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      Stone Townsend hefted his backpack over one shoulder and strode down the hallway of his middle school. School was over for the day, thank goodness. He wasn’t bad at it, but sitting still that long when he felt the energy radiating up his legs wanting to explode, made the day go by so slowly.

      Up ahead a group of the older kids—the eighth graders—had snared another victim. That group of basketball players were assholes who took pleasure in torturing those weaker than them.

      “Are you going to cry about it?”

      “You’re such a dork.”

      “Nothing but a nerd. You know what we do to nerds, right?”

      They all taunted their latest victim.

      “I may be a nerd, but one day I’ll be someone and you’ll be nothing but the boys who peaked in high school. They’re called pathetic losers in case you’re too stupid to know that.”

      Stone’s stomach filled with dread at the sound of his younger sister, Olivia. She was nothing but a slip of a fifth grade girl against the pack of eighth graders. Their routine was for her to walk over to the middle school so she could walk home with Stone since most of their other siblings had afterschool activities. She made an easy mark for the eighth graders.

      The energy that he had tamped down all day sprang to life as he ran the length of the hall. The boys knocked Olivia’s books out of her hands, sending them crashing to the floor, but Olivia refused to cower.

      One of the boys dared to put his hands on Olivia’s arm and Stone saw nothing but red. “Don’t you touch my sister!” Stone roared.

      He dropped his backpack on the ground and launched himself into the backs of two of the boys, slamming them onto the floor. Stone rolled off their backs, making sure to dig his knees into their kidneys as he stood up. He grabbed Olivia and shoved her behind him.

      “If you want to bully my sister, you have to get through me.”

      Olivia touched his arm. “They’re not worth it, Stone,” Olivia whispered.

      “Aw. Now the little dork is protecting her brother. Listen to her, Stone. I’ll kick your ass and then shove your sister in a locker and laugh about it all the way home,” the ringleader said as he high-fived his friends.

      Stone squared his shoulders. He was a year younger than they were, but that didn’t bother him. He’d been wrestling his older brother, Damon, since Stone first learned to crawl. Those assholes had nothing on Damon, who, thanks to his birthday, was now a freshman even though he was only a year older than Stone.

      The ringleader tried to sucker punch Stone, but it didn’t work. Stone used his forearm to block the punch and then let all that pent-up energy loose. He slammed his fist into the boy’s face before kicking out and slamming his foot into the shin of another of the boys.

      Punches were thrown. Kicks connected. Stone landed most of his, but took a couple of hits, too. He absorbed them the way Damon taught him and fought back. He made sure Olivia was always behind him until help arrived. Unfortunately, help came in the form of the principal who already didn’t like Stone. Stone had been sent to the main office for disrupting class a few times, but that didn’t make him a bad kid. He was just a bored kid. But in the principal’s mind, they were one and the same.

      “Stone Townsend. Why am I not surprised to see you involved in this mess?”

      “My brother was defending me from these bullies,” Olivia said, now stepping in front of Stone as if she could protect him. “I believe the school has a zero-tolerance policy on bullying. They need to be expelled per the student handbook,” Olivia pointed out.

      “There’s a zero-fighting policy too, Miss Townsend. That means your brother will also be expelled.”

      Olivia frowned. “But that’s not fair. Stone was defending me. They were threatening me. Is he not supposed to protect his own sister? In the legal system, defense of yourself or another is an affirmative defense, meaning . . .”

      The principal crossed her arms over her chest. Stone knew that look. She was getting pissed. “Don’t tell me about the law, Miss Townsend. Now, I believe a fair punishment would be three days of in-school suspension for all involved.”

      “My record,” Olivia gasped.

      “Not you, Miss Townsend. Unless you threw a punch?”

      “She didn’t,” Stone cut in. Olivia could be stubborn and he didn’t want her to go down for this. “It was just us boys.”

      “Good, then report at seven Monday morning to start your suspension,” the principal instructed the boys.

      “Come on, Liv.” Stone put a protective arm around his sister and got them out of there as fast as he could.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Stone.”

      “Go away, Damon,” Stone mumbled into his pillow. It was Saturday. His parents had already reamed him for the in-school suspension starting on Monday and given him so many chores to do that weekend his head was about to burst just thinking of them.

