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CHAPTER ONE

	Last Season Feeling

	

	Nate

	The first thing Nate did before every game was tape his knuckles.

	Not because he needed to. His hands had stopped swelling after fights years ago — the cartilage had reorganized itself around the joints like scar tissue finding a purpose, thick now and slightly misaligned on the right hand where a fight in Pittsburgh four seasons ago had gone two rounds longer than it should have. They just looked the way they looked. He taped them anyway. Had done it since juniors, since he was seventeen years old and terrified and the twenty-five seconds of ritual was the only thing standing between him and the ice feeling like a place he didn't belong. Now he was thirty-six and the fear was long gone and the ritual remained, occupying the same slot in his nervous system that prayer occupied for other men — not really believed in, not really examinable, but load-bearing in ways that he'd never tested and didn't plan to.

	He unwound the white tape in the same direction. Two and a half times around each hand. Tucked the end under itself. He had done this so many times that he could do it in the dark, in a moving vehicle, while having a conversation that required his entire cognitive attention. He had done it, once, in the back of an ambulance after a collision with the boards had fractured two ribs, and the paramedic had asked him why and Nate had not been able to explain.

	The Portland Steelheads' home locker room smelled like rubber and analgesic spray and the particular wet-wool smell of gear that had been damp too many times to fully dry. Forty-three feet by thirty-one. Twelve stalls on the north wall, eight on the east, the trainers' room through the door on the left, the coaches' offices through the door on the right. Nate had been here three seasons — long enough to know that the third stall from the left on the north wall had a loose peg that you had to hang your helmet at a specific angle or it would fall, long enough to know that the cold water tap in the shower ran warmer than the hot tap for the first two minutes, long enough to know all the ways the room functioned before he'd stopped being new to it and started just being there.

	Around him, twenty-two other men were doing their own versions of the same preparation.

	Carver Holt, the captain, was in his corner with his eyes closed and his stick laid across his knees, hands resting open on his thighs. He did this for five minutes before every game. Nobody interrupted it. It wasn't a rule — nobody had said anything — but in the same way that athletes learned the grammar of a locker room without being taught it, everyone had understood inside the first week of Holt's captaincy that those five minutes were inviolable, and the understanding had held. Nate respected it more than most things. In a life built around controlled exposure, the ability to need something visibly and have that need respected was rarer than it should be.

	Tomas Ricci, the first-line center — thirty-one, Russian, the best offensive player Portland had and the one who knew it with the specific confidence of someone who had earned it — was retaping his stick for the third time in twenty minutes. Nate clocked this without comment. Ricci's anxiety expressed itself in the hands, always. He'd been retaping his stick before games since his first NHL season and had never, as far as Nate knew, once been able to explain why, since he taped it the same way every time and the result was always a stick taped exactly how he wanted it. The third time meant the powerplay had been reshuffled and he was still working out where he stood in the new configuration.

	The three youngest guys on the roster — Deschamps called them the cubs publicly and everyone else picked it up privately — were running some kind of pregame handshake sequence that had been evolving since training camp and now involved a shoulder roll on Ferris's side that Nate had not been able to track the origin of despite watching it a dozen times. He didn't try to track it anymore. It wasn't for him to track. It was for them, and the fact that they had it, that they'd built a small ritual of belonging inside a room that was already built on ritual, was one of the things that made this locker room feel different from some of the others he'd been in. The ones where that kind of thing would have been mocked out of existence within a week.

	And across the room, leaned back in his stall with a tablet angled on his knee and headphones in, Marcus Webb was watching game tape.

	Not watching — reviewing. He'd watched it three times already this morning. Nate knew this because they'd arrived at the facility within fifteen minutes of each other, which was typical, and Marcus had been running the same Colorado powerplay sequence when Nate went for coffee and was still running it when he came back, except now it was game tape from their last Colorado meeting in December, the one where Portland had lost 4-2 and given up two powerplay goals to the same overloaded slot position. His left hand was wrapped around a water bottle he'd forgotten to drink. His jaw was set in the specific way it got when he was cataloguing information — not tense, exactly, more like concentrated, like a man who was reading a technical document that required close attention and had no patience for the idea that any of it didn't matter.

