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      "That kiss wasn't a mistake," I tell him, all pretense gone. "It wasn't some experiment. I wanted it. I want you."

      The words hang in the air between us, naked and dangerous.

      "I want you too," he says quietly.

      The admission should be a balm, but it only stokes the fire of my frustration. "If you want me, then why the hell would you go on a date with that guy?"

      His answer comes fast, almost explosive. "Because I was trying to do anything to forget you!"

      I move closer to him, my voice dropping to a growl. "And how did that work out for you?"

      "Obviously, not well.” His voice is terse. "Because I'm here right now with you."

      

      Keller Thompson plays hard—on the ice and off. As Riverside University’s top enforcer, he’s built a reputation on brute force and reckless decisions. But when a bar fight threatens to derail his senior season and NHL draft prospects, he’s given one last shot: complete the university’s alternative sentencing program… or lose everything.

      Jonas Hargrove has no patience for hotheaded athletes. A former NHL defenseman turned family court judge, he volunteers at the program, mentoring guys like Keller—cocky, entitled, destined to self-destruct. Jonas sees Keller for exactly what he is.

      But then Keller surprises him.

      It starts with a touch—a correction at a volunteer youth hockey clinic that lingers too long. Then Keller finds Jonas rattled after a call from his ex-husband and kisses him.

      It’s a mistake. And it’s inevitable.

      What follows is a battle neither man wants to fight—a game of restraint and surrender, push and pull. Keller tells himself it’s just curiosity. Jonas swears it’s just physical. But late-night trysts become early-morning coffee. Stolen kisses turn into something dangerously close to love.

      Until Keller sees Jonas’s ex at his home. It’s a past Keller refuses to compete with.

      Jonas lets him go. Keller destroys himself on the ice. And just when it seems like they’ve both lost—Jonas shows up.

      And Keller? He stops fighting it.

      Because he doesn’t just think he’s falling anymore. He knows he already has.

      [image: fire] An explosive, enemies-to-lovers romance filled with power plays, scorching chemistry, and the kind of love that takes you down hard. [image: fire]
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      Keller

      

      The guy's face is right there, just asking for it. Blood rushes in my ears as I grab his jersey, knuckles white inside my gloves. My heart pounds against my ribs like it wants to jump out and join the fight itself. This asshole cross-checked our center when the refs weren't looking, and now it's time to teach him some fucking manners.

      I jerk him close, ice spraying from our skates. "You like hitting from behind?" I snarl, watching his eyes go wide. He tries to shove back, but I've got sixty pounds on this prick. The crowd roars—a hungry, primal sound that feeds something dark inside me.

      His fist glances off my shoulder. Amateur move. I counter with a solid right hook that connects with his jaw. The impact travels up my arm, a satisfying ache.

      "Take that, asshole!” I shout, following with another hit that lands on his cheek. His helmet goes flying. Somewhere distant, a whistle blows, but it's just background noise. We're in our own violent little world now.

      He lands a lucky shot to my ribs that makes me grunt, but I barely feel it through the adrenaline. I respond by grabbing his collar and throwing him down onto the ice. He sprawls there, looking up at me with a mixture of fear and hatred that I've seen a hundred times before.

      The refs finally reach us, pulling me back while I'm still spitting curses. The penalty box awaits—my second home. As I skate toward it, our fans stand and cheer, pumping their fists. They love this shit. They love me for doing what they wish they could do.

      Coach Gray glares from the bench, his face a mask of controlled fury. He doesn't approve of my methods, but he can't argue with the results. The other team plays softer after they've seen what happens when they fuck with one of ours.

      My breath fogs the glass as I sit in the box, watching the seconds tick down. My knuckles throb, and there's a small cut above my eye that I don't remember getting. Five minutes for fighting—worth every second.

      When I hit the ice again, we're down by one with ten minutes left in the third. The electricity in the arena is so thick I could skate on it. Dante Lindstrom catches my eye as we line up for the face-off, nodding like we share a secret. He knows what's coming.

      We score twice in the next seven minutes. I'm not the one putting the puck in the net, but I'm the reason our forwards have space to work. No one wants to get close to me now. I've marked my territory with that asshole's blood.

      Final whistle. We win 4-3. The locker room hums with victory as we strip off our gear. The younger guys are already planning their celebration, talking about which bars will let them in without carding too hard.

      "Shaw, you coming out tonight?" Lindstrom asks, slapping my shoulder as he passes.

      "Fuck yeah." I peel off my sweat-soaked under-armor. "First round's on me."

      Coach walks in, giving his usual post-game speech about things to improve, but his eyes linger on me a beat too long. I know that look—the one that says he's counting the cost of my protection. Whatever. We won.

      Two hours later, I'm four beers deep at The Black Dog, the team's favorite off-campus spot. The place reeks of spilled beer and cheap cologne, packed with students celebrating the weekend. Our table in the corner is surrounded by girls who recognize us from the game, laughing too loud at everything we say.

      My body still hums with leftover energy from the fight. It's always like this—like I can't come down from the high, can't stop feeling like I need to hit something.

      "Hey, that was some fight tonight," says a blonde whose name I've already forgotten. "Do you ever worry about getting hurt?"

      I snort. "Nah. The other guy's the one who needs to worry."

      She touches my arm, fingers tracing the outline of my bicep through my shirt. "So strong," she murmurs, and part of me enjoys the attention while another part feels nothing at all.

      That's when I spot him—some frat boy type in a pastel polo, watching our table with narrowed eyes. He whispers something to his buddy, both of them smirking and pointing.

