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PROLOGUE


NIKOLAI


June


THE HIGH LINE at sunset is pretty.


Isabelle Callahan at sunset is stunning.


I lean against the park railing, watching as she runs her fingers through a planter of light purple coneflowers. There are other people around, tourists and New Yorkers alike, but I don’t pay them any mind. Not when I can admire her dark hair, flung carelessly over one shoulder, and how her airy pink sundress falls over sun-kissed legs.


I adjust my aviators, glad she can’t see my eyes.


The ache I feel whenever I look at her hasn’t faded, even after weeks of meeting up like this. A night at Little Sister Lounge. An afternoon at the Met. Kisses in the back of cabs and split bottles of wine and walks in Central Park. It’s as easy as breathing, and it always leads to the same places: her bed or mine.


It’s intoxicating. Dangerous.


Perfect.


Isabelle straightens, pushing her heart-shaped sunglasses up her freckled nose. “You really haven’t seen Legally Blonde? Ever?”


I shrug. “Isn’t it old?”


“You did not just call my favorite movie old.”


“I’m pretty sure it came out before either of us were even alive.”


“And it holds up perfectly.” She nudges my shoulder with hers. “We’re watching it tonight.”


“I thought we were watching New Girl.”


“This is too important.” She scrunches her nose. “I’ll even be quiet and let you experience it.”


I grin. “No you won’t.”


She bursts into laughter. My heart skips like a scratched record. I cup her jaw, thumb rubbing over her cheek, and kiss her. She smiles against my mouth as she returns it.


“Elle Woods basically created my style, you know.”


“Pink on pink on pink?”


“You like it.”


“I do.” I play with the strap of her dress. “You look like the sunset.”


She shakes her head. “Flirt. You already know I’m coming over.” She bends to pick one of the flowers. “Aw, this one has a broken stem.”


“Pretty, though.” I tuck it behind her ear, touch lingering. She shivers as she steadies my hand, her white-polished thumb pressing against my pulse. Even behind the sunglasses, the endless blue of her eyes leaves me breathless.


I know I shouldn’t, but I take out my phone. She’s too gorgeous for her own good; this moment needs to be preserved. I’ve never felt strongly about summer, but lately, I haven’t wanted it to end. When fall comes, we’ll just be memories to each other. My chest tightens at the thought.


“Smile.”


“I thought we said no pictures,” she teases.


“I’ll delete it later.”


“Nik.”


I cock my head to the side. “Izzy.”


She gasps. “Take that back!”


“What back?” I say, feigning innocence.


“You know what.”


I kiss her again, hefting her onto the railing and stepping between her legs.


“Isabelle.” My fingertips tap down her spine, ribs expanding with precarious warmth. “My sunshine girl.”
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IZZY


August


I PICK THROUGH the M&M packet for the rest of the yellows, jiggling my foot against the floor. I’m still flushed from practice, hair sticking to the back of my neck uncomfortably.


I spent the summer in dresses, chasing after vendors for my wedding planning internship, so aching legs and chafing after the first volleyball practice of the season is no big deal, but all the same, it’d be great if Coach Alexis could hurry. The longer I sit outside her office, the greater the temptation to check my phone.


It’s not like I’m expecting anything new. Nikolai hasn’t texted in two weeks. Two weeks is like two years when it comes to flings.


I work my way through the rest of the yellow M&M’s, then the orange. Why are there even brown ones? The fact that pink isn’t a standard color is practically criminal.


I give my phone a tiny peek. No notifications; I don’t even need to open my texts. The unfinished thread will still be there, taunting me, and that’s just going to make me want to get started on the green M&M’s, too.


I know I should delete it. My summer fling is over, and it involved way more dirty bits than feelings. But the last texts that Nik sent me aren’t something I can just forget, even if I woke up alone the morning after our last hookup.


I peer down the hallway. No Alexis yet. As soon as our team meeting ended, I ran upstairs to her office. She can’t ignore me if I’m right in front of her door, after all.


I open the thread.




N


You’re a beam of light in a person, Isabelle


So fucking beautiful





My heart squeezes tightly.


He can’t have meant it. If he meant it, maybe things would be different. It’s just a line, no matter how good, and the fact I’m still obsessing over it is several shades of pathetic. It doesn’t change the fact that what we had was casual. An exploration in attraction with no promise of anything deeper. A fun time, exactly what I’m good for, and one my family—especially my brother Cooper—absolutely can’t find out about. He and Nik are two of the top college defensemen in the country, captaining rival programs. They already got into one fight their sophomore year, and that was just because of hockey. The last thing I need is to encourage another, more personal one.


At least Nik is back in Massachusetts at UMass Amherst for his senior year, and I’m in New York at McKee University for my sophomore year. I’ve never been so grateful for state lines. Soon, I’ll forget his crooked smile, and how he handled my body with as much skill as his hockey stick, and especially the way he said my name—always my full name, Isabelle—like a velvet caress.


His mother was my boss this summer, and the first day of my internship, he sauntered into her office without knocking while she was out at lunch. He teased me until I realized who he was . . . and he called me Isabelle from the first introduction. Isabelle, not Izzy, like everyone else.


I can still see him in perfect detail: the blue button-down, sleeves rolled to the elbow. Messy hair, sharp eyes. He stole my M&M’s and didn’t even eat any—bastard—and scrawled his number on one of my pink sticky notes with a wink that made me go molten.


The rest of the day, I couldn’t stop thinking about the way my name sounded coming out of his mouth. I broke down and texted him, and somehow, the first kiss we shared felt like the hundredth. Once we started, I couldn’t help but let it happen all summer long.


I stare at those two brief texts until my vision blurs.


“Izzy?”


I whip my head up, shoving my phone into my bag. “Hi, Coach.”


Coach Alexis arches an eyebrow. She’s dressed casually, just in leggings and a McKee sweatshirt, but the full face of makeup and perfectly placed bleach-blonde hair give her a sense of unsettling sophistication. Nik’s mother, Katherine, is equally glamorous, but she never made me squirm like Alexis can with a mere look.


“Make sure you take off your necklace before next practice,” she says, gesturing pointedly to my diamond I charm.


Crap. I thought I got it along with my tennis bracelet and earrings, but since I wear it so often, I sometimes forget it.


“Right, sorry. Um, can I talk to you for a second?”


“Now? We just had the team meeting.”


She went over the usual things—the schedule, the importance of sticking with the team during away matches, our practice and conditioning commitments—in her crisp, speech-first-questions-later voice. Honestly, it was more like speech-and-no-questions. She prefers for her plan to be the only plan, which is why my stomach feels like one big knot right now.


My first instinct is to say I can come back later, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to work up the courage twice, so I nod. “Please. Just a moment.”


“Fine,” she says, leading the way into her office. “I only have a few minutes.”


Like all the athletic facilities at McKee, royal purple and white dominate the color scheme. Alexis made it glam, of course. The love seat is an inviting shade of lavender, and a chic white chandelier hangs above us. I perch on the end of a leather chair, snow-white with the McKee school logo stamped across the back, and give her my best smile.