	Marcus Webb was twenty-four years old and had been averaging a point per game this season on a second line that was not built to generate offense, and he played hockey the way Nate had always imagined very good chess players played chess — seeing the shape of the thing three moves out, and being already in position when it arrived. He was five-eleven and one-ninety and had been underestimated his entire professional career because he looked like someone's very athletic younger brother rather than a man who could dissect a defensive zone in real time and do something surgical with what he found. Nate had known within three games of playing beside him that he was looking at someone who would be on a first line somewhere within two years. The question of why he was still here — why he'd taken a team-friendly second contract extension when the trade rumors were active and the interest from elsewhere was documented — was a question Nate had sat with for a while and filed under things he understood but couldn't say.

	He finished his tape job. He looked at something else.

	He'd developed this skill over two seasons: looking at Marcus Webb only as long as made sense for whatever purpose existed for looking, then redirecting. It required no active thought anymore. He'd automated it with the same muscle memory that handled the tape.

	The game tonight was Colorado. Colorado was fourteen points out of the wild card — a bad team in the last third of the season, which was either the best thing to play or the worst, because a team with nothing to lose played differently than a team protecting something. They'd beaten Colorado by two in December. Portland was sitting two points out of the final wild card spot with thirty games remaining, and those thirty games were going to be played the way this season had been played: one game at a time, every game compressing the margin, every loss sharpening what was at stake.

	Nate pulled his jersey over his shoulder pads. Number 44. He'd worn it on three different teams, requested it specifically from Portland's equipment staff when they signed him three years ago, and they'd pulled it from the retired numbers pool without much ceremony because nobody had worn it for eight years and nobody particularly wanted it. He'd thanked them for it. He wore it like it meant something, because to him it did — not superstition, just continuity. He needed continuity. He was a man who had built his entire professional life on the argument that he was still here, still useful, still worth the jersey, and the number was part of that argument.

	His phone buzzed on the bench beside his left knee. He looked down at the screen.

	Yannick: Call me after the game. Before you go home.

	He read it twice. He turned the phone face down. Set it back exactly where it had been.

	Yannick Brunet had been his agent for eleven years, which was long enough for Nate to know the precise register of every type of message he sent. The before-a-game ones were rare and specific: Yannick only sent them for things that couldn't wait but had to. Which meant something had been said today. Which meant the front office conversation about the extension — the one Yannick had been managing, gently, for the last two months — had reached a stage where Yannick needed to prepare him for what was coming.

	He knew what was coming. He'd known for a while. He let himself not think about it for the next two and a half hours.

	





	Colorado came in flat and left flat and Portland won 3-2 in regulation, which was less comfortable than it looked on the score sheet because both Colorado goals had been on deflections that Nate's defensive instincts had not been positioned to cover, and the third-period sequence when Portland was protecting a one-goal lead had involved eleven minutes of PK-adjacent structure that had left Nate's legs burning in the particular deep way of muscle that had been asked to do more than the score suggested.

	He'd played eleven minutes and forty-two seconds. His ice time had been front-loaded into the first period and then tapered — a pattern he recognized as Deschamps managing him carefully, protecting his legs for what came later in the game, which was practical and correct and which Nate noticed with the same steady clarity with which he noticed everything about his own management, which was: without complaint and without pretending it meant nothing.

	The roughing call had come in the third period. He stood behind it, privately, completely, and knew he'd take it again in the same situation. Colorado's left wing — Petrov, twenty-two years old and playing with the recklessness of someone who had nothing at stake — had come across the ice low and caught Marcus on the jaw with a forearm that had been more than incidental, less than intentional, and precisely in the range where hockey culture permitted you to pretend it was just the game. Nate had gone over and made his argument physically, the way he had been making arguments physically for fourteen years, and had taken two minutes in the box and a look from Deschamps that said I know exactly why you did that and we needed those thirty seconds and I know you know that too.

	Nate had nodded from the box. He'd do it again.

