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Introduction




He's the campus golden boy with everything to lose. She's a pre-med loner who can't risk another mistake. At Northbridge University, a single tutoring assignment will push them to rethink what they know about sacrifice, second chances, and falling in love at the worst time. 

Maya Ortiz has her life down to a science: ace every exam, juggle two jobs, and keep her heart locked up tight after a star athlete shattered her trust in humiliating fashion. Beneath her discipline, she secretly longs for a future free from financial worry and heartbreak,  but fears that hope itself is a risk she can't afford. With housing costs rising and her scholarship stretched to its limit, the twenty-year-old pre-med student takes a high-paying, strictly professional tutoring job she desperately needs to stay in school. The catch? Her new student is Liam Carter, the confident, wildly popular captain of the Northbridge Wolves hockey team, the exact kind of jock she swore she'd never let close again.

Liam Carter has spent his entire life chasing one dream: escape his small hometown, protect his scholarship, and fight his way into the NHL draft,  no matter how much his chronic shoulder injury screams at him from under the pads. Beneath his golden-boy confidence, he carries the quiet fear that one wrong step in class or on the ice will undo every sacrifice his family has made for him. Failing a brutal anatomy course could cost him his season, his captaincy, and the future his parents built their lives around. Tutoring is his only option, even if it means clashing with a sharp-tongued tutor who challenges him at every turn.

When a split-second moment of unexpected tenderness between them is caught on camera and goes viral, campus gossip explodes, and so do the stakes. To protect Maya from online harassment and salvage Liam's public image, the athletic department pushes them into a fake relationship: staged study dates, careful hand-holding at games, and one very public kiss that doesn't feel fake at all. The more they lean into the act, the more the lines blur between duty and desire, until late-night study sessions and stolen glances become real touches, real secrets, and real feelings neither of them planned on.

Just as their carefully balanced world starts to feel worth fighting for, a calculated betrayal shatters everything. Edited screenshots of Maya's tutoring files land on the academic integrity board's desk, painting her as a cheat and Liam as a willing accomplice, threatening her med-school future and his career in a single devastating blow. Suspended and yanked from the lineup before a crucial playoff game, they are forced onto opposite sides of an investigation that could destroy everything they've built: on the ice, in the classroom, and behind closed doors.

In the aftermath, Maya must choose between playing it safe or risking her hard-won future to expose the truth, even if it means taking on people who would rather bury the scandal than admit they were wrong. And Liam, fighting shame and the fear that he ruins everything he touches, must decide whether to keep hiding behind his golden-boy image or finally be vulnerable enough to fight for the woman who showed him his heart is worth more than any stat line or scouting report.

Set against the high-pressure world of college hockey and the pre-med grind, this emotionally charged new adult sports romance delivers enemies-to-lovers tension, forced-proximity tutoring, and a fake-dating pact that spirals into a secret relationship neither can walk away from. Perfect for fans of college hockey romance, tutor/athlete slow burns, and deeply felt stories about ambition, family, and choosing love when the stakes are sky-high, this first book in the Northbridge Wolves series introduces a tight-knit team, unforgettable side characters, and the promise of more heart-racing stories to come.








  
  

Chapter one

Anatomy of a Disaster





Formaldehyde burns the back of my throat before I even step into the lab. 

The double doors swing shut behind me with a heavy thud, sealing in the chill. Stainless steel tables stretch in two neat rows. Each holds a white-draped form and a tray of glinting instruments. Fluorescent lights hum overhead, casting a clinical glare on the cadavers, my shaking classmates, and the laminated cards clipped to each station with neat black numbers.

Station 7. That’s me.

I pull in a slow breath, the way I taught myself during my first semester when the smell and the sight and the sheer weight of what we’re doing almost sent me sprinting to the bathroom. Inhale for four, hold for four, exhale for four. My gloves snap as I pull them on, blue latex popping against my wrists. My goggles fog briefly with my breath, then clear as the cool air licks my cheeks.

“You okay?” I murmur to the girl hovering behind me.

Tara nods too fast. The plastic of her goggles creaks when she swipes at her eyes with the back of her wrist. “Yep. Totally. Fine. Completely fine. I think he looks more… human today.”

