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PROLOGUE
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Logan Donovan

THE PUCK HITTING THE net echoed through the arena, followed by the deafening roar of the crowd. The scoreboard confirmed what everyone already knew: victory. My team erupted, players hugging, slapping their sticks on the ice, the loud music taking over the rink.

Someone slapped my helmet.

“Nice one, Donovan!” Tyler yelled, breathless, before raising his arms to celebrate with the fans.

I gave an automatic nod, forcing a smile. But I felt nothing.

“What’s wrong, Donovan? Don’t you like it when your team wins?” one of my teammates taunted, laughing at my empty expression.

“It’s a reason to celebrate, Logan. There are scouts in the stands,” Tyler said, trying to pull me back to reality.

My chest rose and fell, my hands sweaty inside my gloves. I loved hockey, but it was never enough. Not for my father.

My eyes searched the bleachers, and there he was, surrounded by NHL scouts, talking as if the game had never happened. He wasn’t even looking at the ice. At me.

The anger swelled into a knot in my throat. I should have been happy. I should have been celebrating with my team. But, as always, all I could feel was the weight of his absence.

I swallowed hard, forced one last look at the scoreboard, and without waiting for the rest of the celebration, slammed my stick against the bench. I tore off my helmet, ran a hand through my sweaty hair, and left, striding through the arena corridors without looking back.

[image: ]

Lyanna Callahan

THE ICE BENEATH MY skates was my second skin, the only thing that made sense. I glided into the routine I’d practiced a thousand times, adrenaline coursing through my veins. The sound of the crowd faded as I prepared for my most difficult jump, the triple spin that could secure my place in the professional circuit.

My eyes caught Troy in the stands, watching me with that dark, intense stare. My boyfriend. Captain of the hockey team. Or rather, my ex, at least for now. I couldn’t take his suffocating jealousy anymore and had asked for a break.

He hadn’t taken it well.

I could see the contained fury in every detail, from his clenched jaw to the aggressive way he’d tightened my skate laces before I stepped onto the ice.

“Good luck,” he muttered, flatly, without even looking at me.

And that’s how I knew: he was furious. But I needed to focus on the chance of a lifetime. I wanted that Senior Grand Prix spot so badly.

The music filled the arena, and I felt my heart race. Every step, every glide, every spin was etched in my mind, memorized to the point of instinct. I was an ice dancer, and this was my moment.

My body launched into the air. The triple spin, my big move, my signature.

That’s when I felt it. The skate blade slid wrong, wrenching my ankle at an impossible angle. My balance, always my ally, abandoned me without warning. The world spun out of control.

The fall happened in slow motion, but the impact was brutal. My body hit the ice with force, a sharp crack echoing through the arena.

Then came the pain. A searing, burning pain, different from anything I’d ever felt.

And then, the shock.

My gaze dropped instinctively to my leg, and what I saw made me choke back a scream. The ice beneath me wasn’t just ice anymore. It was red. Bright red. Too red.

The cut was deep. The skate, sharp as a razor, had torn through my skin, leaving a trail of warm blood spreading across the frozen surface.

Someone screamed. I didn’t know if it was me.

Pain. Silence. Failure.

The ice, which had always been my home, had become the place where my dream died.

And nothing would ever be the same.
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CHAPTER 1
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Logan Donovan

One Year Later

“I WAS STANDING BEFORE my brother’s coffin. The brother I’d never met in person. Horror washed over me as I saw my own face reflected in his. It should have been me lying there. Or better yet, I should never have been born at all. For that, he would have had to never die.”

A jolt, startled by the dream—waking from them was always a torment. A portent that my day would be a complete disaster. Like I’d stepped on a dead black cat and walked under a ladder seven times in a row. I have godawful luck; I came into this world to replace someone and was forced to live another person’s life.

“Sorry, Nathan, but I can’t muster any sympathy for you,” I muttered, staring at one of the countless portraits of him scattered around the house.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” My father’s voice sliced through the silence as he entered the room. He was furious.

I straightened up on the sofa, feeling the throbbing ache in my fingers, still bruised from the fight after the game.

“The coach called me,” he continued, his jaw tight. “They said you lost it outside the rink.”

I let out a dry laugh, rising slowly.

“Tell the coach I have a life outside the rink, for fuck’s sake.”

“You watch your tone with me, Logan!” he exploded. “I’m sick of your fighting. You’re suspended again and the kid’s in the hospital!”

“I’m sorry for him. Maybe I went too far,” I murmured with disdain, without a shred of remorse. He could go fuck himself. Maybe then he’d learn to keep his mouth shut and stop talking shit.

My father let out a sigh.

“Yes, you went too far. For the thousandth time. And I’m not going to ask them to reconsider your suspension this time.”

My jaw clenched.

“What? Couldn’t bribe the coach this time? Or have you finally convinced yourself I’ll never be Nathan? There’s still time to make another perfect son, one who’ll accept this shitty life you’re pushing.”

His gaze hardened.

“Enough, Logan. Don’t you see you’re making your mother suffer?”

I let out a bitter laugh.

“What about you, Dad? Did you cancel your million-dollar meetings or your afternoon golf games to suddenly act like a concerned father? Or did your colleagues cancel first and leave you with some free time to pretend you give a damn about me?”

His fists clenched at his sides.

“I’m sick of you. Sick of your shitty behavior. Don’t like hockey? Don’t like university? Don’t like the comfortable life you have? Then make your own.”

My eyes narrowed.

I loved hockey. Always had. But what I couldn’t stand was being the piece that plugged the hole Nathan left. I couldn’t stand being forced to live out his plans, his dreams.

Because, in the end, I was never seen as Logan Donovan. I was just a botched draft of the perfect son he lost.

“Great, now I can live my own way.”

He laughed, but there was no humor in it.

“You think the way you live is bad? Then do better. Get a job, pay your own bills, and then tell me which life is easier.”

A bitter laugh escaped my lips.

“Are you disowning me?”

My father stared at me for a long moment, his gaze hard.

“I’m taking out the trash in my life.”

I could feel the blood hammering in my temples. I should have laughed in his face, pretended I didn’t care. But I did care. I cared a fucking lot. Because, in the end, that’s exactly what I was: the shadow of someone I never knew, the cheap replacement for a son I could never be.

