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Chapter 1 Mackenzie

Summer of freshman year

“Hockey is just a guy’s sport, you know?” It was the last thing I felt like hearing at the end of a hard first day at hockey camp. All I wanted was to eat my dinner in peace. But the boy sitting across from me in the dining hall wouldn’t shut up. And between his casual misogyny and the way he talked with his mouth full of food, peace was hard to come by.

“See, girls are naturally weaker,” he explained as he gnawed on a chicken wing. “They’re not as fast, and nowhere near as strong.”

I was far too horrified by the massacre taking place inside his mouth to respond. The way his chewed food sloshed around was putting me off my own dinner, and yet I couldn’t seem to look away.

“Like you.” He pointed his chicken wing in my direction. “Way too short, especially for a goalie.”

I wasn’t sure the guy even realized he was being insulting. Given his cheery tone, we could easily have been talking about something as simple as the weather. Not his belief that girls didn’t belong on an elite ice hockey summer camp—or playing the game at all.

“Shows how much you know,” my brother said calmly from beside me. “Shorter goalies are usually much more agile. Mackenzie’s reflexes are insane.”

“Whatever,” the guy snorted. “I think we all know the only reason your dad opened the camp up to girls this year was to check the diversity box.”

“Actually—” My brother tried to object but Chicken Wings kept on talking.

“I guess having a few girls around camp isn’t the worst thing in the world.” He was grinning now, a large piece of his dinner hanging from his teeth. “It is nice to have something pretty to look at.”

“Watch it, dude,” Max warned.

But I didn’t need my brother to defend me. I was already leaning forward on the table, smiling as sweetly as I could at the guy. “Yes, I guess you’re right, there’s obviously no way I could ever be as skilled as you.”

He winked. “You haven’t seen half my skills. Yet . . .”

“Seriously,” I continued. “It’s really impressive—you can talk, think and chew all at the same time. I’m sure that’s just what they’re looking for in the NHL.”

It took a moment for him to process, but then his grin quickly transformed into a scowl as a few girls at the other end of our table started to snigger.

His gaze flashed to my brother. “Can you get your sister in line?”

Max simply shrugged. “She’s got a point.”

Our friend shot me a glare as he gathered his things and stood up.

“Just because your dad played in the NHL, doesn’t mean he passed any of his talent onto you two.” He stormed away, and I swore I could still hear him chewing as he went.

I should have known the guy was a jerk the moment he sat down; the peroxide-blond tips were a dead giveaway. But while I was relieved to see him go, a small part of me—the insecure part I mostly tried to ignore—wondered if he might be right.

My dad had refused to let me play hockey competitively my whole life. He didn’t usually take much of an interest in my hobbies, but something about me and hockey turned him into a stubborn, irrational tyrant. It didn’t matter to him that I’d spent years practicing with my brother. That I’d been stopping pucks since the moment I first learned to skate, when Max realized he could prop me up in front of a net. No, as far as he was concerned, Chicken Wings was right. I didn’t belong here.

Still, I was here. From the moment I’d heard my dad was adding a girls’ team to his famous summer camp, I hadn’t stopped bugging him. And he’d finally caved. Now, I had one chance to show him I deserved to play. The only problem? He hadn’t once looked my way since the start of camp. The girls practiced with a separate coach, and Dad was too focused on his role coaching the boys. How could I impress him with my skills when he wasn’t even aware I had any?

“Remind me to never piss you off,” my brother said, smiling.

I sighed and rubbed a hand over my face. “I know, I should have just ignored him, but it’s been a long day and he really got on my nerves.”

“Hey, he deserved it. I’m surprised you didn’t knee him in the balls for that ‘something pretty to look at’ comment.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t knee him in the balls for hitting on your little sister.”

“Why would I do that? You’ve got knees of your own, and I’ve seen you use them plenty of times before.” His expression turned thoughtful. “Seriously though, I don’t care what that dude says, you belong here just as much as anyone. You were brilliant out there today, Kenz. Didn’t let a single goal in.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t even see me play today. You were busy trying to impress Dad, just like everyone else.”

“Okay, fine,” he admitted. “I heard you didn’t let a single goal in. And I don’t need to impress Dad.”

“Uh huh.”

Everyone wanted to impress Wade Foster, even Max. And not just because Dad was the founder of this camp and the head coach of the boys’ team. He’d played in the NHL for years, but he took a break when my mom got sick. After she died, he tried to go back to playing but barely lasted a season. He retired and turned to high school coaching.

Over the years his reputation for nurturing young talent had become legendary. More of his protégés went on to become professional hockey players than any other high school coach in the country. And this camp was where the magic happened. At least, it was for those who our dad deemed worthy. He only selected the best players to train with him personally.

I glanced down at my dinner. My appetite still hadn’t returned after I got put off chicken wings for life, so I pushed my plate toward my brother and stood.

“Where are you going?” he asked, barely hesitating as he happily took my food. The boy usually ate more in one meal than I did in a whole day. At least he knew how to do it with his mouth closed.

“Back to the rink.”

“But we practiced all day.”

“Yeah, I know. I just want to skate for a bit and clear my head.”

He shrugged, then turned to the full plate in front of him.