“Let me play setter.”


She crosses one long leg over the other. “You do a fine job at opposite hitter.”


“It’s a new position for me.”


“It was new last season. This season I expect you to have gotten the hang of it.”


“Please, Coach.” I swipe my sweaty palms against my shorts. “It’s not the position I fell in love with when I started volleyball. I know I can do more for the team as a setter.”


She sighs. It’s the sigh you might give a toddler who covered herself with peanut butter. I twist my fingers together, excess energy getting the better of me. I bite my tongue, so I don’t start spewing nonsense.


Last season, she took one look at me and decided I was a second-rate player. I made the mistake of showing up to our first team bonding exercise hungover, and I didn’t play my best in practice, and when she integrated the freshmen with the rest of the team, she moved me from setter to opposite hitter. I’m not the best volleyball player in the world, but I love the sport, and I don’t want to be sidelined when these four years at McKee are the only time in my life I’ll be competing at such a high level. Losing out on the position stung, and losing out on playing time hurt worse. My parents were surprised by the change, and although they didn’t voice it, disappointed, too. If there’s one thing us Callahans are, it’s athletes. My three older brothers—not to mention my retired pro quarterback father—can attest to that.


I accepted Alexis’ decision last year rather than fight it, but I know I’m better than that. I hope so, at least.


“You really want to do this, Callahan? You want to go there?”


“I don’t—”


“I’m sure you were the best setter on your high school team. But you’re not the star here. You’re nowhere near the top of the roster.” She leans in, drumming her knuckles across the glass top of her desk. “I understand that hearing that is hard. But someone needs to be the one to break it to you that you don’t automatically get everything you want just because you can afford to attend a school. I knew plenty of girls like you when I played, and every single one of them had to learn this lesson eventually.”


I blink once. Twice. Then one more time, hard enough my eyes sting, so she doesn’t see me cry. I knew I wasn’t her favorite person, but I didn’t think she thought I needed to be taught a lesson.


“What, did a football player break your heart or something?” I blurt. “Is that why you don’t like me?”


Her eyes flash. “Izzy.”


“Sorry, sorry—”


“This has nothing to do with your family. Not specifically. Were there other girls I wish I could have recruited? Other players who were maybe a better fit for the team, but whose parents weren’t some of McKee’s biggest donors? Sure. You’re an adult, I don’t mind being honest with you. Like I said, the sooner you realize this, the better off you’ll be.”


“So I wasn’t your first choice.”


“I’m not saying you’re without talent. But perhaps you should be in a program more suited to your . . . level.”


I ignore that. I don’t disagree with everything she’s saying, but there’s no need to insult me. “Let me prove to you that I can do it.”


“I saw what I needed to see last season.”


“This season will be different.” I lean forward on my elbows. I don’t want to sound too desperate, but I don’t know when I’ll get this chance again. “Please, I promise. Let me show you that I can do it.”


“I’m committed to the starters I have.”


“Brooklyn is a senior. She won’t be here next season, and by then I’ll be a junior. You don’t have to put me there right away. Just give me some sets. I’ll show you I can handle it for next season.”


“I don’t—”


“Please, Coach. I love this sport. I’m serious about it. I want to help us win, and I know I can do that best as a setter.”


She twists her wedding ring around her finger as she looks at me. I don’t dare say another word. After the longest minute of my life, in which I suppress the urge to say at least ten more things, something shifts in her expression.


Maybe it’s sympathy. Even if it is, I don’t care. I’ll take anything at this point. Just half a chance, and I’ll run with it.


“Fine. I can tell you’re serious about this.”


“I am.”


“You want my attention, you have it. But you need to focus, Callahan. Work on your grades as much as your technique. Put in extra time in the weight room and in practice. Show me that you have what it takes, and that I can trust you.”


I nod. My parents told me as much before I arrived on campus a few days ago. “No distractions.”


Especially not when they’re wickedly handsome, talented hockey players named Nikolai Abney-Volkov.
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IZZY


WHEN I GET to the off-campus house I share with Cooper and our brother Sebastian, I chuck my sneakers into the closet and plop on the couch. I undo my ponytail with a groan. Cooper’s in the armchair, reading, and judging by the rock music and delicious smells coming from the kitchen, Sebastian’s working on dinner.


I glance at the television. “James’ last preseason game?”


Our oldest brother, James, plays quarterback for the Philadelphia Eagles. Of the four of us, he’s the only one who followed directly in Dad’s footsteps. He’s an honest-to-God celebrity, the sort of NFL quarterback that inspires thirst-trap Instagram posts and screaming fans and people wanting his autograph, his picture, his time and attention. Dad was the same way, and once Cooper graduates and starts playing hockey professionally, he won’t be far behind. Sebastian could have had it the same way as his father—Mom and Dad adopted him after his parents died in a car accident, years ago—but he decided to quit baseball at the end of last season to focus on cooking. Something tells me that even as a chef, he’s going to garner a lot of attention.


Despite knowing all of this, I still think of them as just my brothers. My ridiculous, freakishly athletic, amazing older brothers. James always buys me a new stuffed animal on my birthday. Cooper has jumped into fights to defend my honor. Sebastian slept on the floor of my room for a week when I watched Poltergeist way too young and couldn’t stop having clown-themed nightmares.


“Yeah,” Cooper says, setting his book aside. “He played for a bit in the beginning, he looks good. Did you get to talk to your coach?”


“She’s giving me a shot to prove I can handle playing setter.”


He smiles warmly. “That’s great, Iz.”


I beam at his approval.


Sebastian pokes his head out of the kitchen, dishrag in hand. “Dinner in five.”


“Ooh, yay.” I slide off the couch. “Want me to set the table? We can use my new pink place mats.”


He gives me a quizzical look, but before he can reply, the front door opens.


“Someone remind me how illegal murder is,” Sebastian’s girlfriend Mia says as she walks in with Penny, Cooper’s girlfriend. “Give me the downsides before I do something I regret.”


Penny sighs long-sufferingly as she slips out of her jean jacket. Cooper glances her way, looking as lovestruck as ever as he checks her out. She’s definitely about to end up in his lap. I roll my eyes fondly before joining Sebastian and Mia in the kitchen.


Sure enough, I hear her shriek. “Cooper!”


“Super illegal,” Sebastian says, his green eyes dancing with amusement. “Pretty sure you can’t eat your boyfriend’s home-cooked meals if you’re in the can.”


It sucks to be the fifth wheel when all of us have dinner together, but I love not being the only girl in the house. My brothers just shrugged when I showed them the adorable place mats I picked up at Target earlier this week, and apparently Sebastian already forgot they exist, but I know Penny and Mia will appreciate them.