Trash.

I tightened my fists until my nails dug into my palms. I took a deep breath, forcing a crooked smile.

“Great. Then you don’t have to pretend I’m your son anymore.”

My father didn’t blink.

“You never wanted to be.”

“So that’s it? You’re going to pretend I never existed?”

“I’ll do better than that.” He pulled a wad of bills from his pocket and tossed it onto the table, like he was paying for a cheap dinner. “Consider this your last favor. Enjoy it, because from here on out, you’re on your own.”

The sound of the bills hitting the glass echoed through the room, each thud like a slap in the face. My blood boiled.

I glanced at the money, not touching it, feeling the bitter taste of humiliation rise in my throat. Then, I looked up and let a cynical half-smile form on my lips.

“And what exactly do you mean by that?”

My father crossed his arms, his gaze cold.

“I’m freezing your account. You won’t touch another cent of the company trust. And I don’t want to see you there, either. Find an internship somewhere else.”

The silence stretched between us.

“You have got to be kidding me.” I smiled, mocking.

“No. I’m dead serious. Leave the car keys when you go.”

My smile vanished.

“My car?”

“It’s not yours. I bought it. So here’s how it’s going to be, Logan: either you accept the rules of this house, or you make your own rules and live the life you think is so great and perfect.”

I swallowed the rage, letting a cold smile touch the corner of my mouth.

“Fine, Mr. Donovan.” I fished the car keys from my jacket pocket and tossed them onto the table without even looking. “I’ll live my own life.”

Without looking back, I walked out of the room.
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CHAPTER 2
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Lyanna Callahan

I’D BEEN BENDING OVER backwards to keep studying. Without the athletic scholarship, everything got harder. The annual fees, the materials, every expense was a weight on my shoulders. Every penny was counted.

Now, all I had left was to keep moving forward. Finish university. Become a sports physiotherapist. I’d still breathe sport, live it every day, even if I could never compete again.

I rifled through the closet in a hurry. My money had to be there. Every bill I’d saved, every penny I’d scraped together... But all I found were crumpled clothes, wadded-up papers, and the empty space where my money should have been.

My breathing grew heavy. No. Not again.

I stormed out of the room. I already knew the answer, but I still needed to hear it.

“Mom, where is it?” I asked, walking into the kitchen.

She was standing, leaning against the sink, massaging her temples as if life were a burden only she carried.

“Lyanna, I have a headache. Whatever it is, leave it for another time.”

“Mom, did you bring that guy home again?” My voice cracked. “Did you give him money?”

She huffed, impatient.

“Don’t start, Lyanna.” Her tone was acidic, like it always was when I confronted her. “Leonel is the only thing that still brings me a little joy.”

My stomach turned.

“Joy?” I let out a disbelieving laugh. “Mom, he hits you. He takes all our money!”

She sighed, rolling her eyes as if I were a child too naive to understand life.

“We fight sometimes. That’s normal. Wasn’t it like that with your boyfriend? The... what was his name? Troy?”

My body locked up. The bitter taste of his name in my mother’s mouth made me want to vomit, and I ignored it. Only the money mattered now.

“The money I was saving is gone!” My voice came out louder than I intended. “I don’t have the athletic scholarship anymore, Mom. I need to pay for university!”

She let out a short, bitter laugh.

“Give it up, Lyanna.” Her voice dropped lower. “Accept that you’ll die serving coffee and cakes, just like me. You should be thankful we still have that.”

I stared at her with disgust.

“You had everything it took to be brilliant...” she continued, her gaze distant. “If only I hadn’t gotten pregnant, if I hadn’t fallen for that smooth talker...”

She swallowed the words, but she didn’t need to finish them. I already knew the end of that sentence; I’d heard this story a hundred times.

“Ah, Lyanna, hockey players are no good.” She looked at me with a twisted smile, full of regret and bitterness. “Look at you. Look at me.”

I looked. I always looked. My mother was a portrait of what I most feared becoming. Trapped in her own resentment, lamenting every choice, drowning in depression pills, and trying to fill the void the only way she knew how: either yelling at me, or giving herself to that idiot who robbed us and hurt her.

And, as always, she made sure to remind me that I was her biggest mistake.

I grabbed my backpack from the couch and left the house, slamming the door hard. We had nothing left. The café we’d inherited from my grandmother barely put food on the table.

Outside, I waited for the packed bus and climbed on, squeezed between strangers. I closed my eyes and held on tight so I wouldn’t fall. University was my only chance. My only way out of ending up like her. To have a future.

When I got off at the stop in front of campus, my stomach lurched at the sight of him there. Troy.

Leaning against the university entrance, arms crossed, waiting for me. He didn’t go here. He shouldn’t even be here.

Troy was a student at York University, rival to the University of Toronto in everything, especially hockey. And every time he and his team showed up on campus, it was only a matter of time before a fight broke out with the Frost Raptors.

And from the look he was giving me now, it seemed I was the reason for this visit.

“Lyanna, come on, let’s talk,” Troy said as soon as I stepped off the bus.

“I’m late for class,” I replied quickly, trying to sidestep him.

The growl of luxury car engines sounded behind me. My chest tightened. I took a deep breath before looking back.

Dax and Owen, two players from the hockey team, got out of the car, walking toward us.

“Troy, you should leave.” My voice came out firm, but I knew he wouldn’t listen.

He shoved me suddenly, making me lose my balance. My knee scraped against the asphalt, burning from the impact.

“Where’s Donovan?” Troy snarled.

Dax smirked, that same dark, arrogant look he always had.

“You can leave a message.”

Nobody messed with them. Their families were powerful, influential. They thought they owned the world.

Troy let out a dry laugh before speaking.

“Fine. Tell him I’m going to kill him. On the ice. In front of everyone.”

Owen guffawed, not caring about the threat.

Logan Donovan had sent Troy’s brother to the hospital after a fight off the ice; it was obvious things wouldn’t end there.

The sound of a motorcycle cut through the air. My spine went cold.

“Message delivered. Now go back to the hospital and tend to your little brother’s wounds.”

I turned toward the voice, and there he was.

Logan Donovan.

The arrogant blond, covered in tattoos, with a gaze that always seemed to assess everything and everyone as if they were beneath him.

