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The Man in the Crease

The first puck hit Jace Holloway hard enough to sing through Iron Crest Arena.

Thunk.

Left pad.

Centered clean.

Exactly where it belonged.

The crowd exploded anyway.

Ten thousand people rose behind the glass in a wave of black, silver, and roaring noise because hockey in North Lake had long ago stopped being a sport. It had become ritual. Winter religion. Something people trusted to hold the town together after lake storms and long dark months.

And Jace—

Jace was the wall they built prayers around.

Inside his mask, cold air burned sharp in his lungs.

He reset automatically.

Tap left post.

Tap right.

Square to center.

Steady.

The student section thundered behind him, faces painted wolf-gray beneath arena lights while drums rattled the glass hard enough to vibrate through his chest protector.

Hol-lo-way.

Hol-lo-way.

Jace never looked up when they chanted.

That had become part of the myth too.

The calm goalie.

The impossible one.

The man who swallowed pressure whole and never looked full afterward.

Malik Bennett skated past the crease and smacked Jace's blocker with his glove.

"Welcome back, psychopath."

Jace snorted softly. "One shot."

"You looked personally offended he took it."

"I was."

Malik grinned and turned up ice.

Easy exchange. Familiar rhythm.

Public Jace handled those effortlessly. Cool pulse, dry humor, controlled body language. The version cameras loved. The version scouts trusted. The version nobody worried about.

Another rush developed fast through the neutral zone.

Jace lowered into stance immediately.

Eyes on the blade.

Read the shoulders.

Track the hands.

The opposing winger cut inside the left circle and snapped a shot through traffic.

Jace absorbed it clean against his chest and froze the puck before the rebound could exist.

Whistle.

The arena erupted again.

Inside the mask, his heartbeat stayed measured.

Mostly.

By the end of the first period, North Lake led 2–0.

The Wolves played fast at home. Aggressive. Mean in transition. Iron Crest fed them energy until the entire building felt alive beneath the ice.

Jace stayed at the center of all of it.

Backdoor chance. Right pad seal. Point shot through bodies. Glove hold. Deflection dropping ugly through traffic. Chest forward. Control the rebound.

Simple if he kept it simple.

At the TV timeout, Coach Sutter leaned over the boards near the crease.

"You're drifting high on rush entries."

"I know."

"Then stop."

Jace gave him a lazy two-finger salute with the blocker.

"Anything else?"

Sutter's eyes held him for half a beat too long. Hard look. Knowing look.

"Don't give them life."

The words settled low in Jace's chest where old rules lived.

Never embarrass your defense.

Never lose the room.

Never let people see panic.

Jace nodded once. "Wasn't planning on it."

When the horn sounded for intermission, he skated toward the tunnel beneath roaring applause with his mask tipped halfway up and sweat cooling along the back of his neck.

The sideline reporter intercepted him before he reached the hallway.

"Jace, huge opening period tonight. What message are you sending the conference?"

He didn't slow his stride.

"That it's October."

A few people laughed behind the cameras.

The reporter kept pace anyway.

"With scouts here tonight and a younger defensive core this season, do you feel more pressure being the backbone again?"

There it was. Not if there was pressure. How much.

Jace stopped at the tunnel entrance and looked at her fully.

Not cruelly. Just enough that she straightened instinctively.

"My teammates make my job easier than people think," he said evenly. "Print that too."

Then he disappeared into the concrete quiet beneath the arena.

The locker room smelled like wet gear, sharpened steel, detergent, and adrenaline still burning hot beneath skin.

Coach Sutter killed the music with one look.

"Second periods lose hockey games," he said, pacing in front of the stalls. "We stay sharp. We stay disciplined. We don't start reading headlines about ourselves."

Stick taps answered him.

Jace sat at his stall and peeled one glove off slowly.

His black notebook waited beside rolls of tape and an electrolyte packet crushed flat beneath a towel.

He opened it automatically.

Beat the first shot. Own the next breath.

