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  Chapter 1
The Cold Read


Rowan 
The air in the visitor’s locker room tasted of old sweat and cold cement. Not a bad smell—familiar, an anchor in a world that had felt untethered too long. I dragged it in deep, letting the familiar smell of a locker room fill my lungs as I taped the blade of my stick. New team, new barn, same ritual. One full wrap around the toe, overlapping strips down the blade, a final pass of wax to keep the snow from building up.
Control what you can control.
My gear was a mismatched collection. Skates from a clearance sale, pants I’d had since juniors that somehow still fit, and a helmet—one good knock away from retirement—I’d found at a garage sale over the weekend. Everything black. Unbranded. Anonymous. Blending in was the whole point. For years, I’d been a walking billboard, every piece of equipment dictated by contract and color-coded for the camera. Now, for the first time in a decade, I wasn’t Chase St. Clair, the kid from the cereal box and the front man for a hockey movie franchise. I wasn’t number seventy-three, I was just a walk-on hopeful with a transfer transcript and a prayer.
Oakridge University had lost a player at the end of the fall semester. They needed a body to fill the roster. When the call went out for walk-ons, I thought, might as well.
I’d chosen Oakridge for a reason. Six hundred miles from Los Angeles, buried in the northern California redwoods, small enough to stay invisible but still close to the ocean. That’s what I needed. A place where I could finish my degree. Playing a sport I’d once before the industry hollowed it out, would be the icing on the cake.
A guy a few stalls down, younger and built like a vending machine, was retaping his stick for the third time, hands trembling. The sound of ripping cloth echoed off the low ceiling. A freshman. He had that particular brand of terror in his eyes that only came from having your entire identity wrapped up in a game you weren’t sure you were good enough to play at the collegiate level. I knew the feeling. I’d had a five-year head start on it.
“You Calloway?”
The voice came from my left. I glanced over. A player with Maddox stitched onto his gloves was leaning against the lockers, already dressed. He wasn’t a walk-on; his gear was pristine, all matching Oakridge University Ospreys navy blue and orange. A junior, maybe a senior, here to help run the tryout drills and size up the new meat.
I smoothed the wax on my blade. “Yeah.”
“Great.” He placed a mark next to my name on the clipboard. “I’m Reece Maddox, team captain.” He didn’t extend his hand. His eyes did a quick, dismissive scan of my equipment—the mismatched black, the worn padding, and the garage-sale helmet. I watched him file it away: nobody.
He flipped through a few pages on his clipboard. “So, it says here you’ve played a little before.”
“A little.” The truest and most dishonest thing I could say. The league I’d played in before going to Hollywood had been dismantled, my stats scrubbed from the internet along with my career. All that was left were the ghostship fan sites and the grainy YouTube clips from Ice Kings 3: Dynasty’s End.
Maddox grunted, a sound that wasn’t quite a welcome. “You seem a bit old for this.”
“I’m not that old,” I said. Twenty-three felt ancient in this room, but I’d seen thirty-year-old rookies grind their way onto NHL rosters. Age was just a number if your body cooperated.
Maddox grunted again. “So, why? Why do you want to be a walk-on?”
“Just transferred. Finished my associate’s degree in December at Alpine County Community College. Finishing my BA in journalism here.”
“Yeah, I don’t really care about your life story. Why do you think you’re better than the six other guys trying out for the same position?”
“I have experience. I know how to handle myself on the ice. I want to be a team player.”
Maddox rolled his eyes like I’d given the worst answer on a job interview. Turning to the freshman. “That means you’re Davies.”
“Yes, sir. Captain, sir.” The hulking kid’s voice cracked on the second sir.
The guy seemed way out of his depth. Maddox was a shark, and the tank was about to become his chum. I’d skated with guys like Maddox before—alpha dogs who needed to rub others’ faces in it to feel big. I wanted to stick up for the young kid, but that would go against keeping my head down. I finished waxing my blade and ignored the rest of their conversation.
“Coach expects you on the ice in five. Don’t be late,” Maddox said after finishing up with the tank. Maddox pushed off the lockers and headed for the tunnel, his new skates leaving clean white slices on the rubber matting.
I pulled on my helmet, the worn foam compressing against my temples. I fastened the cage, and the world snapped into a grid.
I stood, my knees protesting the shift from a crouch. At twenty-three, I was the old man in the room. Most of these kids were coming straight from juniors or high-level U-18s, their whole lives still ahead of them.
The walk down the tunnel was short. Concrete walls gave way to padded boards, and the muffled sounds of the locker room were replaced by the vast, hollow echo of the arena. I stepped through the gap in the boards and onto the ice.
For a second, I stood there.
The cold hit my face like a baptism—clean, mineral-sharp, almost sweet. The arena wasn’t a pro barn. I’d grown up in those, with their Jumbotrons and endless tiers of seats that climbed into darkness, the roar of fifteen thousand strangers who thought they knew me. Oakridge’s rink was different. Smaller. The opposite of wide, it was tall. The stands rose from the glass at a steep angle, like the walls of a canyon carved by some ancient glacier. When this place filled with bodies, they’d be right on top of you, breathing down your neck, close enough to hear the scrape of every edge and the grunt of every check. The effect was borderline claustrophobic.
I loved it immediately.
Half a dozen other walk-ons were skating tentative laps. The ice was freshly flooded, a perfect, unbroken sheet of white under the bright lights. No logos yet—just pure, clean surface waiting to be marked. My blades bit in with that first stride, the sound a crisp tear that echoed off the high ceiling. I pushed off, gliding, letting my legs remember the rhythm. Left, right, crossover, glide. The knot in my stomach loosened with every stride.
This was why I was here. Not for the degree, not really. Not even for the anonymity, though that mattered. I was here because the ice was the one place I’d ever felt like myself. Before the cameras, before Chet Finlay turned me into a brand, before the Ice Kings franchise made my face into something that belonged to everyone but me—there had been this. Just this. The cold air, the smooth surface, the physics of blade and momentum. On the ice, I wasn’t a product or a disappointment or a cautionary tale. I was my movement. My edges, my speed, my choices.
The head coach, a man named Sterling with a face like a worn catcher’s mitt, blew a whistle that cut through the murmur of skates and sticks. We converged at the center circle.