He got off the bike with the sloppy confidence of someone who has the world in the palm of his hand.

The varsity jacket emphasized his broad shoulders and strong arms, and the sleeves pushed up to his elbows revealed skin covered in ink.

Tattoos. Lots of them.

Dark lines snaked up his forearm, slid over his defined bicep, and climbed up to his neck, where they disappeared under the collar of his practice jersey. Every line of ink seemed to have a purpose, a piece of a story no one dared ask about, but which he carried with the same ease with which he wore his arrogance.

His blond hair, cut short, was perfectly disheveled, as if he’d just stepped off the ice or out of someone’s bed—and honestly, both options were plausible.

The low, well-groomed beard only accentuated his sharp jawline, a detail that created a dangerous contrast between the meticulous athlete and the guy who clearly didn’t follow rules.

And then, the eyes.

Blue. Cold. Intimidating.

A storm hidden under a clear sky.

He walked with firm steps, his expression loaded with contempt as he advanced toward Troy.

Troy gritted his teeth; I could feel the hatred coming off him.

“I’m going to end you, you bastard.”

Logan stopped, sizing up Troy with a crooked smile, in no hurry at all.

“I admire your courage. Coming all the way here just to threaten me.”

But then, Troy’s eyes slid to me. Still on the ground. And Donovan followed his gaze.

A cynical glint passed through his eyes before he extended a hand to help me up.

“Ah... so you came for her?” he concluded, mocking.

His tone made my skin prickle, but not in a good way. I swallowed dryly. I got up as fast as I could, slinging my backpack over my shoulders and turning my back on him.

I wouldn’t touch Logan Donovan; he’d just wipe his hands off afterward, with that superior air of his. Because that’s how he was. Thought he was better than everyone. And, in his head, everyone around him stank.

I tightened the straps of my backpack and stood. I walked away, completely ignoring the look Logan shot me. Let him think whatever he wanted. I hurried across campus when I heard a familiar voice.

“For God’s sake, Lyanna! What was that?”

I turned my head and saw Emma, my best friend, standing with her arms crossed, looking at me as if I’d just stepped out of a fight ring.

“Nothing.” I sighed, still feeling the tension in my shoulders. “Just a shitty way to start the day.”

She arched an eyebrow.

“Nothing? You’re all dirty, you look like you want to kill someone, and to top it off, Logan Donovan was over there staring at you like he was going to devour you alive.”

I rolled my eyes.

“He stares at everyone like that. Not only does he think he’s better than everyone, he thinks he can walk all over anyone he wants.”

Emma laughed.

“Well, if it’s any consolation, he definitely doesn’t ignore you.”

As if that were a good thing.

“Great. The last thing I need in my life is to get Logan Donovan’s attention.”

Emma assessed me for a second before changing the subject.

“And Troy? What the hell was that? You need to get away from him for good.”

I let out a dry laugh.

“You think I don’t try?”

Emma sighed, pulling me by the arm.

“Come on, let’s get to class or we’ll be late and that professor already has it in for me.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Logan Donovan

I WATCHED HER WALK away without so much as a glance back. Her steps were firm, hurried, as if she were fleeing.

“Let her go, Donovan.” Owen laughed beside me, pulling my attention back.

My gaze shifted to that idiot Troy, who was still glaring at me like he wanted to rip my head off right there. Bad idea.

“You’re lucky we’re on the fucking campus, Carter.” My voice was low, but sharp as a blade.

He gave a crooked smile.

“I just need my chance. On the ice.”

I laughed. The idiot thought he could take me?

“When that chance comes, it’ll be the last time you walk off the ice.”

Dax grabbed my shoulder, pulling me back before I decided to smash Troy’s face in right then.

“Let’s go, Logan. This piece of shit isn’t worth our time.”

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to take a step back.

As we walked away, Dax pointed to the motorcycle parked at the campus entrance.

“What about my bike?”

“My dad took the car keys and froze my account.”

“So now what? You gonna have to get a job?”

I rolled my eyes.

“Relax. I’m still a Donovan. It was a good idea to follow Tayler’s advice and move my money to another account before he tried to fuck me over completely.”

“And like a good millionaire with no immediate access to his own cash, you decided to borrow my bike?”

“I’ll give it back as soon as I buy another one.”

Dax smiled, shaking his head.

“Take as long as you need.”

“Who’s the girl on the ground?” I asked, trying to pull it from memory. I didn’t remember ever seeing her.

Owen shrugged, not giving it much importance.

He always knew everything about everyone. It was his thing. He used to hack the university computers for fun. A dangerous hobby, but it had never gone wrong. Yet. He’d dig through student files, uncover secrets no one else knew.

“Nobody relevant. Ex-skater, injured, and Carter’s girlfriend.”

My eyebrows rose with interest.

“His girlfriend?”

Dax shot me a curious look.

“What’s on your mind?”

I smiled sideways, feeling an idea begin to form.

“Nothing. Just imagining what it’d be like to see his little girlfriend on her knees, facing my cock.”

I chuckled, and Dax said nothing, but his half-smile made it clear he didn’t doubt for a second my ability to turn that taunt into reality.

“She lives in Rivertown,” Owen hesitated for a second before naming the neighborhood.

My expression closed off instantly, but I quickly recomposed myself. It was the neighborhood where my brother died.

“Interesting.”

“What’s so interesting?”

“She’s pretty cute, don’t you think? I think I’ll visit Rivertown.”

“Only if you want your father to disown you for good.”

“And what’s the problem?”

[image: ]

Lyanna Callahan

DON’T LOOK, LYA. DON’T look.

I looked.

Damn it!

Why the hell was he staring at me?

“He’s coming over,” Emma announced as if she were commentating a hockey game.

“Who?” I asked, feigning disinterest.

“Logan Donovan.” Her excited tone annoyed me.

I never understood what girls saw in these players. They spent half their time beating each other up on the ice. Okay, I had to admit they were good at what they did, but in the end, they were just brutes who only knew how to fight.

“Wow...” Emma murmured, admiring the nearly six-foot-three blonde as he approached.

He didn’t even smile. He never smiled. Always with that closed-off expression, like the whole world pissed him off. Like he was there against his will, his feet on the ground only because he had to be.

