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  Chapter one
Ryan’s POV


The car creaked slightly as Ryan eased off the gas, the winding road into Maple Ridge coming into full view. A cluster of familiar landmarks unfolded like a long-lost photograph: the diner where he’d devoured post-practice burgers, the faded water tower that still leaned slightly to the left, and the hardware store proudly touting its “Grand Opening Sale” sign—unchanged in the last decade, a local joke he hadn’t forgotten. 
The nostalgia hit him like a soft punch, a mix of comfort and something he wasn’t quite ready to name. Home hadn’t changed much. Or maybe it had, just in ways you wouldn’t notice unless you were looking too hard. The old creek, where he and his friends had wasted entire summers, now boasted a freshly paved trail. A sleek coffee shop—“The Roasted Bean” in big, modern lettering—occupied the corner where the old barber shop used to be. Ryan almost laughed; the world really didn’t wait for anyone.
Beside him, Max shifted, his ears twitching as his nose pressed against the cracked-open window. The golden retriever mix had been restless since they’d left the city, though Ryan wasn’t sure if it was the miles or the emotions between them that had him fidgety. He reached over, scratching behind Max’s ears. “At least one of us is excited to be back,” Ryan muttered, earning a soft thump of a wagging tail against the passenger seat.
The dog stretched and let out a low whine, as if to say, Don’t be so dramatic.
Ryan exhaled and gripped the steering wheel tighter. He couldn’t tell if the tension knotting his chest was guilt, relief, or just the weight of everything that had unraveled in the last few weeks. Maple Ridge had always been the kind of place where nothing and everything happened all at once—a town so small everyone knew what you had for breakfast, yet big enough for secrets to simmer beneath the surface. He’d grown up here, dreaming of something bigger. And he’d gotten it. But now? He wasn’t sure if coming back was retreating or reclaiming something he’d lost.
As the car rolled through town, he caught glimpses of lives being lived without him. A woman jogging with a stroller. Two kids playing with chalk on the sidewalk, oblivious to how small towns hold onto you, even when you don’t want them to. Somewhere down the main street, his old high school friends were probably arguing over something dumb like they always had. The thought brought a flicker of warmth.
He glanced at Max again, whose tail wagged in approval. “Don’t give me that look,” Ryan said. “I’m not here for good. Just long enough to clear this mess up.”
The dog gave him a side-eye, unconvincingly neutral, and Ryan couldn’t help but smirk. “Fine,” he added, slowing as a red light blinked above the empty intersection. “I missed the quiet. Happy now?”
The truth was, the quiet unnerved him. It left too much room for thought, too much room to remember how the media had cornered him, his career teetering on the edge of ruin. The weight of the blackmail texts sat heavy in his mind—like an unfinished question with no answer yet. The accusation, the fake evidence of performance-enhancing drugs, the looming suspicion—it all clung to him like a bad shadow.

      ***The road curved gently, the town’s modest skyline unfolding ahead, but Ryan barely noticed. His thoughts drifted to a different kind of roar—the deafening sound of thousands of fans chanting his name. The electric hum of the stadium had always been his favorite place to lose himself. Adrenaline pounding, muscles burning, the sting of sweat in his eyes as he sprinted toward the ball—it was supposed to be one of his proudest moments.
Ryan’s jaw tightened as the memory sharpened. That game had been flawless. He could still feel the vibrations of the crowd’s cheers rattling in his chest, still hear the commentator’s voice calling his name after his winning goal.
But pride wasn’t what lingered when he thought back to that day.
The locker room had been chaos, teammates shouting and laughing, the celebratory energy infectious. Ryan had leaned back against the bench, his legs like jelly but his heart full. He had earned this. Every grueling practice, every sacrifice—it had all led to that moment.
Then he’d spotted it.
A piece of paper, folded in half, tucked into the side pocket of his gym bag. It could have been a fan note or maybe a flier from one of the team managers, but as Ryan unfolded it, a cold knot formed in his stomach.
The words were short, but they cut deep: “We know what you’ve been doing. Proof will come out unless you pay up.”
At first, he’d stared at it, uncomprehending. His thoughts scrambled for meaning. What could they possibly mean? He wasn’t doing anything wrong. He was careful. His reputation was spotless—or so he’d thought.
The paper crumpled in his fist as he leaned forward, elbows on his knees, staring at the tiled floor of the locker room. Around him, his teammates celebrated, oblivious. His chest tightened, but he forced himself to dismiss it. It had to be a prank or some desperate troll trying to get under his skin.
But then came the texts.
Weeks later, his phone buzzed after a training session, and the words on the screen had been impossible to ignore: “You ignored the warning. Pay up or watch your career burn.”
Proof. They claimed to have proof. Ryan’s hand tightened on the steering wheel as his mind replayed every agonizing moment that followed. He had told no one—not his agent, not his friends, not even his coach. He’d thought if he ignored them, they’d give up. But they didn’t.
He had started receiving doctored photos, cleverly edited screenshots that painted him as someone he wasn’t. Evidence that could ruin everything he’d worked for.
Ryan exhaled sharply, his knuckles whitening as he gripped the steering wheel. He could feel the familiar churn of frustration and helplessness rising in his gut. He had been so close to confronting the media head-on, to telling his truth and calling out the lies, but the threats kept coming. And now here he was—back in Maple Ridge. Hiding.
He glanced at Max, who sat in the passenger seat, oblivious to the storm raging in Ryan’s head. The dog’s ears perked up, sensing his tension, and Max leaned over to rest his chin on Ryan’s arm.
Ryan let out a dry laugh, shaking his head. “I know, buddy. I messed it all up.”
Max licked his arm in response, and for the first time since he started the drive, Ryan’s shoulders relaxed just a little.
As the town’s water tower came into view, Ryan inhaled deeply, trying to steady himself. He had come back to figure out who was behind it all. But he wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep going without everything crumbling around him.