“Welcome to Oakridge.” His voice was a low gravel that carried without effort. “For the next two hours, you’re not freshmen or transfers. You’re hockey players. We need skaters who are smart, disciplined, and relentless. We’re a defense-first program. If you want to be a hero, you’re in the wrong barn. We win games in the corners and in front of our own net.”
His gaze swept over us. I kept my eyes forward, my posture neutral—just another hopeful, just another number.
“We’re watching everything. How you skate, how you listen, how you finish a drill. Show us you belong here. First up: laps. On the whistle.”
The whistle blew, sharp, and we were off.
A test. Not of speed, but of conditioning and control. Forward, backward, crossovers, pivots. My lungs burned, the cold air scraping my throat. I settled into a rhythm, keeping my strides clean and efficient, my upper body still. I wasn’t the fastest guy out there. A few of the younger kids shot out like they were spring-loaded, all frantic energy, burning themselves out in the first five minutes. I let them go. I found a pace in the middle of the pack, focused on the skater in front of me, on the clean, rhythmic scrape of my own blades.
Don’t stand out. Don’t disappear. Just be solid.
After the skating drills came puck handling. Weaving through cones, stickhandling in tight spaces. My hands felt good—too good. The puck snapped to my blade like it was magnetized, responding to the smallest adjustments of my wrists. Muscle memory buried deep, a language I hadn’t spoken in years but hadn’t forgotten. On one sequence through the cones, I felt my body wanting to add a flourish—a quick toe-drag, a behind-the-back pull—the kind of flashy move of great cinematic closeups. I caught myself, forced my hands to stay simple, and finished the drill clean but unremarkable.
Control what you can control.
I kept my head up, eyes scanning the ice even when there was nothing to see. Habit. Or maybe self-preservation.
Always know where your exits are.
It was during a one-on-one drill that I felt it.
A shift in the air. The low-grade hum of being observed sharpened into a single, focused point. I wrote it off at first. Of course, we were being watched—that was the whole point of a tryout. Coach Sterling and his assistants stood by the boards, clipboards in hand, faces unreadable. A few assistant coaches were scattered in the first rows behind the bench, men in team jackets with stoic expressions.
I was skating back to the line, heart pounding from the drill. I’d made a decent play—didn’t score, but I’d protected the puck, maneuvered around the defenseman with a sharp cut to my forehand, and put a hard, low shot on net that the goalie had to scramble for. A good, solid, unremarkable play. The kind of play that kept you employed but didn’t get you noticed.
As I came to a stop, I chanced a look up into the stands.
The seats were mostly empty, a sea of dark-blue plastic rising into shadow. But halfway up, right on the center line, a single figure sat alone.
He wasn’t wearing a team jacket or holding a clipboard. Just a guy in a gray hoodie, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, hands steepled in front of his face. The steep angle of the canyon walls made it feel like he was hovering directly above me, a gargoyle perched on a cathedral ledge. Even from this distance, I could feel the weight of his stillness. He wasn’t scanning the group. He wasn’t watching the drill.
He was watching me.
A cold spike of adrenaline, entirely separate from the athletic burn in my muscles, shot through me. My stomach clenched. Old instincts—ones I’d thought years of therapy and six hundred miles had buried—flared to life. The reflexive cataloging of a face. The assessment of a threat. Is that a camera? A phone? Does he recognize me? How did he find me here?
He was just some student, bored, killing time between classes. Maybe a friend of one of the other players. Nothing to do with me. I was in a helmet, hiding behind a cage.
The whistle blew. Another drill. Three-on-twos, rushing the net. I fell back into the rhythm, my mind screamed at me to focus. Read the play. Find the open man. Backcheck.
My body went through the motions, but a part of my awareness stayed snagged on that figure in the stands. Like skating with a burr in my sock—a constant, irritating point of pressure.
On the rush, I found myself with the puck in the high slot. Open ice ahead. The goalie cheating to his glove side, leaving the five-hole vulnerable. My hands knew what to do—a quick fake, a snap shot low—but my brain screamed don’t. Don’t make a highlight. Don’t give anyone a reason to look twice.
I dumped the puck into the corner and peeled off for a line change.
Sterling blew his whistle. “Water break. Two minutes.”
We skated to the bench in a loose cluster. I grabbed a bottle from the rack, tilted my head back, and lifted the bottom of my cage just enough to get the nozzle underneath. The water hit the back of my throat. For those few seconds, the world narrowed to just breath and hydration and the burn in my legs.
I squeezed the bottle, sending a stream of water across my overheated face, then lowered the cage back into place. The grid snapped over my vision—steel bars sectioning the world into manageable pieces.
I tossed the bottle back and pushed off toward center ice.
The scrimmage was the last part of the tryout. Full ice, two teams of cobbled-together hopefuls. I was on the “skins” team, the cold arena air biting through my base layer. I played my game. Kept it simple. Dumped the puck in deep, finished my checks, got back on defense. I focused on being a two-hundred-foot player—pressuring the puck carrier, clogging the passing lanes, backchecking like my roster spot depended on it.
Solid. Dependable. Forgettable.
Maddox slid a pass to me as we crossed the blue line, too hard, too far in front. I stretched, my stick tipping the puck, redirecting it. I chased it down, a defenseman hot on my heels.
I checked my shoulder, mapping the ice in a split second. I saw the defenseman overcommitting to the body hit, eyes on my numbers rather than the puck. Instead of trying to force a play to the net, I saw our third man, Davies, streaking toward the far post. I stopped hard, my edges biting deep to spray up a wall of ice, and feathered a backhand pass—using just the right amount of soft hands to ensure it landed flat on his tape.
He had a wide-open net. He buried it. And I got slammed into the glass.
A good play. A smart play. The kind of play that won teams games. An assist is better than a selfish shot—the words of one of my peewee coaches shot through my memory. I peeled off toward the boards, and despite every cell in my body screaming not to, my eyes flicked up to the stands again.
The guy was still there. Still leaning forward. But now his hands were down, and I could see his face more. He hadn’t moved a muscle. Who the hell was he?
Maddox skated past, bumping my shoulder. “You ever gonna shoot the puck, Calloway? Or just donate it?”
“I made the smart play,” I said, without glancing at him.
“You dumped it.” His voice dripped with condescension. “There’s a difference.”
He was right. And the fact that he was right—that this cocky college kid could see what I’d done, could see the fear dressed up as strategy—made my skin crawl.
The coach’s whistle blew. Over.
A wave of exhaustion so profound it was almost peaceful washed over me. We skated to center ice, gathering around Coach Sterling one last time. My thighs screamed. My lungs felt scraped raw.
