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Chapter 1: The Blood on the Ice

	

	Duke Campbell slammed his fist into the jaw of a rival defender, the sound of cracking teeth lost in the roar of the crowd at The Ice Palace. He did not care about the penalty box. He did not care about the suspension he knew was coming. All he cared about was the metallic tang of blood in the air and the adrenaline surging through his massive, mountain - like frame. He was a beast in a jersey, a six - foot - four wrecking ball of pure muscle, and today, he wanted to see the world burn.

Across the rink, Tremaine Dunn was busy putting a man through the boards with a sickening thud, while Winston Hernandez used his silver tongue to bait the opposing bench into a full - scale riot. Dominic Montgomery, the silent executioner of the team, was already standing over a fallen player, his eyes cold and devoid of mercy.

Behind the glass, Mirabelle Nguyen felt her stomach turn. She hated this. She hated the violence, the sweat, and the primitive aggression of the men on the ice. Most of all, she hated Duke Campbell. He was the personification of everything she found repulsive about the sport - arrogant, physically overbearing, and far too aware of the effect his dark, hooded eyes had on women.

"Look at them," Young Eastwood hissed, his voice trembling with rage as he stood beside Mirabelle. The owner of the team gripped the railing so hard his knuckles turned white. "They are animals, Mirabelle. My investments are bleeding on the ice, and the league is going to crucify us for this. Look at the cameras. It is a bloodbath."

"It is a PR nightmare," Mirabelle whispered, her eyes fixed on Duke as he wiped a smear of blood from his lip and grinned directly at her through the glass. It was a predatory look, one that made the fine hairs on her arms stand up.

"It is your nightmare now," Young Eastwood snapped. "I am not losing this franchise because these four idiots cannot keep their hands off each other's throats. As of this moment, you are moving into the private athletic wing. You will oversee their rehabilitation. You will be their shadow. If they breathe, they breathe with your permission."

Mirabelle felt the color drain from her face. "You cannot be serious. Move in with them? Duke Campbell is a menace."

"He is the best player in the league, and he is about to be banned for life if you do not fix his image," Eastwood said, his tone final. "Get your bags, Mirabelle. You are going into the lion's den."

Two hours later, the heavy steel doors of the private athletic wing clicked shut behind her. The air here smelled different - thick with the scent of expensive cologne, high - end gym equipment, and the lingering musk of four very large, very angry men.

Mirabelle clutched her tablet to her chest like a shield as she walked into the common area. The space was cavernous, filled with leather furniture and a private bar, but it felt small because of the occupants. Tremaine Dunn was shirtless, his dark skin glistening as he pressed a bag of ice to his shoulder, his chest a topographical map of hard, defined muscle. Winston Hernandez was lounging on a sofa, his smirk as sharp as a razor, while Dominic Montgomery sat in the corner, cleaning his skates with a terrifying intensity.

And then there was Duke.

He was standing by the floor - to - ceiling windows, his back to her. Even from behind, he was intimidating. His shoulders were a mile wide, tapering down to a narrow waist and powerful thighs that looked like they could crush stone. When he turned around, Mirabelle's breath hitched. He was still in his blood - stained base layer, the thin fabric clinging to every corded muscle of his torso.

"The babysitter is here," Duke said, his voice a low, gravelly rumble that vibrated in Mirabelle's chest.

"I am not a babysitter, Duke," Mirabelle said, trying to keep her voice steady despite the way her heart was hammering. "I am the woman who is going to save your career. If you want to stay on the ice, you do exactly what I say."

Duke began to walk toward her, his gait slow and deliberate, like a wolf closing in on a rabbit. Tremaine and Winston watched with predatory curiosity, the tension in the room thickening until it was hard to breathe. Duke did not stop until he was inches away, his massive frame casting a shadow that completely enveloped her.

"You think you can handle us, Mirabelle?" Duke asked, leaning down so his lips were mere inches from her ear. He smelled like winter and raw power. "You look like a stiff breeze would break you in half. You are a good girl playing a dangerous game."

"I am the one in charge," she insisted, though her legs felt like jelly.

Duke reached out, his large, calloused hand moving slow enough that she could have retreated, but she found herself frozen. He didn't strike her; instead, he tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, his thumb grazing her jawline. The touch was electric, a searing jolt that sent a wave of heat straight to her core.

"Behind these doors, Eastwood's rules do not exist," Duke growled, his eyes darkening with a sudden, violent hunger. He stepped even closer, his chest brushing against her breasts, forcing her to look up at him. "You might be in charge of the cameras, but in here, you belong to the team. We do not take orders from tiny things like you."

