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      “Oh, sweetie!” Evan’s mom pulled him into a bone-crushing hug. He had to bend down so she could reach him, and even then she was on her tippy toes. “I’m going to miss you so stinkin’ much!”

      Evan held on a little longer before letting go. “I’ll miss you too. But hey, we play Toronto in the pre-season and in November, so I’ll be back soon.”

      His mom dabbed at her eyes. “I know, I know. I just miss my baby.”

      For as long as Evan could remember, it’d been him and his mom. He’d grown up in Peterborough, Ontario and been fortunate not to have to live too far away while he played in the OHL. That hadn’t made the separation any easier for either of them, though. He’d always felt bad leaving her for hockey, especially when it became more permanent once the Pittsburgh Riveters drafted him a few years ago, but it helped that he knew he had her full support.

      “Pittsburgh’s not that far,” he reminded her. “I’m only a 65-minute flight away.”

      Carol Abernathy had been thrilled that her son was drafted, obviously, but she’d been a little disappointed it hadn’t been by a Canadian team. The only thing that had soothed her was that Pittsburgh was a helluva lot closer than British Columbia.

      “It’s 650 kilometers,” she grumbled. They’d hashed this out several times, and he knew it was exactly 647.2 kilometers of decent roads from his condo to his childhood home, but he figured he could spot her the couple extra.

      “It is a whole other country,” he agreed. It was hard to suppress a smile. “Better watch out. A few more years and I’ll sound like a Yinzer for sure.”

      She rolled her eyes at his teasing. “Evan, have you heard yourself? You sound like you walked straight out of a Tim Hortons commercial, your accent’s so thick.”

      This startled a laugh from him. “It is not!”

      His mom waved it off and grew serious again. “Text me when you land.”

      “I will.”

      “I’ll be watching every game, sweetie.”

      “I know, Mom. You don’t have to⁠—”

      “You guys are going to do great this year! I have a good feeling.”

      Evan gave her a look. She said that every year, without fail. It wasn’t until December hit that she’d start being skeptical of the Riveters’ odds, though he suspected that was more about being superstitious that she’d jinx them. Even when they’d been mathematically eliminated from the playoffs his first season, she’d refused to say anything negative.

      “A good feeling, eh?” he teased.

      “I do! This is going to be your best year yet.” Then she pushed over his suitcase, telling him he needed to be the one to walk away because she never would. “Good luck!”

      “Thanks, Mom.” His chest was tight. He hated goodbyes, even if they were only temporary. He gave her one more hug and a quick peck on the top of her head, well below his shoulder level, before he took the hint and left. The one time he sneaked a look back, she was still standing there, waving and watching him. Ugh, he was going to miss being home.

      He knew how much she’d sacrificed to make his NHL career possible. Hockey was expensive, and as a single mom, it hadn’t always been easy for her to put together the money for team fees. He probably hadn’t gotten new gear until he played Junior hockey, settling instead for his cousins’ hand-me-downs or thrifted items on consignment at local shops.

      He’d felt really good paying off his mom’s mortgage once he’d signed his contract with the Riveters. His mom hadn’t stopped grinning that entire summer as she bragged to everyone that her son was a big NHL star, an embarrassment he’d endured because if anyone deserved that right, it was Carol Abernathy.

      It didn’t mean he felt good about walking away.
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        * * *

      

      The promised sixty-five minutes after it had taken off, the plane touched down and started gliding to the terminal. Most passengers were restless as they taxied, hands ready on their seatbelts for the go-ahead to start collecting their things. Evan barely stirred, even when the seatbelt light went off and everyone around him practically sprang to their feet.

      It wasn’t that he wasn’t happy to be back. Pittsburgh was home. He’d fully embraced the city that had not only drafted him but given him a shot as a rookie. It wasn’t as busy and crowded as Toronto, but still boasted all the city-life he wanted. More affordable, too. He’d snagged a nice condo near the practice facility, a new build that would’ve cost seven digits in Toronto’s suburbs.

      He’d held off getting attached until the end of last season when his entry-level contract ended and the team had signed him on for another three years. Even though the Riveters lost in the second round last season to the Blue Crabs, the coaches must’ve liked what they’d seen from Evan, since he’d been offered a pretty decent contract right after. Now that he had a guaranteed three more years in Pittsburgh, he could let himself love the city.

      So it wasn’t anxiety about the season that was keeping him in his seat or that made him the last person off the plane. It was the fans.

      Both a blessing and a curse, Pittsburgh really loved their sports teams. They wholeheartedly supported their players, always kind to them face-to-face (even if they might blast them online or on the radio) and never booing their own team at home games no matter how dire it got. Unfortunately, they were also very good at recognizing players in public and felt a sort of camaraderie with them that more often than not had them approaching said players. Evan didn’t know how many times he’d been spotted at Starbucks or Target or just out for a run, always resulting in someone coming up to talk to him about last night’s game or how the team was doing or to compliment him on his stats.

      While some of his teammates appreciated the recognition and celebrity status it offered them, Evan kind of hated it.

      He was too shy to be intelligible when he was put on the spot, and he was terrified he’d say something about the team or coaches that would be taken out of context and come back to bite him in the ass. Any time he went out in public, he wore a Pirates hat pulled low and kept his head down. If he weren’t 6’5, it might actually work more than it did.

      Today he lucked out: he made it out of the airport without anyone noticing him, and he counted that as a win. Thank God for the off-season—it would be next to impossible to sneak around once hockey was back on TV.

      The Uber driver who picked him up wasn’t the chatty type, and Evan was left to mindlessly scroll on his phone as they traveled to and then through the city proper to get to his place north of Pittsburgh. There were new messages in the team chat as people updated their arrival status. Evan added his name to the list of Riveters in town, receiving a dozen happy emojis celebrating his return.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lawson

      

      
        Drinks tonight? My place @ 8

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Should give us time to recover before practice tomorrow

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Doyle

      

      
        Yinz are doing practice??

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We still got 2 weeks of freedom and u r voluntarily hanging out with coach? Lame.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Woodward

      

      
        lmao coach is in the office all day

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mel’s in charge

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Besides some of us are captains and need to set an example for the rest of you scrubs

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Doyle

      

      
        u r an alternate captain. Don’t let it go to your head woodsy

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kates

      

      
        You had me at coach is in the office and lost me at Mel’s in charge

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lawson

      

      
        Why? Mel’s great

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kates

      

      
        Her drills are 10x harder than coach’s

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lawson

      

      
        Fair

      

      

      

      

      

      Melissa Gamble was their defensive coach. One of the first female coaches in the NHL, she’d worked damn hard to get where she was and twice as hard to stay there. Her father owned the Nevada Scorpions, and even though she’d started her career there, she’d jumped ship as soon as she could: she wasn’t going to be called a nepotism hire.

