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  Chapter 1
The Home Barn


Bogdan 
The Northstar University men’s hockey locker room smelled of fermented sweat, bacteria, mildew, with undertones of rotting cheese and maybe a dead skunk.
I rolled my shoulders, letting the pads settle, then checked the mirror above the trainer’s table. Visor clean, jawline razor-sharp, white shield stitched to the royal blue of my jersey. My black captain’s patch sat above my left pec, the number seventeen across my back. Puck first; everything else follows.
Around me, the locker room cracked with pre-game noise—sticks knocking against benches, laughter pitched high enough to hide nerves. Evan, one of my first-line defensemen, taped his shin guards beside me, white cloth spiraling so tight it left indentations in his fingers.
“You good?” he asked without looking up.
“Never better.” I flexed my hands, feeling the leather gloves creak. “Ridgewater thinks they’re taking our ice tonight. Let’s remind them whose rink this is.”
Evan barked a laugh. “Pretty sure the scoreboard will handle that.”
“No. We handle it.”
Caleb, my left wing, whistled the intro riff to “Seven Nation Army,” off-key but obnoxiously loud.
“That’s practically whistling with the oldies,” Evan said, before lobbing a roll of tape in Caleb’s direction.
That had the opposite effect of what Evan was hoping for. Someone pounded a fist against a metal locker, amplifying the drumbeat. Energy spiked—electric, volatile. I loved this moment. The sliver of time when anything could still happen. We were amped. And we all looked great, now that we were out of our warm-up jerseys and ready to teach the punks from Ridgewater how to play hockey.
Coach Keller shoved through the door, baseball cap low, jacket collar up. February wind sneaked in behind him, scattering tape rolls.
“Eyes up.” His voice was an interesting almost-falsetto, which was always a huge contrast to the middle-aged ex-professional hockey player who stood six-foot-five and had to be pushing three hundred pounds. The first time I’d met him on my campus visit, I’d nearly laughed at the disconnect. Then he’d taken my parents and me to dinner with his husband, Dr. Cole Callahan, a history professor and former NFL linebacker who studied sport history—specifically the inclusion of marginalized groups in athletics. I’d walked into that dinner expecting a recruiting pitch. I’d walked out an accounting major. That dinner taught me that I liked history well enough, but I liked things a bit more precise. And Excel spreadsheets and balance books seemed more my speed than the humanities.
I could have gone to more prestigious programs. But Northstar was known for being a progressive campus with a zero-tolerance policy for any kind of discrimination. When you’re a bisexual kid trying to build something real in this sport, you pick the environment where you know the people around you will have your back.
“Conference quarterfinal,” Keller said, snapping me back to the present. “Lose and we bus home tomorrow. Win and we kick the Navigators into golf season.” He paused. “Central Scouting and a few NHL tables are upstairs tonight. The San Francisco people are easy to spot. They look like they’re dressed for the beach and not late February in Wisconsin. Almost amazed they could find Ironvale on a map. Play your game, not theirs.”
Laughter. Tension bled. Keller nodded at me. I rose, stick blade slapping the concrete.
“Northstar,” I said, letting the word hang. Twenty-six pairs of eyes locked onto mine. “We don’t let anyone rewrite our story in our barn. They want our ice? Make them earn every shift. They want the wall? Charge interest. They want the blue paint? Evict them.”
Cheers. Fists against pads. I waited until the noise peaked, then cut it with a slice through the air.
“And Draisaitl?” I added. Silence snapped into place. “Draisaitl is mine.”
Caleb hooted. “Careful, Bog. Don’t fall in love out there.”
“Keep it in your pants, Rourke,” Keller muttered through a smirk. “Andro, lead ‘em out.”
I banged my stick twice on the floor, and the boys flooded the tunnel, skates clacking. Under the arena lights, Northstar jerseys glowed deep navy, almost black, like storm clouds gathering.
The announcer worked through The Navigators’ starting lineup. Polite applause, scattered boos. Then: “At center, number twenty-nine, Niklas Draisaitl—”
The arena erupted. I watched the six-foot-three blond German skate onto the ice. Same smug look he always had.
I’d known—and hated—Niklas Draisaitl since we were in our early teens, when his family had moved to the US from Germany. We’d been through 16U, 18U, and now Division I together, constantly facing off on different teams, and the media had enjoyed comparing us our entire lives. Our stats, our families, our potential draft positions—the comparisons had gotten so relentless they were obnoxious. It didn’t help that when I’d come out as bisexual in my junior year of high school, Draisaitl had come out as gay the very next month. Like he even had to make our sexuality a competition. You’re only half gay—me, full gay. I heard him say in the back of my mind, in his thick German accent. Those words had never left his mouth, but I heard them anyway.
The hockey blogs had a field day with both of us coming out. There’d been rumors we were dating, which we’d both shut down. I’d tried to be civil about it, congratulating Draisaitl on his bravery. He’d told a blogger I wasn’t his type—he preferred masculine men. It was an offhand quip, but it pissed me off enough that I may have dented a cinder block with my fist. Thankfully, I just split my knuckles open and didn’t break anything.
As for backlash, I’d heard the slur once, in 18U. A defenseman on my team broke the guy’s nose, and that was the last time anyone said it to my face. My teams always had my back. Anyone who was stupid enough to test that learned the lesson fast.
Now here he was, two inches taller than me and somehow always looking down his nose at me when we met. Such a prick.
Then the amp-up music kicked in, and the announcer’s voice shifted.
“At center, your team captain, number seventeen, Bogdan Andro.”
I skated out and lifted both arms. The crowd was already chanting Bog.
Behind the opposite bench, Ridgewater stretched in crimson and white. Draisaitl kneeled at the red line, head bowed, helmet off. Blond hair caught the overhead lights—stupid perfect, like he’d scheduled a stylist between warm-ups. He rose, rolled his neck, and spotted me.
Niklas tipped his chin in a greeting that wasn’t one. Mouthguard peeked between his teeth in something like a smile. Even from thirty feet, I could read the words on his lips.
“Ready, Andro?”
I shoved my visor lower. “Fuck yeah, I’m ready.” I knew he couldn’t hear me, but he got the message.
Starting lineups skated toward center before some minor celebrity singer whose career had passed years ago belted out the national anthem.

