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Certain events, dynamics, rumors, scandals, competitive pressures, public whispers, backstage dramas, and general human bad behavior may have been inspired by real people, real events, real circumstances, and the kind of stories everyone swears they heard from someone who was definitely there.

That said, all names, characters, dialogue, scenes, locations, institutions, timelines, relationships, and dramatic disasters in this book are fictionalized and original to this story. No character is intended to portray any actual person, living or dead.

Any resemblance to real individuals, skating programs, coaches, athletes, parents, officials, exes, rivals, hotel staff, wealthy sponsors, or people who think they are much more important than they are is purely coincidental.

Or possibly your imagination running wild.

Either way, don’t blame the book.
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Chapter One

Arrival
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Willow Lavigne knew the first rule of summer skating before she ever reached the hotel.

Never let anyone see you sweat.

That was harder in West Palm Beach.

The heat came at her the second the airport doors slid open, thick and wet and immediate, wrapping around her face like a towel pulled from a dryer. Her mother said something about the palm trees. Her father was already scanning the curb for their rideshare. Willow stood between them with her garment bag hooked over one arm and her skate bag pressed against her hip, trying not to think about the dresses inside the garment bag, or the boots inside the skate bag, or the three weeks ahead of her that everyone kept calling an opportunity.

Opportunity was one of those words adults used when they wanted you to be grateful for pressure.

Her mother touched her shoulder. “You okay?”

Willow nodded too quickly. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“I’m just hot.”

Her father laughed under his breath. “It’s Florida in July. That’s sort of the theme.”

Willow gave him a look, but it was a weak one. She was too busy watching the other girls at the curb.

They were easy to spot. Skaters always were. Not because they all looked the same, although sometimes they did, with their slick ponytails and narrow shoulders and enormous bags for people who were supposed to travel light. It was the posture. The way they stood like they were being watched even when nobody was watching. The way one foot turned out without meaning to. The way they carried their skates as if the entire trip would be ruined if that one bag disappeared.

One girl near the taxi stand was balancing on the edge of the curb in white sneakers, ankles loose, knees soft, chin up. Another had her hair in a bun so tight it looked painful. A third was stretching her calf against a concrete column while her mother argued with a driver.

Willow tried not to stare.

Then Mercy Black stepped into the heat.

Willow recognized her instantly, which was embarrassing because Mercy was not exactly famous in the way Olympic champions were famous. She was famous in skating circles, which meant people outside the sport had no idea who she was, but inside it her name could still change the temperature of a room.

Mercy was blonde, polished, and almost startlingly beautiful in person. Not pretty in the soft way some skaters were pretty, but beautiful like a movie star from some colder decade. Her face had structure. Her posture had ownership. Even standing outside an airport in the Florida heat, she looked lit from the right angle.

She wore a pale linen dress, gold bracelets, oversized sunglasses, and sandals that seemed too delicate for anyone who spent her life inside rigid boots. Her suitcase was white. Her garment bag was white. Even her skate bag was white, with her initials stitched in gold thread near the zipper.

She looked less like she had arrived for a summer intensive than like someone had sent a car to collect her from a film festival.

A second blonde girl came through the doors behind her, and everything about the air shifted.

Jewel Grimm.

Willow knew her too.

Everyone knew Jewel, or at least everyone knew the version of Jewel that appeared on camera. Openly queer, impossible to ignore, a little dangerous, a little funny in interviews, the kind of skater commentators tried to call unconventional without sounding nervous. She had a reputation for saying things other skaters only texted each other.

In person, Jewel was not beautiful the way Mercy was beautiful. She was more handsome than pretty, sharp-jawed and long-limbed, with a masculine ease under the blonde hair and glittered sunglasses. There was something slightly crooked about her face, something that made you keep looking and then feel like she had caught you doing it.

Her left eye wandered just enough that Willow could never quite tell what Jewel was looking at. Maybe the curb. Maybe Mercy. Maybe Willow. Maybe all of them at once.