It was getting cooler out as I made my way to the ice arena. The locker room was empty as I changed back into my gear, and I was pleased to find the rink just as vacant. I smiled as I slid onto the ice, which must have been freshly resurfaced because it was smooth and clean under my skates.

The coaches had told us the rink was off limits outside official practice sessions, but I figured if my dad was running the camp, I might be able to get away with it. And to be honest, it felt worth the risk. I’d been waiting for this opportunity for years, and I didn’t want to waste a second of it.

As I warmed up, the sound of skates hitting the ice drew my attention. I turned to find my rink had been invaded by a boy. He was wearing one of the camp practice jerseys with the number twelve stitched to the back of it. He didn’t look my way, and his focus was on the puck in front of him as he skated over to the net on the opposite side of the ice. I knew I should probably leave him be. But the ice was off limits, and I didn’t really want an audience right now.

“You’re not supposed to be out here,” I called to him.

He spun around, and I swallowed as I took him in. Dark hair. Bright blue eyes. Lips that hinted at trouble. He was tall, about my age, and there was a cheeky grin on his face that told me he was unbothered by my warning.

“The rink is closed after practice,” I continued, skating closer. “They told everyone at orientation. You don’t want the coaches to catch you.”

I came to a stop by him and pulled off my helmet, shaking out my blonde hair. His eyes widened with surprise, but it was only for a moment before pure mischief filled his gaze. “You’re here.”

“Yes, well . . .” I paused, not wanting to pull the Wade Foster card.

“You . . .” he prompted.

“I’m special,” I finally replied.

“I can’t argue with that.”

The way his lips curved and his eyes glittered made it hard to remember what we’d been talking about. Boys my age were supposed to be awkward and annoying. Their eyes weren’t supposed to glitter.

“Okay, good,” I replied. “Bye then.”

I went to turn away, but he called out. “Sorry, special, but I didn’t say I was leaving. If you want the rink to yourself, you’ll have to play me for it.”

“What?”

“If I score on you, I get to stay. You stop me, I’ll get out of your hair.”

My eyes narrowed. “You think you can score on me?”

“I want to stay on the ice, and I’ll do just about anything to make that happen.”

I paused as I considered him. “Why do you want to stay on the ice so bad? Is it really worth getting in trouble for?”

“I think I’m already in trouble.” The way he smiled was totally disarming. I got the distinct impression he was used to getting away with anything he wanted.

I shook my head. “You really expect that to work?”

“Kind of. I thought girls were into guys who fall in love at first sight.”

“You haven’t fallen in love with me.”

“I’m already picking out our wedding playlist.”

I groaned. “Be serious.”

He released a breathy laugh. “Okay, you want serious?”

“Please.”

“Apparently I made a bad impression on a certain superstar coach.” He shrugged like it was no big deal, but the light in his eyes dimmed a little. “I need to prove him wrong.”

He had to be talking about my dad, and the frustration in his voice was clear. It wasn’t surprising. I knew first-hand how frustrating my dad could be. Perhaps we had more in common than I thought.

“But more importantly, I think I’m in love with you . . .”

I couldn’t stop a laugh escaping me, though I did my best to make it sound like I was laughing at him.

“Fine, you’re on,” I said. “But only to shut you up. And I should warn you, I’m on a hot streak today.”

I skated for the net, pulling my helmet on as I went. Although I’d preferred having the place to myself, I felt a rush of adrenaline at the prospect of competing against someone. One day into camp and I was already addicted to the thrill of testing myself against players who weren’t my brother.

I was almost in position when I heard him take a shot, and I turned just in time to see the puck sail right past me into the net.

“Hey! I wasn’t ready.”

My mystery opponent laughed to himself before calling back. “Damn, I guess that hot streak is done.”

“Uh, because you cheated.”

Still laughing, he skated over to me. “Don’t worry. The streak might be over, but you’re still hot.”

My mouth dropped open. This guy might just be worse than the one at dinner. Though for some reason I wasn’t completely revolted by his attempts to flirt with me. I tried to convince myself it was because he wasn’t talking with his mouth full. It had nothing to do with his striking blue eyes.

“That doesn’t count,” I argued. “I want a rematch.”

“Nope.”

“Are you scared you can’t beat a girl without cheating?”

“Yes, I’m terrified.”

I scoffed. “So much for love at first sight.”

“Okay, fine,” he said. “We’ll make it best of three. But why don’t we up the stakes?”

His eyes started to do that whole glittering thing again, and I immediately grew suspicious. “What are you thinking?” I paused. “Actually, don’t answer that,” I said before he could reply. “I know guys like you. You’re probably going to say something like ‘loser has to take off a piece of clothing’ or ‘if you score, I have to kiss you’.”

He slowly started to smile. “Well, those are both excellent suggestions, but the kiss seems like a worthy prize. You’re on.”

“Wait, that’s not—”

But he was already skating away. Shit. I hurried back to the net. He hadn’t allowed me a moment to consider the terms of his bet, but I wasn’t going to let him score another cheap goal. Thankfully, this time, he waited until I was in position. I clanged my stick hard against each post and nodded that I was ready.

Instantly, he started pushing the puck down the ice toward me, switching it from side to side with impressive speed. I swallowed as I kept my eyes laser-focused on the puck. This guy was really good. But so was Max, and I’d been playing against my brother for years.