      Evan might dread her drills like the rest of the team—they were brutal, and she required perfection before she let them off the hook—but he respected the hell out of her. He’d mostly played wing in the OHL, but the Riveters had shifted him to center his rookie year. It had definitely been an adjustment, since, like most young wingers, the idea of a backcheck was something of a foreign concept. Mel had worked with him a lot his first year to get him up to snuff, and he was eternally grateful for that.

      
        
          
            
              
        Abernathy

      

      
        I’m in for drinks tonight

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Doyle

      

      
        Aren’t you like 15??

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Just bc it’s legal in Canada doesn’t mean we can give beer to infants

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Abernathy

      

      
        I’m 21 1/2

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Woodward

      

      
        Lil sus you’re bringing in the half there

      

      

      

      
        
          
        No adult does that

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lawson

      

      
        Don’t worry about them abs

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You grow a better beard than woodsy ever has

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Woodward

      

      
        [image: middle finger]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Antonov

      

      
        He’s right

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Woodward

      

      
        Nover you ain’t even on this continent rn you can stfu

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tell me again how to say ‘fuck you’ in Russian

      

      

      

      

      

      Evan was smiling as he lumbered out of the Uber and headed up to his condo. Despite their teasing, he’d really missed the guys. Sure, they kept in touch over the summer, but with everyone spread out across the world, there’d been little more than memes and pictures sent in the group chat for nearly two months. He felt fortunate that he’d ended up on a team he clicked so well with.

      The air in his condo was a little stagnant, and the only things even remotely edible were ramen and ketchup, but it was great to be back. His space, the one he’d earned and carved out for himself. His city and his team, ready for another go at the Stanley Cup. For once, he agreed with his mom’s overly optimistic prediction: he had a good feeling about this season.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Abs! Good to see you!” Lawson pulled him into a hug as soon as Evan entered the kitchen. Before he could say or do anything, there was a beer in his hand. Not only was Lawson a good captain, he was also a good host.

      “Cheers,” Lawson said and clinked their IC Lights together. “How was your summer, kid?”

      “I’m not a kid,” Evan said automatically. Pittsburgh had gotten shit from the media for having one of the oldest teams in the league a few years ago. That might’ve been why he and a few other younger players had gotten contracts this season as the team worked to add young blood to the lineup. But it still meant most of the Riveters were a decade older than him, and Evan definitely felt like a kid half the time. Hell, he’d had Lawson’s trading card in middle school. But he was a real NHL player and could actually see over several people’s heads: he wasn’t a kid anymore, even in this crowd. “It was good. Hung out at home for a bit. Played golf.”

      Lawson made a face. He hated golf. “Cool. Hey, did you meet any of the new guys?”

      Evan nodded. “I met a few of them last year at training camp. I know they’re pumped to be playing this pre-season⁠—”

      “Huh? No, not the kids.” He nodded toward the backyard, where a bunch of the guys were laughing by the pool. A backyard pool in Pittsburgh. What a waste. “I meant the trades.”

      Evan followed Lawson’s gaze. They’d lost a few players during the off-season to trades and retirement, but while Evan was aware of the roster changes, it was too early for his brain to have really adjusted to the changes.

      “Not yet,” Evan said and then froze as he spotted him. Riley fucking Barczyk, in the flesh.

      Barczyk was a pest throughout the league. Aside from his antics like slashing people’s sticks out of their hands at the face-off circle and allegedly licking someone during a scrum in front of the net, he had legendary fighting status. He might only be 5’9 (and from this distance and without the benefit of skates, Evan thought that might be generous), but he’d beaten just about every heavyweight in the league. And the bastard, annoying as he was, wasn’t some lowly enforcer: he could score. Maybe not top-line or anything, but he put up a solid 20 goals every season. Enough to make teams overlook his penalty minutes.

      As of July 1st, he was a member of the Riveters. A solid pickup during free agency for sure. Reportedly very likable once you got to know him. The only problem was Evan did not want to know him or like him or have anything to do with him.

      Riley Barczyk was a jerk.

      “C’mon,” Lawson said. He’d grabbed Evan’s elbow and was leading him toward the back patio. “I’ll introduce you to them. Barzy does this great impression of Coach⁠—”

      “I’ve gotta piss.” Evan spun out of Lawson’s grasp, nearly spilling both their drinks. “I’ll catch up in a few, ‘kay?”

      Lawson frowned and watched Evan flee in the opposite direction of the bathrooms, though thankfully he let Evan go. Evan let his feet carry him to the quiet end of the house by the guest rooms—an area he knew well, since he’d lived in one of those rooms for six months after making the regular season roster but before he’d settled on a condo. He went inside his old room, just as impersonal as he remembered it, and sat on the edge of the bed to collect himself. Deep breath in through his nose, out through his mouth. In, out. In, out.

      Fuck. He did not like Riley Barczyk.

      Barczyk had been a thorn in the Riveters’ side the past two years while he played for the Philadelphia Gliders. Pittsburgh and Philly never got along sports-wise. Or anything-wise, he supposed. When it came to hockey, it was particularly vicious. Just thinking about his last game in Philly gave Evan hives. The Philly crowd always roared, whether the Gliders were winning or losing. The only thing that changed was their tone. Evan felt more like a performer than a hockey player whenever they played there.

      And Barczyk had been the king of the whole spectacle.

      The fans went wild whenever he pulled his shenanigans, which he did often. It was impossible to concentrate when Barczyk was on the ice, and it only made Evan feel more like a rookie than he usually did. If he couldn’t tune out one jerk, how could he be relied on during important games? If they were in the Stanley Cup Finals and someone gave him a hard time, he couldn’t let that impact his performance. He thought he’d done a pretty good job during their three Philly games last season. He hadn’t even flinched when Barczyk had charged at him by the boards.

      If only Barczyk hadn’t injured him during that play. If only he could think of anything else when he looked at Barczyk. If only they weren’t on the same damn team and he’d be thinking about it constantly.

      Trust Barczyk to be a liability even when he was on the same team as you. Go fucking figure.

      The first step to getting over it was to get his ass back out there and stop moping in the guest room. Face his fears or whatever. Not that he was scared of Barczyk. It was⁠—

      Okay, you’re stalling. Stop it. Just go out there. I guarantee you he doesn’t remember that game. He hurts people all the time and never cares. You don’t get that kind of reputation by caring.

