
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Shattered Ice

A Novel

Isabella Hart


Shattered Ice

Copyright © 2025 Isabella Hart

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

[image: ]




The Fall

The ice had always been Natasha Volkov's sanctuary.

From the moment she first stepped onto the frozen surface at four years old in her hometown of St. Petersburg, she had known this was where she belonged. The cold air on her cheeks, the hiss of blades cutting through pristine white, the perfect silence between heartbeats as she soared through a jump—this was her church, her meditation, her entire world.

At twenty-six, she had won three World Championships, two Olympic medals, and the adoration of millions. She was the Ice Queen, the media called her—beautiful, untouchable, perfect. Her triple axel was legendary. Her artistry made audiences weep. She had everything a figure skater could dream of.

Until the night everything shattered.

The qualifying round for the Olympics had been going flawlessly. Natasha had landed her opening combination with her usual precision, moved into her step sequence with the grace that had become her signature. The crowd was electric. The judges were nodding. Gold was within reach.

Then came the triple lutz.

She had performed the jump thousands of times. It was automatic, muscle memory honed over two decades of training. But something was wrong—a fraction of a second off in her takeoff, an imperceptible shift in her axis. She knew before she left the ice that she was in trouble.

The landing was catastrophic. Her blade caught wrong, her knee twisted at an angle knees were never meant to twist, and she heard the sound—that terrible, unmistakable crack—before she felt the pain. The ice rushed up to meet her, and Natasha Volkov's world went dark.

She woke in a hospital room in Boston, her leg immobilized, her mother weeping quietly in the corner.

"The knee," was all she could manage to say.

Her mother couldn't meet her eyes. That told Natasha everything she needed to know.

The doctors were kind but honest. She had torn her ACL, MCL, and meniscus simultaneously—a catastrophic injury that would require multiple surgeries and years of rehabilitation. Even then, the chances of returning to competitive skating were slim. The chances of returning to her previous level were essentially zero.

"You're young," the orthopedic surgeon said, as if that were comfort. "You'll walk normally. You might even skate recreationally someday. But competitive figure skating at the Olympic level..." He shook his head. "I'm sorry, Ms. Volkov. That's over."

Over. The word echoed in her mind for weeks afterward. Her career was over. Her identity was over. Everything she had been since she was four years old—over.

The surgeries came and went in a blur of anesthesia and pain. Natasha moved through rehabilitation like a ghost, going through the motions without feeling anything. Her mother returned to Russia after the second surgery, unable to watch her daughter's suffering anymore. Her coach moved on to other skaters. Her sponsors quietly withdrew their contracts.

By the time the casts came off and she could walk again—slowly, painfully, with a limp that the doctors said might never fully disappear—Natasha was alone. Twenty-six years old, living in a small apartment in Boston paid for by the last of her competition winnings, with no idea who she was if she wasn't a skater.

She hadn't been on ice in eight months.

She wasn't sure she would ever go back.
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Frozen

The job listing seemed like a cruel joke at first.

Head Coach Needed: Pinewood Falls Ice Arena. Small community rink in Vermont seeking experienced figure skating coach for youth program. Competitive salary, housing available. No competitive skating experience required—patience and love of the sport more important.

Natasha had found it while scrolling through job postings at 3 AM, unable to sleep, the phantom pain in her knee throbbing in rhythm with her heartbeat. She'd been searching for anything—anything that might give her a reason to get out of bed in the morning.

She wasn't qualified to do anything except skate. She had no degree, no work experience outside the rink, no skills that translated to the normal world. She had spent twenty-two years training for one thing, and now that thing was gone.

But coaching. Coaching she might be able to do. Even if the thought of watching others glide across the ice while she stood frozen on the sidelines made her chest ache.

She applied without expecting a response. Two days later, her phone rang.

"Ms. Volkov? This is Marcus Chen from Pinewood Falls Ice Arena." The voice was warm and unhurried, with a slight accent she couldn't place. "I'm calling about your application for the coaching position."

"I—yes. Thank you for calling."

"I have to be honest with you." There was a smile in his voice. "When I saw your name on the application, I thought it was a prank. Natasha Volkov wanting to coach at our little rink?"

"It's not a prank. I need..." She hesitated. What did she need? "I need to be near the ice again. Even if I can't compete."

"Your application mentioned an injury. I saw the news coverage, of course. I'm very sorry."

"Thank you." The words were automatic, meaningless. She'd said them a thousand times.

"Can you travel? The housing we offer is a small cabin on the property. It's nothing fancy, but it's comfortable. And the town is..." He paused, searching for words. "Healing. That's the word people use. There's something about this place that helps people heal."

Healing. She'd given up on that word months ago.

"When can I start?" she heard herself ask.

Pinewood Falls was exactly what the name suggested—a small town nestled in the Vermont mountains, built around a frozen waterfall that gave the place its name. The main street was postcard-perfect: brick buildings, local shops, a coffee house that served the best hot chocolate Natasha had ever tasted.

The ice arena sat at the edge of town, a converted barn that had been transformed into a modest but well-maintained rink. It wasn't Olympic-sized—barely large enough for a proper program—but the ice was smooth and the cold was real, and when Natasha walked through the doors for the first time, she felt something stir in her chest.

Longing. Fear. Something like hope.

Marcus Chen was waiting for her inside. He was older than she expected—maybe fifty, with silver threading through black hair and kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. His handshake was firm but gentle.

"Welcome to Pinewood Falls," he said. "I'm the arena manager, general maintenance person, and Zamboni driver. Glamorous, I know."

"It's beautiful." She meant it. The rink was worn but loved, with banners from local competitions hanging on the walls and photographs of smiling young skaters everywhere she looked.

"It's home." Marcus gestured toward the ice. "Want to take a look?"
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