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CHAPTER ONE
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Connor

The puck leaves my stick and I know — the way you know a sneeze is coming or a relationship is over — that I've just fucked everything.

It's a nothing pass. Routine breakout, third period, one-goal game. The kind of play I've made ten thousand times since I was six years old on a rink in Kenosha with duct tape on my shin guards. Tape to tape, up the boards, move your feet. Peewee shit.

Except my tape-to-tape goes straight to the opposing center's forehand like I gift-wrapped it with a bow and a little card that says Happy Tuesday, please end my career.

Turnover. Zone entry. Shot. Goal.

The horn blasts and twelve thousand people groan in unison, which is a sound I will hear in my nightmares for the rest of my natural life. The arena deflates like someone stuck a pin in it. On the bench, Coach Rourke's clipboard hits the boards hard enough to crack.

And me? I'm standing at center ice with my stick across my knees, watching the replay on the jumbotron because apparently the universe decided I needed to see my fuckup from four different angles in high definition.

The camera finds me. Of course it does. Twenty-two years old, first-round pick, golden boy of the Lake City Blades' rebuild — and there I am on a screen the size of a building, looking exactly like what I am: a kid who just handed a professional hockey game to the other team on a platter.

We lose 4-2. It's not close. After my turnover, the energy drains out of us like bathwater. We give up an empty-netter in the last minute that's so lifeless even the opposing team looks embarrassed.

The locker room after is the kind of quiet that makes your ears ring.

Twenty-three men and nobody's talking. Just the wet sounds of gear coming off, tape being unwound, Velcro ripping. The air smells like sweat and industrial cleaner and barely suppressed rage. I keep my head down and unlace my skates with hands that won't stop shaking, which is awesome, because if someone sees the shaking they'll know I'm rattled, and if they know I'm rattled they'll smell blood, and if they smell blood —

Coach walks in.

He doesn't slam the door. Doesn't raise his voice. Mike Rourke has been coaching professional hockey for twenty-seven years and he learned a long time ago that screaming is for amateurs. The quiet ones are the ones who'll flay you alive.

"That was not our standard," he says. Arms crossed, salt-and-pepper stubble, eyes moving across the room like a searchlight. "I don't care about the score. Scores are numbers. I care about effort, and tonight, effort was optional for about half this room."

He doesn't look at me.

That's worse.

When a coach looks at you while he's ripping into the team, at least you know where you stand. When he doesn't look at you, it means you're not even worth singling out. It means your fuckup was so catastrophic that addressing it would give it more weight than the room can hold right now.

I stare at the floor between my skates and concentrate on breathing.

"We've got two days before Minnesota. I suggest everyone uses that time to remember what team they play for and what standard they signed up to meet." A beat. "That's all."

He leaves. The room exhales, and suddenly everyone's moving — showers, phones, the low murmur of guys recalibrating, shaking it off, filing the loss in the place where losses go.

I move faster. Gear off, shower fast enough that the water barely hits warm, clothes on. Jeans, hoodie, snapback pulled low. The universal outfit of a man who does not want to be perceived.

I'm halfway to the parking lot exit when I feel it.

Not a sound. Not a touch. Just — awareness. That prickling, animal thing at the base of your skull when someone's watching you and they're not trying to hide it.

I glance back down the corridor.

Elias Kovacs is leaning against the wall outside the coaches' offices, arms folded, still in his base layer. He hasn't showered yet. His dark hair is damp with sweat, pressed flat against his forehead, and under the fluorescent tunnel lights his eyes look black. Not brown. Black.

He's looking at me the way you'd look at a math problem. Or an insect under glass. No anger, no sympathy, no expression at all — just this steady, assessing attention that makes my skin feel two sizes too small.

I hold his gaze for one second.

Two.

Three.

Then I shove through the exit doors into the parking garage and pretend my heart isn't hammering against my ribs like it's trying to escape.

• • •
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Here is the thing about Connor Jameson: he does not sit with feelings. Feelings are for people who have the luxury of time and therapists. Connor Jameson has neither. Connor Jameson has a fake ID he doesn't need anymore, a group chat called Boys Who Make Bad Choices, and an unlimited capacity for converting emotional distress into questionable nightlife decisions.

I text the group chat from the Uber.

cj: anyone alive? i need to be somewhere loud immediately

brycer: dude that turnover

cj: i am aware

cj: so are we going out or are we going out

kells: puck & grind?

cj: somewhere nobody knows who i am

kells: lmaooo you're a professional athlete in lake city. everyone knows who you are

cj: then somewhere with enough bass that nobody can talk to me about hockey

Twenty minutes later I'm in a booth at a downtown club called Voltage, which is the kind of place that has $18 cocktails and a DJ who takes himself way too seriously. Bryce Kelly and Danny Ouellet are already there — my fellow rookie disasters, the other two guys on the team young enough and dumb enough to go out on a Tuesday after a loss.