      Evan could actually learn a thing or two from that mentality. Evan was big, strong, and fast, even among other NHL players. In the couple of times Evan had dealt hard hits, he’d always felt so bad that when he saw those players again, he tended to go easier on them than he should, much to his coach’s annoyance. He just didn’t want to hurt anyone, but that opinion hadn’t done him any favors.

      One time, he’d checked a guy so hard, he’d fallen down and not gotten back up. Evan had abandoned the play to circle back and check on him, which had earned him a crosscheck from behind for his efforts. Apparently, it had looked like he was going back to finish the job. 

      Which actually sounded like something Barczyk might do.

      Be more like Barczyk. What a joke.

      Evan left his refuge and went out onto the back deck with the rest of the guys. Not everyone had returned to town yet—most notably the Europeans and Russians were unaccounted for—but there was a decent number of Riveters in attendance. Evan stood between Turner and Moreau, two of the other centers, and accepted a fistbump from Woodward while he tried to figure out what the hell everyone was talking about.

      “Everett?” Moreau asked.

      “Not a chance!” Barczyk said. “He’s all bark, no bite, anyway.”

      “Gagnon!” Lawson said.

      This time Barczyk frowned. “Didn’t he retire over a decade ago? I ain’t that old, sorry.”

      “Nilsson!” Kates said.

      “Which one?” Barczyk shot back.

      “The bigger one. He’s got like two feet on you, Barzy.”

      They all laughed, though Barczyk looked unbothered by the jab. You’d need thick skin to be under six feet in this league.

      “I’ve fought Anders,” Barczyk said calmly. As he took a long swig from his beer, he ran a hand through his curls. Evan had never seen Barczyk up close without hockey gear on, and he hadn’t realized his hair was a mess of brown curls on top with an undercut along the sides to give him a combination of mohawk and mullet. How…well, how Barczyk, to need even his hair to be a statement. “Can’t reach his face but got him right in the gut before the refs rescued him.”

      More laughter. Barczyk smirked, clearly pleased to be the center of everyone’s attention; if Evan had been in his place, he’d have stuttered so much the joke would’ve been incomprehensible.

      “Best fight you ever had!” Doyle challenged.

      Barczyk shrugged. “I dunno, man. I’ve had too many to remember them all. Maybe the best was the time Mattherson knocked out my tooth.” He opened wide to show off his missing front tooth. Everyone leaned in, like they didn’t know that was part of Barczyk’s trademark look. “Otherwise they all kinda blend together.”

      They continued to fawn over Barczyk’s fighting prowess. Evan was pretty sure some of them had been on the receiving end of Barczyk’s fists—just another notch in his belt, apparently—and he definitely knew no one here had appreciated his antics last season. There’d been a lot of colorful language after he’d taken down Evan, but hey, guess it was easier to join in on the laughs than carry a grudge.

      Unfortunately, Evan hadn’t heard anything funny yet.

      When the pizza arrived, everyone was too busy eating to continue the Barczyk party. Evan grabbed himself a slice—he wasn’t that hungry, but he didn’t want to make a whole thing of it—and a spot as far away from Barczyk as possible. That put him between their two biggest defensemen, Calhoun and Kates, who spent the next half hour arguing over whether Hawaiian pizza was “not that bad” (per Calhoun) or “an abomination and insult to tastebuds everywhere” (per Kates). It was a completely stupid conversation that made Evan wonder how many times the two men had been concussed over the years, but it was definitely less annoying than pretending he couldn’t stand Riley Barczyk.

      All Evan had to do was figure out how to survive the whole season like this, hiding from Barczyk and not making it obvious he hated the guy. Great.
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      Evan pushed into the training facility, relieved to be out of the summer heat. He’d never quite adjusted to the humidity in Pittsburgh, or to the heat. But rinks were familiar everywhere in the world. In a few days, he’d hit the ice again with his teammates, and he’d really feel like he was home.

      But today was for off-ice training in the gym. It wasn’t as if he’d spent all summer doing nothing. He’d gone on runs through Peterborough. He’d skated at the rink where he’d grown up and done drills with some of the same coaches who’d helped him get this far. Still, he didn’t feel ready for the physical stress of another NHL season. He’d need to spend some serious time on a treadmill and at the weight rack to feel up to snuff again.

      Today he’d focus on getting his lungs back. Despite his new contract and the security it afforded him, Evan didn’t want to look out of shape when the pre-season started. In some ways, the pre-season was more competitive than the early regular season games because every rookie, prospect, and AHL-hopeful had something to prove.

      Competitive might not be the best word, he considered. Aggressive. That was it. Too many players were hanging their egos on so few games. Evan had been in the same position, so he understood why people went so hard.

      That didn’t mean he was going to let anyone show him up, though. He might have nothing on the line, but this was his chance to focus on his play and developing chemistry with his linemates. After only a handful of years in the league and just off his entry-level contract, he wasn’t established enough to slack off.

      “Abs!”

      Evan detoured from the gym to the locker room. He was here to run and sweat, and was already in his workout clothes with a playlist ready to go, but he was curious who else had decided to do some optional training. He followed the voices to the locker room, and almost instantly regretted it.

      “Abs!” Kates cheered when he saw Evan. “Thought I saw you sneaking in. Working out today?”

      Kates was sitting on the benches with Woodward and Barczyk. No skates or gear in sight, so they must be here for the gym like Evan. He nodded to each of them and tried not to tense up when he noticed Barczyk’s stall was only two down from his. Even the locker room wouldn’t be safe.

      “Yeah, just going for a run.” Evan hated how awkward he felt. This was his space! Kates and Woodward were his teammates! His! Long before Barczyk had shown up in town. Ugh. Why couldn’t he pretend he didn’t care about him?

      “Boring!” Kates said at the same time Woodward said, “Ew.”

      Barczyk said nothing, instead cocking his head to the side as he appraised Evan. Because that would totally help Evan feel less self-conscious.

      “Well, I should…” Evan started to back out of the room and wished he hadn’t come in here at all.

      “Want some company?” Barczyk offered, earning him betrayed looks from Kates and Woodward.

      “I’m good!” Evan said a little too quickly, his voice much higher than he’d have liked. He held up his earbuds in a belated attempt to not seem rude. “Got my tunes ready to go.”

      Tunes!? Oh my fucking God.