Jewel wore black jeans despite the heat, a sleeveless white shirt, and a chain necklace that disappeared beneath the collar. Her skate bag was slung across her body. She had one hand in her pocket and the bored, restless posture of someone already disappointed by the day.

She said something to Mercy.

Willow could not hear the words, but she heard the voice.

Gravelly. Irritating. Too low for the brightness of her face. It had a rough timbre to it, like she had either just woken up or had spent a long time trying not to cry and decided to smoke instead.

Mercy smiled without turning her head.

It was not a friendly smile.

Then Mercy looked toward Willow and caught her staring.

Willow looked away first.

She hated herself for that.

Their rideshare pulled up before she could recover. Her father lifted the large suitcase into the trunk. Her mother climbed into the back seat first, already holding her phone out to take a picture through the window.

“Don’t,” Willow said.

“Just one.”

“Mom.”

“This is a big deal.”

Willow slid into the car and pulled her skate bag onto her lap, protecting it from the suitcase and the garment bag and the general chaos of travel. Her father got in front.

The driver asked, “Vacation?”

Her mother answered before Willow could. “Skating camp.”

The driver looked at Willow in the rearview mirror. “Ice skating? Here?”

Willow smiled politely. “Yes.”

“In July?”

“Yes.”

He laughed like that was the funniest thing he had heard all day, then pulled away from the curb.

Palm trees flashed past the window. So did billboards for beach clubs, cosmetic dentists, seafood restaurants, luxury condos, and one personal injury lawyer with teeth so white he looked computer-generated. The sky was huge and blue and clean in a way New York skies almost never were. Everything seemed too bright, too wet, too alive.

Willow stared at her reflection in the window. She had done her hair on the plane, which had been a mistake. The humidity had already started working at the pieces around her face. She pressed them down and tried not to look nervous.

She had been invited to the Palm Crown Summer Intensive in March.

Invited was technically accurate, but not emotionally accurate. Her coach had submitted video. Her parents had paid the application fee. Willow had waited three weeks, checking her email so often that her mother finally told her to stop making herself sick. When the acceptance came, her coach cried. Her mother cried. Her father pretended he was not crying and took them to dinner.

The intensive ran for three weeks in July. Twenty-one days. Long enough to change a season, Anya Easteden had said. Long enough for the right people to decide whether you mattered. Two sessions on the ice most days, sometimes three. Off-ice conditioning. Ballet. Jump technique. Edge class. Choreography labs. Program run-throughs. Private evaluation panels. A mid-camp exhibition and a final showcase attended by visiting coaches, federation officials, donors, sponsors, and a few people no one named directly but everyone understood were important.

The packet had used phrases like advanced training environment and elite developmental opportunity.

Her coach had been less poetic.

“This is where people see you,” she’d said. “So make sure they see what we need them to see.”

Willow had not asked who we was.

The hotel appeared after a turn off a wide boulevard, rising above a line of palms with mirrored windows and balconies facing the water. It looked too nice for a camp. That was the first thing Willow thought.

The second thing she thought was that the lobby was already full of girls.

They stood with mothers, fathers, garment bags, roller suitcases, coffee cups, Stanley tumblers, and the bright, brittle expressions of people pretending they were not comparing bodies. The air smelled like citrus cleaner, sunscreen, perfume, and travel sweat. Somewhere, beyond the lobby bar, glass doors opened to a pool deck where younger kids splashed and shrieked as if no one’s future depended on anything happening upstairs.

A banner stretched across the far wall.

WELCOME SKATERS
PALM CROWN SUMMER INTENSIVE
Under it, three registration tables had been set up with alphabetized signs, lanyards, folders, and a stack of hotel key cards.

Her father whistled softly. “Nice place.”

Her mother lowered her voice. “I thought there would be bunk beds.”

Willow looked at the girls in the lobby. “There are not going to be bunk beds.”

“No,” her father said. “There are going to be credit card holds.”

Her mother nudged him.

Willow took one step forward, then stopped because Mercy Black had crossed directly in front of her.

