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To the ones who clawed their way out of the dark,
 who learned to breathe again
 after the world tried to steal the air from their lungs,
 and who dared to open their hearts
 when it would’ve been easier
 to keep the door closed.

This one’s for you.
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A NOTE TO THE READER


This story contains themes of domestic violence, emotional abuse, and coercive control.

While these elements are integral to the journey of healing, resilience, and reclaiming one’s life that unfolds in these pages, I want to acknowledge that they may be difficult or triggering for some readers.

Your well-being matters.

Read at your own pace. Take breaks when needed. And know that this story was written with care — for those who have survived, and for those who are still finding their way forward.

With love, 
Kandi
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PROLOGUE




bound




Shane




If a heart was tied to a person, mine was inextricably bound to her — and it stopped beating the day I left her behind.

Ariana Ridley had tried desperately not to be noticed when we were in college, but one look at her and it was clear how impossible that mission was. She was like a diamond buried deep, and her beauty was the volcano that unearthed her. It wasn’t only her piercing blue eyes or snow-white complexion. It wasn’t just her heart-shaped lips or her goddess-like curves.

It was the untold stories in her gaze, the way she wore her trauma like a cloak.

She called to me in a way I couldn’t fight, because I saw what everyone else overlooked.

Ariana was a survivor.

She was just like me.

We fell in love too easily, too quickly, at a rate that should have foretold how bad it would be once we finally hit the ground.


I was young and stupid when I let her go, when I chose my dream of hockey over her because I thought I was doing the right thing, and because hockey was the only thing I’d ever been able to depend on. I hated myself for the choice I made, and I regretted it every day.

I saw her once after that, years later, when I got injured and watched my dream go up in smoke. I begged for her forgiveness. She rightfully denied it.

I never thought I’d see her again.

Which was why I was grinding my teeth together to keep my jaw from dropping now, my heart kicking back to life in my chest with a force strong enough to take me to my knees.

Because here she was, in front of me again.

My Ari.

Standing next to my new General Manager.

As his wife.
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chapter 1




resilience




Shane





Her hand shot into the air, and with it, she knocked my whole world off balance.

It was January 2006. I was a junior at Boston College, playing hockey for the university’s team and counting down to when I’d have my psychology degree in hand on my way into the NHL. I’d already been drafted by the Jacksonville Barracudas, my rights held by them while I attended college.

Four years to hone my skills on the ice with the Eagles, earn my degree, and enjoy a little bit of a normal life.

And then, it was off to the races.

I’d had a plan ever since I was ten years old. That was the year I realized hockey was everything to me. That was also the year I stopped treating it like a game and started manifesting a career.

I’d play my ass off through high school. I’d get drafted. I’d make sure the team that drafted me understood I wanted to go to college, and they’d hold my rights until I graduated. I’d go the full four years, get better and stronger on the ice, and make sure I had a backup plan in the form of a degree that could be used for a future career.

So far, I’d checked the boxes.

I’d played like a beast through high school, securing a spot in the USHL when I turned sixteen. I garnered scout attention early and was drafted the summer after I graduated high school, with the understanding that I would attend college, but the team would retain my rights. And here I was, the top-scoring winger for the Eagles and just three semesters away from graduation.

I had a plan.

And I was following that plan perfectly.

Until the second that girl raised her hand and ruined everything.

“Is resilience an individual trait, or is it built through community?” Professor Reid asked, scribbling Nature vs Nurture in the Home Environment on the whiteboard as he did. It was the first day of my Human Behavior in the Social Environment class — an elective I’d selected with team leadership in mind.

If I wanted to be a leader, not just on this team but on the ones I’d play for in the future, I needed to understand how humans ticked. I needed to know how to work with players from all backgrounds and upbringings.

Again, all part of the plan.

Two rows in front of me in the lecture hall, a hand bolted into the air.

I had a clear view of the girl the hand belonged to — or at least to the back of her head. She wore a white t-shirt, and her dark blonde hair was plaited into a thick braid that she had pulled over one shoulder. Even from two rows back, I could see that her nails were bitten short.


And she had a scar — right in the middle of that hand suspended above her.

“Yes,” Professor Reid said, nodding to the girl as he clasped his hands behind his back. “Miss?”

“Ariana Ridley,” she answered, lowering her hand. Her voice shocked me. It was smooth and raspy, like that of a woman twice her age. “I believe it’s an individual trait.”

Professor Reid nodded. “I see. Can you explain your reasoning?”

“Resilience is about the fight inside you — even when no one else is there to help or bail you out. It’s born out of necessity, out of circumstance, and out of a will to survive. You can put two people in the exact same situation with the same community around them and they’ll respond differently.”

Professor Reid jutted his lip out in thought, bobbing his head side to side as he considered.

“Support systems are nice, but they’re not what gets you through. You get you through,” she finished.

A ripple of murmurs echoed through the classroom.

Before I knew what I was doing, my own hand was in the air.

Professor Reid’s brows shot up, and he nodded to me. “Go ahead, Mr…?”

“Shane McCabe, sir.”

I didn’t miss the flutter of noise at my name. The students sitting in my section had already noticed me, but now the whole class knew they had Boston College’s star winger in their class.

“I disagree with Miss Ridley.”

As soon as I said it, she turned around, balancing her forearm on the back of her chair as she looked up at me.

And once again, I felt my world tilt.


She was a knockout. There was just no other way to describe her. She had the kind of beauty that robbed a man of common sense — smooth, alabaster skin, golden hair, heart-shaped, rose-colored lips.

But it was her eyes that had me speechless for so long it was embarrassing.

They were piercing, a shocking bright blue like two glowing pools of spring water.

And they were haunted the way only a survivor’s can be.

“Go on,” Professor Reid said with a smirk when I didn’t elaborate.

I thought I heard a few chuckles near me, but I blinked, swallowing and tearing my gaze from Ariana and back to Reid.

“I don’t disagree that survival comes down to what’s inside you,” I said slowly. “But I’ve lived enough to know sometimes what’s inside isn’t enough. Sometimes, you’re standing in the wreckage with everything you thought you could count on gone.”

I paused; the weight of those words heavy on my ribcage.

“And the difference between drowning and making it to the surface isn’t how hard you struggle in the waves.” I leaned forward, tapping my desk for emphasis. “It’s how graciously you accept the hand that reaches for you. It’s the steady voice of a coach, the encouragement from a brother on the ice.” I shrugged, sitting back again. “It’s your team — whatever that may look like.”

The room went quiet, and my eyes flitted back to Ariana’s. She was frowning at me, and I wasn’t sure if it was because she was annoyed I was arguing with her, or because she understood the point I was making.


