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Frozen Beginnings 

Aiden Cathasaigh


Montréal, Québec 
Well, not them. Him. 
Jason stood a head taller than everyone. His blond hair glistened with sweat and his mouth was pulled into a wry grin. They wore no protective gear. Which I should have called out, but I was too distracted by the muscles rippling in Jason’s back and his red shorts that cinched his narrow waist. I gently slid my thin, gold-rimmed glasses up my nose with practiced ease.
My throat went dry watching him. Even his calves were corded and delicious. I forced myself to look away and noticed Ryan was being crowded. “Eyes on the wings!” I shouted at Ryan, and he nodded, then intercepted a player and got the ball, heading straight for the goal. I laughed when he scored and everyone else groaned. 
“Go home, Coach!” Timothy shouted.
“You’re making us lose!” Justin chimed in. 
Coach Stacy laughed, his bald head shining with sweat, and his bronze skin stood stark against the fading light. He flashed me his pearly white teeth and nudged my arm. “Come on, let’s call it a day. It’s almost time for lunch.”
I nodded, but my eyes caught Jason’s pale blue ones. Soon, his eyes seemed to whisper to me, and I thought of his hand trailing down mine, his fingers brushing against my skin just a few hours ago during that wine-soaked night. Then he’d leaned in close, his breath like hot thunder. Mine. I swallowed around the knot in my throat and turned away. 
This is getting ridiculous. It was the last week of Frozen Horizon Intensive Hockey Summer Camp and soon all these guys would be off to pursue their dreams. Every year, it was the same group of guys rolling through, all of them wanting to make it to the NHL and improve their skills. Very few made it, of course, but the ones that did always managed to come back and relay their thanks for participating in the program. This year was different because it would be the last. Coach Stacy informed me that the government had cut funding to these types of programs and that he didn’t plan to have it again. I sighed hard, glancing over my shoulder one last time, staring at the guys playing enthusiastically. Most of them were in their senior year of college. I knew some would like to return next year, but I didn’t have to heart to tell them that this would be our last here. 
Wiping the sweat from my brow, I followed Coach Stacy into the large cafeteria. I sighed in relief as the blast of air conditioning hit my skin. The air outside hung heavy with the oppressive heat, pressing against my skin like a searing hand. It was as if the sun had declared war, its fiery rays relentless in their pursuit, leaving no refuge from the stifling warmth that clung to me like a second skin. It was unseasonably warm and I couldn’t wait to relax in my office for a few hours before going to bed.
Summer camp was no joke this time of year, but since things were winding down, we didn’t have much to do. All the games were done, and eventually, the guys would be packing up to head back to their lives. I would be too, if I had a life.
I strode into the pantry, gathering some ingredients for a light snack since I knew the guys would be hungry later. They all made fun of me for it, often calling me the ‘Mom’ of the group, but I didn’t care. I enjoyed pampering my team, and even if it was a bit silly, I knew some of the guys that had trouble making friends enjoyed it. 
Whistling a tune, I grabbed some cucumbers, carrots, and romaine lettuce, intending to make a healthy snack when the door to the pantry closed, causing me to jump. A hot body pressed against mine and my breath stopped. “Jason…” Two large hands encircled my waist.
“You better hope it is,” a deep voice rumbled in my ear. He turned me around in his arms, looming over me. Jason’s face was covered in a light sheen of sweat, his pale blue eyes were lit with desire, and his cupid’s bow lips were kinked in a smile. “Hey, sexy.”
I felt heat engulf my face. Nobody thought I was sexy. Nerdy? Maybe. But sexy? That’s a bit of a stretch. “What are you doing here? Someone could see.”
“Let them,” Jason shrugged, then leaned down and kissed my neck. “Last night was amazing.”
My breath caught. Last night was amazing. An unholy clash of tongue and teeth, a brazen fire so thick I thought I’d die. I’d known Jason for almost three years and we’ve never once acted on the attraction that hung heavy between us. Until last night. I must have been too drunk. The guys suggested we head to the local bar in town since we're in a remote summer camp in the Lac de Rêves Summer Retreat. It was nestled on the outskirts of Montréal beside a tranquil lake, with rustic cabins surrounded by dense forests, but since it was meant for hockey, the main area held an old ice rink. With a soft pinch and lift, my gold frames found a comfy spot on my nose.
