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The arena’s air conditioning hums softly, a low whisper in the stillness. Out on the ice, it’s silent—until I cut across the frozen surface again and again, each stride sharp and precise. My blades carve clean lines into the reflective sheet, the rhythmic echo of my movements breaking the quiet like a heartbeat in a void.

Every day, I get an hour alone on the ice before anyone else shows up. It’s my time. Just me and the rink. No distractions. No noise. Just the cold air and the feeling of control beneath my skates. But that hour is over now. The others are here.

Laughter drifts from the bench, light and distant, like voices from another world. No one talks to me—and I don’t want them to. My words stay locked behind a wall I built long ago. The team gave up trying after the first week. I don’t blame them.

They expected something else when I arrived—the new guy, the natural NHL talent with lightning reflexes and unwavering discipline. But what they got was a mystery they couldn’t solve. And I made sure it stayed that way.

As the others take the ice and the sound of skates begins to echo through the arena, I feel their presence more than I see it. Their energy swells in the room, but it never quite touches me. I receive their passes with ease, moving like I was born with a stick in my hands. My focus never slips. It's my silent vow to always be faster, sharper, more relentless than anyone else out here.

They call me a shadow. A loner chasing perfection. Driven by something only I understand—and barely that. The fans' applause, the backslaps from teammates, none of it matters to me. Applause fades. Recognition is fragile. I learned a long time ago that the only thing I can rely on is myself.

I’ll never be part of this team. Not really. I’m the guy no one notices in the locker room. The one who doesn’t join in the strategy talk or laugh during cooldowns. But on the ice, I matter. I’m the one the coach trusts to play any line. The most versatile player in the NHL. Defense, offense, power play, penalty kill—whenever something shifts, whenever someone’s out or the pressure’s on, I’m the one who steps in.

It makes me something of a ghost. A weapon they don’t quite understand. I see it in their eyes—a mix of respect and unease. They know I’ve memorized every tactic, that I’ll always perform. But they’ve never really heard my voice.

Today is no different.

As I fly across the ice, smooth and fast, the world fades away. Out here, I don’t feel alone. I feel free. There’s no team, no coach, no expectations. Just the drive to be better than yesterday. The silence wraps around me like a second skin, and for one perfect moment, it’s only me, the ice, and the endless pursuit of something just out of reach.

At the team meeting, I sit in the last row, my shoulder blades resting against the cool wall. The coach’s voice drones steadily at the front, outlining strategies, line changes, and the strengths of our next opponent. The air is thick with the smell of sweat and tension. Around me, players shift in their seats—some nodding along, others trading glances, restless and alert. But I remain still. Unmoving. Silent.

I listen. I watch. I absorb everything—the subtlest posture shift, the slight tremor in a voice, the faintest ripple of uncertainty in the room.

My eyes follow the coach as he moves at the front of the room, leaning into the tactics board, one hand braced on the edge, his gaze sweeping over us. He doesn't linger long on anyone, but I feel it when his eyes meet mine. He’s been my coach since I entered the NHL—maybe the only person here who actually sees me. Not just the skater, not the machine built for discipline and precision, but me. Jusuf. The quiet one. The ghost in the room.

He doesn’t need to speak to understand what’s happening behind my eyes. Sometimes it feels like he reads the tension in my jaw, the lift of a brow, the way my fingers twitch in concentration. We communicate without words—through subtle signs and quiet acknowledgement. It’s not friendship, exactly. More like an alliance. Mutual respect wrapped in silence.

When our eyes meet, there’s sometimes the faintest nod. Barely perceptible. But it says everything: I see you. I trust you. And I know he means it. He relies on my instincts—on the things I pick up that others miss. The unspoken weak spots. The silent shifts in momentum. My awareness becomes part of his strategy, even if no one else realizes it.

As the meeting wears on and the voices in the room grow louder, I stay still in the back row, sharper than ever. Present. Observant. A shadow, maybe—but a vital one. The rest of the team might not notice me, but the coach does. And for now, that’s enough.

The air thickens as the first line guys begin to speak. Their voices carry weight—firm, experienced, urgent. One of them, a tall forward with a chiseled jaw and eyes like flint, raises his hand.

"Coach, we need to talk about third- and fourth-line defense," he says, his tone clipped. "We’re under pressure. Last game proved it again."

