be felt. "And I’ve never lost a game because of a distraction yet."

"There's a first time for everything," she breathed, before turning on her heel and walking out, the sway of her hips a silent challenge that Matthew knew would haunt him more than the injury ever could.

	 


Chapter 2: Ten Years of Grit and Ice

	 

	The heavy steel door of the medical suite slammed against the wall with a sound like a slap shot hitting the boards. Quinton Everett did not wait for an invitation. He tossed a thick, manila envelope onto the padded table where Matthew Wright sat with his leg locked in a mechanical brace.

"Read it," Quinton snapped, his usual PR polish replaced by a jagged edge of professional panic. "And then tell me how you plan to save your career, because the front office just stopped playing nice."

Matthew felt a cold spike of dread that had nothing to do with the ice packs Leocadia Rivera was currently strapping to his shredded meniscus. He tore open the seal. His eyes scanned the document, the legal jargon blurring until the core threat stood out in stark, uncompromising black ink. It was a formal notification of a "Conduct and Viability Review." Because of his injury and the very public locker room shouting match he had shared with Shanice Roberts the night before, the franchise was moving to invoke a morality clause that could void the final two years of his contract.

"They want to dump me," Matthew said, his voice a low, dangerous growl. He looked up at Quinton, then at Leocadia, who was still maintaining a firm, professional grip on his calf. "Ten years of blood on the ice. Ten years of leading this team to the playoffs. And they want to throw me away because of one bad hit and a rookie who doesn't know her place?"

"They want to dump you because the media thinks you’re a bitter, broken relic," Quinton countered, pacing the small room. "And it doesn’t help that Logan Lockwood is currently telling every reporter in the division that you’re a liability who’s holding back the greatest talent the league has seen in a generation. He’s already trying to recruit Shanice for next season, Matthew. He’s whispering in her ear that she’s the future and you’re the anchor dragging her down."

"She’s a distraction," Matthew spat. "She plays like she’s the only person on the ice."

"She plays like a god," a new voice interrupted. 

Shanice Roberts leaned against the doorframe, her practice jersey damp with sweat, clinging to the athletic curves of her shoulders and chest. She looked radiant, energized by the three - hour skate Matthew had been forced to watch from the sidelines. The scent of her - a mix of cold air, expensive perfume, and honest exertion - filled the small space, making Matthew’s pulse quicken in a way that had nothing to do with his recovery.

"I just broke your single - game assist record, Captain," Shanice said, walking into the room with a predator’s grace. She stopped inches from him, looking down at his braced leg with a mixture of pity and fire. "The fans don’t want a bitter veteran. They want a legend who knows how to pass the torch. And right now, the only way you keep that 'C' on your chest is if you convince the world that you’re not my rival. You’re my partner."

Quinton stepped between them, his hands raised. "Exactly. This letter is the catalyst, Matthew. If we don’t announce this tonight at Guinevere Galloway’s gala, the board will vote to move you to the injured reserve permanently by Monday. You’ll be a ghost before the playoffs even start."

Matthew looked at the letter again, the paper crinkling under his grip. His hand ached to hold a stick, to feel the violent vibration of a hit, to be anywhere but this sterile room. He looked at Shanice. Her eyes were defiant, yet there was a flicker of something else - a hunger for the spotlight that matched his own hunger for the game. 

"Fine," Matthew said, the word tasting like ash. "What do we do?"

"You go to the gala," Quinton said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "You stay close. You touch her. You look at her like she’s the only thing in the room more important than the Stanley Cup. We’ve already leaked to Aaliyah Hayes that there’s been a secret flame between you two since the draft. We just need the visual confirmation."

Leocadia finished her work and stood up, her expression neutral. "If you’re going to be a man about town, Matthew, don’t put weight on that leg without the cane. And try not to let your blood pressure spike. It’s bad for the inflammation."

"I can’t promise that," Matthew muttered, his gaze locked on Shanice.