“Jason…” I took a deep breath, not sure what I intended to say. It was against the rules. If anyone found out, I’d be fired, not that it mattered with the camp closing down soon, but the idea of his reputation being tainted bothered me. “We should… cool it. At least until camp is over.” 
Jason’s thumb brushed against my lower lip. “No.”
I balked at that. “No? What do you mean, ‘no’?”
“I mean no.” Jason laughed at my outraged expression. “Look, nobody cares, okay? Trust me. Besides, I know you. After camp is done, you’ll convince yourself that we can’t be together because of how far away I live and blah blah blah. Let’s just enjoy ourselves for one night. How about this? Meet me near the lake after everyone has gone sleep. We’ll have a good time. I promise.” 
“You’re certifiable,” I muttered, and he stole a kiss.
“I know,” Jason spoke, his rich voice causing me to shiver. “Just this once? Please. Indulge your favorite student.”
“Yeah, well, you’re on your way to becoming my least favorite,” I said, then rolled my eyes. “Fine. We can meet, but after that, we cool it. I don’t want anyone getting the wrong idea.” 
Jason winked at me, then pulled away. “Let me help. You're such an ass kisser. No wonder all the guys love you. I’ll be beating them off with my gloves and hockey stick once they find out you’re mine.”
“Shut up and keep moving, or else I’ll start beating you with my hockey stick.”
“Kinky,” Jason laughed, and I shoved his arm. We prepared a light meal together, talking and laughing about the last few days we had left. He spoke about his brother, who was some big hot shot in the NHL league. Coach Stacy wanted to do a few more drills, but other than that wanted to keep things light. I knew most of the guys were burnt out, anyway. It was an intense season and a part of me was glad it was over. “What about you? Where do you go once camp is over?” 
I laughed. “You make it sound like I’m some kind of hermit that only comes out during hockey season.”
“Aren’t you?”
I threw some lettuce at Jason’s face. “Funny. No, I just graduated, so I’m in between jobs. I’ve been called to coach the Maple Leafs, but I haven’t accepted.” 
“Why not?” Jason looked at me. “Ah, still trying to decide if coaching the Maple Leafs will lead to eternal damnation?”
“That and I haven’t mastered the art of finding joy in disappointment, so I think it’ll be a hard pass.”
Jason gave a deep chuckle. “Don’t worry. The Maple Leafs’ idea of a power play is convincing their fans that 'next season' is just around the corner.” I burst out laughing, and Jason shot me a wink. “Seriously though. You have a knack for never actually answering any of my questions. I have to say, I find it intensely annoying.”
“I’m glad I’m useful for some things,” I said, then chewed on my bottom lip. I didn’t want to tell him too much. It was the reason I didn’t want Jason and me to get too close. “What can I say? I’m boring. I coach hockey, I finished school with a Master's Degree in Sports Coaching and Physical Education, I go home and hang out with my cat, McMuffin.”
“No family?” Jason probed, getting the bowls ready for serving. “That’s pretty strange, Lucas.”
Aiden. My name is Aiden. My jaw tightened, but I shook my head and forced a smile. “What about you? Where does the mighty Jason-Dunkin'-Donuts plan to go?”
“I’m going to kill Timothy for coming up with that stupid nickname. You get caught making out with a donut one time and it’s over!” Jason huffed and I chuckled. 
“Are you guys ready yet?” Coach Stacy called through the door.
“Almost!” I called back. “Everyone’s ready, let's—” I yelped when the belt loops on my pants were yanked forward and suddenly, I was in Jason’s arms, staring up at him. “What are you doing?”
“Keep looking at me like that and you’ll find out,” Jason rasped, then he pressed his lips against mine. I gasped, frozen. Jason bent down, pressing harder. His body was firm, a solid wall of muscle against mine. I wasn’t short by any means, but Jason had this heat to him, like a rolling quilt that was near stifling. 
Jason’s tongue touched my lips, a brush of wetness, and I shuddered, opening up for him. Sliding his tongue through, Jason licked the seams of my mouth, and I could taste the mint of his breath. His lips were pillowy, soft, and silken. Fuck. My cock twitched and then he was pulling away, his mouth moist and his eyes dark with arousal. 