      ***Maple Ridge stretched out before him, bathed in the soft glow of the late afternoon sun. The town was quieter than he remembered, the streets sparsely dotted with people. Ryan eased his foot off the gas, letting the car coast as he took it all in. A group of kids kicked a soccer ball in the park, their laughter carried faintly by the breeze. Nearby, an elderly couple strolled hand in hand, their steps slow but steady, as though time itself couldn’t rush them.
It was the kind of scene you’d find in a postcard. Nostalgic. Almost too perfect.
Ryan’s chest tightened as he gripped the steering wheel a little harder. He didn’t belong in that picture—not anymore.
His gaze wandered to the storefronts lining the street, their windows glinting with late sunlight. Most of them were just as he remembered, down to the handmade signs and faded paint. But a few new ones had cropped up—a café with sleek lettering, a boutique boasting organic soaps and artisanal candles. Maple Ridge wasn’t frozen in time, after all.
But he felt like he was.
Ryan glanced at Max, who was sprawled lazily in the passenger seat, his golden fur ruffling slightly in the breeze coming through the cracked window. The dog’s contentment was enviable, a stark contrast to the thoughts twisting through Ryan’s mind.
“Must be nice, huh?” Ryan said, his voice tinged with a faint smirk. “No press conferences, no scandals. Just chasing squirrels and eating whatever I drop on the floor.”
Max perked up at the mention of food, his ears twitching, and Ryan couldn’t help but chuckle.
But the humor faded quickly, leaving behind a hollow ache.
He’d spent the last five years at the pinnacle of success—stadiums filled with chanting fans, his name splashed across headlines and highlight reels. From the outside, it had looked perfect. But Ryan knew better than anyone how deceiving appearances could be.
He remembered the hotel rooms. Lavish, sprawling suites with all the amenities you could imagine. Yet the silence had been deafening once the crowds were gone, once the cameras stopped flashing. He’d sit by the window, staring out at city skylines that all started to blur together, and wonder what the point of it all was.
Max had been his only anchor in those moments, his constant companion. No matter how hollow the world around him felt, Max was always there, curling up by his side, wagging his tail as if to say, I’m still here. You’re not alone.
Ryan’s jaw clenched as he let the car roll to a stop at a red light, the empty intersection giving him an excuse to linger. Fame wasn’t what he’d expected. Sure, it came with the admiration and the wealth, but it also came with isolation—an invisible wall separating him from everyone else. People saw him as an image, a brand, not a person.
He glanced out the window again, his eyes stopping on the park where the kids were playing. One of them darted forward, kicking the ball with all the force his little legs could muster. Ryan smiled faintly, remembering what it felt like to be that kid. Back then, soccer had been about joy, about connection, about friendship. Not about scandals or headlines.
The light turned green, but Ryan hesitated. “Maybe being back here will remind me who I am,” he muttered to himself, the words hanging in the air.
Max let out a soft bark, breaking the silence.
Ryan laughed quietly, shaking his head. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t hold your breath, buddy.”
He tapped the gas and continued down the road, the streets of Maple Ridge slowly unfolding around him. For the first time in years, he wasn’t entirely sure who he was trying to be. All he knew was that the life he’d built—no matter how shiny it looked from the outside—wasn’t enough.
And maybe, just maybe, this small, unassuming town could remind him of the person he used to be.

      ***Ryan turned onto Market Street, the late afternoon light casting long shadows across the pavement. His eyes scanned the familiar storefronts, a mix of nostalgia and wariness flickering through him. This was the heart of Maple Ridge, a place where time seemed to move a little slower.
As he passed a weathered wooden sign that read Hayes Animal Shelter, his attention was caught by a small figure crouched near the front steps. The building wasn’t much to look at—peeling paint on the trim, a sagging porch railing—but there was a warmth to it. Bright flower pots lined the steps, their blooms adding a cheerful touch to the otherwise modest structure.
Ryan eased off the accelerator, his gaze drawn to the woman outside. She was kneeling in the grass, her auburn hair pulled into a messy bun, with a few stubborn strands escaping to frame her face. She wore a simple T-shirt and jeans, the kind of practical outfit that spoke of someone who cared more about the work at hand than appearances. Her hands were dirty, and her brow furrowed in concentration as she gently coaxed a trembling stray dog into a crate.
Her voice carried faintly over the soft hum of his car engine. It was calm, steady, soothing—a stark contrast to the chaos Ryan had grown accustomed to in his own life. He couldn’t make out the words, but the tone alone seemed to wrap around the frightened animal like a blanket, easing its visible tension.
The dog hesitated, its small body stiff and its eyes wide with fear. The woman didn’t rush, didn’t raise her voice. Instead, she knelt lower, one hand extended, palm up, as though offering not just safety but a kind of unspoken promise. Ryan watched as the dog finally inched forward, its movements tentative but trusting.
There was something about the scene that struck him. Maybe it was the way she moved—with purpose, every gesture precise yet gentle—or the quiet patience in her expression. She seemed... solid, grounded in a way Ryan hadn’t felt in years. Genuine.
He barely realized he’d slowed the car to a near crawl. Max shifted in the passenger seat, his ears perking up as he caught sight of the dog and woman.
Ryan glanced at his companion and murmured, “You seeing this, too, bud?” Max tilted his head in response, his tail thumping against the seat.
For a fleeting moment, Ryan considered pulling over. His fingers hovered over the turn signal as a hundred excuses ran through his mind—he could ask about volunteering, pretend to be interested in adopting a dog. But just as quickly as the thought appeared, he dismissed it.
What would he even say? “Hi, I’m Ryan Caldwell, the guy currently plastered all over the tabloids for all the wrong reasons.” Yeah, that would go over well. The last thing he needed was more recognition, more questions.
And yet, as he pressed his foot back on the accelerator and drove past the shelter, a strange sense of loss tugged at him. He stole one last glance in the rearview mirror, catching sight of her standing, the crate now secured. The stray inside peeked out cautiously, its tail giving a faint wag as she smiled and murmured something to it.
Ryan shook his head, focusing back on the road. He wasn’t here for distractions. He had enough on his plate without adding some kind-hearted woman into the mix, no matter how much she intrigued him.
But even as the shelter faded into the distance, he couldn’t shake the image of her—calm, steady, and completely immersed in her work. For the first time in weeks, the tight knot of tension in his chest loosened, just a little.