A low murmur stirs across the room, and I feel the ripple of unease spread from the front all the way to me. Faces turn serious. The energy shifts.

It’s not the first time our depth in defense has been questioned—but this time, there’s something heavier in the air. An edge. The memory of our last defenseman going down, still fresh and unspoken, looms over us like a shadow we’re trying not to name.

I watch the reactions unfold, tracking every subtle shift: the coach's pursed lips, the furrowed brows of my teammates, the impatient tapping of fingers against wood. Then the captain stands. His voice is steady—measured, but firm. “We’re past the point of hoping for miracles. We’re short more than one man, and Jusuf can’t carry the entire load.”

There’s a ripple of agreement. A few glances flick my way—quick, almost hesitant—before turning back to the captain. My pulse stays steady. I’m used to this. Used to being the patch, the placeholder. The one they turn to when the storm hits and everything needs to shift. The one who blends in, adapts, survives. But today it’s different. The hole in our defense isn’t just a temporary inconvenience—it’s forcing the team into uncomfortable questions. Questions that need answers, not workarounds.

“We need names,” says a first-line player, arms crossed tightly across his chest. His jaw is clenched, his stance rigid. “Players who can step in now. Fill the void.”

The room stirs. Voices layer over one another. Names are tossed into the air like sparks—some drawing nods, others furrowing brows. Someone mentions a seasoned defender from another team, and suddenly the low murmur ignites into a current of arguments and opinions. The tension is tangible, sharp like static before a storm.

“Can we even afford to bring in someone new?” another player asks, his voice loud enough to drown out the hum of the air conditioning. The coach’s brow tightens, lines deepening as he weighs the options, silent under the weight of expectations.

I stay still, eyes drifting from one face to the next. No one says my name, but we all know who’s been filling that gap. I feel the question in the air—how long can I keep doing this? How long before they stop relying on the adaptable one and choose stability instead?

The captain exhales deeply, and his gaze flicks toward me. Just for a second. But I catch it. There’s a quiet understanding there, a shared truth neither of us will say aloud: this isn’t my decision to make—but it will change everything for me.

I’ve learned to live in flux. On the ice, I’m wherever I’m needed—defense, offense, special teams, whatever the moment demands. In life, I’ve done the same. Shifting, adjusting, never settling. I’ve never belonged to a place, a story, or a home. I’ve always been the stone people kick aside without noticing where it lands.

My parents—two lost souls adrift in the chaos of addiction—rarely had room for anything outside their next fix. Perhaps there was love, buried deep beneath the vacant stares and trembling hands, but if it ever existed, it was too faint, too choked by need. I remember fleeting moments when it surfaced: the rare smile that broke through my mother’s daze, or the way my father would pat my head and mutter something that almost sounded like a promise. But like everything else in their world, those moments were short-lived. Soon, only the memory of them remained—shadows swallowed whole when the drugs won for good and my parents disappeared, as suddenly and completely as a light being switched off.

The years that followed blurred together in a string of children’s homes—places meant to be safe, but never meant to last. There were voices, laughter, and tears within those walls, but I was just a quiet observer, tucked into corners where the noise couldn’t reach. I didn’t speak much—not because I couldn’t, but because I had learned early on that silence was a survival skill. Insecurity doesn’t afford you the luxury of words. If you wanted to endure, you learned to blend in, keep your head down, become invisible.

So I became the boy who arrived whenever a bed became available, the shadow who packed his bag before anyone asked him to. Every slammed door behind me was just another page turned in a book without a clear beginning—or any promise of an end.

I got used to not belonging. Whether it was a sterile room that reeked of disinfectant or a narrow cot in a dormitory packed with strangers, the setting didn’t matter. I was passed around like a pawn in a game where no one cared about strategy. Sometimes I wondered if that feeling—the one that told me I was temporary, replaceable, unnecessary—would ever go away.

Even now, when I switch positions on the ice, it reminds me of all the times I shoved my few belongings into a worn-out bag and walked into another unfamiliar hallway, wondering if this one might be the last. For some, the scrape of blades on ice signals the start of a game, a plan, a shot at glory. For me, it’s an echo of those days, a quiet whisper from the past: How long before it’s time to move on again?

The turning point in my life didn’t come until I was seventeen. That’s when the Los Angeles Kings launched a new outreach program for disadvantaged youth. Until then, my days had followed the same numb rhythm: gray walls, gray faces, gray routines. I had stopped believing in hope—it was a word I’d learned to ignore, a concept too fragile to carry with me from one foster home to the next.

