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Crash the Boards
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The rink sounded alive.

Blades carved across fresh ice beneath the echo of whistles and arena music. Kids shrieked laughter near the boards while parents crowded the stands holding paper coffee cups and dripping winter coats. Cold air drifted through the lobby every time the front doors opened, carrying February snow and the smell of wet pavement inside.

Mason Cade stood in the open gate at Bracken Ice Pavilion and let the noise settle around him.

This part still felt easy.

Charity skate day always packed the rink shoulder-to-shoulder with families from town. Little kids in oversized helmets shuffled uncertainly across the ice while North Lake Wolves players pretended not to panic every time a six-year-old nearly wiped out near the boards.

Kids were easier than reporters.

A little boy crashed into the glass beside him with a loud thunk before bouncing backward unharmed.

"You alive there?" Mason called.

The kid gave a thumbs-up from the ice.

"Toughest guy in the building," Mason said solemnly.

The boy grinned.

Behind him, Jonah Mercer laughed softly. "You say that to every kid."

"Because every kid here thinks they're immortal."

"That's because they watch you fight defensemen on national television."

Jonah glided past carrying two hot chocolates balanced dangerously in hockey gloves. Team captain. Defenseman. Human bad influence.

"You're limping," Jonah said quietly as he passed.

"I'm skating."

"You're limping while skating."

Mason ignored him.

The arena lights reflected silver across the ice while another line of kids crowded toward the bench area clutching mini sticks and sharpies.

A photographer near center ice lifted a camera.

Mason smiled automatically. Loose shoulders. Easy confidence. Nothing hurts. Nothing scares you.

That was the version people wanted.

Not the version that still woke some nights hearing the crack from last season's injury replaying in his head. Not the version terrified one bad twist could end everything before it really started.

A little girl shoved a mini stick toward him.

"Can you sign mine huge?"

"Huge is my specialty."

He crouched carefully despite the pull through his left knee and signed the plastic blade in thick black marker.

The girl inspected it with deep disappointment.

"Your handwriting's bad."

"I'm emotionally wounded by that."

Her father barked out a laugh.

The girl considered him another second before nodding. "You still hit people good though."

"Thank you. Means a lot to me."

Jonah nearly choked on coffee behind him.

The rink speakers crackled overhead.

"Big thanks to the North Lake Wolves for joining today's youth fundraiser—"

Applause rolled through the arena.

Mason pushed onto the ice fully.

Cold rushed through the thin practice fabric along his legs. The familiar scrape of blades grounded him immediately.

Better than interviews. Better than rehab. Better than sitting alone in his apartment pretending not to read comments about whether he'd ever fully recover.

Out here, his body still knew what to do. Push. Turn. Adjust. Move.

Even if the knee occasionally reminded him it could betray him.

A tiny hitch caught during a crossover. Barely noticeable. Still enough to tighten every muscle in his back.

He compensated automatically and kept skating.

Nobody around him noticed. Athletes learned young how to hide pain from crowds. Especially hockey players. Especially enforcers. Especially men whose careers depended on looking indestructible.

Near the beginner nets, a volunteer struggled to straighten one of the temporary youth goals. One support peg looked loose. Mason filed it away without thinking.

Then a kid in a Wolves beanie nearly crashed into his legs.

"Mason!"

Mason steadied him with both gloves. "Easy there, future Olympian."

"I learned hockey stops."

"That sounded less like stopping and more like surviving."

The kid grinned proudly.

Another camera flashed from the boards.

Mason looked up instinctively.

That was when he saw her.

Not because she demanded attention. Because she didn't.

She stood near the entrance gate with one hand resting lightly on a small boy's shoulder while families moved around them toward the ice. Navy winter coat. Dark jeans. Knit hat pulled low over chestnut hair.

No excited smile. No eager scanning for famous players.

She looked at the rink like she was assessing whether it met safety regulations.

Then the little boy beside her pointed straight toward Mason.

"Mom. That's him."

Her gaze lifted. Locked with Mason's through scratched plexiglass.

Most people reacted to recognition immediately. Excitement. Nerves. Curiosity.

Her expression sharpened instead. Measuring. Like she was deciding whether he was trustworthy.

Mason found that more unsettling than admiration.

The little boy shuffled carefully onto the ice while she stayed close to the boards beside him. Protective. That was the first word that came to him.

Mason pushed toward them before he fully realized he'd decided to.

The little boy's face lit instantly.

"You're Mason Cade."

"That obvious?"

"You made that guy's helmet fly off against Granite State."

Several nearby parents laughed. His mother did not.

Mason bit back a grin. "Technically that was a legal hit."

"Mostly?" the boy asked hopefully.

"Mostly."

The kid beamed. "I'm Eli."

"Mason." He bumped Eli's mitten gently. "You skate much?"

"I fall a lot."

"That's basically hockey."

A quiet sound escaped his mother then. Not quite a laugh. But close.

Mason glanced up at her. Closer now, he noticed clear gray-blue eyes and a mouth that looked built for smiling even if she wasn't currently using it.

"Mom says hockey is about skating," Eli informed him.

"Your mom sounds smart."

"She says I'm keeping all my teeth."

"Teeth are expensive," she said.

The parents nearby chuckled.