"To catastrophic turnovers," Bryce says, raising his glass.

"Eat shit," I say, and drink.

I drink more. The music is good — heavy, bass-forward, the kind that gets into your chest and replaces your heartbeat. The crowd is beautiful and anonymous. Nobody's recognized me yet, which is either a testament to this club's demographic or my snapback's defensive capabilities.

By midnight I'm four drinks deep and the edges of everything have gone soft. The loss is still there, sitting in my stomach like a stone, but the alcohol has wrapped it in cotton. Manageable. Muffled. I can almost pretend I'm just a twenty-two-year-old at a club on a Tuesday, not a first-round draft pick who might've just tanked his spot on the roster.

A girl pulls me onto the dance floor. She's pretty — dark hair, red lips, sparkly top, smells like vanilla and tequila. We dance for a while, her back against my chest, her hand on the back of my neck, and it's nice. Fine. My body goes through the motions, hips moving, hands where they're supposed to be, and I feel... nothing. Pleasant friction. Muscle memory.

I spin her out and she laughs, and when she spins, I catch a flash of someone behind her.

A guy. Tall, dark-skinned, killer jawline. White t-shirt tight across his shoulders. He's dancing with a group but he's watching me, and when our eyes meet he does this thing — this slow, deliberate smile — that hits me somewhere my dance partner's grinding didn't.

I look away. Look back. He's still watching.

This is the part where I do the thing I always do, which is: pretend it's a joke.

I grab Bryce, pull him onto the floor, and make a huge theatrical production of dancing with the pretty-jawline guy and his group — all laughs, all performance, arms around shoulders, mock grinding, haha we're all friends here, isn't this hilarious, no homo except also maybe a little homo but we're not going to talk about that, are we?

The guy with the jaw plays along, laughing, but when his hand lands on my hip there's a second — just one — where his thumb presses into the bone and his smile goes from amused to interested, and I feel it everywhere.

I pull away. "Alright boys, I need another drink. Drinks? Drinks!"

I'm at the bar ordering something with too much sugar in it when a hand clamps on my shoulder and spins me around.

"Holy shit, you're CJ Jameson."

The guy is my age, maybe younger, flushed and drunk, wearing a Blades jersey — my jersey — under an unzipped jacket. He's got that particular look of a fan who's three beers past friendly.

"Hey man, what's up?" I switch on the smile. It's automatic. Armor.

"Dude, what the fuck was that pass tonight? My buddies and I had money on that game. Real money."

"Yeah, tough one. Sorry about that." Keep smiling. Don't engage.

"Sorry? I lost three hundred bucks because you can't make a breakout pass. My twelve-year-old nephew could've —"

"Cool, cool. I'll have your nephew come to practice Monday. We could use him." I try to turn back to the bar.

He grabs my arm. Harder this time. "Don't walk away from me, man. I'm talking to you."

Here is where a smart person would de-escalate. A smart person would apologize, buy the guy a drink, smile and nod until he goes away. A smart person would think about his career, his contract, his mother who waitressed doubles for fifteen years to pay for his hockey.

I am not a smart person.

"Get your hand off me." The smile is gone. My voice comes out flat and dangerous in a way that surprises even me.

"Or what? You'll turn it over?"

"Or I'll break your wrist and we'll both have a bad night."

He shoves me. I don't shove back — I'm that close to the edge but not over it — but I square up, and for one vibrating second we're two drunk idiots in a club measuring each other for a fight.

Bryce materializes. Arm around my shoulders, voice bright and loud: "CJ! There you are, let's go, Uber's here, time to bounce." He's already steering me toward the door. Danny's on my other side. They've done this before. They're good at it.

I let them pull me out. The night air hits my face like a slap.

"You good?" Bryce asks.

"Fucking fantastic," I say.

What I don't see: the girl in the corner with her phone up, recording. She catches me stumbling out the door at 2:47 a.m., face flushed, eyes glassy, Bryce and Danny propping me up like Weekend at Bernie's. The Blades logo on my hoodie is clearly visible.

She posts it with the caption: Lake City's first-round pick celebrating that turnover 🍻💀 #Blades #CJJameson #PriorityCheck

By sunrise, it has forty thousand views.

• • •
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Morning arrives like a home invasion.

My phone is vibrating itself off the nightstand. My head is a construction site. My mouth tastes like I licked a subway platform. I'm in my bed — small victory — still wearing last night's jeans, one shoe on, one shoe off, because apparently drunk-Connor decided the second shoe was optional.

I fumble for the phone. Forty-three notifications.

Forty-three.

I don't even have forty-three contacts. The number alone sends a jolt of adrenaline through the hangover fog. I sit up too fast, head splitting, and start scrolling.

ESPN Lake City: @CJJameson12 spotted at downtown club hours after costly turnover in Blades loss. Video circulating.

