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SYNOPSIS

Ice does not forgive mistakes. Neither does the heart.

ICE HOCKEY // DARK ROMANCE // RIVALS ON ICE // TRAUMA & REDEMPTION // GRUMP AND SUNSHINE

Dmitri Volkov is the "golden boy" of hockey in Toronto. Disciplined, talented, and with a seemingly perfect life, he lives under the weight of unrealistic expectations from his traditional family and the media spotlight. The team captain, the impeccable cheerleader girlfriend, and the guaranteed future in the Ivy League form the script he followed to the letter... until the ice began to crack.

Alexei Orlov is his opposite. Tough, mysterious, and with a "dangerous" reputation, the Russian defender carries the scars of a broken past and has no time for commercial smiles. Alexei plays with an aggression that reflects his inner battles and keeps everyone at a distance—especially Dmitri, who seems to have everything Alexei never had.

The silent rivalry between them is the fuel that drives the Toronto Blizzards, but a series of secret dawn practices begins to reveal that the tension between the two goes far beyond the competition for the puck. Between precise passes and glances that say what words dare not, Dmitri and Alexei discover that the greatest challenge is not winning the championship, but surviving the feelings that threaten to destroy their hard-earned reputations.
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​CHAPTER 1
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The ice spared no one, and that night Dmitri Volkov had the feeling that he himself was about to crack from the inside.

The Toronto arena pulsed like an exposed heart, illuminated by spotlights that transformed the ice into an almost unreal surface, too white, too clean, as if nothing dirty could exist there. The stands were packed, a mass of faces and colors vibrating in unison, and the sound was deafening. Chants, improvised drums, clapping, shouts, all mixed into a continuous roar that pierced the walls and reached the locker room like a constant tremor.

Dmitri sat in his usual spot, locker number 19, his uniform already on from the waist down. His gloves rested on his thighs, and he observed them as if they weren't his own. The black leather, worn at the fingertips, told the story of years of training, games, punches, victories, and defeats. That was the only thing he truly knew: the ice, the stick, the disc, the roar of the crowd chanting his name.

The rest was theater.

"First row, warm-up in three minutes," the coach announced, his gruff voice echoing through the locker room.

Some players grumbled, others simply nodded. The ritual was always the same. Equipment being adjusted, straps being wrapped around the poles, shoulder pads being pulled tightly to snap into place. The smell of menthol, dried sweat, and rubber formed a familiar haze.

Dmitri picked up the gloves, but before putting them on, his gaze drifted around the locker room without him realizing it. It was almost a reflex. A silent search.

Alexei Orlov was sitting on the other side, near the wall. His closet was open, revealing an organized chaos of clothes, towels, and a nearly empty water bottle. He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, twirling the cane between his fingers.

His dark hair fell over his forehead, still damp. His jaw was tense, his eyes downcast, as if he were somewhere else.

Dmitri looked away too quickly, as if he'd been caught doing something forbidden. His heart skipped a beat for no apparent reason.

They weren't friends. Not really. They'd been playing together for just over a season. Exchanging passes, quick taunts, dry comments during training. Nothing more than that. Alexei wasn't the type to make friends easily. There was always something tough about him, a sharp edge beneath the surface.

Still, Dmitri could tell when he went into the locker room. He could tell when he came out. He could tell when he was in a bad mood, which was often.

Hey, Volkov.

Dmitri looked up. It was Connor, the captain, already with his helmet in his hand.

"Ready for another season of idiotic interviews?" he asked, with a crooked smile.

Dmitri let out a soft sigh.

It's part of the job.

— You say that because it sounds nice. I only have to answer about fouls and tackles.

Some players laughed. Dmitri flashed an automatic smile, the kind of smile he offered to reporters, fans, and sponsors. The kind of smile that said nothing.

The locker room door opened, and the murmur changed tone. Several heads turned at the same time.

