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    To the lovers who skate on thin ice,who chase passion even when the rink feels cold.
To every heart that has fallen hard,and every soul that has risen stronger.
This story is for those who believethat love, like hockey, is fast, fierce,and worth every bruise along the way.
— Themba T. Twala III
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Dedication

To the lovers who skate on thin ice,

who chase passion even when the rink feels cold.

To every heart that has fallen hard,

and every soul that has risen stronger.

This story is for those who believe

that love, like hockey, is fast, fierce,

and worth every bruise along the way.

— Themba T. Twala III 

Contents


1 | SUMMER

2 | AIDEN

3 | SUMMER

4 | AIDEN

5 | SUMMER

6 | AIDEN

7 | SUMMER

8 | AIDEN

9 | AIDEN

10 | SUMMER

11 | AIDEN

12 | AIDEN

13 | SUMMER

14 | AIDEN

15 | SUMMER

16 | AIDEN

17 | SUMMER

18 | AIDEN

19 | SUMMER

20 | AIDEN

21 | SUMMER

22 | AIDEN

23 | SUMMER

24 | SUMMER

25 | AIDEN

26 | SUMMER

27 | AIDEN

28 | SUMMER

29 | AIDEN

30 | SUMMER

31 | AIDEN

32 | SUMMER

33 | AIDEN

34 | SUMMER

35 | AIDEN

36 | SUMMER

37 | SUMMER

38 | AIDEN

39 | SUMMER

40 | AIDEN

41 | SUMMER

42 | SUMMER

43 | AIDEN

44 | SUMMER

45 | SUMMER

46 | AIDEN

47 | SUMMER

48 | AIDEN

49 | AIDEN

50 | SUMMER

51 | SUMMER

52 | AIDEN

53 | AIDEN

EPILOGUE

Nine Years Later



[image: ]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​1 | SUMMER



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


SHE’S HOLDING A gun to my head.

Well, figuratively at least.

The gun in question: Hockey. The woman holding it: Dr. Laura Langston, Ph.D.

“Hockey?” I repeat. “You want me to do my grad school application on hockey?”

Langston has been my grad school advisor for the past year, but I’ve been working under her wing since I started at Dalton University.

She’s everything I want to be, and I’ve obsessed over every academic paper she’s written. She’s kind of my celebrity crush in the nerdiest way possible. With her Ph.D. in sports psychology, countless papers published, and experience with Olympians and athletes around the world, she’s inspirational.

Until you get to know her.

When they said Don’t meet your heroes, they were talking about Laura Langston. She’s the human equivalent of an angry swarm of wasps. There are plenty of professors who treat their students like total garbage and think their fancy piece of paper means they can be tyrants, but Langston is a different species. Her brilliance is undeniable, but she is patronizing, dismissive, and purposely difficult when she knows you need her help.

So, why the hell did I choose her as my advisor? Because her success rate in  getting  students  into  Dalton’s  prestigious  master’s  program  is  too enticing to ignore. It's the number one program in North America and students vetted by her are guaranteed acceptance. Not to mention she chooses who will be eligible for co-op—a competitive program that allows one student from our cohort to work with Team USA. It’s been my dream from the age of eight, so I’ll suffer through her monstrous dictatorship if it means I’ll soon have my own master’s degree in sports psychology.

“You need to start using your resources to your advantage, Summer.” She surveys me above the rim of her glasses. “I know you hate hockey, but this 

is your last chance to submit a solid application.”

The word hate slips past her lips as if my aversion to the sport is completely fabricated. Considering she’s one of the few people who know why I stay far away from the icy rink and the similarly icy men skating on it, I barely keep my composure. Sticking me right in the center of that blue circle with an empirical research study that determines the fate of my future is pure evil. An evil only Dr. Langston and her molten heart can manage.

“But why hockey? I’ll choose football. Basketball. Even curling. I don’t care.” Does Dalton even have a curling team?

“Exactly. You don’t care. I need you to do something you care about. Something you feel strongly about. Hence hockey.”

I hate that she’s right. Sweeping aside her overall ominous nature, she is a smart woman. I mean she didn’t get her Ph.D. for nothing, but being her student is a double-edged sword.

“But—”

She lifts a hand. “I won’t approve anything else. Do this or lose your spot. The choice is yours.”

It’s like the universe sent me my very own Fuck You in the form of my professor. Years of working my ass off in undergrad only to be told hockey is my saving grace. What a joke.

Clenching my fists, I swallow the urge to scream. “That isn’t much of a choice, Dr. Langston.”

“If you can’t do this then I overestimated your potential, Summer.” Her voice grows sharp. “I have four students who would kill to have your spot, but I took you under my wing. Don’t make me regret this.”

She didn’t exactly choose to take me under her wing. I had a 4.2 GPA and killer reference letters. Not to mention the extremely difficult advisor’s exam she implemented last year to pick out the best students. I got the flu and food poisoning from the campus cafeteria that week, but I still dragged myself to the Annex to take the exam. I beat every student, and I'll be damned if they take my spot now.

“I understand what you’re saying, but as you know I’m not very fond of hockey. For good reason, might I add, and I doubt my research will be an accurate representation, considering that.”

“Either you get over your apprehension or lose what you’ve worked for.”

Apprehension? 

Ignoring the pointed jab feels like trying to ignore a bullet lodged in my sternum. “There’s no reason why I can’t choose basketball. Coach Walker would happily let me collaborate with one of his players.”

“Coach Kilner has already agreed to allow one of my students to work with his players.”

“Dr. Lang—”

“Get me your completed proposal by the end of the week or forfeit your spot, Ms. Preston.” Her dismissal is clear when she twists away from me in her chair.

If I could commit one crime and get away with it, I had a feeling it would include Dr. Langston.

“Okay. Thank you,” I say through clenched teeth. She’s typing aggressively on her computer, probably making another student's life a living hell. I imagine she goes home and crosses off the names of students she has successfully tormented. My name and the doll she sticks pins into are at the top of that list today.

I’ve successfully avoided everything to do with hockey for the past three years, only for it to be my front and center for the next few months. I’m beyond screwed, and I have to suck up my distaste for the sport of my Canadian ancestors.

