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Aiden POV

The bus smelled like stale coffee and diesel fumes, and I was pretty sure I’d left my stomach somewhere around mile marker forty-three.

I pressed my forehead against the cold window, watching the sprawling campus of Northbridge University materialize through the January sleet. Brick buildings older than my hometown. Trees that probably cost more to maintain than my dad made in a year. And somewhere in that maze of privilege and prestige, a hockey rink where I was supposed to prove I belonged.

Spoiler alert: I didn’t belong.

“Cole, right?” The driver’s voice crackled through the intercom. “Athletic complex is straight ahead. Good luck, kid.”

I mumbled thanks, grabbed my duffel—everything I owned that mattered fit inside—and stepped into the kind of cold that made Ontario winters feel like spring break. My phone buzzed before I made it three steps.

Dad: You got this. Make us proud.

No pressure or anything.

The Northbridge Arena rose ahead of me like a glass-and-steel cathedral, all sharp angles and floor-to-ceiling windows that probably cost more than four years at a state school. I’d seen it in recruiting videos, but seeing it in person was different. This wasn’t some run-down community rink with flickering lights and a Zamboni held together with duct tape and prayer. This was where future NHL stars trained. Where scouts watched every shift, every pass, every mistake.

Where I was supposed to somehow fit in.

I pushed through the main entrance, and the warmth hit me first, then the smell—that perfect combination of ice, sweat, rubber, and something I could only describe as money. The lobby had banners hanging from the rafters: Conference Champions, National Finalists, Frozen Four appearances dating back decades. Photographs of alumni who’d gone pro lined the walls, their faces frozen in moments of triumph.

My hands tightened on my duffel straps.

“You lost?”

I spun around. A guy about my age—maybe twenty, built like he bench-pressed small cars for fun—stood near the equipment desk, arms crossed. He wore a Northbridge Hockey hoodie that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe, and his expression suggested I’d just tracked dog shit across his white carpet.

“I’m—uh—Aiden Cole. I’m supposed to report to Coach Brennan?”

His eyebrows rose a fraction. “You’re the call-up?”

The way he said it made “call-up” sound like “plague carrier.”

“Yeah. Mid-season roster addition.” I tried for confidence, landed somewhere near desperate.

He looked me up and down, lingering on my secondhand duffel and discount winter coat. “Locker room’s downstairs. Don’t be late.” He turned and walked away before I could ask where “downstairs” actually was.

Great. Thirty seconds on campus, already making friends.

I found the stairs—thank God for obvious signage—and descended into what could only be described as a hockey palace. The locker room was easily three times the size of my high school’s entire athletic facility. Individual stalls with nameplates, cushioned seating, and built-in charging stations. Flat-screen TVs mounted on the walls showing highlight reels. A training room visible through glass doors, packed with equipment that looked NASA-adjacent.

And players. So many players.

They were scattered throughout the space in various states of preparation—some already in gear, others in workout clothes, a few just sitting around like they owned the place. Which, given the tuition here, they probably did. The conversations were loud, confident, full of inside jokes and casual arrogance that came from knowing you were the best.

I hovered near the entrance like an idiot, unsure where I was supposed to go.

“You’re blocking the door.”

I jerked aside as someone brushed past me—tall, broad-shouldered, moving with the kind of athletic grace that seemed effortless. Dark hair still wet from a shower, sharp jawline, and eyes that barely registered my existence before moving on. He wore a simple gray long-sleeve and joggers, but something about the way he carried himself made everyone else in the room seem like they were orbiting him.

“That’s Hart,” someone muttered nearby. “Captain. First-line center. NHL scouts have been crawling up his ass since freshman year.”

Luca Hart. I’d watched his highlight reels obsessively after getting the call-up. The guy was ridiculous—vision like he saw the ice in slow motion, hands soft enough to handle a pass through traffic, and a work ethic that apparently made coaches weep with joy. He was projected top-ten in the next draft, maybe top-five if he kept up his current pace.

And I was supposed to skate on the same team as him.

I was so fucked.

“Aiden Cole?”

I turned to find an older man—early fifties, built like a former enforcer who’d traded fists for a whistle—standing near a stall with a freshly printed nameplate: COLE 19.

Coach Brennan. I recognized him from video calls.

“Yes, sir.” I crossed the room, hyper-aware of how many eyes tracked my movement.

“Welcome to Northbridge.” His handshake was firm enough to crack walnuts. “You’ve got fifteen minutes to gear up. We’re running systems drills, then a controlled scrimmage so I can see what you’ve got in game situations. Your equipment should be in the stall—if anything doesn’t fit, see Jimmy in the equipment room immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

He clapped my shoulder hard enough to rattle teeth. “Relax, Cole. You’re here because you earned it. Now prove you can keep it.” He walked away, already barking orders at someone about defensive zone coverage.