Maya Sullivan entered as if the lighting had been adjusted just for her. The cheerleader uniform seemed tailor-made for her body, red and white, the team's colors. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, and her lipstick accentuated her confident smile.

She ignored the playful whistles and went straight to Dmitri.

"Good evening, star," she said, inclining her head.

"Shouldn't you be outside?" he asked, maintaining a neutral tone.

I just came to see you before the game.

She placed her hands on his chest, smoothing the fabric of his uniform as if correcting an invisible detail. It was an intimate gesture, but also rehearsed. Like a scene repeated so many times that it no longer needed emotion.

"The press is here today," she continued. "They're going to interview you after the game. They've already told us."

Dmitri nodded.

- Like always.

She observed him for a second longer than usual, as if searching for something in his face.

You seem tense.

— First game of the season.

You never get tense.

He shrugged.

There's always a first time.

Maya smiled, but there was something uncertain in her gaze. Still, she leaned in and kissed him. It was a quick, soft kiss, the kind of kiss that looked good in photographs.

Some players clapped, others made snide comments. Connor whistled loudly.

Maya laughed, but didn't walk away immediately.

"I love you," she murmured, just to himself.

The sentence fell between them like something heavy. Dmitri felt his body freeze for a second. The smile remained on his face, but inside there was only an empty, silent space.

"Good luck," she added, before walking away.

She left the locker room as she had entered, carrying with her a lightness that seemed not to belong in that place.

When Dmitri looked up, he met Alexei's gaze fixed on him.

There was no mockery, nor approval. Just observation.

Dmitri turned his face away almost immediately, heat rising up his neck. He didn't know why it bothered him. It was a normal kiss. A normal gesture. A beautiful girlfriend. A perfect life.

Everything exactly as it should be.

"Five minutes!" shouted the coach.

The players began to stand up. The sound of skates hitting the rubber floor filled the locker room.

Dmitri put on his gloves, grabbed his helmet, and headed down the aisle. As he passed Alexei's seat, the two almost bumped into each other.

"Are you going to play or just pose for the cameras today?" Alexei murmured, without looking directly at him.

Dmitri raised an eyebrow.

It depends. Will you be able to stand without tripping over your own skate?

The corner of Alexei's mouth curled into a crooked smile.

— Only if you manage to score a real goal.

It was a common teasing, but the closeness between them was different. Alexei's shoulder brushed against Dmitri's arm for a second longer than necessary.

The contact was brief, but it left a warm trail under the uniform.

The coach called again, and the two parted ways without saying anything more.

The corridor leading to the ice was narrow and lit by cold lights. The noise from the crowd grew louder with each step, like the sound of a raging sea.

When Dmitri stepped onto the ice, the cold hit his face like an electric shock. He slid forward, feeling his body settle into a familiar rhythm. The blades cut through the white surface with ease, and for a few seconds everything was silent inside his head.

The big screen displayed his face. The crowd erupted in cheers. His name echoed through the arena.

Dmitri raised his baton, responding to the crowd. An automatic gesture. The hero of the night.

On the other side of the track, Alexei entered. The crowd's reaction was more subdued, but respectful. He wasn't the cameras' favorite, but everyone knew what he was capable of.

Dmitri watched him glide to the blue line. The way Alexei skated had something raw, almost violent about it, as if each movement was charged with accumulated tension.

The referee blew the whistle. The disc fell.

The game started fast, physical, intense. Bodies colliding against the glass, the dry sound of blades on the ice, quick passes cutting across the rink. Dmitri moved with precision, anticipating plays, creating space. The world shrank to the game.

In the midst of a quick exchange of passes, he found himself side-by-side with Alexei on the center line.

The puck came towards Dmitri. He dodged a defender, felt the pressure on his back, but continued. Alexei blocked his opponent with his body, creating space.

Dmitri kicked.

The disc went into the left corner of the net.

The siren blared. The crowd rose in a wave of sound.

His teammates rushed to him, banging on his helmet and shouting. Dmitri smiled, his heart racing.