Up close, Mercy was even more unreal. Blonde hair loose over one shoulder. Sunglasses pushed to the top of her head. Skin that somehow looked expensive. She carried herself with the faint irritation of a person who knew people were looking and considered it a burden they had imposed on her.

She did not look at Willow.

She looked through her, which somehow felt worse.

Jewel followed, dragging a battered black suitcase that looked like it had survived several bad decisions. She glanced at Willow’s skate bag. Or maybe she glanced at Willow’s legs. Or maybe at the embroidered blade patch on the front pocket. With Jewel, it was hard to know.

“Cute,” Jewel said.

Her voice scraped the word down to something almost insulting.

It took Willow half a second to realize she meant the patch.

“Thanks,” Willow said.

Jewel’s mouth shifted. Not quite a smile.

Mercy stopped near the elevators and looked back. “Don’t adopt strays on the first day, Jewel.”

Jewel tilted her head. One eye held Mercy. The other seemed to drift somewhere over Willow’s shoulder.

“I was being nice.”

“No, you were warming up.”

Jewel’s smile appeared then, crooked and unpleasant. “Same thing.”

The elevator doors opened. Mercy stepped inside first. Jewel followed. Just before the doors slid shut, Mercy lowered her sunglasses enough for Willow to see her eyes.

Blue. Cool. Empty in a practiced way.

Then the doors closed.

Willow stood very still.

Her father said, “Friend of yours?”

“No.”

“Enemy?”

“Dad.”

“I’m asking.”

“No.”

“Yet,” her mother said quietly.

Willow looked at her.

Her mother’s face was innocent. “What?”

Before Willow could answer, someone bumped into her from behind.

“Oh my God, sorry.”

Willow turned.

The girl was about her age, maybe a little older, with glossy black hair pulled into a ponytail and a face that looked both friendly and already over it. She wore an oversized UCLA sweatshirt despite the heat, black shorts, and slides with socks. Her skate bag had a Los Angeles club patch on it and a keychain shaped like a tiny takeout container.

Lyn was not built like the girls Willow usually saw centered in federation photos. She was compact and strong, with a softness through her middle that would not have mattered anywhere else but seemed, in skating, like something people would decide they were allowed to discuss.

Willow knew that look. Not because she agreed with it, but because rinks taught girls to notice bodies before they noticed names.

“I’m so sorry,” the girl said. “My mom is currently trying to negotiate with the valet like this is a hostage situation.”

Willow smiled before she meant to. “It’s okay.”

“I didn’t dent your skates, did I?”

“No. They’re fine.”

“Good, because that’s how enemies are made.” She held out a hand. “Lyn Chung.”

“Willow Lavigne.”

“Oh, New York,” Lyn said, reading the club tag on Willow’s bag. “That tracks.”

Willow blinked. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing bad. Just, you look like you know where all your chargers are.”

Willow laughed. It came out too relieved.

Lyn looked around the lobby, taking everything in with quick, sharp eyes. “This is already terrifying.”

“Really?”

“Are you kidding? Half these girls haven’t blinked since baggage claim.”

Willow glanced around. Lyn was right. Everyone looked polished and feral.

At the registration table, a redheaded girl was arguing gently with a staff volunteer about room assignments. Her hair was a striking coppery red, thick and bright against her white tank top. She had freckles across her shoulders and a smile that made her seem warmer than the room deserved.

“I requested ocean view,” the redhead said.

The volunteer, who looked no older than twenty, checked the list. “All skater rooms are assigned by training group.”

“I totally understand. But if there’s any way to make sure I’m not facing the parking lot for three weeks, my mental health would personally thank you.”

The volunteer hesitated.

The redhead smiled a little more.

Lyn leaned toward Willow. “That one’s dangerous.”

“She seems nice.”

“That’s how I know.”

The redhead turned as if she had heard them, which was impossible because the lobby was loud and she was at least ten feet away. Her eyes landed on Willow, then Lyn. Her smile stayed in place.