I use all my willpower to not slam her door on the way out.

“You look pissed.” The voice comes from the hallway leading to the advisor’s lounge. Donny stands against the wall, dressed in cashmere and his brown eyes focused on me.

I’ve made a few mistakes since I got to college. Donny Rai is one of them.

An exhausting two-year relationship later, we have no choice but to see each other every day because we're both getting the same degree and applying to the same post-grad program. It doesn’t feel like a competition between us, but I know Donny wants that co-op spot just as bad as I do.

He falls into step with me. “An ultimatum?” “Exactly.” I look over at him. “How did you know?”

“She gave one to Shannon Lee an hour ago. Shannon’s thinking of dropping out now.”

My eyes widen. Shannon is one of the smartest students on campus. Her work in clinical psychology was sent for peer review, making her the youngest Dalton student to be considered for publication. 

“That’s  ridiculous.”  I  shake  my  head,  knowing  how  screwed  I  am. “You’re so lucky you submitted your application early. The rest of us are stuck completing this new requirement.”

He shrugs. “It’s only a conditional acceptance.” “Right, like you would ever let your 4.0 drop.” “4.3,” he corrects.

Donny is at the top of the Dean’s list every year, he’s in every club and committee imaginable. He is the poster child for the Ivy Leagues, so it’s no surprise that he managed to carve his way into one of the most competitive programs. I like to think I’m academically gifted too, but I might as well wear a dunce cap in comparison.

“I have a meeting right now. But I’ll help with your application, we both know you’ll need it.”

The insult stings but Donny just smiles and peels away to head to his meeting with the Dalton Royal Press. Yeah, he works on the school paper, too.

When I finally stomp into my dorm, I fall flat on the living room couch. “If I gave you a shovel, would you hit me over the head with it?” I ask Amara.

“Depends. Am I getting paid?” I groan into the throw pillow, but she pulls it away. “What did she do now?”

Amara Evans and I have been roommates since freshman year. Luckily for me, being best friends with a tech genius means getting perks from the university for her contributions. The most important one was securing Iona House. The only student living complex with two-bedroom and two- bathroom units. It’s still cramped, but anything is better than the communal bathrooms where athlete’s foot lurks in every corner.

“She’s making me do my application on hockey,” I tell her.

Amara drops the pillow. “You’re kidding. I thought she knew about everything.”

“She does! This is what I get for sharing my secrets with the devil.” “Can’t you find another advisor? She can’t be the only one who gets

students accepted to the program.”

“No one has her success rate. It’s like she’s rigging acceptances or something. But maybe she’s right. I should put aside my apprehension.”

Amara gasps. “She did not say that!” 

“Oh, but she did.” I sigh, rolling to a sitting position. “How come you’re back so early?”

“Sitting in that lecture hall with a bunch of sweaty dudes isn't how I want to spend my first day back.”

Majoring in computer science means ninety percent of Amara's class is dudes. Which isn’t something Amara’s used to coming from a family of five  sisters.  She’s  smack  in  the  middle  and  says  she’s  never  known  a moment of peace. Stuck between the impossible position of being the older and younger sister, and simultaneously having to deal with teenage hormones and adolescent tantrums. As someone with twin sisters who were born while I was in high school, I can’t relate.

“Are you going to the party tonight?” she asks.

Being surrounded by hundreds of drunk frat dudes sounds like a nightmare. “I have way too much to do.”

Her exasperated look tells me I’m in for a lecture. “Last semester you said you'd loosen up and enjoy your senior year. You said you would go out more, Summer. If I have to drag you along I will.”

I did say that. To be fair, it was after I cried over a particularly difficult assignment and Donny’s perfect score sent me over the edge. That’s when I vowed that I’d let loose because only focusing on school wasn’t making my grades better.

I shoot her a sheepish look. “But I have to start that proposal, and I have readings to do.”

She huffs out a breath. “Fine. I’ll go with Cassie, but you have to promise to take a few breaks.”

“Promise. I’ll even go for a run later.”

Amara’s head hangs in disapproval. “Not the type of break I was talking about, but I’ll take anything if it gets you out of here.”
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SHE’S WATCHING ME sleep.

Drawing away from the last remnants of my dream means I’m hyper- aware of my current surroundings. Either she’s enjoying the view, which I wouldn’t  blame  her  for,  or  she’s  planning  on  ripping  off  my  skin  and wearing it later.

The latter seems more likely because I fell asleep on her last night.

The welcome party at our house had gotten a little out of control. By a little I mean, extremely out of control. When Dalton University's left winger and one of my best friends, Dylan Donovan, is in charge of a party, it’s meant to turn into a rager. Mostly because I decided not to be the one policing it. We had just come back from break, so it was the only time I’d let myself drink before the season starts up again, and I’m not sure how much I’ll regret that decision until I’ve seen the aftermath.

Opening my eyes means having to deal with the aftermath.

When Aleena, a smoking hot redhead, picked me out of the crowd to do body shots last night, it was only right that we found ourselves in my room, naked and all over each other. Though that didn’t last long because sleep debt is real, and I’m its latest victim.

I train every day and take a full course load, and when I’m not doing that, I’m keeping the guys out of trouble. So, as I laid her on my bed and kissed my way down her stomach, I fully knocked out. It would have been embarrassing if I was conscious enough to remember, but the sleep was so great I had no complaints.

“Morning.” I stretch my arms out and under my head, opening my eyes to see exactly what I expected.

Red hair pools on my chest and full pouty lips are trapped between white teeth. “Good sleep?” she asks. “I hope you’re not feeling too lazy this morning.”

Anyone  else  would  have  been  emasculated  by  the  comment,  but  I

couldn’t be. Not when practically every girl on campus knows that Lazy and 

Aiden Crawford have never been used in a sentence together. This was a one-off, and judging from her darkening blue eyes, she knew I’d make it up to her.

I chuckle. “Great sleep, actually.”

“Well, if you’re awake now.” She runs a red fingernail down my chest. “We can start the day off right.”

What kind of host would I be to turn down that offer? When her hand trails lower, I flip her under me and make up for last night.