"Duke, leave the girl alone," Winston called out, though his voice held no real warning, only amusement. "She looks like she is about to faint."

"She is not going to faint," Duke said, his gaze never leaving Mirabelle's. He leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper meant only for her. "She is shaking because she likes it. She hates that she wants a monster to put his hands on her."

"I hate you," Mirabelle choked out, the lie tasting like ash in her mouth as her body betrayed her, her nipples hardening against the thin silk of her blouse under his intense scrutiny.

Duke laughed, a dark, wicked sound. He grabbed her waist, his fingers digging into her soft flesh with a possessive grip that made her gasp. "Tell yourself that every night you are sleeping down the hall from us, Mirabelle. But remember this - I can smell how much you want me. And I always get what I want."

He let her go abruptly, leaving her shivering in the wake of his heat. He turned to his teammates, a cruel smirk playing on his lips. "Gentlemen, I think we are going to enjoy our rehabilitation."

Mirabelle watched them, her heart racing with a mixture of terror and a dark, forbidden thrill. She was trapped in the inner sanctum of the four most dangerous men in hockey, and as Duke Campbell looked back at her one last time, she realized that her life was never going to be the same. The PR nightmare was only just beginning, and she was the one who was going to get burned.

	 


Chapter 2: Young Eastwood's Ultimatum

	

	Young Eastwood slammed the heavy legal folder onto his mahogany desk, the sound echoing like a gunshot in the silent, glass-walled office. Mirabelle Nguyen flinched, her eyes darting from her boss to the towering figure of Duke Campbell leaning against the doorframe.

"The board wants your head, Mirabelle," Young Eastwood said, his voice cold and devoid of his usual professional veneer. "And they want the heads of these four thugs. That brawl at The Ice Palace did not just break bones; it broke our stock price. The sponsors are screaming for blood, and the league is threatening a lifetime ban for every man involved."

Mirabelle shook her head, her hands trembling as she smoothed her pencil skirt. "I am working on the damage control, Mr. Eastwood. I have already drafted the apology statements for Winston Hernandez and Dominic Montgomery, and I am trying to schedule a press conference for the team."

"Statements are useless now," Young Eastwood spat. He shoved the folder across the desk toward her. "This is your ultimatum. You are no longer just the PR liaison. You are their live - in conservator. You move into the private athletic wing of The Ice Palace tonight. You stay with them, you eat with them, and you ensure they do not breathe without your permission. If a single one of them so much as scowls in public, you are fired, and I will see to it that you never work in this industry again."

The blood drained from Mirabelle's face. "Live with them? In their private quarters? That is a breach of every professional boundary I have. These men are... they are aggressive, Mr. Eastwood. You saw the footage."

Duke Campbell let out a low, mocking laugh that sent a shiver of pure dread down Mirabelle's spine. He pushed off the doorframe and stalked toward her, his massive, muscular frame casting a shadow that swallowed her whole. He was wearing nothing but his hockey pants, the waistband sitting dangerously low on his hips, revealing the sharp V of his pelvic muscles and the hard ridges of his abs.

"Boundaries?" Duke asked, his voice a gravelly rumble. He stopped inches from her, his scent - a heady mix of expensive cologne and raw, masculine sweat - filling her lungs. He reached out, his thick fingers catching a stray strand of her dark hair and tucking it behind her ear. His touch was heavy, possessive, and entirely too intimate. "You are entering our world now, Mirabelle. In the athletic wing, there are no boundaries. There are only my rules."

Mirabelle looked up at him, her heart hammering against her ribs. She hated him. She hated the way he used his size to intimidate everyone around him. She hated the way his teammates, the hulking Tremaine Dunn and the calculated Winston Hernandez, watched her like she was a prize to be won. But most of all, she hated the way her own body reacted to his proximity. Her breath hitched, and she could feel her nipples hardening against the silk of her blouse, a traitorous pulse blooming between her thighs that defied her logic.

"Sign the contract, Mirabelle," Young Eastwood commanded, his eyes narrowing. "Or walk out that door and consider your career over. You have five minutes to decide if you want to be a failure or if you want to be the woman who tamed the four most dangerous men in hockey."

Duke leaned down, his lips brushing against the shell of her ear, his hot breath making her knees weak. "Sign it, little girl," he whispered, his hand sliding down to rest heavily on her hip, his thumb rubbing a slow, deliberate circle against the fabric. "I have been waiting to get you behind closed doors. Tremaine and Winston are already picking out which room they want you in. But they know who gets first pick."