But then one day, the director of our group home walked in holding a stack of papers and wearing an expression I hadn’t seen on him before—a mixture of disbelief and genuine excitement. He told us about a new program launched by the Kings, a sports initiative designed to offer kids like us something different. Something brighter. A spark in lives that had gone dim too soon.

I listened, cautiously. I didn’t let myself believe. Why should anything good ever happen to me? I was already too old for such programs. But when three of the younger kids came down with the flu, the director offered me their spot—for once, not out of pity, but as a real opportunity. A chance for distraction, he called it.

He had no idea how much more it would become.

The first day on the ice was a revelation.

The moment I felt the chill beneath the blades, the resistance, the clean echo of each step—I breathed in a way I never had before. It was as if the ice pressed a quiet stillness over all the years of uncertainty, over every moment I had endured in silence, wrapped me in cold clarity. For the first time in my life, I could run without being chased. I could fall without someone barking at me to get up and keep moving.

The coaches and volunteers didn’t look through me like so many others had. They didn’t stare with pity or polite indifference. They looked at me with a curiosity that felt like belief.
“Try again, Jusuf,” they said.
And for the first time, my name carried weight. Not like a label, not like an administrative checkbox. But like a person—me. I tried again. And again. Until trying turned into something else. Something I couldn’t stop.
Something I didn’t want to stop.
Holding my first stick felt strange. My hands trembled, my passes were hesitant and shaky. But every time I stepped onto the ice, the noise of the world fell away. I wasn’t the boy shuffled from home to home. I wasn’t a name buried in a file. Out here, I was someone. Even if just for a few minutes.

We had access to the rink every afternoon that week. On the third day, something changed.

It started with a murmur in the air, faint at first, like a ripple under glass. I felt it before I saw it—the way the coaches paused, how their faces shifted. There was a tension in the air, electric and unspoken, passing between people like a rumor no one dared to say aloud.

The coaches exchanged glances—uncharacteristically anxious. Their calm, measured tone had been replaced by something sharper, almost fragile with urgency.

And then, at the end of the session, as the other kids noisily headed toward the locker rooms, I was told to stay on the ice.

That’s when I saw them.

A group of about fifteen men in dark suits stood at the far end of the rink, arms crossed or hands clasped, some whispering quietly to each other. Their gazes were fixed on me—sharp, focused, unreadable. They didn’t blink. They didn’t look away.

“Jusuf, stay on the ice,” one of the coaches called out.

My heart kicked in my chest. The last echoes of the other kids’ laughter vanished. And there I stood, alone on the ice, with nothing but the sound of my own breath and the crunch of skates beneath me.

Three men in coaching jackets—older, serious, weathered by years of experience—stepped onto the ice and approached. One held a new stick, its polished wood catching the light. Another carried gear so fresh it gleamed.
“Put this on, Jusuf,” the eldest said, his voice low but commanding.
I didn’t understand. Why this gear? Why the extra effort? Why me?

But I obeyed. And when I pulled on the equipment, it fit as though it had been made for me. Every strap closed snugly. The gloves were soft and seamless. The skates, perfectly honed. It was like slipping into a second skin.

“Try them out,” one of them said, motioning toward the open ice.

I started moving, and the ice beneath me felt different—like it was both giving way and carrying me all at once. Smooth, powerful, responsive. After a few laps, the coaches called me over, their faces serious, their voices sharper now.

“Speed test. Show us your speed.”

Then:
“Shooting technique. Take the puck. Show us what you can do.”
One puck after another sliced across the ice. Each shot was instinctive. I had no technique, no training—only reflex. Only a hunger to move, to hit, to prove something I couldn't quite name.
And all the while, I could feel their eyes on me. The men in suits. Watching everything. They weren’t here for applause. They were here to evaluate. To decide.
Between drills, assistants stepped in to sharpen my skates—fast, efficient, silent. The high-pitched screech of metal grinding against metal echoed through the empty arena, a jarring sound that only made the moment feel more surreal.

What was this? Why all this effort—for me? Why now?

Before I could make sense of anything, one of the men on the sidelines gave a small signal. A subtle nod. The coaches exchanged glances, then one stepped forward.

“One last time, Jusuf. Show us your best game.”