      Damon, the eldest of the Townsend siblings, yanked the sheets from the bed. “You want to hit someone?”

      “Right now, I want to hit you,” Stone muttered as he tried to reach for his blanket. It was freaking cold in upstate New York in December.

      “Good. Then hit me.”

      Damon reached into a bag he was carrying and handed a pair of hockey skates to Stone. “But you have to hit me on the ice.”

      “With pleasure,” Stone snapped before grabbing the new skates. “Where did these come from?”

      “I bought them for you. I thought you’d appreciate not wearing Dad’s old ones.”

      “Where did you get the money for that?” Stone asked. Damon took on too much. Yes, he was the eldest of nine, but he wasn’t their parent even if he acted like it.

      “I’ve been shoveling driveways. Don’t worry, you will pay me back. You owe me the next ten driveways. Now, meet me down at the pond. I’ll wear Dad’s old skates.”

      Stone watched his older brother disappear down the hallway of their house. Stone stood to get dressed and glanced around the bedroom. Damon’s bed was already made, while their younger brothers, Hunter and Kane, were still asleep in their bunk beds. Down the hall he was willing to bet the twins, Forrest and Rowan, as well as Wilder were also still asleep. Olivia would probably be reading a book while the youngest, Penelope, was probably already up with their mom.

      Stone got dressed in warm clothes, grabbed the skates, and snuck from the house. He didn’t want another lecture from his parents. Damon was skating around the small pond at the back of their property, waiting for him.

      “Grab the snow shovel and help clear the ice,” Damon instructed as soon as Stone had his skates on. A shovel was in the snow next to two hockey sticks that had seen better days and a black puck.

      “What is all of this?” Stone asked.

      “I figured if you had all this energy and fight in you, I might give you something to use it all on.”

      “Hockey?”

      “Considering you just beat the crap out of the basketball team, I thought hockey might be the better team to join.”

      “I’ve never played before and you want me to join mid-season?” Stone was pretty sure his brother must have a concussion or something.

      “That’s right. We have a lot of work to do.”

      Stone shook his head at his brother as he cleared the pond. “You don’t even play hockey and you’re going to teach it to me?”

      “If you can’t do, teach. Isn’t that the saying or something?” Damon shrugged and picked up a stick. “I might not know how to play, but I know how to hit. You might not be the best skater, but you’ll be the toughest. Now, let’s get to work.”

      

      Stone gasped for breath as he stared up at the gray snow clouds. Damon had just leveled him. They’d only been playing for ten seconds. However, the familiar school day feelings of annoyance weren’t there. Instead, that bright fountain of energy he seemed to always have bubbled up to his lips. He grinned up at the sky. This was gonna be fun.

      Stone got back up on his skates. They’d grown up skating on this pond. He could skate and he could hit. Now he just needed to put them together. “Catch me if you can,” Damon taunted, giving him the middle finger and then taking off.

      Stone pushed forward, his speed building as they shot across the pond. Damon tried to turn, but Stone predicted it and cut him off short. Stone slammed his shoulder into Damon’s arm, sending Damon careening into a snowbank.

      “Whoa! This is fun.” Adrenaline spiked and laughter spilled out of Stone’s mouth as he skated around the pond at full speed.

      At first, they only skated and hit each other. Then Damon handed him one of the hockey sticks he’d found in the trash of one of the houses he’d shoveled that morning. “I think you’re supposed to hold it like this,” Damon said, showing him.

      For the next hour, they worked on skating with a stick, which only made hitting your brother that much more fun. The next day they spent all morning hitting, skating, and shooting before chores. It was clear, even then, that Stone was a natural and he relished beating the crap out of Damon.

      Come Monday morning, Olivia escorted Stone to in-school suspension where the hockey coach was waiting. She argued that a more appropriate punishment for Stone was to join the hockey team. The practices and the discipline would teach him more than sitting in a silent room.

      The coach agreed and eventually the principal did too.

      

      Middle school hockey that first season was a mess of too much natural talent and not knowing what to do with it. Stone had to work on technique and learn the rules of the game. He learned math, angles, speed, force, and a lot about puck handling. Something the others had been doing for years. But by eighth grade he was playing on the high school team. He was named captain as a sophomore.