	Marcus had taken the hit and kept moving. That was what he did — absorbed contact like it was information, catalogued the data, kept his feet under him, kept playing. He hadn't looked at Nate after the penalty. He hadn't looked at him specifically, anyway. He'd gone back to the corner and set up the play that eventually produced the third goal, a wrister from the left circle that cleared the goalie's blocker by two inches and went in with the precise, slightly understated manner of everything Marcus did. He'd skated back to the bench. One stick tap on the ice. That was it.

	In the locker room after, the particular loud that follows a necessary win was running through the room. Ricci was talking at length about the powerplay adjustment and the way the slot opened in the third period, and two of the younger forwards were giving each other a hard time about something in the second period that had resolved into a joke by now. Carver moved through the room in the quiet circular way he did after every game — thirty seconds with each man, nothing prescriptive, just the presence of someone who saw you. The cubs were already on their phones. Dani Reyes was moving efficiently through the gear inventory she did post-game, finding things that needed repair, making notes Nate had never seen but trusted existed.

	Nate sat in his stall and toweled off his face and looked at Marcus on the other side of the room.

	Marcus was pulling off his shoulder pads with the methodical efficiency of someone who had done it thousands of times and thought about nothing while doing it, except that Marcus never thought about nothing. His eyes were slightly out of focus in the specific way they got when he was running a post-game analysis inside his own head, and he'd paused with one pad half-removed, arm suspended, for a beat — just long enough to be noticeable to someone who was looking — before he pulled himself back and finished.

	He'd moved differently in that third period. After the forearm. Not slower, nothing that showed — but there'd been a fraction more deliberateness to his positioning, a slightly wider gap between himself and the boards, the adjustment of someone who was managing something minor and managing it well. Nate had tracked it from the ice and from the bench and had said nothing and would say nothing, because Marcus didn't want it said and Nate had learned to respect the difference between the protection people needed and the acknowledgment they didn't ask for.

	Dani looked at him from the equipment bay. He'd seen that look before — or rather, he'd felt it before seeing it, because Dani had the specific gift of directing her attention at you in ways that arrived before you caught her doing it. It was not a raised eyebrow, not anything readable. Just a stillness. He looked back at her for a second and she looked away, and he looked away.

	He showered and dressed slowly, the way he always did after games where the effort had been real, his body announcing itself in the specific vocabulary of forty-minutes-plus of professional hockey — shoulders, right hip, the dull background conversation between his knees and the ice they'd spent the better part of an hour on. He was not injured. He was thirty-six years old and working for a living, which was a different thing.

	When he finally stood up, the locker room had thinned to Carver and two others. Marcus's stall was empty.

	Marcus had left without the thing — the thing where they fell into step together on the way out, talking about nothing specific, the conversation stopping naturally when they reached the parking structure. It happened sometimes, the quiet nights where Marcus needed to decompress alone, where the game had taken something out of him that he needed to recover privately. Nate never pushed. He'd understood the pattern early and respected it the same way he respected Carver's five minutes before games: because some things were a person's own.

	But tonight the absence felt particular. Like a note held for a beat too long.

	He drove home with the radio off. The city was dark and wet, February in Portland being what it was, and the bridge lights came at him in long orange streaks through the rain on the windshield, smearing and rebuilding as the wipers moved.

	Yannick answered on the second ring.

	"Good game," he said first. He always said it first, whether it was or wasn't, because Yannick operated on the theory that an agent's job was to be the person on the other end of the phone who was reliably, if not always accurately, in your corner.

	"What's the word," Nate said.

	A pause. Yannick had a gift for pauses — he used them the way a surgeon used negative space, to make room for things that needed room before the cutting. "The word is they haven't made a decision yet. On the extension."

	"That's not a word. That's an absence of one."

	"Nate." The tone Yannick only used when he was about to say something he'd rather not and was going to say it anyway. "The word is that the front office is evaluating options. Which means they have someone in mind who isn't you, and they're waiting to see how the rest of the season plays out before making it official."

	"They want a body through the playoff push," Nate said.