The Hockey Report: CJ Jameson's "adjustment" to pro hockey continues to be rocky. After a critical giveaway in tonight's loss, the rookie was filmed leaving a nightclub well after 2 AM.

@bladesinsider42: Maybe if Jameson spent as much time at practice as he does at the club he wouldn't be a liability every night 🤡

@lakecityhockeystan: TRADE HIM. I'm so sick of watching this kid waste a roster spot

@puckbunny99: ngl he's hot tho

@realtalk_hockey: Dude was a reach at 12. Everyone knew it. Uncoachable.

Uncoachable.

There's that word. The word that's followed me since juniors, since I was seventeen and my coach in the OHL told my mom I had "all the talent in the world and none of the discipline." Since two years ago when my junior GM sat me down and said he was "concerned about my commitment to the program." Since my draft year, when every scouting report said the same thing in different words: Electric talent. Elite speed. Poor decision-making. Character concerns. High ceiling, low floor.

They all mean the same thing: He's too much. He can't be controlled. He'll burn bright and flame out and it'll be spectacular and sad and everyone will say they saw it coming.

I sit on the edge of my bed and read every comment. All forty-three notifications, every reply, every quote tweet. I read them the way you press on a bruise — because the pain confirms what you already believe.

My phone buzzes again. Not a notification this time. A text from my agent, Kara:

Call me. Now.

I don't call. Not yet. First I go to the bathroom, splash water on my face, and look at the man in the mirror. He looks like shit. Bloodshot blue-green eyes, dark circles, curls matted on one side and sticking up on the other. Tragus piercing he got at eighteen because his mom said not to. The paper airplane tattoo on his wrist that was supposed to remind him that anything can fly if it catches the right wind.

Right now, that airplane is grounded.

I brush my teeth to buy time. Stare at the motivational quotes I wrote on Post-it notes and stuck to the mirror three weeks ago when I still believed they'd help:

You belong here.

Trust your instincts.

You are not your worst game.

I peel off the last one and crumple it. I was wrong. I am absolutely my worst game. I am every bad pass and missed assignment and 3 a.m. club video. I am the walking, talking proof that talent without discipline is just a more interesting way to fail.

My phone buzzes again. Kara.

Connor. I'm not kidding. CALL ME.

I call her.

"I'm going to ask you one question," she says, and her voice has the calm, measured quality of a woman who makes her living managing human disasters, "and I need you to answer honestly."

"Okay."

"Is there anything else? Anything that happened last night that isn't on that video? Anything that's going to come out?"

The almost-fight. The guy's hand on my arm. My threat. Did the video girl catch that? Did anyone else have a phone out?

"No," I say, because it's easier. "Just drinking. Dancing. Left. That's it."

Silence on her end. She doesn't believe me, but she's choosing her battles. "I've already talked to the Blades' PR team. They're 'monitoring the situation.' That's front-office speak for 'we're deciding how badly to punish you.' Connor, this is the third time this season —"

"I know."

"— the third time your name has shown up in a context that isn't hockey. The DUI scare in October —"

"That was dismissed —"

"— the argument at the restaurant in November —"

"He started it —"

"Connor. I don't care who started what. You are a first-round draft pick in your rookie season. You are under a microscope. Every single thing you do off the ice is being watched, evaluated, and catalogued by people who are trying to decide if you're worth the investment. And right now, the answer they're arriving at is no."

That lands. She knows it does. Kara is good at her job.

"So what do I do?"

"You go to practice. You keep your head down. You play the best hockey of your life. And you stop — stop — giving them ammunition."

I hang up and sit on my bathroom floor in my jeans from last night. My roommates aren't up yet. The apartment is quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of a garbage truck.

I think about my mom.

Diane Jameson, five-foot-four, 130 pounds, tougher than anyone I've ever met on the ice. She'd be up right now — already at the diner, already on her feet, already smiling at people who don't tip enough because that's the job and the job pays the bills. She hasn't asked me for money yet. She won't. But I see her car in the background of her FaceTime calls — the same 2009 Civic with the cracked windshield and the check engine light she's been ignoring for three years.

I'm supposed to fix that. That's the deal. That's always been the deal. I got the talent, the opportunity, the golden ticket out of Kenosha, and in exchange I'm supposed to not fuck it up.

Simple contract. And I'm defaulting.

I pull up the video one more time. Watch myself stumble out of Voltage with my teammates holding me up, looking every inch the reckless, ungrateful kid the internet already decided I was. The comments are past fifty now. Most of them are variations on a theme: waste of a pick, send him down, he'll be out of the league in two years.

The worst part — the part that makes me put my phone facedown on the tile and press the heels of my hands against my eyes — is that I agree with them. Every word. I read those comments and something in my chest says yeah, that sounds right. Because I've been hearing this song my whole life, and at some point the melody stops being noise and starts being the truth.