      ***The cabin was quiet, save for the occasional creak of the wooden floorboards. Ryan stood in the middle of the small living room, a duffel bag at his feet, surveying his temporary home. It was nothing like the sleek apartments or hotel suites he’d grown accustomed to. Here, the furniture was mismatched but cozy, the walls were paneled with knotted pine, and a faint smell of cedar lingered in the air.
Max, sprawled on the rug near the fireplace, let out a low whine. His tail thumped against the floor, a clear signal that he was growing restless.
“Alright, alright. I get it,” Ryan said with a grin, tossing a sweatshirt over his shoulder. “Let’s go for a walk, huh?”
The word "walk" sent Max into a flurry of excitement. He jumped to his feet, tail wagging furiously, and darted toward the door. Ryan chuckled as he clipped on the leash, his tension easing slightly. Maybe this was exactly what they both needed—a little fresh air and some distance from everything that had been weighing him down.
They stepped outside into the cool evening air. The cabin, perched on the edge of a dense forest, was surrounded by towering pines and a scattering of wildflowers that swayed gently in the breeze. The trail behind the cabin was narrow and slightly overgrown, but it was peaceful, the kind of place where the world felt far away.
Max tugged on the leash, eager to explore. “Alright, lead the way,” Ryan said, letting the dog set the pace. The scent of pine needles and damp earth filled his lungs as they walked, the crunch of leaves underfoot providing a soothing rhythm. For the first time in weeks, Ryan felt a flicker of calm, as if the forest itself was helping to untangle the mess in his mind.
Max darted from side to side, sniffing every tree and bush as though uncovering long-lost secrets. Ryan smiled, watching his dog’s uncontainable enthusiasm. “You’re really living it up, huh?” he said, his voice light with amusement.
But the peace shattered in an instant.
Max let out a sharp yelp, his body jerking as he stumbled back. Ryan’s heart leapt into his throat as he looked up to see Max holding one paw aloft, his entire frame trembling.
“Max!” Ryan dropped to his knees beside the dog, his hands shaking as he gently took hold of the injured paw. Blood welled from a deep gash, smudging Ryan’s fingers as he inspected the wound. A sharp rock, half-buried in the dirt, caught the moonlight, its jagged edge glistening ominously.
“Hey, buddy, it’s okay,” Ryan murmured, his voice tight with panic. “We’ll get you fixed up. Just hang on.” He scooped Max into his arms, ignoring the ache in his shoulders as he carried the dog back toward the cabin.
Inside, the warm glow of the fireplace felt mocking, its coziness a stark contrast to the panic swirling in Ryan’s chest. He set Max down gently on the rug, grabbing a clean towel and his phone. As he worked to clean the wound, Max whined softly, his usual playful energy replaced by quiet vulnerability.
“You’re gonna be fine,” Ryan said, though the words were more for himself. His hands moved with deliberate care, but his mind was racing. What if it was worse than it looked? What if he couldn’t patch it up here?
After a quick search on his phone, he found the nearest vet clinic was closed until Monday. His thoughts flashed back to the wooden sign he’d seen earlier that day: Hayes Animal Shelter. The memory of the woman outside—the way she’d calmed that stray with such effortless kindness—surfaced in his mind.
“Looks like we’re paying that place a visit tomorrow,” he told Max, tying off the makeshift bandage. Max blinked up at him, his tail giving a weak thump as if to say, I trust you.
Ryan let out a shaky breath, sitting back on his heels. “This wasn’t exactly the fresh start I had in mind,” he muttered, running a hand through his hair. But as he looked at Max, curled up on the rug with his bandaged paw, a strange determination settled over him.
Tomorrow, he’d fix this—for Max, at least. The rest? He wasn’t so sure.






  
  Chapter two
Emma's POV


The air was thick with the unmistakable blend of wet fur, disinfectant, and kibble. Emma knelt on the cold concrete floor of the shelter’s intake room, her focus entirely on the small terrier trembling before her. The dog’s matted coat was a patchwork of dirt and dried blood, and its glassy eyes darted around the room, searching for an escape. Emma held her breath, slowly extending her hand with a few pieces of soft food resting on her palm. 
“C’mon, buddy,” she murmured, her voice low and soothing. “You’re safe here. I promise.”
The dog sniffed the air cautiously, its frail body quivering with tension. Emma stayed perfectly still, patience etched into every line of her face. Moments like these required more than just skill—they required trust, something the little dog had likely been robbed of long ago.
The door to the intake room swung open with a bang, and Emma flinched, her calm demeanor faltering for a split second. Liz, her part-time assistant, burst in holding a clipboard, her ponytail askew and her expression frazzled.
“The inspector called,” Liz said, her voice tinged with panic. “They’re bumping up the inspection to next week.”
Emma let out a slow breath, her wrist brushing a stray strand of auburn hair out of her face, careful not to smear the antiseptic on her gloves. “Of course they are,” she muttered under her breath. Turning her attention back to the terrier, she added more firmly, “One crisis at a time, Liz.”
“But—” Liz began, her words swallowed by the cacophony of barking and meowing erupting from the main kennel area.
“Liz,” Emma said, a note of calm authority in her tone, “we’ve got this. Go check the supply room and make sure we’re stocked for the inspection. I’ll finish up here.”
Liz nodded, her tension easing slightly as she retreated back into the hallway. Emma focused again on the trembling dog in front of her. The small terrier took a hesitant step forward, its nose twitching as it inched closer to her outstretched hand. Emma’s lips curved into a faint smile. “That’s it,” she whispered. “You’re doing great.”
The dog took the food gingerly, its teeth barely grazing her palm. Emma felt a surge of relief as she slowly slipped a leash over its neck. “We’ll get you cleaned up in no time,” she said softly. The terrier’s wary eyes met hers, and for a fleeting moment, Emma felt the familiar spark of connection that made all the long hours and endless challenges worth it.
As she stood, the full symphony of the shelter hit her ears: dogs barking, cats yowling, the washing machine in the corner clunking noisily as it churned through yet another load of bedding. The fluorescent lights buzzed faintly overhead, casting a pale glow on the rows of kennels and stacked crates lining the walls.
Despite the chaos, Emma felt a strange sense of peace here. This was her world—a bustling, noisy refuge for creatures who had nowhere else to go. She thrived in the constant hum of activity, finding purpose in every wound she stitched and every frightened animal she calmed.
She carried the terrier to the small examination table at the back of the room, gently lifting it into place. The dog trembled under her touch, but it didn’t pull away. Emma worked quickly, cleaning the gash on its leg and murmuring quiet reassurances. “You’re stronger than you think,” she said, more to herself than the dog.
The thought of the upcoming inspection loomed in the back of her mind, a ticking clock she couldn’t ignore. Funding was tight, as always, and any slip-up during the inspection could put the shelter at risk. Still, Emma pushed the worry aside. One crisis at a time—that was her mantra.
The terrier let out a small sigh, its body finally relaxing under her care. Emma smiled again, feeling a flicker of pride. No matter how overwhelming her days could be, moments like this reminded her why she’d chosen this path. These animals needed someone to fight for them, to see their worth even when the world hadn’t.
And Emma Hayes was more than up for the challenge.

      ***The bell above the shelter’s door jingled, its cheerful chime almost out of place against the backdrop of barking dogs and the hum of the washing machine in the back. Emma stepped out of the intake room, wiping her hands on her jeans as she headed toward the lobby.
A man stood near the front desk, cradling a golden retriever mix in his arms. The dog’s paw was wrapped in a makeshift bandage, a small stain of red visible through the fabric.
Emma’s eyes were drawn to the dog first—a beautiful animal with a sleek, golden coat and eyes that darted nervously around the room. “Well, hello there,” she murmured softly, her voice instinctively dropping into a soothing tone. But as she stepped closer, her gaze shifted to the man holding him, and she froze for a fraction of a second.
He was tall, his broad shoulders filling the doorway. His casual jacket was creased, his jeans slightly worn, and his tousled dark hair fell into eyes that seemed both guarded and tired. It wasn’t his appearance that threw her off, though—it was the faint spark of recognition. Ryan Caldwell. She had seen that face before, plastered across magazine covers and television screens. But here, standing in her tiny shelter in Maple Ridge, he looked... different. Less polished, more human.
“Hi,” he said, his voice deep and laced with exhaustion. “I’m Ryan. This is Max. He cut his paw on a rock during a walk. I tried to patch him up, but...” He trailed off, lifting the dog slightly to emphasize the injury.
Emma cleared her throat, pulling her professional demeanor back into place. “Let’s get him checked out,” she said briskly, stepping forward. Her hand brushed against Max’s head as she inspected him. The dog gave a low whimper, his ears flattening, and Emma softened her voice. “Hey, buddy, you’re in good hands. We’ll get you fixed up in no time.”
Ryan shifted Max’s weight in his arms, his expression tightening as if he felt the dog’s discomfort as his own. “Thank you,” he said quietly, and for the first time, Emma noticed the faint lines of worry etched around his eyes.
Gesturing toward the exam room, Emma led the way. “Follow me.”
As they walked, Emma’s mind raced. She wasn’t the type to get starstruck—she barely had time to watch TV, let alone keep up with celebrity gossip—but it was impossible to ignore who Ryan Caldwell was. A professional soccer player, a name that even people like her—who didn’t follow sports—knew. And yet, there was something disarming about seeing him here, carrying his dog like a protective father, his polished celebrity persona stripped away.