He always looks human. That’s the point, this is someone’s father, someone’s son, someone whose family signed a piece of paper so I could someday sign prescriptions and orders and maybe save someone else.

But Tara’s not wrong. Station 7’s cadaver has a gentle slope to his nose and a sprinkling of gray hair that stubbornly sticks through the preserved skin. When I peel back the sheet to expose the thorax, I still silently apologize to him every time.

“Hey.” I keep my voice low, steady, the way I wish someone had talked to me the first time. “Remember what Dr. Singh said. You’re not disrespecting him by doing this. He’s your first patient. You’re here because he gave you this chance.”

Tara swallows hard. Her gloves squeak as she grabs the edge of the table. “Right. First patient. Got it.”

The proctor’s voice crackles over the speakers. “You have three minutes per station. When the buzzer sounds, rotate to the next table. You may not return to previous stations. Do not speak during the exam.”

My heart rate kicks up, but my hands stay steady. That’s the trick. Panic happens from the neck up; my fingers don’t care as long as I tell them what to do.

Three minutes per station, twenty stations. This practical is thirty percent of our grade. One mistake could drag my A into B territory, and one B on a pre-med transcript might as well be a neon sign flashing not good enough.

My phone buzzes once in my scrub pocket, muted but insistent. I ignore it. The worry about money tries to press in, but I force myself to focus: med school now, money later. That’s the mantra.

The buzzer blares a piercing, metallic screech that slices through the murmurs and sets every nerve on edge.

“Station one, begin.”

I pull my hand back from my pocket and pick up the blunt probe.

The first pin is embedded near the heart, the clean incision lines already spreading to reveal creamy fat and deep red, brown muscle. The tag dangles from the pin: Identify the structure indicated and its primary function.

“Left ventricle,” Tara whispers, too loud.

I shoot her a sharp look and the tiniest shake of my head. Talking is against the rules; if the proctor hears, she’ll dock both of us. Tara squeezes her eyes shut.

Left ventricle, I write in the space provided, my letters small and precise. Primary function: pumps oxygenated blood into systemic circulation via the aorta.

My pen moves like it’s been waiting for this, but a shadow presses at the edge of my mind, a red bubble with a minus sign: $37.25, it whispers in the tone of my banking app overdraft fee.

Not now.

I move to the second pin, the coronary artery. Path of blood flow. Then, to the third: the chordae tendineae that fascinated me the first time I saw them, like tiny harp strings anchoring the valves.

By Station 3, Tara’s breathing like she just ran a mile. Fog clouds her goggles. By Station 5, her hand shakes so badly she nearly drops her pen onto the exposed abdomen. At Station 7, our cadaver freezes entirely.

“Maya,” she hisses, voice paper-thin. “I can’t. I can’t do this.”

Her eyes are huge behind the goggles, pupils blown, skin washed out beneath her dark brown. She grips the table so hard her knuckles go white.

The pin is sunk into the mesentery. The question card asks for the structure's name and its role in the body. Easy enough, if Tara can remember her notes and not bolt out the door.

“Hey.” I angle my body so my back shields her from the room and slip my hand over hers. Her glove is slick with sweat; mine is steady, even as time ticks away above us on the wall clock. “Look at me.”

Tara’s gaze flits from the cadaver to my eyes, then back again. “It’s a dead person,” she whispers. “We’re… touching a dead person, and they’re going to test us on it, and if I mess this up I’ll fail and—”

I squeeze her hand. “We’ve been doing this for weeks. You haven’t fainted yet; today is not your day to start. You know this. What’s that?” I nod toward the delicate, fan-like membrane the pin pierces.

She swallows. “M… mesentery.”

“Good.” My voice stays low, calm. Inside, a tiny part of me hovers over my shoulder, taking notes. This is how doctors talk to patients before bad news. This is how you keep your tone level when someone’s falling apart in front of you.

“It,” she squeezes her eyes shut, searching. “It anchors the intestines to the posterior abdominal wall. It carries blood vessels and nerves.”

“There you go.” I nod. “Write that down. You’ve got it.”

She scribbles, hand still trembling, but the words get onto the page. I quickly fill in my own answer and glance at the clock. Forty seconds left.

Another buzz in my pocket. Just heavy enough to drag my attention toward rent, books, and the text I know is waiting. Account Alert: Balance below $0.00.

