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CHAPTER ONE

	The Angle You Don't See Coming

	

	
MAXIM


	The ice in the morning was the only thing that reset him.

	Not sleep — sleep was maintenance, something the body required, like hydration or protein. Not the weight room, which was discipline with a specific purpose. The ice in the morning, before anyone else arrived, before the lights were fully up and the Zamboni smell had cleared, before the day had any shape at all — that was the thing. That was where Maxim Volkov became legible to himself.

	He came in at five-forty. The rink manager, Paulo, let him in through the side entrance without comment because this had been the arrangement for four years, since Maxim's first season as captain of the Breckenridge Blades. Paulo would have the doors open, the lights on low, the ice in the condition it was in after the overnight resurface. Maxim would skate for forty minutes, alone. Then the world could start.

	He went through his usual sequence: slow laps to feel the ice quality, edge work along the boards to calibrate, then backward crossovers from the blue line to the goal line, then forward acceleration in short controlled bursts. Not a workout. More like tuning. He was thirty-four years old and every year of professional hockey had taught him something new about the gap between what the body could do and what the mind let it do, and the morning ice was where he closed that gap.

	The Blades were three points out of a wild card spot with nine weeks left in the regular season.

	He knew this the way he knew his own heartbeat — not because he checked it constantly, but because it was always present. Three points. Two teams between them and the second wild card. The math was straightforward: they needed to play better than they had been playing, specifically on the power play, specifically in the defensive zone in the third period when leads went soft and the opposition started using the body more. Maxim had watched the tape three times last night. He had also, at some point between the second and third viewing, become aware that he was watching Dane Calloway more than the defensive lapses, which was not new, but it was still annoying.

	He stopped at center ice and breathed.

	Dane Calloway. First-line center, three seasons with the Blades, the best passing instinct Maxim had ever played with and a talent for reading a game that made him look, from the outside, almost unhurried when he was actually several moves ahead of everyone else on the ice. Off the ice, he talked constantly in the specific way of a man who was afraid of what silence might reveal, and Maxim had spent two years identifying this as a defense mechanism without once doing anything about the information.

	He started skating again.

	The professional relationship was clean. That was the thing Maxim had managed, painstakingly and with full intent, to maintain. On the ice they were close to perfect — the gap between what Maxim set up defensively and what Dane needed offensively had narrowed so much over three years that broadcast teams had started doing segments on it, which was the kind of attention Maxim actively discouraged because it created expectations and expectations created pressure and pressure, in Maxim's experience, was only useful if you were the one applying it.

	Off the ice they were colleagues. They ate together on the road because the team ate together. They watched film together because the line watched film together. They had, on three occasions in three years, had a drink alone at a bar and talked about things that were not hockey, and all three times Maxim had gone home afterward and sat in his kitchen for a while in the dark before going to bed.

	He was aware of what this meant. He simply refused to do anything about it.

	The phone call came at nine-fifteen, two hours after morning skate had ended and Maxim was in the film room running the Columbus tape for the fifth time, looking at the same defensive breakdown in the second period that had been troubling him since Tuesday.

	"Volkov." The voice was Garrett Phelps, the Blades' GM, a compact man from Manitoba who communicated primarily in incomplete sentences and silences that were supposed to be meaningful. "Got a minute?"

	"I'm watching film."

	"I know. Come up."

	Phelps's office was on the second floor of the facility, overlooking the practice rink through a window that always had a slight fog to it from the temperature differential. He was standing when Maxim arrived, which was unusual — Phelps was a man who did his difficult conversations seated, the desk between him and the other party.

	"We made a trade," Phelps said.

	Maxim waited. He had learned, over four years of captaincy, that the space between the announcement and the detail was the space where you found out what kind of news it actually was. Phelps's expression was not the expression of a man delivering bad news. It was the expression of a man who had done something he believed was correct and was uncertain how it would be received.

	"Jesse Morrow. Left wing. Colorado gave him up for a third and a conditional second."

	Maxim processed this. Jesse Morrow was twenty-eight, six seasons in the NHL spread across three franchises, the kind of talent that scouts loved and coaches found complicated. He played on instinct and edge, which produced spectacular results roughly sixty percent of the time and maddening lapses the remaining forty. He had twenty-one points in thirty-eight games for Colorado this season, which was underperformance relative to his capability, which meant Colorado had decided the headache wasn't worth the ceiling. A third and a conditional second was not very much for a player of Morrow's ability, which also told Maxim something.