Leocadia nodded to Shanice and exited, followed closely by Quinton, who was already on his phone, likely coordinating with Hassan Davenport and Trey St. Claire to ensure the rest of the team stayed on script. 

The silence that followed was heavy with the hum of the cooling units and the distant sound of a Zamboni clearing the ice. Shanice didn't move. She stepped closer, her thigh brushing against the edge of the training table, right next to Matthew’s good leg. The heat radiating from her was intense.

"You hate this," she whispered, her voice sliding over him like silk. 

"I hate lying," Matthew replied. He reached out, his hand hovering over her waist before he let his fingers settle against the damp fabric of her jersey. The contact was electric, a jolt of pure adrenaline that bypassed his injury and went straight to his gut. "And I hate that you’re the one I have to lie with."

Shanice leaned down, her face inches from his. He could see the gold flecks in her dark eyes and the slight tremble in her lower lip that belied her arrogance. "Then don't think of it as a lie, Wright. Think of it as a play. We’re just executing a strategy to win. You’re the captain, aren't you? Lead the way."

She reached out and traced the line of his jaw, her thumb lingering on the rough stubble there. Matthew felt a surge of possessive heat. He grabbed her wrist, his grip firm, mirroring the way he’d hold a defender against the boards. He pulled her closer, until their breaths mingled in the small space.

"The public is going to want to see passion, Roberts," he warned, his voice dropping an octave. "They aren't going to believe a few polite smiles and a handshake. If we do this, we do it all the way."

Shanice didn't flinch. She leaned in even further, her lips a breath away from his. "I told you, Matthew. I don’t do anything halfway. I’m going to make the world believe you’re obsessed with me. And by the time we’re done, you might not have to pretend."

She pulled away before he could respond, leaving him breathless and aching in a way that had nothing to do with his meniscus. She walked toward the door, her hips swaying with a deliberate, taunting rhythm. 

"Wear the black suit," she called over her shoulder. "It makes your eyes look like the ice. I’ll see you at eight."

Matthew watched her go, his hand still tingling from the contact. He looked down at the letter from the front office, the threat to his legacy still sitting on the table. He was a man of the ice, a man of grit and discipline. But as he thought about the night ahead, and the feel of Shanice’s skin under his hand, he realized that the most dangerous game of his career wasn't going to be played with a puck. It was going to be played in the shadows of the gala, under the flash of cameras, where the line between his career and his desire was about to be obliterated.

	 


Chapter 3: The Brutal Snap of the Meniscus

	 

	Ten years of being the anchor of this franchise did not end with a roar; it ended with a sickening, wet pop that echoed louder in my skull than the ten thousand screaming fans in the rafters of The Frozen Pond Arena. The pain was an oily, white - hot spike driven through the center of my knee, radiating up into my hip and down into my skate. I stared at the rafters as the trainers swarmed me, my chest heaving, the metallic tang of adrenaline and blood coating my tongue. I was the captain. I was the man who didn't break. But as I watched Hassan Davenport and Trey St. Claire hover over me with twin expressions of horror, I knew the king was being carried off his throne on a stretcher.

The locker room felt like a tomb an hour later. The silence was heavy, broken only by the hum of the industrial refrigerators and the distant, muffled thud of the game continuing without me. My world had narrowed down to the ice pack strapped to my right leg and the grim face of Leocadia Rivera. She was the best physical therapist in the league, a woman who had seen every career - ending tragedy the sport could throw at a man, and right now, she wasn't looking at me. She was looking at the tablet displaying my immediate imaging.

"It is a complete tear, Matthew," Leocadia said, her voice devoid of the comfort I craved. "The meniscus snapped. It is clean, but it is severe. You are looking at months of rehab, and that is if the surgery goes perfectly."

"I have a playoff run to lead," I rasped, my hands gripping the edges of the padded training table so hard my knuckles were white. "Give me a brace. Give me a cortisone shot. I can play through it."