Well, at least Penny will. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Mia wear anything pink. Not even a scrunchie. Sometimes I can’t believe that they’re best friends, totally independent of their boyfriends. I also can’t believe that both Cooper and Sebastian are in relationships, but last fall, Cooper fell for Penny—who happens to be his coach’s daughter—and then earlier this year, Sebastian and Mia finally stopped dancing around each other and got serious. James also fell in love at McKee; when he transferred here for his senior year, he met Bex, and now they’re engaged with a baby on the way.


Then there’s me, fresh off a secret summer fling with Cooper’s biggest hockey rival.


Mia gives me a one-armed hug before letting herself get swept up in Sebastian. She wipes a spot of sauce on his cheek with her thumb, wrinkling her nose when he ducks to kiss her.


“Is it Alice?” he murmurs.


“No.” She plucks at something on his shirt with her black nails. “Some idiot who probably jerks off to pictures of Elon Musk.”


“Ew,” I say. “I hate that you put that image into my mind.”


She just grins. “How’s it going, Iz?”


I shrug as I pull out silverware and grab napkins. Earlier today, I cleaned off the kitchen table and added a vase of flowers. I arrange the place settings, admiring my handiwork for a moment. “This is pretty, right? Do we want wine?”


I glance over and see that they’re making out, too. Just fantastic.


“Hello? Earth to the space idiots.”


The kitchen timer goes off, and Sebastian reluctantly untangles himself from Mia to pull something out of the oven. Mia looks at me, biting her lip guiltily. “Sorry. It looks great.”


“Mm.”


“Really, it does. The place mats are a nice touch. Did you get the flowers from Trader Joe’s?”


I can’t stay annoyed for long. Mia’s my friend, and it’s always nice to see Sebastian looking so happy. “Obviously. Their bouquets are the best.”


“Dinner’s ready,” Sebastian says, loud enough that Cooper and Penny can hear. He plates the food—pan-roasted chicken, potatoes, and vegetables all dripping in a sauce that I know firsthand is delicious—and pulls a bottle of white wine out of the refrigerator. “For you, Izzy.”


“Aw, Sebby.” I take a plate to my usual seat. “You’re the best.”


Practice left me starving, so I focus on my food while the conversation goes on around me. The skating lessons that Penny and Cooper teach together at the town ice rink are starting up again. Sebastian, who is graduating after this semester, has an interview with a culinary school near the astrophysics study abroad program Mia’s doing in Switzerland next year. I lean back in my chair, wineglass in hand. Honestly, we should take a picture of this moment. Mom would be happy to see us sitting down together to eat. That was her hope when she convinced Dad to rent a house in Moorbridge, the town entwined with McKee’s campus, for us to use during our college years.


“It’s too bad that James and Bex postponed the wedding,” Sebastian says.


“When are they doing it now? The spring?” Mia asks.


“Yeah,” I say. “Probably April or May. But that means the baby can party with us!”


They were originally going to have their wedding over the summer, but they decided to take their time and make it nice when they’ve settled into being parents. Bex is due in December, just in time for Christmas. If the baby comes a week early, we might even share a birthday. I smile at the thought. Bex and James are going to make the best parents, and I can’t wait to be an aunt.


“Maybe she can be the flower girl,” Cooper says. He stretches his arm over the back of Penny’s chair, twirling her coppery hair around his finger. She smiles and leans over for a quick kiss.


“I’m already trying to convince Bex,” I say, ignoring the tiny spike of loneliness that rises at the sight of them. Sebastian and Mia are practically nuzzling each other, too. “I worked on a wedding over the summer that had the cutest little baby ring bearer.”


“We’ll come back for it, of course,” says Sebastian.


Penny sips her wine, turning her attention to me. “Speaking of love, how did that summer connection work out, Izzy? Are we finally going to meet him?”


“If she’d ever say who he is,” Mia teases.


The question sends my heart into a sprint. I ignore everyone’s eyes, Cooper’s especially, as I finish off my wine. Summer is over. Nik is in Massachusetts and I’m in New York, and when his team comes to play McKee, I’ll find an excuse not to go to the game.


It hurts anyway, and I hate that it hurts.


My parents have the gold standard of marriages. My three older brothers are all hopelessly in love with their partners. Even though I’m happy for them, it stings to know I’m so far away from that. I’m not brilliant like Mia, or creative like Penny, or determined like Bex. I’m not my mother, seemingly capable of handling every aspect of her busy, colorful life, a husband and four kids included.


It’s no wonder that to guys like Nikolai—and especially Chance, my one and only ex-boyfriend, who cheated on me without a thought to my feelings—I’m not the serious option. It’s not just that I’m not wife material. I’m barely girlfriend material. And fine, I knew the rules when I fell into bed with Nik, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt, recognizing that even in different circumstances, I’d never be enough to steal his heart.


“It just fizzled out,” I say with a shrug. “You know how it goes.”


“Aw, too bad,” says Penny. “What about other prospects? Any crushes we should know about?”


“No.” My stomach squirms at the lie, but this is easier. I never should have mentioned Nik to them, even vaguely. “Nothing going on. I need to focus on volleyball. Keep my grades up. All that good stuff.”


When I manage to escape to my room after dinner, I give my phone another helpless peek. Nothing but that unfinished text thread.




You’re a beam of light in a person, Isabelle


So fucking beautiful





Were they lies, or just half-truths? Flimsy, throwaway compliments, good to use on any girl?


Something tells me I don’t want to know the answer. If he meant to give me a real goodbye, he would have.


I scrape my teeth over my bottom lip and delete the thread. Summer has slipped into the rearview mirror, and I need to look ahead. If I’m not focused this semester, I have no chance of convincing Alexis to play me at setter, and that’s more important than a fling that never had a future. I might not be on the level of my brothers, but it’s unacceptable for a Callahan to fade into the background of her own sport.


I doubt I’ll ever see Nik again, but if I do, we’ll just be strangers.


No matter what that does to my stupid, silly heart.
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NIKOLAI


“ANY PROPERTY DAMAGE, other than the window?”


I’ve faced a lot of lectures over the years, but no coach—Dad excluded—comes close to the intensity of my grandfather when he’s pissed off. And right now? He’s focusing all of that energy on me.


I clasp my hands behind my back. As soon as I staggered into Mom’s apartment earlier, carrying half the shit I own, she made me change into a suit and sent me to Grandfather’s. Like showing up in a collared shirt will do a fucking thing to make up for the fact that I just got expelled from college.


Yet here I am. This morning, I was the team captain of UMass Amherst Men’s Hockey. Now, I’m not even a college student.


“No, sir. We only broke one window.”


Grandfather snorts, drumming his fingers against the arm of his chair. I force myself not to fidget. He has yet to shoot a puck at my face guard and call it training, but in a way, his disapproval is worse than Dad’s. It radiates throughout the room like poison. To him, I’m sure, this situation is confirmation of what he already suspects: that I’m the same kind of bastard as my father.


“But this Grady Szabo—”


Donna, his assistant, leans in and murmurs, loud enough I can hear, “One of Nikolai’s former teammates. A freshman, new this year.”