      "What the fuck is your problem?" I call out, louder than I intended.

      The bar doesn't exactly go quiet, but people nearby turn to watch. The guy straightens, emboldened by liquid courage and his friends behind him.

      "Just saying you guys think you're actually doing some shit because you can skate," he replies, slurring slightly. "My high school team could take you pussies."

      I'm out of my seat before I even realize I'm moving. Lindstrom grabs my arm, but I shake him off.

      "Say that again," I dare, stepping into the guy's space. He's tall but soft around the middle—probably played some sport once but now just talks about his glory days.

      "I said—" he starts, but doesn't finish because I've shoved him hard, sending him stumbling back into a table. Glasses crash to the floor.

      His friend jumps in, trying to get between us. "Dude, chill. He's mad drunk."

      "Should've thought about that before running his mouth," I growl, pushing past him to grab Polo Shirt by his collar.

      Everything blurs after that. There's the solid impact of my fist against his nose, the warm spray of blood across my knuckles. Someone's screaming. Hands try to pull me back, but I'm locked in, landing another hit to his stomach that doubles him over.

      It takes Lindstrom and two other teammates to drag me off him. The guy crumples to the floor, blood pouring from his clearly broken nose, staining his preppy shirt. The bar owner is shouting about calling the cops.

      "Get him out of here!" someone yells, and suddenly I'm being hustled through the back door into the alley.

      Cold night air hits me like a slap. My hand throbs, and I notice my knuckles are split open, blood—mine or his, I'm not sure—drying in the creases of my skin.

      "What the fuck, Shaw?" Lindstrom hisses, shoving me lightly. "You can't keep doing this shit, man."

      "He started it," I mutter, the adrenaline beginning to ebb, leaving me hollow.

      "Coach is gonna fucking lose his mind, dude."

      Right on cue, my phone buzzes in my pocket. Speak of the devil. Coach Gray somehow always knows when I've fucked up, like he's got a sixth sense for my disasters.

      He doesn't waste time when I answer. "My office. 7 AM tomorrow. Don't be late."

      The line goes dead before I can argue.

      The hangover hits me like a freight train the next morning. My mouth tastes like something died in it, and my brain feels too big for my skull. The bruises from last night's fights—both on and off the ice—have blossomed into ugly purple marks across my knuckles and ribs.

      Coach Gray's office is painfully bright when I slouch in at 7:03. He sits behind his desk, stone-faced, a newspaper open in front of him. I catch a glimpse of the headline: "Riverside Hockey Star in Bar Brawl."

      Fuck.

      "Sit down, Shaw," he says, voice deceptively calm.

      I drop into the chair across from him, trying to look contrite but probably just looking like shit warmed over.

      "This is the third incident this semester," he says, sliding the newspaper toward me. "The Dean of Students called me at 6 AM."

      "The other guy⁠—"

      He cuts me off with the sharp swipe of his hand. "Save it. I've been making excuses for you for three years because you're the best enforcer I've seen in college hockey. Do you know what the fuck that even means, Shaw? The fucking best in my twenty year career, but you’re a fucking dumbass because you’re determined to throw it all away. And even I have my goddamn limits."

      My stomach sinks. "Are you kicking me off the team?"

      "I should." He leans forward, elbows on the desk. "But I'm giving you one last chance. One."

      Relief floods through me, quickly followed by suspicion. "What's the catch?"

      "There's a program—alternative sentencing for anger management. You do it, or you're done. Not just suspended. Done. No senior season, no NHL scouts, nothing."

      The relief vanishes. "Anger management? That's bullshit!"

      "That's the deal." His eyes are hard. "The university is willing to keep this out of your permanent record if you complete the program. Twelve weeks. Starting today at 4 PM."

      "Today? But we have practice⁠—"

      "You'll miss practice. You'll make it up on your own time." He slides a paper across the desk. "Address is there. Show up, or clean out your locker."

      I take the paper, jaw clenched so tight my teeth might crack. It's some community center downtown. Twelve weeks of listening to some shrink tell me why I'm fucked up? Pure torture.

      But I don't have a choice. Not if I want to keep my NHL dreams alive.

      At 4:03 PM, I drag myself through the doors of the community center, still hungover and wholly pissed off. The place smells like Chlorox bleach and sadness. A bored-looking receptionist points me toward a room at the end of the hall.

      I expect some gray-haired therapist type with glasses and a notepad ready to psychoanalyze me. What I don't expect is the man standing at the front of the room, tall and composed in a perfectly tailored navy suit, his coal black hair, thick and wavy, touched with gray at the temples.

      I stop dead in my tracks, my heart skipping a beat in shock.

      Jonas fucking Hargrove.  No fucking way.

      Everyone in hockey knows who he is—or was. One of the most feared enforcers in the NHL before he blew out his knee, then somehow transformed himself into some kind of respectable citizen. There are rumors he became a lawyer or something.

      And now he's here, looking at me with cold, assessing eyes that make me feel like I'm being dissected. His gaze flicks from my bruised knuckles to my face, and I see something in his expression—recognition, maybe, or disgust. Hard to tell.

      I slouch into a chair at the back of the room, crossing my arms over my chest. Who the fuck does this guy think he is? Just because he managed to reinvent himself doesn't mean he can judge me.

      We're cut from the same cloth—or at least, we were. Now he stands there looking all polished and superior, like some Calvin Klein model douche, like he's completely forgotten what it feels like to smash someone's face into the boards.