"You can barely walk to the bathroom, Wright," a sharp, feminine voice cut through the air.

I looked up to see Shanice Roberts leaning against the doorframe. She still had her jersey on, her shoulders broad and imposing, the sweat from the first period still glistening on her dark skin. She looked like the future, and I felt like a crumbling monument. She didn't look sympathetic; she looked like a predator who had just seen the alpha of the pack stumble.

"Get out, Roberts," I spat. "This is a closed room."

"Actually, Quinton Everett sent me in," she said, pushing off the wall and walking toward me with that effortless, arrogant glide. "The press is already circling like sharks. They saw you go down. They saw me take your spot on the power play and score within thirty seconds. The narrative is already written, Matthew. You are the tragic hero on his way out, and I am the replacement who doesn't care about your legacy."

The anxiety that had been simmering in my gut turned into a cold, hard knot. The unknown was a dark abyss staring back at me. If I wasn't the captain on the ice, who was I? I had no wife, no children, no hobbies that didn't involve a gym or a rink. My identity was tied to the number on my back.

Quinton Everett stepped in behind her, his expensive suit a sharp contrast to the grit of the training room. "She is right, Matthew. The stock in this team is tied to your health and her reliability. Right now, both are in the gutter. The fans think you are a bitter veteran and they think Shanice is a locker room cancer who is happy you are hurt."

"I am not happy he is hurt," Shanice said, though her eyes remained cold. "I want to beat him when he is at his best. Beating a man on crutches is boring."

"Which is why the plan is non - negotiable," Quinton said, stepping between us. "You are going to that gala tonight. You are going to wear that black suit, you are going to lean on her for support, and you are going to look like a man who is passing the torch with a smile. We need the world to believe that the veteran and the rookie are more than just teammates. We need them to see a romance that transcends the game."

"It is a lie," I said, the word tasting like ash.

"It is a career - saver," Leocadia countered, finally looking at me. "If the board thinks you are mentoring the future of the team, they will keep you on the payroll through your recovery. If they think you are dead weight, they will buy out your contract before the week is over."

The finality of it hit me harder than the hit at the boards. There was no turning back. The life I had known - the simple, brutal discipline of the sport - was gone. I was being forced into a theater of shadows where my only partner was the woman trying to take everything I had built.

I looked at Shanice. She was watching me, her gaze traveling down to my bandaged knee and then back up to my eyes. There was a flicker of something there - not pity, but a raw, electric challenge. 

"I can't drive," I said, my voice low and defeated.

"I know," Shanice replied, a small, dangerous smirk playing on her lips. "That is why I am picking you up at eight. Try not to limp too much, Captain. It ruins the aesthetic."

She turned and walked out, her gait confident and rhythmic. I watched her go, the scent of her expensive perfume lingering in the air, clashing with the smell of liniment and sweat. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic, trapped bird. I was stepping into a world where I had no control, where every touch would be a performance and every look would be a calculation. 

The "snap" of my meniscus was just the beginning. As I sat there in the silence of the locker room, staring at my empty stall, I realized the most terrifying part of this departure wasn't the pain in my leg. It was the realization that for the first time in my life, I was heading toward a goal I couldn't see, with a woman who might be the only person capable of destroying me completely. 

I reached for my phone, my fingers trembling as I dialed the number for Guinevere Galloway's event coordinator to confirm my attendance. The ice was melting underneath me, and the only thing left to do was dive into the deep end and hope Shanice Roberts didn't let me drown.

	 


Chapter 4: A Captain Sidelined

	 

	The Frozen Pond Arena did not feel like home anymore. Usually, the air here was a familiar cocktail of shaved ice and high - octane adrenaline, a scent that triggered a Pavlovian response in my muscles to tighten and prepare for war. Tonight, the arena had been sterilized and draped in the suffocating luxury of a high - stakes charity gala. The ice was covered by a black obsidian floor that reflected the shimmering chandeliers hung from the rafters, and the roar of the crowd had been replaced by the predatory hum of the city elite. 