By the time Aleena finishes up in the shower, I’m already downstairs making breakfast. Turns out women are big fans of steam showers, and I am the proud owner of the only one in the house. Rightfully so, because my grandparents had bought the house when I got accepted to Dalton. But that didn’t stop Kian Ishida, the team's right-winger and our roommate, from fighting me tooth and nail for it. The captain card never failed to win a disagreement, but now he’s across the hall with his loud music and constant pounding on my bedroom door.

I offer Aleena breakfast, but she only shakes her head in response before walking out the front door. I smile to myself. There is nothing better than a one-night stand that doesn’t try to be your girlfriend after.

Eli watches the exchange with raised brows. “That’s a first.” “What is?”

“It’s past ten. You’ve never had a girl stay that long. Did you finally find the one?” His eyes widen with a grin that I’d like to punch off his face.

“I fell asleep last night before we got to do anything. It was only right.” “How chivalrous,” he says dryly. “You’ve been exhausted lately. Think

you need to cut back?”

Now, it’s my turn to laugh. Elias Westbrook, Eli as everyone knows him, and I have known each other since we were in diapers. His worry doesn’t irritate me like everyone else's because I know he says it with great caution, and I must really be cutting it close with practice and school if he’s saying something. “I’m fine. I’ve made it work for this long, what’s a few more months?”

He doesn’t seem to like that answer, though he only nods and plates his eggs.

“Sick party, guys.” An early morning straggler walks out of the house wearing just boxers, the rest of his clothes dangling from his arm. The pin on his jacket tells me he’s one of Dylan’s fraternity brothers. 

Dylan is the only one out of us that is part of a frat. Kappa Sigma Zeta treats him like royalty, and although he lives with us, he could easily have the master suite in the Greek Row house. But according to him, having to be in the same house as the “ass-kissing freshmen” is the last thing he wants.

I eat a spoonful of oatmeal. “Where are the rest of the guys?”

Eli scrolls through his phone and shows me the screen. It’s a picture of Kian passed out on the grass at the front entrance of our campus. Behind him, the monument of Sir Davis Dalton is trashed.

I squeeze my eyes shut hoping there is a simple explanation for this. Maybe a really good Photoshop job. “Who took that?”

“Benny Tang.”

I pause mid-bite. “Yale’s tendy? What was he doing here?” Having Yale come here after we slaughtered them in a game before winter break would be the worst possible scenario. The last thing I remember before heading upstairs was telling Dylan to shut it down soon. Clearly, he didn’t listen.

“Might wanna ask Dylan. I wasn’t here.”

Of course, he wasn’t. If Eli, the only other responsible one, hadn’t been at the party, that means the two overgrown children, Dylan and Kian, were in charge.

This all started when they lost a bet last semester that has us throwing the majority of the parties on campus. The parties we don’t throw, we have to provide the booze. When I found out, I had both of them benched for two games straight.

Despite everything, I’m hoping this is a nightmare and I’m still in bed with Aleena. “And do I wanna know where Dylan is?” I ask cautiously.

When Eli picks up his phone again, I groan.

He chuckles. “I’m kidding, dude. He’s passed out in the living room.”

“IT WAS ME.”

Every eye in the room zeroes in on me, and I regret ever learning how to speak. The pounding in my head persists because Coach wanted to torture us with practice before we gathered in the media room for a mandatory meeting. The bright white of the rink had sent my headache doubling in pain. I don’t drink often, and my body never lets me forget when I do, so 

today was no exception. Everything was intensified including Kian's loud voice that spewed paranoia about why Coach called a meeting. The kid woke up with grass stains on his body and still wondered what was happening.

When Coach Kilner entered he was fuming, his pale skin glowing red. He even knocked the hats off the junior’s heads, who immediately cowered to the back row, and I began regretting my decision to sit up front. Kian and Dylan were way in the back too, hiding behind our goalies.

“A fucking party that trashed campus?” Coach yelled and suddenly everything made sense. “Is this a fucking joke to all of you? Never in my twenty-five years of coaching have I had to deal with this kind of blatant disregard for the school code of conduct.”

That part wasn’t all true. I know for a fact that Brady Winston, the captain from the year before mine, threw a house party that landed a year- long ban on Greek row. The dean’s car went missing, the swim team's pool was trashed, and all extra-circulars were canceled. So, I’m pretty sure trashing the campus and vandalizing the monument of Sir Davis Dalton isn’t the worst thing to happen to the school.

“When I became a coach after years in the league,” Coach started as Devon muttered, Here we go beside me. “Never did I think I would be giving my senior players a lecture on throwing parties.”

“Coach the party—”

“Shut it, Donovan,” Kilner scolded. “We are in the fucking qualifiers that will get us to the Frozen Four and you are messing around with other colleges. At this stage?”

“Yale came here. Shouldn’t they be getting the brunt of this?” asked Tyler Sampson, our alternate captain, and one of the smartest guys on the team. He’s headed to law school instead of following in his hockey superstar father’s footsteps.

“They are not my problem, you idiots are! I should have every single one of you suspended,” he says, rage pouring out of his sweat-covered forehead. “But then we wouldn’t be able to play the Frozen Four.” Kian’s chiming

in didn’t help the rest of that speech and now he’s stuck with laundry duty for  a  month.  It  was  originally  a  week  but  Kian  kept  protesting,  and everyone knows if Coach gives you a punishment you shut your trap and take it. 

After that, no one interrupted, except when I opened my big mouth to incriminate myself.

“What do you mean?” Coach asks, staring daggers at me now. I’ve seen that sharp glare too many times, and it should scare me enough to sit my ass back down, but I don’t.

“I’m the one who threw the party.”

Eli curses behind me, but he doesn’t say anything else, because he knows when I make a decision there’s nothing anyone can say to talk me out of it.

Coach runs a hand over his mouth, muttering something under his breath. Most likely about how much of a dumbass I am, and I’d have to agree. “This is how you wanna play it, Crawford? You sure it wasn’t a collective mistake?”

He’s giving me an out. More out of desperation than anything because when the school gets wind of this, I will be punished. My only hope in putting myself on the line is that they’ll check my academic standing and my hockey career before shelling out anything too severe. My fate will be better than anyone else’s on this team.

