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​Draft Night After the Gold Rush
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The first thing Casey Vance noticed about Harbor City was how clean the air smelled inside money.

Not outside—outside it was still a city, still exhaust and sea-brine and rain baked into asphalt—but inside the hotel ballroom where the league had staged draft night like a coronation, even the air felt curated. It smelled like fresh florals and expensive cologne and something crisp that might’ve been the polish on the marble floors. It smelled like confidence that didn’t have to be earned in the moment because it had been purchased years ago. Casey had been in nice places before—fundraisers for the local rink, a couple of banquet halls when she won state awards, one or two “big time” youth showcases where the parents wore their wealth like it was a second jersey—but this was different. This was a room full of people who believed the world was supposed to open for them, and the only question was how photogenic the opening looked.

Women’s hockey had never been this loud.

That was the second thing she noticed. Not the noise of the room exactly—though the room was loud too, microphones and camera shutters and half a dozen conversations stacked over each other like audio gone wrong—but the noise around the sport itself. It had been building for years, but after Team USA won gold, it felt like the volume knob got snapped clean off. Suddenly women’s hockey wasn’t just something people admired in interviews and forgot when they picked what to watch on a Saturday night. It was trending. It was “a movement.” It was sponsorship panels and glossy feature stories and influencer clips that made the sport look like an aesthetic instead of a grind. Every camera in this ballroom had an agenda. Every sponsor smile looked like a contract, and every “we’re so proud of these athletes” speech sounded like someone trying to buy the future in clean installments.

Casey sat near the edge of the ballroom at a table that felt deliberately placed: close enough to be seen when her name got called, far enough to remind her she hadn’t fully stepped into the inner circle yet. Her mother, Linda, sat on her left with her hands folded so tightly in her lap Casey kept wanting to pry them apart. Her father, Ray, sat across from her in a suit that fit his shoulders and nowhere else, his posture rigid like he was bracing for impact. Her younger sister June sat on Casey’s right in heels she hated and a dress she’d picked because it made her look fearless. June kept shifting her feet under the table like she was trying to shake the city off the carpet.

On the other side of June sat Maren Cho, Casey’s agent, who looked like she belonged in this room in a way Casey didn’t and never would. Maren’s suit was dark and sharp, her hair tucked back, her makeup subtle and perfect. She wore her confidence like armor. It wasn’t the kind of confidence money bought. It was the kind that came from knowing exactly what a room would try to take from you—and deciding ahead of time what you’d let it have.

“You’re doing the thing,” June murmured, leaning in close, her breath warm near Casey’s ear.

Casey kept her eyes on the stage. “What thing?”

“The one where you stare at the lights like they personally owe you an apology.”

Casey exhaled through her nose. “They do. These are aggressive.”

June smiled, and for a second it looked like she might cry anyway. “You’re going to be on those screens in a minute.”

Casey’s stomach tightened. “Yeah.”

Her mother’s hand found her knee under the table and squeezed once, a silent reminder to breathe. Her mother didn’t say much tonight. Linda Vance had never been a woman who wasted words when she didn’t trust the room to treat them kindly. She had raised a daughter in a town where people believed success was always borrowed from somewhere else, and she’d watched Casey fight for every inch of it anyway. Her pride sat in the way she kept smoothing the fabric of her dress, like she was trying to make herself look as unbreakable as her daughter.

Ray Vance didn’t smile often. Not because he wasn’t happy—because he didn’t know what to do with happiness when it came this big. He looked like a man holding something precious with hands that had never been allowed to be gentle.

Maren leaned across the table slightly, her voice low enough that it stayed inside their little island. “Remember: you don’t owe them gratitude in your bones. You owe them your answers on camera. That’s it.”

Casey glanced at her. “That’s comforting. In a threatening way.”

Maren’s mouth curved. “Good. I’m excellent at both.”

Casey let herself look around the ballroom for the first time, really look, not just in the wide-eyed way she’d been trying to avoid. There were team tables closer to the stage with placards and logos and carefully placed executives. There were owners and general managers and head coaches with their hands folded like judges. There were sponsors clustered in the back near brand displays and a faux “red carpet” photo wall. There were athletes—some already drafted, some waiting, some here because their name carried enough weight in the sport to justify being used as living proof of the league’s new mainstream glow. There were cameras everywhere, hovering like insects. Casey had played in front of crowds that screamed her name, but this felt different. This felt like being measured.

And then she saw the Mercer table.