So I did. I silenced the trembling in my hands. Pushed aside the questions in my head. And let my body take over. No thoughts—just movement. Just me, the ice, and the puck. Nothing else existed. No history, no homes, no goodbyes. Just this.

By the time I finished the final lap, something in the air had shifted. I could feel it.

Then came the words. Words that would forever split my life into two halves.

“Jusuf, welcome to the Los Angeles Kings.”

The sentence hung in the air, suspended in the cold silence of the rink. I stood there, stunned, unsure if I’d heard it right. The man who had spoken—a coach with a weathered face and decades of hockey etched into his eyes—looked at me with something between reverence and excitement.

“I’ve been a coach for twenty years,” he said, his voice softening. “Before that, I played professionally for fifteen. And in all those years, in all the practices and games I’ve seen... I’ve never come across a player like you.”

He paused, like even he wasn’t sure if he believed his own words.

My hands, still tucked into those brand-new gloves, started to tremble. They suddenly felt too tight.

“It doesn’t make sense,” he went on, a slight, amazed smile tugging at his mouth. “You skate like someone who’s trained for a decade. You handle the puck like it’s part of you. And yet... you’ve never done this before.”

He looked at me then, really looked—as if the answer might be written in my eyes. But I didn’t have one.

“We’re accepting you into our talent program immediately,” he said.

Something lit in my chest. A small, unfamiliar burn.

“As soon as you’re eighteen, you’ll move into the Rookie House. You’ll have a place there—a real home.”

That last word hit hard. I swallowed against the lump in my throat, but it stayed lodged there, stubborn and aching.

“Training starts tomorrow,” he added, his tone shifting again, full of promise and purpose. “We’re excited to see what you can do.”

The program didn’t change everything overnight. I still went back to the group home every evening. The cold nights remained. The restless noise, the memories—they all stayed.
But something had taken root inside me. Something fragile but stubborn.
Hope.

And with every practice, every drill, every time I stepped back onto that ice, that small seed of hope kept growing—pushing through the cracks of everything I’d once believed about myself.

For the first time, I experienced recognition—not as pity, but as respect. The rink became my sanctuary, the ice my ground zero. Out there, I wasn’t just the kid shuffled from place to place, the backup piece slotted in wherever there was need. I became someone who could fight—not just to survive, but to win. Against life. Against circumstance. And sometimes, just sometimes, against the demons that still whispered when the cheering faded.
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“My darling, did you really pack everything? Even the medication? Your prosthesis?”
My mother’s voice is gentle, but there's a tremble in it—an undercurrent of nervous energy she can’t quite mask. Her hands hover over my suitcase, touching each item as if her fingertips can reassure her more than her eyes ever could. There's pride in her gaze, yes, but also a flicker of something else—worry, maybe, or the ache of letting go. She flits around me like a bird tending to its nest one last time, rearranging the twigs and smoothing the feathers before the fledgling takes flight.
Today, everything changes.
Today, I say goodbye to what has been—and step into what could be. A rookie contract with the Denver Devils. The words keep repeating in my head, like a mantra I’m not yet ready to believe. I made it—somehow, against every odd, in a way no one thought possible. When the call came, my mom had tears in her eyes. Her first thought wasn’t whether I’d be good enough, but whether I was ready. Whether we were ready. Because none of this is mine alone. Every fight, every win—every scar and triumph—has her name stitched into it too.
“Yes, Mom,” I say softly, smiling despite the lump rising in my throat. “I’ve got everything.”
And I do. Not just the medication, not just the prosthesis, but everything she’s poured into me—her strength, her fight, her love.
I remember the cold mornings, her voice sharp and encouraging from the side of the rink. “Don’t give up!” she’d yell, when my legs were shaking and my lungs burning. She never let me quit. Not when I doubted myself. Not when others did. Her voice became the rhythm I skated to—the reason I got back up every time I fell.
“I know, sweetheart,” she says, her voice cracking just a little. Her fingers rest on the edge of the suitcase before she closes it with a soft, final sigh. “You’ve become so strong.”

My mind drifts to the ice—my one constant. The place where I could forget the stares. The questions. The body I was born into that never quite felt like mine. Out there, under the harsh rink lights, I wasn’t the trans kid, or the question mark, or the story people whispered about. I was just Nico. A player. A fighter.