She smirks as she calls Grady my former teammate. Fuck you too, Donna.


“Thank you. Mr. Szabo is still in the hospital, correct?”


I didn’t visit Grady in the hospital before I left Massachusetts. A lifetime of playing hockey means I’m no stranger to injuries, but the thought of Grady in that hospital bed—all because I didn’t handle my team the way I should have—makes my stomach roll with guilt. Even though I didn’t tell Grady to get fucked up on blow and try to head-butt some idiot from the football team through a second-floor window, I could have done more. Grady is just a freshman, and now instead of taking reps in practice, he’s dealing with a broken leg. Thanks to the shrub he fell into, he avoided a head injury, at least.


“Right,” I manage to say. “The rehab will take a long time, but they think by next—”


“Did you know about the drugs?”


“No.”


“Don’t lie to me, Nicholas.”


I grit my teeth. I know he hates the way my name has the unmistakable mark of my father, but still, it’s my name. Nikolai, not Nicholas. “I’m not lying. I had no idea someone brought drugs.”


“The university didn’t seem clear on that.”


I hesitate. “I needed to be loyal to my teammates.”


“So, you knew and lied to them.” He sighs, pinching his nose between his fingers. “No wonder my offer of a very generous donation was met with silence.”


“I learned more about it after. I didn’t know about it in the moment.” It’s taking all my effort not to snap. “I just want to figure out a way to finish my degree and play hockey.”


“Good. Because that’s what I want as well.” He stands, stepping around his spotless wooden desk, and gives me a calculating look. His eyes are like pieces of flint, his silver hair combed carefully over his temples. He might be old, but he’s powerful. You don’t get to the point where you own half the buildings in New York City, plus hundreds around the world, by playing it safe.


The Fifth Avenue penthouse that he calls home is as light and modern as an avant-garde art piece, but his office stands apart, a relic from a time long past. A gas fireplace trimmed with marble stands guard behind his desk. Dark wood paneling gives the entire room a heavy, dramatic air. The last time I snuck in here—to steal a sip of the good brandy with my cousin, Cricket, during an insufferable party—I couldn’t understand how easily she flopped onto the leather couch.


Then again, she’s fit into this world her entire life. When Mom divorced Dad and we moved from Moscow to New York, I was already thirteen.


Grandfather turns his gaze away as he considers one of the only photographs in the room: my mother, Katherine, embracing her older sister, back when they were eight and ten. Despite the frilly dresses they’re wearing, they look solemn. I’ve always wondered if the photographer threatened to drown their puppy or something.


“I wanted you and your cousin to pose for something similar, but Andrei wouldn’t allow it,” he says, spitting out my father’s name as he adjusts the cuffs of his crisp white shirt. “You should have been here all along. My only grandson, and I barely knew you until you were a teenager.”


“It’s unfortunate.”


“It’s unacceptable,” he snaps.


Despite his intensity, he rarely raises his voice, so I’m taken aback as much as Donna. She looks away politely.


I swallow the panic that threatens to rise at his tone. The past is past, and right now, I have to figure out what the hell I’m going to do about my senior year of college. “Wherever I transfer, it has to have a hockey program equal to UMass’. Part of the timing of my rookie contract is because of the strength of the—”


“We don’t have to worry about that.” He gestures to the couch. The crystal decanters on the bar cart next to it wink in the lamplight as he takes out two glasses. “Take a seat.”


“Grandfather.”


He pours a few fingers of brandy into each glass. “Sit, Nikolai.”


At the sound of my real name, I listen. I should have known that his help would come with a price. Grandfather doesn’t see much distinction between business decisions and family matters.


“If I do this for you, I need you to make me a promise.”


I stare at my glass. No matter how hard I worked in practice, or how well I played in games, I never earned my father’s love, but I can still earn Grandfather’s. Whatever his bargain is, it can’t be that bad.


“Anything.”


“Work for me after graduation.”


I nearly choke on the brandy. “What?”


“I will help you transfer to another school—one with a good hockey team—and in return, when you graduate, you’ll come work for the family business.”


“But . . . I’m going to play hockey.”


“A couple years spent in an unforgiving league that will tear your body apart? Or worse, joining your father in the KHL? No. I won’t allow it.”


“You seriously think I’d agree to a contract with my father’s team? In Russia?”


“He was your first coach.”


“He’s dead to me.” I spit out the words, even though they make my heart ache. I point to the scar on my face. “He gave me this.”


“I’m well aware.”


“Then you don’t know me at all.”


“I do know you, Nikolai. I want the best possible future for you, and preparing you to take over Abney Industries is the way to make that happen. Did you think I wasn’t serious about that? The company can’t go to just anyone when I’m gone. It’s you or no one.”


When I applied to college, Grandfather wanted me to go to Harvard, his alma mater. Harvard’s hockey team is excellent, but UMass Amherst had a better coaching staff, so I said yes to their recruiters. He wasn’t thrilled about the National Hockey League draft, either, but he still congratulated me when the Sharks took me in the first round. SKA St. Petersburg, the team my father coaches in the Kontinental Hockey League, the Russian equivalent of the NHL, drafted me as well, but I never considered it a serious option. I’ve made other concessions—studying political science, making it clear that I want my college degree before playing professionally—but never once did Grandfather say that he wanted me to join the family business instead of playing hockey.


I stand as the magnitude of what he’s asking hits me. “You can’t do this.”


“This is generous, son.” He stands too. We’re the same height, so unless I want to look like a coward, I have to stare straight into his eyes. “You’ll graduate from a good university and have another season playing your sport. You’ll tell the NHL and KHL that you’re retiring, take the job, and start your MBA at Columbia. Now, I would have preferred Harvard for your senior year, but I figured you’d want to stay in the same division. There’s a spot for you at McKee University, and the coach is prepared to start you.”


At the mention of McKee, the back of my neck prickles.


Before this mess, I had a good summer. Development camp with the Sharks, time spent with Cricket, and messing around with Isabelle Callahan, who just so happens to be the little sister of Cooper Callahan, the captain of McKee’s hockey team—UMass Amherst’s biggest rival school. I didn’t plan that last one, and if he ever finds out about it, I’m sure to get a punch to the jaw like the season before last, but fuck if it wasn’t worth it.


If I go to McKee, I’ll be on her turf. This time with Callahan for a team captain. I’m sure he’d be thrilled to play with me after what I chirped at him about his girlfriend—even if I didn’t know at the time that they were dating—when we faced each other last fall.


In my defense, it was the first time I ever saw Isabelle. A minute before the puck drop, and I couldn’t stop staring; I blurted out something about her like a fool. Covering it up by taunting Cooper about the redhead he couldn’t stop staring at seemed like a smart decision at the time.


Usually when I play, the audience is a blur, but Isabelle stayed crystal clear. Laughing. Talking with her family. Jumping out of her seat to cheer on her brother, her smile so breathtaking that I wanted nothing more than for it to be directed at me. Her hair hung loose around her heart-shaped face, dark and wavy. Absurdly, she reminded me of a mermaid, maybe because of her eyes, blue like the ocean in a storm. If her last name wasn’t Callahan, I’d have found her after the game and charmed my way into her bed.