“But hey, maybe it’s a bit of both,” I conceded, and really, I was speaking only to her then. “Maybe, sometimes, resilience is what you carry inside. And sometimes…it’s who carries it with you.”

“Very good points, Mr. McCabe,” Professor Reid said, and then he tapped the white board and transitioned into his lecture.

But I was still looking at Ariana.

She was still looking at me.

And when her lips melted into a soft, breathtaking smile; I knew I was a goner.
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chapter 2




this is it




Shane



At forty-one years old, I was having my patience tested as a coach in a way I imagined it might have been tested had I ever been a parent.

It was mid-September in the most chaotic opening of a season I’d yet to experience. As head coach for the Tampa Bay Ospreys, I’d seen a lot over the years — suspensions from offseason debauchery, rookies who just never showed up to camp, rookies who did show up and then underperformed in a way that had us all wondering why they were ever drafted.

But this season felt like my own personal hell.

Our goalie, Will Perry, affectionately known as Daddy P, was the best in the league. There was no debate. Irrefutably, he was the best — and all summer, he had been sitting on the Ospreys’ offer for a contract extension next season. He’d promised me he’d seriously consider it, but I had a feeling he was leaning toward retirement.

And I couldn’t blame him.


He’d put his body through hell for decades, won himself a Stanley Cup with the team a few seasons ago, and had played one hell of a career, in general. He was married now to his former nanny, Chloe, and they were ready to give his daughter a sibling.

But just because I could understand his choice didn’t mean I had to love it.

Perry had his struggles — the same hip that had carried him through two decades of saves now protesting every drop to the ice, his stamina fading with it. But all in all, he was still incredible. He was a powerhouse and a team favorite. He was the heart and soul of the team.

And everyone knows if you kill the heart and soul of anything, it doesn’t take long for the rest to decay.

So, I walked into the first day of preseason training camp with a promise from Perry that he’d have an answer for me. It was the first time since my rookie year coaching that anxiety thrummed through me on the first day of camp — coffee full in my hand, stomach too tight to take a sip.

If I had to rebuild our team around our backup goalie or, worse, a new goalie altogether — I was in for a tough season ahead.

To add to my misery, we’d lost our General Manager unexpectedly over the offseason.

Richard Bancroft, or “Dick” as we all called him, had been a jolly old man. He was everything you might think Santa Claus might be in his down time when he wasn’t running the North Pole. And though a bit eccentric, he’d helped me turn this program around. We went from a losing team that could barely fill half the arena to a championship one that frequently had sold-out games. Between his off-the-wall marketing and my knack for bringing out the best in players, we had what it took to achieve greatness.


And we did.

Up until the very moment he passed from a sudden heart attack.

Grief didn’t like to play by any rules you tried to set out for it. I’d learned that at a very early age. Still, now that camp was here, I didn’t have the luxury of grieving my old friend anymore.

Because I had to prepare for his replacement.

The Tampa Bay Ospreys had scrambled to get us a new GM before the season started, but by the time negotiations were settled, we were right on the cusp of preseason. That meant this new guy was walking into a team already settled for him. There was no time for him to make any of the changes he might want to, unless he decided to do so in the middle of a season, which wouldn’t be the most ideal situation for anyone.

I didn’t consider myself a very religious man, but I did pray. I’d been praying since I was a kid, since the day I lost my parents in the most unfair way imaginable.

And so, when I walked into camp that day, I was praying — that somehow my goalie would stick around for a couple more seasons, and that my new general manager wouldn’t be a prick.

Fortunately, once I stepped behind the bench and heard the familiar slice of skates over ice, my nerves settled. The rink was alive with motion — pucks clanging off the glass, coaches barking drills, trainers hauling gear across the bench, the low thud of sticks meeting the boards. The smell of fresh ice and sweat was like a candle scent poured just for me.

We were off to the races, transitioning from rookie camp, which had taken place over the summer, to seeing the full team together for the first time. The energy was different now — the rookies trying to impress, the vets not giving a shit what the rookies thought at all. The veterans didn’t move like the kids did; there was rhythm in their stride, muscle memory in every pass and stop. You could almost feel the rookies shrinking under the weight of it.

But some of them were inspired, lighting up from the inside out and chasing the challenge. Those were the ones I had my eyes on the most.

I scanned the ice, watching for chemistry, for hesitation, for anyone who looked like they’d forgotten what it meant to belong here, and anyone new who might be hungry for a chance. It was my job to know who was ready and who was bluffing it.

I caught sight of Perry at the far net, mask off, water bottle tipped to his lips. He was laughing at something our defenseman, Jaxson Brittain, said, that familiar crooked grin making him look ten years younger than his body felt. But when he dropped back into the crease, I saw it — the hesitation, the guarded way he planted on his left side. It wasn’t enough for anyone else to notice, but it was plenty enough to make my stomach knot.

The vets were ribbing him between drills, tossing a few “old man” jokes his way, and he was giving it right back, glove raised in mock salute. Typical Daddy P — the heartbeat of the room. And yet, under all that noise, all that routine, I could see it in his posture. The heaviness. The finality.

He hadn’t given me his answer yet, but I could feel it coming.

I turned to Kozak, one of my assistant coaches, nodding toward the net. “Soon as this drill’s over, tell Perry I want a word.”

Because whatever decision he’d made — it was time I heard it.


My assistants took the reins when Perry skated over to me, and he hopped off the ice and walked back to the locker room with me guiding the way. We slipped into my office, the quiet snick of the door closing behind us setting my nerves on edge again. I gestured for him to take a seat before I did the same, and then I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, gaze leveled with his.

“You’re going, aren’t you?”

Will Perry was what I would call a man of stoicism. He’d always been laser focused on the game and this team, with the only soft spot in his heart being reserved for Chloe and his daughter, Ava.

So when his eyes welled, his jaw tight, a loud sniff breaking the silence of my office, I knew.

I closed my eyes, letting out a long breath before I sat back in my chair. “Fuck,” I murmured.

“My hip is going,” Will said, and I didn’t miss how his throat bobbed at the admission. “No one hates that fact more than I do, Coach. But I have a family. I’m already looking at a life of rehab. The last thing I want is to not be able to play with Ava or her future siblings.”

I nodded. “I understand, Perry.”

And I did. Goalies weren’t the only ones who suffered injuries that followed them for life. I still did physical therapy for the career-ending one that turned me from a player to a coach far younger than I ever anticipated.

That memory had the next question rolling off my tongue.

“Would you ever consider coaching for us? You and I both know you’d do better than ol’ Romanov out there.”