“Good work today.” Sterling’s eyes were dark chips of granite, his expression giving nothing away. “We saw some things we liked. We saw some things we didn’t. The roster will be posted outside the locker room tomorrow morning at eight. If your name is on it, practice is at three. If it’s not, thank you for coming out.”
That was it. No feedback. No encouragement. A clean, brutal cut. I appreciated the efficiency.
We tapped our sticks on the ice in a ragged salute and drifted toward the exit. As I skated off, legs like lead, I couldn’t help it.
One last look.
The figure in the gray hoodie was moving. Arms stretched overhead as he stood—taller than I’d thought, lanky, with a mess of dark hair visible even from this distance. No longer watching the ice. Turned toward the exit at the top of the aisle.
A student. Just a student who’d wandered in, watched for a bit, and left when he got bored. I felt a wave of relief so strong it made me lightheaded. I’d built the whole thing up in my head—a phantom from my past projected onto a stranger. The pressure I’d felt wasn’t his. It was mine. A ghost I’d brought with me to Oakridge.
I shook my head, disgusted with myself, and stepped off the ice onto the rubber mats, the familiar clomp of my skates grounding me. First the vending-machine kid, now me. Everyone was terrified of their own shadow today.

      [image: ]In the locker room, no one talked much. We were all rivals, but we’d shared something—a two-hour trial by fire. We stripped off our gear in near silence, the only sounds the rip of Velcro and the clatter of equipment being tossed into bags.
I worked methodically, reversing my earlier ritual. Wiping down my blades. Stowing my helmet. The smell of sweat was stronger now, mixed with the damp chill of the ice. I was one of the last to the showers, the hot water a blessed relief on my aching muscles. I stood under the spray for a long time, forehead pressed against the cool tile, letting the water wash away the grime and, I hoped, the lingering paranoia.
By the time I was dressed—jeans, black T-shirt, old Bruins hoodie—the locker room was almost empty. The vending-machine freshman was sitting on a bench, staring at his phone, face pale. I slung my bag over my shoulder.
“Calloway, right?” His voice was quiet.
“Yeah.”
“Jayceon Davies.” He extended his hand. I gripped it and immediately regretted it—the guy’s grip could pulverize concrete. He seemed oblivious to his own strength. “You played well. That pass on the three-on-two was sick.”
“You finished it. That’s the part that matters.”
He offered a small, grateful smile. “Hope I see you tomorrow, man.”
“You too.” I meant it.
I pushed through the door and walked out into the main corridor of the arena. Empty now, the lights dimmed to a pale amber glow. My footsteps echoed off the concrete. My beat-up hockey bag felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. All I wanted was my apartment, a microwaved burrito, and twelve hours of sleep. The anxiety from the tryout had been replaced by a deep, physical weariness that was almost peaceful.
I’d done it. I’d survived.
I rounded the corner toward the main exit, already thinking about the walk across the quad, the chilly January air, my empty apartment waiting with its blank walls and careful absence of anything personal—
And stopped dead.
Leaning against the wall, right beside the doors, was the guy from the stands.
My relief evaporated. The exhaustion vanished, replaced by a sharp, cold clarity. He was waiting. He’d come down from the stands, found the exit, and positioned himself where I’d have to pass.
Up close, he was all sharp angles and deliberate presence. Tall—maybe six feet—and lean in the way of runners or dancers, people who used their bodies as instruments. The gray hoodie read OAKRIDGE THEATRE in faded letters across the chest. His hair was a chaotic mess of wavy black. His face was the kind you’d call interesting before you’d call it handsome—strong nose, defined jaw, dark eyes that caught the dim light and held it.
Those eyes were fixed on me. Had been fixed on me since I’d stepped into the corridor.
He pushed off the wall. A slow, deliberate movement. Controlled. The way an actor moves when they want you to watch them move.
“Seventy-three.” His voice was a low tenor. “I was wondering when you’d be done.”






  
  Chapter 2
The Character Study


Elliot 
“Hold it! Elliot, stop. Just . . . stop.”
The voice of Professor Andrew Albright, sharp and weary, echoed through the empty Black Box Theatre, cutting through the heavy silence of the room. I stood in the center of the stage, my skates—the ones the department had spent fifty dollars on at a thrift store—clunking awkwardly against the reinforced plywood floor. I was supposed to be portraying a man who lived on the ice, but right now, I felt like a newborn giraffe on stilts.
“You’re doing it again,” Albright said, stepping out of the shadows of his makeshift desk in the third row of the theatre. He was a compact man in his fifties, all sharp edges and a sharper tongue, with a gray beard he stroked when he was thinking and tugged when he was frustrated. Right now, he was tugging. “You’re acting like a person who thinks they know how a hockey player behaves. You’re giving me . . . cliché. The heavy shoulders, the Neanderthal brow, the choreographed aggression.”
Behind me, I heard Lucas Reed shift his weight. He was playing Tyler Mitchell—my scene partner, my character’s secret, my dramatic foil. Lucas had the physicality down cold. He’d played lacrosse in high school, wrestled in college, and moved through the world like someone who’d never once questioned whether his body belonged in a space. When he put on the hockey pads, he looked like he’d been born in them. When I put them on, I was a kid playing dress-up in his father’s closet.
“I’m trying.” I let out a frustrated breath, the sound loud in the cavernous space. “I’m already off-book. I spent my entire break watching hockey on YouTube.”
“The script is words on a page, Elliot. Acting is what happens between the words.” Albright walked closer, his eyes—too observant, always—searching mine. “This character, Diego Santos, is carrying a secret that could destroy his family’s legacy. He doesn’t move like a brute. He moves like a man who is constantly bracing for an impact that never comes. There’s a coiled energy there. An economy of movement. A profound, terrifying stillness.”
He gestured to my feet. “You’re just stomping. A hockey player doesn’t stomp. They glide. Even when they aren’t on the ice, their center of gravity is different. They own the space without trying to crush it.”
“Show him the thing,” Lucas said from behind me, his voice carrying the easy confidence of someone who’d already figured out his character. “The thing you showed me.”
Albright nodded and walked to center stage. Without warning, he dropped into a slight crouch, knees bent, weight forward on the balls of his feet. He didn’t move, but somehow his whole body communicated readiness—a coiled spring waiting to release. Then he took three steps, and even without skates, even on the dusty plywood, he glided.