	"He arrives in forty-eight hours," Phelps said. "I want him on the first line."

	"You want him on my line."

	"I want him on your line." Phelps looked out the foggy window at the empty practice ice. "He's the piece, Max. You've got Calloway in the middle, you've got the defensive structure. What you don't have is the winger who can finish what Calloway sets up. Morrow can do that."

	"When he feels like it."

	"That's your job." Phelps turned back to look at him. "He respects structure. He just needs structure that can handle him."

	Maxim thought about this for a moment. "Does he know anyone on the team?"

	Something crossed Phelps's face — very briefly, then gone. "He knows Calloway. They played together in the AHL, couple of seasons back."

	"What happened there?"

	"Nothing that's in any report I have," Phelps said, which was not the same as nothing. "Talk to Calloway if you want the full story. I don't have it."

	Maxim went back to the film room. He sat in front of the Columbus tape for another twenty minutes without watching it.

	Then he went to find the ice.

	

	The afternoon skate was optional for veterans, mandatory for the younger players, and attended by everyone because Maxim attended it and no one on the Blades' roster had yet worked out how to say no to Maxim Volkov's optional things. He ran defensive zone coverage with the defensive pairs for forty minutes and then shifted to offensive zone exits with the forwards, watching how his lines moved through the neutral zone, looking for the things he always looked for: gaps, tendencies, the soft spots where habits formed.

	He was watching the second line run a cycle drill when Dane appeared at his shoulder.

	"Heard about the trade," Dane said. Not a question.

	Maxim kept his eyes on the drill. "Morrow. Left wing. He arrives Thursday."

	There was a pause that lasted approximately one beat too long. Maxim filed this.

	"He's good," Dane said. The words were even. Chosen.

	"I know he's good." Maxim finally looked at him. Dane's expression was the specific one he wore when he was giving you the surface of something and keeping the rest — pleasant, engaged, eyes doing slightly more work than the situation required. "Is there something I should know about him?"

	Dane watched the drill. "He's a strong skater. Good hands. Goes where you don't expect."

	"That's his scouting report."

	"Yeah." A beat. "It is."

	Maxim let it sit. He had learned, in three years, when to push Dane and when to give him room, and this was the kind of moment that would not produce anything useful under pressure. Dane would tell him what he needed to know, or he wouldn't, and crowding him would just cause him to talk more without saying anything.

	They watched the drill together for another two minutes. Then Dane said, quietly and without looking at him: "He's good on the ice, Max. Put him on the line. It'll work."

	"You're certain."

	"I'm certain he can play."

	It was a careful answer. Maxim noted the precision of it.

	"Thursday," he said.

	"Thursday," Dane agreed, and skated back toward the drill.

	The evening tape session was the line — Maxim, Dane, and the incumbent left winger, Torrance, who had been solid all season and was now, effective Thursday, being shifted to the second line to make room for someone he hadn't met. Torrance took this with the grace of a professional who had been in the league long enough to know that roster decisions were not personal even when they felt personal, which Maxim respected.

	They watched Pittsburgh's defensive system for an hour. Torrance had three questions. Dane had seven, all precise, all aimed at specific breakout scenarios where his center instincts told him the current approach was leaving opportunities on the table. Maxim answered each one and made three notes on the pad he kept in these sessions, because Dane's questions were always worth the note.

	After Torrance left, Dane stayed. This was not unusual — they often debriefed after the group session was done, going over the details that were harder to discuss with a full line present. Maxim pulled up the Pittsburgh power play data while Dane leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling.

	"You're worried," Maxim said without looking away from the screen.

	"I'm always worried. It's my baseline."

	"More than usual."

	A silence. Then: "I'm fine, Max."

	"You said that."

	"Because I am."

	Maxim pulled up the Pittsburgh defensive zone coverage and worked through it in silence for another ten minutes. When he finally looked up, Dane was still staring at the ceiling, both hands laced behind his head, one leg crossed over the other, the specific posture of a man running something over and over in his mind and not finding a satisfying resolution.