      Barczyk’s eyes lit up, as if he could hear Evan’s thoughts. More likely, he had pest powers that sniffed out embarrassment and preyed upon weakness. “Whatcha listening to?” he asked, sounding far too amused for Evan’s liking.

      His cheeks flushed. He suddenly couldn’t remember a single band he liked or even the name of a song. Was music even real? “I⁠—”

      “Why are my players dicking around in the locker room? Go chat in the parking lot. You’re here, you’re working. Capisce?” Coach Jack strode past Evan into the locker room and right out the far side that led to the coaches’ offices. He barely glanced at them as he went through, his eyes glued to the clipboard in his hands. From his vantage point, Evan couldn’t read much of it, but it looked like player stats and drills. He recognized one from last year’s training camp and suspected it was prep for this year’s camp. It was Evan’s first year not attending, and he was relieved to be past that part of his career.

      As soon as the office door closed behind him, Barczyk arched an eyebrow. “Coach Brooks always got a stick up his ass?”

      “Jack,” all three of them corrected in unison, before Kates offered, “And yes.”

      “Coach Jack?” Barczyk repeated cautiously, like he thought maybe they were pulling his leg.

      “There was this, like, whole thing,” Woodward explained. “When Coach Mel joined the team. Some of the older guys refused to call her Coach Gamble, so she owned being Coach Mel. Then Coach Jack showed solidarity and made us all call him by his first name too. Better get used to it, because every time you fuck it up, we’re gonna have to do laps. And I am not doing laps. I will tape your fucking mouth shut if I have to.”

      “Aww,” Barczyk said with a pout. “But my mouth is my most charming feature.”

      Evan took advantage of their laughter to disappear to the gym. Maybe if he ran hard enough, he could outrun Barczyk’s knowing smile.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Riley Barczyk was drafted in 2016 by the New Jersey Kings. He played two seasons for them, putting up records in PIMs (Penalty Infraction Minutes) and hits. He was then traded to Vermont, where he played another two seasons before moving to the New York Rough Riders. Most recently, he played for the Philadelphia Gliders before being picked up by the Pittsburgh Riveters when his three-year contract ended. He currently has a two-year, $9 million contract with the Riveters.

      

      

      Evan could understand why the team had acquired Barczyk. It was a good move on paper: he put up points and could act in a semi-enforcer/instigator role. The team needed that kind of grit, especially after getting manhandled so much last season in the playoffs. They’d lost to the Blue Crabs in the second round because players like Nilsson and Vlasic could knock them off the puck. It made sense from a management point of view, and it had been praised all over social media by sports journalists and fans.

      It didn’t mean Evan had to like it.

      Evan closed the article, then for good measure, he tossed his phone onto the coffee table so he wouldn’t be tempted to look up anything else. He hated that he was curious about stupid Riley Barczyk. Blackwell and Reese were also new to the team, but Evan hadn’t bothered to look them up. But one night listening to Barczyk’s stupid stories about fighting every heavyweight in the league, and now he couldn’t get the guy out of his head.

      He’s not going to fight you, he reminded himself. Evan flexed his right shoulder unconsciously, caught himself, and instead gritted his teeth.

      Sure, Barczyk wasn’t going to fight him, but the jackass had already done his damage last season.

      What Evan needed to do was get his mind off hockey. It was going to be a long year if he kept obsessing over one player.

      A long two years, he corrected. This wasn’t some temporary arrangement. Barczyk was here for a while, same as him.

      All the more reason for Evan to get over his shit. This wasn’t a middle school bully. This was a teammate who might kind of be a dick, but Evan had played with lots of guys who were dicks. Besides, there were plenty of other people on the team. Right now he was seeing more of Barczyk than usual because not everyone was in town yet. Once the season started for real, it wouldn’t be an issue.

      Probably.

      Unless we get put on the same line, some masochistic part of him supplied. Then we’ll see each other all the time.

      Fuck.

      He dove for his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Abernathy

      

      
        Hey have you heard anything about lines??

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lawson

      

      
        Hi abs how’s your evening going?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mine’s fine thanks

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Abernathy

      

      
        sorry

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lawson

      

      
        I’m just fucking with you

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’re still playing center if that’s what you’re wondering but I haven’t heard much else

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Won’t know until training camp finishes up but I’m guessing you’re third line

      

      

      

      

      

      That wasn’t what Evan was getting at, but it was a relief to know he’d moved up to the third line. He’d mostly been on the fourth line the past couple of years, and he knew he wasn’t ready for the top six, not when he knew the players he was competing with. Maybe on another team, he’d be able to hold down second-line duties, but not on the Riveters. He was dying to ask about potential linemates, but he didn’t want to push his luck. Lawson had given him as much as he could right now—it was true; there were no guarantees until after training camp, and even then, things could change at any time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Abernathy

      

      
        Thx

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll do my best

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lawson

      

      
        Of course you will kid

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You earned it

      

      

      

      

      

      Evan didn’t bother correcting the ‘kid’ thing. He had the feeling that was going to stick with him for a few more years. At least until a few more of the younger rookies funneled onto the team and took over the mantle.

      This time, he shut his phone off completely before he put it away. He didn’t need the temptation to overthink. Instead, he grabbed the remote and put on a movie so he could fall asleep in peace.
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      Evan didn’t get an answer about lines until the pre-season started a few weeks later.

      After training camp, the rest of the team started official practices. Evan knew the lines in practice didn’t necessarily mean anything—especially when there were ten players there competing for four spots—so he tried not to read too much into things. Yeah, he had to play on a line with Barczyk, but he also played on lines with younger guys like Dalton, Winchester, and Maxwell, as well as experienced players like Antonov, Woodward, and Vassiliev. Too much was up in the air, so he didn’t worry about what it all ‘meant.’

      The worst part was the mini-games and scrimmages, where he had to go against Barczyk. He tried not to cringe whenever they were fighting for the puck or if Barczyk was barreling down towards him. He shouldn’t have to worry; this was a practice. No one went that hard, and Barczyk was more than half a foot shorter than him. It was already a fluke he’d hurt Evan in the first place.

      “Get over it,” Evan muttered under his breath. He was standing on the goal line to the right of the net, with Barczyk on the left. Once Coach Jack blew the whistle, they’d be racing down the ice for a puck to bring in and shoot on their backup goalie, Reese. “Get over it. You skate fast enough, and it won’t even matter.”

      He was right.

      The whistle blew, and he was off. He’d learned a long time ago never to go 100% during practices—that was how players got injured or you burnt yourself out too early in the season—but he always liked to be able to. He liked to pull out that little bit of extra hustle or muscle as necessary, in case he needed to prove a point or impress the coaches.