I was prepared to stay the hell away from her when I found out she was my mother’s summer intern. I wasn’t even going to entertain it.


But then I met her for real, and I couldn’t resist. Not because her brother would have hated it, but because I knew then, just like I knew the moment I first saw her, that she was special, and special doesn’t come around every day.


I’ve been missing her like hell since we broke off our fling, but I never expected to actually see her again. If I agree to this, we won’t just be in the same city for a few months. We’ll be on the same campus, in the same small town. I can’t risk falling back into bed with her, especially right under her brother’s nose.


“McKee? Are you serious?”


“It’s an excellent school.”


“You can’t force me into anything.”


“No,” Grandfather says lightly. “You’re an adult, you can make your own choices. But I’d implore you to make the right one.”


“You realize that I’m good at what I do, right? It’s my whole life.”


“That’s what worries me.” He clasps my shoulder firmly. “I’m not denying your talent. You clearly inherited many things from your father. But I worry that you inherited too many of the wrong things.”


I blink, hard. My mind spins. I could tell him to fuck off, but I wouldn’t put it past him to block me from every top hockey school in the country, if only to screw me over for not agreeing to what he wants. I could try to play for a junior league until the Sharks are ready to discuss a rookie contract, but there’s a reason why I went the college route. I wanted an education, and I wanted a shot at the Frozen Four. McKee won it last season. Plenty of their core players are still on the team, Isabelle’s brother included. There’s nothing stopping them from winning it again, especially with me on the ice.


Reaching out to Dad isn’t a real option. I never had intentions of playing in the KHL, even if he wasn’t still part of that league.


That leaves a spot at McKee.


One more year.


One more season.


And Isabelle will be there.


“You say you want to be nothing like him? Prove it. Choose a different path.”


Grandfather’s words hang in the air for several long seconds, taunting as they pull me in.


I tell everyone I hate my father, but that’s not true. I still love him, because he made me the way I am, and while some of it is good—hockey has always been the one good thing in my life—I know I’m lying to myself about not inheriting any of the rest of it. I’m terrified of the day I’ll wake up and see him staring back at me in the mirror. It’s a piece of shrapnel in my heart, aching with every beat.


And it’s why nothing serious could ever happen with Isabelle. What if I tried and fucked it all up? What if I hurt her the way my father hurt my mother for fucking years?


I can’t have her, but at least I can have hockey for one more season.


“Fine. Call McKee.”
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NIKOLAI


I’M BARELY OUT of Grandfather’s office before Cricket pulls me into a hug.


“I just heard,” she says against my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Nik.”


I let myself melt into her embrace. She’s tall and curvy, with a glasses collection that rivals a Warby Parker store. Today’s pair is a truly hideous shade of purple, and since I last saw her, she cut her hair. The dark blonde waves used to go to her shoulders, but now she’s rocking a pixie cut.


“This is new.”


She smooths the sides of her hair. “Do you like it? I figure why not announce myself more aggressively as a lesbian, really scare all the guys on the trading floor.”


I snort. Cricket has a flair for dramatics, like someone else I know. Or knew, rather. The last thing I need to think about is how well Isabelle would get along with my cousin. “You look like Kristen Stewart.”


Her eyes light up. “Do you really mean that?”


“If you ditch the glasses.”


“I like the glasses. They’re quirky.”


“They’re . . . ugh. They’re my new team color.”


“Oh, so Grandfather did get you in somewhere else. Spill.”


I head for the nearest room with some privacy, the sitting room with the grand piano and Jeff Koons sculpture. Cricket’s loafers click on the marble floor as she hurries to keep up. Emotion wells in my chest, threatening something deeply embarrassing—tears—so I gnaw the inside of my cheek and think of the hockey rulebook until it passes.


There’s no use mourning the loss of hockey in my life until it actually happens. Once I’m in charge of the corporation, maybe I’ll work through my sorrow by buying a hockey team. For now, I have to stay focused on the present, which includes keeping myself in the right headspace to get to work. I’m leaving for McKee first thing in the morning, with just enough time to settle in before classes begin.


“Nik?” Cricket’s voice has a soft note to it. I must be tense enough that she can see it. “Seriously, what happened?”


I collapse onto the nearest couch and drop my head into my hands. “I deserved to get expelled.”


“That’s not true.”


“A freshman is in the hospital because I fucked up.” I lift my head as she sits next to me. “The team was my responsibility.”


“But they weren’t your drugs. I don’t get why you didn’t just say—”


“Because John is at UMass on scholarship,” I interrupt. “His family doesn’t have ten houses, Cricket. He doesn’t have a fortune to fall back on. If UMass had expelled him, his future would have been over. I could take it. He couldn’t.”


I’ve never had a best friend, but John Hayes comes close. We roomed together freshman year, and he’s the only one on the team who knows the truth about my father. He can be an idiot, and bringing coke to a team party was monumentally stupid. I care about him, though, and I wasn’t about to snitch on him. Loyalty to the team is everything.


Even if because of it, the team isn’t mine anymore.


“But it was his choice, not yours. You should have told them the truth.”


“He’s my friend and teammate. And my responsibility as captain.” I manage a smile. “And look, it all worked out. Grandfather is very generously letting me finish my degree at McKee, so long as I come work for him right after.”


“Are you serious?”


“Yes.”


“He can’t do that.”


“He can.” I’m not even all that bitter. The world revolves around Joseph Abney, and there’s no point in fighting it. If he gets his way—and he will get his way—that will be me eventually. The one with more power and wealth than he knows what to do with.


I can think of worse lives to lead. Not everyone gets what they want; that’s a fact. Some people don’t get anything, whether it be loving families, fulfilling careers, or romantic relationships. I should have known that I was one of the unlucky ones.


“He knows you’re going to play hockey professionally, right? Like, for millions of dollars?”


“Why make millions playing a sport that will wreck your body when you can make billions in a boardroom?”


Cricket stands, practically vibrating with indignation. “Did he say that?”


“No,” I say, tugging her down. “It’s fine.”


“This is the definition of not fine.”


“I thought you didn’t understand why I love hockey so much anyway.”


She’s never played a sport seriously, outside of tennis, and that was just to pad her college applications. She thinks it’s strange that it’s practically the air I breathe. An unsavory reminder of my father, not an expression of something I want on my own merits.


Who knows, maybe all of them are right. I wouldn’t have this love without him giving it to me.


I wonder what he’d say if he knew I’m going to walk away. He’ll learn about it eventually; he keeps tabs on me. I promise myself over and over that I’ll stop taking his calls, but then he finds a way to draw me back in. I hate how good it feels to speak Russian with him, never mind the panic attack I have to fend off after I hang up.


“I don’t. But I know it’s important to you, which is good enough for me. Honestly, Grandfather can be such a prick sometimes.”