“Why do you always look like that?” Jason breathed. “Fucked out, blissed out. It drives me crazy.” He cupped the back of my head and Gabriel me in for another kiss, this one fierce. It was hot. Heavy and terrifyingly dizzying. My brain turned into a fog when Jason kissed me like that. His tongue thrust into mine, licking the seams, and he grabbed my chin, angling my head to deepen it. I gripped his forearms. My knees threatened to buckle, and he sucked and fucked into my mouth with a brutish force. 
“Are you done yet?” Coach Stacy’s voice cut through the air, and we jumped apart. 
Breathing hard, I stared at Jason as he licked his red lips. Fuck, this was getting out of hand. I grabbed the first bowl and the second, stacking them in one arm before hurrying out of the room. If I stayed there a second longer, who knows what would have happened? When I came out, I saw Coach Stacy standing outside the door, his hands on his hips. “Well?”
“Sorry,” I muttered and avoided eye contact.
The team was banging their forks on the table like a bunch of children. “Where’s the grub, Coach? I’m starving.”
“Don’t worry, I got you a nice heaping bowl of salad!” I said and placed it in front of them. All the guys groaned collectively, and I laughed.
“Good one, Coach, but where’s the real food?” Timothy asked.
“Right in front of you,” I said, beaming at their sour expressions. 
“Oh, God, he’s serious!” Timothy’s head flopped down on the wooden table. “I swear there’s a special place in hell for people who give out healthy snacks. It’s like going trick or treating and getting an apple.” He shivered.   
“A balanced meal is part of your nutritional—”
“Put a sock in it!” several of the guys yelled, and I laughed. Jason came out and joined them at the table. They were all moaning and groaning at the salad, and Jason slapped a few of their heads to get them to shut up. 
"Oh yeah," Coach Stacy said, clapping his hands to get our attention. "You know the cooks are making pizza tonight, so eat your salad. Coach Lucas worked very hard on it." He eyed the guys who started groaning, then smirked. "And if any of you have a problem with that, remember: I’m happy to show you the bench until you find your inside voice." 
“I’m sure he even broke a sweat. What with all that dicing and lifting, it’s a miracle he’s standing here today,” Timothy muttered, and Jason smacked him upside the head. “Hey!”
I laughed with the rest of the guys and something like sadness panged in my heart. Every year, it was the same. A different group of guys, but we all managed to have fun and make the best of it, but now this would be the last. A strange feeling unfurled in my chest and I tried to fight the wave of emotions coming over me. I didn’t have a family.
But these people became my family. Coach Stacy was there for me when… I stopped that train of thought and turned to look at the man. He sighed, rubbing his bald head. “Ah, settle down for a moment, will ya?” Coach Stacy said, and everyone quieted. “As you know, I’m not getting any younger.”
“What are you talking about?” Timothy said. “You’re a spring chicken.”
“Quiet, Lake, or else you’ll be on kitchen duty, and don’t think I didn’t notice you’ve been skipping out on your turn,” Coach Stacy warned, and Timothy ducked his head like a crab. “As I was saying… I’m no spring chicken, and unfortunately, those bureaucrat bastards thought it was best to cut the funding for the team, so this year will be the last.”
A chorus of ‘no’ broke out, and Coach Stacy raised his hands to appease them. “I know, I know, but what can I do? So, enjoy it while you can and all that jazz. I’ll do my best to pull some connections for those who are in school, but for those who are graduating college… well, I wish you all the best. I’m here for you if you need anything. Coach Lucas and I will be here until the end.”
Until the end, my heart tightened, and I stared at the man who had become somewhat of a father figure to me over the years. “Coach, it was an honor,” I said to him, and we clasped hands. The chef and his assistants brought out the food several minutes later, but the mood was a bit somber. Even I was lost in thought as I ate. For the past few years, this place has been everything to me. I wasn’t lying when I said I was going to miss it.
Then again, I had to move on. Sighing through my nose, I looked at all the guys. They would go off to make their own lives. Thus was the nature of coaching. I taught them all I could, and now it was time to let them go. All except one.
Jason’s eyes found mine and my breath hitched. Tonight. I imagined those large hands on me again, branding my skin. And Jason’s pale blue eyes, like the currents from the sea dragging me under. 