As he got closer, he suddenly deked left, then right, and flicked a shot toward the top-left corner of the net. My glove flashed out on pure instinct, and I smiled when I felt the impact of the puck hitting my glove.

He slid to a stop next to me and I smirked as I tossed the puck down at his feet.

There was a slightly stunned look on his face, but he quickly shook it off. “Good save,” he said. “Maybe there really is something special about you.”

His words surprised me, and I felt a fluttering in my stomach. Getting a compliment from your brother was one thing, but having my game praised by a stranger, especially a talented one, was something else. And he didn’t try to come up with some list of excuses to explain why he’d failed to score on a girl. Instead, he flashed me an appreciative smile, scooped up the puck, and headed back to center ice.

“You better not be going easy on me,” I called.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied with a cocky grin. “We’re tied now, so there’s a lot riding on this final shot, isn’t there?”

“You’re not getting that kiss.” I realized I was enjoying this almost as much as him.

“We’ll see about that.”

He paused for a moment, as though planning something, but then, in a flash, he was speeding toward me again. I had to remind myself I was here to defend the net, not admire how well the guy moved the puck. It was practically impossible to keep my eye on it, but this time, when he took his shot, I almost lost sight of the puck completely. It streaked toward the net even faster than before, and I was too slow to react. This time, there was no thud of contact against my glove. But apparently, luck was on my side, and I heard a resounding clang as the puck struck the post and bounced away.

I pulled my helmet from my head, a relieved smile on my face. “You missed.”

He stopped right by me and again I was surprised by his reaction. He was smiling too. “I did.”

“You don’t seem upset.”

“I’m not.”

“And why is that?”

“Don’t get me wrong,” he said with a shrug. “Your kissing idea was a good one. But I don’t want you to kiss me because of some bet. When you kiss me, it’s going to be because you really want to.”

“When?” I lifted an eyebrow at him. “You’re even cockier than I thought.”

“You have no idea.”

The mischief that danced in his eyes had my heart beating faster, and now he was standing so close I couldn’t stop myself from wondering what might have happened if he’d scored.

“This was fun,” he continued. “But a bet’s a bet. I’ll leave you to your rink.”

The words had barely passed his lips when we were plunged into darkness. My heart leaped in shock. The lights had shut off, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Apart from the dim glow of some safety lights around the rink, we were in total darkness. Were they closing the place up for the night?

He chuckled gently. “Guess we both lost.”

“No, I’m pretty sure I still won,” I replied. My heart was beating even faster now, but, as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t blame it on the sudden blackout.

“Funny,” he said, looking down at me, his eyes bright despite the darkness. “I kind of feel like I’ve won too.”

He hadn’t skated away. Neither had I. We were both staring at each other, like the rest of the world had disappeared. I wasn’t sure who reached for who first. But suddenly, we were kissing, and the feel of his lips against mine sent electricity zapping all the way down to my toes.

I’d never kissed a boy before. Though it made sense that my first time would take me by surprise. I’d always been a little reckless, and as we kissed, I couldn’t find it in me to care. My pulse fluttered, my breath stalled, and his lips were all I could think about.

When we pulled apart, he was smiling.

“You kissed me,” I whispered.

“Uh, I think you kissed me.”

I shook my head. “I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Parker,” he said, a little of his cockiness returning. “Parker Darling. And you are . . .”

“What’s going on here?” I jumped as my dad’s voice thundered across the ice.

“Twelve?” he barked. “You know the rink is out of bounds after hours. Why am I not surprised it’s you?”

I guessed Parker really had made a bad impression. My dad already sounded livid, and he was yet to notice me. There was no escaping this situation for either of us, though, so I drew in a breath before I slowly edged to Parker’s side to face my father. As his eyes landed on me, I could clearly see his shock.

“Ma-Mackenzie?” he stuttered.

His features quickly hardened. I was used to seeing my dad angry—especially coaching—but I’d never seen him like this. His jaw tight, his eyes dark, and his expression totally leeched of warmth. It wasn’t just anger; it was disappointment.

He walked onto the ice, and I backed up a step.

“Dad, I—”

“Dad?” Parker hissed.

I grimaced at the sound of betrayal in his voice, but there was no time to explain as my dad started yelling again.

“You said you were desperate to be here, Mackenzie. That you wanted a chance to prove yourself; to show me how passionate you were about playing hockey. How much respect you have for the game. Instead, on the first day, I find you at the rink after hours kissing some boy.”

“I do respect the game, Dad. But how can I prove myself to you when you won’t even watch me play?”

“So, what, this is all just a way to get my attention?”

“That’s not fair. I didn’t kiss some boy just to—”

“I knew this was a bad idea,” he seethed. “I gave you a chance, but I don’t see a hockey player before me. Just an immature little girl who can’t be trusted. I’m not going to allow you to risk your neck on the ice if you refuse to take it seriously.”

“I am serious!”

Dad ignored me as he turned to Parker. “I’ve had enough of you already, Twelve. The ice is prohibited after hours. Call your parents to come pick you up. You’re done here.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Parker protested. “I just wanted to get some extra practice in, to prove I’m good enough to train with you.”