      The college recruits came then. By senior year he had more college offers than he could count. He was ready to accept one for a college in Boston when he overheard his parents talking in the kitchen one night.

      “I picked up an extra shift,” his father said. “But with renting ice time for Stone and all the travel for Olivia’s academic team, and not even counting all the younger kids’ activities, we can’t afford Christmas presents this year. Hell, paying the heating bill will be hard enough.”

      “I told you I can help,” Stone heard Damon say as their mother sighed with worry.

      “You’re already paying for Penelope to take dance lessons. It’s not your job, Damon. You’re their brother and our son. You’re not their parent. You should be in college, not working as a mechanic and signing over your paycheck to us,” his mother said.

      Stone frowned. He wondered why Damon still lived at home. Was this why?

      “They’re my family. Of course, I’m going to help. And you know college wasn’t in the cards for me. I’m not a good student but I’m great with my hands. I even have a client who wants to pay me a thousand dollars to customize his motorcycle. That could buy gifts for everyone and pay the heating bill,” Damon argued.

      “Thank goodness Stone is getting a scholarship. He can go to college for free,” their father said, sounding somewhat defeated. “I don’t like doing this, Damon. But if you could pay the heating bill, I’d really appreciate it.”

      Stone stepped back from where he was listening and went back to his room to signal for Hunter to follow him before they went and knocked on Olivia’s door. “Come in!” she called out.

      “Liv,” Stone said as he looked at Penelope twirling around in her tutu that Damon had paid for.

      “Hey, peanut,” Hunter said to Penelope. “We need to talk to Liv.”

      Stone smiled at the youngest Townsend. “Damon is in the kitchen and I know he would love to see you dance. Can you go show him what you’ve been working on?”

      Penelope ran from the room, eager to show off her dance moves. Stone took a seat on the floor and looked up at Olivia. Gone was the gawky pre-teen and in her place was a beautiful young woman who, as a sophomore in high school, got perfect score on her big pre-admission tests and had interest from several colleges.

      “Did you two know Damon paid for Penelope’s dance lessons?” Stone asked them.

      “He did? Why?” Hunter asked before Stone filled them in on the conversation he’d heard.

      They were silent until Hunter cleared his throat. He was getting close to making his decision about his own future now that he was a junior in high school. “I already know what I want to do, and it’ll help bring some money in for the family.”

      “I thought you wanted to go to college,” Olivia said with a frown as if realizing Hunter was about to say something she wouldn’t like.

      “That’s what’s expected of me, but I don’t want to. I want to join the military. Just eighteen months and I can give some of the paycheck to the family.”

      “But college—” Olivia protested.

      “Liv,” Hunter said gently, “college isn’t for everyone like it is for you.”

      “I can help as soon as I graduate this spring,” Stone announced. “I’ve gotten interest from some minor league hockey teams, which is a big deal since I’m still in high school.”

      “Like hell. You’re going to college.” Damon sounded pissed as he stood in the doorway to Liv’s room.

      “Why?” Stone argued. “The only reason to go to college is to make a name for yourself in hockey. I’m already getting noticed. I can go now and start helping you pay the bills. Bills you’ve been hiding from us and paying yourself. Let me help.” Damon shook his head, but Stone was determined. “I want this, Damon. I don’t want to go to college. I just want to play hockey.”

      “Hockey won’t last forever. What will you do if you get injured? What will you do if you don’t get drafted?” Damon pointed out.

      “What if I agree to take classes during the off-season?” Stone blurted out. Right now, he’d say anything to get Damon off his back.

      Damon was quiet and then sighed. “You have to swear you’ll do it.”

      “Cross my heart.”

      

      Six months later Stone was off to Boston to play minor league hockey. Damon, Hunter, and Stone had used those six months to work on strength training and endurance. When Stone hit the ice for his first game, everything felt like it clicked into place. He was fast. He was strong. He was smart about plays and he was called up to the big league after just one season.

      True to his word, Stone took online college classes in the off-season, but after just one season on the pro team in Boston, his new agent, Finn Williams, got him so many endorsements he didn’t have time to finish his degree. He sent money home to pay the bills and sent money to Olivia so she could eat while in college. With Hunter and Damon doing the same, their younger siblings grew up never knowing how rough and lean it had been just a couple of years prior.