“I played in college,” Albright said, straightening. “Division III, nothing special. But the body remembers. Diego Santos has been on skates since he was four years old. That’s not something you can fake with YouTube clips and good intentions.”
“I don’t know how to do that,” I admitted. The honesty tasted like copper in my mouth. “Before this play, I’d never even seen hockey.” I thought about it for a second and added, “Well, not real hockey. I’ve seen Hollywood hockey. You know The Mighty Ducks, Ice Kings, Go Figure, MVP . . . You know, Disney hockey!”
It was the understatement of the century. I was not naturally athletic. Sure, I had great genes and a workout regimen that kept my cheekbones sharp, but I’ve never played a sport in my life.
“Then go watch real hockey,” Albright said. “I read in The Oakridge Observer this morning that the campus hockey team is holding walk-on tryouts this afternoon. Go sit in the stands. Don’t take notes. Don’t seek ‘motivation.’ Just watch. Find one person. Not the best one, not the star. Find the one who is trying to disappear. Figure out why he can’t.”
I started to protest—I had a shift at the Brewed Awakening, the campus coffee shop; I had lines to memorize; I had a reaction paper due for my media studies seminar—but Albright held up a hand.
“This role matters, Elliot. You know that.”
I knew that. The Penalty Box was the department’s prestige production this semester, the one that would bring in reviewers from San Francisco and talent scouts from the regional theatre circuit. Diego Santos was one of the leads—the terrified one, the one who couldn’t stop hiding, the one whose need to remain invisible ultimately forces a reckoning when Tyler refuses to disappear. It was so the exact opposite of who I am as a person. I was obnoxiously out loud and proud. I was a theatre major. But the role could define a career. Or end one before it started.
The department had taken a chance casting me. I knew what they said about me in the green room, in the hallways, in the careful silences when I walked into a room: Elliot Vega is talented, but he’s too much. Too intense. Too hungry. Too desperate for attention. In a program full of people clawing for attention, I was apparently the one who clawed too hard.
But being too much was better than the alternative. The worst fate wasn’t failure—it was being forgettable. Being the actor whose name no one remembered, whose face blurred into all the other faces, who graduated and disappeared into community theatre and dinner shows and the long, slow fade into nobody.
I would not be nobody.
“I’ll go,” I said.
Lucas clapped me on the shoulder as I gathered my things. “Find someone good,” he said. “Someone who moves like they’ve got something to lose. That’s the secret, man. It’s not about the muscles. It’s about the weight.”
“Before you all take off,” Dr. Albright said from his table, “The PolyGlide flooring should be in next week. We will have ice skating calls then. I know you all have some skating experience, but they say skating on PolyGlide is a bit different.”
The way he said “all” seemed more like a personal attack. Sure, I’d lied during auditions and told them that I had skated as a kid. Thankfully, they hadn’t tested that lie. I spent most of my winter break learning lines and seeing how many bruises I could rack up on my body. But at least now, I didn’t look like a complete idiot, just mostly.

      [image: ]I left the theatre with my messenger bag slung over my shoulder. Oakridge Falls in January was a study in grays and blues, the air smelling of pine needles and the damp salt blowing in from the coast. I cut across the quad, my footsteps the only rhythm on the concrete, and headed toward the arena.
I’d never stepped foot in the place. I knew we had a hockey team, but it just didn’t seem to be my scene. I know there are people who love sports. People who yell at their televisions and root for the home team. About the only time I rooted for anyone on television was during the Tony’s. Even then, it’s not like I thought I won an award when a show I liked took home best play. I just didn’t get the whole fandom climate thing.
When I walked in the main doors, no one was there to greet me, so I followed the sound of voices and entered onto the mid-tier area. Below me, there were about ten rows of seats before the ice. I turned and climbed.
The Oakridge Arena had some pretty steep seating. I climbed halfway up to Section 112, Row M, Seat 8—dead center, staring down at the white expanse of the rink. By the time I chose a seat I felt like an Olympian observing the Grecian people from my place in the sky. I hovered over the players. I guess this ensures there’s no bad seat in the house.
Below me, guys skated around on the ice. Some of them were clearly part of the team already, they had the requisite orange and blue jersey of the Oakridge Ospreys. I did look it up, it means “bird of prey” in Latin. Some original naming on someone’s part there. The other guys on the ice were a mess of mismatched jerseys and equipment. I slung my arms over the seats on either side of me and stared down from on high. I kind of wish I had my opera glasses. No one was nearly as clumsy as me on the ice, which I guess should be expected. I mean, I’m more of a lounge at the beach kind of guy.
A kid in a too-new jersey cut straight across the middle, nearly clipping another skater, yelling “Here! Here!” like someone was actually going to pass to him. Two others raced side-by-side along the wall, elbows out, their skates carving loud, angry lines as they tried to get ahead of each other. Someone dropped a pass and slammed his stick on the ice—the crack echoed all the way up to my seat. Another guy tried some kind of spinning move near one of the blue lines, lost control of the puck, and had to scramble after it while a coach on the bench scribbled something on a clipboard. The whole thing was exhausting. Like watching people audition for a role they were pretty sure they wouldn’t get.
And then I saw him.
Random guy in all black. He looked like a villain right out of a hockey movie—he might as well have been wearing a black cowboy hat. No branding, no flashy colors, no “look at me” gear. He was a shadow moving across the ice. But while the other kids were fighting the surface, he was part of it. There was a fluidity to his movement that made everyone else look like they were skating on gravel.
He wasn’t trying to stick out. When the coach blew his whistle and the players started skating in circles, the guy in black didn’t shoot out to the front; he just hung in the middle. He was trying to be invisible.
Find the one who looks like he’s trying to disappear.
I leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands steepled in front of my face. The script stayed in my bag. Pure observation. The guy in black held his stick like it weighed nothing, like it was just another part of his body. Every time he passed one of those painted lines on the ice, his head turned—just a quick glance—like he was checking the exits in a theatre before the lights went down. He moved like someone who’d spent a long time learning how to be exactly where he needed to be without anyone noticing he’d gotten there.
But there was something else. A tension in the line of his shoulders. Every time he made a play, he shrank immediately afterward, trying to pull the light back into himself. Other guys became all macho and “look at me” when they did anything even slightly impressive on the ice. This guy was doing a job.