      ***Emma guided Max onto the exam table with practiced ease, gently stroking his head as he whined and shifted uneasily. “It’s okay, buddy,” she murmured, her voice low and soothing. The dog’s golden eyes darted between her and Ryan, who crouched beside him, one hand resting protectively on Max’s back.
Ryan didn’t say much, but his focus was unrelenting. His sharp blue eyes tracked Emma’s every move as she reached for a pair of scissors to carefully cut away the makeshift bandage. “This might sting a little,” she warned Max, though her words seemed aimed at both dog and owner. Ryan’s jaw tightened in response.
Emma felt a faint tug of curiosity. She’d encountered plenty of people bringing in their pets, each with their unique blend of worry and detachment. Ryan, though, was different. He stayed close, his broad frame bent awkwardly to stay eye level with Max, as though his presence alone could shield the dog from pain.
“This doesn’t look too bad,” Emma said, her tone clinical as she assessed the wound beneath the bandage. “The cut’s not too deep, but it’ll need cleaning and a couple of stitches to heal properly.” She glanced up at Ryan, half expecting him to react with impatience or indifference.
Instead, his shoulders visibly relaxed. “Thank God,” he breathed, his voice low but sincere. “I was worried it might be worse.”
Emma returned her focus to the cut, her hands moving with practiced precision, but she couldn’t help sneaking a glance at Ryan out of the corner of her eye. His jawline was sharp, his dark hair falling slightly over his forehead in a way that looked unintentionally tousled. She had to admit, he could easily pass for a movie star. But it wasn’t just his looks that caught her attention—it was the flicker of vulnerability in his expression, the way he seemed so invested in Max’s well-being.
Her initial judgment flickered back to life. Famous people—celebrities, athletes, anyone used to the spotlight—they all carried an air of entitlement, expecting the world to cater to their whims. Emma had seen it before and had no patience for it. But Ryan didn’t fit the mold, not entirely. There was no arrogance in his posture, no hint of impatience in his tone. He seemed... human. Tired, even, like someone carrying far more weight than he was willing to share.
“You’re doing a great job,” Ryan said suddenly, breaking the silence. His voice was soft, almost hesitant. “Max doesn’t usually trust strangers this quickly.”
Emma paused, startled by the unexpected compliment. She straightened, brushing a loose strand of auburn hair out of her face with the back of her hand. “Dogs know when someone’s trying to help them,” she replied, her tone neutral but her words sincere.
Ryan gave a small nod, his hand still resting on Max’s back. For a moment, their eyes met, and Emma felt a flicker of something she couldn’t quite name. Interest? Curiosity? She quickly dismissed it, returning her attention to cleaning Max’s wound.
As she worked, Emma found herself softening despite her earlier assumptions. There was something about the way Ryan interacted with Max—his quiet patience, his genuine concern—that challenged her expectations. Maybe he wasn’t just another self-absorbed celebrity after all. Still, she reminded herself to keep her guard up. Life had taught her that curiosity often led to complications.
And Emma Hayes had no room for complications.

      ***Emma applied the final bandage to Max’s paw, smoothing it gently as the dog lay still, his golden eyes following her every move. “There,” she said, her tone brisk but soft. “Looks like a simple cut. No stitches needed, but you’ll need to keep it clean. I’ll send you home with some supplies.”
She glanced up at Ryan, who had been silently watching from the moment she started. The tension in his shoulders eased, and his expression shifted from worry to relief. “Thank you,” he said, his voice low but sincere. “I really appreciate this.”
Emma nodded and stepped back, slipping off her gloves and dropping them into a nearby waste bin. She reached for a plastic bag and began assembling a care package—antiseptic wipes, gauze, and extra bandages. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency, but her mind wandered.
It wasn’t every day a celebrity walked through her door, especially one with a face she’d seen plastered across magazines at the grocery store checkout line. And yet, Ryan Caldwell didn’t feel larger than life. He wasn’t surrounded by an entourage or flaunting an air of superiority. He was just a man with a dog, trying to make sure his companion was okay. That was something Emma could respect.
Still, she reminded herself, it didn’t matter who he was or what his life looked like outside of this shelter. She had learned long ago that getting involved—whether personally or emotionally—with someone tied to fame only led to complications she didn’t need.
“Here you go,” Emma said, handing the package to Ryan. Her tone was polite but purposefully neutral. “If Max has any swelling or trouble walking, bring him back right away.”
Ryan hesitated as he reached for the bag, his fingers brushing hers briefly. “Thanks again,” he said, his gaze meeting hers. There was something almost vulnerable in his eyes, as though he wasn’t just thanking her for helping Max but for something deeper. “You’ve been... kind.”
The words lingered in the air between them. Emma straightened, crossing her arms loosely as she tried to process the unspoken weight in his tone. Kindness, she thought, shouldn’t feel remarkable. But the way Ryan said it made her wonder if it was something he hadn’t encountered much lately.
“Just doing my job,” Emma replied, her voice even. She didn’t let herself dwell on the flicker of warmth that rose unbidden in her chest.
Ryan nodded, his lips curving into a faint smile as he stood. Max wagged his tail, clearly ready to leave, and Ryan gave the dog a reassuring pat on the head. “Come on, buddy. Let’s get you home.”
Emma watched them head for the door, her professional detachment firmly in place. The bell jingled softly as they stepped out, the sound a familiar signal of departure. She exhaled, already turning back to her clipboard and the tasks waiting for her in the shelter’s busy main room.
And yet, her thoughts lingered. There was something about Ryan—something unpolished and unexpected, a quiet depth she hadn’t anticipated. “There’s more to him than meets the eye,” she murmured to herself, shaking her head as if to dismiss the thought.
Work first, she reminded herself. Everything else could wait.