      As the room fills with other angry-looking people, my blood starts to simmer again. I want to find the nearest oven, and shove my head in it. This is going to be twelve weeks of pure fucking hell.
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        * * *

      

      Jonas

      I straighten my burgundy tie for the fourth time, a habit I've never managed to break. The reflection in my office mirror shows a man who's all straight lines and sharp edges—tailored suit, perfect Windsor knot, not a hair out of place. Nothing like the wild enforcer I used to be, with blood on my knuckles and a permanent snarl. The transformation took years of careful cultivation, but some days I still feel like I'm wearing someone else's skin, like the feral beast is still pacing and snarling inside of me, desperate to break free.

      Today is one of my afternoons at the community center. Three years volunteering with the alternative sentencing program, and I still prepare as meticulously as I do for court appearances. I adjust my cuffs, the crisp white shirt contrasting with the deep navy of my suit jacket. The small ritual centers me.

      My watch—a Glashütte original, a masterpiece of German engineering, precise down to the microsecond—shows I have exactly forty-seven minutes before the session begins. Enough time to drive downtown, review the participant files, and prepare the room. I've created a system for these sessions, and I adhere to it religiously. Control is everything.

      My knee twinges as I walk to my car—a phantom reminder of what happens when control slips away. Eight years ago, a brutal hit ended my NHL career in an instant. I'd been the enforcer, the one delivering career-ending blows, until suddenly I was on the receiving end. Poetic justice, perhaps. The scar on my left knee has faded to a thin white line, but the damage went far deeper than skin and bone.

      I drive to the community center with the radio off, preferring the silence. This part of town is all concrete and functional architecture, a far cry from the glass towers of the municipality district where my judicial chambers are located. I park in the same spot I always do—corner of the lot, away from other vehicles, minimizing the risk of door dings or distractions.

      Inside, the center smells of industrial cleaner and copy toner. The fluorescent lights cast everyone in an unflattering pallor, but there's something honest about it. No pretense here.

      "Afternoon, Judge Hargrove," the receptionist greets me. Despite my repeated requests to use my first name in this setting, she insists on the title. Perhaps it gives her comfort, this reminder that someone with authority still cares enough to volunteer.

      "Good afternoon, Marisa." I sign in precisely at 3:15 PM. "Conference Room B today?"

      "Yes, sir. Director Mitchell is already there."

      I nod and make my way down the hallway, my Oxfords clicking against the linoleum tiles. The sound echoes in the empty corridor, keeping time with my thoughts.

      Mitchell stands near the coffee station, his rumpled appearance a stark contrast to my pressed suit. He looks up as I enter, a welcoming smile washing over his features.

      "Jonas. Glad you could make it." He says this every week, as though my consistent attendance for three years still surprises him.

      "As always," I reply, setting my leather portfolio on the table. "How many today?"

      "Nine confirmed. Plus a last-minute addition." Something in his tone makes me glance up. There's a peculiar tension around his eyes. "Special case."

      I begin arranging chairs in a perfect circle, maintaining equal distance between each one. "Define 'special."

      Mitchell shifts his weight, a tell I've come to recognize when he's uncomfortable. "High-profile. University athlete. The athletic department pulled some strings to keep it quiet."

      I continue my methodical arrangement, but my interest is piqued. "What's the charge?"

      "Assault. Bar fight." He sips his coffee, grimacing at the bitterness. "Third incident this semester, apparently."

      "And they're still protecting him?" The question comes out sharper than intended, an edge of my old self slicing through the judicial veneer.

      Mitchell shrugs. "Star player. You know how it goes."

      I do know, all too well. The special treatment, the second chances that become third and fourth chances. The enabling that masquerades as support until someone is seriously hurt.

      "His file?" I hold out my hand, expecting the standard intake paperwork.

      "Just came in. Haven't had time to prepare it properly." Another evasion. Mitchell hesitates, then adds, "Thought you might have some insight with this one. Given your background."

      An uncomfortable suspicion forms in my mind. "Hockey player?"

      He nods once. "Enforcer for Riverside. Kid's got a reputation."

      "Name?" I ask, though something in me already knows, has pieced together the references to Riverside University's hockey program and an enforcer with anger issues.

      "Shaw. Keller Shaw."

      The name lands like a body check, unexpected, despite the setup. I've seen him play. Everyone in local hockey circles knows about Keller Shaw—raw talent packaged with uncontrolled aggression and a hair-trigger temper. A younger, more volatile version of what I used to be. But fuck, Mitchell wasn’t lying when he said hockey star. The kid is a fucking prodigy. And that should really tell you something, that he plays at such a high level, even though he exists in a state of constant emotional dysregulation.

      "I see." My voice reveals nothing of my internal recalibration. "I'll treat him like any other participant."

      Mitchell's smile doesn't reach his eyes. "Knew I could count on you."

      By 3:45, the room is prepared to my standards. Chairs positioned perfectly, water pitcher filled, handouts stacked with corners aligned. I sit at my designated spot, reviewing the case files of the regular participants. Much like an addiction or grief support group, the participants enter the program at different periods, so I work with Mitchell and the other volunteers to track each participant’s progress as they complete their twelve weeks.

      My notes are coded in my personal shorthand—blue ink for progress observations, red for concerns, green for intervention strategies. The precision of my system keeps me anchored when the sessions become emotionally volatile.

      The first participants begin arriving at 3:52. I recognize most from previous weeks—Sasha, the soccer mom with road rage issues; Lenny, the construction worker with the alcohol-fueled temper, and the twenty-one year old, Ian, who can't control his jealousy. They take their seats reluctantly, like timid children at a dentist's office, aware this is necessary but hesitant nonetheless.