That made Perry bark out a laugh, which melted some of the tension in the room. “That man hasn’t taught me shit, not in all the years I’ve been here. I’ve learned more from Ava than him.”


I chuckled. “I don’t doubt it. So, you’ll consider?”

Will was silent a moment before he nodded. “I’ll think on it.”

“Good.” My eyes flicked between his, the corner of my lips curling just a notch. “So, this is your last season?”

“This is it.”

I shook my head, hand finding my desk to help me stand. Then, I extended that hand for Perry’s, taking it in a firm shake when he stood to join me. “Then we better fucking win the Cup.”

“Hear, hear,” Perry echoed.

I considered hugging him, but decided I’d save that for the spring. For now, we still had one last season, one final ride — and I didn’t intend to let him off easy.

“Now, back on the ice, Pickles. Time to show these rookies how it’s done.”

The rest of the day blurred past in a rush of drills, video review, and media obligations. My assistants rotated players through testing and conditioning while I bounced between the ice and the meeting rooms, checking off boxes and trying not to think about what Perry’s announcement meant for the rest of our season.

Around noon, the rink had quieted. Most of the guys were in the gym or showering off. I was halfway through reviewing tomorrow’s drill plan when Kozak poked his head into my office.

“Coach,” he said, breathless from the walk. “They’re setting up for the press conference. PR says the new GM just arrived — they’re almost ready for you.”

I scrubbed a hand over my face and exhaled. “Great.”

The word came out flat. I wasn’t ready for this, not after the morning I’d had. But ready or not, I had to meet the man who’d be running this circus with me.


“You good?” Kozak asked.

“Yeah.” I stood, tugged on my jacket, and squared my shoulders — game face in place, the same one I’d worn since my first day behind a bench as the youngest coach in the NHL.

We left my office and headed down the hall toward the media room — a space off the main corridor, just beyond the players’ lounge. I could already hear the hum of reporters setting up, the clatter of camera equipment, the low buzz of conversation bleeding through the walls.

I’d done a hundred of these, but something about this one felt heavier. New leadership meant change. And change rarely came without casualties.

I pushed open the door, ready to shake hands and smile for the cameras even as my stomach rioted.

My gaze found him immediately — Nathan Black, the new general manager. I hadn’t taken the time to research him past the photo and short bio our PR team had supplied me. I liked to get to know people for who they were, not the laundry list of accomplishments they boasted — though, this man did boast quite a bit. He was the kind of executive the league loved: a golden boy with a finance degree, a Harvard certificate in sports management, and a knack for turning struggling franchises into profit machines.

Physically, I noted immediately that he was tall, polished, and in his early fifties, if I had to guess. His hair was dark, threaded neatly through with silver and cut like a Hollywood actor’s — short on the sides, a perfect swoop at the top. His navy suit was tailored, cuff links shining at his wrists. It was jarring, compared to Dick, who often showed up to press conferences with the buttons of his dress shirt straining against his belly, and rosy cheeks glistening under the harsh light.


Even from across the room, I could tell this was the kind of man who never raised his voice because he didn’t need to. Power followed him in a quiet way— in the calm confidence of his stance, the precise movements of his hands as he spoke with PR, the faint smirk that seemed permanently etched into the corners of his mouth.

His grin, when it landed on me, looked practiced. It was polite and professional, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

I assessed all of this in just a few seconds, because immediately, my attention was drawn away from my new general manager to the woman standing beside him.

My heart stuttered at the first sight of her blonde hair, swept into a neat twist. My breath faltered next when I took in her dazzling blue eyes, the very ones that used to undo me with a single look. It didn’t matter that decades had passed, I’d know her anywhere — how could I ever forget those lips, the graceful shape of her, the haunted gaze that had been a wraith in every nightmare I’d had since the day I walked away from her.

Ariana Ridley.

The only woman I’d ever loved.

Like she felt me before she saw me, her smile that was aimed at Kozak wavered, her brows pinching together just slightly.

Then, her eyes snapped to mine.
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chapter 3




after all this time




Ariana

Present



I realized with acute agony that it didn’t matter how long I’d had to prepare for this exact moment, no amount of time or composition could properly brace me for Shane McCabe slamming back into my life.

It was like being struck by a steel beam picked up in the winds of an F5 tornado, the way his eyes latched onto mine, the rest of the world fading to black around us. I blinked and saw him as a twenty-one-year-old kid sitting two rows behind me in a lecture hall. I blinked again and saw his eyes squeezed shut, his brows pinched together as he kissed me reverently with shaking hands. Another blink and I was drenched in rain, screaming at him not to leave me, heart breaking when I realized he’d already made up his mind.

A final, rapid set of blinks had me back in the present, where I did my best to school my features and bury every memory right where they belonged — in the past.

But my eyes betrayed me, dragging slowly over the man he’d become. Shane stood tall and solid in his tailored suit, broader through the shoulders than I remembered, his frame carrying the unmistakable marks of discipline and care. The years had filled him out, hardened him in places, honed him in others.

His dark hair was trimmed shorter now, brushed back neatly, though a few rebellious strands still fell forward, softening the severity of the look. Faint lines bracketed his eyes when he focused, proof of laughter and strain and everything life had carved into him since we were young. And when his gaze met mine again — steady, piercing, achingly familiar — I felt it in my chest, the same way I always had.

He looked like a man who knew exactly who he was.

And worse — like a man who still knew exactly how to undo me.

“There he is!” my husband said, opening his arms like he and Shane were long-lost brothers as opposed to complete strangers who would now be forced to work together. Fortunately, he had the good sense to drop that wide embrace and extend a hand for Shane’s in the last moment, when Shane finally unglued his shoes from the ground and made his way over to us. “Coach McCabe, your reputation precedes you. Nathan Black.”

“A pleasure to meet you, sir. Excited to work together.” Shane’s voice sounded odd when he said the words, though no one in the room would notice but me. I hoped they also wouldn’t notice how his eyes flicked to me, his jaw flexing before his strained smile was back on my husband.

“We’re going to make magic, you and me,” Nathan promised, still grasping Shane’s hand in his as he clapped him on the back with his free hand. “Just you wait and see. I’ve got some tricks up my sleeve.”

The way he grinned with that comment made my skin crawl.


What an unfortunate thing to feel around my husband, and yet I knew him well enough to know when he was joking, and when he was making a threat.

I was well versed in the latter.

As if he couldn’t help himself, Shane’s eyes slid to me, and this time, he indulged in letting them stay there. And because it would be impolite to look anywhere else, I held his gaze.

