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	CONTENT NOTES

	This is a dark romance intended for readers 18+. It contains the death of a sibling (a drowning, in the past), grief, coercion and blackmail, a controlling relationship, on-ice violence, and explicit intimate content. Please read with care.
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	PROLOGUE

	The Lake, Eleven Years Ago

	THE ICE TALKS BEFORE IT breaks.

	Nobody tells you that. It creaks. It pops, soft, like a knuckle. Then it goes quiet.

	The quiet is the warning.

	I was sixteen, and I didn’t know that yet. None of us did.

	It was the last Friday in November. Midnight. Black Lake sat behind the big house like a sheet of dark glass, and the older boys stood on the shore with the truck lights on, laughing, passing a bottle. There was a rule. Every rookie crossed the lake. Every rookie had always crossed the lake. You walked out into the dark, you touched the far dock, you walked back. And then you belonged.

	Danny went first. Of course he did. Danny Calloway went first at everything.

	He had a green knit cap pulled down over his ears, and he walked onto that ice like it was a stage. He turned around once, walking backward, arms out wide, grinning at all of us.

	Seventeen years old. The best player this town ever made.

	“Watch this,” he said.

	Those weren’t his last words. I want that on the record. People think a story like this one ends with watch this. It doesn’t.

	I heard the crack from the shore. It was small. Polite, almost.

	Then the world tore open.

	I was running before I knew I was running. Somebody yelled to stay off the ice. Somebody else was screaming Danny’s name, high and raw — and that somebody was a girl, and she was already out there, on her knees at the broken edge, reaching into the black.

	The ice took her too. It just opened its mouth a little wider.

	I went in after them.

	There are no good words for that water. Cold is the wrong word. Cold is something you feel. This was something that erased you. The dark closed over my head and squeezed, and for one second there was no lake, no town, no me.

	Then a hand grabbed my jacket.

	Danny. He had his sister by the collar with one arm, and he was holding the broken edge with the other, and the edge kept snapping off in his hand like sugar. He was going down. He knew it. I could see in his face that he knew it.

	He pushed her into my arms.

	“Her first,” he said.

	Two words. That was all he had left. That was what he spent them on.

	I got her to the ice shelf. The shelf broke. I got her to the next one, and that broke too. So I made a fist and drove my right hand down onto the ice like a spike. Again. Again. Until something inside it gave way and the bones went somewhere bones don’t go.

	I didn’t feel it. I felt it for years afterward. Just not then.

	I pushed her up onto the solid part, into the light from the trucks.

	Then I turned around for Danny.

	The lake was flat. The hole was already skinning over, thin and bright, like the water was healing itself. Like nothing had happened at all.

	I went back down three times. I know it was three because they told me later. I don’t remember deciding anything. I remember hands dragging me out. I remember the sky. I remember the girl coughing and crying somewhere very close and very far away.

	And I remember thinking: he said her first. He didn’t say her only.

	After that, the hospital.

	Here is what I remember about the hospital. A hallway with lights that hummed. My right hand wrapped up to twice its size. And three floors above me, my mother — dying the slow way. The way that costs money. Money we did not have.

	A man in a gray coat sat down across from me like we had a meeting.

	He had a calm voice. He knew my name. He knew my father’s name, my mother’s doctors, and the number we owed, down to the dollar. He slid papers across the little table, and laid a pen on top of them, and he talked for a long time. About accidents. About stories. About how a thing becomes true.

	Then he said, “Sign, and your mother lives. That’s the whole arrangement. One signature. One silence.”

	I was sixteen years old.

	And I signed.

	 

	
 

	ONE

	The Trade

	MY BROTHER’S NAME IS CARVED into the stone over the door I walk through every morning.

	THE DANNY CALLOWAY FOUNDATION. Big letters, cut deep, filled with bronze. I touch the bottom edge of the D every time I pass under it. I don’t remember when that started. I can’t make myself stop.

	Tonight, the building under his name was full of money.

	Season kickoff. The first Friday of October. The Northgate Sentinels’ new year always starts here, in our main hall, under the photo wall — two hundred donors, the whole roster in suits, a string quartet, and trays of small food that cost more than real food. My event. My building. My job.