The coach blew his whistle. Water break. The players skated to the bench in a loose cluster. The man in black grabbed a bottle from the rack, tilted his head back, and lifted the bottom of his cage just enough to get the nozzle underneath.
And there it was.
The angle of his jaw. The slope of his nose. The exact architecture of a face I’d seen dozens of times in freezeframes and screenshots; not to mention my dreams. Hell, the face that had hovered over my bed throughout middle school, torn from a magazine and taped to the ceiling where I could stare into his eyes every night before I fell asleep.
Older now. Sharper. Stripped of the soft edges and manufactured innocence of adolescence. But unmistakable. You don’t spend years memorizing every millimeter of your first crush’s face and then fail to recognize it in the flesh.
He squeezed the bottle, sending a stream of water across his face, then lowered the cage back into place. The grid snapped down. He tossed the bottle back and pushed off toward center ice.
I sat perfectly still, my pulse a steady drumbeat against my ribs.
Chase St. Clair. The “Ice Prince.” The star of a franchise that had made him a household name at fifteen and then, apparently, spit him out. I’d watched the press junket footage a hundred times—the moment he’d refused to say the catchphrase, the way his jaw had clenched, the light dying in his eyes. The picture that surfaced of him kissing a costar in a hot tub. I’d read the fan theories, the speculation, the digital eulogies from people who’d built shrines to a boy who’d simply . . . vanished. I thought he was dead. Well, that was one of the internet theories.
Yet, there he was. Skating at a walk-on tryout in a nowhere college town, wearing black gear and trying to disappear.
I spent the rest of the audition cataloging details. The way he moved. The way he shrank from attention. The careful, deliberate anonymity of his gear. Every choice he made on the ice confirmed what I was seeing: a man in hiding. A man who had once burned so bright he’d been visible from space, now desperately trying to dim himself into darkness.
Figure out why he can’t.

      [image: ]As soon as the final whistle blew, I didn’t head for the exit. I went to the lobby, found a bench tucked behind a vending machine, and pulled out my phone.
The search was simple: Chase St. Clair hockey.
The results loaded. A Wikipedia page, long abandoned. Fan sites frozen in time. YouTube clips with comment sections full of digital ghosts asking where he went. Ice Kings 1, 2, & 3. A franchise that had made him a household name at fifteen. Then nothing. He fell off the planet at eighteen years old. A gap of five years. No interviews. No social media. No public appearances.
Just silence.
I scrolled through the image results. Publicity stills. Red carpet photos. A kid with perfect teeth and camera-ready charm, wearing gear that probably cost more than my entire tuition. The smile was different then. The man I’d just watched on the ice hadn’t smiled at all.
I glanced up from my phone, toward the corridor that led to the locker rooms. Chase St. Clair was here. At Oakridge. Hiding in plain sight.
The question wasn’t who he was. The question was why.
I pocketed my phone and headed for the main exit. The corridor was empty now, the lights dimmed to that institutional amber glow. I found a spot right beside the doors and leaned against the wall.
And waited.
I looked down at my watch. A couple of guys I recognized from their auditions walked past me. I knew locker-room stuff would take time. Showers, the post-audition rituals, the slow process of convincing yourself you’d done enough. I had patience. I’d spent three hours in a theatre practicing the weight distribution of a single step. I could wait.
My mind was already racing ahead, building the architecture of an approach. Why was he here? Why did he audition for hockey at a small university in upstate California? He was hiding from something—that much was obvious. Maybe he was hiding from the mob? The anonymity, the restraint, the way he’d flinched every time his skill threatened to shine through. He wasn’t just playing small; he was performing smallness, constructing a character called “nobody special” and wearing it like armor. Maybe he was researching a role? A comeback?
I knew something about that. About the exhausting work of being someone you’re not. About the terror of being seen for who you really are.
The difference was, I wanted to be seen. I craved it like oxygen. And he was suffocating himself to avoid it.
Footsteps echoed down the hallway. He rounded the corner—jeans, black T-shirt, old hockey team hoodie. His beat-up bag slung over his shoulder. Hair still damp from the shower. Shoulders slouched. A slowness to him after hitting the ice hard.
Then he saw me. I smiled and watched as a mask slammed down. His face went blank—a beautiful piece of stagecraft, deliberate and practiced and utterly hollow. I recognized it because I’d done it myself, a thousand times, when the world got too close.
I pushed off the wall. Slow. Deliberate. Let him clock me—the theatre sweatshirt, the messy hair, the lack of athletic bulk. Let him understand I wasn’t a scout or another player. Let him realize I was something else entirely.
“Seventy-three.” Using his old hockey jersey name from the Ice Kings series. My voice carried in the empty hallway, pitched to fill the space. A performer’s voice. “I was wondering when you’d be done.”
His hand tightened on the strap of his bag.
“Do I know you?” Clipped. Harsh.
I smiled. “No.” I took a step closer, claiming the space between us. “But I know you.”
I let the pause stretch. Watched his eyes flicker—calculation, fear, the desperate hope that he was wrong about what was coming.
“Chase.” I said it soft, almost tender. Then, with the precision of a blade: “St. Clair.”
The name landed like a body check. I watched the ripple effect—the whitening of his knuckles, the hitch in his breathing, the way his whole body braced for impact.
“I think,” I said, trying to be as nice and inviting as possible since he looked like a bear who’d been backed into a corner, “we should talk.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. The lie was flat, uninspired. “My name’s Calloway.”
“Come now.” I leaned against the wall, projecting casual interest. “I think you do. Everyone under a certain age saw Ice Kings 1, 2, & 3. Then you just . . . disappeared. And now here you are, in the flesh. Smaller than I expected. Less shiny.”
“I’m not who you think I am.”
He pushed past me, shoulder brushing mine. The contact sent a small electric shock through my skin.
“Let me buy you a coffee,” I called after him. “Or a beer. We could talk about what you’re running from.”
“No.”
The word was final. He turned and walked away, his footsteps a percussive rhythm against the concrete. I watched him go—the set of his shoulders straightened, the pace fast. He didn’t glance over his shoulder at me, but I’m sure he wanted to. I mean, how could you not want to stare back at me?







  
  Chapter 3
The Fortress


Rowan 
I walked. That was the only thing I could do. Out the double doors, into the January evening, my footsteps a flat, percussive rhythm against the concrete of the arena parking lot. The weight of my gear bag, which usually felt like a grounding anchor, was now just dead.