“The company should be yours, you know.”


“It was never going to be mine.” Her tone is neutral enough, but I catch the flare of frustration in her eyes. Grandfather has never taken her as seriously as she deserves, which is ridiculous considering how brilliant she is. Right now, she’s working for a venture capitalist firm, wiping the trading floor with the other associates, but I know she’d prefer a spot on the Abney Industries board. “It was always going to be yours. He didn’t have a son, but at least he has a grandson, and because you’re a man and I’m not, you will always be the better choice.”


“Nikolai?”


I tear my gaze away from Cricket’s at the sound of Mom’s voice.


My mother has always been an elegant woman. In Russia, that meant expensive furs and perfectly coiffed hair, but without the influence of my father, she’s embraced her natural tendency for the bohemian, just as high end as possible. Today she’s in heels and a sundress that Isabelle would call periwinkle, her blonde hair curled gently around her shoulders.


She takes off a pair of red sunglasses and carefully tucks them into her purse. “Did you have a chance to speak with your grandfather?”


“I’m leaving for McKee in the morning.”


“Oh, good.” She kisses me on the cheek. The non-scarred one, of course. In the wrong mood, she flinches when she looks at me, trapped in a memory, I’m sure. I look so much like my father, she doesn’t even watch me play hockey anymore. During my first game in America after we left Dad, she took one look at me, froze, and fled; she sent a car to take me home when it ended.


“McKee?” she adds. “You’ll have to tell Izzy I said hello. It was so nice to have an assistant who really understood things.”


I had no doubt that Isabelle was excellent at her job, but I smile at the confirmation. Mom has no idea we were involved with each other, but in other circumstances, I like to think she’d have approved.


“I’m sure she’d be thrilled.”


“I don’t understand why they had to expel you. Like we haven’t given that school enough money.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“Of course it does, honey. I know you chose to go there for a reason.”


“Grandfather is making him work for the company when he graduates,” Cricket says.


Mom blinks. I can’t quite tell, but I think that surprised her. “I’m sure he has his reasons.”


“Nik has hockey.”


“And look how well that worked out for his father,” she snaps. She flushes. “I mean—Nikolai, sweetie—”


“It’s fine.” I step around her. “I have to pack.”


“Let’s get lunch before you leave. Or dinner. Any restaurant you want.”


I swallow around the debris in my throat. I’ve never blamed my mother for staying with my father as long as she did—he’s a magnetic force, charming and downright seductive when he wants to be—but still, I hate to think of the years she spent covering her bruises with makeup and making excuses for him. Our relationship is fragile, a dance where neither of us know the steps. Distance aside, I’m glad she’s here and happier than she was before. She has her wedding planning business now, and all the friends she knew before she ran away with Dad brought her back into the fold. Grandfather welcomed her back, despite their fractured relationship, and part of me can’t help but be grateful about that, too.


“Sure,” I say after a too-long pause. “That sounds nice.”


Cricket pounces the moment Mom leaves the room. “You’re going to Isabelle’s school? That Isabelle? Did I hear that right?”


“It doesn’t mean anything.”


“How is she?”


“No idea. You know that.”


“Okay, sure, like you haven’t stalked her on Insta.”


“It doesn’t matter that she’s going to be there.” I scrape over a scuffed spot on the floor with my shoe. Of course I’ve searched for her Instagram, but I’m not about to admit that. Half the photos on her grid are of her with her family; our childhoods couldn’t have been more different if we tried. “I’m going to be on her brother’s team, and he already doesn’t like me, remember?”


Cricket’s eyes widen. “Oh, shit. Right.”


“And anyway, she can do better than me,” I say, scrubbing a hand through my hair.


Better that she settles down with a guy who deserves her, someone her brothers will never have to worry about when it comes to treating their little sister right. Someone who won’t dread the day his relationship turns him into his father.


“That’s not—”


“It’s true.” I make myself smirk. It’s a mask, and normally Cricket would be exempt from seeing it, but the last thing I need is her encouragement. I couldn’t even bring myself to give Isabelle a proper goodbye the last day of her internship; I left her asleep in her sublet. “When have you seen me do relationships? I’d break her heart.”


And maybe her, too.


Cricket studies me, clearly unconvinced. “But what about yours?”
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IZZY


“THE SEMESTER TECHNICALLY hasn’t started yet,” Victoria says as she drags me by the hand to Haverhill House. “Listen to Alexis after tomorrow.”


I dig in my heels, stopping both of us in our tracks. I got dressed when she showed up at the house, armed with makeup and assurances that we’ll only stay at this party for a little while, but Coach’s words are still echoing in my mind. She didn’t explicitly tell me not to party, but surely “no distractions” also means “don’t get shit-faced at senior housing.”


On the other hand, Victoria does have a point. I’m sociable by nature, and maybe I’ll be able to focus on my classes better once I’ve scratched the party itch. Just a little, mind you. A couple of beers, a few dances, maybe some flirting. I could definitely use the latter, because I’m not going to forget about Nikolai until I find the right distraction.


“Two drinks,” I say, trying for a stern tone. Victoria’s lips twitch as she fights a smile. “Two drinks and like fifteen minutes of dancing. That’s it.”


“Yay!” She pulls me into a sticky hug. The late August air is irrepressibly humid; it’s going to be a swamp at Haverhill. Hopefully the beer is semi-cold. “This is going to be so much fun.”


Aside from being my best friend, Victoria is an excellent volleyball player. She plays libero, and even as a freshman last year, she led the defense with conviction. We met in middle school during volleyball camp, and we’ve only gotten closer over the years. Balancing the intense sports schedules of four kids wasn’t easy for my parents, and whenever a tournament of mine wasn’t at the top of the list, her family would keep an eye on me. We’d eat pizza in bed at the hotel while Friends played on the television, and the next day, try our best to dominate every set we played. I still get warm fuzzies whenever I think about how excited we were when we both got into McKee.


She marches down the sidewalk, forcing me to jog to keep up. “These heels aren’t meant for fast movement, you know.”


“The faster you go, the sooner we can get you laid.”


“I said flirting, Torie.”


“The best way to get over a breakup is with a rebound.”


“And you would know? You and Aaron are practically an old married couple.”


Victoria is dating Aaron Rembeau, the goaltender on Cooper’s team. It’s serious enough that she spent the majority of the summer at his family’s lake house in Michigan, tanning on his boat and bonding with his cousins. A tiny, selfish part of me hates that it worked out so well with her hockey player, but I shove that deep. Maybe I’ll get to plan the eventual Rembeau-Yoon wedding.


She smiles, twirling her hair around her finger. Thinking about Aaron’s six-pack, I’m sure. “Yeah. I love that goof.”


“Anyway, Nik and I were never dating. There’s nothing to get over.”


“You spent the summer screwing all around Manhattan. And the Hamptons.” She stops at the crest of the hill, putting her hands on her hips. Haverhill House—which is actually a collection of regular houses that the university bought and converted into off-campus housing for seniors—glitters just beyond, light spilling from the windows. “And wasn’t a yacht involved? I watched those private stories like a hawk.”