      [image: ]First face-off.
I crouched opposite Draisaitl, watching his bottom hand. He liked to cheat forward on draws when he was confident. The ref’s hand hovered over the puck. The crowd thundered—students banging on glass, cowbells, someone’s air horn shrieking.
He was taller than me by two inches, so I had to angle my chin up to hold eye contact. Heat rolled off him. A citrusy trace of his aftershave lingered under the sweat. The scent shouldn’t have registered. It did.
Eighteen inches between us. Close enough that I could count his breaths. I noted his stance, his grip on his stick. Standard scouting.
His eyes flicked to my left hand, cataloging tells. He licked his bottom lip—nervous habit or deliberate distraction, impossible to say.
“You look pretty today, little Bog,” he said through the plastic. “Too pretty to get sweaty playing hockey. Why don’t you go sit on your bench, kick your skates up—”
“You’d like that? But since you’re clearly into me, I’ll send you a selfie with the cup.”
He grinned. “Nah, I’ll send you one.” He winked.
Whistle. The puck dropped.
I snapped my wrist, won clean, slid the rubber back to Evan. Draisaitl’s stick carved air. Frustration flashed across his face, gone in a blink. He pivoted, hounded my winger to the corner. Textbook recovery.
Shift ended. Both benches roared approval. Keller bumped knuckles with me as I slid past. “Stay on him.”
I nodded but didn’t sit. I had to watch Niklas’s next shift, memorize it. He jumped the boards, legs long, stride fluid as cursive. The bastard made skating look effortless. He had the power of a professional hockey player with the grace of a figure skater. How he managed that at his height and size was beyond me.
Back over the rail and onto the ice, we gained the zone. Draisaitl called for the puck, top of the circle. One-timer. Pipe. The arena gasped. Rebound popped, cleared by Evan.
Close. Too close.
Caleb slapped my shoulder. “He almost ate your lunch there.”
“I don’t share food.” I spit water, eyes still on the ice. Still on Draisaitl.
Second face-off, neutral zone. Niklas muttered something in German—probably a swear—then added, “Let’s make this interesting. Loser buys postgame drinks?”
“As long as you bring your ID.” I leaned into the circle, close enough to see the gold flecks in his irises. “Wouldn’t want the bartender carding you for that baby face.”
He chuckled. “My baby face, your pretty face. What a cute couple we’d make.”
The puck dropped. Draisaitl exploded forward, tied me up, and Ridgewater won possession. He peeled off, torque in every push, thighs driving power I could almost feel through the ice. My ribs squeezed. Draisaitl took the shot, but Trent snagged it out of the air with ease.
The period wore on. Hits stacked. Sticks tangled. The scoreboard stayed empty until the final minute, when their winger deflected a point shot past Trent. Horn blared. Crowd deflated.
I skated to the bench, chest heaving. Keller set his jaw. “We answer early next period. Andro, get under Draisaitl’s skin. He’s too comfortable.”
Translation: Go break something.

      [image: ]Second period. I found Draisaitl behind Ridgewater’s net, battling for a loose puck. I angled in, shoulder leveled, and drove him into the boards. Impact rattled through my frame—his body dense, unyielding, warmer than the arena air. The puck squirted free. Draisaitl grunted, hooked my elbow with his stick, used my momentum to spin us both around, then pressed his forearms into my chest to shove off.
His palm flattened over my heart. He landed on his edges, balanced, maddeningly graceful. “That’s the best you’ve got, little Bog?”
“Saving the good stuff.” I chopped at his stick, forcing a turnover. “Bring your credit card, Draisaitl—I’m not a cheap date!” I yelled back at him.
The crowd surged.
We forechecked like demons. Caleb roofed one. Tie game. The stands went nuclear. I ignored the noise, eyes only for Draisaitl gliding to center ice.
No trash talk this time; the grin was gone. Sweat darkened his hair, curled at his temples. The ref dropped the puck. Scramble. Skates kicked up snow. Our sticks clacked—his blade against mine, vibration singing up my arms. He won, barely, but I slashed the tape, nudged it loose, stole it right back.
“Scheiße!” followed me down the ice.
By the end of forty minutes, the score was still 1–1. Bodies were bruised and tempers were fraying. I sat between periods with thigh pads unstrapped, sipping electrolytes. Miguel, the trainer, dabbed an alcohol wipe over my knuckles where the skin had split on a cross-check.
“You hitting helmets again?”
“Visor caught me.” I shrugged, flexing my hand. “Good pain.”
Miguel arched a brow but taped gauze anyway. “Don’t break anything important.”

      [image: ]The third period opened with Ridgewater pressing. Our defense bent but didn’t break. Trent kicked shots to the corner; boards rattled; blood sizzled in my ears.
Ridgewater called a timeout. I wheeled past center ice and brushed Niklas’s hip with my stick. He looked back—an unreadable expression behind his visor.
The ref blew his whistle. Play resumed. Tension coiled tighter.
Nine minutes left. I intercepted a neutral zone pass and charged the blue line. Draisaitl pivoted backward, defensive posture textbook, but I feinted inside, then cut wide. He matched, kept stick length. Smart. I dumped the puck behind him, chased, slammed on the brakes. Snow dusted his shin guards. He tried to pin me; I slipped under, reverse hit, shielded the puck.
We tangled along the wall, arms wedged, hips knocking. His breath was too close. Everything about him was too close. The scent of his musk filled my lungs, whether I wanted it there or not.
His thigh wedged between mine for leverage.
“You dance well for a control freak,” he murmured, lips close enough that I felt the words more than heard them.
“I prefer to lead.”
A grin, feral, visible even through his visor. “Prove it.”
We battled, spun, puck trapped between skates. A Ridgewater defenseman joined, digging it free. Whistle—hand pass. Face-off left circle.
Draisaitl and I leaned in again. Sweat dripped from my brow underneath my helmet onto the ice, freezing in tiny pearls.
Drop. I clamped the puck, kicked it back. Shot from the point sailed wide, rimmed around to neutral. Damn.
The minute hand crawled. We kept colliding—sticks, shoulders, words.
Regulation ended 1–1.
Our conference used a weird format—quarterfinals went to a shootout if overtime didn’t settle it. Semifinals and finals were full sudden death. Stupid rule. Anything that lets a skills competition decide months of work deserves setting on fire.
Players hunched along the boards. Keller gathered us. “First shift decides it. Andro’s line starts. Be ruthless.”
Draisaitl’s line started too. Naturally.
We circled center. The puck looked heavier in the official’s hand. Crowd on its feet. Adrenaline sharpened every sense.
“Ready to go home early?” Draisaitl asked, voice quiet.
“Nice projection.”
Face-off. He lunged. I read it, slipped under, and the puck slid to my winger. We stormed the zone. Shot—pad save—rebound kicked wide. Ridgewater countered. Niklas blasted up the ice, skating like he owned gravity. Pass across, return feed, my defenseman sprawled.
I dove, stick outstretched. Puck clipped the tape cradle of Niklas’s blade. He snapped the shot anyway. It deflected off my shaft, fluttered, arced over our goalie, clanged off the crossbar, and bounced out.
Whistle.
My lungs burned. Niklas stared at the empty air where the puck hadn’t gone. “Was zum Teufel!” He exhaled hard, shoulders lifting, dropping.
Next draw. He cheated—encroached early. Ref called him off.
“Hurensohn!”
Their second-line center took the drop; I won easy, sprung Evan, but he missed the shot.
Time drained. The buzzer cut through. Shootout.
The building went insane—half thrill, half dread. Players lined the benches. Coin toss decided we shot first. Keller pointed at me.
I rolled my neck, shook out my hands. Helmet off, gloves off, head clear. The ice stretched white and infinite between me and the crease. I skated to the dot, picked up the puck, and cradled it on my blade. Sound fell away—crowd, coaches, everything except the scrape of my edges and the distant heartbeat in my ears.
Me and their goalie, a nice enough guy named Henrik Sawchuk. One chance.
I faked a forehand, dragged backhand, roofed it. Net rippled. Water bottle flew. Students exploded.
Draisaitl shot third for them. He needed to score to keep it alive. He glided in slow, effortlessly—like he had all the time in the world, like pressure was a concept that applied to other people. At the hashmarks, he pulled a toe drag so smooth it looked choreographed, opened Trent like a book, tucked it five-hole.
Cheater. Beautiful cheater.
He pumped a fist, spared me a glance that asked, Still even?
Our fourth shooter missed. Their fourth missed. Fifth round. Caleb skated wide, snapped low blocker—goal. Pressure flipped. Their right winger, Luca Moretti, struggled and fired high. Crossbar again. Clang. Game.
Northstar’s bench erupted over the boards. I flung my stick and yelled something wordless. Pandemonium. Our student section rattled the rafters like an avalanche of bricks.
Glove taps, helmet smacks, hugs—chaotic communion. Amid it, I scanned for one face.
Draisaitl stood in the handshake line, helmet off, blond hair wet and messy. His eyes found mine across the swarm. He wasn’t smiling. He wasn’t frowning. He looked alive. And hungry.
We formed lines. Tradition demanded civility—congratulations, good luck, brief nods hiding killer intent for next time. Player after player passed. My hand went numb from gripping and releasing.
Then Draisaitl.
He gripped my hand harder than necessary, palm hot and calloused against mine. His knuckles were raw from a scrum in the second period—we’d both taken our share of damage tonight. I squeezed back, felt his pulse in his fingertips—or imagined I did—then let go.
“Still want those drinks?”
“Only if we trash talk the whole time.”
“Wouldn’t have it any other way.”
We moved on. My palm tingled for the next hour.