	I’m Wren Calloway. I run the foundation that carries my dead brother’s name.

	People love saying that sentence about me. They say it softly, the way you’d hold something with a crack in it. That’s the sister. She runs it now. Isn’t that beautiful?

	It is beautiful. I built half of it with my own hands.

	It’s also a cage. But you can’t see the bars from the door.

	I stood near the photo wall with a glass of wine I wasn’t drinking and watched the room work. Danny looked back at me from a dozen frames. Danny at six, ankles bending over his first pair of skates. Danny at twelve with a trophy as tall as his chest. Danny at seventeen in kelly green, mid-stride, hair flying, the whole town’s heart wearing the number 17.

	The papers used to call him the Comet. He went that fast. He burned that bright.

	Eleven years ago this November, my brother walked onto Black Lake at midnight and never walked off it. I was fifteen. I’m twenty-six now, and I have spent every one of those years inside the same story.

	Everyone in this room knows the story. I’ve told it from this stage myself, in a soft voice, with the lights low.

	It goes like this. A boy named Elias Marek — sixteen, new to the junior team, the groundskeeper’s son — led the rookies out onto the lake for a midnight dare. The ice broke. My brother drowned. I went in trying to reach him, and Grant Ashford pulled me out of the water and saved my life. Afterward, the Ashford family built this foundation in Danny’s name, so that no family would ever stand at that shore again.

	That’s the story. Tragedy, hero, and the boy who caused it all.

	I hate Elias Marek the way some people pray. Daily. Quietly. On my knees, in the dark, without ever saying it out loud.

	“There she is.” Grant’s voice arrived before he did, warm and easy, made for rooms like this. His hand found the small of my back and steered me gently toward the stage steps. “Hal from Channel 6 wants thirty seconds after your speech. Just give him the line about the new scholarship and smile past the second question. He always wastes the second question.”

	“I know how to talk to Hal.”

	“I know you do.” He kissed my temple. “You look perfect.”

	Grant Ashford is twenty-nine, captain of the Sentinels, and the closest thing this city has to a prince. His father owns the team. His grandmother’s ring sits on my left hand — old, heavy, beautiful. Some days I catch myself holding my hand at a strange angle, just to balance the weight of it.

	We’ve been engaged for a year. The wedding is in June.

	He saved my life. You don’t forget a thing like that. You build on it.

	Across the hall, Richard Ashford stood in a ring of donors, silver-haired, unhurried, laughing at the right moments. Richard doesn’t work a room. The room works for him. He owns the team, the arena, two blocks of downtown, and — though no one says it this way — most of the people in this building. Including me. The foundation pays my salary. It pays my mother’s stipend, too. Her furnace, her medicine, her quiet little house.

	Grief is the family business now. The Ashfords were generous enough to give us jobs in it.

	I gave my speech at eight. Scholarship numbers, the winter clinics, Danny’s name three times, applause in all the planned places. Afterward I slipped down the back hallway to my office, the way I always do, just to breathe where it’s dark.

	I didn’t turn on the light. I opened the bottom drawer of my desk.

	Danny’s cap was there, where it always is. Kelly green, knitted by our grandmother, worn soft at the fold. He had it on that night. It came back to us and he didn’t. I don’t keep it at home. Home has my mother in it, and my mother can’t see it. So it lives here, in my drawer, in the dark, in the building with his name on it.

	I touched it once. Then I shut the drawer and went back to the party.

	That’s when the phones started.

	You can feel it before you understand it — a change in a room’s weather. Screens lighting up in pockets and palms, one by one, then ten by ten, a blue glow spreading through the hall like frost on a window. Conversations stumbled. Somebody’s glass stopped halfway to a mouth.

	Priya from communications was moving toward me through the crowd, fast, her face arranged into calm the way you arrange furniture in a hurry.

	“What is it?” I said.

	She just turned her phone around.

	TRADE: SENTINELS ACQUIRE F ELIAS MAREK FROM CARVER BAY.

	The room went away for a second. The quartet was still playing. I could see the bows moving. I couldn’t hear them.