“It was all me. I let Yale attend.”

Kilner nods, and I can’t help but notice the minuscule flash of respect that flickers through his features before it’s replaced by the usual anger. “I’ll report to the dean. If someone has a different story than your captain, speak now.”

The atmosphere in the room shifts, and I know the team wants to have my back but the expression on my face must convey what I hope because they reluctantly sit back in silence.

“Then why the hell are you still here!” he shouts, forcing us to shuffle out of the media room. Coach pulls me back. “My office after you’ve showered.”

The locker room is eerily quiet for the first time ever, and when I step out of the shower I’m greeted with Kian’s sullen face. “Cap, you didn’t have to do that,” he says, looking guilty.

I run a towel over my hair. “I did. I fucked up last night, I shouldn’t have let my guard down.”

Eli sits beside me. “If that’s your takeaway you’re looking at this all wrong. This is everyone's fault, mine too.”

The locker room murmurs in agreement. 

“I know you guys want to have my back, but it’s on me to be a good example and last night I wasn’t. This isn’t a united front kind of thing. The dean’s involved which means he’ll see to it that everyone gets punished. We can’t have that going into the season. If it’s just me, the consequences can’t be too bad,” I say confidently.

My confidence withers when I enter Coach Kilner’s office. It’s never an exciting event to be here, but today it’s especially grim. He’s at his desk, tapping the mouse with a heavy hand. When he finally decides to give me his attention, he gestures for me to sit. He continues torturing the mouse until he grunts and chucks it at the wall.

It clatters to the floor in two pieces. I swallow.

Kilner leans back in his chair, squeezing his stress ball tight enough to burst. “Where were you the last Friday before the end of semester?”

The question throws me off. I just confessed to a pretty heavy account of reckless abandon, and he’s worried about last semester? I barely remember what I had for dinner last night, let alone what I was doing two weeks ago.

Except the memory hits, clearing the haze of my lingering hangover. “After practice ended, I headed to the house,” I say.

“The boys?” “Same thing.” “Party?”

Fuck. Why does he look so pissed? The only thing I remember from that party was a pretty blonde. It had started to get a bit out of hand, but I trusted the guys to handle it. It’s the only reason I let myself relax last night. However, I’ve never lied to Coach, and I won’t start now.

“Yeah, a party.”

“So,  you’re  telling  me  a  party—mind  you,  one  that  you  boys  have multiple times a week—is the reason you missed the charity fundraiser?”

Oh crap. The charity game.

In an attempt to pacify Kilner, I signed everyone up to coach the kids before  their  charity  game.  Spending  two  days  a  week  with  unfiltered children takes its toll and it didn't help that it was finals season. So, when I stopped showing up, so did everyone else.

“Those kids were waiting on that ice, and you didn’t show. What about the weekend before that? Same thing?” 

I nod. Dalton parties never eased. If you can’t find one, you’re looking in the wrong place.

He lets out a derisive laugh. “You missed the mental health drive that the psychology department put on specifically for athletes. The hockey team didn’t show and neither did football or basketball.”

To be fair, I don’t pay attention to campus events. “How is that my fault?”

“Because instead of knowing where you had to be, there was a party all you idiots were at! If my players don’t honor their commitments, do you know what I do, Aiden?”

“Bench them,” I mutter.

He’s fuming now. “Good, you’re paying attention. And do you know why

I called you in here?”

“Because I threw last night's party,” I answer, “and I’m the captain.”

“So you know you’re the captain? I thought maybe you’re too hungover to remember!” he shouts.

I wince. “I’m sorry coach. Next time—”

“There will be no next time. I don’t care if you’re my star player or Wayne fucking Gretzky, you will be a team player first.” He releases a deep agitated breath. “You should be leading your team, not partaking in their stupid games. Those boys respect you, Aiden. If you’re at a party thinking with the wrong head, so are they. Smarten up, or I will have no choice but to put you on probation.”

My face contorts with confusion. “What? There’s no chance I get academic probation.”

“We’re not talking about your classes here. The party is being investigated.”

Ah, fuck. Remember when I said I wouldn’t know if I regretted drinking until I saw the aftermath? I regret it now. Probation is bad, like tearing an ACL bad. If the news gets to the league, they’ll send agents out here to assess me as an eligible player. I had just signed with Toronto, because draft didn’t mean shit until you put pen to paper. Making a mistake now would be fatal.

“I can’t be on probation.”

Coach nods. “You’re in luck, because before the dean went on sabbatical, he informed the committee that anyone involved in the trash fiasco is to be 

dealt with. Since you have taken on that very stupid responsibility, your name is first on the list.”

I am going to kill my fucking teammates. “What does that mean?” “That they gave me the option of probation or community service.”

An air of relief fills me. “That’s great. I’ll do community service. I will single-handedly scrub every inch of Sir Davis Dalton.”

Coach gives me an unsettled look. “As great of a mental image as that is, it’s  not  that  simple,”  he  informs.  “A  lot  goes  into  eligible  community service hours, and since we don’t have a precedent, it’s going play-by-play.”

I snort. “Like a prison sentence where I get out on good behavior?” “You’re in no place to be a smart ass,” he reprimands. “I would have

been forced to put you on probation if it wasn’t for her.” “Who?”
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DESPERATION REEKS. OR maybe it’s the hockey team's locker room after practice. Running showers and loud voices drift through the halls as I try to find Coach Kilner’s office. Staying away from the rink like it has a contagious disease is proving to be a disadvantage when the long hall of blue doors resembles a maze.

When a phone rings behind me, my eyes meet a shirtless guy in a low- hanging towel. “Summer?”

Crap. “Hey, Kian.” I awkwardly wave.

Kian Ishida was in every psychology class I took in junior year. We became friends when we got partnered at an extra credit seminar about brain dysfunction. I was happy to have someone who cared about sports psychology as much as I did, until I found out he’s a hockey player. Much to my dismay, the six-foot-two right-winger has been playing for Dalton since freshman year. After I learned that, our friendship fizzled because even the depth of the ocean couldn’t take me as far as I wanted to be from hockey. Just hearing someone talk about it made my insides churn at a slow, agonizing rotation.