I reached my car—a beat-up SUV that didn’t scream “Hollywood royalties”—and fumbled with the keys. I threw the bag into the back, the clatter of my sticks against the trunk liner sounding like a gunshot in the quiet lot. I scrambled into the driver’s seat and slammed the door, locking it instantly.
The silence of the car was worse than the hallway. In the hallway, I’d used my old paparazzi script—deny, deflect, disappear. Here, in the dark, I was just a twenty-three-year-old whose worst nightmare had called him by his dead name.
Chase St. Clair.
The name echoed louder than my own heartbeat. Five years since anyone had seen the “Ice Prince” when we met. Five years of scrubbing my digital footprint, using my real name as a shield, avoiding anyone who might have seen a movie poster in the twenty-teens. And now, a guy in a theatre sweatshirt—a guy who didn’t even look like he could tie a pair of skates—sent me running like a kid with my head between my legs after getting scolded.
I leaned my forehead against the steering wheel, the plastic cool against my overheated skin. I couldn’t breathe. The air in the car felt recycled, thin, insufficient. My vision tunneled, the dashboard lights blurring into staccato flashes of paparazzi bulbs. My chest was a fist clenching around my lungs.
Fucking panic attack! I’d dealt with these before. The words of my old therapist ran through my head. Deep breaths. Control what you can control.
I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white. Counted the beats of my heart. One, two, three, four. The roaring in my ears faded to a dull static. It was just one guy. One student. One person in a town of thousands who happened to have a memory for mid-tier Disney franchises.
When I finally saw out the SUV’s windshield without having double-vision, I started the engine. The vibration of the car helped settle the static in my nerves.

      [image: ]My apartment was a fifteen-minute drive from campus, on the second floor of a converted Victorian that had been chopped into student housing sometime in the seventies. I climbed the stairs on autopilot, my body moving through space while my mind replayed the hallway confrontation in an endless loop. But I know you. Chase. St. Clair.
I unlocked the door and stepped inside. The motion-sensor light flickered on, illuminating the carefully curated emptiness of my life.
The apartment was clean. Not just tidy—sterile. A futon against one wall, covered in a plain gray blanket. A desk with a laptop and a single lamp. A kitchenette with exactly four plates, four glasses, four sets of silverware. No posters. No photographs. No evidence that a human being with a history actually lived here. There were no remnants of my life.
I dropped my gear bag by the door and went to the bathroom. Splashed freezing water on my face. Gripped the edges of the sink and forced myself to look in the mirror.
The face that stared back wasn’t the one from the cereal boxes. That kid had been soft, camera ready, manufactured to sell something. This face was sharper. More guarded. The jaw had lost its adolescent roundness—the baby fat a distant memory. My eyes had lost their mischievous spark of innocence giving way to learned nothing. I looked like a journalism student trying to finish a degree. I looked like a carefully cultivated nobody.
But theatre kid had seen through it in seconds.
“It’s just a fluke,” I whispered to my reflection. “He’s a theatre major. He probably watched the movie a dozen times as a kid.”
The words sounded hollow even in the empty bathroom.
I headed back into the living room. The air in my room was still, but the moment I unzipped the heavy nylon of my bag, the scent of the rink—sour sweat and damp leather—spilled out to claim the space. I moved toward the corner, where the makeshift drying rack I’d thrown together using PVC pipe from a local hardware store stood like a skeletal sentry against the wall. I laid out my gear to ensure it wouldn’t mold.
When I finished, I pulled out my phone—a prepaid smartphone with no social media apps, no cloud backup, no connection to anything that could be traced. My contacts list had exactly six entries: my parents, my landlord, the campus shuttle service, a pizza place that delivered, and the number for the university health center. No friends. No history. No digital footprint. No messages.
I sat down at my makeshift desk and opened the laptop browser and typed: Theatre Department Oakridge University.
The results loaded instantly. A quick search confirmed what I’d suspected—Elliot Vega was everywhere online, performing visibility the way I performed invisibility. He was my opposite in every way.
Chet Finlay’s voice, smooth as snake oil, slithered through my memory. “You’re not a person, Chase. You’re a brand.” My former agent, with his five-thousand-dollar suits and perfect teeth. Back then he had owned every piece of me. I didn’t blink if it wasn’t on cue. I could still see his face in that hotel conference room, the day after I’d refused to say the catchphrase on camera. “You think you get to have feelings? You think you get to decide when you’re done? You cost us two million dollars in promotional tie-ins. You’re going to fix this, or I’m going to make sure you never work in this industry again.”
I hadn’t fixed it. I’d grabbed my bag and my royalty checks and run.
But I was so tired of running.
I opened a new browser and logged into my bank account—not the main one, which held my meager student budget, but the other one. The royalty account. The money still trickled in from streaming residuals and overseas syndication of the Ice Kings franchise.
The balance was modest now—nothing like the seven-figure paydays of my teenage years—but it was enough. Enough to pay rent. Enough to pay tuition. Enough for the recurring monthly transfer that appeared on every statement:
HENDERSON FAMILY TRUST—$500.00—AUTOMATIC PAYMENT
The transfer had gone out two days ago, right on schedule. Anonymous. Untraceable. The Hendersons had no idea who was sending the money, and I intended to keep it that way.
I closed the laptop.
Outside, the January wind rattled the old Victorian windows. The apartment was quiet, empty. A fortress designed to keep the world out.
I could run. I could be in Nevada by sunrise, Oregon by noon. I could start over again, find another college or university, another anonymous life, another place where no one knew my name.
I couldn’t give up hockey. Not again. Not because some theatre kid with good cheekbones had recognized my face.
Let the game save me.
It was the same thought I’d had when I’d first laced up my skates at a public rink in Lake Tahoe, two years into my exile. The game had saved me then—given me something to work toward, something that existed outside the wreckage of my former life. Maybe it could save me again.
Control what you can control.
I couldn’t control whether Elliot told anyone. I couldn’t control whether he’d already posted something online, already shared his discovery with his theatre friends, already started the chain of exposure that would end with my face on gossip blogs and my inbox full of interview requests.
But I could control whether I showed up to practice tomorrow. I could control how I played. I could control whether I let some stranger’s knowledge of my past dictate my future.
Maybe it would be okay. Maybe he’d gotten what he wanted—the thrill of recognition, the power of knowing something no one else knew—and that would be enough. Maybe he’d keep it to himself.