My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I saw that it was Detective Ashton Nickels calling me. No. Not yet. I wasn’t ready yet. Blood roared in my ears, and I quickly pressed the end button. A voicemail notification appeared, but I ignored it too. Not this time. 
I was determined to enjoy myself. Jason was right. After this was over, I would make an excuse to never see him again, and the worst part was we both knew it.
I couldn’t get attached. 
For his safety and mine.

      ***The moonlight draped a silver veil across Lac de Rêves, casting a luminous path on the tranquil waters. I hugged my blue windbreaker tighter, sighing at the subtle beauty hidden within the depths of the lake. The cold air hung in a hushed embrace, kissing everything it touched with a delicate frost. Under the canopy of the night sky, a serene quietude blanketed the world, broken only by the crisp crunch of footsteps on frozen ground.
I didn’t turn as warm arms wrapped around my waist, and Jason nuzzled against me. “Hey.”
“Hey yourself,” he muttered, then kissed my neck. “Care for a dip?”
“Now?” I laughed, turning to face him. Moonlight shrouded Jason’s features, but I could see his blue eyes gleaming with mischief. 
“Yeah, now. What are you afraid of? There’s only me here, watching you,” he said, then claimed my lips. I sighed against his mouth, losing myself to his touch. I shouldn’t have come. These feelings were dangerous, especially since hockey camp wasn’t over yet. Even though Jason and I were around the same age, relationships between coaches and students were frowned upon. But I wanted him so badly. I felt desperate for any kind of human touch. The kiss quickly grew heated, and I pulled away, breathless. “I should fuck you in the water. Would you like that? To be taken in the sand and dirt?” Jason whispered in my ear.
I licked my dry lips. “Yes.”
Jason groaned. “Fuck, don’t tease me.” He palmed the front part of his red shorts and sighed. “Okay, let me get the canoe and we can head out a bit further into the water.”
“Okay.” He let go, and I watched him jog across the shore to a small hut that sheltered the canoes inside. He grabbed a few oars and tossed some lifejackets inside one canoe and then ran back for some other stuff. “Need help?” I called.
“Nah, just stand there looking pretty,” Jason called back, and I laughed. I began walking toward him when I saw a shadow dart out behind him. My heart jammed into my throat when they raised a thick black Beretta M9A4, the silencer glinting in the moonlight.
“No. Jason—” I screamed, racing toward him.
Time slowed down. Jason looked up at me, his wry smile on his lips, before the bullet pierced his chest. Horror skittered across his face and blood blossomed like a flower over his pure white t-shirt. No. My legs pumped hard, but it was too late. Jason fell into the sand with a resounding thud, his pale blue eyes staring off into the distance. The figure in black stepped from the shadows, half his face covered in night. Tattoos covered his fingers and forearms, and those same, rich mahogany eyes pierced my heart. 
“Cathasaigh,” he uttered, his distinct Irish voice causing my scalp to crawl. “What was lost has been found.”
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Puck Drop of Destiny

Aiden Cathasaigh


Surrounding voices erupted, but my focus drifted into space. Detective Ashton's words reached me as if through water, a distant murmur lost in the chaos. The world slowed. Each moment elongated into a surreal haze. Nothing made sense. Nothing was real. 
Detective Ashton seized my arms, shaking me from my stupor. "Where did he go?" he barked in my face, the urgency in his voice breaking through the fog. He released me abruptly, sprinting down the lakeside alongside other officers. The frantic energy in the air was palpable. 
Blood soaked my hands, a vivid reminder of the recent events that had thrown everything into disarray. Jason. I stared down at the space there and noticed that he was gone. Several other people were standing at the lakeside, their bodies silhouettes against the backdrop of night. “Come,” Coach Stacy said, holding onto my shoulders. “Come off the ground.”
“Jason…” I rasped, my eyes far away. He was here a minute ago. We were going to skinny dip and make love. That was all a minute ago. 
“I’m sorry, son, he’s gone.” 
My heart cracked open, and Detective Ashton came back, his face like thunder, glaring down at me. “Why the fuck didn’t you answer your phone Aiden?” He kicked the sand, rucking up his thick black leather jacket. “We almost had him!”
I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move. My tongue was nailed to the roof of my mouth. Him. He was here. He shot Jason. Killed Jason. Suddenly, the ground was rushing up to meet me, but Coach Stacy caught me. “Can't this wait? Can’t you see the state that he’s in?”
