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      Three days ago, I’d been attending a state dinner in honor of my uncle, King Alexander of Sweden, in Stockholm. Today, I was about to convince the Millard Mavericks of Buffalo, NY, that I was a regular guy and a hockey coach.

      Which I was. Well, the hockey-coach part was true. I did have the experience and degree to back that up. The regular-guy part? Oj, not so much.

      Over a year ago, my three best friends—all princes like me—and I had come up with this crazy idea to spend a year undercover in the States, pretending to be normal guys. Tore and Floris—from Norway and the Netherlands, respectively—were attending college in the US. Greg, fourth in line to the British throne, unfortunately had not secured permission from his uncle, the king. Yet.

      Being a few years older than them, attending college as a student hadn’t been an option for me. At twenty-seven I was too old for that, hence my assistant-coaching position.

      Funny enough, both Tore and Floris had ended up with a boyfriend in their first year of college. I didn’t see that happening with me, but I was eager to find out what life would be like when no one knew who I was.

      The August heat engulfed me as I stepped out of my rental car, the thick and heavy humid air immediately smacking me in the face. Had I taken a wrong turn somewhere and ended up in Florida? ’Cause that’s what I imagined the south to feel like, not this far north. What a difference from the crisp summer temperatures in Sweden.

      Maverick Arena loomed before me, its navy blue and silver exterior gleaming under the hazy Buffalo sky. The building was a far cry from the 15,000-seat arena I’d played in at Rideau University in Canada, but there was something solid and purposeful about it that filled my blood with anticipation.

      The lobby was modest but well-maintained, with trophy cases lining the walls and team photos dating back decades. The Millard Mavericks’ horse mascot stared down at me from banners hanging overhead. I studied the faces in the photos: young men with determined expressions, some probably not much older than I was now. Millard College boasted four alumni who had made it to the NHL, a respectable number for a relatively small college.

      “Nils?”

      I turned to face the man who’d spoken. Ah, Coach Brennan. I recognized him from the Zoom interviews. He was in his fifties, his graying hair slightly mussed and his weathered face creased with what looked like a permanent squint. He wore a navy-blue polo with the Mavericks logo embroidered on the chest.

      “Coach Brennan.” I extended my hand, grateful that my voice came out steady and professional. “It’s a pleasure to meet you in person.”

      His handshake was firm, calloused from years of handling hockey sticks. “Mike’s fine. How was the flight? You got in yesterday?”

      Yeah, me calling him by his first name was so not going to happen.

      “Quite smooth, thank you. I arrived Saturday, actually. Spent yesterday recovering from the jet lag and getting myself familiar with my apartment and surroundings. The city is… different from what I expected.” I glanced around the lobby again, taking in the unpretentious atmosphere. “Very authentic.”

      Coach Brennan chuckled. “You worded that very diplomatic, but yeah, that’s Buffalo. No frills, but we get the job done. Come on, let’s head to my office. Kevin’s already waiting.”

      He led me through a corridor lined with more team photos. The familiar smell of hockey gear—synthetic leather, rubber, sweat, and that indefinable scent of competition—surrounded us. My shoulders relaxed. This part, at least, was universal.

      “So,” Coach Brennan said as we walked, “have you had a chance to review the game footage I sent over? Any initial thoughts on Rivera?”

      The interviews had already taught me that the man didn’t waste time chitchatting. The man got right to the point, and I could appreciate that. Good thing I’d spent hours studying those clips.

      Adan Rivera was a twenty-year-old junior, an extremely talented left wing forward, and I’d been hired to help him get to the next level. From what I’d seen on that footage, he had a real shot. I’d watched it over and over, replaying key moments until I could predict Adan Rivera’s movements. “His instincts in the offensive zone are excellent, but I noticed he sometimes gets caught too deep when the play transitions. We could work on his awareness when he doesn’t have the puck.”

      “Exactly what we were thinking. That’s the kind of detail work that’ll get him noticed by the right scouts.” Coach Brennan paused outside a door marked Head Coach. “Fair warning, though: Adan knows you’re here specifically for him, and he’s not thrilled about it.”

      My stomach tightened. “He is resistant to individual coaching?”

      “Kid’s been the best player on every team he’s ever been on. Never needed extra help before. He sees it as us thinking he’s not good enough.”

      “Which is the opposite of what we’re saying,” came a voice from behind the door. Coach Brennan pushed it open to reveal a man I also recognized from the Zoom calls, Kevin O’Brien, the assistant coach. Probably in his early forties, he was bald and buff, and I hadn’t seen him smile even once. “Pleasure to meet you in person.”

      His handshake was as firm and professional as Coach Brennan’s had been.

      “Same. I look forward to working with you,” I said.