When he turned around, Alexei was there. Not celebrating like the others. Just watching.

"Not bad, star," he said.

Dmitri felt something strange in his chest. It wasn't just pride. It was something else. Warmer. More confusing.

He gave Alexei a light nudge on the shoulder.

— It was your block.

Don't spread it around. It'll ruin my reputation.

The two walked away as the rest of the team arrived to celebrate. The moment dissolved into the noise of the arena.

But something had changed, even though neither of them could say what.

The game ended with a 3-1 victory for the Toronto Blizzards. The crowd chanted Dmitri's name as he left the ice. The big screen replayed the goal in slow motion.

In the hallway, the cold of the arena gave way to the stifling heat of the locker room. The players took off their equipment, throwing it onto the benches with relief. The sound of the showers began to fill the space.

Dmitri sat down, removing his gloves. His body still vibrated with adrenaline.

On the other side, Alexei opened the cupboard and took out a metal bottle. He unscrewed the cap and took a long swig. The faint smell of alcohol reached Dmitri before he even realized what it was.

Alexei noticed his gaze.

"What?" he asked dryly.

Nothing.

Alexei raised the bottle, as if he were making a toast.

— First win of the season.

Dmitri didn't answer. He simply watched the way Alexei's neck moved as he swallowed the liquid.

Something inside him tightened again. A strange discomfort, difficult to name.

Perhaps the ice was being too honest.

And perhaps, for the first time, Dmitri was beginning to realize that the most dangerous part of the season wouldn't happen on the track.



Dmitri sat there for a few seconds, staring at the floor. The sound of running water echoed through the locker room. The air was hot, humid, thick with steam and the smell of soap. The sounds of conversation faded as some players finished showering and came out, already dressed in civilian clothes.

He rested his elbows on his knees, his still-gloved hands dangling between his legs. Alexei's comment kept spinning in his head, like a record spinning before it stops.

You don't need to look so happy about it.

Nobody ever said those kinds of things to him. At least, not directly. Journalists called him an idol. Sponsors called him the ideal face for their brand. His family called him their pride. Maya called him the perfect man.

And Alexei... well, Alexei didn't seem to call him anything. He just stared, observed, as if he were waiting for some crack to appear.

Dmitri stood up and began to remove the rest of his equipment. Shoulder pads, elbow pads, sweaty shirt. The cold air of the room hit his warm skin, causing an involuntary shiver. He grabbed a towel and headed for the showers.

The steam inside was even thicker. The sound of the water hitting the tiles created a constant, almost hypnotic noise. Some players were already leaving, others were talking quietly.

Alexei was in one of the back showers, his back to the entrance. The water ran down his broad body, outlining the muscles of his back and shoulders. His head was tilted forward, as if the weight of the day was still there, clinging to him.

Dmitri looked away almost immediately, his heart racing for a reason he refused to analyze. He chose a shower near the entrance and turned the tap on forcefully.

The hot water reached his neck, trickling down his back. He closed his eyes. For a few seconds, he tried only to feel the warmth, the relaxation, the end of the game. But his mind remained restless.

He thought of Maya's kiss. Of the phrase "I love you" spoken so naturally. He thought of Alexei's gaze immediately afterward, silent, almost hard.

When she opened her eyes, she realized Alexei was no longer in the shower. The space was empty, the water still running down the drain.

Dmitri finished his quick shower, almost annoyed with himself for noticing the other's absence.

When she returned to the closet, she found Alexei already dressed in a dark t-shirt and an open jacket. He was sitting, bent forward, tying his shoelaces.

The metal bottle was open beside him.

Dmitri paused for a second, observing.

"Are you going out?" he asked, without thinking much.

Alexei looked up, surprised by the question.

I always leave after a victory.

- Alone?

Alexei let out a low, humorless laugh.

Not everyone has a cheerleader waiting outside.

The response came like a light but precise punch.

Dmitri crossed his arms.

There's no need to talk like that.