      [image: ]Postgame, reporters lurked outside the dressing room. Cameras, recorders, manic energy. I fielded questions—face-offs, momentum, playoff mindset.
Dan Holloway, regional pain in my ass, asked, “That showdown with Draisaitl in overtime looked personal. What did he say?”
“Nothing printable. Game moves fast. Emotions run hotter.”
“Is this the central rivalry of the conference now?”
“Rivalry implies parity,” I answered. “Scoreboard says Northstar.”
He laughed. “Bold. See you in the semis.”
God, I hoped so.

      [image: ]The locker room was loud and messy and perfect. Keller appeared, expressing a mix of satisfaction and something already forward-looking. “Good game. Don’t get comfortable. Semifinals are in two weeks. Enjoy tonight, then we get back to work.”
Two weeks. Enough time to heal the bruises, review the film, and sharpen the details. Enough time to not think about Niklas Draisaitl.
I showered, changed, and said my goodbyes. The arena emptied around me until it was just staff and echoes.

      [image: ]Hours later, I lay in the dark of my apartment, ice pack on my hand, phone buzzing with congratulatory texts. Team group chat. Family. Friends from high school I hadn’t spoken to in months. Someone had already tagged me in a photo from the locker room celebration. I’d had exactly one beer—enough to be present, not enough to let my guard down. That was the rule. I aimlessly scrolled past all of them.
Nothing caught my attention.
I stared at the ceiling and replayed the game. Not the shootout, not Caleb’s winner. The moments between. Draisaitl’s ability to read my tells bothered me—I’d need to fix that before we met again. The face-offs where he’d leaned in close enough that I could smell him. The wall battle where his thigh had wedged between mine and neither of us had pulled away faster than necessary. His incessant flirting. Pretty. Little Bog. That stupid nickname, delivered with that stupid accent he somehow still had after living half his life in the US.
I’d known Draisaitl for half my life. I’d competed against him, trash-talked him, resented him, studied him like a text I couldn’t stop rereading. And tonight, standing close enough to count his breaths, I’d noticed something I didn’t want to name.
I thought about the bet. Loser buys postgame drinks. He’d lost. He owed me.
I was almost asleep when my phone buzzed.
Unknown number.
Nice shot. Still owe drinks. —N






  
  Chapter 2
The Golden Standard


Niklas 
I couldn’t sit still.
The visitors’ locker room at Northstar University smelled like industrial cleaner and like something had died in the wall. Decades of visitor losses soaked into the cinder blocks. Everyone knows players perform better for a home crowd. I paced between benches, rolling my shoulders, bouncing on my toes, shaking out the electricity that always built before a game. Some guys needed silence to focus. Meditation, visualization, whatever worked. I needed motion. Stillness made my skin itch.
“Nik.” Jace caught my arm as I passed for the fourth time. “You’re making the freshmen dizzy.”
“Good. Keeps them alert.”
He laughed, released me, and went back to taping his stick. Jace Miller—married at twenty-one, calm as lake ice. The only person on this team who could call me out without it feeling like a challenge. I loved him for it. Platonically. Obviously. His wife, Maren, had made that very clear at their wedding when she’d cornered me at the bar and said, “I know you’re gay. I know he’s pretty. And I know you’re not that stupid. I don’t care how drunk he gets on the road, he’s off limits… to anyone.”
He was like a brother. She’d smiled, and that was the end of that conversation.
Luca Moretti stood on a bench across the room, conducting an invisible orchestra with his stick blade. “Gentlemen! Tonight, we dine in hell!”
“That’s Sparta,” Henrik Sawchuk, our starting goalie, muttered.
“Tonight, we dine on Paladin!” Luca amended, unfazed. His Italian grandmother’s accent always bled through when he got hyped. “We feast on their tears! We bathe in their—”
“Moretti, sit down before you pull something.” Coach Kazimir Nováková’s voice cut through, accented and amused. Czech, by way of fifteen years in North American hockey. He understood theatrics but preferred efficiency. “Save it for the ice.”
I caught his eye across the chaos. He tipped his chin toward the door—our signal. I clapped my hands twice, sharp. The room snapped to attention. Even Luca sat.
“Navigators,” I said. “Conference quarterfinal. Win or bust. We all know the stakes.”
I walked between the benches, making eye contact with each guy I passed. Freshmen, seniors, everyone in between. My team. My responsibility.
“The Paladins think they own this building. They think the shield on their chests will protect them tonight. But shields aren’t useful in hockey; they don’t win games. We do.” I stopped at center, turned, arms spread. “I don’t need you perfect tonight. I need you hungry. Play loud, play mean, and when Andro tries to get in your head—” I grinned, letting teeth show. “Remember, he’s scared of how good we are.”
Cheers. Stick banging.
Nováková caught my shoulder as the boys filed toward the tunnel. “Good speech. Now back it up.”
“Always do.”
“And Niklas?” His grip tightened. “Less talking on the ice. More listening. Don’t bait Andro.”
But he’s so easy. I bit back the sarcastic response. “Got it, Coach.”
The tunnel swallowed us—concrete, rubber padding, and fluorescent buzzing. Ahead, the ice gleamed under arena lights. The roar hit like a wave—Northstar’s home crowd, hostile and hungry.
I scanned the stands as we emerged. And there—third row behind our bench, aisle seat, blonde hair pulled back, posture perfect even in a stadium chair.
Klara Draisaitl. My mother. My manager. My permanent audience.
She caught my eye and smiled—the proud-mom smile she’d perfected for cameras and crowds. I nodded back, then forced myself to look away.
Focus. Game first. Her notes later.