Those early years still sit heavy in my bones—a long shadow stretched across my childhood. The confusion started quietly, like a whisper curling around the edges of my thoughts. I saw my friends' bodies change, watched their shoulders widen and voices deepen. But my own body was telling a story I didn’t recognize—one I didn’t choose. One that felt more and more like a stranger each day.

Why had I been given a body that didn’t reflect who I was? Why were my breasts growing, my hips widening, as if my own body was conspiring against me? Each new sign felt like a silent betrayal—a reminder that I was trapped in skin that didn’t feel like mine. Every morning began with a hesitant glance in the mirror, only to be met with features that told the wrong story. There was a face, soft and delicate, but none of it matched the storm raging inside me.

It was as if my true self had been locked away—put on hold in some invisible waiting room, hoping for change, for something that might finally bring me closer to myself. While others laughed in school hallways, played sports, flirted and gossiped about crushes, I faded into the background, a silent observer behind a wall no one else could see. My friends noticed that something had changed in me, but they didn’t understand what it meant—and truthfully, I didn’t either.

Insecurity became my constant shadow. It crept into every thought, every moment. I tried to distract myself—lost hours in books and skates, hoping the dissonance between my body and my soul would somehow dissolve. But it never did. I felt like an actor cast in the wrong role, stuck in a costume that didn’t fit and never would. The part wasn’t mine, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make it feel like home.

The confusion grew, and with it came an aching loneliness. I couldn’t find the words to explain what I felt—not to myself, not to anyone else. The questions kept echoing in my mind. Who am I, really? Why do I feel so different? There were no clear answers, only the growing certainty that ignoring them would never make them go away. They always returned—louder, sharper—until I could no longer look the other way.

Time passed, and with every shift in my body, the sense of wrongness grew more unbearable. It was like the world had assigned me a part I had never auditioned for and now expected me to perform without faltering. But even in the darkest moments, there was a spark inside me—a quiet, persistent knowing that I wasn’t wrong, only misunderstood. That somewhere beyond the uncertainty, there was a version of myself waiting to be claimed.

“Today is the beginning of something new,” my mother says, her voice full of emotion, her smile radiant with pride. I can barely hold back the tears. “But never forget who you are and where you come from.”

I nod, and for that brief, sacred moment, we are just mother and son—bound by everything that has brought us here: the tears, the courage, the relentless love.
Today, I take a step into the unknown. But I don’t walk alone.
“Thank you, Mom. For everything.”
My voice trembles as I look into her tear-filled eyes. Time seems to still, as if the world itself is pausing to bear witness to the weight of these words.
I swallow, the lump in my throat thick with memory. “Thank you for going with me to Dr. Smith that day.”

A soft, knowing smile curves her lips as she squeezes my hand—warm, steady, grounding. Her touch is an anchor that holds me when the flood of memory rushes in.
“Thank you for standing by me through hormone therapy,” I continue, the tightness in my chest easing with each word. I remember her in the waiting room, her fingers laced tightly, her voice gently reassuring. I remember the long conversations, the awkward laughter in quiet moments, the way she stood beside me—unwavering—when everything felt uncertain.
“Thank you for going through my gender reassignment surgeries.”
My voice cracked as memories surged—sterile hallways bathed in cold fluorescent light, the quiet rhythm of machines beeping through the night, and her silhouette by my bedside. She had been there through it all—every procedure, every anxious wait that stretched endlessly, every uncertain step I dared to take. When pain tightened my jaw and doubt threatened to crush me, she was the one who held on—her hand clasped in mine, her voice a whisper of hope in the storm.
Tears welled in her eyes and spilled silently down her cheeks as she looked at me. “You’ve always been so brave, my love,” she said softly, her words wrapped in years of heartache, healing, and unwavering pride.

I looked at her, and something in my chest cracked open—something tender and luminous. Gratitude rose like a flame, burning hotter than any fear I’d ever known.
“Thank you for giving me the chance to be happy,” I whispered, each word a release, a softening of everything that had once felt too heavy to carry. In that moment, held in the light of her love and all we had survived, I understood something vital: I had never walked this path alone. She had always been there—my compass, my anchor, my unwavering home in a world that so often made no sense.
“I love you, Mom,” I added, my voice steadier now, charged with conviction. “And I promise—I’ll give it everything I’ve got.”