He just veered off, heading to a table further ahead, near the elite clique, the place he belonged.

I let out a relieved sigh.

“He’s got his eye on you.” Emma turned her attention back to me, a little smile suggesting she found that interesting.

I rolled my eyes.

“He wants to piss off Troy, that’s all,” I replied, indifferently. “Use me as a reason for another fight off the ice,” I concluded.

Emma shrugged.

“He sent Liam to the hospital. It’s normal that Troy won’t let that slide.”

“And meanwhile, I just want a chance to get back on the ice,” I murmured. Life had been unfair to me. “But they’re playing war games, picking fights and getting suspended like none of it matters.”

My gaze fell on Logan again, even against my will. He was there, surrounded by his friends, untouchable, unreachable, and by the moths gravitating around him—shallow girls, as superficial as they were.

Meanwhile, I needed to get up and go to work, because all the money I’d spent months saving was taken by some lowlife.

[image: ]

IT WAS ALREADY LATE afternoon when a few deliveries arrived, bringing with them more debts, more bills to pay, and more work to keep everything afloat.

I wiped my hands on my apron and picked up some small boxes, carrying them to the storeroom. The café hadn’t been doing good business lately.

“You can sign here.” The delivery guy pointed to the tablet.

“Okay,” I confirmed, counting the boxes again before releasing the delivery. “All good, thank you.”

Before I could even turn around, I heard my mother’s voice behind me.

“Did the disposables arrive?” She came out of the house, which was practically an extension of the café, smoothing her disheveled hair.

“Yes.” I sighed. Another bill. “Now we have two weeks to pay for it all. And since we don’t have any more staff, you’ll need to help me during the hours I’m not here.”

I faced her tired expression.

“This place still puts food on our table.”

My mother rolled her eyes.

“Stop acting like you’re the only one worried, Lyanna. I’m sick of you. Damn the moment I decided to keep this going.”

I let out a heavy sigh and let my clenched fist thump against the counter. “This” was me.

“Maybe you should have given me up for adoption when you realized you couldn’t handle it. That looking at me would be torture.”

“You’re just like your father. It’s so irritating.”

My lips curved into a bitter smile.

“I’m not the one who slept with him. It’s not my fault.”

The slap came fast, cutting through the air before I could brace myself. The sting spread across my face, and I felt her fingers burning against my skin.

I swallowed dryly but kept my gaze steady, holding back the tears that threatened to fall.

“You may have given me life, but if you’re still alive today, it’s because of me.” My voice came out cold; I was an empty soul full of resentment. “You should thank me for killing myself in this place while you just lament the life you never had.”

She let out a short laugh.

“You’re useless, Lyanna.”

I stood motionless, waiting for the rest of the insults.

“You weren’t even good enough to stay upright on skates. You practiced that move so many times... it’s almost shameful to have made such a ridiculous mistake.”

My hands clenched tightly as I felt the scar on my leg throb like an open wound. As if someone had just poured salt on it. As if I’d never be free of this pain.

“Good evening.” I turned to serve the third customer of the day.

Only three customers. The café was dead. My life was chaos.

And then, as if the day couldn’t get any worse, he was there.

Logan Donovan.

Hands shoved in his coat, a disdainful look, as if the whole place was beneath him.

What the hell was he doing here?

“Good evening, how can I help you?”

He approached the counter with a damn smug smile.

Irritating. I preferred when he didn’t smile. Logan Donovan always had a closed-off, arrogant, indifferent look. But now? Now he seemed to be amusing himself at my expense.

“You sell coffee here, don’t you?” he asked, as if it were obvious.

“Not just that.”

Beside me, my mother let out a weary sigh. She already had no patience for the few regulars from around here, and with this one, she wouldn’t even try.

Without a word, she turned her back and left me alone to be devoured by the wolf in front of me.

“Black coffee. No sugar.”

“Alright,” I murmured, turning to make it.

“I heard you used to be a star on the ice. How depressing... now you just serve coffee.”

I turned slowly, unhurried, and placed the coffee on the counter, ignoring his stupid comment.

He took the cup, but not before tossing out another jab:

“You know, barista... you should smile more. Makes you look less depressed and maybe this place wouldn’t be so dead.”

I took a deep breath, looked up, and smiled with contempt.

“And you? Are you training to be an asshole, or is it a natural talent?”

His smile only widened.

“Natural talent.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Great. Now go back to the perfect little world you came from and leave me alone.”

He gave a low laugh, bringing the cup to his lips. But he didn’t leave. On the contrary. The way he settled onto the high stool, relaxed, completely at ease, made it clear he wasn’t there just for the coffee.

He was there to test my patience, and by the looks of it, he wasn’t leaving until he’d drained it completely.
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CHAPTER 4
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Logan Donovan

Minutes Earlier

I NEVER CAME TO THIS side of town. There was nothing here for me.

Rivertown was a forgotten hole, a place the city seemed to have given up on trying to fix. Potholed streets, buildings worn down by time, a setting as decayed as the people who lived in it. But now, here I was, parking my bike in front of a café that was falling apart.

The smell of stale grease and dampness saturated the air, as if the place itself was slowly rotting. I sighed, staring at the worn-out façade.

I’d survived worse. A cup of coffee of dubious origin probably wouldn’t kill me.

And there she was. Lyanna. She’d be Lya to me soon enough.

Her wavy hair was pulled up in a careless bun, and her pale skin made her rosy cheeks stand out even more, but today, they looked marked. Cruelly touched.

I sat on the high stool and, with all the calm in the world, ordered a coffee. Bravely.

And I provoked her, of course. That was the best part of being here. Seeing how far she could take it. Finding out if she could handle the plans I had for her.

“Wouldn’t you like to see my perfect world?” My voice was heavy with sarcasm. “I’ve got a great offer today.”

“I’m not your type.”

I smiled sideways.

“And what would my type be?”

She didn’t even hesitate.

“Brainless girls who swarm around airheads like you.”

I raised an eyebrow, amused.

“You?” I tilted my head slightly. “Oh, you’re talking about my friends?”

“Yes, I’m talking about you and your little teammates.”

I leaned a little further over the counter, studying her face, the sharp tone of her voice, the way every word of hers dripped with distaste.