	"They want a body who performs through the playoff push. Which you will." A beat. "But I want you going into these next thirty games knowing the situation clearly."

	"I already knew."

	"I know you knew. I'm telling you anyway."

	He was quiet. The highway curved east, toward his building, and the rain came harder for a moment and then let up. Outside the window the city was doing what cities did in February — existing without pleasure, grey and functional and lit from within, neither beautiful nor ugly, just there.

	"Anything else I should know," he said.

	"Not tonight." Yannick's voice shifted slightly — the agent-voice dropping just enough to let through the other thing, the version that had been on the other end of some of Nate's worst phone calls and some of his best ones and had never been disingenuous either way. "Get some sleep. Skate well."

	Nate parked in his building's garage and sat in the dark car with the engine ticking cool. Fourteen years. He had been doing this for fourteen years, had signed his first professional contract at eighteen in a Denny's in Sault Ste. Marie while his mother cried quietly and his father shook the agent's hand and the fluorescent light made everyone look slightly jaundiced and it hadn't mattered at all. He'd been a Steelhead for three seasons. He'd learned this city — its neighborhoods, its coffee, the way it rained, where to eat after a night game when the team restaurants were closed and you were too wired to sleep and too tired to cook. He'd learned the rink the way you learned the inside of your own hand. He'd built something here, or as close to something as he'd managed since his twenties, and the edge of it was visible now in the way the edge of everything eventually became visible.

	He sat in the dark for another few minutes. Then he went upstairs.

	He didn't sleep for a long time.

	He lay in the dark of his apartment and thought about Marcus's goal. The way it had left his stick — already going in, already certain, before it cleared the blocker. He thought about the forearm and the roughing call and the look from Deschamps and the thirty seconds. He thought about the drive home with the radio off.

	He thought about what Yannick hadn't said, which was: you are almost out of time. And about the fact that Yannick not saying it was not the same as it not being true.

	Thirty games. He could play thirty games. He had been playing through worse than thirty games for longer than some of his teammates had been alive.

	He stared at the ceiling and eventually it was three a.m. and then it was lighter and his alarm went off at six and he got up.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	What the Trade Wire Knows

	

	Marcus

	The alert came in at 6:47 a.m.

	Marcus read it the way he read everything before his second coffee: fully, sequentially, without skipping ahead. He had a habit of not skipping ahead. It had started as a discipline and become a personality trait, and he was mostly at peace with that.

	Portland acquires RW Mikhail Volkov from Ottawa (AHL affiliate) in exchange for a conditional third-round pick and cash considerations. Volkov, 28, has posted 14G-19A in 38 games this season with Ottawa's Belleville affiliate. The move is expected to bolster Portland's push for the final Western Conference wild card spot.

	He set the phone face down on the kitchen table. Picked it up and read it again.

	Fourteen goals, nineteen assists. Thirty-three points in thirty-eight games on a bottom-tier affiliate roster, which was a different kind of number than thirty-three points in thirty-eight games on a good team. On a bad team, those numbers meant you were producing alone, probably, without the line support that manufactured even numbers on better rosters. It meant the real count — the underlying skill, stripped of context — was probably higher. It meant Volkov was not a thirty-three-point player. He was whatever came next.

	Marcus made his second coffee and stood at the window and thought about what he knew.

	He'd followed Volkov's name the way he followed anyone who had those kinds of numbers in a league where he was operating below what those numbers indicated he was capable of. Not out of personal interest — purely analytical, the same way he tracked prospects and AHL leaders and the kind of stat-line that told a story the headline didn't. Volkov had played eighteen games with Ottawa's NHL club two seasons ago before getting sent down for what the press release called "conditioning reasons" and what the hockey press more honestly described as a series of incidents involving a coach, a locker room confrontation, and a penalty-box altercation that had cost the team a playoff game in March. Marcus had read the reports. He'd also watched footage.

	The footage showed a right winger with elite hands and a physical edge that was not accidental — not the random aggression of a man with a temper, but something more deliberate, the edge of someone who had learned to be mean in specific situations because being mean in specific situations was the only way to hold space for the things he was actually good at. He wasn't dirty. He was pressurized. There was a difference, and it mattered in terms of what you could do with it.