Below that, he added two more notes.

17 opens blade early.

Traffic heavier left side.

Neat handwriting. Orderly thoughts. Control mattered.

Across the room, freshman defenseman Owen Price talked too quickly while pulling tape from his shin guards.

"On that two-on-one, I thought the pass lane—"

"You thought wrong," Malik interrupted, not unkindly. "Take hands, not ice."

Owen flushed immediately. "Yeah. Got it."

Jace looked up from the notebook.

"You were inside enough," he said calmly. "Just don't coast after contact. If he cuts middle, I need your stick active."

Owen nodded faster this time. "Right. Sorry."

"No sorry." Jace snapped the kid's shin pad lightly with two fingers. "Next shift."

Another rule.

Correct teammates privately. Protect them publicly.

Hockey rooms survived on that.

The second period turned ugly halfway through.

A neutral-zone hit exploded into a scrum near the boards. Gloves shoved into cages. Officials shouted. Iron Crest screamed for blood with the sincerity of a Midwestern winter.

North Lake killed one penalty.

Then took another.

Suddenly Jace tracked pucks through layers of bodies while his defense battled at the top of the crease with rising irritation.

The pressure sharpened him. Usually.

Shot through screen. Pad save. Loose rebound. Seal and cover. Cross-seam pass. Push hard right. Blocker to glass.

An opposing forward planted himself directly at the edge of Jace's blue paint and smiled through his mouthguard.

"Championships make you soft, Holloway?"

Jace looked at the player's chest instead of his face.

"Move."

"What was that?"

Jace flattened his stick blade slowly against the ice.

"I said move."

Malik arrived a second later and shoved the forward backward out of the crease while the crowd exploded again.

Jace didn't chirp. Didn't need to. The crease wasn't democracy.

Late in the period, everything went wrong quietly.

The puck rimmed hard around the boards and died low near the corner. Bodies collapsed toward it instantly. Skates scraped. Sticks hacked through snow buildup along the wall.

Jace sealed the post and tracked movement through legs and flashes of black tape.

Then the puck kicked loose.

Low slot. North Lake missed the clear.

The opposing center lunged for the opening.

Jace dropped square immediately, already reading high glove—

Then a body crashed backward into him.

Hard shoulder. Heavy momentum. No control.

Impact snapped violently through his left side.

Pain flashed white behind his eyes.

He hit the ice tangled beneath pads and skates while the arena sound disappeared entirely for one terrifying second.

Then it came back wrong.

Too loud. Too sharp. Too close.

"Off him!" Malik shouted somewhere above the pile. "Move!"

Bodies peeled away.

Jace pushed himself upward on one arm.

The rink tilted slightly. Only briefly. Still enough.

Concern spread through the arena in visible waves now. Fans stood everywhere behind the glass while officials hovered nearby waiting.

Coach Sutter's voice cut sharply through the noise.

"Jace. Look at me."

He did.

"You with me?"

"Yeah." His voice sounded rough inside the mask. "I'm good."

Trainer Nate Callahan was already kneeling beside him.

"Tell me where it hurts."

"Nowhere."

Nate looked profoundly unconvinced.

"Need the room?"

Yes.

The answer arrived instantly. Not because of the knee. Because suddenly his chest felt too tight beneath the pads. Because his heartbeat slammed too hard behind his ribs. Because ten thousand people watching him breathe felt unbearable all at once.

Jace tightened his grip around the stick.

"I can finish."

Nate looked at him for one long second.

Then Sutter made the call.

"Tunnel. Five minutes."

Jace's jaw locked hard enough to ache.

But he skated off.

Iron Crest applauded him all the way to the tunnel.

That was the worst part. The faith.

The concrete hallway swallowed arena noise within ten strides.

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead while melted snow gathered along the rubber flooring beneath his skates.

His breathing sharpened immediately. Too fast. Too shallow.

Jace braced one hand against the wall and bent forward slightly, mask still trapping heat against his face.