Mirabelle felt the weight of the ultimatum crushing her. She looked at the paper, then at the predatory smirk on Duke's face. He was a bad boy who had spent his life taking what he wanted, and right now, his dark, hungry eyes were telling her exactly what he intended to take from her.

She picked up the pen, her fingers shaking. As she pressed the tip to the paper and scribbled her signature, Duke's hand tightened on her waist, his fingers digging into her soft flesh.

"Good girl," Duke murmured, the victory in his voice making her stomach flip with a terrifying mixture of anger and lust. "Welcome to the team. We are going to make sure your rehabilitation is very... hands - on."

Young Eastwood stood up, his expression grim. "It is settled. Duke, take her down there. Get her settled in the wing. And for God's sake, keep her away from the press until I say otherwise."

"I will keep her exactly where I want her," Duke said, his eyes never leaving Mirabelle's. "But what happens in the dark stays in the dark. Right, Mirabelle?"

He didn't wait for her to answer. He grabbed her arm, his grip firm and unyielding, and began to lead her out of the office toward the private elevator that led to the inner sanctum of The Ice Palace. 

As the elevator doors slid open, she saw the rest of the pack waiting. Tremaine Dunn stood like a stone wall in the corner, his arms crossed over a chest so broad it seemed inhuman. Winston Hernandez leaned against the railing, a predatory grin on his face, while Dominic Montgomery stood in the shadows, his dark eyes tracking Mirabelle's every movement with a chilling, silent intensity.

"Look what Duke found," Winston purred, his eyes raking over Mirabelle's trembling form. "Our new handler. I hope she is ready for a twenty - four - hour shift."

Duke pulled her into the small space, the doors closing them all in together. The air was thick with the scent of four dominant, aggressive men, and as the elevator began its descent toward their private wing, Mirabelle realized the PR nightmare was only the beginning. She was trapped with four beasts who wanted to break her, and as Duke's hand slid lower to cup her backside, she realized she was already starting to crave the destruction.

	 


Chapter 3: Entering the Lions' Den

	

	I should have walked away when I had the chance. I should have told Young Eastwood to take this job and shove it, but the threat of a blacklisted career was a leash I couldn't slip. Now, as I feel the heavy vibration of the elevator beneath my heels, I realize that the Mirabelle Nguyen who cared about spreadsheets and reputation is dead. There is no turning back to the safety of my apartment or the quiet life I meticulously built. I am stepping into a cage with four of the most dangerous, depraved men in professional sports, and the worst part is the traitorous thrum of my own heart against my ribs. My body knows what my mind is too terrified to admit - I am already addicted to the danger Duke Campbell radiates like a physical heat.

The elevator doors hissed open, revealing a hallway that looked more like a high - end fortress than an athletic wing. The air changed instantly, becoming thick with the scent of expensive leather, ice, and the overwhelming musk of four men who lived to dominate. 

"Home sweet home, Princess," Winston Hernandez said, his voice a low, melodic taunt as he stepped out first. He turned back to look at me, his eyes dark with a hunger that made my skin prickle. "Don't look so scared. We don't bite. Unless you ask us to."

Duke's hand remained firmly on the small of my back, his thumb dipping just slightly beneath the waistband of my skirt. The heat of his palm was a brand, a constant reminder that I was no longer in control. He ushered me forward, forcing me to walk past Tremaine Dunn. Tremaine didn't move an inch as I passed. He stood like a monument of dark, bulging muscle, his arms crossed over a chest so wide it defied logic. He didn't say a word, but the way his gaze dropped to my throat, watching the pulse jump there, made me feel like I was being sized up for a feast.

"The rules are simple," Duke growled, his voice vibrating through my spine as he led me toward the central lounge area. "You stay in the wing. You monitor our socials. You handle the press calls. But when those doors are locked, you belong to the team. You don't go anywhere without one of us. You don't talk to anyone Young Eastwood hasn't approved. And you never, ever say no to me."

I turned to face him, trying to summon the professional fire that usually kept men like him at bay. "I am here to fix your reputation, Duke. Not to be your plaything. You and your teammates are one more scandal away from being banned for life. If you want to keep playing hockey, you will listen to me."

Duke laughed, a harsh, guttural sound that sent a shiver of pure, unadulterated lust through my stomach. He stepped into my personal space, his massive frame blotting out the light. He was a mountain of a man, his shoulders broader than the doorway behind him, his thighs thick enough to crush bone. He leaned down until his lips were brushing against my ear.