“I don’t care,” my dad snapped back. “We have rules here, and you broke them. I don’t want to see your face anywhere near my rink, my camp, or my daughter ever again.”

“But Coach—”

“Dad, please—”

“Enough!” My dad waved his arm across his body, like he was physically cutting us off. “Mackenzie, let’s go.”

He turned and marched away without looking back. I stared after him, unable to move. Had I just destroyed my one chance to win over my dad because of a boy? Because of a stupid kiss?

“My parents are going to kill me,” Parker groaned, before turning my way. “You could have warned me who your dad is!”

“I’m in as much trouble as you are.” I scowled at him in return. “And just so we’re clear, you kissed me.”

“No chance. You leaned in.”

“I was leaning away.”

“And yet your lips somehow ended up on mine?”

“Accidents happen.”

“Accidents? So how do you explain your arms around my neck?”

“Self-defense.”

“Kissing someone in defense? Sounds about right. Is that how you plan to win hockey games, too?”

I gripped my stick tightly and tried to remember not to use it as a weapon. “I don’t need to kiss people to win hockey games. You couldn’t score on me. Not without cheating, anyway.”

“You really think that? Well, the truth is, I was taking it easy on you.”

“Oh, of course, you were.”

“Want me to prove it?” He gave me an irritating smirk and skated back a few feet to where he’d taken his last shot. He slammed his stick against the puck, sending it flying toward the net. There was a familiar metallic twang as it hit the post in the exact same spot he’d struck before. My heart sank.

“I lied,” he said. “You didn’t win our bet. I can put the puck anywhere I want to. I missed on purpose.”

“You . . .” I gaped as I stared at him. I could feel a sense of inferiority rising up inside me, but I quickly tamped it down. “You’re an ass.”

“At least I’m a hockey player.”

Using my dad’s condescending words against me was a low blow, and it made my blood boil.

“Ugh! I’m just glad I’ll never have to see your face again.” I started across the ice, my skates pushing hard so I could put as much distance between us as possible.

“I wish I’d never seen yours in the first place,” he called after me, like he couldn’t resist stealing the final word. Fine—it was all his.

I was planning to forget tonight ever happened. And I was most definitely going to forget that my first kiss had been with a jerk like Parker Darling. 






Chapter 2 Parker

Three years later

I’d always dreamed of being a famous hockey player. Of scoring goals, packed stadiums cheering my name, and girls falling at my feet. It all sounded pretty damn great. And while I might only be a senior in high school, I’d already experienced my fair share of all three.

“Are you going to make captain tonight, Parker?”

I was trying my best to get to practice, but I was penned in by a group of sophomore girls who’d just come off the ice after a figure-skating lesson. I usually didn’t mind this kind of attention, but not when I was running late to such an important session.

It was the last week of preseason, and tonight was the night Coach Ray would announce the final varsity team roster and name the team captain. Ray had pretty much told me the position was mine at the end of last season. But nothing was guaranteed until I had a bold letter C stitched onto the heart of my jersey. Plus, Coach had been out sick last week, and I wasn’t even sure if he’d show today, so I didn’t want to get my hopes up.

“Uh, can’t make captain if I don’t make practice,” I said with an awkward laugh. I tried to maneuver past the group, but the girls shifted in sync with my movements, refusing to release me. They were like a pack of wolves, and apparently I was their prey.

“Your brother was captain last year,” one of them said. “Surely Coach Ray will make you captain too . . .”

“Yeah, that’s the plan.” I tried again to move beyond them but failed once more. I’d developed a bit of an infamous reputation with girls over the years, and I was usually quite good at charming my way both into and out of their clutches. But right now, I was outnumbered and struggling.

“He’d be crazy not to. You’re by far the best player.”

“Yeah, you scored so many goals last season.”

“And practically won the state championship game singlehandedly . . .”

Okay, maybe this wasn’t so bad. I could be a few minutes late.

“You guys are going to win it again, right?”

I paused as some lingering doubts crept to the surface. A lot of good players had graduated over the summer, including my brothers, Reed and Grayson. The Ransom Devils would be a very different team this season.

I started moving again, more urgently now.

“Like I said, if I don’t get to practice, we won’t be winning anything. Have a good night, girls.”

“Bye, Parker,” they all chimed.

I breathed a sigh of relief once I was free, but the nagging uncertainty stuck with me as I changed into my gear, a hovering dark cloud that followed me onto the rink. It wasn’t just the team I was worried about. Would I be the same player without my older brothers alongside me? Despite all the praise my female fans had just showered me with, I’d always felt like I was playing in Reed’s and Grayson’s shadows.

But with them gone away to college, it was my time to shine; my time to cement myself as the best Darling ever to be a Devil. I’d already secured a place at Ryker University to play college hockey with my brothers next year. Now all I needed was to win another state championship and be named captain. No pressure.

By the time I got onto the ice, it was already full of players warming up with the assistant coaches. I headed straight for Seth. With his blond hair and blue eyes, girls often speculated whether my best friend was a long-lost Hemsworth brother. I thought he looked like a distant cousin, at best.

Unsurprisingly, Seth was lagging at the back of the group. Nothing fazed him. His laid-back personality was part of the reason he’d ended up on the JV team last year, even though he was easily the best skater at Ransom High. His mom had been a champion figure skater, and he’d clearly inherited her talent on the ice. But while Seth liked hockey enough to show up for games, he rarely bothered to show up for practice. He’d always been happy coasting. And not even his dad breathing down his neck made a difference.