      Kevin sat down again, and Coach Brennan gestured for me to take a seat as well.

      “Mike’s right, Adan’s taking this personally. He doesn’t think he needs fixing. His words,” Kevin told me.

      “What did you tell him?”

      “That we’re trying to get him from very good to exceptional. Not sure he bought it.”

      Coach Brennan sighed. “He’s our top scorer by a significant margin. Kid’s got NHL potential, no question, and the scouts agree. He’s got the skills, but it’s the tactical stuff that’ll make or break him at the next level. It’s why he wasn’t drafted. His talent is still too raw.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “Skills without tactical discipline will only take a player so far at the professional level.”

      “He’s hit a plateau,” Coach Brennan said. “Physically, he’s got everything. Speed, strength, instincts. Mentally, he’s confident. Maybe too confident. He dominates at this level, but if he wants to make it to the big league, he needs refinement. And he has two more seasons to make it happen because once he graduates college, he’s done.”

      Kevin nodded. “His positioning in the corners could be better. His defensive awareness when he doesn’t have the puck. And his shot selection… Sometimes, he tries to be the hero when a pass would be smarter. He needs to see the bigger picture, develop game smarts.”

      This confirmed what I’d seen of him in the footage. “But he doesn’t agree?”

      Coach Brennan scratched his chin. “No, he’s pushing back. Individual coaching is new territory for him.”

      “He will test you,” Kevin added. “See if you know what you’re talking about.”

      A challenge, then. I’d faced plenty of those, though most of those had involved some kind of royal aspect. “I appreciate the honesty. Maybe I could resort to bribery? Would homemade Swedish meatballs win him over?”

      That got a good chuckle out of both men. Ah, the benefits of royal training. I always had a joke at my disposal to diffuse sticky situations.

      I got serious again. “And the rest of the team is on board with me working with him individually? I understand that in American hockey culture, there can be concerns about favoritism.”

      Coach Brennan waved a dismissive hand. “The other players know Adan’s special. Hell, they’re all proud of him and want him to succeed. If we can get him to the NHL, it reflects well on the whole program. It’s been ten years since we sent a player to the pros, and Adan would be our fifth student to make it. That should take care of our enrollment numbers for the next few years.”

      “Besides,” Kevin added, “you’ll be working with him outside of regular team practice. Extra sessions, focused training. It won’t interfere with team practice.”

      I was genuinely excited. From what I’d seen of Adan Rivera, he was a phenomenal player and working with him would be a dream opportunity.

      Coach Brennan rose. “Team practice starts in an hour. We’ll introduce you to the team, but especially to Adan.”

      My pulse quickened again. “Excellent. I look forward to meeting him.”

      Kevin stood, straightening his jacket. “Adan will probably have questions about your background, your coaching philosophy, maybe even your playing experience.”

      “I can handle his questions.”

      That part, I wasn’t worried about. I had played center at Rideau University in Ottawa, being the starter for two years straight, and I’d damn well earned that position. It was the royal part of me that I was anxious to hide. If that came out, my whole experience here would be ruined.

      Even at Rideau, amazing as those four years had been, people had known I was a prince. My teammates had given me shit about it for sure. Thank goodness Rideau had agreed to keep that part of my identity confidential when Millard had called to check my references.

      Coach Brennan moved toward the door. “Kevin, you wanna show Nils around while I finish up some paperwork?”

      “Sure thing.” Kevin gestured for me to follow him. “Come on, I’ll give you the grand tour.”

      As we left Coach Brennan’s office, Kevin glanced at me sideways. “So, Sweden, huh? Must be a big difference from Buffalo?”

      My throat tightened. These were the kinds of questions I feared. “I wanted to experience American hockey culture. It’s quite different from what I’m used to, I’ve been told. And not the same as Canadian culture.”

      Kevin snorted. “Canadians live and breathe hockey. In some families, you learn to play before you can write your own name.”

      “That certainly fits with what I experienced there.”

      “The Rideau Ravens did well last season.”

      Pride filled my chest. It had been five years since I had left, but a piece of my heart would always be there, and I kept tabs on how the team did. “I know. And Meriah Callahan got called up to the big league. Well deserved.”

      “That’s what we want for Adan, too. We want him to have that shot. He wasn’t ready for the draft, but with two more seasons, we can get him ready to be recruited before he graduates.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can to get him ready.”

      We passed a set of double doors marked Rink Access, and Kevin pushed one open. We stepped into the arena proper, and I had to pause for a moment to take it in. The rink was regulation size, surrounded by seats that could probably hold four thousand people. The ice was pristine, marked with fresh lines and the Mavericks logo at center ice. Above us, banners hung from the rafters: conference championships, tournament appearances, retired numbers.