	Eleven years. Eleven years he had been somebody else’s problem — a name in other cities’ headlines, a penalty box in other people’s arenas. The most hated player in the league. The Collector, they call him, because of all the minutes he collects, all the fines, all the blood.

	The boy who killed my brother had just been traded to my brother’s town. To my fiancé‘s team. To the family that built this building.

	And every face in the hall was slowly, carefully, trying not to turn toward me — which is exactly the same thing as turning toward me.

	Grant appeared at my shoulder. He’d seen it. He read the room in one sweep, the way he reads the ice, and then he leaned in close, his voice low and smooth and certain.

	“Smile, Wren. The cameras.”

	I smiled.

	 

	
 

	TWO

	Sunday Dinner

	THE ASHFORD DINING TABLE SEATS twelve. On Sundays, we use three chairs at one end of it, and the other nine sit there shining, like teeth.

	Richard’s house stands on Crown Hill, above the city, all stone and glass and quiet. Quiet is the most expensive thing in that house. The floors don’t creak. The staff don’t hurry. Even the fire in the big fireplace burns politely.

	Marta brought the wine and looked at me. “Still or sparkling tonight, Miss Calloway?”

	“She’ll take still,” Grant said, not looking up from his phone. “And the fish, not the lamb. We’ve got dress fittings this month.”

	Marta nodded and was gone.

	I sat there for a second, looking at the place where my answer should have been. I used to answer for myself. I know I used to. I just couldn’t remember when I’d stopped.

	“So,” Richard said, and the word landed in the middle of the table like a gavel. He unfolded his napkin. “You’ve seen the news. Let’s talk about it like adults instead of letting it sit there all evening.”

	“Why is he here, Richard?”

	“Because he’s cheap, he’s mean, and the team needs mean.” Richard tasted the wine and nodded at it. “Carver Bay was done with the headache. We got him for a third-round pick and retained salary. On the ice, it’s the best deal I’ve made in three years.”

	“On the ice.” My voice stayed level. I’ve had years of practice keeping it level in that house. “And off it?”

	“Off it, the league had conditions.” He said conditions the way other men say opportunities. “Marek’s file is a disgrace. Most penalized man in the sport. Two suspensions. So his contract comes with an image program. Conduct counseling. Media training. And two hundred hours of community service, fully documented, fully photographed.”

	He looked at me then, mild as milk.

	“I’ve assigned the hours to the foundation.”

	The fork was in my hand. I set it down very carefully, because the other option was less careful.

	“No,” I said.

	“Wren.”

	“No. Not my foundation. Not Danny’s name. You can send him to read to the blind, you can send him to pick up trash on the highway, I genuinely do not care — but he does not walk through that door.”

	“He walks through that door Monday,” Richard said, “at nine o’clock.”

	The fire popped politely.

	“Sweetheart.” He leaned back. When Richard Ashford gets gentle, that’s when you should count your fingers. “Think about what the public sees. The man blamed for Danny Calloway’s death, serving his penance at the Danny Calloway Foundation, under the supervision of Danny Calloway’s sister. Forgiveness. Redemption. Healing. People love a redemption story almost as much as they love a tragedy — and we happen to own both.”

	“I’m not a story.”

	“Everyone is a story,” Richard said. “The only choice you get is who tells it. Charity is soap, Wren. That is what it’s for. It cleans things. A man, a name, a city’s conscience. You’ve done beautiful work with that building, and this is the most beautiful work it will ever do.”

	“He killed my brother.”

	“A boy made a mistake on a frozen lake eleven years ago.” His voice didn’t rise. It never has to. “The league says he’s paid for it. The court said there was nothing to charge. And now he’ll finish paying for it in front of every camera in this state, standing next to you.”

	Grant put his phone face-down at last and reached for my hand. His thumb moved over the ring, once, like he was checking it was still there.

	“Babe, look — you won’t have to be in the room with him,” he said. “Sign off on the hours and hand him to Priya. Done. You’ll never see the guy.”

	“She’ll be in the room,” Richard said.

	Grant’s jaw moved. “Dad.”