But he’d showed up to every single practice so far this preseason. He’d even joined me for a few extra sessions as well. I got the feeling Seth might actually be ready to give hockey his all.

“Is Coach Ray back tonight?” I asked, falling in beside Seth. I couldn’t remember Coach ever being sick. He’d certainly never let a cold stop him from missing practice before.

“Haven’t seen him yet,” Seth replied with a shrug. He was probably the wrong person to ask. Coach Ray could have been standing right in front of him and he probably wouldn’t have noticed.

“Sorry I’m late.” Owen was puffing as he joined us, as though he’d gotten changed too quickly. He was only a year younger, but Owen Cleaver was still far too wide-eyed and innocent to be hanging out with the likes of Seth and me. He’d made varsity for the first time last season, but he and I had become closer since our brothers had graduated. It felt like I’d gained an enthusiastic sidekick. I supposed every superhero needed one.

“You’re fine, Cleaver, we haven’t started yet.” It was an attempt to reassure him, but as I looked more closely, I realized maybe he wasn’t quite so fine after all. “You okay, Owen?”

“Uh, yeah,” he replied. “Just a little nervous.” He instantly corrected himself. “Okay, a lot nervous. It was a miracle I made varsity last year. What if I don’t make it this time? What if my game suffers now that Matt’s gone?”

“Calm down, dude. You don’t need your brother here to play well.” I tried to sound confident, but his words had struck a nerve. “We’re both better off without them.”

“Don’t you miss Reed and Grayson?”

I didn’t get the luxury of missing Reed and Grayson. They were only an hour’s drive away and came home almost every other Sunday for dinner.

“I saw them this weekend,” I replied. “Look, just do what I do when I’m nervous. Picture everyone naked.”

“You picture everyone naked?”

“Well, no,” I admitted, “I don’t get nervous. But if it ever happens, that’s totally my plan.”

“And you think picturing our teammates naked will help me?”

I didn’t seem to be helping. In fact, I think Owen’s freak-out was only getting worse. “Maybe forget the naked stuff.” I patted him on the shoulder. “Just do your best. I’ve got your back, Owen.”

He gave me a nod, seeming just a little more relaxed.

“Have you seen Coach Ray?” I asked him. Owen tended to pay a little more attention than Seth.

“Oh.” Owen’s eyes darted nervously between Seth and me, and he lowered his voice. “Haven’t you heard?”

My stomach twisted uncomfortably. Those words couldn’t mean anything good when said in such an ominous tone. “Haven’t I heard what?”

Even Seth leaned in to listen.

“Coach Ray, he . . .” Owen hesitated, as he searched for the right words. “Well, he’s not coming back . . .”

A sharp whistle blew, and everyone turned to face the sound. Everyone except me.

“What do you mean, he’s not coming back?”

Owen didn’t answer. Instead, his mouth fell open as he looked past me. I turned to see what the big deal was and froze.

Owen’s tone definitely hadn’t been ominous enough. Because standing at the edge of the rink was my very own personal apocalypse: Coach Wade Foster. And he was wearing a Ransom Devils cap.

“Well, that’s not good,” Seth muttered, shooting me an uneasy glance.

“Is that who I think it is?” Owen asked.

“If you’re thinking that’s Wade Foster, ex-Minnesota Wild defenseman and high school coaching royalty, then yeah it’s who you think it is,” Seth replied.

“But what’s he . . .” Owen drew in a sharp breath. “He must be our new coach.”

Our new coach? That couldn’t be true. If it was, then things were worse than I thought. My entire senior year season was about to go up in flames.

“Gather round,” Foster called before I could get any more answers. He looked just as I remembered him. Tall, with broad shoulders and arms like tree trunks; still a physical force to be reckoned with. The only difference I could spot was how the firm line etched into his forehead had grown more pronounced, probably from a few more years of scowling. He might’ve been trying to smile at us, but it came across more like a grimace, as though he’d already decided we were a disappointment.

I’d done my best to erase the memory of my disastrously short time at Coach Foster’s hockey camp. How I’d failed to impress him with my play on the ice and then been unceremoniously booted off it all together. But it was no use. There was no forgetting the way he’d had made me feel that day. Every time I laced my skates the following season, I got the same irritating sense that I wasn’t good enough. I could have let it get me down, but instead, I used Foster’s criticism and my own self-doubt as fuel. It motivated me to become such a good player I could never be overlooked.

The thought made me stand a little taller. I was the best player here. I deserved my place on this team. And a new coach didn’t change that. I refused to let Wade Foster’s menacing eyes make me doubt myself again.

“Good evening, everyone,” Foster said once we’d formed a circle around him. His words instantly silenced all the mumbling whispers of excitement coming from the players. “I’m Wade Foster, and I’ll be your head coach this season.”

That got people whispering again. Not me. I was too busy wondering if I was stuck in a nightmare. There was no way this could actually be happening.

“I understand my arrival may come as a surprise, especially as you have your first game on Friday. But I’ve spoken with the assistant coaches, and we still plan on confirming this season’s varsity and junior varsity squads tonight. I’ll be watching and assessing you all closely, and remember, your spot on the team is still on the line.”