"How can I say it?" Alexei stood up, grabbing his jacket. "I'm just telling the truth."

The two stood face to face for a second. There was no real anger there, just something denser, difficult to define.

"You should take it easy on me," said Dmitri, looking at the bottle.

Alexei followed his gaze and gave a crooked smile.

— Worried about me, Volkov?

I'm just saying.

Relax. I play better this way.

Dmitri frowned.

That's not true.

Alexei watched him for a moment, as if trying to decide something.

You don't know what's true or not outside of the ice.

The sentence hung between them. It wasn't said aggressively, but with an uncomfortable sincerity.

Dmitri opened his mouth to reply, but the locker room door swung open.

— Volkov! — called the press officer. — Press conference in two minutes.

The moment was broken.

Dmitri nodded.

I'm coming.

When she looked back at Alexei, he was already heading towards the exit. His jacket hung open, and the bottle had disappeared into the inside pocket.

"Hey," Dmitri called.

Alexei stopped near the door, but didn't turn around completely.

- What?

Dmitri hesitated for a second.

— Good play... on goal.

Alexei was silent for a moment. Then, he nodded slightly.

- You too.

He left without waiting for an answer.

Dmitri stood alone in the locker room for a few seconds, the distant noise of the crowd still echoing through the corridors. The air seemed heavier now, as if something invisible had shifted.

Perhaps the ice spared no one.

And perhaps, for the first time, Dmitri was beginning to realize that the toughest game of that season wouldn't be played on skates.
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The question Dmitri feared most wasn't about the game, or the season, or the pressure of being the face of the team—it was always about the perfect life he pretended to live.

The lights in the press room were too bright, too white, making each face appear flat and artificial. The air smelled of stale coffee and electronic equipment. Cameras positioned on tripods pointed at the small table where he sat, his hair still damp from the shower and his team's dress shirt draped over his broad shoulders.

The press officer whispered something about time, number of questions, sponsors in attendance. Dmitri nodded without paying much attention. He already knew the script.

Victory. Important goal. Promising start to the season. Confidence in the team. Hard work.

The same old theater.

"Dmitri, how would you rate the team's performance today?" asked a short-haired reporter, her notepad resting on her lap.

"It was a good start," he replied, his voice firm and rehearsed. "The group is focused, the coach has a clear strategy, and we managed to execute the plan. We still have a lot to improve, but it was an important victory."

He himself had already given that answer dozens of times. Maybe hundreds. The words came out effortlessly, like a conditioned reflex.

— You scored the first goal of the season. Do you feel the pressure of being the team's main attacking threat?

— Not the weight. Responsibility, yes. But it's a responsibility I share with the whole team.

Cameras were flashing. A photographer leaned forward to get a better angle.

"Dmitri," called another journalist, a man with a gray beard. "How's your relationship with Maya? The fans love you two together."

The press officer shifted beside him, as if wanting to interrupt, but Dmitri was already responding.

That's great. She's an amazing person.

The smile appeared automatically, the same one that appeared on the team's billboards and social media.

"Do you intend to take the next step soon?" the journalist insisted, with a suggestive half-smile.

Dmitri felt his throat tighten, but his face remained serene.

We are happy as we are.

Some light laughter. Pens moving across papers.

"Last question," said the advisor.

A young reporter raised her hand.

— Dmitri, you're seen as the most disciplined player on the team. What's it like sharing the ice with someone like Alexei Orlov, who has a reputation for being... unpredictable?

The question was asked in a polite tone, but the intention was clear.

Dmitri felt his jaw clench.

"Alexei is one of the best defenders in the league," he replied without hesitation. "He plays with intensity, and that's important for the team. What happens off the ice is none of your business."

The advisor stepped forward.

Thank you, everyone. We'll wrap it up here.

The cameras were turned off, and the sound of conversations filled the room again. Dmitri stood up, adjusting his shirt.

"Good answer," murmured the advisor. "The board likes it when you protect the team."