I didn’t believe it. People like Elliot Vega didn’t keep secrets; they relished them. I was an actor. I grew up around drama queens of a much higher caliber than Mr. Vega could hope to be.
My stomach grumbled. “I should eat something,” I said to the emptiness. I dragged myself away from the laptop and opened the fridge. I had two slices of pizza sitting in a box that were a bit drier than they should be after a few days, but it was food. I ate the cheese-covered cardboard—the pizza, not the box—and pulled up an old game on the NHL Network.






  
  Chapter 4
The Final Roster Call


Rowan 
The first hint of gray light appeared at the edge of my apartment window. Six-fifteen. I’d been staring at the ceiling since four, watching the shadows shift and lengthen, my mind running the same loop it had been running all night: What if your name isn’t there? What if it is?
The bulletin board was outside the main locker room door—I’d scouted it yesterday, so I knew exactly where the roster would be posted. But as I approached, I heard voices drifting from down the hall around the corner. The door was cracked open, spilling a wedge of fluorescent light into the dim hallway.
I should have kept walking. Should have found the board, checked my fate, and left. Instead, I stopped. Coach Sterling’s low gravel, and a woman’s voice I recognized from the tryout. Coach Okafor, the assistant coach. She’d been running the skating drills, clipboard in hand, expression as unreadable as Sterling’s.
“—completely changes the lineup,” Okafor was saying. “Taylor’s out for the season. Compound fracture. What the hell was he thinking, cliff jumping in January?”
“He wasn’t thinking.” Sterling’s voice was flat, disgusted. “That’s the problem. Senior year, starting position locked, and he decides to show off for some girl at the beach. Kid’s lucky he didn’t break his neck.”
“So, we’re down two now. Taylor and Rodriguez,” Okafor said. Papers rustled. “That’s half our Aline. The depth we built all fall—”
“Is gone. I know.” Even from the hall, I heard Sterling’s long exhale. “We promote Bline to A. Maddox is going to throw a tantrum. C and D lines just aren’t ready for B, so that forces the new Bline with the walk-ons.”
“Maddox’s going to lose his mind.”
“He’s going to do his job.” Sterling’s tone left no room for argument. “He’s captain. He wants to lead, he can lead from wherever I put him. Besides—” Another pause. “The walk-ons we picked up might surprise him.”
“Davies?” Okafor sounded skeptical. “He’s raw. Talented, but raw.”
“If I’d known Jayceon Davies was on this campus, I would’ve been recruiting him from day one. Kid was all-state in high school. Led his team to the state championship his junior year.” Sterling made a sound that might have been a laugh. “Problem is he doesn’t know how good he is. Doesn’t trust it yet. You saw him in the tryout—hesitates before every shot, second-guesses every pass. But give him a few weeks, let him settle in, and that kid’s going to be something special. Big thing is going to be keeping Maddox out of his head. I’m going to need you watching that “
“What about the other one? Calloway?”
My breath caught. I pressed myself against the wall, heart suddenly hammering.
Sterling was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice was different. Careful.
“I know what that kid is capable of.”
“That sounds ominous.”
“It’s not.” Another exhale—heavier this time, weighted with something I couldn’t name. “I don’t know why he’s here. Don’t know why he’s playing DIII hockey when he could be . . . somewhere else. And frankly, I don’t care. The kid can play. You saw him out there—he’s got hands, vision, hockey IQ that you can’t teach. As long as his past doesn’t cause problems for the team, he’s worth taking a shot on.”
“His past?” Okafor’s voice sharpened. “What past? His transcript was clean—”
“There was an incident. Few years back. On the ice.” Sterling’s chair creaked. “The media blamed him for it, but anyone who actually watched the footage knew it was a fluke. Accidents happen in hockey. That’s why we’re out there in pads and helmets. It’s a dangerous sport.”
The silence stretched. I stood frozen in the hallway, my pulse roaring in my ears.
He knows. Sterling knows about Henderson.
“The kid carried that weight for a long time,” Sterling continued quietly. “Maybe still does. But that’s not my business. My business is putting the best players on the ice, and Calloway—” He paused. “Calloway’s the real deal. Whatever else is going on with him, that much I’m certain of.”
“So, we’re taking a gamble.”
“We’re taking two gambles. Davies and Calloway. But they’re good gambles.” Papers shuffled again. “Alright. Davies at center, Calloway at left wing, Maddox at right wing. That’s our new Bline. Chen moves up to Aline with Kowalski and Park.”
“And when Maddox throws a fit about being demoted?”
“Then I’ll remind him that captains lead by example, not by privilege.” Sterling’s chair scraped back. “Come on. Let’s get the roster posted before the whole team shows up and starts a riot.”
I moved before I could think, sliding back down the corridor as quietly as I could manage. Sterling knew—not everything, but enough.
The media blamed him, but anyone who watched the footage knew.
I’d spent five years convinced the hockey world saw me as a monster. Convinced that anyone who learned the truth would judge me the same way the tabloids had. Sterling knew. And he’d still put me on the team.
I found the bulletin board and stopped, staring at the empty cork surface. I leaned against the opposite wall and waited.
I wasn’t alone for long.
Heavy footsteps echoed down the corridor—heavy, slightly uneven, the gait of someone who hadn’t slept. Davies appeared around the corner, his young face pale and drawn, dark circles carved under his eyes. He looked up as he approached, surprise flickering across his features when he saw me.
“Calloway, right?” His voice was a hoarse whisper. “You’re here early.”
“Yep, and Davies?” He nodded. “Couldn’t sleep.”
“Yeah.” He rubbed the back of his neck, a nervous gesture. “Same. I tried to make myself stay in bed until seven, but I just kept staring at the ceiling. Figured I might as well know.”
I understood that completely. “Same.”
We stood there for a moment, a silent, two-man vigil.
“So,” Davies said, his leg bouncing with nervous energy. “What do you think our chances are?”
“I think we’ve got a shot,” I said.
Before he could respond, footsteps echoed from the direction of the coaches’ office. We both straightened, shoulders tensing. Amarachi Okafor appeared around the corner, a single sheet of white paper in her hand. She gave us a brief nod—neither encouraging nor discouraging—and walked to the bulletin board.
The paper went up with a single pushpin. Clean. Final.
She turned and walked away without a word.
Davies and I glance at each other. His face had gone pale again, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed.
“You first,” he said. “Your name comes before mine.”