He nodded for one of the assistant coaches to take over, and I immediately turned to Owen. “What happened to Ray?” And, more importantly, how the hell were we going to get him back?

“He’s out for the season.” Elliot Ford was standing in front of me, and he turned to reveal an unsympathetic smirk. “Back injury. Didn’t you know?”

I had a natural talent for pissing people off, but Elliot was one of the few people who managed to irritate me in equal measure. What I wouldn’t give to see him dropped to JV this year. It would never happen, though. He was a senior, and Ransom High was already seriously lacking in goaltending talent. Our backup goalie had moved to Florida over the summer and none of the guys vying to fill the vacant spot had impressed during preseason.

“That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Owen said in a hushed voice as Ford turned away. “Apparently, Coach Ray has always had a bad back, and it started playing up a few weeks ago. Turns out he needs surgery, so he’s taking the year off. Although, I heard he might be retiring altogether. Leaving on a high after last year’s championship win.”

“Well, shit.” This was a disaster. Coach Ray had been my coach throughout high school, and I really liked him. He was a brilliant mentor, and I knew the team wouldn’t be the same without him. I couldn’t even be pissed at him for ditching us. It’s not like he could help it if he needed surgery.

“But can you believe it? Wade Foster.” Despite Owen’s excitement, he kept his voice quiet as the assistant coach was still explaining the plan for tonight’s session. “I wonder what he’s like.”

“Yeah, Parker, what’s he like?” Seth answered, sending me a grin. He knew all about my rocky history with Coach Foster. But as my best friend, wasn’t he supposed to help ease my suffering, not revel in it?

“Didn’t he tell you he never wanted to see your face again?” Seth added.

“Well, we don’t always get what we want, Seth. I have to see your face every day, don’t I?” Everyone started moving into position to begin our first drill, and I bumped Seth’s shoulder as I skated past him. “I hope you end up in JV.”

He laughed and called after me, “Don’t lie, you missed me too much last year.”

I pushed the shock of Coach Foster’s sudden appearance aside to focus on the task at hand: impressing him. Something I’d completely failed to do the last time we met.

When it came to the end of practice, it seemed I’d done enough, because I made the varsity squad. I was stoked to hear both Owen and Seth’s names called, too. Elliot was also selected, so it looked like I was stuck with him for another season. Freddy Anderson, a sophomore I’d never even noticed until preseason started, was named as his backup. But I prayed we never had to use him. Whenever a puck went near him tonight, he’d just stood in front of the net and squinted his eyes shut like he was hoping his body might somehow make the save.

And by some stroke of luck, Coach Foster didn’t appear to recognize me. I guess it made sense—he must have coached thousands of kids in his time, so while he’d left a lasting impact on me, it was hardly shocking that the feeling wasn’t mutual.

Once Foster finished reading out the two rosters, he dismissed us and everyone started to make their way back to the locker room. I should have been happy; I’d made varsity, and that was what mattered most. But all I could think about was that Coach Foster hadn’t announced team captain.

I knew I should leave it alone. That I shouldn’t draw attention to myself so soon. But I’d been waiting for this moment for weeks—no, months. Hell, I’d wanted this ever since I first pulled on a Ransom Devils uniform. I didn’t want to wait any longer. I was obviously the best player, and there was no way Foster could deny it this time.

I started skating over to him before I could reconsider. Perhaps he’d just forgotten, like he appeared to have forgotten me.

“Uh, Coach Foster?” I said as I approached.

Up close he cut an imposing figure, and I was taken right back to our first encounter three years ago. I’d grown taller since then, so he didn’t tower over me quite as much, but he was no less intimidating. I remembered the way he’d bluntly told me I wasn’t good enough. The look of disapproval on his face when I’d questioned the decision. And how that disapproval had turned to blind rage when he caught me on the ice after hours with—

I refused to let myself finish that thought.

Foster lifted his eyes to mine. “Can I help you . . .”

“Parker,” I cleared my throat. “Parker Darling. I play center.”

His ever-present frown deepened as he studied me, and I resisted the desire to swallow. I was already regretting my decision to come talk to him. I hadn’t exactly made a good impression the last time I did. But he didn’t remember me, right?

He nodded for me to continue.

“I, uh, you . . .” Why was I stuttering? Damn, maybe, I did get nervous. I would not be picturing Foster naked though. “You didn’t announce your pick for captain,” I finally said. “Coach Ray always announced his captain at the same time as the final team rosters.”

Foster’s eyes sparked with dark amusement. “And I suppose you think you should be captain.”

“Well, kind of, yeah,” I replied with a little more confidence. “I know what it takes to win. I’ve been playing varsity longer than anyone here, and I’m even on track to beat the school’s all-time scoring record this season. I’m your best pick.”

“That remains to be seen,” Foster said. “I’m planning to assess how the team plays together over the coming weeks. I’m in no rush to announce a captain.”

“Right.” It was probably fair that he wanted to take some time. He had only just arrived, after all. At least he hadn’t ruled me out completely.

“But, Parker?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten exactly what kind of player you are. I’m watching you, Twelve.”

“Actually, uh, I wear number sixteen now . . .”