No.

Not here. Not now.

He ripped the mask off hard enough his fingers stung against the cage.

The hallway tilted wider. Then narrower again.

Air. He needed air.

His hands shook around the mask before he could stop them.

Footsteps approached from farther down the tunnel.

Lighter than Nate's. Steadier.

"Don't lock your knees."

Female voice. Calm voice.

Jace looked up sharply.

She stood near the medical room doorway about six feet away, giving him space automatically.

Dark hair twisted into a low knot. Long charcoal coat over campus credentials. Sharp observant eyes that noticed entirely too much too quickly.

"I'm fine," he said automatically.

One eyebrow lifted slightly.

"Of course you are."

His jaw tightened.

"Need a minute."

"I know." She nodded toward the death grip he still had on the mask. "Set it down."

He didn't move.

"Jace," she said evenly, like his name belonged naturally in her mouth. "You're feeding the spiral. Put the mask down."

His chest tightened harder.

"Who are you?"

"Dr. Elena Marquez." She tapped the credential clipped near her coat pocket. "Sports psychologist."

Absolutely not.

"I don't need—"

"I didn't say you did." She took one measured step closer without crowding him. "Set the mask down and breathe lower."

He stared at her.

The arena roared faintly overhead while fluorescent lights hummed against concrete walls.

"I'm not doing breathing exercises in a hallway."

"Then keep hyperventilating in one." Her tone stayed calm. "Your choice."

The challenge hit cleaner than sympathy would have.

Jace set the mask down harder than necessary.

"There."

"Good." Elena lifted one hand slightly. "In for four."

He didn't move.

"I know you can count."

He hated her instantly.

He inhaled anyway. Too shallow.

Elena shook her head once.

"Again. Lower."

He obeyed before pride could stop him. Cold air moved deeper this time.

"Hold two." Her voice stayed even. "Out for six."

He exhaled too fast.

"Not a race."

His jaw flexed. "You talk to everyone like this?"

"I talk to athletes like they're capable." A pause. "Again."

He followed.

In.

Hold.

Out.

The rushing in his ears softened gradually. His shoulders lowered from around his throat. The walls stopped moving.

By the fourth breath cycle, anger returned enough to feel familiar again.

"There," he muttered. "Happy?"

"No." Elena's gaze stayed steady on him. "Regulated."

He barked out one humorless laugh.

"Clinical language really kills the mood."

A flicker moved near the corner of her mouth. Not quite a smile.

"Occupational hazard."

Her eyes dropped briefly toward his left leg.

"Can you put full weight on it?"

Jace tested carefully. Pain sparked. Manageable.

"Yes."

"You should still let the trainer assess it."

"He will."

"And tell him the truth."

His head lifted sharply.

"You think I'm lying?"

"I think you're practiced." Elena folded her arms lightly. "Different thing."

That landed harder than it should have.

Equipment staff rounded the hallway corner carrying stick crates, noticed Jace, noticed Elena, and immediately found somewhere else to look.

Hockey discretion.

Jace bent for the mask slower this time.

"This conversation didn't happen."

"That's not how care works."

"I didn't ask for care."

"No," Elena said quietly. "Your body did."

Before he could answer, Nate appeared in the hallway.

"There you are." His eyes moved between them instantly. "Knee?"

"Functional."

"Hate that word." Nate crouched immediately beside him. "Pain?"

"Yes."

"Sharp?"

"Some."

"Instability?"

Jace hesitated half a second too long.

Nate sighed. "Medical room."

"I'm finishing the game."

"We'll see."

Nate glanced toward Elena briefly. "You good?"

"I'm fine."

Jace noticed instantly they already knew each other.

Fantastic.

Nate jerked his head toward the room. "Move, goalie."

Jace stepped past Elena toward the medical room doorway.

She shifted automatically to give him space without backing away. Controlled. Steady. Entirely unimpressed by his reputation.

"Thanks," he muttered despite himself.