  
  Chapter three
Ryan's POV


The early morning air was crisp, carrying the faint scent of pine as Ryan leaned back in the old wooden chair on the porch of his rented cabin. A steaming mug of coffee warmed his hands, and Max dozed peacefully at his feet, his bandaged paw stretched out on the planks. The forest surrounding the cabin was alive with sound—birds calling to each other, the soft rustle of leaves in the breeze. It was a far cry from the relentless noise of the city, and for the first time in weeks, Ryan felt a semblance of peace. 
But his thoughts refused to stay still. No matter how hard he tried to focus on the tranquility around him, his mind kept circling back to the day before—to Emma.
He could still see her standing in the shelter’s lobby, her auburn hair slipping free from the ponytail she’d hastily tied back, strands framing her freckled face. There was a calm efficiency in the way she moved, her green eyes sharp yet warm as she examined Max. She wasn’t trying to impress anyone—least of all him. That alone had thrown him off balance.
Ryan’s lips tugged into a small smile as he remembered her no-nonsense tone: “Keep it clean, and don’t let him lick the bandage. That’s all there is to it.” No sugar-coating, no over-the-top concern, just a simple, grounded approach that felt... real. It was refreshing, especially for someone like him, who was so used to people either fawning over him or finding ways to exploit his fame.
Most people saw Ryan Caldwell, professional soccer player, and treated him accordingly—either with awe or opportunism. But Emma? She had looked right past the surface. Her focus had been entirely on Max, her attention so wholly genuine that it had left Ryan feeling oddly vulnerable.
He traced the rim of his coffee mug with his thumb, his brow furrowing. Emma Hayes wasn’t the type of person he’d expected to meet back in Maple Ridge. He’d anticipated polite smiles, thinly veiled questions about his scandal, and maybe a few people eager to get a photo or an autograph. Instead, he’d found a woman who couldn’t have cared less about his headlines. She seemed fully rooted in her world, her passions, and her work—a stark contrast to the chaotic, superficial life he’d been living.
Max stirred at his feet, letting out a low whine as he adjusted his position. Ryan reached down to scratch behind the dog’s ears, his fingers brushing over the soft fur. “You liked her, didn’t you?” he murmured, his voice carrying a note of amusement. Max’s tail thumped lazily against the porch in response.
Ryan shook his head, chuckling softly. “Yeah, me too, buddy.”
But even as he allowed himself to acknowledge his curiosity about Emma, a nagging voice in the back of his mind reminded him why he was really here. The peace of Maple Ridge was temporary—a hiding place while he tried to unravel the blackmail scheme threatening to destroy everything he’d worked for. Emma Hayes, with her steady green eyes and quiet resilience, was an unexpected distraction. And distractions, Ryan knew, could be dangerous.
Still, as he drained the last of his coffee and gazed out into the woods, he couldn’t help but wonder: What would it hurt to get to know her a little better?


      ***Ryan leaned against the kitchen counter of the cabin, his coffee mug abandoned beside him. The hum of the refrigerator was the only sound in the otherwise quiet room. He stared at his phone, his thumb hovering over the screen before unlocking it with a reluctant swipe.
The notifications were endless—news alerts, social media mentions, speculative headlines about his alleged doping scandal. His name was still trending, each post and article like a fresh jab to the ribs. Ryan Caldwell: Hero or Fraud? one headline read. He scrolled down, catching glimpses of tweets, some defending him, others reveling in his presumed downfall. The tightness in his chest returned, an ever-present weight he couldn’t seem to shake.
With a frustrated sigh, Ryan turned the phone off and tossed it onto the counter. “We’re not going back to that,” he muttered, his voice firm as he glanced at Max. The golden retriever mix, ever the optimist, wagged his tail and perked his ears, his head tilting as if to say, Good decision, boss.
Ryan ran a hand through his hair, his gaze shifting to the cabin’s window. The view outside was serene—tall pines swaying gently in the breeze, sunlight filtering through the branches to dapple the ground in shifting patterns of light and shadow. It was a far cry from the manic energy of the city, the glaring lights of stadiums, or the relentless hum of cameras.
“We’ll stay here a little longer,” Ryan said, more to himself than to Max. The dog’s tail thumped against the floor, sealing the decision with enthusiastic approval.
There was something about Maple Ridge that felt like an antidote to everything Ryan was running from. The town wasn’t just quiet—it was unassuming, familiar. The kind of place where time seemed to move slower, where the biggest news might be Mrs. Potter’s garden winning the county fair. It was a world removed from his high-profile, high-pressure life, and for the first time in a long while, Ryan felt like he could breathe.
He picked up his phone again, his thumb hovering over his contacts list. He scrolled down until he found a name: Derek Young. One of his closest friends from high school, Derek had been part of the group that had seen him through every awkward teenage phase, every heartbreak, and every triumph. Ryan had lost touch with most of them when his career took off, but Derek had always been the glue that held the group together.
Ryan typed out a quick message: Hey, I’m back in town for a bit. Would love to catch up—coffee or something? Let me know.
He hit send before he could overthink it, staring at the screen as the message delivered. Seeing someone who had known him before the fame, before the pressure, might be exactly what he needed to ground himself. Someone who wouldn’t see him as Ryan Caldwell, international soccer star, but just... Ryan.
Max nudged his leg with his nose, breaking his train of thought. Ryan bent down, scratching behind the dog’s ears with a small smile. “Good call, buddy,” he said softly. “This is where we need to be.”
The thought settled into his chest, bringing a flicker of peace. Maple Ridge wasn’t just an escape—it was a chance to remember who he was and maybe, just maybe, figure out who he wanted to be.

      ***The bell above the door jingled as Ryan stepped into the diner on Main Street, a place he hadn’t set foot in since high school. The interior looked exactly the same: the checkerboard floor, the faded red vinyl booths, and the chalkboard menu announcing today’s specials in slightly smudged handwriting. The scent of freshly brewed coffee and warm pie greeted him like an old friend, stirring memories of late-night post-practice gatherings with his teammates.
Ryan slid into a booth near the window, the sunlight casting a soft glow over the table. Max sat obediently at his feet, his golden fur catching the light. Ryan scratched behind the dog’s ears, grateful for his quiet companionship.
“Ryan Caldwell? Well, I’ll be!” a familiar voice exclaimed.
He looked up to see Patty, the diner’s longtime waitress, her hands planted firmly on her hips. Her graying curls were tucked under a worn diner cap, and her eyes sparkled with genuine warmth.
“Hey, Patty,” Ryan said, offering a polite smile. “Long time no see.”
Patty grabbed a mug from the counter and poured him a steaming cup of coffee before he could even ask. “You’re telling me. Haven’t seen you in... what, ten years? You boys used to sit right over there, stuffing yourselves with burgers and milkshakes after every game.”
Ryan chuckled, the sound tinged with nostalgia. “Yeah, we kept you busy back then.”
Patty slid the coffee in front of him. “So, what brings you back to little old Maple Ridge? Thought you’d traded us in for the big leagues.”
Ryan hesitated, stirring sugar into his coffee. “Just needed a break,” he said vaguely, avoiding the weight of the real answer.
Patty nodded knowingly, her sharp gaze cutting through his deflection. “Well, you’re always welcome here.”
As Ryan picked at his sandwich, Patty flitted between tables, chatting with other customers. But she returned often enough to keep their conversation going. Inevitably, the topic shifted to the town and its residents.
“Things haven’t changed much,” Patty said, refilling his coffee. “Well, except for that new coffee shop on the corner and the animal shelter. That place has been a godsend.”
Ryan glanced up, intrigued. “The shelter?”
Patty beamed. “Hayes Animal Shelter. Emma Hayes runs it. Sweet girl, hard worker. You probably drove past it on your way into town.”
Ryan nodded, remembering the day before and her quiet focus when she was working on Max. “I did.”
“That girl works harder than anyone I’ve ever seen,” Patty continued, placing the coffee pot back on the counter. “She’s out there all hours of the day, saving animals, keeping that place running. Practically lives there, if you ask me.”
Ryan leaned back in his seat, intrigued. “Must be tough, running a place like that.”
Patty sighed, shaking her head. “Oh, you wouldn’t believe it. She’s been fighting to keep it open for years—donations, inspections, you name it. But she doesn’t quit. Never has. Heart as big as the sky, that one.”
Ryan’s mind wandered back to the shelter, to the image of Emma kneeling in the dirt, her steady voice soothing the nervous dog. There had been a quiet strength about her, a resolve that seemed effortless. It felt... foreign to him, almost otherworldly. His life had always been about the next goal, the next achievement. Hers seemed to revolve around giving, without expecting anything in return.
Patty’s voice broke through his thoughts. “You know, she could probably use some help. That place is a lot for one person to manage.”
Ryan smiled faintly, standing to pay his bill. “She sounds pretty remarkable.”
Patty handed him his change, her eyes twinkling. “She is. And don’t you forget it.”
As Ryan walked out of the diner, Max trotting at his side, he found his thoughts lingering on Emma. Her selflessness, her determination—it was like a world he’d never been part of but suddenly wanted to understand. For the first time in a long while, Ryan felt a flicker of curiosity, a small but undeniable pull toward something outside of himself.