Uncoachable. Lazy. Distracted. Too much.

You're going to screw this up. It's what you do.

My phone buzzes one more time. I flip it over, expecting Kara, expecting another notification, expecting the digital world to keep kicking me while I'm on the bathroom floor.

It's a text from an unknown number. No — not unknown. I saved this contact three weeks ago when it was assigned to me and never used it once.

Eli Kovacs.

One line:

Practice tomorrow. 6 AM. Don't be late.

I stare at it. Something about the bluntness of it — no commentary, no lecture, no passive-aggressive concern — is almost calming. No one is asking me how I feel. No one is telling me what I did wrong. Just a time and an expectation.

6 AM. Don't be late.

I put the phone down. Close my eyes. My head is pounding and my career is circling the drain and somewhere on the internet, thousands of strangers are dissecting my worst night with the glee of people who've never had to perform under pressure in their lives.

But someone expects me to be somewhere at six in the morning, and for reasons I can't explain, that's the only thing that makes me feel like the ground is still under my feet.

I set my alarm for 5:15.

I don't sleep.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Eli

I've been sitting in Rourke's office for eleven minutes and he hasn't said a word.

This is a tactic. I know it's a tactic because I've watched him use it on players for three years — the silence, the deliberate shuffling of papers, the unhurried sip of black coffee from a mug that says WORLD'S OKAYEST COACH, a gift from last year's team Christmas exchange that he kept because Mike Rourke has never thrown away anything functional in his life.

He's waiting for me to fill the dead air. To shift in my seat. To ask why I'm here.

I don't. I sit with my hands on my thighs, spine straight, face neutral, and let the clock tick. I've been outlasting uncomfortable silences since I was seven years old, sitting across from my father at the kitchen table while he decided whether my skating that morning had been adequate or whether we'd be going back to the rink after dinner. My father could stretch a silence into a weapon. Rourke is an amateur by comparison.

At twelve minutes, he cracks.

"You see the video?"

"I saw it."

"And?"

"And he's twenty-two."

Rourke leans back. The office chair protests under him — he's a big man going soft at the edges, the kind of former player whose body remembers what it used to be and resents what it's become. Behind him, a whiteboard is covered in line combinations and defensive zone breakouts in four colors of dry-erase marker.

"He's twenty-two with a twelve-million-dollar entry-level contract and the hockey IQ of a golden retriever chasing a tennis ball off a cliff." Rourke sets his mug down. "Third incident this season, Eli. PR's fielding calls. Bennett upstairs is making noises about sending him to the AHL for a 'conditioning stint,' which we both know is front-office code for —"

"Burying him."

"Burying him." Rourke nods. "And if we bury Connor Jameson — the twelfth overall pick that ownership traded up to get — then we're not just losing a player. We're admitting the rebuild strategy failed. That's a front-office shakeup. That's coaching changes. That's —"

"I understand the stakes."

"Do you? Because I'm about to ask you for something, and I need you to hear it as a request, not a punishment."

I wait.

"I want you to take him on."

For a moment I think he means the ice — a line change, moving Jameson to my wing. That would be simple. That I could manage with my eyes closed. But something about Rourke's posture, the way he's braced like a man delivering bad news, tells me this is bigger.

"Take him on how?"

"Full project. On the ice and off it. Extra practices, film sessions, curfew enforcement, the whole disciplinary package. I'm putting him under your authority. You set his schedule, you monitor his behavior, you make sure he's where he's supposed to be when he's supposed to be there. He doesn't scratch his ass without checking with you first."

"That's not a request. That's a babysitting assignment."

"It's a mentorship program."

"We already have a mentorship program. Rookies get paired with veterans every October. Jameson's assigned to —" I search my memory. "Ty Brandt."

"And how's that working out? Brandt took him to a strip club on his third night in town."

Fair point. Ty's idea of mentorship is making sure the rookie has a good time while his career goes up in flames. I say nothing, which Rourke correctly interprets as concession.

"You're the most disciplined player I've ever coached," he says. "In twenty-seven years, Eli. That includes three Norris winners and a guy who went on to captain Team Canada. You are the standard. And that kid out there —" he tips his head toward the door, toward the locker room, toward whatever tornado of chaos Connor Jameson is currently generating — "has more raw talent than anyone on this roster. Maybe more than anyone I've coached. If someone doesn't get ahold of him in the next thirty days, we lose him. Not to another team. To himself."

I stare at the whiteboard behind his head. A play diagram catches my eye — a breakout route that relies on the left winger reading the defenseman's body position and making an instinct call. It's the play Jameson botched last night. Except looking at it now, looking at the angles, I can see what he was trying to do. The lane was there for half a second. He saw it. He just couldn't execute at NHL speed with two hundred pounds of defenseman closing on him.

He saw it, though. Most rookies wouldn't have.