Elena met his gaze evenly.

"You're welcome."

He should have left it there.

Instead:

"I was handling it."

"No." She met his eyes. "You were hiding it."

Their eyes locked.

Then the arena horn sounded overhead for one minute remaining in intermission.

Nate muttered something exhausted under his breath and shoved open the medical room door.

Jace stepped inside.

Behind him, Elena's voice followed softly through the tunnel:

"Calm isn't the same as numb, Holloway."
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Ice

North Lake won 4–1.

Nobody remembered the goal Jace allowed.

That was the problem with greatness. People adjusted to it too quickly.

By the time postgame interviews ended and the crowd finally emptied into the cold October night, the shutout had already become the expectation instead of the exception.

The arena quieted in layers afterward. First the crowd, then the student section drums, then the music shaking through the rafters.

What remained underneath all of it was the real building: wet concrete, maintenance carts humming through corridors, the distant scrape of shovels against ice.

Jace preferred Iron Crest after people stopped needing things from it.

He sat alone at his stall in compression pants and a gray Wolves hoodie, slowly peeling tape from his wrists while the locker room emptied around him.

Steam drifted faintly from the showers nearby.

Malik passed behind him carrying two protein shakes.

"You coming?"

"Minute."

"You said that twenty minutes ago."

Jace shrugged.

Malik studied him briefly over the bottles. Too observant. Annoying trait in a defenseman.

"You good?"

"Yeah."

Another pause.

"Your knee?"

"Fine."

Malik handed him one of the shakes anyway.

"Coach pulled you because Nate looked one second away from medically tranquilizing you."

"Comforting image."

"You looked weird in the tunnel."

Jace kept his attention fixed on the tape wrapped around his fingers.

"Got my bell rung."

"Mm."

Malik didn't believe him. But he also didn't push. That was love in hockey rooms sometimes—knowing when to stop asking before pride became defensive.

Malik tapped Jace once on the shoulder with the bottle.

"Team dinner tomorrow. Owen's buying because he committed crimes against music during warmups."

"What'd he play?"

"Imagine Dragons."

Jace looked genuinely offended. "Bench him immediately."

"Trying."

That finally earned a grin before Malik headed toward the doors.

"Don't sleep in the rink again, goalie."

"No promises."

Then Jace was alone.

Mostly.

The room still carried traces of everyone else: laughter echoing faintly through hallways, water dripping somewhere near the showers, the smell of sharpened steel and sweat cooling after adrenaline.

His knee throbbed beneath the brace Nate forced onto him after the game.

Manageable pain.

The other thing wasn't manageable at all.

Jace leaned forward slowly with his elbows braced against his thighs.

The tunnel replayed immediately behind his eyes.

Don't lock your knees.

Set the mask down.

Calm isn't the same as numb.

He hated how clearly he still heard her voice. Precise. Steady. Entirely unimpressed by him.

Most people around elite athletes eventually leaned one direction or another: intimidated, performative, or hungry for proximity.

Dr. Elena Marquez had looked at him like none of those applied.

The locker room door swung open again.

Nate walked inside carrying a med bag and enough exhaustion to medically concern someone.

"You still here because your leg hurts or because you're spiraling artistically?"

Jace accepted the fresh ice pack Nate tossed him.

"Can't it be both?"

"No." Nate sat beside him on the bench. "Insurance only covers one."

Cold bloomed sharply through Jace's knee as he pressed the pack against the joint.

For a minute neither spoke.

Then Nate leaned back against the lockers.

"You wanna tell me what actually happened?"

Jace stared across the empty room.

"Got dizzy."

"That I noticed."

"No shit."

"Language."

Silence again. The room hummed quietly around them.

Finally Nate spoke more carefully.

"You hyperventilated."

Jace's jaw tightened instantly. He hated the word. Too exposed. Too clinical. Too real.

Nate watched him evenly.

"You passed concussion protocol. Vitals stabilized once you calmed down." A beat. "That's good."