      [image: ]I spotted Andro during warm-ups.
He stood at the far blue line, adjusting his visor, helmet on, every detail precise. Even from across the rink, I could see it—the economy of his movements, the way nothing was wasted. Where I was energy, he was efficiency. Where I was volume, he was compression.
We’d known each other since our early teens, when my family had moved to the States from Germany. 16U, 18U, and now D1—different teams, same orbit, the media comparing us at every turn.
Then, in junior year of high school, he’d stood in front of his own team and come out as bisexual and then came out to a reporter nonchalantly the next month. No rumor, no leak, no one taking it from him—Bogdan Andro deciding the story was his to tell. His team had rallied around him without missing a beat. I’d watched from a rival’s distance and needed about thirty days to find the same nerve. I came out the following month. Watching him do it—watching the response, the bravery of it, the way his team had closed ranks around him—had made me realize I was tired of hiding. We were both seventeen. Both figuring out what being out in hockey meant. Neither of us had any idea. The hockey blogs had treated it like a coordinated press release. Andro and Draisaitl: Hockey’s Power Couple? someone had written, which we’d both shut down immediately.
He’d been gracious about it. Congratulated me on my bravery. I’d told a blogger he wasn’t my type, that I preferred masculine men. It was a quip—defensive, stupid. Something you say when you’re twenty and terrified of how much someone’s attention means to you. I’d regretted it within hours. Still did.
Because Bogdan Andro was, objectively and annoyingly, exactly my type. He didn’t need to know that.
He glanced across the ice. Our eyes locked for two seconds, three. Then he turned away.
Fine. Game first.

      [image: ]The game was a war. Three periods of collisions—sticks, shoulders, words—the kind of hockey where the scoreboard almost doesn’t matter because the real contest is happening in the spaces between plays. He won the first face-off clean, and my frustration spiked hot and immediate. But it wasn’t the loss of possession that lingered. It was the eighteen inches between us in the circle. His cologne that hadn’t burned off during warm-ups. The trash talk was less hostility and more like a language we’d been developing for years.
What I couldn’t shake was the wall battle in the second period. Tangled along the boards, arms wedged, hips knocking, his breath ragged against my neck. My thigh wedged between his for leverage, and neither of us pulled away faster than necessary. When I murmured something about him dancing well for a control freak, the grin he gave me was feral and alive, and something deep in my chest went yes.
Regulation ended tied. Overtime solved nothing. The shootout decided it—his goal was beautiful, mine kept us alive, but Luca hit crossbar in the final round and that was it. Game.
In the handshake line, Bogdan gripped my hand harder than necessary. The contact sent electricity up my arm. He held on a beat past protocol, two beats, and I didn’t pull away. I should’ve walked away. Should’ve licked my wounds, maintained the rivalry narrative. But his hand was in mine, and the question hung between us like an invitation to something beyond hockey.

      [image: ]Klara waited outside the locker room, heels clicking on concrete as she paced.
She looked perfect, as always. Blonde hair swept back, wool coat tailored, minimal jewelry that cost more than my equipment bag. Former figure skater, current hockey mom, permanent brand manager. She’d given up her own career to raise me, and she’d never let me forget the investment.
“Tough loss,” she said, but her tone suggested disappointment more than sympathy.
“We played well. They were just better tonight.”
“Mm.” She fell into step beside me. “The scouts were here. Central Scouting, a few NHL teams. That shootout goal was excellent, but—”
“But we lost.”
“But the narrative matters. Second place doesn’t generate the same headlines.” She glanced at me. “You’re a projected top-five pick, Niklas. Every game is an audition. You can’t afford to fade in the big moments.”
“I scored in the shootout.”
“And Andro scored first. He won the face-offs that mattered. He controlled the tempo.” She softened slightly. “I’m not trying to diminish what you did. You played beautifully. I just want you to be strategic about how you’re perceived.”
I shouldered my bag, kept walking. This conversation was so familiar I could recite both parts.
“Teams want captains who stay composed under pressure,” she continued. “Leaders who make everyone around them better. Players like—”
“Like Andro.” I stopped walking. “You’re saying I should be more like him.”
She didn’t answer. Her expression did the careful rearrangement I recognized from press conferences—composing the right response, filtering out anything that might sound wrong if quoted later.
“He plays into a narrative,” she finally said. “The quiet intensity, the controlled aggression. It reads as leadership. You’re…” She paused, searching. “Louder. Bigger personality. More visible. That’s an asset when it’s managed correctly. When it’s not, it becomes a liability.”
“So, I should shrink. Be smaller. More controlled.”
“You should be strategic.” She touched my shoulder—gentler now, almost apologetic. “I’m not trying to change who you are. I’m trying to make sure the league sees what I see. The talent. The heart. Not just the… volume.”
I exhaled. The anger didn’t leave, but it softened around the edges. This was the hard part about Klara. She wasn’t wrong. She never understood that being right and being helpful weren’t the same thing.
“I’ll review the film tomorrow,” I said. “Get some rest.”
“Call me after practice. And Niklas?” She waited until I met her eyes. “You played well tonight. Truly. The loss… complicates things.”
She kissed my cheek. I watched her walk away—heels echoing, posture perfect, already typing on her phone. Probably drafting a statement. Probably managing me even now.
I loved her. I did. But sometimes loving her felt like drowning in shallow water.