      “Impressive facility,” I said, taking in the arena. The ice looked perfect, ready for practice to begin.

      “It’s not the biggest, but it’s ours,” Kevin replied with obvious pride. “We’ve had some good years here. Some great players too.” He pointed to one of the retired number banners. “That’s Jake Morrison, class of ’15. Still holds the single-season scoring record, but Adan came close last year.”

      I studied the banner, wondering if Adan would eventually join those ranks. From the footage I’d reviewed, he certainly had the talent for it.

      “The team takes pride in the history,” Kevin continued, leading me around the rink. “These guys know they’re part of something bigger than themselves. Most of them, anyway.”

      “And Adan?”

      Kevin’s expression shifted slightly. “Adan respects the program, but he’s focused on his own future. Can’t say I blame him since he’s got legitimate NHL prospects. But sometimes, he forgets he’s still got things to learn.”

      I hummed in response.

      He checked his watch. “The players will start filtering in in about fifteen minutes. Most of them show up early to get ready. Adan’s usually one of the first ones here.”

      That was a good sign, one he was eager. “What would be the best approach with him?”

      Kevin stopped walking and turned to face me. “Honestly? Just be yourself. Don’t try to impress him with credentials. He’ll see right through that. Show him you know the game and earn his respect the old-fashioned way.”

      “And if he challenges me?”

      “When he challenges you,” Kevin corrected with a slight smile. “Answer his questions, but don’t let him push you around. Kid’s got a good heart, but he needs to know you’re not intimidated by him.”

      Through the arena doors, voices echoed in the corridor. Players were starting to arrive.

      “You ready for this?” Kevin asked.

      I straightened my shoulders, falling back on the composure that had been drilled into me since childhood. “As ready as I can be.”

      But as we headed back toward the lobby, my heart was beating faster than it had any right to. Three days ago, I’d been making small talk with other heads of state and fellow royalty. In a few minutes, I would meet Adan Rivera face to face. Time to see which required more diplomatic skill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          ADAN

        

      

    

    
      I laced up my skates with the same routine I’d been doing since I was eight years old: left skate first, pull the laces tight through the middle eyelets, then the right. The locker room hummed with the familiar sounds of twenty guys getting ready for practice: the thunk of equipment hitting the floor, the scrape of skate blades on rubber mats, the endless chirping that never seemed to stop.

      “Yo, Rivera!” Tank called out from his locker three down from mine. His real name was Cole Monihan, but everyone called him Tank, and that was what his jersey said as well. “You ready to meet your new babysitter?”

      I shot him a look that could’ve melted the ice. “He’s not a babysitter, asshole. He’s supposed to be some kind of skills coach.”

      “Same thing,” chirped Danny Martinez, our right wing. “Coaches don’t hire special help unless they think you need fixing.”

      “I don’t need fixing.” The words came out sharper than I intended, but whatever. These guys knew me well enough to know when I was pissed off. “I’m leading the team in goals and assists. What exactly needs fixing?”

      Tank held up his hands in mock-surrender. “Chill, dude. We’re messing with you. You know we got your back.”

      I did know that. Tank had been my roommate since freshman year, and he’d seen me through everything: the homesickness, the pressure, the late-night phone calls home when my parents worried about money. He was solid, the kind of defenseman who’d throw his body in front of a slap shot without thinking twice.

      “It’s bullshit,” I muttered, yanking my jersey over my head. “I’ve been playing hockey since I could walk. Never needed a personal coach before.”

      And that was the truth. I’d dominated at every level: peewee league, high school, junior hockey. I’d earned this scholarship, earned my spot as the team’s leading scorer. So why the hell did they think I needed some European guy to come in and tell me how to play?

      It was insulting, that’s what it was. Like they were saying all my success up to this point didn’t matter. Like I was some raw talent who didn’t understand the game.

      “Maybe it’s different at this level,” suggested Marcus Webb, our captain. “NHL scouts are watching now. Different kind of pressure.”

      “I can handle pressure just fine.”

      I’d been handling pressure my whole life. The pressure of being the family’s hope, the kid who was supposed to make it out of our neighborhood and into something better. The pressure of justifying every dollar my parents had spent on equipment, ice time, travel teams. And now the pressure of knowing that I had two more seasons to make it happen, two more to prove I was NHL material.

      But that pressure had made me stronger, made me better. It hadn’t made me need a special coach.

      My parents had worked themselves to the bone for my hockey when they realized I had talent. Dad had pulled countless double shifts at the plant, and my mom cleaned houses on top of working as a waitress. They’d never complained, never made me feel guilty about it, but I knew what it cost them every time I needed new skates, every time there was a tournament out of state.