She seemed to hate me, or maybe she was just pretending. Not in her wildest dreams could she imagine she’d ever have a chance with me. That made it all the more interesting. Because, for the first time, I was dealing with something different.

“Thank you, Callahan.” I smiled sideways. “I noticed we share a class, so... I’ll see you at the university.”

I slid a hundred-dollar bill across the counter. She looked at the money, then at me, forcing a fake smile.

“You’re welcome. But I don’t have change. The coffee’s on the house.”

I rested my elbows on the counter, leaning in slightly.

“Keep it. It’s for the coffee and a tip for the excellent service.”

Her expression closed off even more, her gaze not wavering.

“I’m not asking for charity, Donovan.”

I gave a half-smile, grabbing my keys and getting ready to leave.

“I don’t usually give charity.” I winked at her. “I pay for what satisfies me. And today, I’m satisfied.”

[image: ]

I WOKE TO THE ANNOYING sound of my alarm, sitting up in bed still groggy, trying to shake off the fog of sleep.

Today I’d get my final verdict. I’d find out all my punishments and what I’d need to do to get back on the ice. The worst part? Living in the same house as the team. That meant having to listen to the constant teasing and bitching about the captain being benched.

And I needed to get back. As soon as possible.

I got up lazily, stepped under the shower, and as the hot water slid over my skin, it washed away the morning stupor. With my eyes closed, my mind did what I least wanted: it went back to yesterday.

To her. Lyanna Callahan. She hated me. Or she was a damn good actress. They all wanted a piece of my time.

I smiled to myself, running a hand through my wet hair.

I left the bathroom, leaving a wet trail behind me, pulled on a black t-shirt, dark jeans, and my sneakers before heading downstairs. I could already hear the guys before I’d even reached the bottom step.

Dex was sprawled on the couch, scrolling on his phone, while Caleb and Owen argued about some play. Tyler and Blake were standing by the door, ready to go.

“Finally, the banished one descends,” Owen mocked, tossing a crumpled paper ball my way.

“Take a shower to cry in, Donovan?” Caleb taunted, laughing.

“Fuck off.” I caught the ball and threw it back, hitting his shoulder.

Tyler stretched, grabbing his backpack.

“We gotta go. Extra practice before the weekend game.”

“Yeah, you guys better practice.” I grabbed my bike keys off the table. “Since the team’s captainless.”

Dex chuckled low, shaking his head.

“So, what’s the verdict? They gonna let you back, or make you scrub the rink floor until you learn to behave?”

“I’ll find out today,” I replied, looking at each of them. “But don’t worry. I’ll be back.”

Blake smiled sideways.

“Hope so. We’ve got a big game this weekend.”

“Great.” I grabbed my backpack and headed for the door. Because I had zero intention of staying out.
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I GOT TO THE UNIVERSITY and went straight to the coach’s office, which had that familiar smell of old leather and melted ice. It was the smell of my life, of the place I belonged and needed to get back to.

I sat in the chair facing his desk, crossed my arms, and waited for the usual lecture. He stared at me for a few seconds before sighing and rubbing his face.

“You’ve really stepped in it this time, Donovan.”

I crossed my arms and leaned back in the chair, already expecting the sermon.

“Look, I know I messed up. Just tell me what I need to do to get back on the team.”

The coach studied me for a moment, then leaned forward, elbows on the desk.

“The disciplinary board decided your suspension lasts until the end of the semester.”

My jaw locked.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

“I’m not,” he replied seriously. “They want to see you can be more than a brawling troublemaker. They need to believe you represent the team positively.”

I rolled my eyes.

“And what’s the brilliant solution? An anger management program? Community service?”

Xavier picked up a paper and slid it toward me. A sports rehabilitation program for injured athletes.

“You’ll spend the next few weeks helping athletes who lost their chance to compete due to injury. The board wants you to understand what it really means to lose a sport.”

I let out a dry laugh.

“Oh, so that’s it? You want me to serve coffee and listen to sob stories?”

He shot me an irritated look.

“You want your spot back or not?”

I blinked slowly, looking back down at the paperwork in front of me. Injured athletes. People who saw their dreams shatter. That’s when a name popped into my head. Lyanna Callahan. The ex-skater. The girl who hated me.

My mind started working fast. If the board wanted to see me involved in “positive actions,” why not do it in the best way possible?

I leaned back in the chair, a smile playing at the corner of my mouth.

“Fine. I’ll do it.”

The coach gave me a suspicious look, as if he expected resistance.

“No complaints? No trying to negotiate a better deal?”

I shrugged.

“You want me to help injured athletes? Fine. I’ll help.” I ran my tongue over my teeth, already feeling the idea taking shape in my mind. But in my own way.

Xavier watched me for a moment before nodding.

“Good. You start tomorrow. And, Donovan...”

I raised an eyebrow.

“This isn’t a joke. The board wants to see changes. If you fuck this up, you can forget about playing this season and your shot at the NHL.”

I got up from the chair, ready to leave.

“Relax, Coach. I know exactly what I’m doing.”

Or at least, I knew how to start.

I left the office looking for Owen, walking down the university administration hallway, my mind already racing.

Lyanna Callahan. I had exactly what she needed.

I smiled to myself as I pulled out my phone and called Owen.

“I need intel on Callahan. Everything you can get.”

The reply came in seconds, full of suspicion.

“What are you up to, Donovan?”

“I start the injured athlete rehab program tomorrow.”

Owen let out a short laugh on the other end of the line.

“How thrilling. Lyanna’s studying sports physiotherapy, that why you wanna know all about her?”

“What if I did something even bigger? Something that got more attention?”

There was a pause. I knew Owen well enough to know he was already interested.

“What are you thinking, Donovan?”

“What if, on top of helping these athletes, I showed I actually cared? What if I was emotionally involved with someone who represents that rehabilitation?”

Owen whistled, impressed.

“You’re saying you’re gonna date the injured athlete?”

I smiled.

“Something like that.”

Owen let out a dry laugh.

“You think that girl’s gonna agree to be part of your little charade?”

“You’re gonna help me.”

“This sounds like a shit plan, Donovan.”

“Trust me, I’ve done worse.”

“And why the hell Callahan?”