It sat near the center, naturally. Some families positioned themselves close to power because they were hungry for it. The Mercer family sat close because power had been sitting there waiting for them for generations. Garrett Mercer, the owner of the Harbor City franchise, looked like a man who had learned how to make authority seem casual. He was silver at the temples, broad in the shoulders, and had the kind of smile that didn’t ask permission to be liked. Two executives leaned in toward him like satellites. A PR director hovered near their table as if the family itself generated headlines.

Beside Garrett sat his daughter.

Juliette Mercer was dressed in a suit that fit like it had been designed for her body alone—clean lines, pale blouse, dark jacket, a delicate chain at her throat that flashed softly under the chandeliers. Her hair was pulled back in a low twist, smooth enough to look effortless, expensive enough to be intentional. She was the kind of woman who looked like she had never once had to borrow confidence from adrenaline. She didn’t fidget. She didn’t scan the room for approval. She sat with her shoulders back, hands relaxed, and eyes that tracked movement like she was reading the room rather than being swallowed by it.

Casey hated her immediately.

Not because Juliette Mercer had done anything wrong. Casey didn’t even know her. Casey hated the ease. The polish. The obvious belonging. She hated the way Jules’s mouth curved when someone spoke to her, as if she’d been trained to make people feel interesting. She hated that the suit looked like it cost more than Casey’s first car. She hated that women like Jules tended to be the kind who smiled and offered help and never understood how insulting help could feel when it came from the wrong place.

June followed her gaze and made a soft sound. “Oh,” she murmured. “That’s her.”

Casey looked away. “Who?”

June’s smile went wicked. “Juliette Mercer. The owner’s daughter. People online call her the Power Play Princess.”

Maren’s head lifted slightly, like a predator catching a scent. “Don’t get involved with the Mercers,” she said calmly, as if she’d just mentioned the weather.

Casey blinked. “I wasn’t planning on—”

“I don’t care what you were planning,” Maren said, still calm. “I’m telling you now. That family can make your life easier or ruin it with a polite email. Either way, you don’t want to be their storyline.”

Casey swallowed and nodded once, because Maren didn’t give warnings casually. Still, her eyes betrayed her again, flicking back toward the Mercer table for one brief second.

Juliette Mercer was looking right at her.

It wasn’t obvious. Jules didn’t crane her neck or wave or act like they were already acquainted. She simply met Casey’s gaze as if she’d been waiting for it, held it for one steady beat, and then turned her attention back to the stage. The move was so controlled it felt like a touch.

Casey’s pulse jumped, quick and irritating. She blamed the lights.

The draft moved like all major spectacles moved—slow enough to torture, polished enough to pretend it wasn’t. The announcer spoke about the “new era.” The commissioner made a point of praising women’s hockey as if women hadn’t been dragging the sport upward with bloody knuckles for decades. A sponsor rep took the stage to talk about “values” and “community,” and Maren’s expression tightened with the particular disgust she reserved for people who used values as a brand strategy.

As names were called, the room kept shifting. Families rose and cried. Athletes walked toward the stage and tried not to shake. Cameras flashed. Jerseys were lifted and smiles were pinned into place. Casey sat in her chair like a coiled spring, her whole body too aware of the moment coming toward her and too proud to look like she was begging for it.

Ray leaned forward slightly, his voice barely audible over the sound. “You okay?”

Casey looked at him and let herself soften just enough to be real. “Yeah.”

Her father studied her for a second, then nodded once, like he’d just settled something inside himself. “Good. You don’t have to like any of this,” he said quietly. “You just have to take what you earned.”

That hit harder than the gold-medal speeches ever could.

Casey’s name was projected on the giant screens in rotation with highlights and headshots. She watched herself score on a looping clip—her legs churning, her hands fast, her shot clean—and she felt a detached kind of disbelief. That girl on the screen looked fearless. Casey, sitting under chandeliers in a borrowed dress and a rented future, felt like she was holding her breath inside her own skin.

Then the announcer returned to the stage, looked down at the card in his hand, and said, “With the ninth overall pick, the Harbor City Valkyries select... Casey Vance, left wing, North River Wolves.”

For a split second, the ballroom went silent in Casey’s head.

Then everything came back all at once.

June screamed so loudly the table beside them jumped. Linda’s hands flew to Casey’s cheeks, her eyes bright with tears she’d been refusing all night. Ray stood too fast, chair scraping, his face breaking open in a look Casey had only seen maybe five times in her life. Maren’s hand landed on Casey’s shoulder, firm and grounding, her voice low and fierce. “Go,” she said. “Now go take it.”

Casey’s legs moved before her brain did. She stood, the room tilting slightly, and for one disorienting second she felt like she might actually trip. June grabbed her arm, laughing and crying at the same time. “Don’t you dare fall,” she whispered. “If you fall, I’m telling everyone you did it on purpose for the drama.”