It sliced through me like a razed wire, even after all this time.

“Ah, yes,” Nathan said, standing straight before he curled his arm possessively around my hip and tugged me into his side. “This is my beautiful wife, Ariana.”

Shane’s nostrils flared at the word wife.

His eyes didn’t leave mine, the gaze piercing through me like a spear.

And then his hand came forward.

That little motion shouldn’t have had my throat tightening. It was just a handshake, a polite formality that was natural and expected in that moment.

But the world went silent as his fingers reached for mine.

I told myself to breathe, to be normal, to remember where I was and who I belonged to.

Still, my pulse betrayed me, drumming so hard in my throat it blurred my vision.

And when his palm met mine, the years between us disintegrated, heat blasting from the point of contact and sizzling every nerve in my body.

That hand was warm and rough, but worst of all, it was familiar in a way that made my knees threaten to give.

For a second, neither of us moved. Shane shook my hand before holding it too long to be professional, too short to ever be enough.


He hesitated when it was the appropriate time to break the contact, eyes flicking between mine, and then his fingers tightened around my hand, his pointer finger gently pressing into my wrist like he was trying to speak some sort of secret code to me with just that touch.

And here we were, standing in the moment of truth.

Would he pretend like he didn’t know me, or admit our history?

My stomach twisted with a fear I couldn’t quite name. Part of me braced for Shane to speak — to say my name like he used to, to expose the history I’d buried so carefully — and the thought sent a sharp spike of panic through my chest. I could already imagine Nathan’s hand tightening at my hip, the warmth of his possessiveness tipping into something colder, something dangerous.

But there was another fear just as unsettling.

That Shane wouldn’t say anything at all.

That he’d let go of my hand, step back, and pretend I was nothing more than the woman standing beside his general manager. A stranger. A closed chapter. The idea hollowed me out in a way I didn’t want to examine too closely.

I stood there, caught between dread and disappointment, unsure which outcome would hurt more.

“Ariana,” Shane said, sending a wave of goosebumps over my skin. His lips curled at the corner, like he saw the effect he’d had and loved it, and that made my gaze harden. Because although my body seemed intent on betraying me, I refused to let it drag me down memory lane like Shane and I had only joy between us.

We both knew that was far from the truth.

“It’s a wonderful surprise to see you here. How have you been?” Shane seemed reluctant to drop my hand, but he finally did with that question, and I immediately folded my fingers together in front of my waist.

Before I could answer, my husband arched a brow. “You two know each other?”

“We had a class together at Boston College,” I said, and I hated how low my voice was when I said it, but I wasn’t surprised. I didn’t know how Nathan would react to this news, which had me hesitant to speak too loudly. I hoped to brush it off quickly and not make a thing of it, but I could tell by the way my husband’s gaze narrowed that I wouldn’t get off that easily.

“Is that right?” he asked, that perfectly practiced grin of his sliding back into place easily as he turned to Shane. His grip tightened as he pulled me even closer to him, and I winced against the sharp dig of those fingers into my hip. “Sweetheart, why didn’t you mention this before?”

“I honestly didn’t realize it was the same Shane,” I said with my own practiced, nonchalant laugh. I was aware of how ditzy my husband believed I was, so I played my part. And even though it was the last thing I wanted to do, I leaned into Nathan, placing a hand over his chest as I smiled up at him. “You know how crazy our life has been lately. And that was ages ago, another lifetime it feels. It was just one class together, after all.”

I knew the lie was thinly veiled, but fortunately my husband was a man of discretion. So, he kissed my hair and turned his smile back to Shane. “Well, I look forward to hearing stories of the good ol’ days in Boston.”

Shane’s smile was tight as he slid his hands into the pockets of his slacks, and when a member of the public relations team came over to steal Nathan away and prepare him for the press conference, I was ready to slither back into the shadows and watch him from a distance like I always had. I waited for Shane to excuse himself, knowing he’d be a part of this press ordeal, too.

But he just stood there, rooted like a tree, his eyes fixed on mine.

When he looked at me that way, I couldn’t help but soften. It didn’t matter how my heart was still broken from his actions, the cracks splitting fresh in my chest at the sight of him as if to remind me not to get too close. Danger, my common sense whispered. Stay away.

And yet I couldn’t move, either.

Shane finally shook his head, the motion subtle, his eyes trailing down my modest navy-blue dress to my nude kitten heels and back up. “I’m sorry for staring, I just… I believe I may be in shock.”

I didn’t want to smile, but damn it if I could fight against the tilt of my lips. “Like seeing a ghost, huh?”

“After all this time, life has brought us back together.”

With that, my stomach soured, and finally, the cold resolve I’d been wishing for found me.

How dare he?

How dare this man look at me this way, all reverent and wonder-struck, and say those words like this was some happy reunion?

“Yep,” I snipped, standing taller and smoothing my hands over my dress. “And you can’t get away from me this time, unless you quit your job. And we all know nothing is more important to you than hockey.”

I held the emphasis on nothing so that he understood what I meant.

And by the way his face fell, I knew he had.

“Ari,” he started, but before he could plead whatever sorry excuse for a case he had, Nathan was back at my side.

He reached for my face to pull me in for a quick kiss, but instinctively, I flinched.


It was only a micro-second of a moment, a reaction that no one should have noticed. Nathan surely didn’t. He smiled post-kiss and told me to wish him luck before he was following the staff to the room where the press was waiting for him.

But when I turned back to Shane, his face was ashen, his jaw slack.

He’d seen it.

And I shouldn’t have been surprised.

This man had always seen right through me, since the very moment we’d met.
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chapter 4




you don't know me




Ariana

2006



I’d like to say I didn’t pay one single ounce of attention to Shane McCabe after that first day of class, but it would be a lie big enough to grow my nose four times in size.

Curiosity raked through me like claws as I walked back to my campus dorm, and it was all I could do to pause long enough to pee before I was at my laptop and googling him.

The top of the search revealed instantly that he played for the university’s hockey team — that must have been why the room ooh’d and aww’d when he said his name.

A few more scrolls and I discovered he was drafted to play in the NHL at eighteen, and he’d be on his way to Jacksonville as soon as he graduated.

Then, in a gut-wrenching surprise, I stumbled upon an article about the death of his parents in an ice storm when he was just seven years old.

That one sat with me long after I closed my laptop.

Each week, I’d walk into the classroom and sit in my same spot. I always arrived early — it was just part of who I was. But Shane was the same way.


He’d take his seat just minutes after I did, always two rows back.

And he’d look at me the whole way into the lecture hall, offering me a smile and a wink just before he was out of view.

I never turned around to look at him.