He steps toward me. “I texted you about my schedule. Do you have

Chung for Advanced Stats?”

I saw his text, and we do have two of the same classes this semester. I was hoping I could find a seat in the back of the lecture hall to avoid him. “I do, and Philosophy with Kristian.”

“Sick, I’ll see you in class then.” My plastic smile doesn’t match his bright one. “What are you doing here? I didn’t take you for a hockey fan.”

“I’m not. I’m here to see Coach Kilner. Do you know where his office is?”

His gaze moves down the hall in confusion before he suppresses a smile. “What’s so funny?” I ask warily.

“Nothing.” He clears his throat. “He’s the last door on the right. See you in class, Sunny.” He’s gone before I can analyze his expression or the weird 

nickname.

Finding Coach Kilner’s door, I knock on the translucent glass panel, and a gruff voice calls, “Come in.”

The door creaks ominously like it’s telling me to run before I get caught in a mess. I’m met with a smiling Coach Kilner and someone sitting before him. Shower damp hair and the Dalton logo sit on the back of his shirt.

I pause, thinking I’m intruding, but Coach waves me in. “Have a seat, Ms. Preston.” The guy doesn’t acknowledge me when I sit beside him, and I don’t bother to, either. “Laura contacted me about your assignment. I understand you would like to do your project on hockey,”

I would rather do it on the gum on the bottom of his shoe, but I can’t exactly say that. “Right. It’s research on college athletes and burnout for my grad school application,” I say.

“Great. Then meet Aiden Crawford, the captain of our hockey team.”

My  eyes  widen  in  alarm.  The  captain?  They’re  making  me  do  my research with the captain? “Oh. Uh, that’s cool but I can work with a third or fourth line. I don’t want to disrupt the team.”

“You won’t be disrupting anything. Besides, Aiden needs it,” he says, a tight string of tension suffocating his words. They clearly had a heated conversation before I entered. That would explain why the captain is simmering beside me. “Right, Aiden?”

This time I turn to him. Wavy brown hair and flawless skin meet my eyes. His side profile could be mistaken for one of the models off Amara’s firefighter calendars. But despite all that he still looks like a prick.

“Coach, this is a waste of my time.” His deep voice is filled with poorly contained irritation. “This can’t be my only option.”

Surprise, surprise. My prediction of the hockey captain has been proven to be accurate. “My grad school paper is not a waste of time,” I say.

“Maybe not for you,” he retorts, without even looking at me. The guy can’t even bother to insult me to my face. This is my worst-case scenario, and now I have to deal with him on top of it?

“Look, I don’t need to sit here and listen to you be an asshole.” I fail to suppress the anger that boils to the surface.

That’s when he turns, deep green eyes narrow when they meet mine, but

Coach Kilner interrupts the charged look.

“All right, that’s enough. Aiden you don’t get to argue about this.” 

“I’m not doing this, Coach. I’ll do fundraisers and teach the kids, but not this.”

He’s acting like I’m not even here. His little tantrum is inciting the anger that Langston had kindled earlier. Aggravation shoots up my spine. “Don’t think I’m so eager to do this with a hockey player either, Clifford.”

“Crawford,” he corrects.

Coach sighs. “I’m not here to babysit either of you. I've given you the assignment. The rest you can figure out like adults.”

“But Coach—”

“You know the consequences, Aiden.” He shoots him a stern look and Aiden’s jaw tightens. “And Ms. Preston, you’re free to discuss a switch with your professor. But even you know you won’t get a better candidate than the captain.”

When he walks out, Aiden curses under his breath. He runs a frustrated hand through his hair before turning to me. “Look, I’m sorry but I can’t help you with this. You can find someone else.”

He doesn’t sound the least bit apologetic. “Clearly. You’re not exactly the belle of the ball.”

The way his head rears gives me a spark of satisfaction. “I’m the captain of the team. I’m quite literally the belle of the ball.”

“You’re also the asshole of the ball, and those two don’t mix well.”

He glowers. “Glad that’s established because we won’t be working together. I’m not your research experiment.”

“Good! I don’t want you to be,” I say, pushing my chair back. “Damn hockey players.” I slam the door behind me. I couldn’t have gotten out of there quicker if there was a fire. Judging from the way his eyes flamed there might as well have been.

Cold January air doesn’t cool my skin as I storm over to the psychology building. Halfway there, I’m wrapped in a bear hug.

“Sampson,” I wheeze.

Tyler Sampson loosens his hold. “Ah, so you remember me?” “Shut up, I saw you before break,” I say, pushing him away.

Sampson is the only hockey player I can stomach without breaking out in hives. We grew up together because our dads are best friends and we’ve stuck by each other’s side at every grueling family event.

He watches me. “Why do you look so pissed at that building?” 

“I’m not pissed at the building. I’m pissed at the devil inside it.” I take a deep breath, glancing at him. “You’re going to laugh.”

He gives me a look to continue.

“You know that research paper I have to submit with my grad school application so I’m considered for co-op?”

He nods.

“Langston assigned hockey as my sport.”

Tyler  knows  about  my  turbulent  relationship  with  my  dad,  so  his surprised reaction is expected. “And you’re going in there to tell her off? Are you sure?”

I lift my chin confidently. “I’m standing up for myself.”

“Summer, just think for one second. She gave you your assignment and you're going to go in there and tell her no? The woman who rejected a student’s thesis because he double pasted a reference?” He gives me a pointed look. “You think she is going to be okay with you refusing something she assigned?”

I  remember  that  story  circulating,  but  I  don’t  know  the  full  truth. Langston is strict, she isn’t unreasonable. Though she did threaten to give away my spot.

My stomach takes a dip. “I don’t feel so good.”

I’m close to tears when Sampson takes hold of my arms. “You’ll be fine, it’s only a few months. But if you really can’t do it, at least present her with an alternate proposal.”

“You mean, like a different sport? She already said no.” “Give it another try.”
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GOSSIP TRAVELS TO the hockey house faster than I can skate a lap around the rink.