      The full ride I’d received at Millard was supposed to be proof that their investment had paid off. That their son was good enough to make it on his own. So what were Coach Brennan and Coach O’Brien trying to accomplish by bringing in outside help? All they were doing was fucking with my head.

      “We know, bro.” Tank stood up, fully geared except for his helmet. “But hey, this guy might teach you some fancy European moves. You could use some style to go with all that skill.”

      I flipped him off, which only made him grin wider. Tank was like that—impossible to stay mad at, even when he was being an idiot.

      My phone buzzed with a text from my mom.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        ¿Cómo va todo, mijo? Your father says to remember to eat enough.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Everything’s good, Ma. Tell Dad I’m eating fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      She’d be making dinner right now. God, I missed her cooking, especially her empanadas. They were my favorite thing on the whole planet, though I loved all of her dishes. Most were family recipes from my abuela. She could cook—and all from scratch.

      The guilt hit me like it always did—not because I wasn’t good enough, but because every day I spent in college was another day they had to wait to see their sacrifices pay off.

      But I’d get there. I knew I would. And I sure as fuck didn’t need some fancy coach to make it happen.

      “You good?” Tank asked, noticing my expression.

      “Yeah, just my mom checking in.”

      “Tell her I said hi. And that I’m keeping you out of trouble.”

      “You’re the one who got us kicked out of that bar last month.”

      “Details.” Tank grabbed his helmet and stick. “Come on, Rivera. Time to meet your new boyfriend.”

      I shoved him hard enough to make him stumble. “Shut up, man.”

      The corridors were cooler than the locker room, and I could already hear the familiar sounds of the rink: the hum of the ice-making equipment, the echo of voices from the arena. This place was my sanctuary, had been since my first day on campus. Everything else about college was complicated, but hockey made sense. It was my home.

      We pushed through the double doors into the arena, and I immediately scanned the stands. Coach Brennan was there, talking to some guy I didn’t recognize. Blond, wearing dark jeans and a button-down shirt that seemed out of place here. Way too formal. Had to be the new coach.

      “That him?” Tank asked, following my gaze.

      “Yeah, probably.” I studied the guy more closely. He was tall, probably an inch or two taller than my five-ten, but he didn’t look like he’d ever played hockey in his life. He was way too pretty and refined for that with that clean-cut, preppy style… and he was supposed to teach me? Yeah, right.

      “He looks fancy,” Tank observed.

      “No shit.” I grabbed my helmet and headed toward the ice. “Let’s go.”

      The ice felt perfect under my skates, that familiar sensation of controlled power that never got old. A few of the guys were already warming up, taking lazy shots at the empty net. I joined them, letting my body fall into the rhythm of skating, stick handling, shooting.

      This was what I was good at. This was what I’d been born to do.

      “Rivera!” Coach Brennan’s voice boomed across the rink. “Come over here. Want you to meet your new coach.”

      I glided over to the boards where Coach stood with the blond guy. Damn, he was young. He barely looked older than me, maybe just a few years? How the hell could he teach me anything?

      “Adan Rivera, meet Nils Anders. Coach Anders is from Sweden originally, and he’s going to be working with you on individual skills development.”

      Coach Anders extended his hand with a polite smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Adan. I’ve watched your game footage. You’re talented.”

      His accent was subtle but definitely there, and his handshake was firm. I looked him up and down, not bothering to hide my skepticism. “So you’re the guy who’s supposed to fix me?”

      “I’m not here to fix anything.” Coach Anders smiled at me. “Fixing implies something is broken. My goal is to fine-tune, help refine your skills and maximize your potential. There’s a difference.”

      “Is there?” I crossed my arms, aware that some of my teammates were watching from across the ice. At least I was eye to eye with him with my skates on. “Because from where I’m standing, it looks like the coaches think I need help.”

      “The coaches think you have NHL potential,” Coach Anders replied, his tone staying calm despite my attitude. “They want to ensure you live up to it.”

      “And you think you can do that?”

      “I think we can work together to identify areas for improvement, yes.”

      Areas for improvement. Like I was some kind of project instead of the leading scorer on the team. “What makes you qualified to coach me? You ever play professionally?”

      Something flickered in Coach Anders’ eyes, too quick for me to read. “I played center at college level. Rideau University in Ottawa.”

      “You played for the Rideau Ravens?” That got my attention. Rideau was a powerhouse program that had sent multiple players to the NHL.

      “I was the starting center for two seasons.”

      Okay, that was actually impressive, but I wasn’t about to let him off the hook that easy. “And now you’re coaching college players in America instead of playing professionally. Why?”

      “Adan.” Coach Brennan’s voice carried a warning.