I knew better than to entertain whatever fantasy my stupid girl brain was trying to get me to latch onto. I’d seen firsthand what love was, and it wasn’t anything like the story they painted in the movies and books.

Love wasn’t passionate kisses and thoughtful dates planned from beginning to end.

It was fists to the face and bruised ribs, often paired with a cheap piece of jewelry and a hollow apology.

And I wanted nothing to do with it.

But one month into the semester, Professor Reid blew up my attempt to stay away from the dark-haired, gray-eyed boy.

Reid clapped his hands together at the front of the room, the sound snapping everyone’s attention forward. “All right, folks, listen up. Your first big assignment is a field observation paper. You’ll spend a few hours volunteering at a local school, youth center, or after-school program of your choice. Then, you’ll write a paper connecting what you observe to the theories we’ve been discussing in class.”

A low murmur rippled through the room, some groans mixed with a few intrigued hums.

“Now, this will be a partner project,” he continued, voice carrying easily over the chatter. “You can choose your own partner today and let me know on your way out of class…” His mouth curved into a mischievous smile. “…or, if you don’t, I’ll happily assign you to whoever’s left. Your choice.”


The room erupted instantly, desks hinging and voices overlapping as everyone scrambled to claim their friends.

I turned instinctively toward a girl a few chairs away who was already angling her notebook in my direction. But before I could say a word—

“Hey!”

The voice carried above the chaos, unmistakable.

I glanced back just in time to see Shane McCabe vault two rows like it was nothing, his long legs eating the distance until he dropped into the empty seat beside me. His boyish grin was lethal, his gray eyes flashing like he’d just scored the game-winning shot. With one smooth sweep, he shoved the hair out of his face and stuck out his hand toward me.

“Partners?”

What could I say but yes?

• • •

Shane let me pick the location for our assignment. I chose Girls Inc, the after-school program I’d grown up in — a place that offered tutoring, mentorship, and a safe space for girls who needed somewhere to land after the school day ended. It was where I’d learned how to take risks, how to speak up, how to imagine a future bigger than the one waiting for me at home.

He didn’t question the choice.

He did not, however, let me drive myself there.

Instead, he insisted we ride together, picking me up from my dorm at two o’clock on a Thursday afternoon. I told myself not to read into it, even as a flutter of nerves — and something dangerously close to excitement — settled low in my stomach. He was just being nice. That was all.


Still, when he pulled up in a black Pontiac Grand Prix and I spotted two smoothies waiting in the cup holders as I ducked inside, my pulse kicked up a notch.

“Strawberry banana or berry blast?” he asked, weighing them in each hand.

“I’m not really hungry.”

“You don’t have to be hungry to enjoy a delicious smoothie from the one and only Smoothie Guy.”

“Smoothie Guy?”

He stared at me like I’d just insulted his entire lineage. “The Smoothie Guy. The one with the cart when you get off the B Train at Commonwealth?”

I blinked, which only made his insistence grow.

“Okay. Now you have to try both. And I’ll be bringing you a new flavor every week until we find your favorite.”

“It’s freezing outside.”

“I would hardly call fifty-eight degrees freezing.”

“Well, it’s still cold.”

“So?”

“What if I don’t like smoothies?”

“Come on. Everyone likes smoothies.”

He flashed that stupid, sexy smirk, and before I could protest — or remind myself not to overthink the fact that he’d gone out of his way for me — I was tasting them.

And damn him, they were the best smoothies I’d ever had.

“Berry blast,” I said after tasting both, and Shane smirked, handing me that one and taking the other. Then, the car was in drive, and we were off.

The Fray played softly over his speakers, and Shane thumbed the steering wheel while quietly singing along.

“So, why did you pick Girls Inc?” he asked after a while.


“I like that they create a safe place for girls to take risks and grow.”

He nodded. “You ever been there before?”

“Not this location.”

“Where?”

“There was one where I grew up.”

“And where was that?”

“Connecticut.”

“Ah,” he said. “You used to volunteer there?”

I swallowed, looking out the window. “No.”

Shane glanced at me, but didn’t ask me to fill in the blank. And when he took my cue to end the conversation and reached forward to turn up the music, I was thankful.

We pulled up to Girls Inc forty minutes later, and before I could even touch the door handle, Shane was out of the car and had jogged around to my side. He held the door open and took my book bag, slinging it over his shoulder without letting me protest.

I’d never had a boyfriend. In high school, everyone knew me — which meant everyone knew my family. And there wasn’t a boy stupid enough to try to get near me when they knew who my stepfather was.

Still, I’d had crushes before. I wasn’t immune to teenage girl hormones.

But when Shane took my bag and then, without hesitation, took my hand in his — I experienced something I never had before.

My stomach erupted with a flurry of butterflies, their wings tickling the inside of my ribcage. I flushed so warm that sweat prickled the back of my neck.

And I smiled.

Because how could I not?

It was unfair, how effortlessly attractive he was. He didn’t even have to try. He was in athletic sweats and an old hoodie that said Waterloo Black Hawks on the front, his hair disheveled beneath his beanie like he hadn’t cared to even run a comb through it. But he wore his confidence and swagger like an accessory, and he just looked so…

Cozy.

Like he would be the perfect place to curl up and rest.

• • •

Inside Girls Inc, the bright chatter of afterschool chaos met us at the door, along with a smiling staff coordinator who quickly split us up. Shane got waved toward the gym, where a group of girls were setting up for a basketball scrimmage, while I was sent to the art room.

The art room smelled faintly of glue and paint, the long tables littered with paper, scissors, and half-finished collages. I slid into an empty seat beside a pair of girls bent over a poster. They glanced at me with the wary curiosity reserved for strangers, but it didn’t take long before their chatter carried me along.

One girl talked about her dream of designing clothes, her voice sharp with certainty. Another shrugged like she wasn’t sure when I asked what she thought she wanted to do when she grew up, then admitted she wanted to be a lawyer because her cousin said she’d be good at arguing. They asked me questions in return, but I kept my answers clipped, redirecting them back to themselves.

And as I listened, I couldn’t stop the ghosts that rose.

It was hard not to think about me at twelve years old, at a table like this, looking at the clock and wishing the hours would slow down. I knew once my mom showed up, the warmth of this room would evaporate. At Girls Inc, I wasn’t the girl from the broken house. I wasn’t defined by where I lived or who I lived with or what money I did or didn’t have. I was just… me.

And I had a chance at a future.

Still, in my mind, the credit didn’t belong to the program. It was the kids themselves who clawed their way forward. Just like I’d answered Professor Reid when he asked, the girls beside me weren’t thriving because someone gave them crayons and a safe building. They were thriving because they had grit, because they were strong enough to keep going even when it seemed impossible to do.