Kilner’s lecture put me in a shitty mood yesterday, so I spent the day in my  room  and  away from  my  inquisitive  roommates.  Living  with  three seniors and two juniors makes keeping secrets impossible. The juniors, Sebastian Hayes and Cole Carter, are our very own gossip columnists. But today as I get back from the gym, Kian stands by the door, hands on his hips like a nagging mother.

My English literature class starts in twenty minutes, and I don’t have time for whatever Kian Ishida heard through the grapevine.

I ignore him, jogging upstairs to gather my things. When I come back down and head to the front door, he stops me. “Is there something you want to tell me, Aiden?”

“Depends on what you know.”

His gaze narrows. “You were in Kilner’s office for a while yesterday. I

saw Summer Preston going in there too.”

Irritation bites at me. I’d rather not think about her, even if I feel a little bad for being rude. It isn’t her fault that I took the blame, but it doesn’t seem like she is eager to work with me either. She wanted a duster, for Christ’s sake.

“Nothing you need to worry about.”

His eyes narrow. “Except there is, because we’re all in this too. Whatever it is, we'll help.”

It’s obvious Kian feels guilty, and he won’t stop until he rectifies it. If he finds out I pissed off the girl who could save my ass, he’ll have an opinion.

“I’m late to class.” I close the door behind me before he has a chance to argue.

When I get to Carver Hall, I shove my phone into my pocket and focus on the lecture rather than how much shit is going wrong. It doesn’t last 

though, because I get an email from Coach Kilner that heightens my stress ten-fold.

It’s short, sent from his phone and says, Come see me. I am so fucked.

Trying to focus in class after that is already a challenge, but when my phone buzzes in my pocket repeatedly it becomes impossible.

Bunny Patrol

Eli Westbrook: Kilner is pissed.

Sebastian Hayes: On a scale of Kian’s streaking to Cole’s tire-slashing incident where does he land?

Eli Westbrook: Tire slashing.

Cole Carter: Uh. I’m gna miss next practice. My stomach hurts.

Sebastian Hayes: K. I’ll tell Kilner u have a tummy ache.

Dylan Donovan: Thought we all knew about Kilner’s perpetual stick up his ass?

Kian Ishida: Shhh. I swear the man can somehow read these.

Kian Ishida: Coach if you’re reading this, I love you <3

Dylan Donovan: How’d you know he’s pissed?

Eli Westbrook: Heard he broke a junior’s hockey stick.

Kian Ishida: So? He’s broken like 6 of mine.

Eli Westbrook: Over his own head.

Kian Ishida: Oh yeah, he’s totally pissed.

Dylan Donovan: Wtf happened?

Eli Westbrook: @Aiden care to explain?

Kian Ishida: Cap? What did he do?

Did I mention I’m fucked?

Coach’s threat to put me on probation didn’t scare me enough to go ahead with that damn brain experiment, so now he’s ruining everyone’s lives. I sent the screenshot of the email to the group chat.

Aiden Crawford: He’s going to rip me a new one.

Dylan Donovan: Want us there for emotional support?

Kian Ishida: Fuck that. Coach will just see my face and get more pissed. Good luck, buddy. 

Two hours later I find myself at the rink as Coach steps off the ice with the kids.

“Help me with the equipment, would ya?” From his face, a person would assume he’s our usual grumpy coach, but to the trained eye he’s fuming. Absolutely livid. I know he’s imagining biting my head off.

“Aiden, you promised you would come to our game. Where were you?” The tiny voice of Matthew LaHue reaches my ears as I’m collecting cones.

“Sorry, Matty, I got busy with school.” That is the most PG-rated version

I can give him. I feel like shit when he walks off with a sad nod.

I follow Coach into his office for the second time this week.

“Sit down,” he orders, his tone rougher than usual. “Are you proud of yourself for the disappointment you caused in those kids?”

“No, sir.”

“They look up to you, Aiden. What does it say about the team when the captain doesn’t care enough to show up for the people in his community?”

“Coach, if this is about that girl’s project—”

“It’s  not  only  about  that.  I’ve  been  watching  you  recently,  and  the patterns you’re creating are not healthy. You’re playing at the top of your game, but don’t you think I see how exhausted you are. You’re stretching yourself thin, kid.”

First Eli, now Coach. I guess I’m not hiding it well. “Does it really matter, as long as I’m playing well?”

Coach exhales an irritated breath. “Hockey can’t be your entire life. You have to think about the future.”

“The future? Coach, you’ve said that I play so well because I’m only focused on the present.”

“For now, but it can’t always be like that. Once you go to the NHL, it’s one bad game and it’s all over. I don’t want you to burn out.”

I laugh. There is no way I’m getting a lecture on burnout right now. My stats are great, and the team is doing well because of the extra effort we all put in. “Is that what you think is happening? I feel fine.”

“Are you sure? Because you’ve been missing commitments and losing sight of your players. You are not the captain I chose in junior year.”

His words cut deep, but I don’t let him see it. “I’m managing.”

“I don’t need you to manage, I need you to sustain. I’ve been coaching for twenty-five years, Crawford. Patterns are all I see. You are one of my best players. I’m not going to let this happen to you. You need to learn 

balance. Partying should not be a main priority, especially not in your senior year.”

“It was only a few parties. I’ve been letting loose for once. Shouldn’t that help prevent my supposed burnout?”

Coach shakes his head. “That’s the wrong way to go about it. Find a balance, Aiden.”

“So you want me to balance my classes, hockey, coaching and a research project on top of everything else? Isn’t that counter-intuitive?”

“Maybe. But only if you’re making room for the wrong things. Let’s not forget that you willingly took on this punishment. I’d rather not give one to you, but these are the consequences. Deal with it, or I will.”

THE LAST TIME I bought a girl flowers was, well, never.

I’m not an expert in botanics, but this situation calls for some serious damage control. Coach is seconds away from putting me on probation, so I have no choice but to deal with it.

In the flower shop, I’m immediately overwhelmed by the sheer volume of plants. A guy beside me holds a big wreath that could go nicely on a dorm door. Christmas had passed a month ago, but don’t girls like this stuff?

“Hey, I’m trying to say sorry to someone. You think those flowers would be good?”

He looks confused and the sadness on his face is evident. He must have really fucked up. He only shrugs and walks to the cashier. Not wanting to waste time browsing the aisles, I pick the same one.