“Serves him right!” Detective Ashton spat. “Get him the hell out of here!” 
Several guys helped him carry me over to the EMS who were waiting in the parking lot. Gone. Jason was gone. Serves him right. A hammer pounded against my temples, and I let the darkness claim me.

      ***Sunlight flittered through the windows, and I groaned, turning onto my back. My eyes felt bruised and swollen, and my mouth tasted like it was stuffed with cotton. For a moment, I thought that it was like before and touched my side, feeling for the nine-inch wound that was inflicted several years ago. I found nothing, but my ribs ached from the memory of that butcher’s knife as it drove through bone and flesh. Was it all a dream? Then the bustle of nurses and doctors caught my ear, along with the scent of antiseptic lingered in the air. The bed was surrounded by the gentle cadence of beeping machines, and I realized with a shrinking horror that it wasn’t a dream at all. Jason. 
I lurched off the bed, my heart slamming against my chest. 
“I’d sit down if I were you,” a voice gritted out at the corner, and I whirled to see Detective Ashton there, nursing a large cup of coffee, but his eyes were like steel. His hair looked like he’d been running his fingers through it all night. A dark blond stubble covered his chiseled chin. If he was here, that meant…
My brain shut down. Everything came roaring back, and I felt like I’d go mad if I didn’t get out of there. I began getting off the bed, tears blurring my eyes, but a wave of dizziness came over me and my knees turned to jelly. “I told you don’t move, dammit!” Ashton barked. He grabbed my arm and hauled me back to the bed. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Let me go!” I tried to wrench my arm away. It was happening. It was coming. Bile burned a war path through my throat, and he pulled away just as I retched. It splattered all over the tile floor, and Ashton stared down at me in disgust. 
“Fuck,” he sneered and then turned away, staring down at his shoes. “Jesus, Christ Aiden—why didn’t you pick up my call?”
“I-I don’t want to talk. Don’t talk.” I was shaking so badly I couldn’t see straight. Jason was dead. Shot in cold blood. How could I even speak? It was all my fault. I did this to him. Tears stung my eyes before spilling over and I wiped the vomit from my lips. He wanted answers. I had none. It was dark. The person knew my name. I couldn’t say for sure if it was him or not. 
“Don’t talk?” Detective Ashton spat. “I’ve got a dead body and a family demanding answers and you say you don’t want to talk?” He paced the room like a bull, his bulky form crowding me. “Aiden, you’ve got ten seconds to tell me what the fuck just happened or so help me—”
“I don’t know!” I snapped; my voice felt like sandpaper. “We were at the lake. I—I don’t know what happened. Someone came out and shot him!”
“Just like that?” Detective Ashton grabbed my shoulders. “He shot him? Just like that?”
I burst into a hysterical sob. Just like that. It was always just like that. Barely any words were spoken, but people always ended up dead. I lost track of how many over the years. “Y-You said he wouldn’t find me. That I’d be safe this time. You said I’d be safe—” I cried, then clawed at his arm helplessly. It had been years since his last attack. I was a child then.
Detective Ashton found me with a nine-inch knife in my chest. 
“You need to leave. Now. I have a new place. New identity. Just like before. Okay?”
I nodded frantically, another wave of nausea coming over me. “What about Jason? His family?”
“We’ve done all we can, but you need to disappear. Edmonton this time. Get as far away as you can. Promise me. I’ve petitioned the US Federal Witness Security Program for you and you can leave now.”
I knew about the US Federal Witness Security Program (WITSEC) before; we had talked about it many times, but I was unwilling to leave Canada since I just got here for school. This program worked in many countries, meaning that if I wanted to, I could also go to the UK and Australia under WITSEC. Sighing through his nose, Detective Ashton sat back on the bed and shook his head. “Was it him?”
We both knew the answer to that, but I didn’t respond. There was no point to it. 
“All these years,” Ashton said, then ran a hand through his thick blond hair. The sides were shaved, and I tried not to breathe in his rugged masculine scent. He turned to look at me and I felt so pitiful beneath his crushing gaze. “I told you not to get close to anyone.”