"You think those cameras outside matter?" he whispered, his breath hot against my neck. "The world thinks we are villains, Mirabelle. They want to see us break things. They want to see us break you. And I think you want it too. I can see it in the way your nipples are peaking through that expensive silk blouse. I can hear it in the way your breath hitched when Dominic looked at you."

I glanced toward the shadows where Dominic Montgomery stood. He was the most terrifying of them all - silent, lethal, and watching me with a clinical intensity that made me feel completely exposed. He didn't join in the taunting; he simply waited, like a predator watching a deer stumble into a clearing.

"I hate you," I whispered, though the words felt weak, even to my own ears.

"Good," Duke said, his hand moving from my back to grip my chin, forcing me to look up into his cold, blue eyes. "Hate is a great motivator. It makes the surrender so much sweeter."

He let go of me abruptly, gesturing toward a door at the end of the hall. "That is your room. It connects to mine and Tremaine's. Winston and Dominic are right across the hall. There are no locks on the inside, Mirabelle. We don't believe in secrets here."

Winston chuckled, leaning against a sleek black counter as he poured himself a drink. "You look like you're about to faint, sweetheart. Maybe you need a little tour of the facilities. The gym has some very interesting equipment. Very private. Very soundproof."

"Leave her be for now," Tremaine rumbled, his voice like grinding stones. "She needs to get settled. We have a game tomorrow, and our handler needs to be well - rested if she's going to keep us from killing the rivals on the ice."

Duke stepped closer to me one last time, his presence an iron weight that I couldn't escape. He reached out, his thick fingers tracing the line of my collarbone before sliding down to the top button of my shirt. He didn't undo it, but the threat was there, clear and heavy. 

"Get used to the sight of us, Mirabelle," Duke said, his voice dropping to a predatory silk. "Because by the time the playoffs are over, you won't remember what it's like to have a man's hands off you. You're in the lions' den now, and we're very, very hungry."

As they walked away, leaving me standing in the center of the cold, modern lounge, I realized I was trembling. It wasn't just fear. It was the terrifying, electric realization that I had never felt more alive than I did in this moment, surrounded by the very men I was supposed to despise. I looked at the door to my room, knowing that tonight would be the last night I ever slept alone. The PR nightmare was just the beginning; the real scandal was what was about to happen behind these closed doors.

	 


Chapter 4: The Ice Palace Private Wing

	

	The private wing of the Ice Palace did not feel like a recovery suite for elite athletes; it felt like a high - security vault designed to keep the world's most dangerous predators contained. The air was thick with the scent of ozone, expensive leather, and the lingering, metallic tang of the arena. Every surface was polished black marble or brushed steel, reflecting the harsh, clinical light that made the space feel both sterile and suffocating. As the heavy doors hissed shut behind me, the lock engaging with a final, heavy thud, I knew I was no longer a PR fixer. I was a prisoner in a playground of giants.

Duke Campbell was waiting for me. He stood in the center of the common area, his massive chest bare, skin glistening with a light sheen of sweat that caught the light. He looked less like a hockey player and more like a gladiator who had just finished slaughtering his enemies. His shoulders were so broad they seemed to swallow the room, and the tattoos snaking down his thick arms disappeared under the waistband of his low - slung gray sweatpants.

"Welcome to the cage, Mirabelle," Duke said. His voice was a low rumble that vibrated through the floorboards and straight into the soles of my feet.

Beside him, Tremaine Dunn was bench - pressing what looked like an impossible amount of weight, his dark muscles bulging and straining with every rep. He did not look up, but the intensity of his focus was a physical weight in the room. Winston Hernandez leaned against a sleek black counter, a predatory smirk playing on his lips as he swirled a glass of dark liquid. He was the one who would talk you into a corner, but Duke was the one who would keep you there. Dominic Montgomery sat in the shadows of the corner, sharpening a skate blade with a rhythmic, hypnotic sound that set my teeth on edge.

"Young Eastwood thinks he can housebreak us," Winston said, his eyes raking over me with a slow, deliberate heat. "He thinks sending a little thing like you is going to keep our names out of the tabloids."

Duke stepped closer, his presence expanding until he was the only thing I could see. He did not stop until his chest was inches from my face, the heat radiating off his body like a furnace. I had to tilt my head back just to look him in the eye. He was a mountain of a man, and I was just a woman who had made the mistake of thinking I could control him.

"I don't need a babysitter," Duke growled, reaching out to grab a lock of my hair. He did not pull it, but the way his thick fingers twisted the strands made my breath hitch. "I need someone to remind me why I bother playing nice for the cameras. And looking at you, Mirabelle, I don't feel like being nice at all."