Formaldehyde. Cold tables. Shaky classmates. Overdraft fees.

Hold it together, Ortiz.

The buzzer blares again. “Rotate.”

We move as a unit, like a slow, shuffling carousel of trauma: station 8, station 9, station 10. By the last five, Tara’s breathing has evened out. Mine hasn’t.

At Station 18, the question is a long short,answer about hepatic portal circulation; my brain supplies the pathway automatically, even as another part runs numbers. Work and study hours are cut by four hours per week. That’s what, sixty dollars before taxes? Sixty, I don’t have to lose.

At Station 20, the final bell rings. Pens drop, shoulders sag, and someone toward the back lets out a strangled sob. Dr. Singh thanks the donors, reminds us to file out quietly, and promises grades within a week.

A week to find out if I kept my A. A week to figure out how to make my loan disbursement cover a sudden hike in housing.

Tara leans into me as we push through the swing door into the hallway. Her scrubs are streaked, and her hair escapes its bun in sweaty wisps. “You’re a machine,” she says, a little awed, a little horrified. “How are you so calm?”

I peel off my gloves and toss them into the biohazard bin. Without the latex barrier, my hands shake just a little.

“I’m not calm.” I force a smile. “I’m just good at pretending.”

​There’s a line outside Dr. Singh’s office, a little clump of nervous pre-med students hovering with notebooks clutched to their chests. I slip past them to the advising suite, tugging my hoodie tighter around me against the lab’s lingering chill.

The fluorescent lighting is less harsh here. The waiting area softens with sad fake plants and motivational posters about perseverance. A photo on the wall shows Dr. Lee shaking hands with a recent grad in a white coat, both of them beaming. Someday, that’s going to be me, I tell myself. Maya Ortiz, M.D. The extra letters will justify every sleepless night and every sacrifice my family makes.

Assuming I don’t drown in bills first. The constant worry about money gnaws at me, casting a shadow over every achievement and making it harder to focus, even when I try to push it aside.

“Come in,” Dr. Lee’s voice calls when I knock.

Her office is cramped but cozy, shelves lined with binders and a single overtaxed fern drooping toward her keyboard. She looks up from her screen, her smile warm and genuine.

“Maya. Just survived the practical?” she asks.

“Survived is a strong word,” I say, sinking into the chair opposite her desk. “Endured. Endured feels accurate.”

She laughs. “From what I’ve seen, you do more than endure. I’ve already heard from the lab proctor that you were helping your partner keep it together. That’s good physician training.”

I shrug, heat creeping up my neck. “She just panicked. She knows the material.”

“So do you.” Dr. Lee steeples her fingers, studying me over the tops of them. “Your grades are excellent, Maya. You’re at the top of the cohort in anatomy and organic. Your lab instructors speak highly of your work ethic and your ability to explain complex concepts. You’re on track.”

On track. The words should feel like a warm blanket. Instead, they feel like a tight harness. On track means there’s no room to stumble, no slack in the rope.

“But.” I hear it before she says it.

She smiles apologetically. “But you know how competitive med school admissions are—hundreds of applications for every seat. One semester with a dip, one poor letter, and committees start asking questions. I want to make sure you’re not overextending yourself.”

“I’m fine,” I lie. “I can handle it.”

Her gaze flicks to the frayed cuffs of my hoodie and the circles under my eyes. I’ve had this hoodie since high school. The cuffs started fraying junior year. It’s my test hoodie—a superstition I can’t shake. She’s commented on it before.

“How many hours are you working this term?” she asks.

“Twenty.” The number tastes like coffee and midnight shifts. Plus labs. Plus classes. But my grades are okay.”

“For now.” She leans back, sighs. “I know you have financial constraints, Maya. I do. But I worry that at this pace, something will give. Med schools want resilience, not martyrdom.”

Resilience. I bite back the retort that resilience is a luxury people who can fall apart safely get to cultivate.

“I don’t really have a choice,” I say instead. “Rent went up this month, and my work and study hours just got cut. I’m already at the max for loans I can take without a cosigner.”

Her expression shifts, concern deepening, calculation behind her eyes. “Your housing increased?”