Casey laughed, breathless and shaky. Her mother kissed her temple so fast it barely registered. Her father’s hand closed around the back of her neck for one crushing moment, and he murmured, rough with pride, “Make them pay for the suit.”

Then Casey walked.

The lights on the stage were brutal and beautiful. The sound of applause rose like a wave. Camera lenses tracked her like she was already a product. Casey forced a smile that felt like a weapon. She had been told her whole life to be grateful when people opened doors. She had learned young that gratitude was something people expected in exchange for opportunity. Tonight, she decided she wasn’t going to trade herself that cheaply. She would be respectful. She would be professional. She would not shrink.

She shook the general manager’s hand. She accepted the jersey. She posed for the photo with the Valkyries logo stretched wide across her chest. She heard her name repeated back to her through speakers and microphones until it sounded like it belonged to the building.

And then Garrett Mercer stepped forward.

He was charming up close, all practiced warmth and owner confidence. He held the jersey with her for the camera, smiled, and leaned in just enough to say, “We’re thrilled to have you. Harbor City is going to love you.”

Casey nodded. “I’ll give them a reason.”

He chuckled like she’d said something adorable. “I’m sure you will.”

Then, like a shadow sliding into light, Juliette Mercer stepped in.

It was subtle—an adjustment in the photo line, the owner’s daughter moving close enough to be captured on camera without making it obvious she was claiming the moment. But Casey noticed. Athletes noticed proximity the way other people noticed weather.

Jules offered her hand. “Congratulations,” she said, and her voice was exactly what Casey expected: smooth, controlled, warm enough to sound sincere. “Welcome to Harbor City.”

Casey took the hand because refusing would have been stupid. Jules’s grip was firm and measured, like she knew exactly how long to hold and exactly when to release. The contact was brief, professional, nothing that should have mattered.

It mattered anyway.

Maybe it was the adrenaline. Maybe it was the stage lights. Maybe it was the way Jules’s eyes lingered half a second longer than a polite executive’s should. Casey felt a sharp little pull in her stomach, the quick flare of awareness that had no business showing up in a handshake.

Jules’s gaze flicked down—just once—to the jersey, the logo, the new name stitched across Casey’s chest, as if she was seeing not only the athlete, but the person inside the story. Then her eyes returned to Casey’s face with a focus that made Casey feel strangely, uncomfortably seen.

Casey disliked her more for it.

By the time she stepped off the stage, the moment had already become something else—another clip, another photo, another headline waiting to be written. A staffer guided her toward the interview area. A microphone was put in her face. A camera light made her blink.

“How does it feel?” a reporter asked, breathless, as if Casey hadn’t been asked that exact question by fifty scouts already.

Casey smiled. “Like work,” she said, and the reporter laughed too loudly, delighted.

They asked about her small-town background. They asked about her parents’ sacrifices. They asked about the gold-medal boom and whether she felt like part of the “new wave.” Casey answered cleanly, giving them the story they wanted without handing them too much of herself. She spoke about grit and training and being honored, because those words were safe. She did not say what she wanted to say, which was that she felt like a wolf wearing a new collar.

When the interviews finally loosened and the ballroom shifted into its post-draft reception—champagne for people who could afford it, sparkling water for rookies and optics—Casey drifted toward the edge of the room like she always did when she needed air. Maren stayed close, monitoring the flow of people like a bouncer in a nicer suit. June had been absorbed by a cluster of other player families, laughing like she’d just been handed a bigger stage too. Casey found a quiet corner near the bar, accepted a glass of water, and tried to let her shoulders drop without looking like she was unraveling.

“Don’t let them pull you into the photo wall,” Maren murmured, appearing at her side. “You’ll be there for forty minutes, and someone will ask you if you’re ‘dating anyone special’ like they’re doing you a favor.”

Casey took a sip of water. “Why do they do that?”

“Because women athletes aren’t allowed to be whole humans without a narrative,” Maren said. “Now smile. Someone important is coming.”

Casey’s instinctive reaction was to tense. Then she followed Maren’s gaze and saw Juliette Mercer walking toward her through the crowd, moving with that same smooth, expensive ease that made Casey want to roll her eyes even as her pulse did that irritating little jump again.

Jules stopped a polite distance away, close enough for conversation, far enough to keep it appropriate. Her suit jacket was still perfect. Her makeup still looked like it had never been touched by stress. Casey hated that too—until she noticed the faintest crack in it: the tie of her hair was slightly looser now, one strand slipping free near her cheek. It made Jules look less like a brochure and more like a woman.