Another hysterical sob threatened to come out of me, but I stamped it down. I wasn’t allowed a life. I knew that. I shouldn’t get close to anyone, but he had no idea how it felt all these years to keep myself apart from anyone. Jason was the only one who slipped past my walls and wanted to know me. Now he was dead. 
“Don’t blame yourself too much,” Ashton said, then reached over to the desk to hand me my glasses, then got off the bed. “Come on. Get showered and changed. We can have you on a flight out of here in a few hours.” 
My heart pounded in my ears. A few hours. I needed to say goodbye. Frantic emotions surged through me with an electric intensity, sending shivers of panic down my spine. “Detective Ashton—the guys—let me say goodbye, please.”
Detective Ashton stood with his back to me. “Aiden, you should know better by now. You don’t get to say goodbye.” 
He was right, but that didn’t stop each word from piercing my heart.

      ***They wiped my social media accounts. Deleted all phone numbers. Whisked me away on a private jet deep into the night. I was given a new name. New identity and it had gotten to the point where I realized that Aiden Cathasaigh no longer existed in this world. The flight took less than two hours and soon I was getting situated in a brand-new place. Detective Ashton paced through the new apartment, situated in Edmonton, Alberta, right next to the university. McMuffin let out a soft meow as I ran my fingers through his pure white fur. I glanced around, and an emptiness settled within me. "This should do for now."
The neighborhood wasn't terrible, but it wasn't exactly great either. I fought back tears as I waited for Ashton to leave. Our dynamic was strictly professional. He checked in occasionally, but I wasn't deluding myself into thinking we were friends. To him, I was just a job.
My heart weighed heavy with thoughts of Jason—his once lively pale blue eyes now vacant. As I surveyed the meager apartment, its quaintness emerged. The bed sheets were older, the walls stained, and the appliances showed signs of wear and tear. The space whispered tales of time passed, and I couldn't shake the feeling that, like the apartment, a part of me had grown a little more worn with each passing year. I curled my free hand into a fist and let McMuffin fall to the floor and acquaint himself with his new surroundings. Using my index finger, I neatly pushed my thin gold frame glasses back into place. “Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it,” Detective Ashton grumbled, shoving his hands into his jeans, his thick chest puffed out a bit. “Look, Aiden…”
“Don’t. I’m fine,” I spoke. “You should head out soon. I’ll answer the next time you call.”
Ashton regarded me for several moments and then sighed through his nose. Each time got harder and harder, but until they could solve the case, I was stuck in limbo. He placed a large hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault. None of this is.”
Yeah, then why did it always feel like it? Why did bodies drop whenever I was around? My throat felt raw as if barbwire were scraping against it. I turned away. “Goodnight.”
“Night,” he said, then I heard the door slam shut behind him.
My knees buckled. I pressed my hands against the stained floor, wishing like hell God would strike me dead. A crushing sob broke free, and I dug my fingernails into the carpet. This was real. This was my life. Whenever I got close to anyone, it was like the bastard was nearby, watching and waiting to rip it all away from me. I couldn’t stand it.
Jason. He was so young. He would have been a magnificent hockey player if his life hadn’t been snuffed out. McMuffin meowed again, circling my arms and brushing his white fluffy tail underneath my nose, tickling my nostrils. I didn’t go to the funeral.
I never said goodbye. I just left. Left Jason alone.
No explanations. Nothing. God, I was scum. Forming a fist, I wanted to tear down these walls and vent my rage but knew it was all pointless. I was here now. Safe. That was all that mattered. I had a chance to bring Jason and the others justice. I couldn’t squander it.
Rubbing a palm over my trembling lips, I forced myself to my feet. The soft rays of dawn filled the horizon. I’d need to find employment and then fade into the abyss. 

      ***Walking into the school hockey rink, I sniffed the cool air that smelled like ice and leather. Looking down at my old jacket and new identity, I really wished I didn't have to do this again. I decided to keep things quiet this time. I hoped the guy who was after me wouldn't find me here in the States. I went to the office, but it was almost empty. I knocked on the door, but no one answered. Outside, a man wearing a red hat with flaming red hair was yelling at his players, calling them names. "Is that how you play hockey, or are you just ice skaters? Come on, keep going, you wet noodles!"
I frowned and pushed my hair out of my eyes. "Coach McIntosh?" 