“By a lot.” I force a laugh, brittle around the edges. “Apparently, we’re now paying for ‘updated security measures’ and ‘community enhancements.’ I think that means a new pool table in the lounge.”

Dr. Lee winces. “I’m sorry. That’s… difficult.”

“You don’t say.”

She drums her fingers on the desk, then nods once, as if deciding something. “All right. I may have something that could help, but it’s not for everyone. It’s… demanding. Intense. But you’re one of the few students I’d consider for it.”

My spine straightens. Demanding and intense, I can do. Those are my native languages. “What is it?”

“Let me check something first.” She taps rapidly at her keyboard, eyes scanning an email. “The athletic department reached out. They’re looking for a top-tier tutor for one of their athletes. High need, high profile. The position pays considerably more than regular tutoring—nearly double, actually—and comes with some networking opportunities.”

My stomach does a slow, wary flip. “Athletes.”

“Yes.” She doesn’t miss my tone. “Is that a problem?”

Images flash across my mind like a slideshow I didn’t agree to watch: a sun, a drenched soccer field, a cocky grin, my name shouted from a crowd not with admiration but with laughter. My scholarship letter clutched in my trembling hand. The email that followed, oh,so regretful, was about “reconsidered funding due to code of conduct concerns” after a certain video.

I swallow hard. “I’ve… had bad experiences with athletes.”

“I know some of the story,” Dr. Lee says gently. “I also know that what happened wasn’t your fault. And that you can’t let one boy’s cruelty dictate your entire trajectory.”

Easy to say when you’re the one with the fern and the framed degrees.

“It’s not about holding a grudge,” I say, which is only partly true. “I just don’t love the idea of tying my financial survival to someone who thinks their sport matters more than everything else.”

“Not all of them are like that.” She gives me a look that is half encouragement, half challenge. “And structurally, this is different. The university is taking academic support very seriously. You would have clear boundaries, documented expectations, and my office backing you. You’d also be compensated fairly for your time.”

Fairly. The word hooks into me like a pin in a cadaver. Double the rate. Enough to offset the rent hike and then some.

“Who is it?” I ask. “What sport?”

She glances at the screen, then back at me, weighing whether to tell me. “Hockey.”

I almost laugh. “We have hockey?”

She smiles. “We do. You’ve probably seen the posters in the student union. The Northbridge Wolves. Apparently, we’re very good this year.”

I picture one of those posters from the corner of my eye in the union helmeted figures frozen mid-stride, ice spraying, eyes intense. I’ve always walked past them without a second glance. Sports are background noise, like distant thunder. Dangerous only when they roll closer.

“It’s still an athlete,” I say.

“And it’s still an opportunity,” she replies. “You’d be meeting with them multiple times a week, focusing on a single course. The athletic department would handle schedules and initial logistics. You’d have the support of an academic coordinator dedicated to athletes.”

“Why me?” I ask. “There are plenty of other tutors.”

“Because you’re good,” she says. “You understand the material deeply, and you can explain it under pressure. Tara’s not the first student who’s told me you're talking them through a panic attack is the only reason they passed a quiz. And because frankly, the athletic department asked for ‘our best.’ That’s you.”

Compliments slide off me easier than insults. Compliments feel like pointing at a scaffolding that could collapse any second, still, something warm flickers in my chest.

“What’s the catch?” I ask.

“It’s time-consuming. The student’s schedule will be packed, and flexibility will be limited. There will be eyes on you—coaches, coordinators, perhaps even media if this athlete is as high-profile as they seem to think. And you’ll need to be discreet. No talking about who you’re working with, no posting about it. You’d sign a confidentiality agreement.”

Eyes on me. Cameras. The memory of my face splashed across a meme account tightens my throat.

“I don’t want my name in any more group chats,” I say quietly.

“And they won’t want that either,” she counters. “Bad press hurts them. Everyone’s incentive is aligned to keep this professional and private. But I won’t pretend there’s zero risk. There never is.”

Risk. Everything about my life feels like balancing on a narrow beam over a canyon, one wrong step.

“How much does it pay?” I ask because pragmatism wins over fear nine times out of ten.

She tells me the number.

My breath catches. That can’t be right. It’s nearly what I make in two weeks at the library for one week of sessions. Multiply that over a semester and… I mentally rework my budget, replacing red negative signs with tentative black positives.