At the end of the day, all of them had to go home.

And that was where true resilience was born.

When our time wrapped, I found Shane in the lobby, hair damp with sweat, his grin easy as the girls he’d been with clung to his arms to say goodbye. I felt myself bristle at how natural it was for him, how much they clearly adored him already.

“So,” he asked once we stepped outside, “what’d you get?”

I hugged my arms around my notebook, even as Shane took my bag again. “They’re really smart and driven. They have dreams. Even though they go home to who knows what… they find a way to look to the future with positivity and light. That’s what stuck out to me.”

He nodded. “Yeah. But what I heard most was how much they leaned on each other — on the mentors, the program, the whole community. One girl said she never would have stayed in school if it weren’t for the people here.”

I shook my head. “Well, maybe that’s what she said, but that’s not entirely it. It was still her who had to stay in school, you know? It was her who had to stick with it.”

Shane pulled us to a stop in the parking lot. “You don’t think she had help?”


“She succeeded because she didn’t quit. She kept going no matter what. It’s about resilience — what’s inside her, inside all of them. Not what’s around them.”

Shane tilted his head. “You used to go to a Girls Inc, right? That’s what you said.”

The air in my lungs thinned. “Well… yeah.”

“Do you not think they helped you?”

The question hit like a slap — not because it wasn’t valid, but because he had no right to ask it. He didn’t know what I went home to every night. He didn’t know the way my stomach sank when my mom’s headlights pulled into the parking lot, or how I’d count the hours until I could come back.

My throat tightened. “You don’t know me, Shane McCabe, and I’d really appreciate it if you stopped acting like you did.”

I snapped the words, and then I grabbed the strap of my bag off his shoulder and yanked until he released it.

I stormed toward the car, heat flooding my chest, fingers shaking. I felt sort of stupid once I got there, seeing as how it was his car, and I didn’t have the keys. I was half-tempted to catch a bus back to campus when I heard his footsteps behind me, steady and unhurried.

Wordlessly, he opened my door for me.

I didn’t look at him as I slipped inside.

The ride back toward campus was too quiet, and the longer I sat and stewed, the more I realized how cruel I’d been. He’d just been asking me questions, just arguing his side of our assignment the same way I was.

But he’d triggered me, and I hadn’t known how else to react than to push him away.

“I’m sorry—”

“Hey, I’m sorry—”


We said it at the same time, our eyes snapping to each other as we both let out low chuckles.

“You shouldn’t be,” I said next. “It was me who bit your head off.”

“You had every right to. I shouldn’t have assumed I knew anything about you.” Shane paused, switching hands on the steering wheel. “But, for the record, I’d really like to change that fact.”

His eyes met mine again, and the sincerity there nearly killed me.

“I don’t think you’d like what you discover,” I whispered.

Shane frowned, and then without hesitation, his hand was reaching for mine. He curled his fingers around my own, holding tight, as if the notion hadn’t sent those stupid butterflies into a frenzy inside me once more.

“My parents died when I was a kid.”

He said the words unflinchingly, like he was just telling me the weather report for tomorrow. Meanwhile, my jaw had unhinged, my heart stalling in my chest.

“It was an ice storm. We lived in Georgia and, well, let’s just say snowstorms really mess up the roads down there. It’s not like here where they have plows out within the hour. They had pulled over, the snow coming down too thick for them to see. And I guess it was too thick for the semi-truck that hit them, too.”

I closed my eyes, letting out a slow, pained breath.

“I grew up with my grandparents after that. They put me in hockey mostly because they didn’t know what else to do with me. I was seven, and by the time I turned ten, hockey was my whole world. The coaches, my teammates… they’re who got me through.”

He glanced at me before his eyes were on the road again, but his hand never left mine.


“So when I talk about how important community is, it’s because I lived it. It’s because, for me, a team is everything.” He paused. “And I realize that you probably feel the way you do because you didn’t have that. You fought your battle alone.” He looked at me, holding my gaze. “You may still be fighting alone.”

My throat constricted, and my gaze flicked between his eyes, my chest aching in a way I hadn’t expected. There was something in the way he looked at me — not pity, not judgment — just a quiet, unsettling understanding. It made me want to turn away, to shield the parts of myself I’d learned to keep guarded.

But another part of me felt something shift, fragile and unfamiliar, as if his words had reached into the corners of me I didn’t even know existed. It was unnerving… and somehow comforting, too, to realize he saw the fight I’d always believed no one noticed.

“So, maybe we’re both right,” he said, looking back at the road. “Maybe resilience is born inside us, but maybe it’s fostered by the ones around us who give a shit, too.”

I squeezed his hand.

He squeezed back.

We presented our findings the next week in class.

And we got an A.
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chapter 5




What a pleasant surprise




Shane

Present



“Goddamnit.” I blew the whistle after the curse left my lips, frustration boiling in my veins. Preseason was officially here, and I had the guys playing out a scrimmage in our last practice before we’d take on our opponents tomorrow night.

And as of now, we looked more like a group of giraffes on ice than a professional hockey team.

“Tanev, are you in need of contacts, or did you just blatantly refuse to pass the puck to Fabri, who was wide the fuck open?” I asked, hanging my hands on my hips.

“Oh, Tanny Boy for sure needs glasses,” Jaxson Brittain said, skating around his best friend, who spit on the ice while giving Brittzy a proper glare. “Explains why he missed that one-on-one shot against a rookie earlier, too.”

“What is it you Canadians say?” Vince Tanev asked, thumbing his chin and looking up before he snapped his fingers. “Oh. I remember. Nize it, Brittzy.”

“Hey, go easy on him,” Carter Fabri called from where he was bent over catching his breath. “The poor guy has a ten-month-old going through a sleep regression.”


“He’ll be going through an ice-time regression if he doesn’t get his shit together,” Daddy P quipped from the net.

Aleks Suter couldn’t resist himself. “All right, Grandpa. Not sure you should have much of a say in the matter, since you won’t be around this time next year.”

“Yeah, you’ll have a cane by then,” Fabio chimed in. Then, he started using his stick like a cane, hobbling on his skates with a hand on his back as he moaned in fake agony.

To the outsider, it might have all seemed a bit harsh — but this was how the team was, especially this particular crew. Chirps flew between the five of them like rice flew on a wedding day. And if one of them was getting picked on harder than the others in today’s practice, you could bet someone else would get the lashing tomorrow.