      ***The cabin was dark except for the faint glow of Ryan’s laptop screen. Max lay sprawled on the rug near the fireplace, his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. The crackle of the fire was the only sound, a soothing backdrop to the silence Ryan had been craving since he arrived in Maple Ridge.
But the peace was fleeting.
Ryan’s thumb hovered over the trackpad as he refreshed his email inbox. He didn’t even know why he checked anymore. Every time, he told himself it would be the last, yet here he was, holding his breath as the screen updated.
A new subject line at the top of his inbox made his heart drop.
Tick Tock, Ryan.
His chest tightened as he stared at the words, bile rising in his throat. For a fleeting moment, he considered slamming the laptop shut and walking away. Pretend it wasn’t there. Pretend it didn’t exist.
But the weight of curiosity—and fear—was too strong to resist.
With trembling fingers, he clicked the message.
The email was brief, just a single line: I know where you are. Don’t think you can hide.
Ryan’s pulse thundered in his ears, drowning out the crackling fire. His eyes darted to the attachment icon below the message. He hesitated, his finger poised over the mouse. What could it possibly be this time? Proof of their reach? Another threat?
His stomach churned as he clicked on the image.
It opened in full-screen. His breath hitched. The photo was of him, standing outside Hayes Animal Shelter, Max trotting faithfully at his side.
Ryan’s first reaction was disbelief. How? He replayed the moment in his mind—walking out of the shelter, thanking Emma, her voice still echoing in his ears. He remembered feeling Max tugging on his leash, the crunch of gravel underfoot. But not once had he noticed anyone watching.
His next reaction was panic. His gaze flicked around the cabin as though expecting someone to burst in. The room suddenly felt suffocating, every shadow a potential threat. His hands clenched into fists, his breathing shallow.
They’re here. They’re watching me.
His mind raced through the possibilities. Had someone followed him? Was it someone from town? An old classmate? A stranger? The thought of anyone tailing him—even in this quiet, tucked-away town—set his teeth on edge.
Ryan forced himself to take a deep breath, though it felt like trying to breathe through a straw. He needed to focus, to think logically. He studied the photo again, searching for any clues. The angle suggested someone had taken it from across the street—possibly from a parked car.
Max stirred on the rug, lifting his head to glance at Ryan. His wide, trusting eyes grounded him, if only for a second. “It’s okay, buddy,” Ryan whispered, though his voice was strained. He reached down to scratch behind Max’s ears, needing the comfort as much as his dog did.
But it wasn’t okay.
Whoever this was, they weren’t just after his career anymore. They’d made it personal. The shelter, Emma... they were part of this now. His stomach knotted as a realization hit him: if the blackmailer was this close, it wouldn’t take much for Emma to get caught in the crossfire.
He stood abruptly, pacing the length of the cabin, the floor creaking beneath his feet. His hands trembled as he ran them through his hair, his mind a whirlwind of fear and frustration. What if they went after her? What if they hurt her?
“No,” he muttered aloud, shaking his head as though defying the thought would make it untrue. He couldn’t let that happen. He wouldn’t.
Ryan stopped pacing and stared out the window into the dark woods beyond. The moonlight illuminated the tree line, casting eerie shadows across the yard. Somewhere out there, someone was watching, waiting for him to make his next move.
He turned back to his laptop, staring at the email one last time before slamming the lid shut. His jaw tightened as determination replaced the panic in his chest.
“Whoever you are,” he muttered under his breath, “you picked the wrong person to mess with.”
He knelt beside Max, running a hand over his fur. “We’ll figure this out, boy. I’m not letting anyone take this from me. Not my career. Not my life. And definitely not her.”
Max’s tail thumped softly against the floor, as though offering his silent agreement.
Ryan straightened, his mind made up. This wasn’t just about him anymore—it hadn’t been for a while. It was time to stop running and start fighting back.