Dmitri simply nodded. It wasn't because of the board.

In the hallway, the air felt fresher. He walked toward the staff exit, where Maya usually waited after the games.

She was there, leaning against the wall, still partially in her uniform, but already wearing a jacket over it. When she saw him, her smile widened like a reflex.

— Star of the night — she said, drawing closer.

It was only one goal.

— A beautiful goal.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, this time more calmly. Longer. The taste of her lip gloss was sweet, artificial. Familiar.

Dmitri reciprocated, but his body did not react with the same intensity as hers.

As they walked away, Maya kept her hands on his shoulders.

— Shall we go out to celebrate? The cheerleading squad is going to a bar near the arena.

Dmitri hesitated.

Not today. The team should leave together.

She made a slight grimace.

— You guys always go out to those awful places, full of cheap drinks and bad music.

It's part of the process.

Then I'll go with you.

Dmitri opened his mouth, but closed it immediately afterward. It was easier to agree.

- All good.

They walked together to the parking lot. The Toronto night air was cold and biting, and their breath formed small clouds before their faces.

Across the street, some players were already gathering near two cars. Connor was laughing loudly, holding a disposable cup that probably no longer contained just soda.

Alexei was leaning against the side of one of the vehicles, his jacket open and his hands in his pockets. His gaze seemed distant, as if he wasn't really there.

When he saw Dmitri approaching with Maya, something changed in his expression. Not exactly sadness. Nor anger. It was more like a closure. A door being locked from the inside.

Connor nodded.

The hero has arrived! Now the party can begin.

Some players laughed. Maya smiled, used to the role of "star's girlfriend".

"Where are we going?" Dmitri asked.

"The usual bar," Connor replied. "Bad music, cheap beer, and questionable decisions."

"Perfect," Maya said ironically.

Alexei didn't say anything. He just opened the car door and got into the back seat.

Dmitri noticed the movement, almost unintentionally. For a moment, he thought about saying something. He didn't know exactly what. Perhaps nothing made sense.

He got into the car next to Maya. Connor took the wheel.

The engine started, and the vehicle pulled out of the parking lot. The arena lights faded into the distance, replaced by the cold, brightly lit streets of Toronto.

In the back seat, Alexei rested his head against the window. His eyes were half-closed, and the faint smell of alcohol already filled the air.

Maya spoke excitedly about the halftime choreography, the crowd's reaction, and how handsome Dmitri had looked on the big screen. Her words flowed like a steady river.

Dmitri responded with monosyllables, his gaze fixed on the street.

In an involuntary reflex, he looked in the rearview mirror.

Alexei's eyes were open, watching him back.

For a second, neither of them looked away.

The car turned the corner, and the light from a red traffic light illuminated the interior, tinging everything with a warm, almost intimate hue.

Then Alexei closed his eyes, as if he had given up on something.

And Dmitri realized, with growing unease, that the night was only just beginning.



The traffic light turned green, and the car started moving again. The red light disappeared from inside the vehicle, replaced by the cool tones of the streetlights.

Connor turned up the radio, and electronic music filled the car. The bass vibrated off the floor. Maya began to nod her head to the beat, excited, while talking about how crowded the bar was that night.

Dmitri could barely hear.

He could still feel the weight of that gaze in the rearview mirror. When he tried to repeat the gesture, Alexei already had his eyes closed again, his head resting against the window. His breathing was slow, almost heavy.

"Are you listening to me?" Maya asked, touching Dmitri's arm.

— Hm? Yes.

— I told you Jenna took two guys to the bar last week. Two at the same time. The girl has no limits.

Dmitri flashed an automatic smile.

- Impressive.

She laughed.

— You're not even paying attention.

- I am yes.

But he wasn't there.

The car stopped in front of the bar. The facade was unassuming, with a flashing blue neon sign above the door. The sound of music already drifted onto the sidewalk, mingling with the smell of fried food and beer.

Connor parked and turned off the engine.