But it was all in good spirit. They were a family, these guys and the women they’d found over the years. Any time I was invited to one of their group barbecues or other events, I saw firsthand how much they all meant to one another. They even pulled me into their little community; when they could tear me away from the rink, anyway.

The rest of the Ospreys, rookie and veteran alike, smirked from the sidelines or skated around staying warm while these five battled it out. When I’d had enough of their shenanigans, I blew the whistle to signal it was time to get back to work, and they did without hesitation.

That was what I loved about them more than anything. They goofed off, yes, and they’d tested my patience more than once with how they’d sneak in rounds of golf even during the season when they knew they were forbidden from playing any other sport, due to the chances they might hurt themselves.


But at the end of the day, they were damn good players. They held each other accountable. They pulled out the best in one another and in every other player on our roster.

I was lucky to have them.

My stomach tightened a bit as the scrimmage kicked up again because I realized they’d be like a monster without its head next season when Daddy P was gone.

Across the rink from where he guarded the net, our backup was in place for the other scrimmage team — Ben Sandin. He was young, twenty-fucking-three to be exact, but he was also hungry. He’d come to us fresh out of the USHL at the ripe old age of eighteen, and he’d been training under Will Perry ever since.

The kid had heart, too, which was what I loved about him most.

His father was sick. He had aggressive pancreatic cancer, and Ben had been splitting his time between the rink and hospital rooms for the better part of the last six months. I knew too well the devastation that came with losing a parent, and I hoped the kid wouldn’t have to experience it. I hoped, somehow, his father made it through.

But for now, I was happy he was still focused on hockey. I wondered if it was saving him the way it had saved me as a kid.

He had his own style, but he also took it in stride when Daddy P gave him pointers. That was all I could ask for when it came to a young goalie — that he was driven, passionate, and willing to learn.

Still, he was a quirky, young kid with half the life experience that Perry had. He would struggle to lead a team until he was older, I imagined — and I wasn’t so sure he was the right choice to be Perry’s replacement.


There were trades we could make to get a goalie from other teams in the league, but I wasn’t so sure that was the right choice, either.

Honestly, the only thing that felt right was to beg Will to stay, and I knew that option wasn’t even on the table.

My thoughts were swirling as I watched the scrimmage play out, my assistants taking over and blowing the whistles when they saw something they wanted to call out between plays. I held mine between my teeth, arms folded over my chest, gaze darting from one end of the rink to the other.

And that’s when a flash of golden hair caught my eyes.

Ariana Ridley — er, Black — was standing in the front of one of the box suites, her hands braced on the top edge of the plexiglass that surrounded the seats as she peered over and scanned the arena like she was looking for something.

When her gaze snagged on me, my heart leaped into my throat.

Without thinking, I lifted a hand in a wave. She returned it hesitantly, and then tried shouting something to me. I couldn’t hear her over the scrimmage, but I held up a finger, letting her know I’d be right up. Then, I signaled to Kozak before bolting through the locker room and to the closest elevator.

I knew this arena like I knew my own house. I could get anywhere I wanted to be without even thinking about it, knowing which back routes to take, which elevators, when it was necessary to cross into the fan-facing areas. I made it to the suite Ariana was at in under six minutes.

She’d stayed put, her hands still on the plexiglass as she gazed down at practice. I paused at the top of the suite, taking in her silhouette with the bright ice illuminated in front of her. The last time I’d seen her in an arena was when she was watching me play two decades ago.

Ariana must have heard me, because she turned over her shoulder, and she smiled.

It was like a fist to my gut.

“I’m sorry,” she said instantly, wrapping her long cardigan around her tighter as she climbed the stairs up to where I stood. “I didn’t mean to take you from practice.”

I shoved my hands in my pockets and tried to mirror her smile, all the while shoving down all the words that wanted to tumble out — like call on me any day, any time, and I’ll come running, Ari.

I’m still yours.

I never stopped being yours.

“Ah, no biggie. Kozak has it handled down there. Besides, I could use the break,” I said instead.

Ariana nodded, her arms tightly crossed as she glanced at the ice and then back at me. “I was just looking for my husband.”

At this rate, her words were fucking MMA fighters, and I was their punching bag.

My mind, unhelpfully, flashed back to that first day — to the way she’d gone rigid when Nathan kissed her before the press conference. It had been just a fraction of a second, but she’d been far too stiff. I’d clocked it immediately, the way you notice a missed step or a blown coverage, and I hadn’t been able to stop replaying it since.

Every interaction, every glance, every touch between them was dissected in my mind like game film I couldn’t stop studying.

“He wasn’t in his office,” she added when my dumb ass didn’t reply. “And I don’t know this arena well enough yet to guess where else he might be. I thought maybe he was peeking in on practice.”


“Well, he did earlier, so your guess was a good one,” I managed, and then I nodded toward the door of the suite. “Come on. I bet we can find him.”

I opened the door and held it for Ariana, watching her go every step of the way. I couldn’t help how my hand hovered at the small of her back, guiding without contact, though I reverberated with the urge to touch her just to see what she’d do, just to feel her again after all this time.

Thirteen years. That was how long it had been since I’d last seen her.

Eighteen since I’d last held her in my arms.

I cataloged those lost years in her features, in the soft lines at the edges of her eyes and mouth, the way her hair had changed in texture, a few sneaky strands of silver threading in with the gold. It had my chest tight, the way I felt robbed by not being able to witness those changes in real time. But her eyes were still that shocking bright blue, and I knew her smile would be the same, too, if I ever got the chance to see it on full display, and not just a slight curl of her lips.

We walked side by side in silence for a moment, me pointing the way to the elevator that would take us back down to the guts of this place. I had a few ideas where Nathan might be, and more popping into my head as we walked. I’d seen him spending quite a bit of time with our analytics team earlier — which, if I was being honest, had kind of rubbed me the wrong way. I didn’t like the way the intern nodded and looked as pale as snow when Nathan was talking to him, one hand clamped on his shoulder with a politician’s grin in place. I also hadn’t loved how Nathan had insisted on getting to know all the players since he’d joined.

I was aware that didn’t make sense. He was our new general manager. He should get to know the players. But this guy set off all my alarms when he walked into any room I was in. I just didn’t trust him, no matter how friendly he was to me and everyone he met.

It’s because he’s with Ariana and you’re not, my common sense tried to tell me.

But I assured myself it was something more.

“So, what do you think of Tampa so far?” I asked after pushing the button on the elevator to take us down.

Ariana seemed lost in thought, but she blew out a breath before shrugging, her eyes casting up to mine. “It’s hot.”

I chuckled. “Yes, that it is. Wait until you have to suffer through a summer here.”