      [image: ]Jace dropped into the bus seat beside me without asking. That was Jace. He never asked permission for the things that mattered.
“Your mom looked tense.”
“My mom is always tense. She calls it ‘vigilance.’ I call it ‘managing me like a stock portfolio.’”
He snorted. “How bad this time?”
“The usual. ‘Scouts were watching, Niklas. Can’t afford to fade, Niklas. Andro plays a better narrative, Niklas. You’re too loud, Niklas.’” I pitched my voice higher, mocking and exhausted. “Sometimes I think she wishes she could trade me in for a quieter model.”
“She loves you.”
“I know.” That was the worst part. “That’s what makes it so exhausting. I can’t even be properly angry because she’s doing it out of love. Fear and love all tangled until I can’t tell which one’s choking me.”
Jace was quiet for a moment.
“You mentioned Andro,” he finally said. Careful. “You’ve been talking about him a lot this season.”
“He’s my biggest competition. Of course, I watch him.”
“Watching and whatever that handshake was are different things.” Jace’s voice dropped. “You held on like you didn’t want to let go, Nik.”
“It was a handshake.”
“Right.” He didn’t push, but his tone said he didn’t believe me either.
I pressed my forehead against the cold glass. My reflection stared back—hair still damp, exhaustion written in the lines around my eyes. Golden Boy after a loss.
“Nik.” Jace’s voice was quiet now. The tone he used when he was about to ask something real, something that couldn’t be deflected with jokes. “What do you actually want?”
“What do you mean?”
“Not what’s good for draft stock. Not what your mom thinks. Not what plays well on social media or fits the brand or whatever.” He turned to face me. “What do you want? If nobody was watching. If it didn’t matter what anyone thought.”
I watched the stoplights blur past. The question sat in my chest like a stone.
What did I want?
I wanted to stop performing. Stop calibrating every word for how it would sound in a quote, every expression for how it would photograph. I wanted someone who saw past the volume—past the Golden Boy smile and the captain’s confidence and the cultivated visibility—to whatever was underneath. Someone who didn’t need me to be less.
I wanted to text Andro and not spend an hour analyzing what it meant for my brand.
“I want to win,” I said instead. An easy answer. The safe one.
Jace studied me for a long time. He let out a sigh. That was the thing about being married young, it gave him a radar for bullshit that the rest of us hadn’t developed yet.
“Okay,” he said finally. Not pushing. Just leaving the door open. “But when you figure out the rest, I’m here.”
He squeezed my shoulder, then pulled out his phone to text Maren. I watched him type, watched the soft smile that crossed his face when she replied. He had someone who knew him completely. Someone he didn’t have to perform for.
I wanted that.
The thought hit harder than any check I’d taken tonight.

      [image: ]Hours later. Hotel room. Lights off. Ice pack on my ribs. Just a normal, run-of-the-mill injury. Phone in my hand.
The team’s group chat had quieted. My mother had sent three follow-up texts about interview prep and film review schedules. Nothing from anyone else who mattered.
I pulled up Bogdan’s contact. I’d saved it months ago, at the conference meet-and-greet last summer. He’d given me his number with the casual indifference of someone exchanging business cards, and I’d kept it like it was something else entirely. Never used it. Never deleted it.
Reaching out first was a concession. An admission that tonight meant something. That the handshake had been about more than sportsmanship. My mother would call it tactical suicide—showing cards, giving leverage.
But my ribs ached where his shoulder had driven me into the boards, and when he’d held my hand in the line—held it, not shaken it—something real had passed between us. Something that had nothing to do with hockey or brands or what scouts thought.
I typed before I could talk myself out of it.
Me: Nice shot. Still owe drinks. —N
Sent. The weight in my chest didn’t lift. If anything, it compressed—anticipation replacing hesitation.
Three minutes. Five. Long enough to doubt.
Then:
Bog: How do you even have my number?
I grinned at the ceiling.
Me: You gave it to me last summer.
I stared at the screen for at least forty-five seconds before the reply came.
Bog: Pick a bar that tolerates bruises.
Relief hit like a body check.
Me: I know a place in Chicago. neutral territory.
Chicago. Halfway between our schools. I’d thought about the geography. I’d thought about this more than I wanted to admit.
Bog: I would call it a date, but I don’t want to give you the wrong idea.
Me: You could only be so lucky.
Bog: Whatever. bring insurance info.
Me: cute.
A second later, a selfie arrived. He was shirtless. An ice pack sat on top of his hand, which was draped across his chest. And to top off the look, was messy haired Andro with a smirk. I looked around the dark room as if someone might catch me, then took a picture of my bruised ribs and sent it back.
Bog: Good to see you finally looking like a hockey player and not some kind of Nordic giant.
Me: I’m Germanic, not Nordic.
Bog: Umm… Aren’t normal Germanics just Nordics who couldn’t handle the cold?
Me: That’s not quite how history worked.
Bog: And that’s why I’m an accounting major.
I chuckled at his joke. Andro’s self-deprecation made him seem like the stick up his ass wasn’t as firmly placed as I feared.
Bog: When we make it to the finals, are you going to come cheer me on?
Me: I’ll be there. To root for the other team.
I locked the screen and pressed the phone to my chest.
My mother would tell me to focus on the next game. Jace would tell me to be honest about what I wanted. The smart play was somewhere in between.
But lying in the dark with Bogdan’s texts glowing on my phone, smart didn’t feel like enough. I didn’t want to be strategic about this. I wanted to be reckless. I wanted to show up in Chicago with a split lip and a bad idea and see what happened when neither of us had a scoreboard to hide behind.
Cute.
Yeah. Maybe he was.
I fell asleep with the phone still pressed to my chest, thinking about a boy who hit like a truck.






  
  Chapter 3
The Semifinal Collision


Bogdan 
Madison Arena was neutral ice—no history, no home advantage, just frigid air, and the tension of winner-take-all hockey.
I taped my wrists in the visitors’ locker room, the arena vibrating overhead. I wasn’t being metaphorical; we could feel the crowd above us. Dust particles drifted down from the ceiling lights whenever the stomping intensified. Different locker room, same ritual. Tape tight, stick flexed, mind focused.
Two weeks had passed since the quarterfinal. The team had spent that time reviewing film, conditioning, and sharpening every detail. I’d spent that time texting Draisaitl like it was normal—trading chirps and clips and, inexplicably, photos of our meals. It had become routine. And somewhere in those two weeks, my head had split him into two people: “Nik,” my texting buddy whose name on my phone produced a small, involuntary smile, and “Draisaitl,” my sworn enemy, whom I would joyously annihilate on the ice.
I hadn’t seen him yet, but I knew he was on the other side of this building, taping his own wrists, sharpening his own focus, and in about three hours one of us was going home for the summer.
Evan approached. “Linesman told me Draisaitl’s chirping already. Asking if your hand jobs are better than your backhand.”
“God, that guy!” I groaned. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was into me.” I leaned back, letting my head hit lightly against the locker. “Whatever. I’ll listen to his chirps once he’s done crying tonight.”
The words came out easy. Cocky. Exactly what Evan expected. What I didn’t say was that adrenaline had spiked at Draisaitl’s name—competitive adrenaline, or not only competitive adrenaline.
“Men!” Coach Keller gathered our attention. “Conference semifinal. Single game. Win and we play for the championship. Lose and we watch from home.” He let that sit. “We all know the Navigators are good. They know our system. They know our tendencies. So tonight, we give them something they haven’t studied. Yes, the arena is packed. Yes, there are scouts out there. None of that matters. Play our game. Be aggressive early. Set the tone.”
He looked at me. I nodded once.
“And one more thing.” Keller’s voice dropped. “Don’t get stupid. No cheap penalties, no retaliations. Discipline wins playoff games. Talent without discipline is entertainment.”
I stood. Twenty-six faces turned toward me.
“Paladins,” I started, “we didn’t claw through the conference to stop here. The Navigators want our season? Make them earn every inch. Make them bleed for it. Personally, let’s help the Navigators out by drawing them a map back to Ridgewater.”
Cheers and the pounding of sticks on every surface that made noise.
We hit the tunnel. Madison’s crowd split down the middle—crimson and white on one side, navy and silver on the other. Neutral site in theory. In practice, their student section was louder. Shorter drive.
I found Niklas during the national anthem. He stood at their blue line, helmet off, blond hair catching arena lights. Talking to Moretti—the theatrical one—but his eyes tracked me across the ice.
I held his gaze for two seconds. Three. Then, turned away.