She pulled me into her arms and held me close, and for the first time in what felt like forever, the ache inside me went quiet. Wrapped in her embrace, my fears dissolved. There was only love—deep, steady, and immovable.
“I’m so proud of you,” she whispered against my ear.
I closed my eyes and let that moment settle into me, warm and grounding. We stayed like that, wrapped in each other’s arms, while the world outside spun on. But here, in this small pocket of stillness, there was only us—and the quiet certainty that everything we had faced had led to this: a new beginning we had built together.
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My phone rings, and for a moment, I forget to breathe.

The shrill tone slices through the stillness of my small apartment, breaking the familiar silence that wraps around me like a second skin. It’s a sound I rarely hear—almost no one calls me. Everyone knows I avoid conversations, that for me, words often feel more like a weight than a comfort.

With a flicker of unease, I reach for my phone, my fingers trembling slightly as I check the screen.

My coach’s name appears. A flicker of surprise crosses my face. He’s the only person I answer without hesitation.

My heart begins to pound, that dull, uncomfortable flutter spreading through my chest like a warning. Something’s off. Something isn’t right.

“Coach?” I say, keeping my voice steady, though inside me, a storm is already gathering. There’s a pause. I can hear him breathing—slow, heavy, like the words are stuck in his throat.

“Sorry, Jusuf. I hate to bother you,” he says at last, his voice thick, quiet. “But could you come to the arena as soon as possible? We need to talk.”

The words echo in my head. I go still.

There’s something in his tone—something unspoken—that makes my pulse stumble. I open my mouth to ask what’s going on, but before I can say a word, he ends the call.

Silence returns, heavier than before.

I stare down at the phone, willing it to tell me more. But it stays dark and silent. The unease crawling through me deepens, coiling tight.

I grab my jacket and head out the door.

The cold bites at my skin, but it doesn’t touch the storm inside. My thoughts spiral. My chest feels tight. Every step I take seems louder than it should be, echoing in my ears alongside the dull thud of my heartbeat.

What if...?
I cut the thought off before it can finish.
I’ve trained myself to keep emotion in check. On the outside, I’m calm. Controlled. My face reveals nothing—just the same distant expression I always wear. But inside, doubt and fear writhe like restless shadows, tightening their grip with every block I walk.

The arena rises in front of me like a silent sentinel, holding secrets I haven’t been told yet.

I step through the front doors. They creak faintly as they open, and I’m met with the familiar scent of cold air, metal, and hard work. It should feel comforting.

But tonight, it doesn’t.

Tonight, even the shadows seem to be watching.

Nervously, I step into the elevator, and the soft thud of the doors closing only amplifies the anxious rhythm in my chest. The ride up to the executive floor feels endless, each level we pass adding another layer to the storm inside me. I catch my reflection in the brushed metal walls and pause. There’s a tightness in my jaw, a tension in my eyes. Cold sweat beads on my forehead, and my palms are damp—I wipe them on my jeans without thinking.

When the elevator finally dings open, I step out onto thick, silent carpet. The corridor is hushed, too still. Every step I take feels unnaturally loud, echoing with anticipation. At the end of the hall, the receptionist greets me with a polite, measured smile that does nothing to ease the weight in my gut.

"Please follow me," she says, her voice crisp but distant.

Each step toward the General Manager’s office feels like a countdown I can’t stop. Why now? What’s going on? The questions swirl in my head like circling hawks, waiting to strike.

Then the door opens—and I stop short.

Three men are waiting inside.

The General Manager sits behind his wide, polished desk, his gaze focused but unreadable. My coach stands beside him, his face unusually stern, more somber than I’ve ever seen it. And leaning casually against the wall is the team owner, a man whose sheer presence seems to dominate the room.

All three of them look at me, and for a moment, I swear they can hear the pounding of my heart. It’s loud, relentless.

"Jusuf," the GM says, giving me a small nod and motioning to the chair across from him.

I nod back stiffly and step into the room, my legs heavier than they should be. I sit down slowly, carefully, as if every movement matters. My voice barely carries, but I manage a quiet, “Good afternoon.” The words scrape against the dryness in my throat, yet somehow they come out steady.

Silence settles over the room like a weighted blanket.

I glance at my coach. His eyes meet mine, steady and almost... fatherly. But it only makes the knot in my chest tighten. The owner crosses his arms, unmoving. His expression gives away nothing.