      But Coach Anders held up a hand. “It’s a fair question.” He looked at me directly, those blue-green eyes steady. “Halfway through my last season, I tore my ACL in my right knee. That ended my college career prematurely, unfortunately, but making it to the NHL was never my goal. I found that I enjoyed the strategic aspects of hockey as much as the playing, and that’s why I majored in sports coaching. Coaching allows me to help players reach their potential while still being involved in the game I love.”

      It was a diplomatic answer, but there was something in his tone that made me think there was more to the story. Still, I wasn’t ready to back down. “So what’s your big plan for me? Some fancy European system?”

      “Why don’t you show me what you can do first?” Coach Anders suggested. “Then we can discuss where to go from there.”

      I glanced around the rink. Most of the team was here now, and they were all watching this little standoff. Tank gave me a subtle nod. He had my back, whatever happened.

      “Fine.” I pushed off from the boards. “But when I’m done, you show me what you’ve got. Fair?”

      Coach Anders’ eyebrows rose slightly. “You want me to demonstrate?”

      “Hell yeah. If you’re gonna coach me, I want to see you can actually play.”

      Coach Brennan looked like he wanted to intervene, but Coach Anders nodded. “That seems reasonable.”

      I grabbed a puck and started skating, letting my instincts take over. I’d been showing off my skills since I was twelve years old, and I knew exactly what impressed people. Speed, power, precision. I deked around invisible d-men, fired shots at the empty net, showed off the stick handling that had been getting me noticed since junior hockey.

      When I finished, I was breathing hard but satisfied. Let the fancy European match that.

      “Very impressive,” Coach Anders said, and he sounded like he meant it. “Your acceleration is excellent, and your shot has real power behind it.”

      “Thanks.” I waited for the ‘but.’ Coaches always had a ‘but.’

      “No ‘but’,” Coach Anders said, surprising me. “That was genuinely impressive. But I’m curious. How do you think you’d do in a one-on-one situation against someone with more experience?”

      The challenge was subtle but unmistakable. Heat flashed through my chest. “Bring it on.”

      Five minutes later, Coach Anders was suited up in spare gear, looking completely comfortable on the ice. He moved with the fluid grace of someone who’d spent years playing at a high level, not the awkward movements of a coach who’d never been that good as a player. Okay, so he had some skills. Didn’t mean he had something to teach me.

      “Alright,” he said, skating to center ice. “You attack, I defend. Let’s see what you can do. But Adan?”

      “What?”

      “I charge extra for skating lessons.”

      That son of a…

      I grabbed a puck and took off, confidence surging through me. This would be easy. I had speed, size, and the element of surprise. Some European coach who probably hadn’t played competitive hockey in years? Puh-lease.

      I came at him full speed, planning to use my acceleration to blow past him. Instead, he read my approach perfectly, angled me off, and stripped the puck so smoothly, I barely realized what had happened until it was sliding away from my stick.

      “Huh,” I said, skating back to retrieve it. “Lucky.”

      “Try again.”

      This time, I came in more carefully, using my body to protect the puck. Coach Anders stayed patient, matching my movements, forcing me to make the first move. When I tried to cut inside, he was already there. When I went outside, he had the angle covered. After thirty seconds of battling, he poke-checked the puck away again.

      I cursed. “What the fuck?”

      “One more?” Coach Anders asked, suppressing a smile. He had every right too, dammit.

      The third attempt, I tried everything: speed, power, deception. I faked left, went right, used my shoulder to try to create space. Coach Anders absorbed the contact, stayed with me step for step, and when I overcommitted trying to get around him, he stepped up and cleanly separated me from the puck.

      Then, before I could react, he was heading the other way with possession. I turned to chase him, but he was already at the other end, calmly placing a wrist shot in the upper corner of the net. Textbook accuracy, no wasted effort.

      “Son of a bitch,” Tank called out from across the ice. “Coach schooled Rivera!”

      I skated back toward center ice, my face burning with embarrassment. Three attempts, three clean defensive plays, followed by a goal that looked effortless. “Again,” I snapped.

      Finally, I managed to outsmart him and get past him to score—though the latter didn’t mean much when there was no goalie. But it had been far from easy and had taken me a good twenty seconds. In a real game, I wouldn’t have that kind of time.

      “Again.”

      Coach Anders didn’t say anything, just positioned himself again. I scored again, but on the next two attempts, he got past me, and so we ended up with a final score that was still heavily in his favor. Dammit.

      “You done?” Coach Brennan called out, not bothering to hide the amusement in his voice, the asshole. Must’ve been the first time he’d seen me get beat on the ice.

      “Yes. Whatever.”

      Coach Anders skated back toward me. I stayed quiet. What was I supposed to say? That I’d been completely outplayed by a guy I’d assumed would be easy to beat?