“Molly Weston,” Lyn said under her breath.

“You know her?”

“I know of her. Everyone knows of everyone. That’s the illness.”

Willow was about to answer when a girl came through the revolving doors with no parents beside her.

That made people look.

She was tall, Black, athletic, and carrying one duffel, one skate bag, and a garment bag that had seen better days. Her hair was braided back from her face. She wore dark green shorts, a plain white T-shirt, and headphones around her neck. She moved like she was used to making space for herself without asking anyone to give it to her.

Willow did not know her name.

That was also noticeable.

In skating, unfamiliarity could be its own kind of scandal. If no one knew you, it meant you were new, or late, or from the wrong rink, or from a place the system did not watch closely enough. It meant you would have to prove yourself before anyone admitted you were already there.

The girl got in line behind Molly.

Molly turned, looked at her bags, and smiled. “Do you need help?”

The girl looked at her for a beat. “No.”

Molly’s smile flickered, then recovered. “Okay.”

Lyn made a small sound that might have been approval.

Willow whispered, “Who is she?”

“Brynn Reinkens,” Lyn said. “She got in off regionals buzz, I think. Big jumps. Huge speed. People are very confused about how to talk about her, which means they keep saying powerful.”

The way Lyn said it made Willow understand there was a whole conversation inside the word.

At the far end of the lobby, another Asian girl stood with her parents beside a mountain of luggage. She was smaller than Willow, maybe eighteen, with a perfectly smooth bun, luminous skin, and the calm, grave face of someone who had learned early that composure could be armor. Her mother adjusted the collar of her white blouse. Her father held her skate bag like it contained glass.

Willow knew her immediately too.

Sienna Park.

Sienna was the kind of skater commentators loved before they knew what else to say. Lyrical. Graceful. Exquisite lines. A young Michelle Kwan if the internet could be believed, although Willow already knew enough to know that comparisons like that were compliments with traps inside them.

Sienna caught Willow looking and gave a small nod.

Willow nodded back.

It felt formal, almost royal.

Lyn noticed. “There she is.”

“Sienna?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“She’s good.”

“Terrible thing to be around people who are also good.”

The line moved.

Willow registered under L. The woman behind the table gave her a lanyard with her name, a folder, two hotel key cards, and a bracelet she was told not to remove because it identified her as part of the intensive.

“Your room is 914,” the woman said. “You’re in Training Group B. Orientation is at four in Ballroom C. First ice is tomorrow at six-thirty a.m. Shuttle leaves at five-fifty.”

Willow’s father made a pained sound. “In the morning?”

The woman smiled like she had heard that reaction all day. “Yes.”

Willow opened the folder.

Inside was the schedule, printed on thick paper with the Palm Crown logo at the top. She scanned the first week.

Monday
6:30 a.m. Edge and stroking evaluation
8:15 a.m. Jump technique rotation
10:30 a.m. Off-ice conditioning
1:00 p.m. Choreography lab
3:30 p.m. Program components seminar
7:00 p.m. Welcome mixer
Tuesday
7:00 a.m. Short program run-throughs
9:00 a.m. Harness sessions
11:30 a.m. Ballet
2:00 p.m. Spin levels and features
4:30 p.m. Private coach meetings
Her stomach tightened at the phrase short program run-throughs.

It was not even competition. Not yet. But program run-throughs in front of strangers could be worse. There were no judges to blame. No official scores to hide behind. Just coaches watching whether you fought for the landing, whether you cheated the rotation, whether your free leg looked lazy on the exit, whether your face stayed alive during the step sequence.

Whether you looked like someone worth investing in.

At the bottom of the page was a boxed note.

Mid-Intensive Exhibition: End of Week Two
Final Showcase: Final Friday
Selected skaters may be considered for scholarships, training placements, special invitations, sponsor introductions, and extended coaching opportunities.
Selected.

Willow read the word twice.

Her mother read over her shoulder. “That’s wonderful.”

Willow said nothing.

