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To my husband.

For being in the stands of my life, cheering for me through every chapter. This one is for you.

Synopsis

He’s the King of the Ice. She’s the only one who knows he’s about to sink.

Asher Rhodes is the biggest name in college hockey. Captain of Blackwood University and a top NHL prospect, he’s the definition of strength, leadership, and crushing victories. But behind the number 17 jersey and his captain’s armor, Asher is hiding a secret that could destroy his professional future: the letters dance before his eyes, and his failing grades are threatening to pull him off the ice for good.

Claire Soares crossed na ocean in search of a fresh start and a chance to secure her master’s degree. Brazilian, focused, and pragmatic, she knows nothing about hockey—and she has zero patience for spoiled athletes. To Claire, Asher is just a two-hundred-pound problem she needs to solve to keep her scholarship.

The deal is simple: she teaches Asher how to master the books; he ensures her name stays far away from any academic trouble. But between silent study sessions in the library and freezing nights at the rink, they both discover that the greatest threat isn’t the system, the dyslexia, or the pressure to perform—it’s the dangerous connection growing with every lingering look and every accidental touch.

In a game where the rules change with every chapter, Asher will have to learn the hardest play of all: risking everything off the ice and opening his heart to the only person capable of saving him.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of the First Snow
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Winter in Massachusetts wasn’t a movie scene; it was a test of physical and emotional endurance. The freezing air hit my lungs like tiny shards of glass, reminding me with every breath that I was thousands of miles away from the vibrant warmth of São Paulo. I pulled my gray wool coat tighter against my body—na item that had looked elegant in the shop window but now felt painfully thin against the biting New England wind. I walked quickly, trying to ignore the numbness in the tip of my nose as I crossed the Blackwood University campus.

I couldn’t fail. That was the mantra pounding in my head with every step I took over the packed snow, the crunching sound beneath my boots providing the only soundtrack to my loneliness. My exchange scholarship was my only bridge to a different future, the chance to ensure that the sacrifices my mother made—working two shifts just so I could study English—hadn’t been in vain. To the world around me, I was Claire, the exemplary international student, always seen with open books and a cup of cheap coffee in hand. On the inside, I was just a girl terrified that the money would run out before the end of the semester or that one bad grade would send me back home empty-handed.

It felt like a cruel irony of fate. I had always harbored a certain resentment toward sports because of my father’s constant absences—he was a soccer coach who seemed to love the field more than our dinner table—and now, I was relying on the athletic department to balance my finances. The special tutoring for na “elite student” paid double the standard rate. The department head had been clear: the student was a lost cause to the other tutors but essential to the university. I just had to swallow my pride and manage some spoiled athlete’s ego for a few hours a week.

When I stepped into the Central Library, the artificial heat from the vents felt like a welcoming hug. The comforting smell of old paper, waxed wood, and fresh coffee was my only sanctuary in this strange city. I unwrapped my scarf, feeling my face tingle as the circulation returned to normal. I headed toward Study Room 4B in the basement, where the silence was so thick you could hear your own heartbeat.

“He’s the hockey captain, Claire,” my roommate Megan’s voice echoed in my mind. “Asher Rhodes isn’t just some player. He’s the heart of this campus. If he gets suspended, the team falls apart. He’s untouchable.”

I took a deep breath, adjusting the strap of my heavy backpack, and pushed open the oak door.

The first thing I noticed wasn’t his fame, but the physical space he occupied. Asher Rhodes was sitting at the small study table in a way that made it look like dollhouse furniture. He was wearing a heavy navy hoodie with a white number 17 embroidered on the chest. His shoulders were massive, and his posture was that of a caged predator trying to solve a riddle. He was staring at na American History textbook with na intensity that bordered on desperation.

He didn’t notice me come in. He was too busy running a restless hand through his dark blond hair, messing it up in a clear sign of frustration. I noticed his fingers drumming against the table in a frantic rhythm. It was the rhythm of someone whose mind was racing at two hundred miles na hour but was stuck in a gear that wouldn’t turn.

“You’re five minutes early,” he said, without taking his eyes off the pages. His voice was deep, with a resonance that seemed to vibrate through the floor beneath my feet.

“And you’re holding the book upside down,” I replied, closing the door with a sharp click.

Asher froze. Slowly, he looked up. His eyes were a grayish blue, the exact color of ice before it’s cut by skate blades. There was no arrogance; there was only exhaustion. He had deep circles under his eyes and a vulnerability that caught me off guard: a genuine fear of failure.