	"You can tell me later," Maxim said. "When you figure out how."

	Dane's mouth did something — not quite a smile. "When I figure out how to tell you later, I'll tell you later."

	"Good."

	Maxim turned back to the screen. He was aware of Dane breathing in the chair beside him, and the warmth of him in the cool room, and the fact that he had not moved to leave. He was also aware that in forty-eight hours there would be a third man in this line, and that something about Dane's careful, chosen words had told him that the third man was not a neutral element.

	He filed all of it away.

	He went home at ten-thirty. He sat in his kitchen for a while in the dark. Then he went to bed.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	What the Word Costs

	

	
DANE


	Brock Hauer told him in the parking lot, which was exactly the kind of place you found out things you weren't prepared for — too exposed to react properly, too public to fall apart, the wind off the mountains doing nothing useful.

	"Morrow," Brock said, unlocking his truck. "Colorado. Third and a conditional." He glanced at Dane with the specific measured look of a man who knew exactly what he was delivering and had made a decision about how directly to deliver it. "You know him?"

	"I know his game," Dane said.

	Brock waited. The wind moved. Brock Hauer had been in the NHL for eleven seasons and had perfected the art of the patient silence — the kind that didn't demand anything but simply left room for the truth to take up space if it wanted to.

	"AHL," Dane said. "We overlapped in Hartford for most of two seasons."

	"And?"

	"And he's a strong player. Goes where you don't expect on the wing. Good on the forecheck."

	Brock kept looking at him.

	"He'll fit," Dane said. "Assuming he wants to."

	"That the variable?"

	"With Morrow, that's always the variable."

	Brock nodded, got in his truck, and drove away, and Dane stood in the parking lot for a moment longer than was strictly necessary, the cold air hitting him the way cold air always hit you when you'd been inside under artificial light for too long — like a correction, like the world reminding you it existed.

	Jesse Morrow. Of all the trades. Of all the players available at the deadline, of all the left wings in the NHL who could have been moved to fill the gap on the Blades' first line.

	He called nobody. He got in his car and drove home and sat in his apartment for forty minutes not watching the television he had turned on as a presence, and then he went back to the rink for the afternoon skate because that was what you did. You went back. You went to the ice. You handled it there or you didn't handle it, but the one thing you didn't do was let it find you in your apartment watching television that wasn't doing its job.

	

	He found Maxim after the optional skate.

	This was not unusual. They found each other after sessions the way the line found each other — proximity and purpose, the gravitational pull of people who spent more waking hours together than apart. What was less usual was what Dane was carrying into the conversation, which was the knowledge that he was about to have a version of an honest discussion while actively being dishonest about the parts that mattered.

	"Heard about the trade," he said.

	Maxim said the relevant facts — the player, the position, Thursday — and watched Dane the way Maxim always watched him, which was with the particular quality of attention that Dane had spent two years telling himself was professional. The attention of a captain to his center. Thorough, precise, strategic. The attention of a man who needed to know what was going on in his line.

	It was not only that kind of attention. Dane had known this for at least a year. He had chosen, repeatedly and with full awareness of the choice, to not act on this knowledge, because the thing about Maxim Volkov was that he was the captain, and the captain was the room, and the room was the only thing standing between all of them and the kind of season that ended in an airport in April watching other teams play in May.

	Also because Dane was not certain enough of what he saw in Maxim's eyes to be wrong about it. Being wrong about it would cost more than not knowing.

	"He's good on the ice, Max," he said, when the silence had stretched enough that something needed to fill it. "Put him on the line. It'll work."

	This was true. It was also the fraction of the truth he was prepared to offer in a parking lot adjacent to a rink where twelve of their teammates were still lacing up.

	What the full truth was:

	Jesse Morrow, two seasons in Hartford, the AHL's chaos king, who played hockey the way certain people played music — like the structure was something you felt before you followed, like instinct and form were the same thing. Dane had watched him from across a practice ice in his first week with the Wolfpack and thought, with complete involuntary clarity, that man is going to be a problem.

	He had been right. The problem had been specific and extended and had ended — not with a fight, not with anything dramatic that Dane could have used as a reference point later — but with Jesse going quiet. The specific quiet of someone who has assessed a situation and found themselves lacking and removed themselves before the removal could be done to them. There had been no argument. No named ending. Just Jesse, there and then not there, and the space he had occupied remaining empty in a way that took Dane considerably longer than was flattering to stop noticing.