— Time to celebrate, gentlemen.

The players got out of the car, one by one. The cool night air hit Dmitri's face, somewhat clearing away the stuffy feeling that had been building up inside him.

Alexei was the last to leave. He passed Dmitri without saying anything, only adjusting the collar of his jacket. The smell of alcohol was stronger now.

Maya linked her arm with Dmitri's.

Shall we go?

They entered the bar. The place was packed, dimly lit, music loud, bodies moving between the tightly packed tables. Some people recognized the players immediately. There were greetings, pats on the back, requests for photos.

Dmitri smiled, waved, posed. All on autopilot.

Connor ordered a round of beer for the table. Glasses were handed out. Alexei grabbed his without ceremony and downed half in a single gulp.

"Slow down," Connor commented. "We still have the whole season ahead of us."

"I know how to manage," Alexei replied curtly.

Dmitri watched from afar, the glass still untouched in his hand. Maya chatted with two other cheerleaders who had arrived, laughing loudly.

Alexei ordered another drink before even finishing his first.

"Vodka," he said to the bartender.

Connor let out a sigh.

— Dude...

Relax.

The glass arrived. Alexei downed half of it in one go. His eyes were brighter now, his smile more relaxed, but there was something unstable there. Like thin ice under the weight of a body.

Dmitri approached without realizing it.

Don't you think that's enough already?

Alexei turned his face slowly.

— So you're my coach now, too?

I'm just saying.

— You're always "just saying" something.

The music pulsed around them, but the conversation seemed to take place in an isolated space.

"You don't need to destroy yourself like this," Dmitri continued in a low voice.

Alexei's smile vanished.

You have no idea what I need.

The words came out harsher than the tone. His eyes were dark, fixed on Dmitri.

For a second, the two stood motionless, too close for casual conversation.

"Hey!" Maya called from across the table. "Come here."

Dmitri hesitated.

When he looked back at Alexei, he was already downing another swig of vodka.

Dmitri stepped away and went over to Maya. She pulled him close, laughing, pressing her face against his.

They want a picture with you.

A group of fans already had their cell phones raised.

Dmitri smiled for the camera. Arms around shoulders, flashes, laughter.

When the photo was finished, he looked over their heads, searching.

Alexei was at the bar, alone, his elbow resting on the counter, an empty glass in front of him. His gaze was lost, distant from everything.

For a moment, the entire bar seemed to blur for Dmitri. The music, the voices, the lights. Everything turned to noise.

Only Alexei remained clear.

Alone.

And, for the first time, Dmitri felt a strange, almost irrational urge to go up to him and say something. Anything.

But Maya shook his hand, smiling.

— Shall we dance?

Dmitri looked at her. Then, over her shoulder, at Alexei.

— Of course — he replied.

And he let himself be pulled to the middle of the dance floor, while, at the bar, Alexei ordered another drink.



The dance floor was a jumble of bodies under purple and blue lights that flashed erratically. The music vibrated so loudly it felt like it was pounding right in the chest, like a second heart. Maya twirled, laughing, and pulled Dmitri closer. Her perfume was sweet, familiar, and the warmth of her body lingered through his shirt.

"Relax a little," she said, putting her arms around his neck. "We won. You scored. Tonight's a good night."

Dmitri nodded, his hands resting on her waist. The movement was automatic, rehearsed, almost choreographed. To an outsider, they would see a beautiful, well-matched couple in the midst of a well-deserved celebration.

But whenever he could, his eyes would wander to the bar.

Alexei was still there. Now with another glass. The third, maybe the fourth. His posture remained the same: hunched over, heavy, as if the whole world rested on his shoulders.

A woman approached him, saying something, smiling. Alexei responded with a half-smile, the kind of smile that didn't reach his eyes. She laughed, touched his arm. He didn't pull away.

Dmitri felt a tightening in his chest, a strange, quick, almost childish discomfort.

"You've got that look on your face again," Maya said, watching him. "What's wrong?"