I stood there for a second, staring at my nameplate. COLE 19. My number from juniors. They’d actually checked.

“First time seeing your name on something that nice?”

I glanced over. The guy from upstairs—Mr. Personality—leaned against the stall next to mine, smirking.

“Something like that,” I said carefully.

“Tyler Chen. Right wing, second line.” He didn’t offer a handshake. “Word of advice? Keep up or get cut. Brennan doesn’t do charity cases, and most of the guys here don’t have patience for rookies who slow them down.”

“Good thing I’m fast, then.”

His smirk widened, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ll see.”

I turned my back on him and started unpacking. The equipment was pristine—top-of-the-line skates, a helmet with a cage so new it still had the protective film on it, gloves that fit like they’d been molded to my hands. Everything smelled like fresh leather and possibility.

Or maybe that was just fear.

I dressed methodically, the ritual familiar enough to calm my racing pulse. Compression layer. Shin guards. Hockey pants. Shoulder pads. Jersey—navy and silver, heavier fabric than I was used to, with COLE stitched across the back in sharp block letters. Each piece felt like armor, like I was transforming into someone who belonged here.

Fake it till you make it, right?

By the time I laced up my skates, most of the team had filtered out toward the ice. I could hear the sound of pucks hitting boards, skate blades carving fresh ice, the sharp whistle of coaches organizing drills.

I stood, testing my balance. The skates fit perfectly.

“You coming, rookie, or are you gonna admire yourself all day?”

I looked up. Luca Hart stood near the tunnel entrance, helmet tucked under one arm, watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Not hostile, but not friendly either. Evaluating.

“Coming,” I said, grabbing my stick and helmet.

He didn’t wait for me, just turned and headed for the ice.

I followed, heart hammering against my ribs.

The rink was everything I’d imagined and worse. Perfect ice, bright lights, boards that looked freshly painted. The stands were empty except for a handful of assistant coaches and what I assumed were trainers or analysts. But somehow that made it worse—nowhere to hide, every mistake visible.

Coach Brennan stood at center ice, clipboard in hand. “Alright, ladies, listen up! We’ve got a new addition to the roster—Aiden Cole, call-up from the Ontario juniors. He’s here to make us better, and you’re here to make sure he’s ready for conference play. Let’s see what he’s got.”

Forty pairs of eyes turned to me.

I forced myself to skate out to join them, trying to look confident, like I’d done this a thousand times. My legs felt wooden. My grip on my stick was too tight.

Luca Hart watched me from the front of the group, expression unreadable.

Coach blew his whistle. “Three-man weave drill. Let’s go!”

The team broke into practiced groups, moving with synchronized precision I’d only seen in professional warmups. I scrambled to find a spot, ended up in a line with two players I didn’t know, and tried to remember how to skate in a straight line.

The drill started. Pass, skate, receive, pass. Simple. I’d done this a million times.

Except I hadn’t done it at this speed, with players this skilled, on ice this perfect.

I bobbled the first pass, recovered, sent it back too hard. The guy receiving it adjusted easily, didn’t even flinch, but I saw the flicker of annoyance.

“Cole! Softer hands!” Coach Brennan’s voice boomed across the ice.

My face burned. I gritted my teeth and focused.

The next rep was better. Cleaner. By the fifth, I’d found the rhythm, my body remembering what my brain was too panicked to process.

“Better!” Coach called.

We cycled through three more drills—two-on-ones, breakout patterns, a forechecking system that was way more aggressive than anything I’d run in juniors. I kept up, barely, my lungs burning and legs screaming.

Then came the scrimmage.

“Cole, you’re on the blue line with Hart and Vasquez. Let’s see how you handle live play.”

My stomach dropped.

First line. With Luca Hart.

I skated over to where Luca and another player—Vasquez, apparently, a winger built like a freight train—were waiting at the bench. Luca barely glanced at me.

“Stay on your side,” he said flatly. “Don’t cheat for offense. If I call for the puck, get it to me.”

“Got it.”

“And for God’s sake, don’t fuck up my plus-minus.”

The whistle blew before I could respond.

I jumped the boards and hit the ice, adrenaline spiking so hard I could taste metal. The opposing line—second-stringers, but still terrifyingly good—set up across from us.

Puck dropped.

Luca won the draw clean, snapped it back to the defenseman, who rimmed it around the boards. I chased, beat the forechecker by half a step, controlled it, looked up—

Luca was already cutting to the middle, stick on the ice.

I fed him the puck. Tape-to-tape.

He drove the net, deked the defender inside-out, and went backhand shelf. The goalie didn’t even move.