      “That went different from what you expected?” Coach Anders asked, and to his credit, he didn’t sound gleeful.

      “Yeah. Different.” I looked at him more carefully now, seeing things I’d missed before. The way he held his stick, the positioning of his feet, the calm confidence that came from someone who’d played at levels I was still trying to reach. “You actually know what you’re doing.”

      “I hope so. It would be rather embarrassing if I didn’t, given my job.”

      I snorted. “Not every coach can play.”

      “I’m well aware. But I can.”

      I crossed my arms. “What are you planning to teach me?”

      “How to do what you do, but better and smarter. Your skills are impressive, Adan. But skills alone won’t get you to the next level. You need to understand when and how to use them.”

      From across the ice, Tank laughed. “Dude’s got you thinking, Rivera!”

      “Shut up!” I called back, but there was no heat in it. I turned back to Coach Anders, who’d taken his helmet off. His hair was messed up now, and he looked more human, less pristine. “You’re not what I expected.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “I don’t know. Some old guy with a whistle and a clipboard.”

      Coach Anders smiled, and it transformed his whole face. “I do have a clipboard, and if you prefer, I’d be happy to bring a whistle.”

      Despite myself, I laughed. “Great. Just what I need.”

      “Our first session is scheduled for Wednesday at seven a.m.,” he said. “Is that too early?”

      “Nope, that’s fine.”

      “Good. I was thinking we could meet every other day for now. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. That gives you time to practice what we work on during regular team sessions.”

      I shrugged. “Every other day works.”

      “Good. We can adjust it later when needed. We’ll start with some basic positioning work and see where that takes us.”

      As he walked away, I watched him go. There was something about the way he moved, confident but not cocky, that made me think there was more to him than the polite surface he showed. And he was good-looking. Very Scandinavian, with that tall, blond Alexander Skårsgard look, and a pair of eyes that were a mix of green and blue. Not that it mattered since I didn’t swing that way. But a guy could appreciate another guy’s looks without it meaning anything, right?

      “So?” Tank skated up beside me. “Verdict?”

      “He’s not terrible.”

      “Oh, that’s high praise coming from you.”

      “Shut up.”

      The thing was, I’d been expecting to hate this. I’d been ready to prove that I didn’t need some fancy coach telling me how to play hockey. Because I was already good, the best player on this team. Hell, the best player this program had seen in years. I didn’t need help.

      When I hadn’t been selected for the draft, I’d been disappointed, but it had made sense. My high school hadn’t been on the radar for most scouts, so I’d hoped that going to Millard would make a difference. It hadn’t. The scouts had been there and they’d seen me play, but I still hadn’t been drafted. Too raw, they’d said. I needed more development.

      I thought that’s what I had been doing: developing. But what if there were things I didn’t know? What if the reason the scouts passed me over wasn’t because I lacked talent, but because I was missing something else entirely? My chest tightened.

      “You okay, dude?” Tank asked, studying my face. “You look like you’re planning something.”

      “Just thinking,” I said.

      “About what?”

      I glanced toward the tunnel where Coach Anders had disappeared. “About Wednesday morning.”

      “You’re gonna work with this guy?”

      “I’m gonna see what he’s got. If he can teach me something that’ll get me to the NHL, then hell yeah, I’ll work with him.”

      “And if he can’t?”

      I shrugged. “Then I’ll prove I was right all along.”

      Coach Anders might have some skills, but that didn’t mean he was better than me and that he could teach me something. No, the jury was still out on Nils Anders.
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      My alarm buzzed at five-thirty, but I was already awake, staring at the ceiling of my modest bedroom. The HEMNES bed frame creaked slightly as I sat up. According to the reviews online, that would get less over time. I certainly hoped so as it had woken me up a few times. Not quite at the same level as my bed back home… and it had taken me a few hours to put together, too. My royal training had not included instructions on assembling IKEA furniture—clearly an omission.

      Through the window, Buffalo was slowly waking up, the late-August air already carrying hints of the autumn that would soon transform this place into a hockey town.

      I’d been at Millard for two days now, and the first hints of a routine were there. A shower, keeping in mind that it took a full minute for the water to heat up, then breakfast with an “everything bagel” with lox. Or, as we would say in Swedish: lax. Had to stay true to my roots there, though bagels weren’t exactly Swedish. Still, the combination was quite good, even if I had no idea why they’d called it an everything bagel when it was… just a bagel?

      This was accompanied by copious amounts of coffee while doing a quick scan of Swedish news on my phone and checking my Google alerts, then messages. Normal morning activities for a normal person. Except normal people didn’t have to worry about their faces appearing in international tabloids.