Kian’s blowing up the group chat for no reason again when the cashier rings me up.

Bunny Patrol

Kian Ishida: Just saw two girls come out of Dylan’s room.

Eli Westbrook: Dirty motherfucker

Aiden  Crawford:  That’s  what  you  were  doing  last  night?  We  were supposed to go to the gym, D.

Sebastian Hayes: At least he got his cardio in.

Eli Westbrook: Double the cardio, apparently 

Kian Ishida: I’m home Tuesdays. I’d prefer not to run into anyone on my way to the kitchen.

Dylan Donovan: Don’t be ungrateful, Ishida. They’re probably the only naked girls you’ve seen all year.

“My condolences,” the cashier says, making me look up from my phone. “Cash or credit?”

With  my  flowers  in  hand  and  spirits  high,  I  pull  into  Iona  House. Rejection doesn’t accompany anything I do, so each step to her dorm is met with easy confidence. Luckily Kian knew where she lived so I didn’t need to get my ears chewed by Coach if I had asked him.

When I knock, muffled voices can be heard through the door.

“I swear to God if you invited some asshole over—” The words die on Summer’s lips the moment she sees me. “I guess I got the asshole part right,” she mutters.

I smile. “Can we talk?”

She rolls her eyes. “I'm busy. I don’t have time for whatever this is.” She gestures to the flowers, then slams the door in my face.

What the fuck?

I stare at the brown door in disbelief. I knock again. No answer.

“You won’t even let me explain?” I knock harder with each passing minute.

My pounding halts when the door swings open to a very irritated blonde. “I have the worst hangover, can you shut up!” She drops her hand from her temple and looks up at me. “Aiden?”

“Hey, Cassie.”

Cassidy Carter is the twin sister of Cole, a junior defender on our team. Cole lives with us, holed away in the basement. She occasionally shows up at the house to yell at him for hitting on her friends. I had no idea she lives in Iona House, or that she’s friends with Summer Preston.

“What are you doing here?” she asks. “Getting your roommate to forgive me.”

She voices a dramatic gasp and turns to Summer. “This is the guy who ruined your project?”

I can’t hear what Summer says but I’m pretty sure it includes the words

jock and douchebag. 

“Cassie, can I come in?”

“I don’t know, Aiden. You didn’t exactly leave the best impression,” she whispers.

“I know, and I want to change that. Which can only happen if you let me in. Please?” This smile failed me once tonight, but I try anyway. When Cassie opens the door wider, I smell victory.

Summer’s sitting on the couch with her laptop when her eyes come up to mine.  She  shoots  a  glare  at  an  apologetic  Cassie.  Instead  of  helping alleviate the tension that clips the air around us, Cassie turns and runs out the door.

“Roommate?” I ask.

Summer doesn’t answer. She also doesn’t look at me. My confidence is withering by the second. “Can I at least apologize?”

Silence.

“Come on, Sunshine.”

Her head snaps up so suddenly, I take a step back. Wrong thing to say.

“Don’t call me that.” Blazing brown eyes pierce mine, and it’s kind of terrifying. She pushes her laptop off her legs and comes to stand a few feet away from me. “I know you’re the captain and you think people should bow at your feet when you ask for something, but you won’t get that from me. I don’t care if you feel bad now or if you’ve decided to retire that asshole behavior and turn a new leaf. You made your decision, and I made mine.” She opens the front door. “You’re free to go. Don’t waste your breath on me.”

I watch her in a trance. There’s so much fire in every word she spits at me, it’s like watching a captivating performance. Momentarily, I’m distracted by the thin T-shirt she’s wearing that reaches her thighs, and I’m busy reading the text on it when she snaps her fingers to bring my attention back to her face. Impatience riddles her features, but I don’t move. I need her, and if I have to deal with her uptight behavior, so be it.

“I was rude.”

She arches her brow.

“Fine, I was an asshole, and you deserve an apology. I’m sorry for the way I acted in Kilner’s office, he sprang it on me with no discussion. It’s nothing against you or your research.”

Summer stands by the open door with a stony expression. In a move that may get my balls crushed, I walk right up to her and push the door closed. 

Her eyes mark the movement, but I don’t see her knee come up, so I

continue.

“Will you give me a chance?” I ask. “Let me prove to you that I’m not the asshole you think I am.”

Her gaze drifts to the flowers in my hand. I extend them to her, but she doesn’t move to take them. “You got me a mourning wreath?”

A what? I look down at the flowers again and blink at her. But the sound of a creaking door makes both of us turn.

The girl stares wide-eyed. “Need some privacy?” How many roommates does she have?

Summer snorts, then pushes me away to walk back to the couch. “No.” Her roommate eyes me. “I’ve seen you before. Where?”

“Not sure, but I’m Aiden,” I extend my hand and her eyes widen before she takes it.

“Oh shit!” She beams. “You’re notorious in these dorms, Captain.” “For good reason, I hope.”

“I’d say so.” She smiles, then turns to Summer, mouthing something that

I don’t see.

Summer ignores it. “You’re free to go.” She dismisses me like I’m an annoying child.

I try again. “One chance.” “No.”

What is it going to take? I’ve never had to fight this hard to keep a girl’s attention. Majority of the time, I don’t have to try at all.

“What did you do?” her friend asks.

“Amara,” Summer warns, and I watch them have a silent conversation. Amara purses her lips before eyeing me up and down, and then she opens the door with a sympathetic look.

When I don't move, there’s a small smile on her lips. “She said no, pretty boy.”

“Come on, Amara. Don’t you think I deserve one chance to fix my fuck- up?”

She twirls a braid around her finger, eyes settling on the flowers in my hand. “Whose funeral did you go to?”

I give her a strange look. “What?”

“You’re holding a mourning wreath. Like the ones at funerals,” she explains. 

Now that I really look at it, I realize I’ve seen the wreath before. That explains all the looks and condolences I received on my way here. I try to recover. “I’m showing just how sorry I am.”

She chuckles, her expression contemplative. “You’ll need that when she’s done with you.” The ominous threat should have me walking out, but when she closes the door, triumph lifts my lips. “Good luck. I’m not getting in the middle of this,” she declares, walking back to her room.