“I was... trying a new perspective,” he grumbled, slamming the book shut. “You must be Claire. The savior the coach promised me.”

“I’m your tutor, Asher. And I’m not here to save you. I’m here to make sure you do your work.”

Asher let out a bitter laugh. “You have no idea, do you? Out there on the rink, I’m Rhodes. I read the play. But in here...” he pointed at the book, “the words float. They blur together. I read the same sentence tem times and it still makes no sense.”

In that moment, I realized Asher needed something no one else seemed willing to give him: patience.

“Then let’s change the strategy,” I said, softening my tone as I opened my notebook to a clean page.

As I opened it, I was greeted by a low, intimate sound—the dry whisper of paper pulling away from the hard cover, like a secret shared only between me and those untouched pages. I ran my fingers over the smooth sheet, feeling the almost imperceptible grit of the pulp under my fingertips, a delicate contrast to the cold that still seemed stuck to my skin. There was a specific scent there that always calmed me: fresh ink mixed with raw paper, a subtle, slightly metallic aroma that reminded me of quiet libraries and late-night study sessions in São Paulo, when the world felt too heavy but still possible. It was in that space—between blank lines and narrow margins—that I usually regained control, organized the chaos, and turned fear into a method.

I slid the pen toward Asher and watched as he took it. His fingers gripped the plastic with excessive force, as if that simple object were a weight too new for him to carry. When he turned his eyes back to the text I had started to write, his body reacted before he could even say a word. His shoulders stiffened, his jaw tightened. I noticed a damp sheen forming on his palms; he discreetly wiped one of them on the side of his hoodie, but the gesture only confirmed what was already there. His eyes narrowed, blinking more than usual, as if trying to force the words to align through sheer persistence. I leaned in close enough to notice the almost painful effort in his focus—the muscle below his left eye twitched slightly, betraying the tension, as his breathing grew shorter and heavier.

He tilted his head, then pulled back, as if searching for the exact angle where the letters would finally obey him.
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Chapter 2: The Weight of Jersey Number 17
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The sound of blades slicing through the ice was the only thing capable of organizing the chaos that usually lived inside my head. Shhhk. Shhhk. The sound was rhythmic, crisp, and predictable. On the rink, the world finally made sense to me. There were no endless paragraphs here, no historical dates that seemed to float, and no letters that insisted on dancing before my eyes like annoying gnats on a summer afternoon. On the ice, there was only inertia, raw physical force, and the black rubber puck I needed to control with the tip of my stick.

I pushed my body forward, feeling the explosion of power in my thighs as I accelerated down the side of the Blackwood University arena. The cold bit through the gaps in my helmet and stung my face—a sharp sensation that served as a physical reminder that I was present, that I was real. The weight of my shoulder pads pressed down with constant force, as if each one carried a different, invisible expectation: the university’s pride, the team’s hope, the roar of the crowd, and above all, my father’s silent, stern approval. Jersey number 17 clung to my sweaty body, far too heavy to be just a piece of synthetic fabric.

On the ice, I was whole. I was the captain, the leader, the anchor. But it only took one step off that white surface for me to turn back into a collection of failures.

I moved the puck through the training cones, alternating the blade of my stick with rapid-fire speed. Control. Precision. Short breaths. The coach was screaming for max speed, but my mind was stubbornly stuck in Study Room 4B of the library—the place where the ice couldn’t protect me.

Claire.

Her name echoed in my head with the same precision as a well-executed pass. The Brazilian girl with the sharp eyes and the soft accent. She’d been the first person in nineteen years to realize that my problem wasn’t laziness, or a lack of will or effort. She hadn’t judged me; she had observed me in silence, with the same technical focus na NHL scout gives a player before deciding if he’s worth a million-dollar investment.

“Rhodes! Focus on the drill!” Coach Miller’s shout echoed through the empty stands, vibrating inside my helmet and snapping me out of my daydreams.

I blinked hard, trying to shake the image of the library. I shook my head to clear my thoughts and adjusted my thick gloves, gripping the handle of my stick much tighter than necessary. The white tape wrapped around the wood creaked under the pressure of my fingers. I was the captain. I was the guy who was supposed to carry this team on my back all the way to the national finals. The example to follow. But at that exact moment, I felt like a well-trained fraud—na impostor who knew how to skate but didn’t know
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