I leaned heavily on my cane, the carbon fiber shaft a cold reminder of the meniscus that had betrayed me. Every step through the glass - walled VIP entrance felt like a trek through a minefield. My knee throbbed with a dull, rhythmic ache, a physical manifestation of the clock ticking down on my career. 

"Chest out, Matthew. You are the captain of this team, not a martyr," Quinton Everett murmured, appearing at my elbow like a specter of public relations. He adjusted the lapel of my tuxedo with a sharp, clinical tug. "The donors need to see a leader who is recovering, not a man who is defeated. And they need to see you with her."

I looked toward the center of the room, and my breath hitched. Shanice Roberts stood in the eye of the storm, surrounded by a gaggle of reporters and a grinning Yusuf X. She was a vision of lethal elegance in a dress of midnight blue silk that left nothing to the imagination. The fabric clung to the powerful lines of her thighs and the curve of her hips, highlighting the sheer physicality that had made her the most feared rookie in the league. She was laughing, a sound that carried across the room - sharp, confident, and entirely too loud for someone who had just stolen my spot on the first line.

"She looks like she’s enjoying my downfall a bit too much," I grumbled, my grip tightening on the cane.

"She looks like the future," Quinton countered, his voice devoid of sentiment. "And right now, you are the bridge to that future. If the public thinks you’re passing the torch willingly because you’ve found something more important than hockey in her arms, they’ll stop calling for your retirement. Now, move."

I hobbled forward, the spotlight finding me the moment I stepped onto the main floor. Guinevere Galloway, the architect of this evening’s opulence, glided toward us. She beamed, though her eyes remained as calculating as a scout's. 

"Matthew, darling. You look positively regal, even with the hardware," Guinevere said, her hand grazing my forearm. She leaned in closer, her voice dropping. "Keep the chemistry high. The photographers from the tabloids are stationed near the bar. Give them something that screams forbidden passion."

"I’ll try not to trip over my own feet," I said, my voice tight.

As I reached Shanice, the air between us seemed to ionize. The scent of her perfume - something dark and expensive that reminded me of woodsmoke and orchids - hit me with the force of a cross - check to the chest. Up close, the arrogance in her eyes was tempered by a flicker of something else. Recognition? Challenge?

"Captain," she said, her voice a low purr that sent a jolt of heat straight to my gut. She stepped into my space, closing the distance until the heat of her body radiated through my suit jacket. "You’re late. I thought the veteran was supposed to set the example for the rookie."

"I was busy icing my knee and wondering how you haven’t been suspended for that attitude yet, Roberts," I shot back, though I didn't pull away. 

She reached out, her fingers grazing the back of my neck as she pretended to adjust my collar for the cameras. Her touch was electric, a searing point of contact that made my heart hammer against my ribs. I looked down into her dark eyes and saw the calculation there. She was playing the game, but the way her pupils dilated told me she wasn't as unaffected as she pretended to be.

"Focus, Wright," she whispered, her lips inches from mine. "We have a contract to fulfill. Look at me like you want to devour me, and maybe people will forget you can't even skate a lap right now."

The insult stung, but the proximity was worse. I reached out, my hand finding the small of her back, pulling her flush against me. The contact was a shock to the system. She was solid muscle and soft curves, a paradox that made my blood boil with a mixture of resentment and raw, unadulterated desire. 

Across the room, I saw Hassan Davenport and Trey St. Claire watching us from the bar. Hassan raised a glass, a smirk playing on his lips, but Trey looked away, his expression clouded with suspicion. They knew me. They knew I didn't do "public displays of affection," especially not with the woman who was currently erasing my name from the record books.

"You’re a better actress than I thought," I muttered, my hand splaying over the silk of her dress.