“That’s…” I shake my head. “That’s a lot.”

“The athletic department has deep pockets,” she says dryly. “We might as well make them work for someone who takes the academic side seriously.”

She watches me as I stare at the wall behind her, where the white coat photo hangs slightly crooked. Money, stability, med school applications with recommended,paid positions versus the unknowns of tutoring some pampered puck chaser who might blow everything off and drag me into another vortex of drama.

“Do I get to know who it is before I decide?” I ask.

“Not yet,” she admits. “They prefer to keep names out of the early stages, in case either party declines. But I can tell you it’s someone important to the team. And they’re in danger of failing a core class. There’s a real opportunity to make a difference here.”

Important to the team. Someone’s watching everyone. The phrase sends a tiny, dark thrill through me —fear, yes, but something else too—the chance to hold a high-profile future in my hands and keep it from slipping away.

I think of my mom, leaving for the early shift while it’s still dark, coffee in a chipped mug, her sneakers squeaking on the kitchen linoleum. “Do what we didn’t get to,” she always says. “Don’t let money be the reason you stop.”

“Okay,” I hear myself say. “I’ll do it.”

Dr. Lee’s smile is small but genuine. “I thought you might. I’ll let the coordinator know. You’ll get an email with the next steps, paperwork, meeting times, that sort of thing.”

I stand, my knees weirdly weak. “Thank you.”

“Remember,” she says as I reach for the doorknob, “this is still your life. If it becomes too much, we will find another way. You’re allowed to say no later.”

I nod, but we both know I won’t.

Not when rent’s due.

Not when med school applications loom like storm clouds on the horizon.

Not when saying no has never been an option.

​The dorm smells like burnt popcorn and stress.

Someone’s blasting music down the hall, the bass thumping through the thin walls as I twist my key in the lock. My room is barely big enough to justify the name, just a narrow bed, a desk shoved underneath the window, a small dresser, and a shelf groaning under the weight of textbooks and borrowed MCAT prep materials.

It’s mine, though. Or it’s as close as I get to mine, with my roommate gone for the semester on a study abroad program and the RA too busy to notice the extra hot plate tucked under my bed.

I drop my backpack with a heavy thump and finally pull my phone from my pocket.

Three new notifications from my bank app.

Two from the bursar’s office.

One from Mom.

I open the bank app first, because ripping off the Band-Aid is better than pretending it’s not there.

ACCOUNT ALERT: Your balance has dropped below $0.00.

I scroll down to see the damage. A small, shameful part of me hopes it’s a glitch; the rational part knows better.

Rent withdrawal: $742.00

Overdraft fee: $37.25

Remaining balance: $61.03

I press the heel of my hand to my forehead. “Great,” I mutter. “Love that for me.”

The bursar’s emails aren’t better. Subject lines like IMPORTANT: Housing Rate Adjustment and UPDATED STATEMENT. I skim one and catch the key phrases: “mid-year recalibration,” “security updates,” “facility improvements.” No mention of where they expect us to find extra money.

I could call Mom. Ask if there’s any way she and Dad can float me a little until the new job kicks in. But the last time I was home, I opened the pantry and counted exactly six cans of beans, three boxes of generic pasta, and an almost-empty jar of peanut butter. Asking her for money would mean asking her to work another double, to skip replacing her worn-out sneakers again.

I open her text instead.

Mom: How did the big test go, mija? I lit a candle for you.

A photo follows a small votive flickering in front of a statue of Saint Jude on the kitchen table, the vinyl tablecloth peeling at the edges.

My throat tightens. I type back carefully, fingers hovering over the glass.

Me: It went okay. I think.

Me: You didn’t have to do that.

Mom: I know. I wanted to. We’re proud of you. Call us when you can.

I send a heart and set the phone down, because if I call now, I’ll hear the fatigue in her voice, and I’ll spill everything, and she’ll insist on sending money she doesn’t have. I can’t let that happen.

Instead, I pull the hot plate out from under my bed and set a pot of water to boil. The ramen package crinkles in my hand, and the familiar orange and white stripes are weirdly comforting. I crack an egg into the simmering broth, watch the whites bloom into soft ghosts.