      I greet each with a professional nod, maintaining the balance between authority and approachability. My role here isn't to be their friend but to guide them toward the self-control that saved my own life.

      At exactly 4:00 PM, Mitchell calls the session to order, though we're still missing two participants. He begins his standard introduction about program expectations and confidentiality. I observe the room, noting body language, resistant postures, engagement levels. The construction worker is fidgeting—progress from last week when he sat with arms firmly crossed. The road rage woman makes occasional eye contact now—another small victory.

      The door opens at 4:03, and the atmosphere in the room shifts immediately.

      Keller Shaw stands in the doorway, his massive frame blocking the light from the hallway. Even hungover and disheveled, he exudes the unmistakable presence of a high-level athlete. Six-foot-five at least, shoulders like a wall, with a riotous mass of russet tangles that hasn't seen a comb today and possibly not yesterday either. His knuckles are bruised, and there's a healing cut above his right eyebrow that matches the small scar already there.

      But it's his eyes that catch my attention—an intense wintergreen with flecks of gold, currently narrowed in obvious displeasure. They scan the room dismissively until they land on me, and I watch the recognition hit him like a physical blow.

      For a fraction of a second, I see myself at twenty-two—the same defiant stance, the same barely contained fury, the same desperate need to prove something to the world. It's disturbing, like looking into a time-warped mirror.

      Keller slumps into a chair at the back of the room, deliberately positioning himself as far from me as possible. His body language screams his hostility—arms crossed tightly, legs sprawled in a take-up-space power pose, jaw set in a way that suggests he's grinding his teeth.

      Mitchell continues his introduction, but the dynamic has shifted. The other participants steal glances at Shaw, perhaps recognizing him from local sports coverage, perhaps just responding to the waves of animosity emanating from his corner.

      I maintain my neutral expression, though internally I'm reassessing my approach to today's session. Shaw requires careful handling—push too hard, and he'll entrench further in his defiance; show too much understanding, and he'll view it as weakness or endorsement of his behavior.

      "Our volunteers are here to support your journey," Mitchell is saying, gesturing toward me and the other two volunteer facilitators. "Judge Hargrove brings particular insight to anger management from his own experience…”

      I wait until Mitchell finishes my introduction, letting him add a few relevant details about me. Then I interject smoothly, gaze fixed directly on Shaw as I address the group. "Let me be clear about one thing before we proceed. No one here gets special treatment, no matter who you are or who you know."

      Shaw's eyes narrow further, a muscle in his jaw twitching. The challenge in his posture is unmistakable.

      "Each of you is here because your anger has resulted in choices that harm others and yourself," I continue, scanning the room but returning to Shaw. "My role isn't to judge you—the only place where I’m a judge is in court and I intend to keep it that way. My role is to show you that control is possible, even when you believe rage is your only option."

      A snort from the back of the room—Shaw, of course. I ignore it outwardly while noting it mentally.

      "Some of you may know my background." I rarely reference my hockey career in these sessions, but today it serves a purpose. "I spent years channeling aggression professionally. I was good at it. Until I wasn't."

      I let that sink in for a moment. The younger participants straighten slightly, interest piqued. Shaw's expression shifts almost imperceptibly—a flash of something beyond defiance, quickly suppressed.

      "The difference between then and now isn't that I don't feel anger anymore. It's that anger no longer controls my actions." I roll up my left sleeve with precise movements, revealing the edge of a tattoo—a simple line of text in Latin that winds around my forearm. "Discipline is remembering what you want."

      Shaw looks away, but not before I catch a glimpse of confusion in his eyes. He expected condescension or moralizing, not this.

      "Today we're discussing triggers and physical awareness," I say, returning to my seat and picking up the session outline. "Your body gives you warning signs before you lose control. Learning to recognize them gives you precious seconds to make different choices."

      As Mitchell takes over to guide the first exercise, I observe Shaw from my peripheral vision. His posture remains defensive, but there's a slight change in his attention quality—from actively resistant to grudgingly present.

      He reminds me so much of a younger version of myself in uncanny and uncomfortable ways—the coiled tension, the chip on his shoulder, the fear barely masked by aggression. I recognize the dangerous path he's on because I've walked it myself. The similarities unsettle me more than I care to admit.

      The session continues with participants sharing their physical anger cues—racing heart, clenched fists, tunnel vision. Shaw remains silent, but I note how he shifts when certain triggers are mentioned. His tell is subtle—he runs his hand through his hair when something resonates, probably unconsciously.

      When we reach the practice portion—breathing techniques designed to interrupt the anger cycle—Shaw's derision is palpable. He goes through the motions with exaggerated compliance, making it clear he finds the exercise beneath him.

      I approach him directly during the partner work, standing beside his chair while the others are distracted.

      "Your coach pulled significant strings to get you this opportunity, Mr. Shaw," I say quietly, my voice pitched for his ears only. "But I've seen your type before. You think your talent exempts you from consequences."

      His head snaps up, eyes flashing. "You don't know shit about me."

      "I know enough." I hold his gaze steadily. "I know that path ends one of two ways—career-ending injury or hurting someone badly enough that no coach can protect you."

      A flicker of uncertainty crosses his face before the defiance returns. "Whatever. I'm only here because I have to be."

      "That's how everyone starts," I reply, unmoved by his hostility. "But by the end of these twelve weeks, you'll either gain control of your anger, or your anger will cost you everything you value."