      

      Three years later, with a tremendous deal, Finn got Stone a contract in Chicago. There was never a time on the ice when Stone didn’t feel as if that was what he was meant to do. Every workout, every hit, every win, and every loss, Stone knew hockey was his one true love.

      That was until he got a phone call from Damon saying he thought it was possible that Olivia was being taken advantage of by some billionaire. That was when Stone realized all the work and all the money he’d sent home didn’t mean anything when he wasn’t also with his family.

      He missed Damon. He missed Hunter. He missed Olivia. He missed his whole family, who were now scattered all around the world. It was time to come home, even if home wasn’t Upstate New York anymore, but would be in Shadows Landing, South Carolina now.

      “Finn,” Stone said the second his agent answered the phone. “I know my contract is up this year. Get me on the Charleston team.”

      “Charleston?” Finn was not expecting that. “Why would you go from a top-ranked team to a much lesser ranked team? A team I’m hearing rumors might go up for sale in the next year?”

      “My brother Damon is moving there and my sister Olivia is also there. I want to be near my family, Finn. It’s been a decade or more since we’ve all been together.”

      Finn gave a shiver over the phone. “Your sister scares the crap out of me. Did you see the press conference where the opposing council started crying?”

      He had and Stone couldn’t have been prouder. “Make it happen, Finn.”

      “Stone, if they know you want to go there, they’ll lowball an offer,” Finn told him.

      “Then we better not let them know. Do whatever, say whatever, and get me to Charleston.”

      Stone hung up the phone with a sense of peace he’d only found on the ice before. It was time for the Townsends to be together again.
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      Paris, France, six months ago . . .

      

      Natalie’s hands shook as she wiped her sweaty palms on the expensive navy-blue gown that hugged her finely tuned body. Her injury was healed, but this wasn’t going to be her world much longer. She was ready to move on, even if they weren’t ready for her to.

      “You don’t just get to leave. That’s not how it’s done,” the voice from the shadows of the gala hissed into her ear.

      “What are you going to do, arrest me?” she hissed back. Her eyes went to the man in the tuxedo who held the key to her future. Archie Tupper had fallen for her idea hook, line, and sinker. She’d talked to him in London just last week about her father and she’d heard the news today. Her father was out of the KHL, Russia’s professional hockey league, and was now the head hockey coach for Archie’s new NHL team in Charleston. Her father was on a plane over the Atlantic as they spoke.

      “Your father—”

      “My father is never setting foot back in Russia again. I’m retired. I’m out.”

      “You’re not out until I tell you you’re out,” the voice from the shadows snapped.

      “Watch me,” Natalie challenged. It was a risk, but if she had nothing to offer, he’d finally let her go. “I’m moving to the States. I’m retired and will no longer be in Europe.”

      The shadow was quiet for a moment. “For now, I’ll allow it. But only if you deliver tonight. You know what your target is. Now go get it for me, then we’ll see about a vacation.”

      Natalie snagged a glass of champagne from a waiter and began to move through the crowded gala at the mansion belonging to the owner of a large vineyard. It was packed to the roof with ballet dancers, directors, and who’s who of the socialite charity scene.

      The directions had been whispered to her in the shadows. Second floor, corner room. All she had to do was find a file on the computer, take a photo of its contents, and leave unnoticed. Natalie stumbled on the bottom stair and spilled her drink on herself. She kept her head down and muttered as she walked up the stairs and located the room.

      The door was locked. The hallway was busy with people drinking, laughing, and schmoozing. Natalie plucked a tool she’d been given from her ballerina bun and had the door unlocked in seconds.

      A large computer sat on a desk that had to be worth tens of thousands of dollars. The wood was so ornate that it was a work of art. Natalie rushed over to it and entered the password she’d been given. She had no idea how they’d gotten the password, but it worked. The computer came to life. Natalie took a deep breath to stay focused. She had work to do and she couldn’t let fear or nerves get in the way.

      The file was easy to locate thanks to the incredibly well-organized computer. That made her job easier. She took the photos, uploaded them on the secure link she’d been given, and then deleted them from her phone. She was about to rush from the room when a file caught her eye.