While the noodles soften, I open my laptop and log into the student portal. The numbers confirm what I already know: increased housing charges, reduced work and study hours, the same fragile balance. I open a spreadsheet I keep for myself, color-coded, neat as my anatomy diagrams, and slot in the new tutoring rate Dr. Lee quoted.

The cells shift from red to yellow to a cautious green.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Okay. That’s something.”

My ramen is just cool enough to eat when the knock sounds on my door.

“It’s open,” I call, expecting the RA or a hall mate looking for notes.

Instead, my laptop screen flickers with an incoming video call notification. Sofia.

I grin despite myself and swipe to answer, shoving some papers out of the camera’s view.

Her face fills the screen, dark hair piled into a messy bun on top of her head, scrubs wrinkled, under-eye circles almost as impressive as mine. She lifts a mug in greeting.

“Hey, baby nerd,” she says. “Survive the dead people?”

“Barely.” I slurp a noodle and wince as it splashes my chin. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

She shrugs. “Night shift got canceled. Census dropped. They floated me home.” She takes a sip. “So I figured I’d annoy my little sister instead.”

She looks so much like Mom in this lighting, it hurts, same straight nose, same determined set to her mouth. If Mom is the sun I orbit, Sofia is the moon, always there in the dark.

“How was the practical?” she asks.

“Fine.” I twirl noodles to buy time. “I think I did well. There were a couple of tricky ones—hepatic portal circulation stuff, but I caught them. Tara almost fainted. Again.”

“Did you save her with your soothing voice and Type A spreadsheets?”

“Obviously.”

“That’s my girl.”

She says it lightly, but pride warms her tone. I soak in it like the steam from my ramen.

“And how’s money?” she adds, just as lightly, which is how I know she’s worried.

I exhale. “Terrible.”

She winces. “Hit me.”

“Rent went up, work and study went down, my bank account is a horror movie. The bursar’s office sent all these ‘rate adjustment’ emails. We’re paying more for the same crappy furniture.”

“Can you pick up extra shifts at the library?” she asks.

“They cap me. Federal rules.” I push my glasses up. “I already asked.”

“Another job?”

“When?” I gesture around at the invisible pile of obligations in my tiny room. “Between labs and classes and studying, I’m already held together by caffeine and spite.”

She hums sympathetically. “Welcome to the healthcare pipeline. Caffeine and spite are the main fuel sources.”

I laugh, but it comes out thin.

“I met with Dr. Lee today,” I say. “She offered me something. Special tutoring job. Pays a lot.”

Sofia’s eyebrows climb. “Special how? Like, you teach professors?”

“Ha. No. Athletes.”

Her face clouds immediately. “Maya…”

“I know,” I say quickly. “I know. Believe me, I thought of him.”

Him. The soccer jerk. Senior year of high school. The boy who charmed my parents, held my hand under the bleachers, and filmed our breakup without my consent, with his friend posting it and adding captions that made me sound crazy. The scholarship committee pretended the scandal had nothing to do with their “reallocation of funds,” but the timing spoke louder than their boilerplate email.

“At least this isn’t like when that soccer jerk cost you your scholarship,” Sofia says, as if reading my mind. “You have more support now. You’re not sixteen. And no one can take away what you’ve already done here.”

I stare at a bubble of fat wobbling on the surface of the ramen. “Feels like they could.”

“Hey.” Her voice sharpens. “You didn’t do anything wrong then, and you’re not doing anything wrong now. If you take a job, that doesn’t mean you’re signing up to be abused.”

“It does mean I’m signing up to deal with someone who probably thinks their sport is the center of the universe,” I mutter.

“Maybe,” she concedes. “Or maybe you get a decent human being who just sucks at anatomy. Either way, you get paid. And if he’s a jerk, you walk. You have that power now.”

Do I? It doesn’t feel that way. But it’s nice to pretend.

“I already said yes,” I admit. “Sort of. To the idea. I haven’t signed anything yet.”

She studies me through the screen, eyes narrowing. “And how do you feel about that?”

“Like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff,” I say. “But the other option is sitting down and waiting for the ground to erode under me anyway.”

“Then take the job,” she says. “You’re good at teaching. You’ll keep him from flunking out and yourself from starving. Win,win.”