      I move away before he can respond, returning to my position at the front of the room. For the remainder of the session, I feel Shaw's eyes on me—calculating, resentful, but also something else. Curiosity, perhaps. Or recognition of a truth he's not ready to acknowledge.

      As the session ends and participants file out, Shaw lingers, pretending to check his phone. I gather my materials methodically, aware of his presence but not acknowledging it. This is a dance I know well—the sizing up, the testing of boundaries.

      "So what, you're some kind of reformed bad boy success story?" he finally says, his tone deliberately provocative. "Got yourself a fancy suit and a judgmental attitude and now you're saving the world one anger case at a time?"

      I close my portfolio before looking up at him. "No, Mr. Shaw. I'm someone who learned the hard way that talent without discipline is just wasted potential."

      His jaw works as he absorbs this. Up close, I can see the fatigue in his eyes, the cost of maintaining his aggressive persona. I recognize it because I used to see it in my own mirror.

      "These sessions won't work if you're determined to prove they can't," I add, gathering my things. "But they might surprise you if you give them even half a chance."

      "I don't need this shit," he mutters, but there's less conviction in his voice than his words suggest.

      "Perhaps not." I loosen my tie—a habit when I'm contemplating a difficult case. "But you need something, or you wouldn't be here."

      I leave him standing there, his reflection fractured in the window glass behind him. Walking to my car, I'm troubled by our interaction in ways I hadn't anticipated. Keller Shaw is a stark reminder of the fine line between who I was and who I've become—how easily the careful construction of my current self could crumble with the right pressure.

      My controlled exterior remains intact as I drive away, but internally, I'm unsettled. Shaw's presence in my program feels like more than coincidence—a test of sorts, though whether for him, or for me, remains unclear.
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      Keller

      

      I watch him glide across the ice like he owns it, like he never left the game. Judge Jonas fucking Hargrove, all buttoned-up in a tracksuit that probably costs more than my weekly food budget. Even on the ice, his posture is perfect—spine straight, shoulders square. Nothing like the wild enforcer I've seen in those old game tapes. The kids circle around him like he's some hockey prophet handing down the ten commandments of stick handling. I tap my stick against the ice, the sound sharp and impatient. And yet here I am, watching a bunch of troubled kids flail around on the ice while their so-called mentor, the Honorable Jonas Hargrove himself, acts like he's God's gift to hockey.

      The fluorescent lights buzz overhead like the thoughts in my head—constant, irritating, impossible to ignore. My breath forms small clouds that dissipate into invisible mist. Two hours down, one more to go in this court-mandated purgatory, otherwise known as the youth hockey program for juvenile offenders, where I will be volunteering for the next several weeks. All because I decided some frat boy needed his face rearranged for his rude ass mouth. Worth it, but Christ, not worth this.

      "Shaw! I need you on the east side helping with drills!" Hargrove's voice cuts through the chaos of scraping blades and adolescent chatter. He doesn't look at me when he barks the order—just points with his clipboard like I'm another one of his little projects.

      I take my sweet time skating over, deliberately circling around the perimeter of the rink. The cold air feels good against my overheated skin, a reminder that I'm alive despite being trapped in this hell of my own making.

      My grandfather’s watch sits heavy in my pocket. I usually wear it under my gear during practice, but I’m lightly outfitted today and wouldn’t want to break it. Still, I keep it close. Wouldn't want these little future felons to lift it.

      Five kids, probably between thirteen and fifteen, huddle together like penguins waiting for instruction. Their gear is mismatched, some borrowed, some donated. They eye me with that particular blend of defiance and uncertainty that reminds me too much of myself at their age.

      "This is Keller Shaw," Hargrove tells them, his voice shifting into that practiced, "I'm an authority figure you can trust" tone that makes my molars grind together. "He's a senior at Riverside University and captain of their hockey team."

      He doesn't mention why I'm really here. Doesn't tell them I'm just another fuck-up in a nicer jersey. The omission feels like charity, and I resent it.

      "He's going to help you with your passing drills while I work with Group B on slapshots."

      Hargrove turns to me, and for the first time today, our eyes actually meet. His are hazel—more brown than green—they’re almost gold, but the look he gives me is as cold as the ice beneath us. His face is all sharp angles and careful control, not a hair out of place despite the hour we've already spent skating. Even his practice gear looks tailored, for fuck's sake.

      "They're working on accuracy and timing. Nothing fancy. Just make sure they're getting the fundamentals right." His tone suggests he expects me to fail at even this simple task.

      "Yes, Your Honor," I drawl, throwing in a mock salute.

      A muscle in his jaw twitches. It’s a victory, however small.

      He skates away in that controlled, efficient manner that screams former pro—not a wasted movement, not a hint of the enforcer he once was. That's what pisses me off the most about Judge Jonas Hargrove. The pretense. The carefully constructed façade that hides whatever monster used to break noses and knuckles on the professional circuit. I've watched enough old footage to know he was legendary for his fights, yet here he is playing Saint Jonas of the Ice- Reformer of Wayward Youth.

      "Alright, y’all," I say, turning to my reluctant charges. "Let's see what you've got."

      They're terrible. Of course they're terrible. They're kids who probably picked up hockey sticks for the first time when they got assigned to this program. One kid can barely stand on his skates without wobbling like a newborn fawn.  Another keeps slapping at the puck like it personally offended him. I feel a headache forming behind my right eye.

      "Jesus Christ," I mutter. "Okay. Stop, stop, stop—before someone loses a finger."