Nothing.

— You always say that.

She tilted her head, trying to catch his eye.

Is it because of the press conference? That stupid question about marriage?

Dmitri sighed.

No. I'm just tired.

She seemed to consider the answer for a moment, then shrugged.

So let's sit down for a bit.

They returned to the table. Connor was already telling a story, gesturing with his glass in hand. Two newcomers were laughing too loudly, clearly already drunk.

Alexei was no longer at the bar.

Dmitri looked around, trying to find him among the people. Nothing. Neither the dark jacket nor the serious face.

"Orlov left," Connor commented, noticing his look. "He said he needed some air."

"Is he alright?" Dmitri asked without thinking.

Connor gave a wry smile.

He's never okay.

Maya shook Dmitri's hand under the table.

It's not your responsibility.

Dmitri did not respond.

The air in the bar seemed heavier now. The music was louder. The laughter more fake. He finished his beer in two gulps, without tasting it.

"I'm going outside for a bit," he said.

"I'll go with you," Maya replied.

No need. I'll be right back.

She frowned, but let go of his hand.

Dmitri crossed the bar, dodging tables and people, until he pushed the door open. The cold street air hit his face like a shock. His breath turned to vapor before his eyes.

Alexei was leaning against the wall next to the door, one hand resting on the concrete, the other holding a lit cigarette. The smoke rose slowly, mingling with the cold air.

He looked up when he heard the door.

— Did you come to get some air too, star?

"I don't smoke," Dmitri replied.

Alexei let out a low laugh.

He neither drinks. He doesn't speak his mind. He doesn't do anything wrong.

The tone wasn't exactly aggressive, but it had something sharp about it.

"You left without saying anything," said Dmitri.

I didn't know I needed your permission.

Dmitri leaned against the wall beside him, leaving a small distance between them.

The silence lasted for a few seconds. The muffled sound of music escaped from inside the bar.

"You should slow down with the drinking," Dmitri said finally.

Alexei took a drag of his cigarette and slowly exhaled the smoke.

You should stop pretending you care about me.

The phrase came like a dry blow.

Dmitri turned his face towards him.

I care.

Alexei raised an eyebrow.

- Why?

Dmitri opened his mouth, but no clear answer came. Why did they play together? Why were they teammates? Why was it the right thing to say?

None of those answers seemed truthful enough.

Alexei observed his silence and gave a tired half-smile.

That's what I thought.

He threw the cigarette on the ground and put it out with the tip of his shoe.

For a second, the two stood there, close together, the cold of the night enveloping their still-warm bodies from the bar. Alexei's breath smelled of vodka. His face was more relaxed now, but his eyes remained heavy, as if they held something broken inside.

"She's beautiful," Alexei said suddenly. "Your girlfriend."

Yes.

— And he seems to like you very much.

Dmitri nodded.

She likes it.

Alexei sighed.

It must be nice to have someone like that.

The sentence wasn't filled with envy. Nor sarcasm. Just weariness.

"And your wife?" Dmitri asked cautiously.

Alexei's jaw clenched.

— Ex-wife.

The silence returned, heavier this time.

"Was it recent?" Dmitri insisted.

Alexei let out a short, humorless laugh.

— Recent enough.

He moved away from the wall, as if the matter were a physical discomfort.

I don't want to talk about it.

Dmitri nodded.

- All good.

Alexei watched him for a moment. His gaze swept over Dmitri's face, his neck, his chest beneath his shirt. A quick, almost involuntary movement.

Dmitri felt the warmth rising through his skin, despite the cold.

"You should go back inside," Alexei said. "Your girlfriend will think you ran off with someone else."

I just came to see if you were okay.

Alexei let out a low laugh.

And am I?

Dmitri hesitated.

- I don't know.

Their eyes met. The distance between them seemed smaller now, even though neither of them had moved.

For a second, the silence was heavy with something different. Something warmer than the cold air of the street. Something that didn't yet have a name, but that pulsed beneath the skin.