"Thrilling update."

"But."

Jace looked over.

Nate folded his arms.

"Your system's running hot all the time lately."

Jace looked away toward the scattered tape scraps near his skates.

"I'm fine."

Nate sighed softly through his nose.

"You know what your problem is?"

"Dealer's choice."

"You treat stress like a discipline issue." Nate pointed toward him lightly. "Like if you were mentally tougher, your nervous system would behave correctly."

Jace didn't answer. Because yes. Exactly that.

Nate's voice softened slightly.

"That works until your body gets louder than your pride."

Outside the locker room, a cart rattled down the concrete hallway while arena staff continued shutting the building down for the night.

Jace stared at the floor.

"It's not affecting my game."

Nate barked out one humorless laugh.

"Oh buddy." He shook his head. "That's not actually the point."

It felt like the point. Everything eventually became performance around hockey. Sleep. Recovery. Nutrition. Media training. Even rest became strategic.

Nate stood and tossed the used tape scraps into the trash.

"Sutter wants you at sports psych intake tomorrow."

Immediate rejection surged through Jace. "No."

"It's standard."

"For freshmen."

"For athletes showing stress indicators."

"I had one bad tunnel."

Nate looked at him flatly.

"You had one visible tunnel."

Jace pressed the ice harder against his knee.

Nate crossed toward the doorway.

"She's good, by the way."

Jace frowned automatically. "Who."

Nate looked profoundly unimpressed. "Dr. Marquez."

"She already profiling me?"

"She regulated your breathing in under three minutes. Frankly I'm considering nominating her for sainthood."

"I don't need therapy."

Nate paused in the doorway. Then quietly:

"Cool. Goalie rule."

Jace blinked once. "What."

"You don't wait until the tendon fully tears before getting treatment."

Silence.

Something moved across Nate's face.

"You don't have to drown before someone throws you a rope, Jace."

Then he left.

The locker room settled heavily around the sound of the closing door.

Jace leaned back slowly against the wooden stall.

Outside, rain rattled softly against the arena walls.

North Lake storms arrived fast off the harbor this time of year. Cold rain. Sharp wind. Streets glowing silver beneath streetlights after midnight.

Usually he liked weather. Pressure felt easier when the sky carried some of it too.

Jace looked down at his hands.

Steady again now.

He remembered Elena watching those same hands shake around his mask beneath fluorescent tunnel lights. Not pitying him. Seeing him.

The memory tightened something low in his chest.

He finally stood, grabbed his bag, and headed toward the player exit.

The arena corridors stayed mostly empty now beneath security lighting and old championship banners hanging high above concrete walls.

National titles. Frozen Four appearances. Retired legends.

North Lake built heroes aggressively here. Then expected them not to crack under the weight.

Cold rain hit immediately once Jace shoved through the exit doors.

Sharp wind rolled off the lake hard enough to wake every nerve ending beneath his skin.

His truck sat alone near the far edge of the lot.

He had almost reached it when he noticed someone standing beneath the athletic office overhang nearby.

Dark coat. Phone in one hand. Rainlight silvering loose strands of dark hair.

Dr. Elena Marquez looked up at the sound of his footsteps.

Jace considered turning around on principle.

Instead:

"You stalking employees recreationally now?"

One eyebrow lifted. "You parked outside my building."

Fair.

He shifted the hockey bag higher on one shoulder.

"Thought psychologists preferred daylight."

"We also enjoy plumbing and salaries."

The dry delivery almost caught him off guard. Almost.

Rain tapped steadily against the metal overhang above them while fog drifted low through campus beyond the parking lot.

Without fluorescent tunnel lighting and campus credentials clipped beneath her chin, Elena looked younger somehow. Still composed. Still observant. But softer around the edges.

Dangerous detail to notice.

"You heading home?" she asked.

"Depends." Jace shoved his free hand into his hoodie pocket. "Is this where you diagnose me in the rain."
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