      I demonstrate a basic passing drill, muscle memory taking over despite my determination to half-ass this entire experience. The smallest kid watches me with intense concentration, like I'm revealing the secrets of the universe instead of just showing him how to keep his stick on the ice.

      For forty-five excruciating minutes, I correct stances, demonstrate passes, and try not to lose my shit when the same mistakes happen over and over again. Across the ice, Hargrove glides between his group of kids, his hands occasionally touching shoulders or adjusting stick positions. They look at him with that nauseating hero-worship that comes from believing an adult actually gives a damn about your future.

      My fingers tingle with boredom, and the uncomfortable heat of resentment burns in my chest. The clock on the wall seems frozen in time. Is this what my life has become? Babysitting juvenile delinquents while a self-righteous judge pretends he's not just doing this for the community service brownie points?

      When Hargrove finally blows his whistle for a water break, I nearly collapse with relief. The kids scatter to the benches, leaving me alone on the ice with His Honor. He's checking something on his clipboard, pretending I don't exist. The perfect opportunity.

      "Playing coach suits you, Your Honor," I say, coasting to a stop beside him, sending a small spray of ice onto his immaculate skates. "Good to give back to the community and all that shit."

      He looks up, his golden eyes briefly flicking over me before returning to his clipboard. "Shaw. Glad to see you could make it on time today."

      His voice is smooth, controlled, with just enough of an edge to let me know he's not impressed. I wonder what it would take to crack that façade.

      "Wouldn't miss it," I reply, stretching my arms overhead, feeling the satisfying pop in my shoulders. "These kids remind me of myself. You know, young, talented, zero fucks given about authority."

      "Is that so?" He doesn't look up.

      "Yeah. Though some of us grow out of it, right? Trade in our wild ways for a tie and a gavel." I lean against the boards, deliberately invading his space bubble. "Must be weird, going from breaking faces to passing judgment on face-breakers."

      Now I have his attention. The pen stops moving, and there's a slight tightening around his eyes—almost imperceptible, but I catch it.

      "There's a difference between playing a physical game within rules and being reckless on and off the ice," he says, voice still measured, controlled.

      "Is there, though?" I grin, sensing the small crack in his armor and pressing my advantage. "I've seen your highlight reels, Judge. That fight against Braddock in '16, the Bruins-Rangers game? That wasn't just playing physical. That was fucking savage. You put that dude in the hospital, man."

      A muscle in his jaw twitches. Bingo.

      "That was a different time in my life."

      "Sure," I nod, faux-sympathetic. "But you can't tell me you don't miss it sometimes. The rush when gloves drop. The feeling when a perfectly aimed punch connects." I make a fist, examining my knuckles. "I bet under all that... whatever the fuck this is—" I gesture at his whole pristine appearance, "—there's still that same enforcer. The one who put Braddock in the hospital."

      "I'm not here to reminisce about my playing days, Shaw." His voice has cooled several degrees.

      "No, you're here to what? Save these kids from becoming like you once were? Or like me?" The words come out sharper than I intended, with an edge of something that feels uncomfortably like resentment.

      Hargrove finally puts down his clipboard and turns to face me fully. He's taller than me by a couple inches, and he uses it, looking down with that perfectly blank judge face.

      "I'm here because hockey gave me structure when I needed it, and I'm returning the favor. These kids need consistency and positive role models, not..." He pauses, scanning me from head to toe, "whatever it is you think you're offering."

      Heat rises in my chest, a familiar burn that usually precedes me doing something stupid.

      "At least I'm honest about who I am," I say, stepping closer until there's barely a foot between us. "I don't pretend I've got my shit together when I don't. You think these kids can't see through your act? You're not some fucking paragon of virtue who's transcended his base instincts. You've just gotten better at hiding them."

      His eyes narrow, just slightly. "Is that what you think this is? An act?"

      "I know it is." I tap my temple. "See, I recognize the signs. The way you keep everything so perfectly controlled. The careful distance. That's not peace, Judge. That's containment. You're just keeping the lid screwed tight on all that rage, but it's still in there, bubbling away."

      Something flickers across his face—brief, unreadable, gone.

      "You don't know me, Shaw."

      "Don't I? We're not so different, you and me. I'm just honest about being a fuck-up." I lean in, lowering my voice. "But you? You're one bad day away from that careful mask slipping. And I bet when it does, the explosion's gonna be fucking biblical."

      For a brief moment, his eyes darken, and I see it—that flash of something primal, something dangerous. It sends a strange thrill through me, like I've spotted some rare predator in the wild. But then it's gone, locked back down behind that impenetrable façade.

      "Your insight into my psyche is fascinating, if wildly inaccurate," he says, voice perfectly even again. "But I suggest you focus on your actual responsibilities here. These kids deserve better than your half-assed attention."

      He starts to turn away, and I feel a sting of irritation that he's dismissing me so easily.

      "You know I'm right," I call after him. "You can put on the fancy suit and play judge all you want, but underneath, you're still that guy who'd cross the line if it meant winning. The guy who'd do whatever it took. The only difference between us is that I don't pretend otherwise."

      Hargrove pauses, his back to me, shoulders rigid. For a second, I think I've finally pushed him too far, that he's going to turn around and show me exactly how right I am. My body tenses, ready for... what? A confrontation? The thought sends a strange charge through my veins.

      But when he looks back, his face is completely composed again, his voice quiet but firm. "The difference between us, Shaw, is that I grew up. Maybe someday you will too."