The power dynamic did not just shift; it shattered. I was supposed to be the one in charge of their rehabilitation, the one who dictated their every move to save the league's reputation. But as Duke leaned down, his face so close I could feel the warmth of his breath on my lips, I realized that the PR nightmare was nothing compared to the storm brewing in this room.

"You're going to stay right here," Duke whispered, his hand sliding from my hair to the back of my neck, his palm large enough to crush my throat if he wanted. He did not, though. He squeezed just enough to make me whimper, his thumb tracing the sensitive skin under my jaw. "You're going to watch us, and we're going to watch you. And when the doors are locked, the rules don't exist."

Tremaine dropped the weights, the crash echoing like a gunshot through the wing. He stood up, towering nearly as high as Duke, his dark eyes fixed on me with a hunger that made my knees weak. Winston pushed off the counter, circling us like a shark, while Dominic finally looked up, his silent gaze more terrifying than any threat.

I was one woman in a den of four of the most aggressive, dominant men in the sport. My boss, Young Eastwood, had thrown me to the wolves, and as Duke's hand slid lower, his fingers hooking into the waistband of my skirt, I knew I was not going to fight him. I hated him. I hated everything he stood for. But as he pulled me flush against his hard, muscular frame, the friction of his body against mine sent a jolt of pure, unadulterated desire through my veins.

"Tell me to stop," Duke challenged, his eyes dark with a wicked intent. "Tell me you don't want this."

I opened my mouth to protest, to find some shred of the professional dignity I had walked in with, but no words came out. I was trapped between the cold steel of the room and the burning heat of Duke Campbell. The Ice Palace was no longer a stadium; it was a sanctuary for the depraved, and I was the sacrifice.

"That's what I thought," Duke said, a low, triumphant chuckle escaping his throat. He turned me around, pressing me against the cold glass wall that looked out over the empty, darkened arena. Below us, the ice shimmered, a vast and lonely expanse. But up here, in the private wing, the air was screaming with a tension that was about to break.

"Winston, Tremaine, Dom," Duke called out, his eyes never leaving mine in the reflection of the glass. "Come say hello to our new houseguest. We need to make sure she feels comfortable."

The footsteps of the other three men approached, a heavy, rhythmic sound that signaled the end of my life as I knew it. I was the PR fixer, but looking at the reflection of the four giants surrounding me, I knew that by the end of this playoffs season, I would be the one who needed fixing. And I could not wait.

	 


Chapter 5: Meeting the Monster Duke Campbell

	

	The door to the private wing hissed shut behind me, locking with a definitive, electronic click that sounded like a prison sentence. I did not have time to steady my breathing before I was nearly leveled by a force of nature. I rounded the corner into the main living area and collided with a chest so broad and unyielding it felt like running into a slab of reinforced concrete.

I stumbled back, my heels skidding on the polished hardwood, but a massive hand clamped around my upper arm, jerking me forward until I was flush against the suffocating heat of a giant.

"Watch where you are going, little bird," a voice growled, vibrating through my own chest.

I looked up, and for the first time, I saw the monster in the flesh. Duke Campbell was even larger than he appeared on the jumbotron. His shoulders were a mile wide, stretching the fabric of a tight black t - shirt that looked like it was one flex away from shredding into rags. His face was a map of beautiful, calculated violence - a jawline carved from granite, a nose that had clearly been broken and reset more than once, and eyes the color of a frozen, unforgiving lake.

"Let go of me," I said, my voice trembling despite my best efforts to sound authoritative. "Young Eastwood sent me here to get you animals under control, not to be handled."

Duke did not let go. Instead, his grip tightened, his thumb stroking the sensitive skin on the inside of my arm in a way that made a traitorous spark of heat bloom in my core. He leaned down, his face inches from mine, smelling of expensive cologne and the raw, metallic scent of the ice rink.

"Animals?" he repeated, his lips curling into a predatory smirk. "You have no idea, Mirabelle. You think because you have a degree and a clipboard that you can tame us? You are just a snack for a pack like this."

I felt the air in the room shift, becoming thick and heavy with masculine aggression. Behind Duke, three other figures emerged from the shadows of the luxurious suite. Tremaine Dunn was a mountain of a man, his dark skin glistening as he wiped sweat from his thick neck with a towel. Winston Hernandez leaned against the bar, swirling a glass of amber liquid, his smile sharp and dangerous. Dominic Montgomery stood by the window, his arms crossed over a chest that was just as intimidating as Duke’s, his silent gaze tracking my every move like a hunter watching its prey.