      Her hand was surprisingly steady as she slowly moved the mouse and clicked it open. Names, figures, and items filled the spreadsheet. Some of the names were known to her. Others weren’t. She glanced around the room before reaching into her bag and pulling out a compact. She opened it and lifted the powder case to expose a small thumb drive. This was the backup if there had been no cell reception. It was riskier since she could be caught with it on her person, but that didn’t stop her now as she slipped it into the computer and copied the folder onto it before popping it back out and turning the computer screen off. Natalie thought about putting it into the compact, but stopped at the last minute when she heard voices in the hall growing closer. She grabbed a box of tissues and hurried to the large mirror in the room.

      The door opened and she casually looked to see two security guards looking around. “Can I help you?” she said imperiously, her full diva attitude in place.

      “This is a private, locked room. You need to come with us.”

      Natalie didn’t even blink. She turned back to the mirror and held up her compact to apply her makeup. “First, I don’t have to do anything. Don’t you know who I am? Second, the door wasn’t locked. In fact, it was open. Which is why I ducked in here after some handsy drunk spilled champagne on my dress. It’s couture. Do you have any idea how much it costs?”

      “What’s going on?” Emile Lavigne, the owner of the mansion and host of the event, asked his security guards in French.

      “These men won’t let me clean up after some asshole spilled his drink on me,” Natalie replied in flawless French.

      “You’re not supposed to be in here,” Mr. Lavigne said seriously, switching to English. He was around five foot eight with thinning blond hair and was dressed in a suit that made her dress look like rags.

      Natalie rolled her eyes and turned back to the mirror to finish with her powder before pulling out her lip gloss. “Then don’t leave the door open.”

      “The door was open?” Mr. Lavigne asked it casually, but there was nothing casual about it.

      “How else would I get in here? I mean, it’s a nice office and all, but it’s nothing special.” Natalie blotted her lip gloss and turned to him. “How does that look? You can’t tell I had champagne spilled all over me, can you?”

      “You look as breathtaking as you did when you played Giselle. But, to satisfy an old man,” he said, putting his hand over his heart, “will you let my security search you?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “That’s a new one. Let me guess, they’ll grab my breasts, and you’ll get off by watching. I swear, I am so glad I’m retiring.”

      “You wound me. I would never take advantage. There’s just sensitive information in my office that competitors would love to get their hands on.”

      Natalie snorted. “You think some wine competitor hired me to steal the secret recipe?” She held up her arms and laughed. “Go ahead. Search me.”

      One guard took her purse. He emptied it. He opened everything, including the now empty hidden space of her compact. The other guard patted her down, but froze when he reached her breasts. Natalie rolled her eyes. He cleared his throat and made a move to feel her up.

      “Unlock your phone, please,” the other guard who had just searched her purse asked. Natalie unlocked it and then reached to the side of her breasts where her strapless gown clung. She pulled the gown down to her stomach.

      “Happy?” She felt violated as she let the three men stare at her breasts, but it worked.

      Mr. Lavigne cleared his throat. “That’s not necessary. You may get dressed.”

      “Thank you. I told you the door was open. If you want to question anyone, question the guy who left a moment before I got here.” She resettled the gown in place,  snagged her purse and held out her hand for her phone.

      “It’s clear,” the man told Mr. Lavigne in French. With a nod of his head, the phone was placed back into her hand.

      “What man?” Mr. Lavigne asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “What man?” he repeated.

      “Oh, about five foot ten or eleven with dark hair and wearing a tux. I didn’t see his face. He walked out of the room and straight down the stairs back there. He looked like these guys,” Natalie said, motioning to the two guards who both matched the made-up description.

      “I’m sure one of my men just forgot to shut the door when he was doing rounds. I am sorry for accusing you, Miss Novak. I beg your forgiveness. Please, enjoy the rest of the gala knowing you look breathtaking. Martin will take you to get one of my private label champagnes as an apology for your trouble.” Lavigne gestured to one of the security men.

      Martin would be doing more than that. He’d be keeping an eye on her for the rest of the night. “Oh, not the private label that Blaze is the spokesperson for?”

      “Yes, the very one.”