Wonderful was not the word.

The word was sharp.

The elevator ride upstairs was crowded and quiet, full of skaters and luggage and everyone pretending not to read everyone else’s lanyard.

On the ninth floor, Willow stepped out.

Lyn got off behind her.

Willow checked her key card sleeve. “You’re on nine too?”

“Apparently.”

“What room?”

Lyn looked. “914.”

Willow stared at her.

Lyn stared back.

Then Lyn broke into a grin. “Well, good news. If I murder you, it won’t be personal. It’ll be space-related.”

Willow laughed again, this time more naturally.

Their room was halfway down the hall. It had two double beds, one desk, one small balcony, one bathroom, one closet that was going to cause problems immediately, and a view of the parking lot, the edge of the pool, and a thin blue strip of ocean beyond another building.

Lyn walked in first and dropped her bag on the bed closest to the window. “I’m claiming this one because I need natural light for my emotional collapse.”

Willow looked at her mother.

Her mother looked like she was trying very hard to decide whether Lyn was funny or unstable.

“I’ll take the other one,” Willow said.

Her father rolled the suitcase to the luggage rack. “Nice room.”

“It’s a shoebox,” Lyn said, then smiled at him. “But a classy shoebox.”

Willow’s mother began unpacking without being asked. Willow stopped her after the third folded T-shirt.

“Mom. I can do it.”

“I’m just helping.”

“I know.”

Her mother held the shirt for a second, then placed it on the bed.

There was a pause.

For months, West Palm Beach had existed as a future point. Something they talked about while driving home from practice. Something her mother budgeted for. Something her father told relatives about. Something her coach circled on a calendar.

Now it was a hotel room with bad closet space and Lyn Chung taking protein bars out of a backpack.

Her father cleared his throat. “We should probably let you settle.”

Willow nodded.

Her mother’s eyes filled so quickly Willow had to look away.

“Mom.”

“I’m not crying.”

“You are literally crying.”

“I’m sweating through my eyes.”

Lyn coughed into her fist.

Her father hugged Willow first. He smelled like airport coffee and laundry soap.

“Call us,” he said. “Not just text.”

“I will.”

“And if anything feels off, you tell someone.”

“Dad.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.”

Her mother hugged her longer. Too long. Willow let her.

“You don’t have to prove everything in the first day,” her mother whispered.

Willow closed her eyes for one second.

That was exactly the kind of thing mothers said because they had no idea how the world worked. Of course you had to prove everything on the first day. The first day was when people decided what category to put you in. Star. Threat. Filler. Pretty. Technical. Headcase. Boring. Expensive. Coachable. Difficult. Too soft. Too much.

You could spend the rest of three weeks trying to change a first impression and still never get out of it.

“I know,” Willow said.

Her mother kissed her hair.

Then they were gone.

The door clicked shut.

For a moment, neither girl spoke.

From somewhere down the hall came the sound of wheels over carpet, a burst of laughter, a mother saying, “Do not lose your key card,” and another girl saying, “I’m eighteen, Mom.”

Lyn sat on the bed. “Well.”

Willow looked at her.

Lyn opened a protein bar. “Welcome to prison, but make it sparkly.”

Willow smiled because it was easier than admitting she felt like crying.

They unpacked in a silence that slowly became less awkward. Willow hung her dresses in the closet first. Two short program options, one free skate dress, one exhibition dress her coach had insisted was too mature and Willow secretly loved. She placed her skates under the desk, blade side inward, so no one would accidentally kick them. Then she took out her guards, soakers, extra laces, tape, ankle sleeves, spinner, resistance bands, and the small plastic case with rhinestones and emergency sewing supplies.

Lyn looked over from her bed. “You brought a whole pro shop.”

“You didn’t?”

Lyn unzipped her duffel and dumped out three pairs of leggings, two sweatshirts, a knee brace, a hairbrush, a tangled charger, and one loose skate guard.

Willow stared.

Lyn shrugged. “My system is spiritual.”