"And you’re a better liar," Shanice replied, her hand moving to rest on my chest, right over my heart. She must have felt it - the frantic, uneven thudding that betrayed my composure. Her eyes widened slightly, a flash of genuine surprise breaking through her mask. 

The cameras flashed, a strobe light effect that turned the gala into a blur of motion. In that moment, the arena felt smaller, the walls closing in as the performance took over. I was a man sidelined, a captain without a ship, anchored only by the woman who was supposed to be my rival. 

As we moved toward the VIP lounge, I caught sight of Leocadia Rivera near the exit. She was watching my leg with the intensity of a hawk, her disapproval of this "social appearance" clear in the set of her shoulders. She had warned me that the meniscus required rest, not a three - hour stand - and - tan with the league's most dangerous woman.

But as Shanice leaned her head against my shoulder, her hair brushing my jaw, the physical pain in my knee receded, replaced by a much more dangerous ache. This was the threshold. I was stepping out of the rink and into a territory where the rules were unwritten and the stakes were my heart. 

"Don't get used to this, Roberts," I whispered into her ear, my breath hitching as she pressed her hip into mine.

"Too late, Captain," she murmured, her voice laced with a triumph that tasted like a threat. "I'm already in your head. And soon, I'll be the only thing anyone remembers about this team."

I looked out over the crowded floor of The Frozen Pond, realizing that the ice wasn't the only thing that was cold. But here, in the circle of Shanice’s arms, I was burning alive.

	 


Chapter 5: Enter the Phenomenon

	 

	The hallway of The Frozen Pond Arena was a gauntlet of cold concrete and the sharp, medicinal sting of the liniment drifting from the training room. I was dragging my right leg, the heavy brace clicking with every agonizing step, a rhythmic reminder of the career that was slipping through my fingers. I was the captain, the veteran, the man who was supposed to be untouchable, but right now, I felt like a ghost haunting my own rink.

The silence of the tunnel was shattered by the thunderous roar of the crowd upstairs and the sudden, violent swing of the locker room doors. 

Shanice Roberts didn't just walk into a room; she conquered it. She was still in her full kit, her jersey stretched tight over her athletic frame, the scent of fresh ice and raw aggression clinging to her like a second skin. She was moving fast, her head down as she unbuckled her helmet, and she did not see me until we were inches apart.

"Look out!" I barked, but it was too late. 

She slammed into me with the force of a freight train. The impact sent a white - hot flash of agony through my shattered knee, and I stumbled back, my breath hitching in a jagged sob of pain. I expected to hit the floor, but suddenly, two powerful arms were wrapped around my waist, hauling me upright with ruthless efficiency. 

Shanice held me pinned against the corridor wall, her body flush against mine. The heat radiating off her was staggering, a living furnace that cut through the chill of the arena. Her face was inches from mine, her dark eyes flashing with a mixture of shock and something far more predatory. She smelled like sweat, expensive citrus, and the kind of victory I had not tasted in weeks.

"Easy there, Captain," she murmured, her voice a low, husky vibration that I felt in my marrow. "I would hate to be the one who finally put you out of your misery."

"Get off me, Roberts," I gritted out, though my hands instinctively gripped her shoulders. The muscle underneath her jersey was rock - solid, humming with the kind of youthful energy that made my own body feel like a relic. 

She did not move. Instead, she leaned closer, her lips curving into a smirk that was pure provocation. "You are shaking, Matthew. Is that the injury, or are you just not used to a woman who can hit harder than you?"

"You are a rookie who has not learned her place," I snapped, the adrenaline of the collision beginning to blur with a sudden, sharp spike of desire that I had no business feeling. The physical proximity was overwhelming; I could feel the rise and fall of her chest against my own, the heavy thud of her heart echoing mine. "You are reckless. You are going to cost this team everything I have built."

"I am not here to protect what you built," she whispered, her gaze dropping to my mouth, heavy with a challenge that made my blood boil. "I am here to burn it down and build something better. You are just the king of a crumbling mountain."