	That was four years ago.

	The tape session that night was routine — Pittsburgh system, Torrance with his three good questions, Dane with seven that he'd been building since watching the last Pittsburgh game. Maxim answered all of them. This was one of the things about Maxim: he was never impatient with the right question, regardless of how long it took to get there. After eleven seasons playing under coaches who managed through authority, Maxim's particular kind of captaincy — earned, evidenced, genuinely prepared — still occasionally surprised Dane with its quality.

	Torrance left. Dane stayed.

	He stayed because he stayed after these sessions, always, because there was always more to cover and because he and Maxim worked better in the quiet than they did with the full line present. This was true and it was also a convenient truth. He was aware of its convenience.

	He stared at the ceiling and let Maxim work at the screen and did not think about Jesse Morrow on a plane from Denver, or Jesse Morrow in this locker room, or Jesse Morrow at the stall that would be Morrow's stall two days from now, or what it would be like to be on the ice between Jesse's wing and Maxim's defense and to feel the current of both of them running through him simultaneously.

	He was not thinking about any of that.

	"You're worried," Maxim said.

	"I'm always worried. It's my baseline."

	This was a thing he said. It was also true. He worried at the level of background radiation, a constant low-frequency hum that most people couldn't hear if they weren't calibrated for it. Maxim was calibrated for it.

	"More than usual," Maxim said.

	There it was. The specific, infuriating accuracy of the man.

	"I'm fine, Max."

	He was not fine. He was sitting in a film room in a hockey facility with his captain six feet away and the ghost of a man he had not successfully processed in four years about to become a physical presence on his line, in his locker room, in his daily life, and he was extremely not fine. He was performing fine so thoroughly that someone who didn't know him would have believed it, and Maxim Volkov absolutely knew him, which meant Maxim didn't believe it, which meant Dane was sitting here choosing, deliberately, to continue performing anyway.

	"You can tell me later," Maxim said. "When you figure out how."

	Dane's mouth moved before he could organize it. "When I figure out how to tell you later, I'll tell you later."

	It wasn't nothing. It was the closest thing to honesty he had managed in the last four hours, which was not a strong showing but was what he had.

	He drove home at ten-forty. He didn't sit in the dark because he was not Maxim, who processed things in the dark in kitchens, apparently. Dane processed things in motion — he walked his neighborhood for forty-five minutes in the cold, past the closed coffee shop and the twenty-four-hour pharmacy and the park where nobody was at this hour, and let himself feel the dread the way you let yourself feel the specific pain of a bruise you were going to have to play through: not fighting it, not feeding it, just acknowledging it and walking until the shape of it became familiar enough to manage.

	Jesse was good on the ice. This was true.

	Jesse coming here was either the worst thing that had happened to Dane in two years or the best thing, and he didn't know which yet, and the not knowing was the part that was genuinely going to be a problem.

	He went home. He slept. He was on the ice at eight the next morning, doing the work, because that was what you did.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	The Performance of Fitting In

	

	
JESSE


	The flight from Denver took an hour and forty minutes, which was not long enough to arrive at any useful conclusion but was perfectly long enough to run through every version of the same set of facts without finding a new way to arrange them.

	Fact one: he had been traded. This was not new information — he had been traded before, twice, and the process was always the same. Your agent called. You were professional about it. You packed. The team that wanted you had done the math and decided the value was there, and the team releasing you had done the same math from the opposite direction. It was not personal because it was never personal, which was a thing Jesse had needed to learn once and only once.

	Fact two: the Breckenridge Blades were in a wild card race with nine weeks left and had given up a third and a conditional second for him. A third and a conditional second was not very much. Jesse had spent thirty-six hours since the call doing what he did with information he didn't like, which was to turn it over until the uncomfortable edges became familiar. The conditional second was the part that was interesting. The condition was performance-based, which meant Phelps — and Jesse had done his research on Garrett Phelps — believed the performance was going to be there.

	Fact three: Dane Calloway played center on the Blades' first line.