      “OMG! I’d love to try it, but can you get me Blaze, too?” She giggled as Martin escorted her away as she chattered about the Hollywood hunk.

      The champagne was excellent and worth almost being caught. For the next two hours she circulated, networked, and fended off handsy men. Martin even had to step in once. She thanked him and flitted away. Finally, she could leave without suspicion. If they had found anything they’d have grabbed her. But she was good and always overlooked. Apparently, everyone just assumed there was nothing in a ballerina’s head but tutus.

      Natalie was done. She was out. She didn’t care if they thought she was bluffing. She was retired from ballet and done with these shadow games.

      When she got home, she unwound her hair and shook it out. The thumb drive fell to the floor and she hid it someplace no one would ever find it before she began looking for buildings in Charleston, South Carolina to buy for her future.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie Novak walked the length of the mezzanine observation level she had installed in her new sports academy, N2 Sports Training, in Charleston. She had a soft opening a month ago, but it was already filling up with classes. She had put out the word and it had worked the old-fashioned way—word of mouth.

      Natalie looked down through the glass ceilings of the various rooms from dance classes, to weight lifting, to speed drills, to a half court for basketball, to a half court for tennis, and a small indoor field for soccer and football drills. The building was a cavernous industrial building close to Faulkner Shipping on the edge of the city and had all the room she needed for multiple sports.

      Each room varied in size, but was self-contained. The tempered glass ceilings gave the parents and coaches a place to observe without trying to cram into the hallways below. Up a level there were more rooms for private lessons. There were no observation areas inside them, but they mirrored the rooms below. Some were dance, some were training, but most were for therapy and rehabilitation. Natalie had installed an elevator so she could optimize the space on the top floor.

      “Nat.” Natalie turned at the sound of her father’s voice and smiled as he walked toward her. His hair dared not show any of the gray he should probably have now that he was fifty-five years old. Instead, he looked like one of the hockey players he coached.

      “Hey, Dad. Coming by to take a yoga class for athletes?”

      Her father tried not to roll his eyes. He understood her mission—to use cross-training to help form an all-around elite athlete, but he still didn’t get how dance or yoga could help his hockey team, even after the Russians relied on it in their training of young players.

      “No. I wanted to give you a ticket to tomorrow’s game. You haven’t come to one yet.” Natalie knew she’d promised to come to support him, but she’d been so busy she hadn’t made a game yet.

      “Thanks, Dad. I’ll make it this time. I promise.”

      “Did the last of your certifications come in?” her father asked instead of pushing the fact that she’d not attended a game yet.

      “They did. Working with the Paris doctors for the ballet company this past year really helped show me how to use the training in the real world.” Natalie couldn’t be prouder. Any training, physical therapy, or rehabilitation certifications she’d needed, she’d gotten. She had them in everything from weightlifting to Pilates to yoga and literally everything in between, including therapy and rehab. She was trained in the old tried and true methods as well as the most current and cutting-edge methods. “I can’t wait to start getting more serious athletes here to train.”

      The little kids taking dance were great and paid the bills, but her heart was teaching free ballet classes on the weekend and working with elite athletes to really unlock their true talents. Elite athletes, as she’d been, had natural athletic ability that spanned more than one sport. She’d found when she trained them in other areas their natural talent seemed to adjust, grow, and then they unlocked the next level of their career. Those tiny muscles you worked in Pilates helped players avoid injuries and improved their footwork in football.

      Her father smiled. “See. Aren’t you glad I made you get your degree while you were dancing? Even if I had to listen to all those years of moaning and groaning about it,” her father teased, but Nat knew he was incredibly proud of her.

      She hugged her tough-as-nails dad and enjoyed seeing the fatherly side of him. “I am very happy you made me do it.” It hadn’t been easy. She was principal ballerina in London while working on a physical therapy degree with an emphasis on sports rehabilitation.

      Natalie had found her interest in this area of practice when her best friend had been injured and had to leave ballet forever. Over the years of being an elite athlete, Nat had learned a lot about sports medicine, injuries, and rehab. At this point, she probably knew as much as most doctors. She lived it. She feared it. She breathed it.