The whistle blew. Coach nodded.

Luca skated past me without a word.

We ran four more shifts. I didn’t score, didn’t get an assist, but I didn’t fuck up either. I made the safe plays, moved the puck when I was supposed to, backchecked hard enough that Coach yelled “Good hustle, Cole!” once.

It wasn’t glory. But it was survival.

When the scrimmage finally ended, I was gasping, soaked in sweat despite the cold, every muscle in my body screaming. But I was still standing.

Coach Brennan skated to center ice. “Alright, Cole. Not bad for your first day. You’ve got wheels and you don’t quit, I’ll give you that. But you’re thinking too much. Trust your instincts or you’ll always be one step behind.” He turned to the rest of the team. “Hit the showers. Video review in twenty.”

The team peeled off toward the tunnel. I lingered for a second, letting my heart rate settle, staring up at the empty stands.

I’d made it through day one.

“Hey, rookie.”

I turned. Luca Hart stood a few feet away, helmet off, dark hair plastered to his forehead with sweat. Up close, he was even more intimidating—sharp cheekbones, intense eyes that seemed to catalog every weakness.

“Yeah?”

“That pass in the second shift. Good read.” His expression didn’t change. “Do it faster next time.”

Then he skated away, leaving me standing there, unsure if I’d just been complimented or insulted.

I decided it didn’t matter.

I was here. I had a jersey, a stall, and a chance.

Now I just had to make sure I didn’t fuck it up.
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Luca POV

The kid had wheels.

I watched from the bench as Aiden Cole—still wearing that deer-in-headlights expression—chased down a loose puck in the neutral zone, his edges cutting sharp enough to send ice spray across the boards. He beat Tyler Chen to it by a full stride, controlled it, and made a decent outlet pass before getting stapled by a check from Marcus, our second-line defenseman.

Cole bounced back up immediately. No complaints, no looking for a penalty. Just got back into position.

“Thoughts?” Coach Brennan appeared beside me, arms crossed, his evaluating-players face firmly in place.

I took a sip from my water bottle, keeping my expression neutral. “He’s fast. Good acceleration. Decent hands.”

“But?”

“But he’s thinking too much. Every pass, every decision—he’s calculating instead of reacting. That’ll get him killed in conference play.”

Coach nodded slowly, still watching Cole skate. “Fair assessment. What else?”

I considered. The honest answer was that Cole was better than I’d expected. The scouting report said he was a two-way forward with good hockey IQ and a motor that didn’t quit, but reports could be generous. Watching him live, though? The kid had something. Raw, unpolished, probably going to make a dozen mistakes before he figured it out—but there was talent there.

Which meant he was going to be my problem.

“He doesn’t quit,” I said finally. “That counts for something.”

“High praise from Captain Hart.” Coach’s tone was dry enough to start fires. “Means you won’t murder me for what I’m about to tell you.”

I turned to look at him. “What?”

“Cole’s your responsibility now. Academic mentorship and on-ice development. AD’s orders—every mid-season call-up gets paired with a veteran, and you’re the obvious choice.”

Of course I was.

“Coach, I’ve got scouts at every game, a full course load, and captaincy responsibilities. I don’t have time to babysit a rookie.”

“Then make time.” Brennan’s voice went flat, the tone that meant the decision was final. “Look, Hart, I know you’ve got a lot on your plate. But Cole’s got potential, and if we develop him right, he makes this team better. Which makes your job easier. You’re already on a line with him for tomorrow’s practice—might as well make it official.”

I bit back the argument forming in my throat. Brennan wasn’t wrong. If Cole developed into a legitimate scoring threat, it took pressure off me to do everything. And having a fast winger who could keep up with my pace would open up options I hadn’t had since Davidson graduated last year.

But mentoring meant time. Attention. Getting invested in someone who might flame out, transfer, or just decide hockey wasn’t worth the grind.

I didn’t have the bandwidth for that.

“How long?” I asked.

“Rest of the season, minimum. Longer if he sticks.”

I watched Cole take another shift. He made a nice defensive play, breaking up a pass in our zone, but then tried to force a stretch pass that got intercepted. The kind of mistake that came from trying too hard.

“Fine,” I said. “But if he can’t keep up, I’m not carrying him.”

“Wouldn’t expect you to.” Coach clapped my shoulder and walked away, already shouting instructions at the defense corps.

I stayed on the bench, watching Cole skate, and tried to ignore the tightness forming in my chest.

By the time we hit the locker room, I had six unread texts, two missed calls from my mother, and a reminder that my Sports Psychology paper was due in forty-eight hours. I hadn’t started it yet.