"I don't want this," I tell Rourke.

"I know."

"I have a team to run. Twenty-two other players who need —"

"You have a team that needs a healthy Connor Jameson in the lineup. We're fourteen points out of a wildcard spot. If he plays the way he's capable of, we've got a real shot." Rourke pauses. "Eli, I'm not ordering you. I'm asking. Captain to coach."

That's a card he's never played before and he knows exactly what it does. Captain to coach. Not employer to employee. Not authority to subordinate. Partner to partner, both of us trying to drag this team out of the basement and into something worth being proud of.

I should say no.

I should say no because I've spent a decade being the man who carries everyone else's weight, and my shoulders are tired, and adding a self-destructive twenty-two-year-old to the load is the last thing I need. I should say no because I have a very specific, very carefully maintained life — one built on control and distance and not letting anyone close enough to complicate things — and babysitting a chaotic, impulsive, attention-seeking rookie is a direct threat to every wall I've built.

I should say no because when I walked past Connor Jameson in the tunnel last night and he looked up at me with those strange blue-green eyes — rattled, defensive, searching for something to push against — I felt a flicker of interest I haven't felt in five years, and that's the most dangerous thing that's happened to me since Marcus Webb.

I don't think about Marcus Webb.

"Fine," I say.

Rourke exhales. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me. If he wastes my time, I'm done. No second chances."

"Understood."

"And I need autonomy. Extra ice, extra film, whatever schedule I set — you back me. No interference."

"Done."

"Is that all?"

"One more thing." Rourke scratches his jaw. "I want to announce it to the room. Not a big speech. Just enough so the other guys know the situation and Jameson knows there's no wiggling out of it."

"You want to embarrass him in front of his teammates."

"I want to create accountability."

Same thing. But Rourke knows his psychology — shame is a leash, and some dogs only heel when they feel the tug. Whether Connor Jameson is a dog who heels or a dog who bites is exactly what we're about to find out.

I stand. My knees ache from last night's game — I blocked three shots in the third period, one off the ankle, and the joint is swollen under my dress pants. I don't limp. Limping is information, and I don't give away information for free.

"Eli." Rourke's voice catches me at the door. "You're a good man. Doing a good thing."

I look back at him. "I'm doing a necessary thing. Those aren't the same."

• • •
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The locker room at ten in the morning on a non-game day has a specific energy. Guys drift in for optional skate, treatment, weights. It's casual — shorts and slides, protein shakes, music playing from someone's Bluetooth speaker. The room smells like menthol tape and coffee.

Rourke called a brief team meeting, which put everyone on alert. Brief team meetings on off-days mean either a trade or a problem. The room is full — twenty-three players, scattered across stalls, some on the floor stretching, the usual clusters. Tyler Brandt is holding court in the corner, telling a story involving a bartender and what sounds like a very unfortunate bet. Niko Volkov sits in his stall, silent, eyes closed, doing whatever inscrutable Russian meditation keeps him from murdering his teammates on a daily basis.

I'm in my stall. Equipment staff pressed my practice jersey this morning; it hangs in front of me, the C stitched to the chest. Some days the letter feels like a badge. Other days it feels like a yoke.

Connor Jameson walks in four minutes before the meeting. He looks terrible — pale under his tan, circles carved under his eyes, curls unwashed and crammed under a backward cap. He's trying to project nonchalance and failing. His gaze skitters across the room, measuring reactions, checking temperatures. When he catches me looking, he holds my stare for a defiant half-second before dropping into his stall across the room.

He's scared. It's obvious to anyone paying attention, which means it's obvious to approximately two people in this room — me and Niko, whose eyes opened the instant Jameson walked in and haven't left him since.

Rourke enters. The room settles.

"Quick one, boys. You've all seen the noise from last night. Not going to lecture you about social media or public behavior — you're adults, you know the deal." His eyes sweep the room, landing nowhere and everywhere. "What I am going to address is the pattern."

The word pattern sharpens the air. Everyone knows who he's talking about. A few guys glance at Connor, then away. Bryce Kelly, who was at the club with him last night, studies his own shoes with intense focus.

"Effective today, Connor Jameson is on captain's probation."

The room goes still. Connor's head comes up slowly, like a man who just heard a rifle cock.

"What that means: Captain Kovacs is overseeing Connor's daily schedule — practices, film, conditioning, curfew. This isn't punishment; this is investment. We drafted Connor because we believe in his talent. Now we're investing in his development." Rourke looks at Connor directly for the first time. "This is an opportunity, son. I suggest you treat it like one."

I watch Connor's face. It's a masterclass in micro-expression — the kind of rapid-fire emotional cycling you only see in people who feel everything at max volume and have nowhere to put it.

First: humiliation. Hot and total. His cheeks flush, jaw tight, eyes bright in a way that might be anger or might be something worse. He's been called out in front of his peers, the men whose respect he needs to survive in this room, and every ounce of street cred he's scraped together just evaporated.