“It wasn’t his—whatever. It doesn’t matter. He’s not even here.” I take a couple of halting steps. Damn these stupid heels. “Wait up.”


The guy at the door gives us an appreciative once-over before waving us inside. The price of admission to a party like this—looking like a snack—never fails to gross me out, but I know I didn’t dress like this for the men at the party. Sure, they can look, but I squeezed myself into this tight yellow dress, strapped my feet into these death-heels, and put on a full face of makeup because I love looking hot.


“Drinks?” Victoria yells over the scream-shouts of Olivia Rodrigo.


Someone got a strobe light in here, making the throng of bodies dancing and chatting and hooking up look strange, almost alien. The whole scene is already giving me a headache, but I dressed up and came all this way, so I just smile and nod.


I chug one beer, then another, and cut myself off there. Victoria does the same, then pulls me to the dance floor. We jump to the music, singing along to the lyrics and letting our high ponytails whip around. Sweat drips down my temple; it’s as humid in here as it was outside, but I know it just adds to the shine on my face. Glittery highlighter, clear lip gloss. Winged eyeliner that Victoria applied with a steady hand.


After a couple songs, I start to notice the stares. My heels make my legs look extra-long, and my bright dress is practically a beacon in the flash of the strobe light. Victoria spins me around, laughing as I nearly lose my balance. I do the same in retaliation, and we fall over each other. I’m only buzzed, but I can’t stop smiling. The energy of the music and the crowd around us is acting like magic, weaving a spell that keeps my hips moving.


Someone grips my wrist, turning me around.


It’s absurd, but I feel a pinch of disappointment when I see it’s just another guy with a too-charming smile. Strong jaw, trim waist, looking like he wishes he could taste me.


Nik is hours away, in Amherst. I have to get my head on straight. I’ll never move on if I can’t prove to myself that I’m capable of it.


I muster a smile of my own, so the guy pulls me close, grinding against me. I sway my hips to the music, breathing in the sour smell of his sweat. His hand skims up my side, settling on my rib cage. Possessive, even though I don’t know him. I’ve never even seen him before. I turn in his embrace, hoping to at least ask his name. He takes that as permission to brush his fingers just above my ass.


The smile slips off my face. Why do guys always want to jump to sex? I’m sure if I gave him the right look, he’d find an unoccupied room in this house and pull a condom from his wallet. He’s not unattractive. He has a nice smile. If we met in class instead, and he asked me to dinner, I’d probably say yes. I don’t want to fall into last year’s pattern, settling for hookups that never led anywhere.


And yeah, fine, I spent the summer scratching that itch with Nik with no expectation of more. But despite the casualness, Nik cared about me. He might not have cared enough to stick around until I woke up, that last morning, but I didn’t mean absolutely nothing to him. The first time we met up, I asked him if he only wanted to sleep with me because it would be something to lord over Cooper. But he shook his head and said he noticed me for the first time last year, at the game UMass played at McKee. He said I was special, and I believed him.


A beam of light in a person.


So fucking beautiful.


The way he said my name never failed to make my pulse race.


“Isabelle,” someone says into my ear.


It was just like that. Just like—


My heart skips a beat.


I glance over my shoulder—and meet Nikolai’s gaze.


I’d know that face anywhere. Tousled brown hair and a face full of tantalizing angles. Deep, practically sinful eyes. A scar that slices from the bottom of his eyelid all the way to his jaw, giving his face undeniable seriousness. He commands—no, demands—attention.


And here he is, looking at the guy dancing with me like he wishes he could rip his head off.


I don’t hear the music anymore. I don’t feel the sweat on my skin. I don’t notice anything or anyone but him, smirking at me like he never left.


“Sunshine,” he purrs. “Did you miss me?”
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NIKOLAI


TO MY CREDIT, I don’t punch the guy pawing at Isabelle. I don’t react when he tries to punch me, either, curses falling from his mouth like confetti. I do turn when he calls her a bitch, and my glare is enough to make him melt into the crowd. Drunken asshole.


I grip her hand in mine as I lead her away from the dance floor, through the house, and finally to the backyard. When I feel the hazy night air, I take a full breath for the first time since I realized I wasn’t imagining her.


She jerks her hand away. “Nik?”


I shove my hands into the pockets of my jeans, studying her. I didn’t come to the party to find her—I just wanted to blow off some steam before I meet my new coach tomorrow—but she was impossible to ignore, dancing in the middle of the crowd. At first, I told myself I’d finish my beer and leave before she noticed me, but then she started dancing with that asshole, and something about the way she stiffened in his arms set off my alarm bells. I know I don’t have any more of a right to her than him, but fuck if I don’t feel that way. She was mine for three months and she’s still mine, never mind the weeks of silence. How the hell could I have thought this would fade the moment she wasn’t in my mother’s office every day? That I’d be able to stay away?


“It’s really you,” she breathes. “How—”


“Do you know that guy?”


“What?”


“He’s not your boyfriend, is he?”


She flushes deeply enough, I can see it in the moonlight. “No. He’s just some guy.”


“He was getting pretty familiar.” I work my jaw. “You seemed uncomfortable.”


“I had it handled.”


“Did you?”


She just narrows her eyes. “What are you even doing here? Why aren’t you at school?”


It doesn’t surprise me that we crossed paths so soon. We’ve been magnetic since our very first kiss, shared in the back of the car on the way to my place after I took her to dinner at Per Se. Her strawberry lip gloss, the mischievous tilt of her smile, the way she moaned when I pressed her against the wall of the elevator with my hand up her skirt—I couldn’t forget it if I tried.


Right now, she’s in a tight yellow dress with tiny straps, her tan legs accentuated by heels. Her hair is in a smooth, high ponytail, but a couple loose pieces frame her face artfully. Glitter sparkles on her cheeks and across her collarbone.


If I leaned in for a kiss, would she push me away, or pull me closer?


“Remember the wedding in the Hamptons? Sagaponack?” I take a step in her direction, backing her against the nearest tree. She swipes her tongue over her lips. The glitter on her cheeks sparkles like stardust. “We split that bottle of Dom Rosé.”


A tiny, surprised smile melts away some of the wariness in her expression. I’m still a live wire, but that smile relaxes me. After weeks of missing her, I’m hungry for every detail. I’ve been telling myself that the distance will help, but it hasn’t, and now, there’s no distance at all. I drink in the ocean of her eyes, resisting the impulse to press my body against her warmth.


It should feel wrong. It’s not summer anymore, and anyone from the party could see us. But I don’t want to move away, and she must not either, because she doesn’t even twitch.


In the heels she’s wearing, she’s almost as tall as I am. It would be so easy to kiss her. I’d lick the gloss away, and she’d give me a delighted smile before nuzzling closer, the way she did all summer.


“I remember,” she says, after a pause. Her eyes search mine. “We went skinny-dipping.”