I peeled off my gear methodically, letting the routine calm the low-grade anxiety that had been my constant companion since midterms started. Shoulder pads. Elbow pads. Shin guards. Each piece went into my stall in precise order, a system I’d perfected over four years.

“Yo, Luca.” Marcus dropped onto the bench beside me, still half-dressed, grinning like he’d just won the lottery. “Did you see that hit I put on the new kid? Thought he was gonna shit himself.”

“He got back up.”

“Barely.” Marcus laughed. “Ten bucks says he’s gone by March.”

“I’ll take that bet.” The words came out before I thought about them.

Marcus’s eyebrows rose. “Yeah? You think he’s got staying power?”

I shrugged. “He’s got speed and he’s coachable. That’s more than half the team had when they started.”

“Damn, Hart. That’s almost a compliment. You feeling okay?”

I shot him a look. “Fuck off.”

He laughed and moved to his own stall, still chattering about something I stopped listening to. The locker room was loud—music playing from someone’s speaker, conversations overlapping, the usual post-practice chaos. Normally I’d stay, shoot the shit, maintain the team culture that Coach was always harping about.

Today I just wanted to get out.

I showered fast, dressed faster, and was halfway to the tunnel when Coach’s voice stopped me.

“Hart! My office. Two minutes.”

I closed my eyes. Took a breath. Turned around.

Coach Brennan’s office was exactly what you’d expect: cluttered desk, whiteboard covered in X’s and O’s from last week’s game plan, shelves packed with binders and championship photos. He gestured to the chair across from his desk.

“Sit.”

I sat.

He leaned back in his chair, studying me with that expression he got when he was about to say something I didn’t want to hear.

“You look tired.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re playing forty minutes a game, carrying a full academic load, doing media availability twice a week, and now you’re mentoring Cole. That’s not fine. That’s a recipe for burnout.”

I kept my expression neutral. “I can handle it.”

“I know you can. Question is whether you should.” He paused. “Luca, you’re the best player I’ve coached in twenty years. You’ve got a legitimate shot at going top-five in the draft. But if you grind yourself into dust before then, none of that matters.”

“I’m not going to burn out.”

“Your father said the same thing before he blew out his knee junior year and never played again.”

The words hit like a slap. I stiffened. “That’s not fair.”

“Maybe not. But it’s true.” Coach leaned forward. “I’m not saying quit. I’m saying prioritize. Let your assistants handle more leadership responsibilities. Cut back on media if you need to. And for God’s sake, if mentoring Cole becomes too much, tell me.”

I nodded, knowing I wouldn’t. Couldn’t. Because cutting back meant showing weakness, and I didn’t have the luxury of weakness. Not with scouts watching. Not with my family’s entire hockey legacy resting on my shoulders.

“I’ve got it under control,” I said.

Coach sighed. “Alright. But my door’s open if that changes.” He waved me off. “Go. Get some rest before class.”

I left before he could see the lie in my eyes.

I made it halfway across campus before my phone buzzed again.

Mom: Your sister wants to know if you’re coming home for spring break. I told her probably not? Let me know.

Mom: Also your father saw the highlights from last week. He says you’re dropping your shoulder on your wrist shot. Fix it.

Mom: Love you!

Three texts in thirty seconds. A new record.

I typed back: Probably not. Too much going on. Will call this weekend.

I wouldn’t call this weekend. We both knew it.

The athletic dorm rose ahead of me—newer building, nicer than the standard freshman housing, reserved for scholarship athletes. My room was on the third floor, a single I’d earned through seniority and being captain. Private space. Quiet. Exactly what I needed.

Except when I unlocked the door, I found an envelope taped to my desk.

Official Northbridge Athletics letterhead.

I tore it open.

MEMORANDUM

TO: Luca Hart, Men’s Hockey Captain

FROM: Office of Athletic Development

RE: Academic Mentorship Assignment

Effective immediately, you are assigned as academic mentor to:

Aiden Cole, Forward, #19

Responsibilities include:


	Weekly check-ins on academic progress

	Tutoring assistance as needed

	Coordination with Academic Support Center

	Monitoring eligibility requirements




First meeting scheduled: Thursday, 6:00 PM, Athletic Academic Center, Room 204.

Please confirm attendance.

I stared at the memo.

Thursday. Two days away. Which meant I had two days to figure out how to mentor someone without actually getting to know them, because getting to know them meant caring, and caring meant distraction.

And I couldn’t afford distractions.

I crumpled the paper, threw it at the trash can, and missed.

Perfect metaphor.

My phone buzzed again. I almost ignored it, but the name made me pause.

Jenna (sister): Mom says you’re not coming home. Rude. I need my big brother to help me survive Dad’s playoff rants.

Despite everything
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