I could almost hear him clenching his teeth, and I mentally kicked myself. I had a nasty habit of saying whatever came to mind.

He started to turn but paused. “Do you remember what I told you before I sent you packing that summer, Twelve?”

“Uh, have a safe trip home?”

Foster stepped closer and I swallowed. It suddenly felt like I hadn’t had that sophomore year growth spurt.

“Stay away from my daughter.”

I had to smother a laugh at the prospect. Three years might have passed, but I’d still rather lose a tooth to a high stick than even think about going near that girl again. Coach Foster wasn’t the only one who could hold a grudge. Thankfully, I managed to keep that as an inside thought, and he finally stalked away.

Still, I was screwed. Completely and totally screwed. Forget being named captain, I’d be lucky to play a single game with this guy in charge.

* * *

It was raining when I got outside, and I pulled my hood up as I continued cursing my luck. Could my day get any worse? A low rumble of thunder answered from somewhere in the distance.

I started toward my truck but hesitated when I noticed a set of keys glinting on the wet concrete. I glanced around the dark parking lot, searching for their owner, and noticed a hooded, hunched figure moving between the rows of cars.

“Hey!” I called, but they didn’t seem to hear me over the rain and wind. “Hey!” I yelled louder. This time, the person glanced over their shoulder, then immediately hurried in the opposite direction.

“Hey! You with the hood!” This time my shouting caused a couple walking out of the arena to pause and a few of my teammates who were getting in their cars shot me confused looks. The one person I actually needed to look my way still didn’t seem to hear me though.

With a sigh I picked up the keys and started to jog through the rain after the retreating figure. I wasn’t even sure the keys were theirs, but I needed all the good karma I could get right now. Returning lost keys seemed like a decent place to start.

As I closed in on the person, they suddenly quickened their pace and cut between two cars. I hiked my hockey bag higher on my shoulder and followed, matching their speed before finally catching up when they stopped next to another car.

I reached out to touch their shoulder. “Hey, I think you—”

They spun. I registered a flash of blonde hair and bright green eyes. My heart stilled.

I recognized the girl instantly, but a second later her fist was flying toward my face. I didn’t have a chance to duck.

Next thing I knew, pain exploded across my face. My head snapped to the side and I stumbled back, slipping on a patch of ice. The weight of my hockey bag pulled me down flat to the ground, where I lay staring up at the darkened sky. So much for my night not getting worse.

And so much for staying away from Mackenzie Foster.






Chapter 3 Mackenzie

Shit. I just punched someone. And it seriously hurt. I shook my hand as white-hot pain cascaded across my knuckles. I liked to believe I was pretty tough. But punching someone was a first, and I had no idea it would hurt so much.

“What the hell was that for?” the guy I’d knocked to the ground complained. His voice was deep, but I realized he sounded younger than I’d first thought.

“Stay back.” I lifted my fists again and edged away until I brushed the side of my car. “You picked the wrong girl to mug. I know ju-jitsu.”

Well, I knew of ju-jitsu. My martial arts experience was limited to movies only, but I was cornered, so it seemed an appropriate time to lie. The ice arena was on the opposite side of the parking lot, and while I was standing right next to my car, I could hardly dive for the handle and escape inside the vehicle as I still hadn’t found my keys.

I couldn’t believe I was getting mugged on only my second day in Ransom. Although, I guess I had been warned. One quick Google search before we arrived in town had given me a bad feeling about our new home. And then, yesterday, when my stepmom and I were walking through the cute town on the other side of the river, Sunshine Hills, some old lady in one of the stores asked if we were new to the area. When we explained we’d just moved to Ransom, she recoiled in horror and warned us to be careful. Apparently, she hadn’t been joking. I’d just discovered first-hand the town’s bad reputation was well deserved.

You’d think my parents would care a little more about where their seventeen-year-old daughter spent her senior year of high school. But no. All consideration of what was best for me went out the window the moment my dad got offered the head coaching job with the reigning state champions, the Ransom Devils.

“I think you broke my nose,” my assailant groaned as he slowly climbed to his feet. “And I’m not trying to mug you.”

Now he was standing tall, he towered over me, and I inched even closer to my car door. He must have been at least six feet, and his broad shoulders seemed to take up all available space between my car and the next.

“That’s exactly what a mugger would say.”

“I’m not a mugger.” He huffed and shook his head, like he couldn’t be bothered to explain himself. Instead, he ran a hand through his hair, pushing his hood back.

Despite the dark, I could still make out his features, and I found his face almost more intimidating than his size. His tousled brown hair was wet from the rain and thick lashes framed big blue eyes. I couldn’t see his whole face as he was gingerly caressing his nose with one hand.

Something about his appearance nagged me though, like I’d seen him somewhere before. I tried to recall if I’d come across any wanted posters around Ransom. No, just ominous warnings from little old ladies I should have listened to. I shouldn’t even be in this town, let alone this parking lot.

“Look,” the guy exhaled as he started again, “you can save your rear-naked chokehold for the next guy. I’m here for preseason training.” He gestured at the bag on the ground which had a hockey stick strapped to it. “You know, at the ice rink we’re standing outside. I’m on the school hockey team. The Ransom Devils. Any of this ring a bell?”