“Because she’s everything my father despises, and he’s gonna have to swallow it for me to get back on the ice. It’ll be fun. Besides being hot, I’ve got nothing to lose.”

“And how do you plan on convincing the girl?”

“Find out something that’ll make her bend. Something that forces her to consider my proposal.”

“Alright, and what do I get out of it?”

“Entertainment.” I smiled, spinning my bike keys around my finger. “And a guaranteed spot in the box seats when she’s all lovestruck and the game’s over.”

I heard an exaggerated sigh on the other end of the line.

“You’re a real piece of work.”

“Nothing you guys aren’t, too.”

He laughed.

“I’ll send you what I find.”

I ended the call, slipping my phone back into my jacket pocket before leaving the building, the afternoon sun hitting my face hard.
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CHAPTER 5
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Lyanna Callahan

I WAS IN HUMAN MOVEMENT Biomechanics class, trying to focus on the lecture, but my mind kept wandering. Emma, my best friend, was sitting in the front row. Not because she wanted to abandon me, but because she was too busy eyeing a classmate.

Fair-weather friend. Not really, but that’s what I called her when she traded me for a piece of walking meat.

But it was fine. The seat next to me was empty, and I liked it that way.

“You’re late, Donovan.” I looked up as soon as the professor said his name. Great.

Logan Donovan. He wasn’t exactly a regular attendee. In fact, this was the fourth class with this professor, and so far, he’d only shown up once. I’d have sworn he’d dropped the course. Or at least found a way to get out of it without hurting his GPA.

But there he was, standing in the doorway, hands in his jacket pockets, with that careless expression, as if the world revolved around him and not the other way.

“There’s a spot next to Lyanna. Hurry up, you’re disrupting the class.”

No, no, no.

A lopsided grin appeared at the corner of Logan’s mouth, as if this were the best news he’d ever received.

“Sorry, Professor.” He looked anything but sorry.

He started walking down the aisle, and I heard soft sighs as some of the girls straightened in their seats, swooning over him as if he were a damn movie star.

Emma turned subtly toward me, suppressing a smile.

The last thing I wanted was to be the center of attention for sitting next to Logan Donovan.

“Morning, Lya.” He dropped into the seat beside me, casual as if it had been his spot all along.

“Lyanna,” I corrected automatically, with no patience for nicknames.

He leaned slightly toward me, his presence intrusive in a way that grated on my nerves.

“You should feel honored I’m sitting here.”

I rolled my eyes before he even finished.

“Oh, absolutely,” I murmured, picking up my pen.

But he kept going, as if my reactions only encouraged him.

“Every girl in here would lick the floor I walk on just to have these minutes I’m allowing you to have.”

So annoyingly convinced. And the worst part? He wasn’t wrong.

A discreet glance around was enough to see the girls staring at him as if he were made of gold. Some whispered, others fixed their hair, and one even bit her lip, completely hypnotized.

Ridiculous.

But what really got me was the near-smile he gave. Not a real one, but the hint of it. It was rare. Logan Donovan didn’t smile, and even knowing how insufferable he was, I had to admit: it was annoyingly handsome.

I hated that.

“If they’re all so desperate, maybe you should switch seats,” I hissed, trying to ignore the fact that my skin warmed under his gaze.

He leaned back in his chair, relaxed.

“So you’re really dating the rival team’s captain?” he asked, and my spine stiffened instantly.

I looked up slowly, narrowing my eyes.

“I’m not dating anyone,” I whispered back.

Logan arched an eyebrow, and then a slow smile spread across his face, one of those that made it perfectly clear how highly he thought of himself.

“Really? So the rumors were wrong?”

“Rumors are always wrong,” I murmured, turning my attention back to my notebook.

He leaned a little closer to me, brimming with arrogance.

“So you’re single.”

“And why does that interest you?”

“Because it gives me room to change that.”

I stifled a disbelieving laugh, shaking my head.

“I don’t date hockey players, Donovan.”

He chuckled softly.

“Don’t feel pressured. I know the idea of having me around might be more than you ever dreamed of.”

I turned slowly, staring at him.

“Do you really believe every woman is crazy about you?”

He pretended to think for a second, then shrugged.

“Well... so far, I’ve never met one who wasn’t.”

I rolled my eyes so hard I almost saw my own brain.

“Congratulations. Let me be the first.”

He leaned back in his chair.

“Don’t worry. It won’t last.”

I scoffed, turning my attention back to him.

“Does that mean you’re going to chase me?”

“I don’t need to chase anyone, Callahan.” His eyes slid slowly over my face before meeting mine again. “Women beg to feel my tongue shoved in their mouths, or somewhere else, if I’m feeling particularly interested. And you must be so fucking sweet.”

I swallowed dryly, feeling my face burn, until I heard the bell ring and let out the breath I didn’t even realize I was holding.

Thank God.

I grabbed my books hurriedly, shoving them into my backpack, ignoring Logan’s gaze still fixed on me.

“Asshole,” I muttered, yanking the zipper of my bag shut.

He kept watching me, full of that damn presumption that made me want to punch him.

“You must be buzzing inside just from talking to me. Admit it.”

I stopped mid-motion, my eyes slowly turning to him.

He wasn’t serious.

Actually, he was, because Logan Donovan truly believed any woman who breathed the same air as him should feel blessed.

“Sure. I’m trembling with excitement.” I rolled my eyes. “Not.”

“No need to hide it, Callahan. I know your heart sped up a little when you saw me walk in.”

I let out a dry, disbelieving laugh.

“Or it was nausea. Hard to tell,” I shot back sarcastically.

He looked at me calmly, as if studying me, savoring each of my responses as if it were exactly what he wanted to hear.

“Well, whichever it was, I still made your heart race.” He leaned a little closer, his voice low, drawn-out. “If you want, I can do more than that.”

My breath hitched for a second, but I kept my composure.

“I can make the space between your legs throb, make your eyes roll back...” he said with a leer. “And think, Callahan, I’m a Donovan.”

I rolled my eyes.

“You’re also an idiot. And I’m immune to idiots.”

“That’s what you say now.”

“And I’ll say it again tomorrow.”

I got up without looking back.
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CHAPTER 6
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Logan Donovan

I SAT IN THE BLEACHERS and watched practice, feeling the frustration build in every muscle of my body.