"She is smaller than she looked on the news," Winston said, his voice a smooth, silver caress that felt like a blade. "Are you sure she can handle all of us, Duke? It seems like a lot for one little girl."

"She will handle whatever I tell her to handle," Duke stated, his eyes locked on mine with an intensity that made my breath hitch. He used his free hand to tilt my chin up, forcing me to look at the raw dominance etched into his features. "You hate us, don't you? I can see it in those pretty eyes. You think we are thugs. You think we are beneath you."

"I know you are," I spat, though my heart was hammering against my ribs so hard I was sure he could feel it. "You are a PR disaster, Duke. You are a liability to this league, and I am the only thing standing between you and a permanent ban. You will follow my rules, or I will see to it that you never lace up a pair of skates again."

Duke laughed, a low, dark sound that sent a shiver down my spine. He crowded me back, his massive frame looming over me until my back hit the cold glass wall overlooking the darkened arena below. He did not stop until he was pressed against me, his heavy, muscular thighs framing mine, his heat invading every inch of my personal space.

"Then fix me, Mirabelle," he whispered, his breath hot against my ear. "Do your job. Try to make me a good boy. But while you are trying to save my career, remember one thing. In this wing, Young Eastwood doesn't matter. The league doesn't matter. I am the only authority here. And I think I am going to enjoy breaking you much more than you enjoy fixing me."

His hand moved from my arm to my waist, his thick fingers digging into my hip with a possessive strength that made my knees weak. I wanted to scream, to push him away, to tell him he was a pig. But as he looked down at me with that raw, unfiltered hunger, all I could feel was the terrifying realization that I did not want him to stop.

"The others are waiting for their turn to be introduced," Duke murmured, nodding toward Tremaine, Winston, and Dominic who were closing in, a circle of predators surrounding their new plaything. "But I get first bite. That is the rule of the house."

I looked at the four of them - the four most dangerous, deviant men in professional hockey - and I knew that my life as a "good girl" was over. I was trapped in The Ice Palace with the monsters, and the worst part was the dark, shameful thrill that told me I was exactly where I wanted to be.

"I am not a prize," I whispered, though it sounded like a lie even to me.

Duke leaned in closer, his lips brushing against mine but not quite kissing me, a torture of proximity. "In this room, Mirabelle, you are the only prize that matters. And we always win the cup."

The power dynamic did not just shift; it shattered. I was the one in charge of their reputation, but Duke Campbell had just made it very clear who owned my body. And as the other three men stepped closer, their eyes dark with the same predatory intent, I realized that the PR nightmare was only just beginning. It was going to be a very long, very dirty season, and I was going to enjoy every second of my ruin.

	 


Chapter 6: Tremaine Dunn's Heavy Shadow

	

	My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird, a frantic rhythm that mocked the professional mask I was trying to maintain. Duke Campbell was not just a hockey player; he was a force of nature designed to demolish everything in his path, and I was currently the only thing standing between him and total career self - destruction. I leaned against the cold marble countertop of the private kitchen, my breath coming in shallow hitches. I was supposed to be the one holding the leash. Young Eastwood had hired me because I was the best at cleaning up messes, because I didn't fall for the charms of overprivileged athletes. But as I looked at my trembling hands, I realized I had never encountered a mess like Duke Campbell. He did not want a PR fix; he wanted a conquest.

The danger went beyond my professional reputation. It was the way my skin had hummed when he leaned in, the dark heat in his eyes that promised a very specific kind of ruin. I had spent my entire life being the good girl, the quiet, focused Mirabelle Nguyen who played by the rules and never let a man see her sweat. In one five - minute encounter, Duke had stripped that away, leaving me feeling exposed and terrifyingly alive. He was dangerous to my goals, dangerous to my future, and most of all, dangerous to the wall I had built around my own desires. I hated him for it. I hated the way he looked at me like I was a prize to be claimed rather than a human being with a job to do.

A shadow fell over me, heavy and cold. It was not Duke.

I turned, my breath catching in my throat. Tremaine Dunn stood in the doorway, his massive frame nearly blocking out the light from the hallway. If Duke was the fire that burned everything down, Tremaine was the mountain that crushed it. He was even larger than Duke, a wall of pure, functional muscle that seemed too big for the confines of the room. He didn't speak. He just watched me with dark, heavy - lidded eyes that seemed to weigh my soul and find it wanting.

"You're in the way," he said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated in the soles of my feet.