I smirk. “You make it sound so simple.”

“That’s because I’m sleep-deprived.” She yawns. “Also, if it turns into some drama, you know I will personally drive up there in my compression socks and beat him with my stethoscope.”

“Pretty sure that’s not in the nurse’s code of ethics.”

“Self-defense,” she says. “I’m defending my sister’s honor and GPA.”

I laugh, the tension loosens a notch. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And you love me.”

“Unfortunately.”

We talked for another half hour about her patients: de-identified, compliant, a confused little old man who keeps calling her “nurse angel,” and a teenager who tried to skateboard down a stair rail. She listens to my rant about the bursar’s office and the lab’s disgusting coffee machine. It’s ordinary and lifeline in equal measure.

When we hang up, the room feels quieter. Too quiet.

I close my laptop and move to the window, pressing my forehead against the cold glass. Outside, campus glows under streetlights, students bundled in sweatshirts and scarves as they walk in clusters, laughter floating up like music. Somewhere across the quad, the athletic complex’s lights burn bright against the night, a separate universe humming with energy.

Hockey.

I picture faceless players cutting across the ice, helmets gleaming, breeze lifting the edges of their jerseys. I don’t know which one of them will soon have my phone number, my calendar slots, my notes. I don’t know which one will sit across from me in a glass-walled room and ask me, probably with a cocky grin, to save his season.

It doesn’t matter, I tell myself.

This is just a job.

Just numbers on a check.

Just another way to keep my head above water long enough to get to the other side.

I pull the thin campus blanket tighter around my shoulders, the fabric scratchy against my cheek, and whisper the four words that have gotten me this far.

Don’t screw this up.

Because if there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s this: in my life, disasters never arrive alone. They travel in packs like wolves.

And somewhere across campus, the Northbridge Wolves are already lacing up their skates, unaware that one of them is about to become my newest, most dangerous problem.

​

​

​








  
  

Chapter two

The Golden Boy on Thin Ice 





The world narrows to the strip of ice in front of me and the scrape of my skates biting into it. 

“Carter, again!” Coach Keller’s whistle shrieks from the bench, echoing off the rafters.

I pivot hard at the blue line, lungs labouring. My quads feel like concrete, but the puck’s already snapping the other way between Theo and Jordy.

Without missing a beat, I dig in and chase.

Cold air stings my cheeks. That roar surges in my veins. Out here, it’s simple: skate, read, react, score. This is the one place I never feel stupid.

“Head up!” Theo calls, glancing over his shoulder.

“I got it!” I shout back, even if I’m not sure I do.

Jordy feathers the puck across the slot, a perfect saucer pass that glides just over our rookie D‑man’s stick. It drops onto my blade as it belongs there. The whole rink shrinks to me, the goalie, and the net.

I shift my weight, ready to cut to the backhand, sell the fake, and flip it glove‑side. I’ve done this move in a thousand practices, in a hundred games. It’s muscle memory.

That’s when my shoulder explodes.

Pain knives through the joint, sharp and electric, ripping down my arm. My fingers go numb for a heartbeat. My stick wobbles. The puck skitters off my tape and slides harmlessly into the corner.

I catch an edge and lose balance, slamming shoulder,first into the end boards.

White bursts across my vision. The boards rattle. For a second, everything tilts.

“Jesus, Liam.” Jordy’s voice cuts through the ringing in my ears. “You’re trying to go through the boards instead of around them?”

I grit my teeth, stand, and my shoulder screams a hot, pulsing ache beneath my pads.

“Shut up,” I mutter. “Get the rebound.”

There is no rebound. Knut, our backup goalie, hasn’t even twitched. He’s lounging in the crease like it’s a hammock, stick resting across his pads, the puck nowhere near him. He lifts his glove and mimes playing a tiny violin.

“Tragic,” he calls. “We’ll hold a funeral for your shot later.”

Laughter ripples down the bench. My face burns, half exertion, half embarrassment. I roll my shoulders. Pain flares, then settles into a dull growl.

Fine. It’s fine. I make myself believe it. I choke down the doubt and grip tighter to what I know: if I let go now, if I let them see any weakness, it’s over. This is survival—convincing them, convincing myself, that I’m still the guy they need.