      She’d been pushed to the max physically and mentally as a prima ballerina. Then, as her thirtieth birthday approached and those “prime” years were fading, she began to look to the future. Natalie had suffered a tibia fracture, not at all uncommon with all the leaping she did. The injury forced her to look to a future that didn’t include ballet. So, she’d gotten her master’s even while she was spending hours a day rehabbing. When she’d gotten the all-clear to return to ballet, she decided not to.

      Instead, Natalie used the injury as an excuse to leave ballet when everyone was telling her she still had one or two good years left. Yes, technically, she did. But now she had decades of good years ahead of her. She was tired of the demands made on her as a prima ballerina. She didn’t want to have to fight her way back to the top for maybe one more year of dancing. She was tired of fighting the trainers and the ballet masters too often giving bad advice or telling dancers to just push through the pain and dance. She was tired of the strict diets and the stricter practice sessions. She was also tired of all the extra stuff required of her—the galas, the fundraising, the mingling. To them she was an object, not a person. Now, she could make a difference off the stage. She could help athletes and inspire the next generation by teaching that athletics is for everyone. No shaming, just encouragement and education.

      “Well,” her father said, looking around at the full rooms below, “I’m really proud of you, Nat. I know you could have started this business somewhere bigger than Charleston, but I love having you close again.”

      Her father had coached hockey in Russia while she’d been in London. It was hard to get time together when both of their schedules were so demanding. Then, after what she’d been through, she wanted her father close, even if he didn’t know about it.

      “I love it here. The people are so nice and the food . . . it’s a good thing I’m no longer a ballerina, that’s all I can say. Plus, we get our weekly dinners together now. We haven’t had that since I was a kid.”

      Her father had been a hockey coach for Russia’s biggest professional team. He was a good coach, but then things started to happen to Natalie. The politics began to shift as well and Russia was no longer the location her father needed to be in. Her father would never know, but she had floated the idea of hiring him to the rumored future owner of the Charleston team. She wanted her father out of Russia and this was the best way to do it.

      Archie Tupper, the billionaire rumored to have an interest in buying the failing Charleston Gators, just happened to support the Paris Ballet. Natalie met him at one of the many glitzy parties filled with patrons of the arts and the ballet theater. Natalie tracked him down at the gala and casually mentioned how she was going to move to Charleston and how her father was hoping to come back to the States, but she wasn’t sure the Russian team would let him go without a fight. Archie had taken it as a challenge. Three months later, it was announced that the Charleston Gators had been sold to Archie Tupper and were going to be known as the Charleston Pirates. Archie used the press conference announcing the revamp to the team to also announce that he’d stolen Russia’s best hockey coach.

      Her father had moved to Charleston before she had. In fact, he’s the one who found her the house she bought just a half mile from her sports complex. That had been during his offseason, but now they were both about to jump into the thick of it. She knew it would be harder to have her weekly dinners and why it was important to make the games.

      “How is the team looking this year?” Natalie asked as they made their way downstairs.

      She had two new clients lined up for the afternoon. One was a tennis player and the other was a college basketball star who would train with her whenever he was back in town. She’d just talked to his college coach that morning and set out a game plan for his training. It was cutting it closer than she’d like since it was almost October and basketball season started in November. But the player, Terry Clemmons IV, or Quad as he was commonly known, came home most weekends and he also had a fall break coming up. She’d be training him every day he was home and she couldn’t wait.

      “The team is shaping up. We had a pre-season exhibition game last week and it gave me a good look at who put in the work during the off-season. Townsend is looking good at center. I just need him to shape up off the ice. I wouldn’t say he’s breaking any rules, but he’s not necessarily being careful either.” Her father frowned. That usually meant he was upset because he saw promise not being capitalized on.

      “You think you can get him to shape up?”

      “I do. I’ve already started working on it. He’s going to be named captain ahead of the next game. He has the leadership for it. I just hope that responsibility will make him focus more on the game and less on the bunnies.”

      “Ah,” Nat said with a nod. She knew all about the bunnies. Ballerinas had tutu chasers. She could spot them in a second. When she told them what she did they’d look her over and with a smirk say, “I bet you’re flexible,” in such a dirty way it made her skin crawl.