      [image: ]The first period was a chess match played with bodies. Neither team scored. I won five of seven face-offs against Niklas. He won the ones that mattered—both in our offensive zone, both leading to scoring chances Trent barely stopped. Between shifts, I watched him. Told myself it was scouting. He was good. Annoyingly good. That’s all it was.

      [image: ]Second period, the hits escalated.
Their defenseman boarded Caleb hard enough to draw a penalty. We scored first on the power play—Caleb burying a one-timer from the left circle. 1–0 Paladins.
The Navigators answered four minutes later. Niklas won a draw in our zone, fed their defenseman, and the point shot deflected off a shin pad past Trent. 1–1. The arena went volcanic.
Draisaitl found me at the next face-off. His eye was darkening from an earlier collision—someone’s elbow or shoulder, impossible to track in the chaos.
“Your boys are playing dirty,” he said through his mouthguard.
“Says the team that boarded my winger.”
“That was… accidental.” The smirk he gave me told me he was lying through his teeth.
“That was targeting.” I crouched lower, weight forward. “You want to talk about dirty? Let’s talk about your stick work in the corners.”
His grin flashed, sharp and quick. “You noticed my stick work?”
The puck dropped. I won clean, but he slashed my blade on the recovery, sent the rubber spinning into neutral territory. We chased, collided at the boards. His shoulder drove into my chest. I pushed back, forearms against his ribs.
“I notice everything,” I muttered.
His breath caught. Or maybe I imagined it.
Whistle. We separated, skating to our respective benches. My heart pounded harder than the exertion justified.
The period ended 1–1.

      [image: ]Third period. 2–2 after we’d traded power-play goals early.
The building vibrated with noise—both fan bases screaming, drums pounding, the desperate energy of elimination hockey. Three minutes left. Then two. Then ninety seconds.
I took a defensive-zone draw opposite Draisaitl. He looked tired—we both were—but his eyes still burned. Even exhausted, he was dangerous.
The puck dropped. Scramble. He won it back. Their defenseman hammered a shot. Save, rebound into the slot, chaos. I cleared the puck but lost an edge, fell, and Draisaitl crashed over me. Bodies everywhere. Whistle.
We disentangled, skating to the circle again.
“Stop clutching,” I yelled.
“Maybe skate stronger.”
Drop. I won clean, fired it around the boards. He slashed my laces. I slashed his ankle tape. Tit for tat. Two minutes left.
Ridgewater dumped the puck. Icing waved off. Back on the ice.
I collected behind our net and started the breakout. Draisaitl read the play, charged in to finish his check—calling over his shoulder as he came.
“Relax, Andro. Few beers after, you’ll loosen right up.”
His elbow rode up. Caught my chin.
Head snapped. Stars burst. I tasted copper—bit my tongue or my lip, impossible to tell. The whistle blew somewhere distant, and when my eyes cleared, I saw crimson on my glove.
Blood. My blood.
Draisaitl had stopped skating. He stood five feet away, stick loose, expression… what? Surprised? Guilty? It didn’t matter. The pain translated into fury, hot and clarifying.
I surged.

      [image: ]Here’s what they don’t tell you about hockey fights: they’re intimate.
Not romantic—not exactly—but close in a way that nothing else on the ice achieves. When you drop gloves, you’re committing to a conversation conducted entirely through bodies. No sticks. No puck. No objective except kicking the crap out of the other person.
Draisaitl saw me coming. He didn’t retreat.
I shoved him first, gloves still on, testing. He shoved back harder. The crowd noise spiked—anticipation, bloodlust, whatever chemical rush humans get from watching violence.
“Cheap,” I growled.
“Then hit back legally.”
I ripped off my right glove. The cold air hit my knuckles, sharp and clarifying. The glove fell to the ice with a soft thwap—leather on frozen water, a sound that means one thing in hockey.
Draisaitl’s glove dropped a half-second later.
Linesmen shouted. Too late. They always shout too late.
I threw first.
My fist connected with his visor, knuckles scraping plastic and the edge of his cheekbone beneath. Pain flared up my arm. He absorbed the blow, chin tucking, then countered with a right that glanced off my helmet.
We grabbed jerseys. His fingers bunched navy fabric over my heart; mine twisted crimson cloth at his shoulder. The grip was supposed to be tactical—control distance, control angle, set up the next punch.
He threw again. I slipped it, responded with an uppercut that caught his chin. His head snapped back. Sweat flew from his hair, catching arena lights like scattered diamonds.
We spun, trading punches. His fist connected with my shoulder pad—felt more than hurt. Mine found his ribs, padding absorbing most of the impact. He grunted, and the sound went straight to somewhere primal in my brain.
I wanted to hurt him. I also wanted—
Focus. Fight.
Another exchange. He clipped my ear; I caught his jaw. The heat of the fight, the chaos of it—I was running on adrenaline, nothing else.
Our helmets clacked together. His breath puffed against my face—hot, rapid, smelling like mouthguard plastic and adrenaline. His eyes were six inches from mine, blue-gray and wild. A bead of sweat tracked down his temple. Blood smeared across his cheekbone from the cut I’d opened.
“You hit hard,” he panted, “for a control freak.”
“You talk too much.” I threw another punch, half strength, more to make a point than cause damage. “For someone losing.”
He laughed—actually laughed, blood on his teeth, split lip stretching—and tackled me.
We went down together, a tangle of limbs and equipment. The ice was cold against my back where my jersey rode up. He was heavy on top of me, forearm across my chest, hip wedged against mine. For one suspended moment, neither of us threw punches. We just breathed.
His weight pressed me into the ice. “Bog?” Nik asked. Just that. I didn’t know what to do with it. I was close enough that I could see the individual beads of sweat on his forehead. Blood dripped from his lip onto my visor.
“Bog,” he said again.
Then linesmen were there, prying us apart. Zebra-striped arms and shouting and the roar of the crowd crashing back in like a wave. The moment shattered.
They hauled us to our feet. Draisaitl’s eye was swelling, purple blooming across the socket. My knuckles were split, blood mixing with sweat. We’d done damage. We’d meant to.