The tension between us was a physical weight, a tether that tightened with every second we stayed locked together in the dim light of the tunnel. I wanted to push her away, and I wanted to pull her closer until the plastic of our gear snapped. 

"Break it up, you two!" 

The sharp voice of Quinton Everett cut through the haze. He was standing a few feet away, his arms crossed, flanked by Hassan Davenport. Hassan looked worried, his eyes darting to my braced leg, but Quinton looked like he had just seen a winning lottery ticket.

Shanice finally stepped back, the loss of her warmth leaving me feeling dangerously exposed. She tucked her helmet under her arm and wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead, her eyes never leaving mine.

"He is fine, Quinton," Shanice said, her tone light and mocking. "The Captain just forgot how to skate for a second. I was just giving him a lift."

"She nearly took my leg off," I growled, steadying myself against the wall.

Hassan stepped forward, offering a hand to stabilize me. "Let us get you to Leocadia Rivera, Matty. You look like you have seen a ghost."

"Not a ghost," I muttered, watching Shanice as she started to walk away. "A disaster."

"No," Quinton said, a slow, calculating smile spreading across his face as he watched Shanice’s retreating form. "Not a disaster, Matthew. A gold mine. Did you see the way you two were looking at each other? If I did not know better, I would say the veteran and the rookie were about to tear each other’s clothes off right there on the concrete."

"Do not even start, Quinton," I warned, my heart still hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

"I am serious," Quinton insisted, following me as Hassan helped me toward the training wing. "The fans think she is a brat and you are a bitter old man. But if they see that fire and think it is passion? We can turn this season around. We are going to give them a romance they will never forget."

I did not answer. I could not. All I could think about was the way Shanice had felt in my arms - strong, defiant, and utterly dangerous. I was the captain of the team, the leader of the locker room, but as I watched her disappear into the shadows of the arena, I knew I was already losing control. The ice was melting, and I was the only one who realized we were all about to drown.

	 


Chapter 6: Shanice Roberts Breaks the Ice

	 

	My knee throbbed with a dull, rhythmic ache that echoed the frantic pulse in my throat. I sat on the high training table in the medical wing of The Frozen Pond Arena, the scent of wintergreen rub and sterile equipment thick in the air. I could still feel the phantom heat where Shanice Roberts had brushed against me - a brief, accidental contact that felt like a high - voltage shock. She was a wildfire, and I was a man made of dry timber, currently sidelined and vulnerable. Every instinct I had honed over a decade in the league told me to stay away from her. She was the successor I did not want, the replacement I was not ready to acknowledge, and now, if Quinton Everett got his way, she was going to be my girlfriend.

Leocadia Rivera, the lead physical therapist, did not go easy on me. She pressed her thumbs into the scar tissue around my meniscus with a clinical precision that made me hiss through my teeth. 

"Stop tensing up, Matthew," Leocadia commanded, her voice firm but not unkind. "If you do not let the muscles relax, this therapy is useless. You are fighting me the same way you are fighting the reality of this injury."

"I am not fighting anything," I lied, gripping the edges of the padded table until my knuckles turned white. 

"You are fighting for your life, and it shows," Quinton said, leaning against the doorframe. He checked his watch, his eyes gleaming with the predatory focus of a man who smelled a viral story. "Hassan Davenport is outside keeping the rest of the guys away, but you need to wrap this up. Shanice is finishing her cooldown, and we have a photo opportunity in ten minutes."

"A photo opportunity?" I growled, looking at Quinton. "I can barely walk without a limp, and you want me to play boyfriend for the cameras?"

"I want you to look like a mentor who is smitten," Quinton corrected. "The narrative is simple. You saw her talent, you were intimidated at first, but then you saw her heart. The fans will eat it up. It turns her 'party girl' reputation into 'youthful exuberance' and your 'bitter veteran' persona into 'protective lion.' It is a gold mine, Matthew. Unless you want the front office to start talking about a buyout."