It was unbearable.

I’ve been suspended before, and every time, my father managed to get the decision reversed. It was easy. Always easy. But this time? This time, I felt the real weight of being here, just watching, unable to do what I love.

Yes, I love hockey. But not as an extension of Nathan. He and I didn’t have the same skills on the ice. Never did. And if I was going to get back in the game, it would be on my own terms.

The sound of heels echoed down the corridor, and I turned my head toward the noise.

My mother approached with her usual impeccable posture, sitting down beside me in the stands. She placed her bag delicately on the bench next to her, as if preparing for a long conversation.

“I came to watch you practice.” Her voice was neutral, but her eyes were fixed on the rink, not on me.

I let out a sigh, resting my elbows on my knees.

“Not possible today.”

She kept her attention on the ice.

“When are you going to stop acting like a teenager?”

“I’ve heard enough from my father.”

“He’s very angry with you.”

I laughed, but there was no humor in the sound.

“Angry? He hates me.”

She sighed heavily, finally looking at me.

“He doesn’t hate you, Logan. He just doesn’t know how to handle you. With Nathan, it was always easy.”

My jaw clenched.

Ah, Nathan.

The perfect son. The ideal heir. The boy who never put a foot wrong.

A bitter smile twisted my lips, and I shook my head.

“I’m sorry he’s dead, Mom.”

My eyes met hers.

“But I’m not sorry for being myself.”

“Come to dinner on Friday,” she said, ignoring my comment.

“Can’t. I’m going to the game.”

“Then come before the game.” She tilted her head slightly, watching me carefully. “Do you need money? What have you been doing with your free time? I saw your father canceled your internship... Your cards are on his office desk, along with your car key.”

I kept my tone casual.

“I’m fine. I don’t need anything.” I shrugged. “I’ll find something else to do. Maybe get an internship with the competition. I’d be valuable there, since I know the rival company so well.”

The mocking tone in my voice was evident, and my mother just sighed, weary.

“You wouldn’t throw your inheritance away like that.”

My smile was cold.

“I’m going to the NHL. I’ll have my own career, my own money.” My gaze locked with hers. “Fuck that company, that house, that—”

“Enough, Logan!” she cut me off, her voice firm.

I took a deep breath, clenching my jaw.

“He called me trash.” The words came out bitter.

My mother closed her eyes for a second before responding.

“You know your father doesn’t think before he speaks when he’s upset.”

I let out a dry laugh.

“Yeah. He says exactly what he feels and what’s on his mind.”

Silence hung between us for a few seconds before I stood up.

“Good to finally know what I really am to him.”

I ran my hands through my hair, exhausted by the conversation.

“I’m moving on with my life, Mom. My way.”

She didn’t try to stop me. She just watched me as I walked away, and for the first time, I had the feeling she knew I was dead serious.

I kicked the lockers the moment I entered the locker room, the impact echoing through the empty space.

“Fuck!”

“Relax, Logan. You’ll be back on the team soon.” Owen came in right behind me, leaning against the benches.

I dragged my hands through my hair, trying to contain the frustration.

“Did you find out anything?”

Owen gave a sideways smile, which meant he had something good.

“Depends... you want just a random detail, or something that can actually help you?”

“Spit it out, Owen,” I said, impatient.

He raised his hands in surrender before grabbing his phone and showing me the screen.

“Lyanna Callahan is broke,” he said simply.

My eyes narrowed as I looked at the bank statement he’d managed to get.

“She’s behind on university fees, lost her athletic scholarship, and the café her mom runs is almost bankrupt.”

I raised an eyebrow, interested.

“So she needs money.”

“And fast,” Owen confirmed.

My mind started working quickly.

“Which means she’s desperate.”

“Exactly.” He watched my reaction. “You said you needed something to make her bend. Well, there it is. She needs money to stay in school. You need to improve your image. Sounds like a fair trade.”

A slow smile spread across the corner of my mouth.

“So now it’s just a matter of making her an offer she can’t refuse.”

Owen laughed, shaking his head.

“And how do you plan to do that?”

I picked up my phone, already mapping out the next step in my head.

“Simple. I’m going to make Miss Callahan realize that her only way out...” I spun the phone in my fingers, satisfied. “Is me.”
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The Next Day

THE SMELL OF HOSPITAL mixed with sweat and disinfectant made me gag as soon as I walked into the rehab center. Great. Exactly where I wanted to be.

I scanned the room, the curious glances of a few patients and staff landing on me. Of course they knew who I was. Logan Donovan, college hockey star, now reduced to a forced volunteer.

“Donovan?”

I looked up and saw an older man approaching. Worn-out sweatshirt, assessing gaze.

“You must be the new volunteer.”

“So they tell me.” I crossed my arms. “Where do you want me to start?”

He pointed to a glass-walled room where a few people were gathered.

“Today, you’ll observe the physical therapy session and see how things work. After that, you can help with basic exercises.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Observe? I thought I was here to do something useful.”

Rick gave a dry laugh.

“Just try not to get in the way.”

I walked into the room and leaned against the wall, watching the patients. People who had been at the top, now fighting to get back. But me? I just needed to log community service hours until the board decided I could get back on the ice.

That’s when the door opened again. And Lyanna Callahan walked in.

She stopped mid-stride when she saw me. Her eyes narrowed instantly.

“What are you doing here?”

I gave a lazy smile.

“Apparently, becoming a model citizen.”

She scoffed.

“Seriously? This has to be a joke.”

“I’m as thrilled as you are, Callahan. But I’ll try not to let my presence distract you.”

Before she could retort, Rick spoke up again.

“Great, you two know each other. Even better, because starting today, Lyanna will be responsible for supervising you during the program.”

“What?”

Her eyes widened, looking horrified.

“Lyanna, you’re one of our best interns. Since you already know the program and the patients, you’ll make sure this hotshot doesn’t screw up.”

She let out a humorless laugh.

“Great. Now I have to babysit Donovan.”

I turned to her, tilting my head with a half-smile.

“If you need references, I can give you the numbers of a few women who love the job.”

She rolled her eyes.

“You two are going to get along just fine. Now, no more time to waste.”

He walked away, leaving us alone. She stared at me as if deciding whether to throw me out the window.