I stared at him blankly, still not sure I could trust him.

“I found these keys on the ground . . .” He opened his hand to show me the evidence. “You looked like you were searching for something, so I thought they might belong to you.”

Slowly, the realization of what I’d done started to dawn, and I stared at the keys in horror. “You—you really weren’t mugging me?”

“Do I have to say it again? No, I wasn’t mugging you. The keys; are they yours?”

I couldn’t bring myself to answer. This was so embarrassing. I was always getting myself in trouble for being too impulsive, and now I’d gone and punched an innocent boy who’d only been trying to help.

“Uh, yes,” I stuttered. “They’re mine. I’m sorry for punching you. It’s just it’s dark out and I’m new to town. I heard some rumors about this place, and I got nervous, and then you practically chased me through the parking lot . . .”

“Because I had your keys . . .”

“Well, I know that now.” I swallowed again as I watched him. His nose looked like it was starting to bleed, which only made me feel worse. “Hang on . . .”

I took the keys from his hand and opened the passenger side door of my car. I grabbed a handful of tissues from the box in the glove compartment and passed them to him.

“Here, this should help.” The internal light of the car wasn’t particularly bright, but it was enough to bring his features more clearly into view. I noticed his sharp jawline, the soft freckles on his nose, how his eyes weren’t just any old shade of blue but shone like a clear summer sky.

My would-be mugger wasn’t just good-looking; he was beautiful. And he didn’t just feel a little familiar. He looked scarily like an older version of the first boy I kissed. A taller, stronger, manlier version of the jerk who had helped ruin my one chance of ever playing hockey again.

Surely it couldn’t be him. That had all happened at a summer camp four hundred miles away. What were the chances? But this guy was a hockey player . . .

“Parker?” I asked cautiously.

His blue eyes looked to the sky, then dipped back down to meet mine. “Took you long enough.”

“Parker . . . Darling.”

“The one and only.”

Unbelievable. Face to face with my biggest mistake, I felt a surge of anger rush through me.

It seemed he was still just as cocky as I recalled. And he didn’t look nearly as surprised as me by our little reunion. Though he had just come from practice with my dad, so I guessed he’d had more notice.

“And you play for the Devils?” I continued. “So, that means you go to Ransom High?”

“Sure do.”

I was already pissed at my dad for taking this job. But now it felt like his decision was truly unforgivable. I knew it was a great opportunity for him. That it meant we’d be close enough to Ryker University so my brother could visit easily and we could get to some of his games. But surely nothing was worth this.

“Me too,” I muttered.

“Well, this day just keeps getting better and better.” Parker’s voice was thick with sarcasm as he adjusted the tissue on his nose. “Let me get this straight. First you kiss me. Then you punch me. I’m honestly not sure if I should be excited or terrified to find out what you’ve got in store for me next.”

“You kissed me!”

He raised an eyebrow. “Look, Melanie, I might get kissed by a lot of blondes, but when one kisses you and gets you kicked out of the most prestigious hockey camp in the country, it kind of sticks in your memory.”

“It’s Mackenzie,” I replied through clenched teeth. “And that’s not how it happened.”

“It’s okay,” Parker replied, leaning in a little closer. “I understand why you did it. Most girls can’t resist me.”

Irritation rippled down my spine. “I can resist you just fine.”

“Can you?”

“I’m doing it right now, aren’t I?”

“Thankfully.”

I scoffed at the arrogance in his tone. “Do you want me to punch you again?”

The air between us was so tense, I swear the very molecules surrounding us wished they could be somewhere else.

“If my options are between that and another kiss, then please, swing away.”

My memories hadn’t done Parker justice. He was far more annoying than I recalled. Unfortunately, he was also far better looking too, even with his potentially broken nose, and that only made me hate him more.

I grimaced as I inspected the damage I’d done more closely. Despite my hostility toward this guy, I didn’t actually want him hurt. “Do you need that looked at?”

“I’m not letting you anywhere near it,” he said, stepping away as if he was preparing himself for another attack.

I gritted my teeth. “I meant at the hospital. By a trained professional.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Just let me have a look first.”

“No way.”

“Don’t you at least want me to check it’s still straight?”

His eyes flashed with concern, and he lowered his tissue. “Okay, fine, be quick.”

I stepped forward and this time he held his ground. We were still mostly shrouded in darkness, so I reached up on my toes to get a better look. A shiver went down my spine as I neared, like a silent alarm.

While I didn’t really know what his nose had looked like before, it seemed straight to me. My gaze drifted upward slightly, until I found his blue eyes looking down at me.

“How do I look?” The way his words rumbled through me made me realize how close we were.

“Good—uh, I mean, it looks good. Your nose. It’s fine.” I dropped back onto my heels and stepped away from him, relieved to be able to breathe again.

“Glad to hear it.” A knowing smirk was pulling at his lips.

“Yeah, well, I’m not an expert, so maybe the hospital is still a good idea. You are getting blood on the pavement after all. It’s like a public health hazard.”

“You’re the only public health hazard around here,” he replied. “You should come with bright flashing lights, warning tape, and a barricade.”

I folded my arms. “This can’t be happening.” I said it more to myself than to him.

“Apparently, it is.” He sounded just as frustrated.

The rain started to come
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