	“Her face beside his is the entire point. The Calloway name forgiving the Marek name.” Richard cut his lamb. “That photograph is worth more than his contract. She’ll be in the room.”

	I looked at the long shining table, and the nine empty chairs, and the fire behaving itself, and I asked the question even though I already knew its shape.

	“And if I refuse?”

	Richard didn’t threaten me. Richard has never once threatened me. He smiled instead, the warm one, the one from the donor wall.

	“Then nothing happens, sweetheart. Nothing at all. You’re family.” He let that sit. “The foundation goes on paying your salary. It goes on covering your mother’s stipend — the house, the furnace, the prescriptions. The building keeps Danny’s name over the door. Family takes care of family. All I ask is that family shows up for a few photographs.”

	That’s the thing about a velvet cage. It’s still velvet. You can rest your head against the bars.

	I drove home the long way, past the arena, past the dark windows of the foundation, past my brother’s name in bronze catching the streetlight. I did the math at every red light. My salary. Mom’s stipend. The lease, the programs, the scholarship kids, all of it sitting in the palm of one calm, silver-haired hand.

	I called my mother from the driveway, just to hear her voice. She asked if I was eating. I asked if the new furnace was holding up. It was, she said. It’s wonderful, she said. So warm.

	The foundation paid for that furnace. The foundation pays for everything.

	That’s the trick of it.

	Inside, I poured a glass of wine I didn’t drink and opened my laptop, and there it was at the top of my inbox, sent by Priya at 9:41 p.m., subject line as plain as a slap.

	Intake & onboarding — E. Marek — Monday, 9:00 a.m. — Director Calloway’s office.

	I read it three times.

	Eleven years, I had hated a name. I’d hated it quietly, daily, the way other people pray.

	Now the name had an appointment. Monday. Nine a.m. My office.

	And God help me — I was going to keep it.

	 

	
 

	THREE

	The Other Road

	THERE ARE TWO ROADS INTO Northgate from the south. One of them runs along Black Lake.

	I took the other one.

	Eleven years is long enough to forget a road. I remembered every turn. The water tower with the faded paint. The old rink on Mercer Street with the dent in the side door, because boys kick doors. The hill above the city where the big house sits, looking down at everything it owns.

	The town hadn’t changed. Towns like this don’t change. They just get older and call it character.

	My agent had called me twice before the trade went through.

	“You have a partial no-trade clause,” Stastny said. “Northgate’s on your list. One word from you and this dies on my desk.”

	I didn’t say the word.

	“Eli. It’s the one city in this league that hates you by name. Why would you go back?”

	I let the question sit there until he stopped asking it. That’s a skill. You can learn it in about eleven years.

	I called my mother from a gas station outside the city. She was in her garden. I could hear her shears going while we talked, little metal bites, snip, snip. She asked about the apartment. She asked if I was eating. She did not ask about Northgate, because she is the only person alive who knows better than to ask.

	Eleven years of checkups. Eleven years of pills, of doctors saying good, good, everything looks good, of her garden coming up every spring.

	I’d sign again. I want that understood. Whatever else is true, I’d sign again.

	The press conference was at two.

	They put me at a table with a backdrop full of sponsor logos and a microphone I didn’t need. Forty reporters. Cameras along the back wall like a firing line. I’ve done a hundred of these in other cities. The questions are always the same shape. Only the hate is local.

	“Elias, what do you bring to this Sentinels roster?”

	“Toughness.”

	“How’s the conditioning after the suspension?”

	“Fine.”

	“You’re the most penalized player of the last decade. Any plans to change your game?”

	“No.”

	Small laughter. Not the friendly kind. Then a woman in the second row stood up, and I knew what was coming, because she had the careful face on. The condolence face. They teach it somewhere.

	“Elias. You were present, eleven years ago, the night Danny Calloway died on Black Lake.” Pens stopped. The room leaned. “This city has never forgotten that. What do you say to the people of Northgate — and to the Calloway family — now that you’re back?”

	The media trainer they hired me in Carver Bay gave me a folder once. Phrases. I think about that night every day. My heart goes out. I read the folder. I never used it. Sympathy out of my mouth isn’t worth anything in this town, and it
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