"I live here now, Tremaine," I said, trying to inject some steel into my voice. "Young Eastwood's orders. You're going to have to get used to me being in the way."

Tremaine didn't move. He took a slow, deliberate step forward, forcing me to tilt my head back just to keep his face in view. He smelled of ice, expensive leather, and a raw, masculine scent that made my stomach flip. He reached out, his hand larger than my entire face, and gripped the edge of the counter on either side of my hips. He didn't touch me, but he had me caged.

"Duke thinks you're a little toy he can play with until the season ends," Tremaine muttered, his gaze dropping to my mouth. "He likes the chase. He likes seeing how long it takes for a girl like you to break."

"I'm not going to break," I whispered, though the way he was looking at me made my knees feel like water.

"Everyone breaks in The Ice Palace, Mirabelle," Tremaine said. He leaned down, his face inches from mine. I could see the faint scar along his jawline, a souvenir from a fight that had probably left the other man in the hospital. "The problem is, Duke isn't the only one who gets a vote. You're in our house now. Our wing. Our rules."

His shadow felt like a physical weight, pressing down on me. I should have pushed him away. I should have reminded him that I could have him suspended with a single phone call to the league office. Instead, I found myself staring at the thick muscles of his neck, wondering what it would feel like to have those heavy hands actually touch me. The realization was a shock to my system. I was supposed to be their handler, their babysitter, the person who kept them out of the headlines. But as Tremaine loomed over me, his presence suffocating and intoxicating all at once, I realized that Duke was right. Behind these closed doors, the power I thought I held was an illusion.

"Winston and Dominic are already placing bets," Tremaine continued, his voice dropping to a gravelly whisper. "On who gets you first. Duke thinks it's a settled matter. He thinks he owns the ice, so he owns you."

"And what do you think?" I asked, my voice bolder than I felt.

Tremaine's eyes darkened, a predatory glint appearing in the depths. He moved one hand from the counter, his thumb grazing the line of my jaw. His skin was rough, calloused, and the contact sent a jolt of pure electricity straight to my core. I gasped, my back arching slightly, pressing me closer to his massive chest.

"I think Duke is greedy," Tremaine said, his fingers sliding down to the sensitive skin of my throat. He applied the slightest bit of pressure, a dominant gesture that made my pulse jump against his thumb. "But I also think he's right about one thing. You're a liar, Mirabelle. You pretend to hate us, but you're vibrating like a string every time one of us gets close. You want the monster. You want to see what happens when the good girl finally lets go."

He stepped back as abruptly as he had approached, the loss of his heat leaving me feeling cold and abandoned. He didn't say another word, simply turning and walking out of the kitchen, leaving his heavy shadow behind to haunt me. I stood there in the silence of the athletic wing, my heart still racing, my skin still tingling where he had touched me.

I was in over my head. I was trapped in a golden cage with four of the most dangerous men in the world, and for the first time in my life, I didn't want to find the exit. I wanted to see how far they would push me. I wanted to see if Duke, Tremaine, Winston, and Dominic would really go to war over me, or if they would find a way to share the prize. The PR nightmare was the least of my worries. The real danger was that I was starting to enjoy the feeling of being hunted.

	 


Chapter 7: Winston Hernandez and the Silver Tongue

	

	The hallway of the private wing felt narrower than it had an hour ago. Every time I turned a corner, I was met with a wall of muscle and the lingering scent of expensive cologne and raw, post - workout sweat. I was supposed to be the one in control, the one Young Eastwood had sent to clean up their mess, but as the heavy electronic locks clicked shut behind me, I realized the truth. I wasn't their keeper. I was their guest, and they didn't have any intention of letting me leave with my dignity intact.

The common room of the athletic wing was a shrine to excess and testosterone. Tremaine Dunn was sprawled across a leather sofa that looked small beneath his hulking frame, while Dominic Montgomery sat in the corner, methodically taping a hockey stick with a focus that was chilling. But it was Winston Hernandez who blocked my path to the small office I was supposed to use.

Winston leaned against the doorframe, his jersey hanging loose over his broad, athletic shoulders. He didn't have the terrifying, silent bulk of Dominic or the sheer, explosive power of Duke Campbell, but Winston was dangerous in a way that made my pulse stutter. He was the silver - tongued devil of the league, a man who could talk any woman into his bed and make her thank him for the privilege afterward.

"You look lost, Mirabelle," Winston said, his voice a low, melodic rumble that seemed to vibrate in the small space between us. "Or maybe you're just realizing that the walls in here are soundproof."