“It was freezing.”


Her smile widens. “You mean invigorating.”


“I wouldn’t have gone in, except I was afraid you were going to drown.” I return her grin. “Would have been an inconvenience to the wedding guests.”


“You’re so full of shit,” she says with a snort.


I can’t help myself; I cup her chin, tilting her face up. She’s so pretty, I can’t stand it. All summer long, I kept coming back to her. I’d promise myself that I’d break things off, but then I’d think about the prospect of never holding her again, never kissing her, never tasting her, and my reservations went straight out the window.


“You danced for me, before that. On the sand, with your hair loose. Do you remember that, too?”


Her breath catches. “Of course. You thought it was silly.”


I shake my head. “No way.”


“You totally did.”


“You’re remembering it wrong.”


“Oh, am I?” She crosses her arms over her chest, which pushes together her small, perfect tits to the point of distraction. “You’re the one who just showed up on my campus out of the blue, and now you’re calling me a liar? Wow.”


“Our campus.”


“What?”


“I thought for sure your brother would be going around telling everyone he knows.” I nearly tug on her ponytail, but stop myself at the last moment. “Interesting.”


“Telling everyone what?”


“UMass kicked me out.” I keep my eyes trained on hers as the back of my neck heats up. It’s one thing for my family to find out—you can’t lose approval you never had in the first place—but admitting this to her is embarrassing. I don’t regret what I did, even as the reality of it sinks in, but that doesn’t mean I feel good talking about it. “I just transferred here.”


“Oh, Nik,” she says, voice soft. “What happened? Are you okay?”


Even though I spent the summer with her, I’m surprised by her immediate empathy. She’s sweeter than anyone deserves, me especially.


“I’m fine.”


She takes my hand in hers and squeezes. “But you loved it there. You told me.”


“Yeah. I did.” I swallow, glancing at our interlocked fingers.


She presses her lips together, but instead of asking about the details, she shakes her head. “I can’t believe you did this.”


“What?”


“Why here?” She pokes me in the ribs, hard, as she pulls away. “You can’t just show up here, talking about the Hamptons. Acting like—”


“I didn’t have a choice.”


“Oh, I’m sure,” she says, a flinty note in her voice. “A family like yours, and you couldn’t wrangle a spot at one of a dozen other fantastic hockey schools. You had to come here and make it that much harder for me to move on.”


“You don’t know the situation. My grandfather—”


“You can’t leave and then show up and ask if I miss you,” she snaps. She swipes at her cheeks, messing up her glitter. “That’s not fair.”


“Izzy?” someone calls. “Where’d you go?”


“Here!” Her voice is perfectly cheerful, as if she didn’t just spear me through the chest.


The moment my feet hit the sidewalk outside her building, I regretted it. But I couldn’t bring myself to say goodbye, and part of me thought it would be better for both of us if we didn’t have a chance for emotions. Yet it hurt her. I hurt her. I can see it in her eyes.


A girl with pin-straight black hair walks over, a frown on her glitter-covered face. Her dress is a similar style to Isabelle’s, tight and bright, but green instead of yellow.


“Um, what’s going on?” She looks at me, then Isabelle. “Is something wrong?”


“No,” Isabelle says. She links arms with her friend. “Let’s just go, we have early practice tomorrow.”


“Isn’t that him?” her friend says in a stage whisper. “You know?”


Isabelle just starts walking. “Come on, Torie. Let’s go.”


Before they get too far, I call her name. She turns, biting her lip.


I should have kissed her when I had the chance.


“We should talk.”


“I don’t know.” Something flickers in her gaze, too quickly for me to catch. “You’re the one who left without a word.”
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NIKOLAI


MEETING A NEW coach is always stressful. Meeting a new coach and the guy whose sister you slept with all summer? After you chirped at him about his girlfriend, no less? That’s nightmare fuel.


I tap my fingers against the arms of my chair as I wait in Coach Ryder’s office. I can’t stop fidgeting. It’s a nice space—albeit very purple, like everywhere else in this hockey facility—and under other circumstances, I’d want to take a closer look at the trophies and awards behind the desk. Larry Ryder is a Harvard man, which is about the only thing Grandfather approves of in this whole clusterfuck of a situation.


I refuse to let my last season end with anything less than me holding up the national trophy, so here I am. Waiting. Hyperaware of the fact I’m back in Isabelle’s vicinity. After she left last night’s party with her friend, I got smashed enough that I could almost forget what she told me. Eventually, I dragged myself to my dorm, and to my first class this morning.


I wonder if she’s at practice right now. I’ll bet she looks fantastic when she’s in the middle of a volleyball match. Tight jersey, short shorts, those cute knee pads . . . If I saw her, I’d have to resist the urge to drag her over by the ponytail and lick the sweat away from her temple.


That kind of thinking isn’t doing me any favors, especially since it looks like she never wants to talk to me again, so I tip my head back.


Jesus. There’s even purple on the ceiling.


The rest of the campus seems nice, although I haven’t explored much beyond getting to class and . . . whatever this place is called. The Markley Center, I think. An assistant coach took me through the players’ lounge, the dry locker room, the main locker room, the practice ice, the arena—a sea of purple stands and a huge crown painted on center ice, in case I forgot where I was—the staff offices, the medical center, and the gym. There’s another gym that any athlete on campus can use, as well as a wellness center and a spa. Athletics has always been a strength of McKee University, and the facilities prove it.


I wish it was enough to make up for living in a dorm room again, and figuring out an unfamiliar campus, and getting used to a whole new coaching system. I’m off-balance and on edge, but at least I can swim in the athlete-only pool whenever I want. Lucky me.


Coach Ryder walks in, Cooper at his heels. Ryder’s pale blue eyes are like chips of ice, but they seem friendly enough. Even though I’m sure he hasn’t played in years, he looks fit, ready to lace up if necessary.


He shakes my hand firmly. “It’s a pleasure, Nikolai.”


I smile. I’ve had plenty of coaches since my father, and the first impression matters every time. “Same here, Coach.”


“This is Cooper—well, you two are acquainted with each other.” Ryder’s smile turns wry. “As you know, he’s team captain.”


Cooper looks different without his hockey gear on. I wonder if I look different to him as well. His dark hair is longer than mine, curling over the nape of his neck. We’re the same height, give or take half an inch, and I’d bet our weigh-ins are around the same, too. I keep a neutral expression on my face, even though I can’t stop thinking about the apology I owe him. Me and my fucking mouth.


After a beat, he sticks out his hand for me to shake. “Can’t say it’s a pleasure, but here we are.”


His blue eyes are the exact same shade as Isabelle’s. The second I notice that, my breath sticks in my throat. I return the handshake quickly.


“Here we are,” I echo.


“Have a seat, gentlemen. Let’s discuss how this is going to work.” Ryder gives each of us a long look, then sits back with a nod, as if we passed some sort of test. “Lucky me. Two of the top college defensemen in the country, and I can pair you on the same line.”
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