He was right. C before D.
I took a step toward the board, then another, until I was close enough to read the clean, black sans-serif font. Official. Final. Each entry had a name, a position, and a number.
I scanned past the As, the Bs. My eyes found the Cs.
CALLOWAY, ROWAN—LW—#28
There it was. Calloway. And a new number—not seventy-three, my fake jersey number from the movies, but twenty-eight. A real roster number. A real identity.
“Well?” Davies’s voice cracked behind me.
I stepped aside, and he surged forward. His head moved down the page. One second. Two. Then his whole body seemed to deflate, a ragged sigh escaping his lips.
“Shit,” he breathed.
My stomach dropped. After everything Sterling had said—
But then Davies turned, and his face was split by a grin so wide it had to hurt—pure, unadulterated joy.
“Holy shit,” he said. “I’m on it. Davies, Jayceon. Center. And—” He pointed at the paper, his finger trembling. “We’re on the same line. You, me, and Maddox.”
I looked where he was pointing. Under the BLINE header:
CALLOWAY, ROWAN—LW—#28 DAVIES, JAYCEON—C—#41MADDOX, REECE—RW—#7
The three of us. The team captain who’d dismissed me as nobody, the nervous freshman who didn’t know how good he was, and me—the ghost trying to become a real person.
“Maddox is going to hate this,” Davies said, but he was still grinning. “He was on Aline all last season.”
“He’ll deal with it,” I said.
Davies laughed—a bright, surprised sound. “Man, I hope so. Otherwise, this is going to be a really awkward semester.”
We stood there for another moment, both of us staring at the roster like it might disappear if we turned our eyes from it. Two walk-ons who’d somehow made the team. Two guys who had no business being here, who’d been counted out before they’d even laced up their skates.
Davies extended his hand. “Guess we’re linemates now.”
I took it. His grip was still too strong, but this time I didn’t mind.
“Guess we are.”
A wave of relief so powerful it left me dizzy crashed over me. I felt the tension drain out of my body, leaving me weightless. I put a hand on the cold cement wall to steady myself. The sound of my own breathing was loud in my ears.
“We did it,” Davies whispered, awestruck. “Holy shit, Calloway, we actually did it.”
I could only nod, the words stuck in my throat. Two walk-ons who’d survived.
“Practice at three,” Davies said, practically vibrating. “You got any classes before then?”
“One. My journalism seminar.” The thought of sitting through two hours of lecture when my body was humming with adrenaline seemed impossible. “You?”
“Nothing until two. I’m gonna go call my mom. She’s been up all night waiting.” He grinned again, that infectious, puppyish joy. “See you at three, man. We’re teammates now.”
Teammates. The word should have felt good. Instead, it landed with a weight I hadn’t anticipated. Teammates meant team photos. Team rosters on the athletic department website. Game footage that could end up on streaming platforms, shared on social media, searchable by anyone with a keyboard and a memory for faces.
Davies clapped me on the shoulder—hard enough to rattle my teeth—and took off down the corridor, his footsteps echoing with barely contained excitement. I watched him go, trying to hold onto his joy, to let it infect me.
It didn’t work.
I turned back to the roster, and that’s when I saw him.
Maddox was standing at the far end of the corridor, just outside the weight room door, already dressed in his team-issued workout gear. Arms crossed over his chest. Watching.
Our eyes met. He held my gaze for a long moment—five seconds, ten, long enough to become uncomfortable. There was no welcome in his expression. No did you make the cut? Just a flat, challenging assessment, the same look he’d given me during tryouts when I’d dumped the puck instead of taking the shot.
He walked toward me, his footsteps measured and deliberate. Stopped about three feet away, close enough that I had to look up slightly to meet his eyes.
“Calloway.” His voice was neutral, but his posture wasn’t. “Did you make the roster?”
“Yep.”
“I’ve seen a lot of walk-ons come through here,” he said. “Most of them wash out by week three. They can’t handle the pace, or they can’t handle being at the bottom of the depth chart, or they just decide it’s not worth the work.” He tilted his head slightly, studying me.
He glanced at the roster—a dismissive flick of the eyes, someone checking a formality. Then, his gaze stopped. Held.
I watched his expression change. The cool superiority flickered, replaced by something sharper. His eyes moved up to the Aline. Chen. Kowalski. Park. No Maddox. Then down to Bline, where his name sat sandwiched between mine and Davies’s.
The silence stretched for three long seconds.
“What the hell is this?” His voice had lost its casual authority. He stepped closer to the board, scanning it again like the letters might rearrange themselves into something more acceptable.
I stayed where I was, keeping my expression carefully neutral. But something warm unfurled in my chest—a petty satisfaction I wasn’t proud of but couldn’t quite suppress. This was the guy who’d seen my garage-sale gear and decided I was nobody. Who’d asked if I was going to shoot the puck or just donate it.
“Bline,” Maddox said flatly. “They put me on Bline.”
“Taylor’s out,” I offered. “Broken leg.”
His head snapped toward me. “How do you know that?”
I shrugged. “Word gets around.”
Maddox turned back to the roster, his jaw tight. I could practically see him doing the math—the Aline he’d anchored all last season, now belonging to other players. His captaincy unchanged, but his position on the depth chart decidedly down.
“This is bullshit,” he muttered. “I’m team captain. I should be—” He stopped himself, but not before the words hung in the air between us.
“Should be what?” I asked mildly. “Above playing with walk-ons?”
His eyes cut to me, sharp and dangerous. For a moment, I thought I’d pushed too far. But I’d spent five years being ignored. And here was this kid—younger than me, with his pristine team-issued gear and his guaranteed roster spot—acting like sharing a line with me was some kind of insult.
“He wants to lead,” Sterling had said. “He can lead from wherever I put him.”
“Sterling put us together for a reason,” I said, keeping my voice even. “Guess we’ll find out what it is.”
Maddox stared at me for a long beat. The anger was still there, simmering just below the surface, but something else flickered across his face. That same reassessment I’d seen at tryouts when I’d made the pass to Davies instead of taking the selfish shot.
“Practice is at three,” he said finally, his voice clipped. “Don’t be late. And don’t think making the list means you’ve made the team.” He jabbed a finger at the roster. “You’ve got a number now. Doesn’t mean you’ve earned it.”
He held my gaze for another beat, then gave me a curt nod and walked past me toward the weight room. The door swung shut behind him with a heavy clunk.
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