Second: anger. A flash of it — directed at me, specifically, as if I personally orchestrated this. His jaw juts forward. His fingers curl around the edge of his stall. For a heartbeat he looks like he might stand up and say something spectacularly stupid, and I brace for it, already composing the response.

Third: the thing I didn't expect.

Relief.

It's barely there. A half-second softening around his eyes, a fractional release of tension in his shoulders, gone so fast I'd question whether I imagined it if I wasn't trained to read body language the way other people read road signs. But it was there. Under the humiliation, under the anger, a small, exhausted part of Connor Jameson just thought: Thank God. Someone's going to make me stop.

That flicker changes something. I don't know what, and I don't like it, but it lodges in my chest and stays.

Rourke wraps up. The room disperses with the careful casualness of men pretending they didn't just witness a teammate get publicly leashed. A few guys clap Connor on the shoulder as they pass. Ty catches my eye and raises an eyebrow — you good? I give a fractional nod. He shrugs, grins, turns back to his stall.

Connor hasn't moved.

• • •
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I take my time. Change into practice gear, tape my stick, fill my water bottle. Let the room thin out. The training staff clears. Niko glances between me and Connor, stands, and leaves without a word, which is Niko's version of giving me the room.

I'm lacing my skates when I hear him approach. The sound of bare feet on rubber flooring, a shaky exhale, the creak of a stall as he drops onto the bench across from me.

He doesn't sit so much as sprawl — all limbs and restless energy, knee bouncing, fingers drumming against his thigh. He's changed into practice clothes but hasn't laced his skates. His snapback is gone and the curls are loose, framing a face that's trying very hard to look unbothered and achieving the opposite.

I don't look up. Keep lacing.

"So." His voice is pitched for casual and lands somewhere around strained. "You're my handler now."

"I'm your captain. Same as yesterday."

"Yesterday you weren't monitoring my bedtime."

I pull the lace tight. Switch to the other skate. "Yesterday you weren't on the internet at three in the morning looking like a liability."

That lands. I hear it in the way his drumming fingers stop.

"I'm not a liability."

"You're not proving that right now."

"It was one bad game —"

"It's a pattern." I use Rourke's word deliberately. Watch it hit. "One bad game is a blip. A bad game followed by a club appearance at three a.m. followed by a media cycle is a pattern. And patterns, Jameson, are what get players sent to the minors."

He flinches at sent to the minors the way someone flinches at a loud noise — involuntary, full-body, impossible to hide. I file that away. Everyone has a pressure point. His is obvious: the terror of being sent back down. Of failing publicly. Of confirming every scouting report that ever called him a project.

"I'm not going to the minors."

"Not if you do what I tell you."

"And what exactly are you going to tell me?"

Now I look up.

He's leaning forward, elbows on his knees, jaw set, those strange eyes locked on mine. Up close and in the flat locker room light, they're neither blue nor green — they're both, shifting like water, ringed with darker lashes than you'd expect on someone that blond. His dimple is absent; no smiling happening in this conversation. Without the grin, his face is sharper than I expected. Harder.

I hold his gaze because holding gazes is what I do. I've outstared coaches, referees, six-foot-five enforcers who wanted to rearrange my teeth. A twenty-two-year-old winger with an attitude problem is not going to be the man who makes me blink.

"I'll send you a schedule tonight. Practice times, film sessions, curfew. Rules are non-negotiable."

"Rules." He says the word like it's in a foreign language. "You're giving me actual rules. Like I'm in middle school."

"If you'd been handling yourself like an adult, this wouldn't be necessary."

Something shifts in his expression. The defensiveness is still there, but underneath it, something else is stirring. He's studying me now the way I was studying him a moment ago — reading, cataloguing, looking for the crack in the wall.

"What's in it for you?" he asks.

"Winning."

"Bullshit. There are twenty-two other guys on this team. You could be spending your time on any of them. Why me?"

Because Rourke asked and I don't know how to refuse when the team needs something. Because you have more talent than you know what to do with and watching you waste it is a specific kind of pain I can't explain. Because when I pinned you with my stare in the tunnel last night, you didn't look away for three full seconds, and the last person who held my gaze like that was someone I've spent five years trying to forget.

"Because you're worth the investment," I say instead. "Despite your best efforts to prove otherwise."

He blinks. Whatever he was expecting — mockery, authority, contempt — it wasn't that. For one unguarded second, he looks startled, and young, and so desperately hopeful it makes my ribs ache.

Then the mask snaps back. He leans back, spreads his arms across the back of the stall, and gives me the grin — the CJ Jameson special, all charm and deflection, the smile he uses to keep everyone at arm's length.

"Aw, Captain. Didn't know you cared."