Well, there goes my plan.

I turn to the fuming girl who’s typing intentionally loud on her laptop. Funeral flowers in hand, I approach her like a man would a lion. With a slow lift of her eyes, she watches me take her laptop and place it on the coffee table.

“Let me help you with the assignment.”

“I don’t need your help. I could easily walk over to the basketball team and get their captain.”

There’s no doubt about that, he would be all over her if she wanted him. My damage control is failing. “Anything you want. I’ll do it. Do you want rink side seats, or I can set you up with one of the guys? What about Eli? All the girls love Eli.”

Unimpressed, she folds her arms. “You think the equivalent of having you in my research is sitting rink side and a date with one of your teammates?”

I shrug innocently.

“I’ve never been to a Dalton hockey game and I’m not planning on going.”

My head rears back in surprise, because everyone at Dalton loves hockey. Especially women. Half of our stands are filled with sororities. “Not a fan?”

“You haven’t done anything to make me one.”

“Probably because you haven’t seen me play...or without a shirt on.” The joke doesn’t give me the desired effect. Instead, her glare sharpens. “Fine, is there something else I can do?”

“You’re wasting your time. I’m sure you can talk Kilner out of whatever he’s holding against you.”

“I’m not doing it for him,” I say honestly. This is about creating a balance and standing up for my team regardless of the shit they do. “At least think about it?” 

She lifts her chin. “Fine. I’ll think about it.”

Not wanting to give her any reason to rescind her offer, I head to the door. “You won’t regret it.”

“I haven’t said yes yet.” I smile. “You will.”
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AT TWELVE I took up swimming solely to piss off my dad, but by some miracle, I fell in love with it.

My mom would take me to competitions and my dad would try to entice me with a new pair of ice skates. It never worked, but I stared at those skates for hours after. Lately, when that sour taste in my mouth becomes heightened, the cold water takes me far away from the thoughts.

Mehar Chopra, one of the athletes on the Dalton diving team, let me borrow a key to the facility to use after hours. If you aren’t an NCAA athlete, you aren’t allowed to use it, but luckily for me, I helped her pass her statistics final last year, and we’ve been friends ever since.

Finishing my last lap with burning arms and cramping calves, I pull out of  the  water  before  the  afternoon  rush.  After  changing  out  of  my  wet bathing suit, I check my phone.

Dad - Two Missed Calls.

A call from him always sends me into this spiral where I wonder if I’m a shitty daughter who’s holding a dumb grudge, or if my silence is valid. His first call came early this morning and I ignored it until now. Until I see the text from him that reads, Give your dad a call, Sunshine.

I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until I’m lightheaded. Speaking to him would ruin a perfectly good day, so I ignore the text too. I finish drying my hair, and my phone rings so incessantly, I already know who it is. There’s only one person who doesn’t understand what a missed call notification is for.

“Sometimes  I  think  I’m  mistaken  that  I  have  a  daughter  in  college because I’m sure my kid would at least call me.”

“We talked yesterday, Mom.” Divya Preston has the propensity to exaggerate. I fight the urge to fake a disconnect as I head over to the cafeteria for lunch.

“That’s too long,” she says stubbornly. “Your father said you haven’t returned his calls. He hasn’t heard your voice in months.” 

My mother has the propensity to make my ears bleed, too. “He can listen to my voicemail.”

“Your radio silence is not appreciated, beta.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “You can’t blame me for not wanting to talk to him.” I’ve been away from home since I was eighteen, with the occasional travel back for the holidays. However, I stopped going home then too, because seeing my dad pretend we were a happy family left a bitter taste in my mouth.

“I don’t, but he’s making an effort to have a relationship with you. Your sisters have seen that change in him. You can at least try.” It took him ten years to want to try. “He loves you, Summer.”

Her words curdle like milk in my stomach. My father can’t even say the word love, let alone feel it in any capacity, at least not for me. He loves my mother in every meaning of the word. I grew up with their love suffocating the room, while I yearned for a morsel. Except I realized that it didn’t belong to me. Not to the baby they had at eighteen who almost derailed my father’s hockey career. Definitely not the oldest daughter who has too much to say and isn’t afraid to want better for her sisters.

“I’m sure,” I mutter as I pay for my food.

“How  about  dinner?  We  can  swing  by  Bridgeport.  I’ll  make  your favourite sweets.”

She knows my weakness for her gulab jamun. “It’s my last semester, I

can’t just take a break in the middle of it.” “Fine, then during spring break.”

“Sure,” I say in acquiescence. “I’ll call you later, Mom.” “Talk to your father!”

By the time I make it to class, there’s only one empty seat at the top. The walk across campus and now to the top of the sweltering lecture hall, has me huffing and puffing. It’s the four hours of sleep and the empty tea box that has my mood a lot hotter than usual. I’m barely hanging on as we get to our break with two hours still to go. The pencil in my hand is moments from snapping when someone pulls out the chair beside me.

“Hey, Summer,” Kian Ishida chirps, sitting way too close. I glance at him. “Hi.”

“You’re gloomy for someone with that name.”

“Haven’t heard that one before.” I turn away, but Kian’s gaze continues to warm my face. 

“Can we talk?”

I look up at his sincere expression and tone down my irritation. “Sure.” “So, I heard about your assignment. If Aiden doesn’t help with your

project he’ll be on probation, and considering you study sports you should know how much it would suck for the captain to be gone.”

I raise a brow. That guy seriously won’t quit. First the dorm, now sending his friends to me? “What are you, his lackey?”

“Teammate, best friend. Either or.” He smiles, not even slightly offended. “Seriously, I know he’s an idiot but if you could reconsider.”

“You just called him an idiot. Why would I want him on my project?” “Cause he’s your only shot to get into the program.” How the hell does he

know that? My plan to create an alternate proposal failed. I knew it when Shannon Lee came fuming out of Langston’s office after trying to get her to take back the ultimatum. I tossed my alternate proposal in the trash and got the hell out of there. “How do I know that? I have my ways, Sunshine.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Sorry,” he apologizes. “Look, you’re super smart and you can totally figure
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