He looked up, and the players stopped. "Ah, you must be Coach Aiden? Come into my office. Let's talk for a moment.” He steered me toward his office, and I took a seat in the orange plastic chair. Coach McIntosh scrubbed his red hair and took a seat across from me. “Sorry, I wasn’t there to greet you. They were busy running scrimmages and, well, you know how boys get carried away.”
I forced a smile. “Yeah, I understand. They said you were looking for an assistant coach for the team?”
“Yeah.” Coach McIntosh shifted in his chair. “With your experience, though, I think the position might be a bit beneath you for the time being.”
“I just moved here, so beggars can’t be choosers,” I said.
“Right.” Coach McIntosh nodded, reading over my file, and then sat back in his chair. “It says here you trained in Montreal at the—forgive my French at the Lac de Rêves Summer Retreat? For a summer hockey camp team? That's for CHL, I think right?”
“Yes, sir,” I responded.
“And that you’ve been there for three years. Why don’t you tell me about that?”
My throat closed as if it were a straw sucking in too much air. Images of Jason flashed before my eyes and suddenly I was back there. On that beach, hearing the gunshot like the crack of thunder. Panic surged like suffocating waves, each breath becoming a struggle against an invisible force. The air felt thick, and a sense of impending doom overshadowed rational thought. I was fine. Right.
Keep moving. That’s what Ashton said. I realized then it hadn’t even been a month since Jason was murdered in cold blood and I watched the life bleed out of him. I scrambled back off my chair, my heart racing. Seeing things that weren’t there.
“Are you okay, son?” Coach McIntosh stood.
Fear held me captive in a paralyzing grip, freezing my movements and clouding my ability to think. It was as if an invisible force had rendered me powerless. What the fuck am I doing? It was too soon. It was too soon. “I-I’m sorry—I'm—” I sputtered. The world tilted dangerously, and I scrambled to hurry out of the room, but Coach McIntosh grabbed my shoulder. I swung at him, rage engulfing my core, but he stepped back just in time.
“Hold on there, I’m not going to hurt you,” he spoke with his hands raised. “Are you okay? Did something happen?” 
I couldn’t speak. It was as if I were bracing myself for an oncoming collision. Coach McIntosh guided me back to my seat. “Put your head between your knees son, ground yourself.”
I did as he told me to, my breath coming out in a peel of harsh pants. This was crazy. Bitter tears slid down my cheeks. A panic attack. I was having a fucking panic attack. 
“Drink this,” Coach McIntosh said, passing me a cup of water, which I drained immediately. He chuckled softly and sat back in his chair, his hands steepled in front of him. “Okay, I guess asking about that job is off-limits,” he said with a smile. “Why don’t you tell me something else about yourself? Lucas, is it—”
“Aiden—” I gasped, and I had no idea what possessed me to say it. “My name. Please call me by my name. Aiden Cathasaigh.” I hadn’t heard my name spoken in years. It was so pathetic, but I didn’t want to give the bastard that. I was being foolish, but I didn’t care. I was sick to death of new identities. I just wanted to be normal. 
“All right,” he said slowly. “Aiden…” 
Wiping the tears from my eyes, I placed the cup down. I felt raw. Achy. As if my chest had been carved open. “My friend passed away recently so I’m… I’m sorry for my behavior.”
“Don’t be. I understand,” Coach McIntosh said. “I guess we could do a bit of a trial run. I hope to retire soon and I know the university is looking for some fresh blood. How about we see how it goes? You can come back, let’s say tomorrow at around 8 A.M.?”
I nodded and stood. I didn’t dare shake his hand. My legs were still shaky, and I was eager to get the hell out of there as soon as possible. 
“Aiden,” Coach McIntosh called when I got to the door. “I know a support group that might help you out,” he said, then fished through his drawer. “A few years ago, I had a player who lost his brother and sought some counseling for it. Maybe you can give them a call? See if they can assist you. Coach and teammates become like family, so I want you to feel welcome here. Whatever demons you're hiding, you can tell me or don’t, I don’t mind. Just give this number a call. It’ll help ease an old man’s heart.” He held out his hand, and I took the card, then he shook it. I felt the warmth bled through his palm and my wet eyes snapped back up to his.
Coach McIntosh. His gaze was deep. Penetrating my soul. He knew what I was going through. Maybe not exactly, but I felt something settle in my chest. It was the same feeling I had
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