At three-thirty, they changed for orientation. Not skating clothes, exactly, but skating-adjacent. Leggings, fitted tops, clean sneakers, hair pulled back. Clothes that said you could stretch at any moment if someone important walked in.

Ballroom C was freezing.

“Of course it is,” Lyn muttered as they entered. “We came to Florida to be cold indoors.”

Rows of chairs faced a low stage. A projector screen displayed the Palm Crown logo and a photograph of the rink. Skaters filled the seats in clusters, some by region, some by age, some by obvious hierarchy. Mercy and Jewel sat near the back like they had assigned themselves senior status.

Now that Willow could see them together, she understood the rivalry immediately.

Mercy sat like someone waiting to be photographed. Ankles crossed. Chin lifted. Sunglasses still on top of her head. Her beauty had a glossy, cinematic quality that made other girls look unfinished around her.

Jewel sat beside her with one arm hooked over the back of the empty chair next to her, restless and loose, the corner of her mouth twisted as if she had already found the whole orientation personally insulting. Her blonde hair was shorter than Mercy’s, rougher, pushed back from her face. Every time she turned her head, Willow found herself trying to guess which eye to follow.

Mercy said something without moving her lips much.

Jewel laughed, low and gravelly.

It was not a happy sound.

Molly Weston waved at three different people before choosing a seat where everyone could see her. Brynn sat alone on the aisle, headphones around her neck, arms crossed. Sienna Park sat between two girls Willow did not know, posture perfect, expression unreadable.

Willow and Lyn found two seats near the middle.

At exactly four o’clock, the ballroom doors opened and the coaches entered.

Mary-Sue Rebchuk came first.

Willow had seen old footage of her, grainy clips from nationals, a triple toe with a tilted axis, a layback spin that traveled halfway across the ice but somehow still looked dramatic. In those videos, Mary-Sue had been all hair and mascara and nerve, the kind of American skater people called a firecracker when they liked her and a problem when they didn’t.

Now she wore black track pants, a Palm Crown jacket, and reading glasses pushed on top of her head. Her hair was shorter, streaked with gray, and her face had the tired toughness of someone who had spent too many years in cold rinks drinking bad coffee out of paper cups.

She carried a clipboard like a weapon.

Behind her came Sonia Gregorovich.

The room changed.

Sonia did not need the clipboard. Sonia looked like she could remember every mistake anyone had ever made and rank them by severity. She was tall, thin, and severe, dressed in black from throat to ankle, with silver hair pulled into a low knot. She had been a Russian champion before Willow was born, from a skating world of state coaches, compulsory figures, and girls who learned not to cry until they were alone.

She moved slowly, but nobody mistook that for softness.

Paloma Edwards entered next, smiling.

That smile did something strange to the room. It made everyone sit up while pretending not to. Paloma was only twenty-nine, which made her ancient to the eighteen-year-olds and suspiciously young to the coaches. She was blonde, tan, and beautiful in the clean California way of former skaters who had never stopped being photographed. She wore white sneakers, slim black pants, and a pale pink sweater that somehow made her look both professional and expensive.

Willow remembered watching Paloma skate at nationals when Willow was younger. She remembered wanting her hair. Her spiral. Her arms. The way she smiled like she had never doubted she belonged on television.

Now Paloma stood beside Mary-Sue, hands clasped lightly in front of her, and Willow wondered if that was what happened to beautiful skaters when the music stopped.

Last came the man.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, and clean-cut, wearing a navy rink jacket zipped halfway over a gray T-shirt. His hair was short, his face handsome in a quiet, slightly old-fashioned way. He carried no clipboard. He had a coffee in one hand and a pair of black gloves tucked into the other.

A murmur passed through the room.

Lyn leaned close. “That’s Gray Hollis.”

Willow already knew.

Graham Hollis had been a national medalist, a World team member, an Olympic alternate, depending on which year and which commentator you asked. He was not the kind of skater who became a celebrity. He was the kind coaches loved. Reliable. Disciplined. Technically clean. The man who could land a triple Axel under pressure, nod politely in the kiss and cry, and never make anyone nervous in an interview.