      [image: ]Five minutes each for roughing penalties, plus game misconducts. Both ejected. One of the hockey gods decided not to call it fighting because that would have gotten us both suspended from the finals.
Skating to the tunnel felt longer than the ice should have allowed. Skates scraping, crowd still roaring, security guards in yellow vests flanking us like we were criminals.
Our paths converged at center ice. Inevitable. The arena design funneled us off the ice together before splitting to separate corridors.
Nik looked worse up close. Eye started to swell shut, lip split in two places, jersey torn at the collar where I’d grabbed. He looked wrecked.
“You okay?” The question escaped before I could stop it.
He licked his split lip. Blood smeared his teeth. “You hit like a toddler.”
“Stay down next time.”
“Only if you’re beneath me.” He winked.
Two security guards walked between us, looking unamused.
“You do realize we’re not actually a danger to each other?” I asked the guards.
“Security protocol,” the one beside me said. “You hotheads have a tendency of taking things off the ice. Rather keep you separated than deal with paperwork.”
Every step hurt—a badge of honor. Halfway to the dressing room wings, the guards split us to different cinder-block corridors, signaling directions. Before turning, Niklas glanced over his shoulder.
“Chicago still on?”
“You’re buying double now.”
He barked a laugh, then disappeared around the corner.

      [image: ]Shower steam burned the fresh cuts. Miguel, the Paladin head trainer, frowned at the shower doorway, eyes on my knuckles.
“You’re an idiot,” he announced. “Next time you want to fight someone, try not to use the hand that takes face-offs.”
“Could be worse.”
“What happens if you break your hand?”
“That would suck.” I said it as a statement, but the way my pitch went up, it sounded more like a question.
Miguel sighed and rubbed his hand over his face. “See me as soon as you get out. I need to disinfect and make sure you don’t need stitches.”
I finished my shower and wrapped a towel around my waist. Miguel was waiting for me as I emerged.
“Sit,” he commanded.
I let him work. He cleaned the split knuckles, checked my mobility, and wrapped gauze with the efficiency of long practice. The TV mounted in the corner showed the game continuing. Third period, final minutes. Still tied 2–2.
“Nothing broken,” Miguel said, testing the flexibility. “You got lucky.”
Lucky. I’d just beaten the hell out of Draisaitl, gotten ejected from the biggest game of the season, and now sat useless while my team fought for a chance at the finals without their captain.
Very lucky.
The horn sounded. Regulation over. Overtime.
I leaned forward, elbows on knees, watching the screen. Our boys looked tired. The Navigators looked tired, too. The Zamboni came out and laid a new layer of ice before we went into overtime. Five-minute sudden death, then shootout if needed.
Please don’t need a shootout. Please let us end this clean.
I should have been out there. Should have been on that ice, fighting for every inch, taking face-offs, killing penalties. Instead, I watched through a screen with bandaged hands and a swelling jaw, paying the price for losing control.
The Navigators got the extra minor for the elbowing. Our power play. Their second line looked jittery without Draisaitl anchoring the penalty kill.
Caleb intercepted a clearing attempt at center ice, drove wide, cut toward the net. Their defenseman committed. Caleb slid a pass to Evan crashing the slot—
One-timer. Blocker side. In.
The light flashed. The horn screamed.
I stood so fast my vision swam. My voice joined the roar—wordless, primal, relief and triumph tangled together.
We won.
I watched as the team flooded the ice. They won. Without me.
The joy curdled. I should have been out there, part of that dog pile, those hugs, that moment. Instead, I sat in a cinder-block room—still only in my towel—with bloody gauze on my hand, watching through a screen.
This was the cost of losing control.
I got dressed. I had finished tying my shoelaces and putting the last of my gear in my travel bag when the locker room erupted as my teammates stormed in, showering me with tape balls, hugs, the chaotic communion of a team that had survived.
“Dude, you smell,” I said to Evan as he wrapped me in his sweaty arms.
“Tradition,” he said, and kissed my forehead.
“You’re disgusting, and I love you.”
Keller appeared. This time, there was no amusement hiding behind the irritation. His jaw was set; his eyes hard.
“Enjoy that fight?”
“Maybe.” Again, a statement that sounded like a question.
He stepped closer, voice low enough that only I could hear. “You almost cost us the season, Andro. You’re the captain. You set the standard. What message does it send when the captain drops his gloves with two minutes left in a semifinal?”
The words landed hard because they were true.
“It won’t happen again,” I said.
“Oh, it better not.” He held my gaze for a long beat. Then his expression softened. “Conference finals. Rest up. And Bogdan?”
“Yeah?”
“Good right hook.”
A smile cracked across my face before I could stop it.

      [image: ]Twenty minutes later, the university PR team ushered me into a small room that had a distinct smell of stale coffee and pine-scented industrial cleaner. I sat at the long table, a bottle of water in my bandaged hand, my jaw throbbing in time with the camera flashes. Tournament rules meant both captains sat at the same press table. They’d sat Draisaitl three chairs down.
He looked like he’d gone through a wood chipper. His eye was a deep, blooming purple, and he kept shifting in his seat. I’m sure I didn’t look much better.
“Question for both of you,” a reporter called out, pen poised. “That was a brutal exit for two star players. What was the fight about? What set it off?”
Draisaitl leaned into his mic first, a ghostly, lopsided smirk playing on his split lip.
“It’s hockey,” he said, almost an over-exaggeration of his German accent coming through. “We’re grown men skating twenty miles an hour with knives on our feet. We don’t exactly need a formal invitation or a list of grievances to bang each other’s heads in from time to time. It’s part of the price of admission.”
A few reporters chuckled. Draisaitl glanced my way, his good eye glinting.
“Besides,” he added, “now that I’m officially on vacation, I’m looking forward to being a fan. I’ll be rooting for the other team in the finals—mostly because I want to see if anyone else can actually land a punch on that granite chin of his.”
I leaned into my mic, not giving him the satisfaction of a smile. “Don’t get too comfortable on your couch, Draisaitl. I’d hate for you to get soft watching me win a ring while you’re picking splinters out of your backside.”
“There he is,” Niklas muttered, the smirk widening. “There’s that charm.”
We went on for a few more minutes trading chirps for the cameras. Personally, I hated this type of media work, but it was all part of the job of a team captain. Niklas handled the cameras with the ease of someone who’d practiced in the mirror—controlled angle, controlled expression, no accidental frame. Like he’d learned at some point that cameras could do damage.
The PR lead signaled the end of the session. The reporters began scrambling for the exits to hit their filing deadlines.
I stood up, my joints groaning. Draisaitl rose, wincing as he straightened his jacket. He didn’t walk toward the door. He walked toward me.
He stopped a foot away. I could see the individual stitches in his brow. The bravado he’d shown for the cameras dropped, replaced by something raw and exhausted.
“Conference finals,” he said, his voice dropping so low the microphones couldn’t catch him. “Go win the damn thing.”
“Planning on it,” I replied, my voice steady despite the tightness in my chest. “I thought you were going to root for the other team?”
“Nah, just makes for better clip for television.” He nodded, a sharp, singular movement. “Play like you played tonight and you will. You’re too much of a pain in the ass to lose.”
It was the most honest thing he’d ever said to me. No chirp, no media-friendly deflection. Just an acknowledgment of the war we’d just finished.
“See you in Chicago,” I said.
He lingered for a second, his gaze tracing the damage on my face with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “Yeah,” he whispered. “You will.”
He turned and walked out the back hallway, leaving me standing in the silence of an empty room.
It was only after he’d left that I realized there hadn’t been any hint of a German accent.