      He did that now, sprinting faster than he had outside a game since the last time scouts were looking at him. He got to the puck first, going so fast he nearly lost his balance on the sharp turn to head back to the net. He passed Barczyk, who hadn’t even reached the pylon where he could turn around, and now focused on coming in on Reese.

      Reese pushed out of the crease, blocker and glove up. 

      Evan hated one-on-ones with goalies. They were all so talented and could read him like an open book. It’s why he usually just shot and got it over with, because they always made the save, anyway. But he had some time with Barczyk so far behind, so he faked left before pulling back to the right and trying for the back door. He just barely stuffed it in before Reese got back over.

      “Nice hustle, Abernathy!” Coach Jack said, and there was some applause from the rest of the team. “Try that in a game, why don’t you?” Then he blew the whistle for the next pair.

      Evan preened at the praise as he got back in line. A few of the guys patted his shoulder and said things like, “Nice one, kid” or “Heckuva move there at the end, kid.”

      Kid. Always kid. He supposed as nicknames went, it wasn’t terrible, but he really wanted to be seen as one of the guys. Not one of the ‘young’ guys they always felt the need to babysit when they went out as a team. Hopefully, being old enough to drink now would help him look like an actual adult this season.

      He’d completely forgotten about Barczyk until he skated up behind Evan.

      “You've got wheels on you,” he said. He was looking straight up to meet Evan’s eye, but he exuded so much confidence Evan felt like he was the shorter one. “Not everyone as big as you can move that fast.”

      Evan noted both the praise and the lack of ‘kid.’ He wasn’t so sure he liked the way his heart fluttered in response. Didn’t he hate this guy? He didn’t want Barczyk to like him.

      Though it was kind of satisfying.

      It’s about the respect, he decided. That counted.

      “Thanks,” he eventually said. Then, because he was too stupidly polite to stop there, he added, “You’ve been looking pretty good out there, too.”

      A roguish smile spread across Barczyk’s face. It made him look young, like a teenager up to no good. “I have been looking pretty.”

      Evan flushed, his shoulders tensing up almost all the way to his ears in embarrassment. “I didn’t—that’s not⁠—”

      “I’m just fucking with you.” Barczyk slapped his stick against Evan’s shinguard. “I am pretty, but I wasn’t fishing for compliments. How come I never noticed you before? I feel like a big guy who can move like that would’ve been someone I was forced to fight.”

      And instantly, the small gains Barczyk had made in Evan’s good opinion were lost.

      “I don’t know,” he said coldly. “I played you plenty of times when you were on the Gliders.” Then he turned away before he could see Barczyk’s reaction.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Riveters’ first pre-season game was less than a week away, and the coaches had finally seen enough that they were put out lines. When his phone pinged with the email—complete with preliminary roster, practice schedule, and travel info—Evan’s eyes immediately went to the third and fourth lines. He dreaded it a little, mostly because he wondered which of his friends still had a shot of making the team this season and who would be sent down to the AHL.

      There was a lot of young talent on the farm team, but not all of them were ready to make the leap to the NHL. Evan felt for them—he’d been in the same position only a few years ago, starting his first season in the AHL after getting some chances in the pre-season, and only moving up to the NHL after the trade deadline had made room for him—but he wasn’t surprised when he saw the names. Walker, Stevens, and Maxwell were still in the mix for the forwards, and O’Brien, Leonard, and Pope for defense. There were other names, guys Evan didn’t know as well, and he was so distracted trying to place them that he only glanced at the second line by chance.

      Woodward - Abernathy - Barczyk.

      Son of a bitch.

      It made sense, unfortunately. The top line wouldn’t see play for a while, which gave him and some other guys the opportunity to push up. Evan’s old linemates had both retired, so of course he’d see some new faces. And there was one very competent fresh face that would work well in that right wing spot.

      He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but still Evan felt like his hopes had been crushed. How was he going to concentrate on playing if he was so stressed out about his own winger? And what could he possibly say or do? Barczyk was a perfectly reasonable player. Evan had seen that during practice. He had great hands and good hockey sense. Yeah, he ran his mouth, but everyone chirped each other. There was no way Evan could complain about him without sounding like an asshole or exposing his own weakness.

      Besides, everyone else liked the guy. Even Doyle, who had four career fights against Barczyk, laughed along with everyone else when Barczyk told stories and did impressions of other players.

      …had Barczyk entertained the Gliders with an impression of Evan hitting the boards and hobbling to the bench?

      Unable to keep any sort of chill about it, Evan switched from his message app to his phone and hit the first number listed under Favorites.

      “Mom,” Evan whined on the phone as soon as the call connected. “I don’t like my linemate.”

      “Hello, Evan,” his mom deadpanned. “Miss you too.”

      “Sorry. Miss you, love you, should’ve called sooner. Better?”

      “Hmmm,” she hummed. “A little. So what’s this about your linemate?”

      “Remember last season when I got hurt⁠—?”

      “You mean when that rat from the Gliders laid a dirty hit on you, and you missed the rest of the game and a few days of practice to make sure your shoulder was okay? That time?”

      “Yeah, that time.” He smiled fondly. He was pretty sure his mom would’ve been standing on the couch, screaming at her TV when it happened. He’d had a dozen texts from her by the time the trainers had finished looking him over, and the last few had been mostly expletives about Barczyk and the refs missing that obvious call.

      “What about it?”

      “Well, I’m sure you saw that the guy who hit me is on the team”—there was zero chance his mom hadn’t taken down his name and number after the hit, and even less likely she wouldn’t have noticed the Riveters had acquired him—“and he’s going to be my linemate to start the pre-season.”

      Silence.

      “Mom?” He looked at his phone to make sure the call was still going.

      “Riley Barczyk will be on a line with you,” she repeated slowly, like she was speaking some foreign language and wasn’t quite sure the words she’d put together meant what she thought they did. “Oh, sweetie. Well, it’s hockey. You don’t have to like your teammates, just play with them.”

      “Liking helps,” he grumbled. “I flinch every time I have the puck and he comes near me. If he’s on a line with me, he’s supposed to do that.”

      His mom sighed sympathetically. “Yeah, you’ll have to work on that. I’m sorry, baby, but looks like you’ll have to deal with Barczyk for the foreseeable future. I doubt Coach Jack would appreciate a call from your mom about it. Didn’t work in Pee Wee, certainly won’t work in the NHL.”