	Marcus poured the second coffee and was still thinking when he left for the rink.

	





	The morning skate had the particular atmosphere of a team that had received new information and was processing it the way athletes processed most things — by being slightly louder than usual, moving slightly faster than necessary, which was the physical equivalent of talking about something tangentially so you didn't have to talk about it directly. The younger guys had questions they were routing through each other rather than their phones, which meant the questions were mostly wrong. The veterans had the guarded casualness of men who'd had enough roster additions and subtractions to know that the first day was never the actual information.

	Marcus got there early, the way he always did, and went straight to the ice.

	Carver was already running edges in the neutral zone. Carver was always already running edges. Marcus had never beaten him to the ice and had stopped trying to, which was not a philosophical surrender so much as a practical recognition that Carver Holt was a freak of professional preparation who had probably been running edges before Marcus was in high school, and there was no competition to be won there.

	Carver glanced up when Marcus came through the gate. Single nod.

	"You read it," Carver said. It was not a question. He had the specific ability of men in leadership positions who had long since stopped bothering to soften things that didn't need softening.

	"At six forty-seven," Marcus said.

	Carver turned through a tight circle, came back. "Numbers are real?"

	"Yeah. Real. Probably conservative, given the roster he was on."

	Carver filed this with the visible efficiency of a man who had a very organized internal filing system. "The other stuff."

	"I don't know the other stuff yet," Marcus said. "Neither do you."

	"Fair." He skated off to continue his edges. That was the thing about Carver — he asked the question, received the answer, and was done, even when the answer was I don't know. No lingering. No performing concern. He was one of the least performative men Marcus had ever played for, and it was one of the main reasons Marcus had stayed.

	Nate came in late.

	Late for Nate was five minutes earlier than most of the room, but Marcus tracked Nate's timeline without thinking about it, had been doing it for two seasons, and the deviation registered. He looked the same as he always looked — big and deliberate in his movements, his face holding the compressed neutral expression that Nate used for everything from pre-game focus to genuine discomfort and which Marcus had learned, slowly, to read from context rather than expression. The phone call with Yannick last night. The text Marcus had seen him receive and turn face-down before the game. He hadn't said anything. He wouldn't, not unless Nate said something first. But he was aware of it the way he was aware of most things that happened around Nate — precisely, quietly, without drawing attention to the awareness.

	Deschamps ran them hard for fifty-five minutes. Heavier on systems than a morning-after-a-win usually warranted, which was information: Deschamps was restructuring something. He moved Ricci off the half-wall to a high-slot position that Marcus had seen Ricci resist in preseason and suspected he'd resist again, spent fifteen minutes on neutral-zone entries that were clearly designed for a specific right-wing profile, and ran two sequences at the end that were not in the current playbook and which Marcus filed as new-acquisition prep. He was clearing space. Making room in the system for a right winger who needed a different entry pattern than the one currently installed.

	Marcus ran the systems correctly and noticed everything and said nothing and came off the ice when Deschamps blew the whistle.

	In the equipment room, toweling his hair, he thought about the footage he'd watched. The two clips on YouTube — a powerplay goal against Rochester where Volkov had received a pass in the high slot and had gone low-blocker with a release so fast the goalie's catching hand was still moving to the wrong position when the red light came on, and a physical sequence in the corner against Utica where Volkov had separated a larger defenseman from the puck using a combination of leverage and what could only be described as pure obstinance, body low, shoulder driving, not giving an inch of ice until the puck was his. Both clips were from the same stretch of games. He'd watched them more than twice.

	Outside the player exit, Jess Abara was waiting. He'd known she would be. Jess was the Oregonian's beat reporter for the Steelheads and she was good — not aggressive, not looking for the angle that made someone look bad, just genuinely interested in the actual story, which in hockey was rarer than it should be. She had a particular talent for the question underneath the question, which was the only kind of question Marcus had to be careful with.