Mason grinned despite himself. "Fair point."

Eli looked between them thoughtfully. "Can I still body check people?"

"Absolutely not," his mother said immediately.

"Tiny legal ones," Mason amended.

She gave him a look. It hit harder than most chirps from opposing teams.

"You encourage first graders professionally?" she asked.

"Only recreationally."

The corner of her mouth twitched slightly.

Eli tugged at Mason's glove. "Will you skate with me?"

Mason should have passed him toward one of the volunteers. Trainer's orders. Keep it easy. No unnecessary strain.

Instead he heard himself say, "Yeah, baby moose. Let's go."

"I'm not a moose."

"Terrifying though."

Eli accepted this after brief consideration.

Mason skated backward carefully while Eli shuffled toward him with fierce concentration.

"Bend your knees," Mason coached. "Pretend you're sitting in a tiny chair."

"There's no chair."

"Imaginary chair."

"That sounds fake."

"You question authority a lot for a six-year-old."

His mother laughed then. Soft. Unexpected. Warm enough to catch Mason off guard.

Then the nearest beginner net gave a sharp metallic crack.

Mason's head snapped toward the sound.

The temporary frame near the wall lurched sideways. One support brace had slipped loose. A bigger kid crashed into the side chasing a puck. The net tipped.

Fast.

Parents shouted. A volunteer lunged too late.

Eli turned directly toward the falling frame.

No cameras. No crowd. No pain. Just the kid.

He pushed hard off his right skate. His left knee twisted violently. White-hot pain shot up his leg.

He reached Eli anyway. Caught him under the arms. Threw both of them sideways across the ice.

The net crashed down where Eli had been standing. Metal slammed ice. Children screamed.

Mason hit hard on his shoulder and hip, curling automatically around Eli to shield him from the frame.

Pain detonated through his knee. Not the same catastrophic rupture from last season. But close enough to send panic roaring through his chest anyway.

For one terrible second, he couldn't breathe.

Then Eli started crying. Small. Shocked. Alive.

Mason forced himself upright immediately. Bad idea. The joint buckled beneath him.

"Don't."

Her voice cut through the chaos sharply. Eli's mother dropped onto the ice beside them in winter boots somehow finding traction where they shouldn't. She gathered Eli first with quick, practiced movements.

"Eli. Look at me."

"My butt hurts," Eli sobbed.

"Good. I can work with a hurt butt."

She checked his helmet, wrists, shoulders with calm capable hands before finally turning toward Mason.

He was halfway upright already. Stubborn reflex. Years of training. Years of pretending pain didn't matter.

Her eyes narrowed. "You are not standing on that leg."

"I'm fine."

She looked unimpressed. "No, you're not."

Around them, the rink dissolved into motion. Coaches moved kids away from the fallen net while volunteers shouted toward maintenance.

Cameras were already turning. Always the cameras.

He tried to stand anyway. The knee gave dangerously.

Her hand locked around his arm before he pitched sideways. Strong grip. Steady. No hesitation.

And suddenly she was close enough for him to see anger beneath her composure. Not panic. Anger.

"At the setup?" he guessed roughly.

"At you."

That startled a breath of laughter out of him despite the pain.

"You just met me."

"And already you're trying to destroy your own knee proving something to strangers."

Something defensive flared hard inside his chest. "You don't know what I have to do."

"I know what it looks like when someone thinks being useful matters more than staying whole."

The words landed too cleanly. Before he could answer, Jonah skidded across the ice toward them.

"Mase."

"I'm good."

"You look like death warmed over."

"Lighting issue."

North Lake's athletic trainer arrived seconds later carrying a med bag and the expression of a woman already planning violence.

"What happened?" Dena Flores demanded.

"Goal support failed," Eli's mother answered immediately. "He pushed my son clear before it came down."

Dena's attention snapped to Mason's leg. "And twisted the knee."

"I'm fine."

Both women ignored him.

Dena crouched. "Can you straighten it?"

"Yes."

Pain ripped through the joint as he extended it. Dena watched carefully.

"Any pop?"

"No."

Thank God.

"Instability?"

Mason hesitated.

Dena closed her eyes briefly. "Mason."

"It shifted for a second."

Jonah muttered a curse.

A reporter shouted from the boards. "Mason, is this the same knee from last season?"

His entire body locked instantly.

Dena pointed sharply toward him. "You do not answer that."

Eli peeked over his mother's shoulder with tear-streaked cheeks. "Did you get hurt because of me?"

"No, buddy." His voice softened automatically. "Bad equipment. Not you."

"You fell really hard."

"I've fallen harder."

"On TV?"

Jonah barked out a laugh. Even Dena's mouth twitched.

Mason managed a crooked smile. "Yeah. On TV."

Eli looked marginally reassured.

His mother studied Mason quietly for a long moment. "You saved him." Not flirtation. Not drama. Simple truth.

Mason swallowed unexpectedly hard. "Anybody would've."

"No." Her eyes flicked briefly toward the cameras gathering near the boards. "Not everybody moves first."





















































d2d_images/cover.jpg
HE WAS TAUGHT
TO PLAY THROUGH PAIN.

. SHE'S THE FIRST "
PERSON WHO SEES IT.

| o
ADRIENNE VALE





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