      “Ugh,” he grumbled. It wasn’t like he thought his mom could magically fix things, but he was a teensy bit disappointed she couldn’t.

      “How’s practice going? I assume you’ve already had to work with him there? He can’t be a total disaster if the team picked him up.”

      He knew his mom was dying for details. Usually, he talked hockey with her all the time, but he’d been so stressed he’d redirected all of their text exchanges to be about her work or their family. For the past few days, it’d been nothing but cat videos and memes.

      “Practice is fine. I’ve been doing well, I think. Coach seems happy, anyway. And no, Barczyk isn’t a total disaster,” Evan admitted. It’d be so easy to brush off Barczyk as a pest if he weren’t so damn good. He wasn’t like those players who only got contracts to be obnoxious and draw penalties. Whatever else he might say about Barczyk, the guy was a decent player.

      “So use him to your advantage. Get as many points as you can and let him do the dirty work. You can make this work, sweetie, I promise.”

      That was true. Despite his size, Evan was terrible at fighting. He also hated it. As a bottom-six player, it was expected for him to be in some scrums. But if Barczyk was out with him, maybe he could take care of the heavy lifting. The guy seemed to enjoy fighting. It was kind of perfect. Eventually, if Evan could make it to the second line, he wouldn’t have those expectations on him. He could get away with stepping away from fights.

      “Thanks, Mom,” he said with genuine relief. He could totally make this work. Granted, he wasn’t over wanting to stay the hell away from Barczyk on the ice. A game plan would help, though. “You’re the best.”

      “I know,” she teased. “Glad I could make you feel better. Lunch in a few weeks when you’re in town?”

      The Riveters played the Toronto Terrors in Toronto for their last pre-season game. He’d already sent tickets to his mom. One of his cousins was on the Terrors, even though his family lived out in Alberta. The three of them would grab lunch, then Evan would try not to injure his cousin during the game. Weird that the only time they saw each other was during hockey season, but that was pro-hockey life.

      “Sure. I’ll text you when I’ve got my flight info.”

      “Thanks, sweetie. Good luck. And not just in the games. Hope you survive having Barczyk on your line. He’ll get you your goals, but he’ll probably cost you a few with his shenanigans.”

      “Probably. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Evan.”
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      Riley was the master of new teams.

      A lot of guys hated changing teams, and Riley got that. It was a huge pain to move, and it was easy for resentment or feelings of inadequacy to build up. Riley knew who he was and what he could do, so he didn’t care. Hockey was a game, yeah, but the NHL was a business. He’d learned early on to make himself a brand. If people were talking about him and he was producing, then he’d be fine. If teams weren’t going to be loyal to him, he didn’t need to be loyal to them, and honestly, that’d been really freeing.

      Some guys wouldn’t be able to go from a three-year stint in Philly to Pittsburgh. They’d be thinking too much about the fans and the past, remembering all the times they’d been booed by the place they were moving to. Their memories were too long if they let it dictate their future. Pittsburgh was a damn good team on the rise, and Riley wasn’t going to take less money on a worse team just because it might ruffle some feathers in Philly.

      Anything he owed to Philadelphia ended the second his contract was up and they weren’t interested in re-signing him. He expected no less from the team, and he hated the double standard that he should continue to care after they didn’t. Somehow he was the asshole for moving on, when in reality he was forced to move on because the GM was done with him. Like, what the fuck?

      Good thing Riley was comfortable being an asshole. It made things a lot easier most of the time.

      He didn’t always get a warm welcome when he joined a new team. Came with the territory of being a pest: there was usually someone he’d pissed off, fought, or hurt. He took it as a challenge to try to turn it around, to get the guys to realize he was only a jackass during games and for the media. Not to toot his own horn or anything, but Riley considered himself a nice, sociable guy. A couple of beers and jokes usually smoothed things over. Occasionally, one grump would continue to hold a grudge, and Riley learned not to push. If they wanted to be cranky, that was their business. Despite his efforts to have fun with his teammates, he wasn’t there to make friends.

      The Riveters weren’t standoffish to start, which was nice. He didn’t have to perform too much early on. They seemed to appreciate his talents (especially his intangibles), and his previous team affiliation was a mark in his favor.

      “Philly’s gonna hate us even more,” Lawson said with a gleam in his eyes. “It’s gonna be so much fun.”

      Riley appreciated that kind of chaotic captain energy, in all honesty. They needed more of that in the league, instead of all the guys being a little too prim and proper. It was boring, and never quite represented how those people acted on the ice or in the locker room. He saw it as dishonest, like they were playing a part.

      Though Riley was playing a part too, he supposed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took all of two days for the Riveters to fully accept him as one of their own. One party at Lawson’s place, then a team lunch, and he was golden. It made something in him unclench. As much as he pretended he didn’t mind people hating him, it bothered him a teensy bit.

      Just when I gotta see them every day, he decided. It wears on you to have someone be a dick to your face day in and day out. 

      The only guy he couldn’t get a read of was Abernathy. The guy was huge (huge!), but one of those gentle giant types. Wouldn’t hurt a fly even if that fly were holding his mother at gunpoint. Too nice for Riley’s tastes.

      Scratch that. That was exactly Riley’s type. He liked big men, and he liked nice men, but being fucked by them off the ice was usually a lot better experience than getting fucked over by them on it. The last thing he needed was a nice guy linemate who wouldn’t carry his weight.

      Abernathy, Mr. Nice Guy, seemed a likely candidate for a linemate. Riley looked him up online, watched some highlights, read over the stats. He was a solid third-liner. A little green still, getting his feet under him in the NHL, but Riley figured they could get stuff done this season.

      Except Abernathy seemed to give zero fucks about Riley. Again, he was nice, so he politely engaged in any conversation Riley started, didn’t snub him during practice, and never even hinted at being unhappy that Riley was on the team. It was just…too polite. Like he was using it as a barrier to keep from actually getting to know Riley or having more than a superficial connection.

      Which was fine. Riley wasn’t looking for friends, and he knew not everyone was as loud as him. Some guys were shy, who cared?

      Riley, apparently, cared.

      He had no idea why it bugged him that Abernathy was a touch formal with him, but it did. Riley wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea for sure, but it didn’t seem like he could do anything to get Abernathy to warm up to him. What did a guy have to do to get a real laugh when he told a joke? Or a real smile when they made eye contact? Or⁠—

      “Oh, fuck,” he said abruptly one evening. He was watching YouTube on the couch with his cat Sophia draped over him, and she shot him an annoyed look at the outburst. “Sorry,” he said and rubbed behind her ear until she purred. “Just realized I might have a crush on my teammate. Fuck, I hate it when this happens.”