The word 'buyout' hit me harder than a blindside check. I looked at Leocadia, but she kept her head down, focusing on the alignment of my leg. She knew the stakes as well as I did. If I could not prove I was still relevant to the brand, the team would move on. 

The door to the training room swung open, and the temperature seemed to drop ten degrees. Shanice Roberts walked in, still wearing her practice jersey, the fabric stretched tight across her athletic shoulders. Her hair was pulled back in a damp ponytail, and her skin glowed with the exertion of breaking another one of my records during the morning skate. She looked at me with those defiant, dark eyes, and for a second, the room felt far too small.

"Is the patient ready for his close - up?" Shanice asked, her voice dripping with a sarcasm that grated on my nerves. 

"He is," Quinton said before I could snap back. "Leocadia, are we done?"

"For now," Leocadia said, wiping her hands on a towel. She gave me a pointed look. "Do not overextend yourself, Matthew. In any capacity."

I slid off the table, my leg protesting as I put weight on it. I refused to show the pain. I stood tall, closing the gap between myself and Shanice until I was looking down at her. She did not flinch. She did not even blink. She smelled like ice and sweat and something sweet that I could not quite place.

"You think this is a joke," I said, my voice low. "You think you can just play the part and everything will be fine."

Shanice stepped closer, her chest nearly brushing against mine. "I think you are terrified, Captain. You are scared that if you are not the hero of this city, you are nothing. I am just here to make sure the lights stay on while you figure out how to skate again."

"I know how to skate," I countered, my heart hammering against my ribs. "And I know how this league works. You play this game with me, Shanice, you follow my lead. Do not go off - script."

"I do not take orders from people on the injured reserve," she whispered, her eyes fixed on my mouth. The tension between us was a physical weight, a heavy, suffocating pressure that felt more dangerous than any collision at the boards. 

Quinton cleared his throat, breaking the spell. "Save the fire for the cameras. We are going to walk out the side exit. There are three photographers from the major sports rags waiting by the parking lot. Matthew, put your arm around her. Shanice, look at him like he just told you the secret to the perfect slap shot."

We moved toward the exit, Hassan Davenport waiting by the door to ensure our path was clear. Hassan gave me a look that was part pity, part warning. He knew me better than anyone on the roster, and he could see the way my fingers trembled as I reached out to touch Shanice’s waist. 

As we stepped out into the crisp afternoon air, the flashes started immediately. I pulled Shanice closer, my hand resting on the curve of her hip. The contact was electric. I could feel the strength in her, the sheer physical power of a woman at the peak of her conditioning. She leaned into me, her head tilting back as she laughed at something I hadn't said. To the world, it looked like a private, intimate moment between two stars. 

To me, it felt like a surrender. 

"You are shaking," she murmured under her breath, her smile fixed for the cameras. 

"It is the injury," I lied. 

"No," she said, her hand coming up to rest on my chest, her fingers splayed over my heart. "It is not. You are realizing that I am the best thing that ever happened to your career, Matthew. And you hate how much you want it to be real."

I looked down at her, the mask of the veteran captain slipping for just a fraction of a second. She was arrogant, she was reckless, and she was currently the only thing keeping me from fading into obscurity. But as I looked into her eyes, I realized the PR stunt was the least of my problems. The real danger wasn't the media or the injury. It was the fact that for the first time in ten years, the ice wasn't the only thing I was hungry for. 

"Smile, Matthew," Shanice whispered, her thumb brushing against the fabric of my shirt. "The world is watching."

I forced a smile, pulling her tighter against my side, the adrenaline of the lie mixing with the heat of her body until I couldn't tell where the performance ended and the truth began. We were the king and the successor, the veteran and the rookie, playing a game where the rules were written in contracts and the stakes were our hearts. And as the cameras clicked, I knew I was already losing.

	 


Chapter 7: The Physics of a Perfect Slap Shot
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