“Well, looks like we’ll be spending a lot of time together, Callahan.”

She took a deep breath; it was fun watching her lose her patience.

“Listen to me, Donovan. I take this place seriously. If you come in here with your stupid jokes and your arrogance, I swear I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” I interrupted, stepping a little closer, lowering my voice. “Put me in time-out? Get me kicked out? Try to ignore me? Get you on your knees in front of me and I’ll make a point of lifting that dress and calming you down with a few skills I have.”

She froze, her eyes widening for a second before narrowing in pure fury.

“You’re disgusting, Donovan.” She spat the words out angrily.

I smiled from the corner of my mouth, leaning in a little more.

“You don’t have to admit it now, Callahan, but you pictured it, didn’t you?”

“Yes. And it immediately made me want to throw up.”

“Relax, I get it.” I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets, studying her. “Must be hard for you. Grew up surrounded by mediocrity, and now you’re standing in front of me, trying to convince yourself you don’t want to know what it would be like to have my mouth on every inch of you.”

“This is a rehabilitation center, Donovan. You’re here to learn, not to play the conceited asshole.”

“Wrong.” I smiled, without a hint of remorse. “I’m here to log mandatory hours until they let me do what I do best again.”

She paused, analyzing me for a second.

“And what is it you do best?” she asked sarcastically.

“Win.” My answer was automatic, my gaze fixed on hers. “At everything.”

She rolled her eyes and grabbed a tablet from the table, completely ignoring my stare.

“Great. Then let’s get started with that. Because believe me, Donovan, you do not want to spend more time with me than you have to.”

She had no idea how much I wanted our time together to stretch out.

How much I wanted that mouth on me until none of her arrogance was left.

How much I wanted to fill her up until there was no room left for her to think of anything but me. But for now, I’d settle for watching her try to convince herself she hated me. Because the more she pretended disdain, the more delicious it would be to have her grinding on my cock, screaming my name.
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CHAPTER 7
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Lyanna Callahan

THE DAY WAS LONG AND exhausting. Not because of the work itself, but because I spent most of it trying to ignore Logan Donovan.

And failing miserably.

He was always there, watching, making sarcastic comments, testing my patience every goddamn second.

But now, it was finally over.

I grabbed my bag and headed for the exit without even looking back.

“It was a pleasure working with you, Lya,” he said, dripping with mockery.

I rolled my eyes, not bothering to look at him.

“I hope you go back to where you belong soon, Donovan.”

And I kept walking.

Or tried to.

Because before I could leave the parking lot, I felt a strong arm slide over my shoulders, pulling me back.

I knew that touch. Troy.

“Lyanna, I’ll give you a ride.”

“You don’t have to. I’ll take the bus,” I said quickly, trying to subtly slip away from him.

His grip tightened.

“Come on, Lyanna.”

I felt his arm squeeze a little tighter around me.

“Seems like you’ve forgotten everything I’ve done for you. The days I skipped training to stay with you at the hospital.”

“Are we talking about this again? Now?”

“You’re ungrateful.” He spat the words with hatred. “We were together for a year, and out of nowhere, you decide I’m not good enough anymore?”

“Troy, we spent another year trying not to break up for good. Remember?”

But he never accepted it.

“Fuck, Lyanna, everything I do is for you!”

My throat tightened. Everything he did was for me? Controlling me. Smothering me. Manipulating me and even hurting me.

“I’m sorry, but we’ve already talked about this. I don’t like you justifying everything you do by saying it’s for me. You were suffocating me. And not to mention you hurt m—”

“Shh...” He pressed a finger against my lips, and my entire body froze.

I knew that tone.

“I love you,” he whispered. “I never meant to hurt you, Lyanna. Come on, I’ll take you home.”

“Let her go.”

Troy released me instantly, turning his body toward Logan Donovan.

His voice wasn’t loud; it came out low, cold, and authoritative.

Troy clenched his fists at his sides, a vein in his neck throbbing.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Troy snarled.

Logan gave a half-smile, completely relaxed. Provocative.

“Don’t you see?” He gestured around. “This is a university internship center where I study. The right question is: what are you doing here?”

Troy took a step forward, and my whole body went rigid. This wasn’t going to end well.

But Logan? He didn’t even move.

“Stay away from my girlfriend, Donovan,” Troy growled.

I opened my mouth to correct him, to say I wasn’t his girlfriend anymore, but Logan was faster.

“Yours?” He let out a low laugh, full of disdain. “I thought there was something going on between me and Lya.”

My heart stopped for a second. What?!

Troy grew even tenser.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Logan smirked, shrugging as if he were just making small talk.

“She can’t stop staring at my biceps and saying how pretty my lips are.”

“Stay out of me and Lyanna’s business, Logan, or I’ll kill you.”

“Kill?” Logan chuckled low, shaking his head. “So much violence, Carter. I thought you were more disciplined. Isn’t that what your coach is always saying? Emotional control and all that?”

The Troy who acted before he thought—deep down, the two men in front of me were the same, and all I wanted from them was distance.

I held my breath, ready to intervene, ready to pull Troy back and stop him from doing something stupid that would only hurt him, but Logan took a step forward. Not a big one. Just enough to make it clear that if Troy wanted to fight, he wouldn’t run. But he also wouldn’t fight back.

Because Logan Donovan couldn’t get into trouble. And he knew it.

“Relax, Carter. I get it. Must be hard losing to me both on and off the rink.”

That was enough. Troy took a violent step forward. My heart jumped into my throat. This was going to turn to shit. But before Troy could even touch him, Logan slowly raised his hands.

“Ah-ah,” he taunted, wagging a finger at Troy. “You really want to fight me? Here, where anyone can film it and post it online?”

Troy’s body trembled with rage.

He knew any scandal would hurt him, and he didn’t have rich parents like Logan, so he couldn’t afford to lose credibility with NHL scouts.

“I’ll kill you, Logan. I’ll wipe that smug fucking smile off your face.”

He looked at me again, then walked away. I let out a breath I didn’t even know I was holding, running my hands over my face.

Logan just smiled, amused.

“You almost made him punch you!”

He shrugged.

“Almost. But Carter knows one slip-up and his NHL dream is toast.”

“You knew he wouldn’t hit you.”
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