      ‘When-this-happens’ had occurred exactly twice before. Once in Mites, when he was too young to understand he was in love with his goalie, and then again in Pee Wee when he crushed hard on a guy who’d just moved to town specifically for their team. That one he’d been able to chalk up to him being mysterious and having a cute accent that didn’t make him sound like he’d walked right out of a Red Sox game.

      That cute accent? Midwest. God, Riley was still embarrassed about that one.

      Evan Abernathy was admittedly very worthy of a crush. He was handsome with his sandy brown hair and had big brown puppy dog eyes that he probably didn’t even know he was using whenever the coaches yelled at him. He was obviously in great shape, and he was tall. Maybe it was a jealousy thing, but Riley had always been into tall guys. Big hands, big thighs, big⁠—

      “Sophia,” he whined to the Persian. “What am I gonna do?”

      She blinked at him.

      “Nothing? Ohhh, smart. Who’s such a smart girl?” he cooed, and Sophia blinked again in agreement.

      Flings with teammates were already ill-advised, and Abernathy didn’t ping his gaydar. It was probably just him accidentally reading Abernathy’s distance as him playing hard to get. What he really needed was to get Abernathy to loosen up like the rest of the Riveters, and then Riley would be able to prove to himself that was what was going on. It was a weird, unfortunate feeling of inadequacy, not actual romantic feelings.

      Once they were friends, he wouldn’t be interested in Abernathy anymore.

      “Thanks, Sophia.” He pulled the cat up and kissed the top of her head. She mewed in annoyance but allowed the manhandling. “I appreciate your helping me talk it out.”
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      The pre-season came and went in a whirlwind. It felt great to get back on the ice with his team, to hear the fans cheering them on again. He wasn’t as much in shape as he’d like, and he was thankful for that because while he was struggling through the burn in his legs, he couldn’t focus on the fact that Riley Barczyk was his right wing.

      When he did make the mistake of thinking about it, well, then he made sloppy plays.

      Like a bad pass to Barczyk against the Brooklyn Bootleggers that led to a turnover and a goal the other way.

      Or the flubbed shot after Barczyk set him up beautifully in front of the net. Evan had looked up, recognized it was Barczyk curling out from behind the net because he was chewing on his stupid mouthguard, and messed up what should’ve been an easy backdoor goal.

      Or the time he lost a face-off because all he could hear was Barczyk to his right, chirping the winger on the Buffalo Bears about a stain on his jersey.

      Worst was the time he skated directly into Barczyk in the neutral zone because he’d been too busy thinking that he forgot to just play.

      “Jesus, Abs,” Barczyk grumbled on the bench after the collision. “You like 250 pounds? Like running into a brick wall.”

      “220 pounds,” Evan said self-consciously, more embarrassed about his mistake than his weight.

      “What are you, Barzy?” Woodward teased. “A buck thirty?”

      Barczyk threw his head back and cackled. “Look at this guy,” he said, jabbing Woodward with his elbow. “Fucking clown. I’ll have you know I’m 175 pounds, thank you.”

      This got all the guys laughing. If true, that would put Barczyk a good ten pounds under their next smallest player, one of the rookies who was at least taller than Barczyk though not leaner.

      “You’re like a chihuahua,” Pope said. “Small, mean, and loud as fuck.”

      Evan thought the comparison was pretty on the nose, but Barczyk scoffed. “I ain’t mean. I’m a nice guy, honest. Just not to anyone wearing something other than green and yellow.”

      By the time they reached Toronto, Evan had locked in enough that he was playing actual hockey with only the occasional Barczyk-related hiccup. He still made poor plays that the coaches chewed him out for, but they were infrequent enough that they didn’t connect them with Barczyk. It was a blessing and a curse that they hadn’t. He secretly hoped they’d notice the bad line chemistry and make a change, but that would require there to actually be a problem: they had a decent number of goals for and few against. It might not be ideal for Evan, but he couldn’t deny it was working.

      Or at least…working well enough.

      “You hesitate a lot,” Barczyk said in the locker room after their game against the Toronto Terrors. They’d lost 3-2 in a shootout. Evan hadn’t scored, but his cousin had in the shootout; he’d have to remember to text him about it. They’d made a bet at lunch earlier about who’d get the most points, and he now owed his cousin a pack of beer that he’d have to pay up on when the Terrors came to town in November.

      Evan tensed. “What do you mean?” He knew exactly what Barczyk meant.

      “On the ice.” He still had his gear on from the waist down; from the waist up he was naked, a gold necklace of large interlocking chains dangling around his neck highlighting the smooth planes of his chest. His hair, normally a wild mess of curls, was sweat-damp and clung to his forehead. “You hesitate.”

      Fuck. It was true, and while a lot of it currently was Barczyk-related, Evan couldn’t blame all of it on him. He did hesitate whenever he got the chance to check. When he was in the zone, he played hard and didn’t try to avoid big hits…but then he’d hit someone, and it would look like it hurt. Evan knew he was a big guy—his mom often said watching him play was like watching a tiger cub trying to play with house cats, unaware of his size and strength—and he didn’t want to injure anyone, a sentiment that had crystalized even more after his injury last season. After those bigger hits, he would find himself slowing down before making contact, never quite following through and going too easy on opponents, especially if he’d already made contact with them that game.

      It had on a couple of unfortunate occasions resulted in the other team scoring.

      But that was a can of worms Evan didn’t want to get into, period. He 100% didn’t want to get into it with Barczyk, the last guy on the planet who’d understand. Barczyk didn’t play easy on anyone ever, as evidenced by how rough he’d played this pre-season. It was the fucking pre-season, and they were both players with rostered spots (read: absolutely nothing to prove), and he’d gotten into three fights so far. Three! That was more than Evan had in his whole career!

      (Easy enough, since Evan had exactly zero career fights.)

      So instead, he pulled the one thread that would look the least bad and might seem the most relatable.

      “My cousin’s on the Terrors,” he said apologetically.

      Barczyk considered this. “So you were going easy on him?” he asked skeptically.

      “Probably?” Evan admitted. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt, but I really don’t want to hurt him.”

      “You’re so Canadian.” Barczyk said it like an accusation. He bent over to untie his skates, exposing his back and a purple bruise on his ribs.

      “Thank you?”