"I don't. I care about this team. You happen to be on it." I stand. Grab my helmet, my gloves. "Practice. Full ice. Twenty minutes. If you're not dressed and on the blue line when I get out there, don't bother showing up at all."

I leave before he can respond. Walk down the tunnel toward the rink, stick over my shoulder, the rubber matting under my skate guards muffling each step.

Behind me, I hear the rapid-fire sound of skate laces being yanked tight. He's hurrying.

Good.

• • •
[image: ]


The rink is empty. Morning light slants through the upper windows, catching the ice and turning it pale gold. I step onto the surface and the world simplifies the way it always does — blades cutting fresh sheet, cold air in my lungs, the cathedral hush of an arena before the noise.

This is where I make sense. Not in locker rooms, not in coaches' offices, not in the suffocating geography of human interaction. Here. Alone on the ice. Everything reduced to edges and angles and the physics of a body in motion.

I skate laps. Long, slow crossovers to warm up, building speed through the neutral zone, pushing into tight turns at each end. My ankle protests on the right-side edges. I ignore it. Pain is information, not instruction. My father taught me that. It's one of the few things he taught me that I haven't spent my adult life trying to unlearn.

My father. Istvan Kovacs. Former hockey player, former Hungarian national under-20, former everything that matters and nothing that lasted. He came to this country with my mother in 1994, two years before I was born, carrying a duffel bag and a belief system built on suffering. Pain builds winners. Discipline is love. If you're comfortable, you're not trying hard enough.

He coached me the way he'd been coached — which is to say, brutally. Six a.m. ice times. Suicide drills until I threw up. Film sessions where he'd pause on every mistake and ask, in that terrifyingly quiet voice, Is this your best? Is this what you want people to remember?

I was seven the first time he made me cry on the ice. I was nine the last time, because by then I'd learned that crying was a reaction, and reactions were weaknesses, and weaknesses were doors that people walked through to hurt you.

He died when I was twenty-four. Heart attack in the driveway, shoveling snow in February, dead before the ambulance arrived. We never had the conversation I spent my whole life rehearsing — the one where I told him he was wrong, that discipline isn't love, that you can be excellent without being miserable. He took that conversation to his grave and left me with a body that runs like a machine and a capacity for emotional intimacy roughly equivalent to a concrete wall.

I'm on my eighth lap when I hear the tunnel door bang open.

Jameson hits the ice like a grenade with skate blades. He's moving before his second foot touches the surface — fast, reckless, a burst of chaotic energy that disrupts the silence like a rock through a window. He carves a wide loop around center ice, spraying snow from his edges, and slides to a stop at the blue line.

Three minutes early.

He's breathing hard, not from exertion but from something else — adrenaline, maybe. Or defiance. He stands there in his practice jersey (untucked, naturally) with his stick across his shoulders and his chin up and an expression that says I'm here, you miserable bastard, now what?

I skate over. Stop five feet from him, leaving enough space to look at him without crowding. He's taller than I expected from watching game film — long-limbed, with a wiry muscularity that's deceptive on camera. Up close he's clearly an athlete, just built differently than me: lean where I'm dense, quick where I'm solid. His curls are already escaping the helmet. His jaw is working like he's chewing on something he wants to say.

I wait. Let him choose.

He lasts about four seconds.

"For the record, I think this is bullshit."

"Noted."

"I don't need a babysitter."

"Also noted."

"And I'm not calling you sir or whatever weird power trip you've got planned."

The corner of my mouth twitches. I kill it. "Nobody asked you to."

"Good. Because—"

"Are you done?"

He shuts his mouth. His eyes narrow, and for a moment we're just two men on an empty sheet of ice, measuring each other. He's all coiled energy and barely contained chaos, vibrating at a frequency I can almost hear. I'm standing still because standing still is what I do.

"Crossovers," I say. "Full ice. Ten each direction. Then we'll work on your breakout."

"My breakout is fine."

"Your breakout got us scored on twelve hours ago."

His jaw tightens. But he goes. Pushes off hard, skating crossovers with the kind of vicious, showy precision that's meant to prove a point. He's fast — genuinely, absurdly fast, the kind of straight-line speed that can't be taught. His edges need work, though. He cheats on the outside crossover, stepping over instead of crossing under, which costs him balance on tight turns. I watch him make the same shortcut ten times and say nothing. Not yet. There'll be time to correct technique. Today is about something simpler: showing up.

He finishes his crossovers, breathing hard, and slides back to me. Sweat darkens his collar. His cheeks are flushed, and the combative energy has shifted into something rawer — effort, maybe, or the pride of a man who wants you to see that he can do what you asked.

"Good," I say.

The word is nothing. A single syllable. I've said it a thousand times — after plays, after drills, after wins. It's the smallest, most meaningless unit of approval in the English language.

But something happens in his face when I say it.