That detail, absurdly, made Casey’s mouth go dry.

“Casey,” Jules said. “Congratulations. You handled the cameras well.”

Maren’s expression went neutral in the way it always did when she didn’t trust a situation. “She’s talented,” Maren said. “It’s what she does.”

Jules’s gaze flicked to Maren with quick recognition. “Maren Cho.”

Maren’s brow lifted a fraction. “You know my name.”

Jules smiled politely. “It’s my job to know things.”

“That’s what everyone with power says,” Maren replied, equally polite.

Casey coughed a laugh into her water. Jules’s eyes returned to Casey, and the look in them warmed in a way that made Casey feel slightly off balance.

“I won’t keep you,” Jules said, and Casey nearly relaxed—until Jules added, “I only wanted to make sure you have what you need. Draft week is... a lot.”

Casey’s shoulders tightened again. There it was. Help. Polished, perfect help. She could almost hear Maren’s earlier warning replaying in her head. She could also feel, annoyingly, the sincerity threaded under Jules’s words.

Casey kept her voice sharp on purpose. “I have water. A jersey. A city that costs too much. I’m good.”

Jules didn’t flinch. “I mean practical things,” she said evenly. “Housing. Transportation. A point person who isn’t going to treat you like a marketing asset with skates.”

Maren let out a very quiet sound that might have been interest disguised as skepticism.

Casey narrowed her eyes. “And why would you do that?”

Jules held her gaze. “Because the league is hungry right now,” she said softly. “And hungry people don’t always treat athletes gently. I’d rather you had someone in your corner.”

Casey wanted to say something cruel. Something defensive. Something that would restore the clean barrier between them. But the truth was that Jules’s words hit a place inside her that had been raw for years. The place that remembered being twelve and having to choose between a new stick and a new winter coat. The place that remembered sleeping in the backseat between games because hotels cost too much and she wouldn’t miss ice time for comfort. The place that remembered adults smiling at her talent and then treating her like she should feel lucky not to be discarded.

Jules’s corner of the world had never required that kind of survival.

And yet Jules was looking at her now like she understood something about it anyway.

Casey’s voice came out lower, rougher. “You do this for every rookie?”

Jules’s smile shifted. It wasn’t smug. It wasn’t performative. It was something quieter—almost self-aware. “No,” she said. “I usually don’t get the chance.”

Casey blinked. “What does that mean?”

Jules’s gaze flicked briefly over Casey’s face, as if she was choosing how honest to be. “It means people don’t usually want help from the owner’s daughter,” she said. “They want distance. Or they want favors. You look like you want neither.”

Casey hated how true that was. She also hated the quick, sharp spark of respect it pulled out of her.

Maren stepped in smoothly. “If there’s an offer here, it goes through me,” she said, not hostile, just clear. “Casey doesn’t need surprises.”

Jules nodded once. “Of course. I wasn’t trying to corner her.”

Casey almost laughed again because the phrasing was too perfect. Almost, because the word corner did something odd to her chest in this context. She pushed the thought away. She did not have time for weird reactions. She had a new city to survive.

“Thank you,” Casey said finally, and the words tasted strange in her mouth. “For... whatever this is.”

Jules’s eyes softened just slightly. “You’re welcome.”

Then Jules leaned in—not close enough to be inappropriate, only close enough that the room around them fell into soft focus for a beat—and said quietly, “Also, for what it’s worth, you don’t have to smile like you’re asking permission. You already earned the room.”

The sentence landed like a hand pressed flat against Casey’s back.

Before Casey could respond, a man’s voice cut across the moment. “Jules.”

Jules’s posture shifted by a hair. Casey followed her gaze and saw a younger man approaching: Preston Mercer, sharp suit, easy grin, the kind of charm that could sell a story while pretending it wasn’t selling anything at all. He walked like he belonged even more comfortably than Jules did, which was infuriating in a way Casey didn’t fully understand until she saw how Jules’s eyes tightened—just briefly—when he arrived.

“Dad wants you,” Preston said smoothly, then looked at Casey with a bright smile. “And you must be Casey Vance. The pick everybody’s been talking about.”

Casey forced a polite smile. “That’s me.”

Preston’s gaze flicked over her in the quick, assessing way rich men did when they were deciding whether to like you. “Welcome to Harbor City,” he said. “We’re excited. Very on brand.”

Casey didn’t know what to do with that sentence, so she chose honesty. “On brand for what?”

Preston laughed as if she’d made a joke. “For winning, obviously.”

Jules’s expression stayed composed, but Casey noticed she didn’t smile with him. That small detail lodged in her mind like a splinter.
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