Everyone called him Gray.

He stood slightly behind the coaches, not quite one of them, not quite separate. Young enough that girls in the room were already watching him differently. Old enough to have authority. Calm enough to be dangerous.

Willow noticed Mercy take off her sunglasses.

Jewel noticed too.

The look between them lasted less than a second, but it had teeth.

Mary-Sue stepped up to the microphone.

“Good afternoon,” she said.

Her voice was hard and smoky, the kind of voice that sounded like it had been dragged across a thousand cold rinks and at least a pack of cigarettes a day. It was not loud, but it cut through the ballroom anyway.

The room answered with a scattered, nervous chorus.

Mary-Sue waited until the sound died.

“For the next three weeks, you are not on vacation.”

No one moved.

“You are not here for the beach. You are not here for the hotel. You are not here for selfies by the pool, although I’m sure we will all be blessed with those by dinner.”

A few girls laughed.

Mary-Sue did not.

“You are here because someone, somewhere, thinks you might have something. Maybe your coach. Maybe your parents. Maybe a selection committee. Maybe you. By the end of this intensive, we will have a better idea whether they were right.”

Willow felt the words settle under her ribs.

Mary-Sue continued. “You will be evaluated on skating skills, jump quality, spin levels, performance, stamina, coachability, conduct, and competitive readiness. You will be tired. You will be sore. You will be corrected. If correction offends you, this will be a very long three weeks.”

Sonia stepped forward without smiling.

“Some of you have been told you are special,” she said. Her accent was still strong, though softened by years in American rinks. “This is unfortunate.”

The room went perfectly silent.

“Special is not useful. Prepared is useful. Fast is useful. Strong edges are useful. A jump that rotates in the air and not on the ice is useful. A back outside edge that does not lie to me is useful. Special is what people call children before they disappoint them.”

Willow heard Lyn exhale beside her.

Sonia looked over the room slowly.

“I do not care who your coach is. I do not care who your mother knows. I do not care what you placed last season if you skate this season like a little ghost. Here, you will work. Here, we will see.”

Paloma stepped to the microphone next, her smile returning warmth to the room like someone turning on a lamp.

“And we also want you to enjoy the intensive,” she said.

No one seemed sure whether they were allowed to believe her.

“This program can be demanding, but it can also be special. You’ll make friends. You’ll learn from each other. You’ll have access to incredible training resources. We want you to leave stronger, more confident, and more prepared for the season ahead.”

Mary-Sue looked at her clipboard.

Paloma’s smile held.

Gray Hollis stepped forward last. He did not touch the microphone. Somehow, he did not need to.

“First ice is tomorrow morning,” he said. “Do yourselves a favor and don’t try to impress anyone tonight. Hydrate. Eat something real. Get your skates checked. If your blades need sharpening, sign up before dinner, not at five-thirty tomorrow morning when you suddenly realize you can’t hold an edge.”

That got a low ripple of laughter.

Gray’s eyes moved across the room. For one strange second, Willow thought he looked directly at her.

“Also,” he said, “if you came here planning to hide a weakness, don’t. We’ll find it faster than you think.”

He stepped back.

Orientation continued with rules. Curfew. Shuttle times. Medical forms. Social media policy. No filming other skaters without permission. No alcohol. No drugs. No guests in hotel rooms. No leaving the hotel property after curfew. No unsupervised beach swimming. No switching rooms without approval.

Each rule landed in the room like something that had already been broken in previous summers.

By the time they were dismissed, Willow’s folder felt heavier.

The girls rose all at once, the ballroom filling with voices, chair legs, phone alerts, and the rustle of schedules. Parents hovered at the back for one last goodbye. Staff members directed skaters toward the lobby for the welcome mixer.

Willow stayed seated for a moment, looking down at the boxed note on the last page of the packet.

Selected skaters may be considered.

She read it again.
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