A crack in the wall. Micro-expression — the same rapid-fire cycling I saw in the locker room, except this time the sequence is different. Surprise. Want. Shame at the want. Then the mask, slamming back down.

He wanted that. He needed that. One word of approval from a man he met three weeks ago, and his whole body responded like a current ran through it.

I catalogue the reaction, file it, and immediately understand that I'm in trouble.

Not because of what I saw in him. Because of what I felt in myself — the small, fierce satisfaction of watching that word land. Of watching the wall crack. Of knowing I put that flicker of light in his eyes with a single syllable and wanting, with a hunger I haven't allowed myself in five years, to do it again.

"Breakout drill," I say, and my voice comes out flat and even and betrays nothing. "Let's go."

He goes.

I watch him skate away and think about Marcus Webb — the last time I let myself feel something for a teammate, the last time I confused proximity for connection, the last time I thought maybe this one is different and learned, at the cost of two careers and one man's entire future, that it never is.

I think about my father, who taught me that wanting things for yourself is the first step toward losing everything.

I think about the team, which needs me solid and steady and uncomplicated, the way it's always needed me.

And then I stop thinking. I push off, skate to the blue line, and start teaching Connor Jameson how to make a breakout pass, because that's the job, and the job is the only thing I trust.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Connor

Here's the math on my life right now: I have to be at the rink by six in the morning, which means I have to be awake by five-fifteen, which means I have to be asleep by ten, which means I am currently lying in bed at 9:47 p.m. on a Friday night, staring at the ceiling, listening to my roommates pregame in the living room, and contemplating the series of choices that brought me here.

Bryce and Danny are going to a house party. I can hear them debating cologne brands through my bedroom wall. The bass from Danny's getting-ready playlist vibrates through the drywall. Someone — probably Bryce — drops a bottle in the bathroom and swears creatively.

I want to go. Every atom in my body wants to go. My leg is bouncing under the covers. My brain is doing its usual evening routine, which is cycling through every stimulating thing I could possibly be doing instead of lying here in the dark like a prisoner. I could be at that party. I could be meeting people, making noise, being the version of myself that runs on laughter and volume and the constant reassurance of other humans finding me entertaining.

Instead, I pick up my phone and text my warden.

Home. In bed. Living the dream, Captain.

Three dots appear. Disappear. Appear again.

Good. Sleep.

I stare at the two-word response and feel the same confusing thing I've felt every night for the past week when this exchange happens: a warm, settling pressure in my chest, like a hand pressing me gently into the mattress. It shouldn't be comforting. It's a thirty-year-old man telling me to go to sleep like I'm a child. It should be humiliating.

It's not.

I put the phone on the nightstand, pull the covers up, and close my eyes. My brain spins for twenty minutes — replaying shifts from today's practice, composing an imaginary argument with a Twitter troll, wondering whether the girl from the smoothie place was flirting with me or just being nice, wondering why I'm wondering about the smoothie girl when I haven't thought about a girl in — wait, that's not true, I think about girls all the time, I just also sometimes think about —

Sleep takes me mid-thought. I dream about nothing I'll remember, which is probably for the best.

• • •
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My alarm goes off at 5:15 and I want to die.

Not in a concerning way. In the very specific way of a twenty-two-year-old whose circadian rhythm was not designed for predawn athletics. I lie in bed for ninety seconds, cataloguing my body: sore hamstrings, tight hip flexor, the lingering ache in my shoulder from a hit I took in Tuesday's game. The apartment is dark and silent. Bryce and Danny aren't home yet, or they came home and are unconscious. Either way, I'm the only person awake in this building, possibly in this zip code, and for what? So a man with the emotional warmth of a glacier can make me skate until I puke?

I get up anyway. Because the alternative is not showing up, and not showing up means Eli Kovacs will look at me with that flat, disappointed stare that makes me feel like I've failed a test I didn't know I was taking.

I hate that I care about that. I care about it a lot.

Coffee. Two eggs. Sneakers. Hoodie. Out the door by 5:38. The streets are empty, pre-dawn light turning everything blue-gray, rain misting off the pavement. Lake City in November is a watercolor painting in a color palette of sadness. I drive to the rink with the windows down because the cold keeps me alert, singing along badly to whatever's on the radio, and I'm almost in a decent mood by the time I pull into the players' lot.

Eli's truck is already there. Black. Clean. Boring. The truck of a man who has never once in his life made a spontaneous decision about anything, including his vehicle.

I check the time: 5:58. Two minutes early. That should count for something.

I dress fast, tape my stick, lace up. Hit the tunnel at 6:02. Not early. Not late.

Okay. Two minutes late. But barely. Cosmically insignificant. A rounding error in the grand scheme of —

Eli is already on the ice.

Of course he is. He's probably been here since four a.m., skating laps in the dark, communing with the hockey gods, doing whatever deeply intense and deeply humorless things Eli Kovacs does before the
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