      I’d done a little exploring, and so far, I liked it here. Buffalo was nothing like Stockholm—grittier, more working-class, unpretentious in a way that was at the same time familiar and completely new.

      I missed the stars, though. At night, one could barely see the stars, even on clear nights. I’d brought my smallest telescope with me, but the light pollution from the city was too strong to allow the Milky Way to show her splendor. In Sweden, even half an hour outside of Stockholm, it was dark enough to see it. Well, in the winter, anyways. In the summers, it stayed light for too long to see much.

      Maybe I could do some exploring outside of Buffalo and find a darker area? The Niagara Falls were definitely on my list of things to see as well, and so was New York City.

      But the good news was that nobody looked at me twice when I walked down the street. It was exactly the anonymity I’d been craving. This year was about discovering if anyone could value Nils Anders for who he was, not Prince Nils Anders Gustav Bernadotte and everything that came with the title.

      I’d learned that lesson the hard way with Alexandra. Eight months of thinking I’d found my happily ever after, only to discover she’d seen me as nothing more than a ticket to a better life. The memory still stung, but it had clarified something important: I needed to know that any relationship I built was based on who I was, on my character, not what I represented. And this year in Buffalo was my chance to do that, to see if people still liked me if they had no idea who I was other than an assistant coach.

      Sure, at Rideau, my teammates had known and they’d certainly given me shit about it, but everyone had respected my request to keep my identity on the down low outside the rink. It had been mentioned once or twice on some blog or local newspaper, but luckily, it had never become a big story. Hopefully, that meant I could keep my royal background a secret here in Buffalo.

      I’d spent the whole day reading up on all protocols—herregud, Americans loved protocols and paperwork, not to mention all the waivers and release forms—and meeting everyone on staff. The Mavericks had a great team, and I was excited to work with them.

      But mostly, I was excited to work with Adan. I’d been thinking about Tuesday’s meeting more than I should have. The way he’d challenged me, tested my knowledge, pushed back against authority in a way that should’ve been disrespectful but somehow felt honest instead. There was something magnetic about his confidence, the way he moved on the ice with such natural grace and power.

      And god, I had loved besting him. I might not play for a team anymore, but I was competitive enough to still want to win. And beating a player like Adan? Nothing had ever felt sweeter, especially because he was good. Truly, exceptionally good. He had all the makings of a future star, including that cocky grin and the arrogance that radiated off him in waves.

      Professional admiration, I told myself. I was excited to work with a player of his caliber.

      But as I pulled on my coaching clothes—black training pants, a Millard polo shirt, sneakers—I couldn’t shake the memory of how I’d watched him skate. Not merely analyzing his technique, but appreciating the way he moved, the intensity in his posture, the unconscious confidence in every stride. I’d admired far more than his skills.

      There had been moments like this before. My roommate at Rideau whose laugh had made something flutter in my chest. A fellow student in one of my coaching classes whose focused concentration had been impossibly attractive. I’d always pushed those feelings aside, told myself it was nothing but admiration for athletic ability or intellectual prowess.

      But standing in my small Buffalo bathroom, brushing my teeth, it was impossible to deny what I’d been avoiding for years. I was attracted to men. Not exclusively—I’d dated several women and enjoyed it, including the sex—but definitely, undeniably attracted to men as well.

      And yesterday, watching Adan Rivera dominate the ice with that combination of skill and swagger, I’d felt that familiar flutter of interest that had nothing to do with hockey and everything to do with the man himself.

      Oj då. This was going to be complicated.

      The drive to Maverick Arena took less than ten minutes, the streets empty except for a few early commuters and the occasional jogger. I parked in the staff lot and sat for a moment, gathering my thoughts. Professional boundaries, that was the key.

      The arena was quiet at six-forty-five, most of the lights still off. I used my key card to enter through the staff entrance, breathing in the familiar scent of ice and hockey equipment. This early in the morning, the building felt different. It had an air of expectance, ready for the day’s activities.

      I flicked on the lights in the coaching office and pulled out my notes from the team practice I’d observed. Corner positioning, defensive awareness, and shot selection were all areas where Adan could improve his game. And I had plenty of ideas on how to help him do that.

      “You’re early.”

      I turned to find Adan standing in the doorway, already dressed in practice gear except for his skates. His hair was still messy from sleep, and he carried a travel mug of what I assumed was coffee.

      “I wanted to review my notes.” I gestured at the papers spread across the desk. “I hope seven o’clock is not too early for you?”

      “Nah, I’m always up early anyway.” He took a sip and made a face. “This stuff tastes like it was made yesterday, but it’s caffeinated, so whatever.”