      [image: ]Evan, who was rooming with me, collapsed and was out like a light almost immediately. Me, I was still a bit too amped up. I laid in the dark of my hotel room with ice on my hand and the ceiling as my only audience.
I replayed the fight.
Not the punches—though those too—but the moments between. Nik’s weight on me. His breath on my face. The way he’d said my name like it was a question and an answer at once. Bogdan. Just that. No chirp, no challenge.
The fight had been stupid. Keller was right—I’d lost control. That couldn’t happen again. Whatever Draisaitl was doing to rankle me, I needed to figure out how to block it.
And after the press conference, without the armor of chirps and competition: “Play like you played tonight and you will.” No irony. No angle. Just him, looking at me with one good eye, telling me the truth.
I picked up my phone. His last text—sent an hour ago—glowed on the screen.
Nik: good game. you earned it.
No emojis. No chirps. Just that.
Me: Thanks. Your eye okay?
Three dots.
Nik: I look like a pirate. very sexy.
I laughed in the dark. I covered my mouth to avoid waking Evan.
Nik: Chicago. This weekend. I’m picking the bar.
Me: Deal.
I set the phone down and stared at the ceiling. I should have been thinking about strategy, matchups, and what it would take to reach the championship.
Instead, I thought about Niklas Draisaitl’s split lip and swollen eye and the way he’d laughed while bleeding. The way he’d said “only if you’re beneath me” with a wink, like flirting was another form of combat.
I swore up and down to myself that I was not interested in a relationship. It’s my junior year. I still have another year of hockey before I take the next steps into my professional career. The last thing I needed was any kind of extra complications.
Besides, I told myself, we’re going to be hanging out as… what? Friends? Colleagues? We’ve known each other for years, but we’d only talked on the ice, in a press room, and now by text. At the end of the day, I knew little about Niklas Draisaitl beyond his stats, his mouth, his ego, and that he was gay.






  
  Chapter 4
The Aftermath


Niklas 
Pain has a particular honesty to it.
I stood in front of the hotel bathroom mirror, cataloging damage. Left eye swollen nearly shut, shifting from red to purple. Split lip, crusted with dried blood. Bruise blooming across my cheekbone where Bog’s knuckles had connected. My ribs ached when I breathed too deep—each inhale a reminder of how close we’d been.
I looked wrecked.
I pressed my fingers to the bruise on my cheek. The pressure sent a spike of pain through my skull. I kept pressing anyway. Not because I was punishing myself. Because it was proof that what had happened on the ice was real.
Bogdan’s fist had made this. And when I’d landed on top of him, when his jersey had ridden up against the ice and his eyes had gone wide beneath me—brown, almost black, more open than I’d ever seen them—I’d said his name. Just his name. Bogdan. And whatever wall he kept between himself and the world had cracked, for a second, before the linesmen tore us apart.
I shouldn’t be standing in a hotel bathroom after losing the biggest game of the season, thinking about a guy I’d traded punches with three hours ago. But here I was.
A knock on the bathroom door.
“Niklas.” My mother’s voice, tight with controlled fury. “We need to talk.”
I exhaled. Braced myself. Opened the door.
My mother walked into my hotel room with her coat still on, phone clutched in her hand like a weapon. As always, she’d driven separately from the team bus. Knowing her, her mind had already been racing through damage control before I’d hit the locker room.
“Sit down,” she said.
“I’m fine standing.”
“Sit. Down.”
I sat on the edge of the bed.
Klara held up her phone. On the screen, a video played—grainy but recognizable. Me and Bogdan, helmets clacking, fists flying. Someone had filmed it from the stands and uploaded it within minutes. The caption read: DRAISAITL VS ANDRO – RIVALRY GOES NUCLEAR with a fire emoji and a skull.
“Fourteen thousand views,” she said. “In two hours. By morning it’ll be ten times that.”
“It was a hockey fight. They happen.”
“Hockey fights happen between enforcers. Between fourth-liners who exist to drop gloves.” Her voice rose. “They don’t happen between two top-five draft prospects in a conference semifinal. They don’t go viral on every hockey account from here to Toronto.”
I watched the video loop. In the grainy footage, it looked violent. Reckless. Everything my mother had spent years training me not to be.
“I lost my temper,” I admitted. “I accidentally elbowed him—”
“I saw what happened. I also saw him drop his gloves first.”
“I dropped my—”
“After him. A half-second after, but after.” She set the phone down, pressed her fingers to her temples. “Do you understand what this looks like to scouts? To GMs? They’re building character files on you right now, Niklas. They have psychologists analyzing your body language. And you gave them three minutes of footage showing you can’t control yourself under pressure.”
The words landed like punches. Not because they were unfair—because they weren’t wrong.
“I know,” I admitted.
“You know.” She laughed, hollow. “Knowing doesn’t undo the damage.”
“Mom—”
“I have spent five years building your brand. Three years of media training, of carefully managed interviews, of making sure every scout in North America knows you’re not only talented but mature. Leadership material.” Her voice cracked on the last word. Not with anger—with fear. “And you threw it away in three minutes because Bogdan Andro got under your skin.”
That was the thing about Klara. Underneath all the management and the strategy and the tailored coats, she was terrified. Terrified that the system would chew me up the way it had chewed up players she’d known. Terrified that one mistake would derail everything we’d worked for. She’d been against me coming out as gay after Bogdan had declared his bisexuality. She hadn’t wanted me to be the poster boy of all things queer in the National Collegiate Athletic Federation.
I should have been angry. Part of me was. But a larger part understood.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “It was a dumb decision. I know better.”
She stared at me, surprised. The apology seemed to deflate something in her. She
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