  
  Chapter four
Emma's POV


The soft hum of the kettle broke the quiet morning stillness as Emma stood in her modest kitchen, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of coffee. Golden light streamed through the large windows, casting a warm glow on the cluttered countertop—a testament to the busyness of her life. Stacks of adoption forms, a half-empty bag of kibble, and a jar of pens formed an odd centerpiece. She took a sip, the bitter warmth grounding her in the present. 
But her thoughts drifted elsewhere.
Alex’s smile came to mind first, wide and confident, framed by his ever-crisp shirts and neatly styled hair. He had been charming, no doubt, but his words still echoed in her mind: “It’s cute that you’re so into animals, but don’t you want something bigger? More meaningful?”
Her stomach twisted at the memory. What he’d meant was “something more profitable,” but he hadn’t had the nerve to say it outright. And then there was William, the polished attorney who had smiled through gritted teeth at every adoption event she’d dragged him to. His impatience had been palpable, his whispers about finding her “a real job” disguised as concern.
Emma tightened her grip on the mug, as if squeezing out the remnants of those failed relationships. Each man had left her feeling like her passion for animals was a childish whim instead of the lifeblood of who she was. Never again, she vowed silently. She’d learned her lesson: her work wasn’t a side project to be humored or tolerated—it was her calling.
The sharp scrape of claws against tile snapped her back to reality. Luna, her black-and-white cat, leapt onto the counter with an unceremonious thud, tail flicking as if to say, Are you done sulking yet?
Emma chuckled softly. “Yes, I’m fine, thanks for asking,” she said, reaching out to scratch Luna behind the ears. The cat leaned into the touch for a moment before retreating to her usual perch by the sink.
And then, unbidden, Ryan Caldwell’s face entered her thoughts.
She hadn’t expected him to look so... human. The magazines and TV spots had painted him as larger than life—a star athlete with an easy charm and a blinding smile. But the man who walked into her shelter yesterday had been different. He’d seemed tired, like someone carrying a weight he didn’t know how to put down. His stubble was uneven, his hair a little too long, and his clothes looked like he’d grabbed the first thing he found.
Emma had seen the way he held Max, as though the dog was the only steady thing in his world. There was no performance in that moment, no ego—just a man genuinely worried about his best friend. It had stirred something in her she wasn’t ready to name, and she didn’t like it.
She set her mug down with a firm clink, shaking her head. “He’s a celebrity,” she muttered aloud, as if saying it would cement the boundary she needed to maintain. People like him didn’t stick around small towns like Maple Ridge. And even if he did, what kind of life could they possibly share? The chaos of his world didn’t mix with hers—she knew that much.
Luna stretched lazily, her paws sliding across the counter. Emma sighed, brushing the cat off gently and picking up the clipboard waiting on the table. Today was adoption event day, and there were a hundred things to get done before the first potential adopters walked through the doors.
“Love can wait,” Emma said to herself with a small, humorless laugh as she glanced at the long to-do list. “If it’s even worth pursuing again.”
She tied her auburn hair into a loose ponytail, grabbed her keys from the hook by the door, and gave Luna one last scratch under the chin. “Be good, okay?” she said, though she doubted the cat cared.
As she stepped outside into the crisp morning air, Emma squared her shoulders. The shelter was her priority, and for now, that was more than enough.

      ***The warm sun bathed Maple Ridge’s town square, turning the cobblestones into golden patches of light. Tables with bright banners and colorful paw-print decorations lined the square, creating a festive, welcoming atmosphere. A banner reading Find Your Forever Friend hung proudly above the central booth, swaying gently in the breeze. The air buzzed with cheerful voices, the occasional bark or meow weaving through the chatter.
Emma moved effortlessly through the crowd, clipboard in hand, her practical sneakers crunching against the cobblestones. Her hair, now tied into a neat braid, brushed her shoulder as she turned to greet a couple approaching the cat adoption tent.
“This is Whiskers,” she said, crouching to let the orange tabby peek out of its crate. “She’s independent but loves a good cuddle when she gets to know you. She’d be perfect if you’re looking for a low-maintenance companion.”
The couple exchanged smiles, leaning closer to admire Whiskers. Emma couldn’t help the small swell of pride in her chest. Moments like this—connecting people with animals who needed a second chance—reminded her why she poured every ounce of herself into her work.
Across the square, a little girl giggled as a black-and-white puppy tugged at her shoelaces. Emma made her way over, noting how the puppy’s tail wagged furiously as if he’d never known a bad day. “He’s a handful,” Emma said with a laugh, crouching beside the girl. “But if you’re ready for an adventure, he’ll keep you on your toes.”
The girl’s mother smiled, watching the interaction. “How old is he?”
“About four months,” Emma replied, scratching behind the puppy’s ears. “He’s smart, too. He’s already picked up basic commands, but he’ll need someone with the energy to keep up with him.”
The mother nodded thoughtfully while the girl bent down to hug the wiggling pup. Emma lingered for a moment, her heart lifting at the sight of the bond already forming. As she stepped away, she made a mental note to check in with them later.
Nearby, Liz, Emma’s part-time assistant, waved her over from the donation table. “Emma, can you come here for a sec?”
Emma crossed the square, weaving through a group of volunteers carrying crates of kittens. “What’s up?”
Liz adjusted her glasses, looking harried but excited. “We’ve already received two big donations, and I think the Thompson family might sponsor one of the older dogs. This is going even better than I thought.”
“That’s great news,” Emma said, her smile widening. “Keep me posted if they have questions about the process.”
As Liz hurried back to her station, Emma took a moment to scan the square. Children laughed as they ran between booths, tugging their parents toward puppies and kittens. Volunteers chatted with potential adopters, sharing stories about each animal’s personality. The atmosphere was pure joy, the kind that seeped into every corner and left no room for doubt or worry.
The sun warmed her face as she stood still for a moment, soaking it all in. This was why she worked so hard. These events weren’t just about finding homes for the animals—they were about building connections, creating moments of happiness that could last a lifetime.
A voice pulled her from her thoughts. “Emma, can you come to the rabbit station? Someone’s asking about adoption requirements.”
“Be right there,” she called, tucking her clipboard under her arm.
With every step, she felt lighter. The day wasn’t over, and there was still plenty to do, but for now, she let herself revel in the small victories—the wagging tails, the curious noses, and the possibility of forever homes for the animals she loved so much.

      ***Emma crouched next to a timid gray tabby, her hand moving in slow, soothing strokes over the cat’s thin frame. “You’re okay,” she murmured softly, her voice just audible over the hum of the adoption event. “No one’s going to hurt you.”
The cat’s ears twitched, its wide green eyes locked on hers, still wary but no longer frozen with fear. Emma smiled, feeling the familiar sense of calm that came from moments like this—bridging the gap between trust and hesitation.
“You’ve got quite the operation here.”
The voice was deep, warm, and completely unexpected. Emma’s head snapped up, and her heart gave a small, unwelcome jolt as her gaze landed on Ryan. He stood a few feet away, hands stuffed into the pockets of his jacket, a faint smile tugging at his lips. Max sat at his side, his tail sweeping back and forth across the cobblestones like a metronome.
“Ryan, right?” she said, quickly brushing her hands against her jeans as she stood.
He nodded, his smile shifting into something softer. “Thought I’d stop by and see what all the fuss is about.”
Emma resisted the urge to smooth her hair, reminding herself to stay professional. “Well, welcome. We’re about halfway through the day, and so far, it’s been a success. Families are finding matches, which is all that matters.”
“That’s great,” Ryan said, his attention flicking between her and the bustling event. “Max and I could use the fresh air anyway. He’s not much of a city dog.”
Max barked once in agreement, drawing a small laugh from Emma. “He seems pretty happy to be here.”
As they started walking, Emma found herself pointing out different stations, explaining the adoption process, and sharing quick anecdotes about some of the animals. “That little beagle over there,” she said, nodding toward a tent. “Came in last month after being found near the highway. Sweetest dog, loves belly rubs, but he can scale a six-foot fence like it’s nothing.”
Ryan chuckled, his expression softening. “Sounds like he’s got a future in the Olympics.”
Emma couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe. If his future owner can keep up with him.”
They stopped near the timid tabby, who had retreated halfway into its crate but still peered curiously at them. Ryan crouched down, moving slowly as he extended a hand toward the cat. Max sat nearby, his presence calm and unobtrusive. The tabby hesitated, then inched closer, sniffing Ryan’s fingers cautiously.
“You’re good with animals,” Emma said, surprised at the observation as it slipped out.
Ryan glanced up at her, a faint blush creeping along his jawline. “I’ve found that dogs are easier to read than people most of the time.”
For a moment, Emma studied him. His words, paired with the gentle way he interacted with the cat, contradicted her earlier assumptions about him. This wasn’t the polished, untouchable image she’d expected from a celebrity. He seemed... real. Human.
“You do a lot of work here,” Ryan said, breaking the silence. “It must be exhausting.”
“It can be,” Emma admitted, leaning against a nearby table. “But it’s worth it. Seeing these animals find homes—that’s what keeps me going.”
Ryan’s gaze lingered on her for a moment longer than she was comfortable with, his blue eyes sharp yet kind. “That’s admirable.”
Emma looked away, busying herself with the crate latch. She wasn’t sure why his compliment made her chest feel tight, but she wasn’t about to dwell on it.
“Well, thanks for stopping by,” she said lightly, brushing her hands off again. “Hopefully, Max approves.”
Ryan straightened, his lips curving into an easy smile. “I think he does. And so do I.”
As he and Max walked away, Emma let out a slow breath. She couldn’t deny the warmth lingering in her chest, but she quickly shook it off. There was no room in her life for distractions—especially not ones as complicated as Ryan Caldwell.