The bar door swung open behind them, and the sound of music burst into the air once more.

"Dmitri!" Maya called from the entrance. "Come on, they're asking for you."

The moment was broken.

Dmitri looked at Alexei one last time.

Are you coming?

Alexei shook his head.

I think I'll go home.

- Alone?

— Always.

Dmitri nodded slowly.

Maya tugged at his arm, and he let himself be led back inside the bar. Before the door closed, he cast one last glance outside. Alexei was still there, standing in the dim streetlights, his breath turning to smoke in the cold air. Alone again.



Maya pulled him back into the warmth of the bar, and the door closed behind them, muffling the cold air and the silence of the street. The music returned to fill everything, vibrating off the walls, the floor, his chest. Dmitri let himself be led to the table, but the image of Alexei leaning against the wall, alone in the dim light, remained etched in his mind like a photograph.

"Where did you go?" Connor asked, raising his glass. "We thought you'd been kidnapped by fans."

"I just needed some air," Dmitri replied.

"Careful, the air outside freezes even thoughts," joked the captain.

Some laughed. Maya sat down next to Dmitri and rested her head on his shoulder, her body relaxed, warm, comfortable. The kind of closeness that should bring peace.

But his mind remained outside.

"Orlov?" Connor asked, looking around.

"He's gone," said Dmitri.

"Already?" Connor grimaced. "This guy needs to learn how to have fun."

Dmitri didn't answer. He picked up his glass of beer and took a long swig, more out of necessity to do something with his hands than out of desire.

The conversation at the table continued, full of exaggerated stories and loud laughter. One of the newcomers spilled half his drink on his pants, eliciting guffaws. Connor started talking about an old game, reenacting a goal with a napkin as a puck.

Maya watched everything, smiling, commenting, fitting in easily with the group. She always did that. She always seemed to belong everywhere.

After a while, she leaned towards Dmitri.

— Shall we go?

He looked at her, surprised.

- Already?

I'm tired. And you seem to be too.

Dmitri hesitated. The idea of leaving, of getting away from the music and the crowd, seemed tempting.

- All good.

They said their goodbyes quickly. Connor raised his glass in an exaggerated toast.

The hero abandons us!

"We have training tomorrow," Dmitri replied.

"Boring," muttered one of the newcomers.

The cold street air greeted them once more. The city was quieter now, the damp sidewalks reflecting the light from the streetlights. The distant rumble of cars and the biting wind gave the night an empty feel.

"Want to come to my apartment?" Maya asked, shoving her hands into her jacket pockets.

Dmitri looked at her.

I can take you home.

I didn't ask you to drop me off at home.

The tone was light, but there was something underneath, a quiet expectation.

He hesitated for a second that was far too long.

I have training early.

She sighed, but didn't seem offended.

You always have training early.

It's part of the process.

- I know.

They walked to his car. The silence between them wasn't heavy, but it wasn't comfortable either. It was the kind of silence filled with unspoken things.

Inside the car, the heater began to blow warm air. Maya leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes for a moment.

"You were strange today," she said, without opening her eyes.

Strange how?

— Distant.

Dmitri gripped the steering wheel tighter.

I'm just tired.

That's not all.

She opened her eyes and turned her face towards him.

— You barely kissed me after the game.

We kissed.

You know what I mean.

The silence returned, heavier this time.

Dmitri started the car and pulled out of the parking space. The streets were almost empty, and the headlights illuminated the wet asphalt.

"Are you happy?" Maya asked suddenly.

The question caught him off guard.

Sure.

- With me.

He didn't answer immediately. The car went through a yellow light, and the light flashed through the interior.

"Yes," he said finally.

Maya watched him for a few seconds, as if she were trying to read something in his face.

Sometimes it feels like you're somewhere else.

Dmitri pictured Alexei leaning against the wall, his gaze heavy, his breath turning to smoke in the cold air.

"I'm only focused on the season," he
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