      “If I had family in the league, I’d be more like the Nilssons. Those boys know you can’t give family an inch or they’ll take a mile. My sis plays hockey, but I always played with her. Always got pissy when I wouldn’t pass to her, though. My other siblings play lacrosse, and my cousins all play rugby and soccer. If they played hockey, we’d fucking murder each other on the ice.” Barczyk said this with a kind of manic delight that implied he in fact wished it were true because he’d like nothing more.

      “Oh,” Evan said, because he really didn’t know how to respond to that. It was probably in the league’s best interest that the rest of the Barczyk clan had gravitated to other sports.

      “Who’s your cousin?” Barczyk asked. “Auchter? He’s big too. Canadian, I think. Played against him in Juniors. Helluva shot.”

      “Yeah.” He was surprised Barczyk had guessed. It wasn’t something that Evan hid or anything, but he didn’t typically talk about his family within the league. There were four of them currently, all spread across North America. It was a little surreal that he was talking about this with Barczyk of all people when he hadn’t discussed it with the guys on the team he considered friends. “He does have a good shot.”

      “And like I said, he’s big. He can take you hitting him, promise. But it’s not just tonight. You hesitate all the time. This a new thing or…?”

      Evan’s cheeks burned. “I⁠—”

      Barczyk leaned forward and smacked Evan’s thigh. It kinda hurt. “Here’s a secret for ya. It’s hockey. You’re gonna hit people, and they’re gonna hit you back. If you walk away from a game without a few bruises, did you even really play?” He paused as if he expected Evan to answer, but then kept going. “If someone can’t handle it when you knock ‘em over or rough ‘em up, then that’s a them-problem. We’re all adults. You gotta learn to shake that shit off.”

      Aaaand it was over, that brief moment of camaraderie between them. As friendly as Barczyk was with his teammates, he really didn’t give a shit about anyone else. And apparently Evan’s inability to let go of his injury was a poor reflection on him instead of a sign that Barczyk played a dangerous game and didn’t care about collateral damage.

      “Right,” Evan said stiffly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He really would, though not for any of the reasons Barczyk might assume.

      Barczyk nodded approvingly and stood up. He shimmied out of his hockey pants, and Evan took that as a cue the conversation was over; he looked away so he wouldn’t get an eyeful of Barczyk’s jock.

      It wasn’t over.

      “I can do some checking drills with you, if you want,” Barczyk offered. “When we get back home. Some easy ones just to get you to follow through with your hits. We can use some of those big pylon dummy-things if you don’t wanna hit a person.”

      Evan’s head snapped back. Barczyk’s crotch was unfortunately eye level, and he had to quickly look up. He was so flustered he stuttered, “Uhm, I guess…maybe…it’s not a big deal⁠—”

      “Cool,” Barczyk said, thankfully not looking at Evan as he then pulled off his hockey shorts and tossed them into his bag. “I’ll set it up when we’re back home. See you on the bus.” Then he grabbed a towel and walked his naked ass toward the showers. Evan was so stunned that he couldn’t help it…he looked, realized he was staring at Riley Barczyk’s ass, and quietly turned away.

      What the fuck just happened?
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      Evan assumed Barczyk would forget all about his offer—if anyone in the league said shit just to say it, it was Riley Barczyk—but after practice a few days before the home opener, Evan was about to skate off the rink when he felt a tug on his jersey.

      “Hey,” Barczyk said. “Thought you wanted to practice checks. I got Coach Mel to help us out since that’s more what her D-boys do, and I pulled in some of the rookies so it wouldn’t look like anyone thought you were the problem or anything.”

      “Oh.” That was actually kind of nice, and ‘kind of nice’ wasn’t a descriptor he was used to attributing to Barczyk. Plus, having Coach Mel run things made it seem a lot more official, and he wouldn’t have to deal with Barczyk one-on-one. “That’s great, actually. Uhm. Thanks.”

      He turned back to the rink where Coach Mel was directing some of the assistants to put out large dummies and pylons while a few other players skated around one of the goals. It was mostly the bottom six forwards and the younger defensemen, making it look a lot more like an actual practice rather than something Barczyk had put together just because he noticed Evan couldn’t get his shit together.

      Coach Mel blew the whistle, and everyone gathered around. “Barczyk’s brought it to my attention that some of us need a refresher on how to hit, and I agree. We play a clean game, but being physical is part of hockey. You guys are our grinders: you don’t get the pretty minutes, and sometimes it’s on you to rough up the other team and tire ‘em out. I can’t have my defense pulling their punches, and the only way lines three and four see more minutes is if you’re doing more ’n just standing around while lines one and two catch their breaths.”

      While most of the players nodded along, an eager look in their eyes, Evan gulped. Coach Mel had pretty clearly laid out what was expected of him, and he wasn’t living up to it. Sure, he scored, and his plus/minus wasn’t terrible, but he was in no way ‘roughing up’ anyone. It had never really mattered before. There wasn’t as much checking at lower levels, or at least he’d never needed to worry about it, because he was always bigger than everyone. People hit him, bounced off, and he went about his business. As long as he’d played hard, his coaches were satisfied with his physicality.

      But this was the NHL, and that had definitely been something he’d noticed early on. There was a lot more hitting, because not only was it allowed, it was expected. Not only that: everyone was big. Granted, not everyone was 6’5, but there were plenty of guys about his size. Up until now, his coaches had definitely said they’d like him to be more physical, but he’d always considered it more like a footnote in their feedback. It sounded like it was no longer optional for him. If this was what he had to do to up his game—and, to some extent, it was definitely a mental roadblock for him to get over—then he’d do whatever Coach Mel asked.

      Honestly, he appreciated the direct instruction. Throughout the drills, Coach Mel explained exactly what she wanted them to do, why she wanted it, and how much they could get away with before they’d be risking a penalty.

      “Harder!” she yelled as Evan once again pulled up a little short on his check to a dummy. “Abernathy! C’mon, you’re a big guy. If you ain’t knocking these things over when you check them, I know you’re not putting enough into it.”

      “Sorry, Coach,” he said. He meant it too. He just didn’t know what to do about it.

      “Don’t look like someone kicked your puppy. C’mere, kid.”

      He skated over, glad that the drills were still going so no one would pay attention to them. “Yes, Coach?” he asked, hanging his head.

      “What’s the problem here? You not taking this seriously?”

      “I am! I swear, it’s just—” He huffed, looked around the empty bleachers for any excuse that wouldn’t be as bad as the truth but found none. “I don’t want to hurt anyone. And yes, I know they’re dummies. It’s hard to get out of that mentality.”
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