      The words hit harder than they should, sliding between my ribs like a shard of ice. Before I can respond, one of the other volunteers blows the whistle, signaling the end of the break. Hargrove gives me one last measured look before skating smoothly away to gather his group.

      I stand there for a moment, feeling oddly unsatisfied. I'd wanted to crack that perfect veneer, to prove that beneath all his control, he's just as fucked up as the rest of us. I got a glimpse—just a flash—but not the full meltdown I was pushing for.

      Still, as I watch him demonstrate a drill with mechanical precision, I can't help but notice the new tension in his shoulders, the slightly more forceful way he's striking the puck. I've gotten under his skin, even if just a little.

      And why does that feel like such a victory? Why am I standing here with my heart beating faster, replaying that momentary darkening of his eyes, that fleeting crack in his armor?

      "Shaw!” That’s Caleb Chen—hockey legend and the man who started this program—barking my name. The kids here call him Coach. I call him the muthufucka I don’t want to mess with. He’s no joke and one word to either Judge Jonas or Coach Gray, and I’m off the team for good. NHL dreams gone. “I need you over at station three! Now!"

      "Yes, sir,” I mutter, pushing off toward the designated area. But as I skate away, I can't help glancing back at Hargrove one more time. Our eyes meet for a split second before he deliberately turns away.

      Game on, Judge. Game fucking on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jonas

      I feel the ice beneath my blades, solid and predictable in a way people rarely are. Keller Shaw's words hang in the air between us like cigarette smoke—acrid, unwelcome, and oddly persistent. His smirk as he skates away tells me everything I need to know—he thinks he's found a weakness. What he doesn't understand is that control isn't weakness—it's the hardest kind of strength. I straighten my windbreaker and turn back to the kids waiting for instruction, my face revealing nothing of the images his words stirred up. Ancient history. Irrelevant now.

      "Let's try that crossover drill again," I say, voice steady despite the unpleasant warmth crawling up my neck. "Remember, power comes from the full extension."

      I demonstrate, my body moving through the familiar motions with precision born from thousands of repetitions. The ice responds to my edges exactly as it should—no surprises, no variables. Unlike Shaw, whose unpredictability radiates from him like heat from a furnace.

      Caleb Chen gives me a curious look from across the ice, subtle but knowing. He's always been perceptive—something I've learned repeatedly during our years of friendship. He started this program and then brought me on board a couple of years later. The kids are beyond lucky to have him at the helm of all this. I’m convinced no one knows more about the game than Chen. A hockey legend who spent a decade in the NHL, Caleb is now retired and settled down with his wife, Dr. Lenora Vaughn-Chen—who everyone just calls Dr. VC—and their two kids. But what made him legendary on the ice, was always his almost preternatural ability to predict a player’s next move based upon a glimpse, a nod, or even a sudden flicker in his gaze. So if anyone can sense how much this kid has gotten under my skin, it's Caleb. Thankfully, he says nothing, simply positioning the cones for our next drill while giving me space to regain my composure.

      Shaw's words shouldn't bother me. They're juvenile provocations from someone who embodies everything I've worked to move beyond—impulsivity, aggression without purpose, talent squandered on momentary gratification. And yet….

      That fight against Braddock in '16? That wasn't just playing physical. That was fucking savage.

      Unbidden, the memory surfaces…Braddock's stick coming up high, catching my teammate across the face. The sudden rush of heat in my veins. The calculated decision to drop gloves. Not hot-headed rage but cold, methodical violence. The sound of my knuckles connecting with his orbital bone. The satisfaction when he dropped.

      I blink the image away, refocusing on Anton, a promising fourteen-year-old working through the drill with intense concentration. His technique has improved remarkably over the past year. He's why I'm here—kids like him who need structure, who need to see that discipline leads somewhere worth going.

      "Better extension, Anton," I call out, skating over to adjust his form. "Feel how your weight transfers from the inside to the outside edge? That's where your power comes from."

      The boy nods, all serious determination. At his age, I was already being scouted, my path seemingly set. Before my knee gave out. Before law school became the unexpected redirection of all that competitive drive.

      From the corner of my eye, I catch Shaw working with a younger boy who's struggling with basic puck control. Despite my expectations, he's not half-assing it. He's actually crouched down at the kid's level, demonstrating something with surprising patience. It's at odds with the arrogant provocateur who was needling me minutes ago.

      "Judge Hargrove?" Anton's voice pulls me back. "Like this?"

      He executes a nearly perfect crossover, his edges clean and confident.

      "Excellent," I nod, allowing a small smile. "You've been practicing."

      Pride flashes across the boy's face before he tucks it away behind teenage nonchalance. "A little."

      The lie makes me smile inwardly. I've seen his file—know he's been coming to the rink at 5 AM before school three days a week. His juvie probation officer told me he hasn't missed a single day in the last two months.

      "It shows. Ready for something more challenging?"

      For the next twenty minutes, I focus entirely on working with the kids, pushing Shaw's comments from my mind. This is what matters—tangible progress, measurable improvement. Not the past. Not the uncomfortable truth that Shaw's words found their target with more accuracy than I'd care to admit.

      I take a moment to observe him while reviewing notes on my clipboard. Shaw stands with one hip cocked against the boards, his dark hair falling across his forehead as he demonstrates something to Miller, the lankiest of our participants. There's raw talent in Shaw’s movements—the kind that can't be taught. A natural understanding of physics and force that makes him dangerous on the ice. If he could just learn to harness that same precision off the ice, he'd be formidable in ways beyond the physical.