      I studied his profile as he looked around the office, taking in the whiteboards covered with tactical diagrams and the shelves lined with hockey manuals. He was very easy on the eyes with dark, slightly-too-long, wavy hair, a pair of chocolate brown eyes, and a slightly toned skin. Like most hockey players, he was built like a compact powerhouse with thick thighs, powerful muscles, and broad shoulders There was something appealing about seeing him in this more casual state, when he was less performative than he’d been with his teammates watching.

      “Ready to get started?”

      “I was born ready.”

      The rink was perfectly quiet except for the hum of the ice-making equipment. Our skates echoed in the empty arena as we stepped onto the fresh ice, and I felt that familiar thrill of having an entire rink to ourselves. This was when the real work happened. No distractions, no audience, just player and coach and the infinite possibilities of improvement.

      “We’ll start with corner positioning.” I set up a cone to mark our practice area. “The key is understanding that power alone won’t work against NHL-level defensemen.”

      Adan nodded, already focused in that intense way I’d noticed before. When he concentrated, his whole body seemed to tune into the task at hand. “Show me.”

      I demonstrated the technique, emphasizing the subtle movements that created space and options. “It’s about making the defenseman commit to a choice before you reveal your intention.”

      “Like poker.”

      “Exactly like poker. You control the information they receive.”

      He tried the drill, and I could see his natural athleticism working to integrate the new technique. His first few attempts were awkward—he was fighting against years of muscle memory—but gradually, he began to find the rhythm.

      “Better.” I skated closer to adjust his stance. “But you’re still telegraphing your move with your shoulders. Try keeping them square until the last moment.”

      I reached out to demonstrate, my hands settling on his shoulders to guide the positioning. The contact was brief, professional, but I was very aware of the solid muscle beneath his practice jersey, the way he held perfectly still as I made the adjustment.

      “Like this?” He repeated the movement.

      “Exactly.” I stepped back, hoping my voice sounded normal. “Now try it with the puck.”

      The next twenty minutes flew by as we worked through variations of the drill. Adan was a quick learner, his competitive nature driving him to master each element before moving on to the next. I was genuinely impressed by his hockey intelligence. He didn’t merely memorize the technique but wanted to understand the underlying principles.

      “This is sick,” he said after successfully completing a complex sequence. “I can feel how much more control I have.”

      “That’s the goal. At the professional level, it’s often the mental game that separates good players from great ones.”

      We moved on to defensive awareness drills, working on his positioning when he didn’t have the puck. This required even more hands-on coaching with me adjusting his stance, guiding his movement, demonstrating proper body angles. Each touch was brief and professional, but I was increasingly aware of his presence, his focus, the way he absorbed instruction with complete attention.

      “You’re a good teacher,” he said during a water break, leaning against the boards. “Different from the other coaches I’ve had.”

      “How so?”

      “You explain the why. Most coaches tell you to do something and expect you to obey without understanding the reason or even asking for it.”

      The compliment pleased me, probably more than it should have. “Understanding the theory behind it makes it easier to adapt the technique to different situations.”

      “Makes sense.” He took another drink of water, throat working as he swallowed. I forced myself to look away. He put his water bottle down again. “What’s it like in Sweden? I mean, hockey-wise. Is it really different from here?”

      The question was innocent enough, but this was dangerous territory for me. How much could I tell him without revealing too much and without resorting to lies? “The style is different. More emphasis on skill and strategy, less on pure physicality. And the rinks are larger, which affects the pace of play.”

      He frowned. “Larger how?”

      “Four meters wider. That’s, erm…” I did a quick calculation. “Roughly twelve feet, I think? It sounds small, but it makes a huge difference. In Sweden, you have more time to think, more space to develop plays. Here, everything happens faster. You have to make decisions quicker because the walls are always right there.” I gestured toward the boards. “When I first came to Canada, I kept trying to make passes that worked perfectly in Sweden but got picked off here because there wasn’t enough room.”

      “Huh. So you had to change your style?”

      “In some ways, yes. But it made me a better player. Learning to think faster, to see opportunities in tighter spaces.” I paused, remembering those first few weeks at Rideau when everything had felt cramped and rushed. “But it took a while to adapt.”

      “And you’ve played hockey your whole life?”

      I smiled automatically as I thought of my father. Born in a normal family but elevated to royalty after marrying my mom, the actual princess, he’d insisted on giving me as normal a youth as possible… and that had included hockey. He loved the game, always had. “Yes, from the time I was very young. My father was very supportive of my hockey interests.”

      True enough, even if it left out the part about being trained by former Olympic coaches on the palace grounds.

      “That’s cool. My parents worked their asses off to pay for my hockey.” There was pride in his voice, not self-pity. “Dad still picks up extra shifts when I need new equipment.”

      The contrast between our backgrounds hit me like a physical blow.
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