      ***The adoption event was winding down, the sun dipping lower in the sky, casting a warm, golden glow over the town square. Volunteers packed up tables and folded banners, their chatter blending with the occasional bark or meow from the remaining animals. Emma wiped her hands on her jeans, brushing off dust and the faint smell of puppy fur, but her gaze kept drifting across the square.
There he was again—Ryan. He was crouched beside a group of kids, Max sitting proudly at his side. The children giggled as they took turns petting the golden retriever, peppering Ryan with questions.
“What’s his favorite treat?” a little girl asked, her pigtails bouncing as she leaned closer.
“Peanut butter,” Ryan said with a smile, his voice carrying just enough to reach Emma’s ears. “He’s convinced it’s the best thing in the world.”
The girl laughed, and Max barked in agreement, wagging his tail enthusiastically. Ryan scratched behind the dog’s ears, his expression relaxed and genuinely content. Emma felt a strange tug in her chest.
Stop it, she scolded herself. She’d seen polished exteriors before—people who looked kind and charming but hid selfishness or indifference beneath the surface. And yet, Ryan didn’t seem polished. There was no pretense in the way he interacted with the children or the warmth in his smile. He seemed... real.
Emma shook her head, willing herself to focus on the task at hand. She moved to the last table, a stack of adoption forms and donation slips waiting to be packed up. But her hands slowed as her thoughts wandered. He’s not staying, she reminded herself. People like him don’t linger in places like this. Don’t get attached.
A shadow fell across the table, pulling her from her thoughts. She glanced up to see Ryan standing there, his hands tucked into his jacket pockets. Max sat obediently at his side, tail wagging as if they’d been friends for years.
“Need a hand?” Ryan asked, nodding toward the heavy box she’d been attempting to lift.
Her pride kicked in immediately, urging her to decline. “I’ve got it,” she started, but the weight of the box made her falter.
Ryan’s brow arched, a teasing smile playing on his lips. “You sure? Looks like Max and I might be able to help.”
Emma huffed out a breath, reluctantly stepping aside. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you—it’s heavier than it looks.”
Ryan stepped forward, bending easily to lift the box with one hand while steadying it with the other. “Piece of cake,” he said, flashing her a grin.
“Show-off,” Emma muttered under her breath, but a smile tugged at the corner of her lips despite herself.
As she reached out to adjust the box, her fingers brushed against his hand. A jolt of electricity shot up her arm, and she pulled back quickly, her cheeks warming. She busied herself with arranging the remaining supplies, avoiding his gaze.
Ryan didn’t seem to notice—or if he did, he didn’t let on. “You’ve got a good thing going here,” he said, his tone sincere as he set the box down where she directed. “I can see how much you care about all of this.”
Emma nodded, keeping her hands busy. “It’s not just me. There’s a whole team behind it. But yeah, it’s... important.”
Ryan lingered for a moment, his gaze steady but not intrusive. “Well, good luck with the rest of your day,” he said finally, stepping back.
“Thanks,” Emma replied, her voice softer than she intended. “You too.”
As Ryan walked away, Max trotting happily beside him, Emma stood frozen for a moment, watching his figure fade into the crowd. She pressed her hands to her flushed cheeks, willing her heartbeat to slow.
Her resolve to stay detached felt shakier than ever. Maybe Ryan wasn’t like the others. Maybe there was more to him than the headlines and the polished celebrity image. But letting herself believe that might be the biggest risk of all.






  
  Chapter five
Ryan’s POV


The steady hum of the forest was interrupted only by the occasional rustle of leaves outside the cabin. Ryan sat at the small wooden table in the kitchen, staring into his coffee mug as if it held the answers to questions he couldn’t articulate. The rich scent of pine mingled with the sharp bitterness of the brew, grounding him in the present even as his mind drifted elsewhere. 
He leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. The sound of sneakers squeaking on polished wood filled his memory, the rhythmic thud of the soccer ball punctuating his coach’s voice.
“Caldwell, you’ve got to want it more than anyone else!”
The locker room was a blur of sweat and determination. Ryan could feel the burn in his legs, the ache in his chest as he gasped for air. The taste of salt lingered on his lips, sweat dripping from his brow into his eyes. He remembered pushing himself harder, faster—anything to be better than the player he was the day before. Failure wasn’t an option. It never had been.
“You’ve got natural talent,” his coach had said, a rare smile breaking his usually stern expression. “But talent’s nothing without work. You’ve got to earn every win.”
Ryan opened his eyes, the dim light of the cabin replacing the fluorescent glare of the locker room. He flexed his hands, the memory of their trembling after that grueling session still vivid. His palms had been slick with sweat, the ache in his knuckles a reminder of every save, every sprint, every dive he’d thrown himself into. The exhaustion was a badge of honor then—proof that he was giving everything he had.
But even in the quiet moments, when the field was empty and the roar of the crowd faded to a hum, there was always a shadow. A whisper of doubt that crept into the corners of his mind, asking, “What if it’s not enough?”
Now, that whisper had become a shout. He stared at the mug in his hands, his fingers gripping it tightly as if the warmth could somehow steady him. The blackmail loomed over him like a storm cloud, its weight pressing against his chest. The threat wasn’t just about the career he’d worked tirelessly for—it was about the sense of identity he’d built around it. Without soccer, without the accolades and the spotlight, who was Ryan Caldwell?
He set the mug down with a sharp clink, the sound breaking the silence. Max stirred at his feet, lifting his head to look up at him with soulful, questioning eyes. Ryan reached down to scratch behind his ears, offering a small smile that didn’t quite reach his own.
“How did it all go so wrong?” he whispered to the empty room. The walls didn’t answer, but the gnawing ache in his chest only grew. The memory of that folded piece of paper in his
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