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      A steamy, college, hockey sports romance.

      “I love you,” he growls, his voice rough with effort, with emotion. “I love you, Sarah. Forever.”

      I can’t answer with words. Not when I’m so close again, not when my body is tightening around him, not when the world is narrowing to nothing but the two of us, tangled together in the snow, in the dark, in this perfect, endless moment.

      So I show him instead.
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      Jacob knows how to work the game—both on the ice and off.

      As a college senior, he’s got his pick of girls. While his hockey stardom keeps him cruising through parties and hookups, beneath that effortless charm and devil-may-care grin lies a gnawing dread about what comes after graduation. A steamy night with freshman Sarah seems like the perfect distraction—until one careless misstep sends her walking away. Now, he’s determined to spend his last year proving he deserves another shot.

      Time to step up his play…

      After a rocky freshman year, Sarah returns to Curtis University tougher and smarter—completely done with the cocky hockey star she almost lost her virginity to. She’s not that shy, eager-to-please girl anymore. If Jacob thinks she’ll fall at his feet like his other fans, he’s dead wrong. Want her back? He’ll have to earn it. This time, she’s calling the shots—and she intends to make him burn for it.
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      Trouble. Absolute, delicious trouble.

      But I’m not the same wide-eyed girl who nearly surrendered to his charm last year. I’m not the quiet butterfly who let him kiss her senseless in the back of his car, who let him peel her clothes off with trembling hands, who whispered yes against his mouth like it was a prayer. That girl is gone. In her place stands someone who knows exactly what she wants—and how to take it.

      This time?

      Oh, this time, I’ll be the one calling the shots.

      And if Jacob thinks he can waltz back into my life with that smirk and those hands and expect me to fall at his feet like every other puck bunny in this room, he’s got another thing coming. He wants me? Fine. He’ll have to work for it. He’ll have to earn it. And when he’s on his knees, breathless and desperate, begging for another taste?

      That’s when I’ll decide if he’s worth it.
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      The autumn wind slices through the air like a blade, sharp enough to steal my breath as I step onto the sprawling, leaf-strewn campus of Curtis University. The scent of damp earth and freshly printed textbooks wraps around me, thick with the weight of second chances. My fingers tighten around the strap of my bag, the leather creaking under the pressure. Last year, I was just another wide-eyed freshman—eager, uncertain, too quick to trust, too slow to run. But that girl? She’s gone now. Burned away in the fire of last spring’s humiliation, reforged into something harder. Something sharper.

      I don’t just walk—I own the path beneath my boots. Each step is a statement, my heels clicking against the cobblestones with the precision of a metronome counting down to something inevitable. Around me, the campus buzzes with the energy of reunion—laughter spilling from clusters of friends, nervous chatter from freshmen still finding their footing, the occasional squeal of recognition as old roommates collide in hugs. But I don’t blend in. I don’t shrink. My hips sway with the kind of confidence that makes people pause mid-conversation, their gazes snagging on the curve of my smile, the lift of my chin. I’ve spent the summer learning the weight of my own presence, and now? Now I wear it like armour.

      And then the air shifts.

      My skin prickles before I even see him, some primal instinct flaring to life like a warning—or maybe an invitation. I don’t have to look. I know he’s there. But I do anyway, because I’m not that girl anymore. The one who pretends she doesn’t notice. The one who lets herself be ignored.

      Jacob Russo.

      God, even his name used to make my stomach twist.

      He’s impossible to miss, a god among mortals, leaning against the red brick of the athletic centre like he owns the damn building. The late afternoon sun gilds the sharp angles of his face, turning his stubble into gold, his laughter a deep rumble that cuts through the noise of the quad like a blade through silk. He’s surrounded, of course—teammates slapping his shoulder, girls biting their lips as they orbit him, close enough to touch but never quite brave enough to make the first move. His dark hair is tousled, deliberately so, like he’s just rolled out of some puck bunny’s bed instead of a team meeting. His sleeves are pushed up to his elbows, exposing forearms corded with muscle, the kind that had me pinned against his dorm room door last year, my breath coming in ragged gasps as his fingers⁠—

      I cut the memory off before it can take root, swallowing hard. My pulse betrays me, jumping beneath my skin, but I refuse to let it show. He’s just a man. A beautiful, infuriating, dangerous man. And I am so over him.

      Or at least, that’s what I’m going to keep telling myself.

      His head turns, slow and deliberate, like he felt the weight of my stare. Our eyes collide, and the world narrows to the space between us, charged and crackling. That smirk—that damn smirk—curves his lips, lazy and knowing, like he’s already won. Like he knows exactly what I’m thinking. Heat floods my cheeks, but I don’t look away. Oh no. This time, I lean in.

      I let my gaze drag over him, slow and deliberate, lingering on the way his hockey jersey stretches across his chest, the faint shadow of bruises peeking out from under the fabric—souvenirs from summer league games, no doubt. My lips part just enough to let my tongue trace the edge of my lower lip, and his smirk falters for half a second. Good. Let him wonder. Let him want.

      Then I tilt my head, just slightly, a silent challenge accepted hanging in the air between us. His dark eyes flare, surprise flickering through the usual cocky assurance. I don’t give him time to recover. With a final, slow blink, I turn and keep walking, my hips swinging just a little more than necessary, my boots eating up the distance between us like it’s nothing.

      I can feel his gaze burning into my back, hot enough to scorch. I don’t glance over my shoulder. I don’t need to. I already know he’s watching. I already know I’ve left him off-balance.

      And that’s exactly where I want him.

      Because this year? The rules have changed. I’m not the quiet girl who let him kiss her senseless in the dark corners of a party, who let him whisper promises against her skin only to vanish when the lights came on. I’m not the one who waited by her phone, heart in her throat, while he decided whether or not to text back. That Sarah is gone. Buried under a summer of late-night study sessions, tequila-fueled dance floors, and the cold, hard realisation that men like Jacob Russo don’t change unless you make them.

      So no, I don’t stop. I don’t look back.

      But I smile.

      Because if Jacob thinks this year is going to be anything like the last, he’s in for a hell of a surprise. And if he wants me?

      Well.

      He’s going to have to earn it.

      And I plan on making sure every second is worth the wait.
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