      “Yeah,” her dad said with a sigh. “Townsend is a good guy though. I wish he’d focus less on bunny hunting and more on the game and the team. We’ll see what happens when he’s made captain for this year. On defense, I brought in two guys from Finland, Elias Laakso and Kalle Aho. They grew up a town apart and have been playing together since they were five years old. They went to separate pro teams, but I got them back together. They’re perfect together on the ice. They don’t even need to speak to play off each other.”

      “What about your wings with Townsend?” Natalie asked. The center led the team in faceoffs and directing the plays. The best teams had a good center-wing combo.

      “Andrew Kenny, a Canadian, and Theo Larson, a young kid from Minnesota. Kenny is more experienced. He and Townsend fall in pretty well, but I’m actually surprised how well Townsend is taking to Larson. The team likes to give the rookie a tough time, but Townsend takes time to work with him. It’s the main reason I’m making him captain should the team vote him in, which they will. I’ll be interested to hear what you think after the game.”

      Natalie smiled at her father. He always asked for her opinion and respected it. He might disagree with it, but he always respected it. “I’m not the professional, but I’ll let you know what I think.”

      “You’re not a professional, but you can play, you know the sport, and more importantly, you know what a good athletic partnership looks like. You have to have that with a dance partner.”

      “True,” Natalie said, looking up at the clock. “Sorry, Dad. I have to go. I have a client coming in. I can’t wait to see the team.” Natalie kissed her father’s cheek and walked him out the door right as her client came in.

      “Miss Novak?” the thirtyish woman asked. She was in a white tennis skirt, matching tennies, and a hot pink tank top with her brown hair pulled into a ponytail.

      “That’s right. You must be Rita Babic. Welcome to N2 training. Let’s sit in my office for a moment and you can tell me what you’re looking for in your training.”

      Natalie shook Rita’s hand and led her to the office. This was it. All she’d been working for. It was time to start making a difference in athletes’ lives.
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      Stone laced up his skates in the locker room before the last exhibition game of pre-season. This was the first year the new team owner had everything and everyone in place. The team was bought early in the calendar year while they were still playing at the end of last season, which made the end of last season a bit of a mess. Novak had been named the new coach and had met with players but didn’t officially start until this season.

      The guys had been pissed at Archie Tupper, the new owner, for pulling that move. It sank their post-season hopes since their old coach completely checked out and the team got nervous as to which of them would be staying and who was going to be traded. Stone had put Finn to work to make sure he stayed in Charleston.

      Luckily, Finn said the first time he met Tupper he was told that Stone was staying. However, most of the team was let go or traded during the off-season. This was almost an entirely new group for Stone to gel with. A good team had to have good communication and that didn’t happen overnight.

      Coach Novak came in as soon as the season was officially over. And while it had technically been the off-season, there had been team-building exercises and workouts non-stop for those players who chose to stay in town and participate. Today Coach was going to announce who would be the captain of the team. Everything from the old team was scrubbed. It didn’t matter that Stone started last season. It didn’t matter who had been captain. He’d had to prove himself all over again. So far, he’d beaten out Karl Berg, the Swede who was now on the second line.

      “Stone,” Theo Larson, the kid who had just graduated from the University of Minnesota and was playing wing, whispered. “Do you think I have a shot at starting tonight? Coach started Jensen last game.”

      “You’ve had a great week at practice and a good showing in the last game. Just do what we worked on and I bet you can win that starting spot.” Stone’s thirty years seemed a world away from Larson’s twenty-two. Theo reminded Stone of a little brother, and with his big family it was easy for Stone to fall into the big brother role.

      Theo took a calming breath and looked over at Anders Jensen as if measuring up his competition. Stone was about to tell the kid to relax a little when the Finnish defense duo, Elias Laakso and Kalle Aho, strutted up in unison. They were inseparable, so much so that most people assumed they were twins. They were both big guys—about thirty pounds heavier than Stone’s 200 pounds. Their legs looked like tree trunks and their wide shoulders took down opposing players with ease.

      “You play with bunny. Do the good thing?” Elias asked with a grin as Kalle nodded with a similar smirk on his face.

      “Good thing, yes?” Elias asked again when Stone blinked in question.

      “What the hell are you asking?” Stone had no idea what the good thing was.
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