	"Marcus," she said. "Volkov trade. Thoughts?"

	"Should add depth on the right side," he said. Standard, true, useful. "Looking forward to getting him on the ice."

	"The locker room's been pretty tight this season," she said. "Late-season addition with some history — any concerns about disruption?"

	"Good players make every room easier," he said, which was true in the specific way that things were true when they were also slightly incomplete.

	Jess wrote something. Looked up. "He's got a reputation."

	"Most guys with those numbers have a reputation," Marcus said. "Usually means they were underused somewhere and got loud about it." He paused, let her see he meant it as straight analysis rather than PR. "We'll know more when we see him on the ice."

	She gave him the small nod of someone who knew she wasn't getting more and was fine with that because what she'd gotten was already usable. "Fair enough. Thanks, Marcus."

	He rode the bus home sitting alone.

	He was thinking about what he knew, and separating it from what he felt, because those were two different processes and it mattered which one was running. What he knew: Volkov was genuinely talented, had been genuinely misused, and would take some handling in the early weeks because new additions always did and additions with reputations took more. What he knew about himself: he had an instinct for people that had served him well on the ice and occasionally misled him off it, a tendency to read quickly and commit, and a particular weakness for people who were performing confidence over something more complicated underneath. He knew this about himself the way you knew your own technical flaws on the ice — clearly, without being fully able to fix them.

	What he felt was a different conversation and one he tabled efficiently.

	He opened the scoring app on his phone. Portland was two points out of the final wild card spot with thirty games left, tied in regulation wins with the team directly behind them, which meant the tiebreaker was currently functioning as a half-point buffer that could evaporate in a single regulation loss. He knew all of this without looking, but he looked anyway, because he found confirmation useful. The numbers were the same as they'd been when he'd checked them this morning.

	He put his phone in his pocket and looked out the bus window.

	Volkov arrived tomorrow.

	He thought about the pass he'd seen in the second clip — the one on the powerplay against Rochester, where Volkov had received it in stride and gone low-blocker before the goalie could read the play. He thought about his own release from the left circle, the one he'd been sharpening for three seasons, the way it cleared a blocker that was positioned correctly about sixty percent of the time and correctly but a half-beat slow the rest. He thought about what it would feel like to be on the other side of a pass from someone who could do that.

	Then he thought about Nate.

	These two thoughts arriving in the same category was not a new phenomenon. It was a phenomenon he'd been managing for roughly eighteen months with the same steady pragmatic discipline he applied to managing everything else, which was: see it clearly, name it privately, don't give it more space than it's earned, keep moving.

	He was very good at moving.

	The bus pulled up to his stop and he got off and walked the three blocks home in the rain.

	





	That night he watched tape from Colorado's last four games — not out of necessity, since he'd already watched it this morning, but because it settled him down in the specific way that preparation settled him. He was not a man who relaxed easily. He'd tried, in his early twenties, the things that were supposed to work: reading for pleasure, which turned into reading about hockey strategy; cooking, which turned into optimizing macros; running, which turned into speed work because it was measurable. He'd eventually made peace with the fact that what he was was a person who was most comfortable when working on something, and that working on tape at nine p.m. was not a character defect but simply what he was.

	He watched the Colorado powerplay again. He tracked Petrov — the left wing who'd elbowed Marcus in the third period, the one Nate had gone after, which had been unnecessary and completely correct and very much in keeping with the specific internal logic that governed Nate Calloway, which Marcus had been mapping for two seasons with the kind of careful ongoing attention that he'd never quite managed to explain to himself in terms that felt proportionate.

	He closed the tablet.

	He lay on his couch with his arm over his eyes and thought about Volkov's numbers. Fourteen goals, nineteen assists. Conditional third-round pick, which was a low price for a thirty-three-point player even on an AHL affiliate, which meant Ottawa had wanted to move him, which meant the price of keeping him had been calculated as higher than the price of letting him go, which meant whatever had happened in that locker room eighteen months ago had not resolved. Which meant Portland's front office had made a bet that it would resolve here. In this room. With this team.
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