“I’ve heard the winter is nice, though.”

“It is. January to March is the best. Great time to go to the beach, too, if that’s your thing.”

Ariana folded her hands together and nodded, and I felt supremely stupid.

Was I really talking to this woman about the fucking weather right now?

This was Ariana Ridley, the girl who had me spilling my guts about my parents’ death within hours of spending time with her. This was the girl who’d felt more like my family than anyone else.

Yes, but she’s a stranger now, my brain argued again.

Because you left her.

“It’s night and day to Boston,” I said, not able to help myself. “No fall color changes or blistering winters here in The Sunshine State.”

Ice slid behind her gaze at that, and she turned toward the elevator doors just as they opened. “Yes, well, I don’t miss anything about Boston.”

My next swallow felt like I had a throat full of razor blades.


Ariana shot out of the elevator, and then waited without looking at me until I joined her and gestured to the left. “Let’s try the video review room.”

She nodded and followed my lead. After we’d walked a few steps, I noticed her wringing her hands together, her lip between her teeth like she was a woman about to walk death row.

“You okay?” I asked.

Ariana glanced at me from the corner of her eyes before plastering on her best smile and forcing a breath. “Fine. I just… he’s going to kill me for being so stupid.”

I frowned, wondering what the hell that meant, but before I could ask, the man we were looking for found us, instead.

“Well, what a pleasant surprise this is,” he sang, even as his eyes sliced between me and his wife like he’d caught us in bed together rather than walking with two feet between us. “Ariana, sweetheart, what are you doing here?”

Too quickly, Ariana was gone from my side and pulled into his. I heard them kiss even as I looked away with the excuse of saying a polite hello to Jeremy, Nathan’s senior advisor. He’d been senior advisor to Dick, and because Nathan had rolled in so close to the season, he remained in his position, at least for now.

“We’ll continue this conversation later,” Nathan said to Jeremy then, and the way he leveled a gaze at the man had the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. I’d never seen Jeremy look so ashen as he did in that moment, and his eyes skirted to mine only briefly before he nodded and excused himself.

What the…

“I’m so sorry to bother you at work,” Ariana said. “I… I somehow misplaced my key and found myself locked out of the house.”


I smiled at the innocence of that confession, at how many times Ariana had been forgetful when we were younger. I’d often teased her that her head was in the clouds, daydreaming about how to save the world when she’d leave her purse or phone at a restaurant we’d eaten at. She was always so apologetic, which I’d laughed at.

Why the hell are you apologizing for something everyone does?

Truthfully, I’d always loved when she forgot something. It meant I had more time with her. I remembered one night we got caught in the snow when we had to trace our steps back to a bar we’d been at near campus because she’d left her scarf. I loved the way the flecks stuck to her hair and eyelashes as we laughed and did our best not to slip and break our damned necks on the way home.

“You lost your key,” Nathan repeated, and he was smiling, but it was as if that smile was a thin veil for his true feelings about this fact. “The one I specifically told you to keep on a keychain or hooked to your purse or whatever you needed to do because we have yet to have any spares made?”

He laughed as he said it, pulling Ariana into his side as he rubbed her arm.

I didn’t miss the way she flinched, tucking her chin to her chest.

And I saw fucking red.

“I just misplaced it,” she murmured in argument, but Nathan guffawed louder to drown her out, even as his grip on her intensified.

“Ah, women, am I right, Shane?” Nathan said to me, still laughing, like I was his fucking buddy, and Ariana was the butt of all our jokes. “It’s a good thing you’re beautiful, my love. And that I am a responsible man who doesn’t misplace anything.”


I watched Ariana at that — how her shoulders drew in a fraction, how she tucked herself closer to him instead of away, like she’d learned that smaller was safer. Her smile stayed in place, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

Nathan’s own smile fell instantly with that word, and he released her, digging into the pocket of his slacks. He pulled out a simple silver key ring and pressed it sharply into her palm.

“Huh,” I said loudly, unable to help myself as I slid my hands into my pockets and grinned at Nathan. “So interesting to me that you have a key to your house instead of a keypad. What is this, 1980?”

Nathan blinked at me, clearly unsure if I was fucking with him. Ariana didn’t laugh. Her fingers closed around the key instead, knuckles whitening before she seemed to catch herself and loosen her grip.

I stood my ground, shrugging. “Just saying, I don’t know anyone these days who uses a key. I know you two just moved in. Do you need some help? I can stop by and replace the door mechanism in a jiffy. It’s easy. Takes ten minutes tops. And then you can join us all in the twenty-first century.”

Nathan blinked slowly, assessing. Meanwhile, Ariana’s gaze flicked to him — quick and cautious, like she was gauging how he’d take it.

Like she was bracing.

“The lock isn’t the problem,” he said finally, forcing his smile back into place. “It’s my dear sweet wife here who would lose her own head if it weren’t attached.”

He hooked his arm around her again and kissed the top of her hair, but she stiffened beneath him.

And all my fucking alarms were blaring now.

“Well, there wouldn’t be a key to be lost if you had a keypad, would there?” I said, keeping my tone easy, friendly, like I wasn’t cataloging every reaction in real time, and wasn’t already deciding how much I hated this man. “Just a thought.”

For a long moment, Nathan and I stood there in a quiet standoff. His eyes narrowed, flicking between my face and Ariana’s like he couldn’t tell if I was being amicable, or if I was being an asshole.

It’s the latter, you dumb motherfucker.

“I better get going,” Ariana said, carefully peeling herself away from her husband with her eyes on the key in her hands. “I have groceries in the car.”

“Oh, wonderful, now we’ll have spoiled milk and produce, too,” Nathan said, still smiling, like if he pretended it was all a joke, no one would pick up on the fact that he was being a fucking bully to his wife.

I ground my teeth as the word flashed in my mind.

And I didn’t care that I didn’t know this man well, I knew enough to feel with urgent fervor that he wasn’t good enough to call Ariana his.

“I’ll walk you out,” I said, but before I could take a step, Nathan slid in-between us.

“I’ll walk her out.”

He glared at me only a moment before he was all teeth with his fake smile, and then his arm was around Ariana, guiding her to the parking lot.

I had no choice but to watch him leave with her, and my hands curled into fists in my pockets, my stomach tied in the fiercest knot.

When Ariana glanced at me over her shoulder, I thought I saw apology in her eyes, as if she had anything to be sorry for. I also thought I saw her slightly shake her head, like she was telling me without words to leave it alone.


That’s when it hit me like a six-foot-four, two-hundred-pound defender.

She was scared of him.

I was determined to find out why.
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