	He had known this before accepting the trade, because his agent had given him the full roster and Jesse had read it twice, because he read rosters the way other people read contracts — looking for what the language actually meant underneath what it said. He had seen Calloway's name and felt a specific thing, brief and controlled, and had told himself it was coincidence and that the NHL had thirty-two teams and players crossed paths and this was not a significant data point.

	He had mostly believed this.

	The charter arranged by the Blades was a small prop plane from Denver to the regional airport forty minutes from the rink. Jesse was the only passenger. He looked out the window at the mountains and the way the snow came down their sides like something poured, and thought about how four years was supposed to be enough time for things to settle, and whether there was a version of this situation where he arrived and Dane Calloway was simply a teammate.

	He had played with complicated situations before. He was good at the performance of fitting in. He had perfected it across four franchises: the right amount of participation in the locker room humor, the right amount of quiet in the meetings, the right amount of aggression on the ice to establish that he was not going to be pushed around without becoming the kind of problem that coaches managed instead of played. You learned this, in this league, or you didn't last.

	He had also, in Hartford, been something other than the performance. For almost two seasons, with Dane Calloway at center and Jesse on the left wing and the Wolfpack going nowhere near a Calder Cup but playing interesting hockey with a chemistry the coaching staff kept trying to explain and couldn't quite, he had allowed himself to be something other than the performance. He had talked, actually talked, in the way that you could only talk with someone who wasn't going to require you to perform for them. He had been in Dane's apartment at two in the morning eating questionable takeout and laughing at something that wasn't even that funny and thinking, clearly and without useful intent: I'm in trouble.

	He had left before the trouble could become something that was done to him.

	He still thought, sometimes, that he had made the correct decision. He thought this less convincingly now than he had four years ago.

	

	The Blades' facility was new — built within the last seven years, Maxim Volkov's captaincy having coincided with an ownership group that believed in infrastructure. It had the specific smell of all NHL facilities, industrial and cold and underneath that something almost chemical, the ice-treatment compounds that became, over time, indistinguishable from the smell of the game itself. Jesse stood in the parking lot for a moment with his bag over one shoulder and let himself be present in it. New city. New team. New start, or a version of one.

	A version, because Dane was in there.

	The equipment manager, a man named Ruiz who had the energy of someone who had seen every iteration of every personality type the league produced and retained only the useful information about all of them, took his measurements and showed him to his stall and explained the facility without either over- or under-explaining it. Jesse appreciated this. He thanked Ruiz and changed and went to find the team.

	The locker room before practice was its own calibration. Jesse had learned to read a room quickly — the power centers, the energy, the tension points, the specific social geography of twenty-three men who spent more time with each other than with their families and had all the attendant complexity that produced. He stood in the doorway for a beat, long enough to see without being seen seeing.

	He clocked the defensive pairs first, because defensemen always told you the most about a team's culture — they were the men who decided what you could get away with and what you couldn't. Two defensemen in the corner laughing about something. A third at his stall with headphones, which meant nothing. A fourth — older, worn-in face, the kind of body that had taken ten thousand hits and learned from each one — looking at Jesse from across the room with the specific unreadable expression of a veteran assessing whether a new arrival was going to be more work than they were worth.

	That was Brock Hauer. Jesse knew the name. He held Hauer's look for a moment and then looked away, because the correct move was always to look away first in this specific situation.

	Then Maxim Volkov walked in.

	Jesse had watched Blades tape on the flight. He had seen Volkov on the ice — the control, the positioning, the way he read the play before it developed and had himself in the exact position required before anyone else had realized the play was going to develop. He had also seen the broadcast clips of Volkov and Calloway in sync in a way that broadcast teams kept trying to articulate and landing instead on the word instinctive, which was accurate but incomplete.

	In person, Maxim Volkov was the kind of physical presence that the ice translated slightly wrong. On tape he read as controlled, contained, all economy. In the room he was — larger, somehow. Not just the size, though the size was real. It was something about the specific quality of his stillness. The way a room oriented around him without doing it consciously, the way weather moved.

	He introduced Jesse to the room with the efficiency of a man who did this well because he had done it many times and had thought about how to do it correctly. First names, roles, the implicit message that Jesse was here because the team had decided he was an asset and expected to be treated accordingly. No excessive warmth. No performed enthusiasm. Just the clear transmission: this man is here, he is one of us now, we will act accordingly.
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