The longer the silence stretches, the more the tension builds in my shoulders, in my breath. I search their faces, trying to read what isn’t being said—but it’s like staring at a wall. Nothing. Just the quiet before something breaks.

Then the owner steps forward.

His voice is deep and deliberate, the kind that would carry in the loudest arena without a mic. He looks straight at me, and for a heartbeat, everything in the room seems to stop.

“Jusuf, thank you for coming on such short notice,” he begins. His tone is warm, but weighted, as if every word is carved from something heavier than he’d like to carry.

I give a short nod, unable to trust my voice. My throat is still dry. My fingers curl slightly into fists, hidden in my lap.

“First, I want you to know how deeply we appreciate what you’ve brought to this team over the years,” he says. His gaze softens, and for a moment, I think I catch something in his eyes—regret, maybe. “Your talent is extraordinary. What you bring to the ice—your instinct, your vision, your drive—that’s something we see once in a generation. You’re a rare combination: natural skill, tireless work ethic, and a hunger to grow.”

Each of his words sinks deeper into my chest. And even though they’re laced with praise, I feel a cold wave rising inside me. There’s something about the way he speaks—this careful blend of gratitude and gravity—that tightens the knot in my stomach. It’s as if an invisible noose is slowly drawing closed around me.

“What you’re about to hear,” he continues, his voice faltering ever so slightly, “has absolutely nothing to do with us not believing in you.”

My breath catches. My vision blurs. I blink hard as tears push uninvited to the surface. A tremor runs through my arms. I press my lips together, my heart pounding so loud it feels like it’s echoing off the walls.

“But the current situation in our defense leaves us no choice.”

That word—choice—sticks in my mind, hollow and heavy. The meaning behind it begins to settle in, slow and suffocating. A feeling I can’t quite name coils in my chest: fear, resentment, the metallic taste of something inevitable. Just moments ago, the room had felt full—of people, of air, of light. Now it feels smaller. Dimmer. Tilting sideways.

I meet my coach’s eyes, and what I find there makes it worse—understanding, sympathy, even regret. But also something else: a silent request. Stay strong. But how do you stay strong when the ground beneath you is shifting like sand?

I swallow hard. My throat burns. Still, I force myself to look the owner in the eye, even as my stomach knots tighter and my pulse thunders in my ears. Every second feels stretched, elastic, waiting to snap.

Then the coach steps forward.

His hands are clasped tightly together, like he needs to anchor himself to the words he’s about to say.

“Jusuf,” he begins softly, and there’s something in his tone—something heavy. A blend of duty and sorrow. “The Denver Devils need a first-line winger. And they want you.”

A loud rush fills my ears, like the world is slipping underwater. For a second, I don’t feel present. I’m watching this unfold from a distance, like a dream I can’t wake from. The Denver Devils. A different team. A different city. Everything I’ve known here—fragile, limited as it may have been—would vanish in an instant.

“In return,” the coach continues, never looking away from me, “we’ll receive three defensemen. Players we desperately need to fill the gaps.”

Three. For one.

I hear it. I understand it. But my mind refuses to absorb it.

Three players—for me.

I should feel honored, maybe. Valued. But all I can taste is bitterness.

“Your flight leaves tomorrow at 9 a.m.,” he adds, and there’s a flicker in his eyes—something heavy, like he’s trying to carry this decision for both of us. “You’ll be picked up in Denver. They’ve arranged a furnished apartment and a car. Your salary will remain the same.”

Each sentence lands like a blow. I stand still, spine rigid, as I force myself not to react. But inside, something buckles. Denver. The name alone is enough to unravel the fragile threads holding me together. It doesn’t just mean a new city. It means erasing everything I’ve built here—every drop of sweat, every silent battle fought alone on the ice, every moment where this place, however imperfect, felt like something close to home.

“If you need help with your furniture, just let us know. The press release goes out at ten tomorrow,” the coach adds, his voice softer now. Gentle, even. Like he knows what this is doing to me. Like he wants to say more but doesn’t know how.

I shake my head slowly, mechanically, like I’m moving underwater. “No,” I reply. My voice comes out steady, even though my chest feels hollow. “I live in a furnished apartment. Just my clothes and my gear.”

A small, bitter smile tugs at the corner of my mouth—barely there. Of course. That’s who I am. Always packed light. Always ready to go. No attachments, no clutter, no home too permanent to leave behind.

Silence falls over the room like a curtain, thick
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