      But that would require discipline, and Keller Shaw wears his disdain for restraint like a badge of honor. His RU practice jersey is untucked, his gear obviously expensive but carelessly maintained. Everything about him broadcasts defiance.

      You're one bad day away from that careful mask slipping. And I bet when it does, the explosion's gonna be fucking biblical.

      The pen in my hand stills. His assessment shouldn't bother me—it's presumptuous, built on rumors and highlight reels, not actual knowledge of who I am now. And yet, there's an uncomfortably familiar note in what he said. The same doubts that occasionally surface at 3 AM when sleep eludes me. The same question that haunted me during my divorce from Ethan—Am I just containing the worst parts of myself rather than actually evolving?

      I watch Shaw demonstrate a wrist shot, the coiled power in his body releasing in one fluid motion. The puck hits the top corner of the net with precision that belies his cavalier attitude. Miller attempts to mimic the motion, failing spectacularly. Instead of the mockery I expect, Shaw taps Miller's stick with his own and repositions the boy's hands, explaining something I can't hear from this distance.

      It's a glimpse of something genuine beneath the belligerent exterior. Something that doesn't align with my neat assessment of him as simply another talented troublemaker who'll burn out before reaching his potential.

      The whistle blows, signaling it’s time for the kids to transition to the next drill station. I straighten, tucking the clipboard under my arm and smoothing down my already smooth windbreaker—a habitual gesture that Ethan used to tease me about. Always trying to iron out the wrinkles that aren't there, Jonas.

      As I skate over to the group now at my station, Shaw looks up, catching my eye across the ice. That smirk returns, challenging, as if our earlier conversation is still ongoing in his mind. I maintain eye contact for precisely two seconds before deliberately looking away, refusing to give him the reaction he's fishing for.

      I've dealt with his type throughout my career—first as an enforcer who faced down cocky rookies looking to make their mark, then as an attorney facing overeager opponents, and now as a judge handling brash young lawyers who mistake volume for substance. My response is always the same—cool assessment, professional distance, and immovable boundaries.
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        * * *

      

      The morning session is wrapping up, with the scrape of skates, and the chatter of the kids as they go through the familiar routine of packing up. The volunteers, program participants, and the kids are all working together—collecting stray pucks, and setting gear back in place.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch movement. Shaw.

      I thought he’d be the first one off the ice. The moment the session ended, I expected him to peel off his skates and disappear. Instead, he’s still out there, skating slow circles around Anton, demonstrating something with the quiet focus of someone who has forgotten to posture.

      That gives me pause.

      Fifteen minutes ago, I watched him finish drills with the kids at his assigned station. I saw him help clean up. And then I noticed him glide over to Anton, casual but deliberate. I hadn’t thought much of it then. But now? He’s still here, still engaged, still…teaching.

      Interesting.

      I push off from where I’ve been standing near the boards and skate closer, keeping my pace unhurried, and making sure to hug the boards so neither suspects I’m moving near them. I’m afraid if either one notices my presence, that they’ll stop.

      Keller demonstrates a particularly complex puck handling technique, his movements are fluid, precise—almost perfect. Almost. There's something familiar about the way his wrists flick, the angle of his stance.

      I freeze.  It should be familiar. It's my technique—the one sports commentators used to call "The Hargrove Hustle" back when I still had ice under my skates, instead of a courtroom beneath my feet. A strange possessiveness knots in my gut—for something I can't name, let alone, explain.

      The kid's been struggling with this handling combo all morning. It’s pretty advanced for his age and level of play, but I recognize the glint of determination in his eyes and his intense focus. Anton isn’t going to stop until he masters it. That’s the sign of an elite player in the making. I recognize it and Keller recognizes it in him too. So Keller's taken him under his wing, even though he could have packed up and left—I glance at my watch—thirty minutes ago. I can’t deny that it's a good mentorship match.

      "See how I'm keeping my weight centered?" Keller demonstrates, his voice carrying across the empty practice rink. "But the magic happens in the wrists."

      The magic happens in the wrists…My chest tightens. Christ, I used to say the exact same thing.

      I lean against the boards, pretending to check my phone while actually studying Keller's form. Keller's built like a tank but handles the puck with surprising delicacy for someone whose primary role seems to be a human battering ram.

      And his posture is damn good—shoulders back, knees bent at the perfect angle—but his arms are too rigid. The technique requires a certain looseness, a controlled fluidity that allows for split-second adjustments. Without it, he'll never achieve the full effect.

      The thought of Keller learning my signature move both irritates and flatters me. I left professional hockey behind years ago, traded in my stick for a gavel, my jersey for judicial robes. Yet here's this kid, this enforcer who reminds me too much of my younger self, preserving a small piece of my legacy.

      I finally close the distance, stopping just at the edge of their space. “Your arms are too stiff,” I call out as I approach.

      Keller's head snaps up, those intense forest green eyes locking onto mine. For a split second, I see a flash of something—defensiveness, maybe—before recognition dawns. "Judge Hargrove. Didn't know you were still here."

      "Just wrapping up some paperwork." A small lie. I do still have paperwork to finish, but I hung back to watch them.

      I gesture in their direction, reminding all of us why I’m over here now. "You've got the foundation right, but you're sacrificing flexibility for power."

      Keller’s eyebrow arches. “That right?”

      I nod. “Mind if I show him?”

      A flicker of challenge crosses Keller's face as his lips curve up into a smirk, but he steps back with a nod, as he hands over his stick. "Be my guest."
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