"I'm looking for the files Duke was supposed to bring me," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. I refused to look at the way his dark eyes tracked the movement of my throat when I swallowed. "And I would appreciate it if you didn't stand in my way."

Winston didn't move. Instead, he took a step closer, invading my personal space until I was forced to press my back against the cold drywall of the corridor. "Duke is busy. He's in the gym, blowing off steam. He gets a little... aggressive when he's caged. We all do."

"I'm not here to manage your moods, Winston. I'm here to manage the press," I snapped, though my heart was hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird.

"Is that right?" Winston's hand came up, his fingers grazing the side of my neck. His touch was light, but it sent a jolt of electricity straight to my core. "Because you don't look like a fixer right now. You look like a girl who's realizing she walked into a den of wolves and forgot to bring a weapon."

Before I could retort, the heavy door at the end of the hall swung open. Duke Campbell walked in, dripping with sweat, a towel draped around his thick, corded neck. His chest was a map of hard muscle and old scars, his presence so dominant that the air in the room seemed to vanish. He stopped when he saw Winston cornering me, his eyes darkening to a predatory shade of blue.

"Hernandez," Duke growled, the sound echoing off the narrow walls. "I told you to leave the help alone."

Winston didn't look intimidated. He grinned, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw. "She's not help, Duke. She's the prize. Look at her. She's terrified, and she's loving every second of it."

Duke moved with a speed that defied his size. In two strides, he was behind me, his massive chest pressing into my back. I was trapped between them - Winston's smooth, manipulative charm in front of me and Duke's raw, overwhelming power behind me. The heat radiating from Duke's body was stifling, making my head swim.

"Is that true, Mirabelle?" Duke's voice was a rough whisper against my ear. His hand came around my waist, his large palm splaying over my stomach, pulling me firmly against his damp, hard body. "Do you like being trapped in here with us?"

"Let me go," I whispered, but my body wasn't following the command. My legs felt heavy, and a treacherous warmth was pooling deep in my belly.

"You're vibrating," Winston noted, his eyes locked on mine. He leaned down, his face inches from mine. "That's not fear. That's anticipation. You've spent your whole life being the good girl, the one who follows the rules. But here, there are no rules. Just us."

Duke's grip tightened, his fingers digging slightly into my hip. "Winston has a way with words, doesn't he? He can tell you exactly what you're feeling before you even know it yourself. But I'm the one who decides what happens next."

The physical proximity was overwhelming. I could feel the hard planes of Duke's thighs against mine, the way his heart beat in a slow, steady rhythm against my shoulder blades. Winston reached out, his hand sliding into my hair, tilting my head back so I was forced to look at him while Duke held me still.

"The press thinks we're monsters," Winston whispered, his breath smelling of mint and something dark and masculine. "They think we're a nightmare. But you know better, don't you? You know that the monster is the only one who can give you what you really want."

"And what is that?" I gasped, my breath hitching as Duke's other hand slid upward, his thumb grazing the underside of my breast through my silk blouse.

"To be taken," Duke growled, his mouth hovering just above the sensitive skin of my shoulder. "To stop pretending you're in charge. To let us break you down until there's nothing left but this."

He turned me in his arms then, forcing me to face him. His eyes were wild, filled with a hunger that terrified and exhilarated me. Winston was still right there, his presence a constant, simmering threat at my side. I looked up at Duke, at the man who had spent the last week mocking me, challenging me, and making it clear that he wanted to ruin me.

"You hate me," I reminded him, my voice barely audible.

"I can't stand you," Duke agreed, his face hardening. "I hate the way you look at us like we're problems to be solved. I hate the way you smell like lilies and innocence. But mostly, I hate how much I want to hear you scream my name in the dark."

Winston laughed, a low, dangerous sound. "Don't be greedy, Duke. There's enough of her to go around. Tremaine and Dominic are going to want their turn, too."

The thought of all of them - those four massive, disciplined athletes - having their way with me should have sent me running for the door. But as Duke leaned down, his lips finally crashing against mine in a kiss that tasted of salt and possessiveness, I knew I wasn't going anywhere. I was in the heart of The Ice Palace, trapped with the most dangerous men in the sport, and the PR nightmare was only just beginning.

Duke pulled back just an inch, his eyes burning into mine. "You're ours now, Mirabelle. We're going to show you exactly how dirty a bad boy can play."

Winston's hand slid down to my waist, his silver tongue forgotten as he watched Duke claim me. The trap had snapped shut, and for the first time in my life, I didn't want to find the exit. I wanted to see just how far they would push me.
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