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Chapter One

	Trade Day

	

	NATE

	The drill was a D-zone breakout, same as it had been every Tuesday morning skate since September, and Nate ran it the way he ran everything: precisely, without wasted motion, his edges cutting clean half-circles at the bottom of the zone while Marcus tracked his left shoulder and mirrored the movement three feet off. They had been doing this long enough that it required no communication. Marcus knew where Nate would be. Nate knew where Marcus would be. That was the entire point of a defensive pair — two men in a shared language of position and trust, built over thousands of repetitions until the knowledge lived in the body rather than the mind.

	Coach Belcourt blew his whistle from center ice. One sharp note, which meant stop what you're doing, not finish the rep and stop. Nate stopped. Around him, the rest of the Hartford Falcons decelerated in stages — the young guys coasting wide, the veterans planting and turning in one motion. Cole Ashby carved a tight stop-turn at the near boards that sprayed a clean arc of ice and crossed his arms over his stick, already attentive. He was always already attentive. It was one of the things about Cole that Nate had stopped noticing, which was different from it stopping being true.

	Belcourt stood at the red line with his hands at his sides. Fifty-four years old, built like a man who had played four seasons of professional hockey thirty years ago and never fully stopped, he had the particular economy of expression that came from spending a career communicating complex tactical information to rooms full of men who were tired and bruised and would rather be somewhere else. He did not waste words. He especially did not blow a whistle mid-drill to waste words.

	"Front office called this morning," he said. "We made a trade. Left wing, coming in from Syracuse. Remy Deschênes."

	Nate's face did exactly nothing. He was good at this — the absolute absence of reaction that looked, from the outside, like calm. It was not calm. Calm was the state Marcus was probably in, processing Belcourt's words with mild professional interest. What Nate was in had no clean name, but it lived in his chest the way a blocked shot lived in the forearm: a hard, diffuse impact that you felt for the rest of the shift without quite locating its source.

	Remy Deschênes.

	Around him the room reacted in the usual ways. Dom Kezik, the oldest winger on the roster at thirty-four and the man most invested in the opinion that the current line combination did not require adjustment, made a sound that was not quite loud enough to be insubordination. A couple of the younger guys exchanged glances. Marcus said nothing. Cole said nothing either, though Nate registered, without looking, the small shift of weight that meant Cole was recalibrating — filing information, reorganizing the mental model he kept of how the team fit together.

	"He'll be here tonight," Belcourt continued. "On the ice tomorrow morning. I want the first line together this afternoon for video — Ashby, you set that up." He looked around the room with the particular brand of eye contact that communicated both I see all of you and this conversation is over. "We're two points ahead of Laval with eight weeks left. A left wing who can drive puck battles in the corners and finish is exactly what we need on that first line. That's the conversation. Let's finish the skate."

	The drill resumed. Marcus fell back into position beside Nate as if the interruption had not occurred, which was its own kind of communication from Marcus — he was giving Nate the space of normalcy, not crowding him with attention. Nate appreciated this about Marcus in the same wordless way he appreciated most things about his defensive partner. Marcus Tran was twenty-five and read people the way most defensemen read oncoming forechecks: early, accurately, and without making a show of it.

	The drill was a D-zone breakout.

	Nate ran it precisely, without wasted motion.

	His edges cut clean half-circles at the bottom of the zone.

	Remy Deschênes.

	





	He stayed after the skate. This was not unusual — Nate was often the last man on the ice, and the equipment staff had learned to leave a light on at the near end when they saw him linger. The arena emptied in stages: Belcourt to his office, the younger players to the locker room in a loose, loud current, Dom Kezik stomping past with the specific energy of a man who had a grievance and was constructing the terms of it. Cole stopped at the gate, one skate already off, and looked back at Nate for a moment. The look lasted exactly as long as it needed to and no longer, and Cole said nothing, which was correct — there was nothing to say about something that hadn't happened — and then he was gone.

	The arena got quiet. This was the thing about hockey arenas that people who had never skated in one could not properly imagine: how loud the silence was once the bodies cleared out. The refrigeration hum in the boards. The settling of the ice. The sound of a single set of skates carving the surface, which in an empty building was almost embarrassingly audible, like walking on gravel in a cathedral.

	Nate skated.

	He wasn't drilling. He wasn't practicing anything. He was just skating, the way he had done alone on outdoor rinks at five in the morning when he was fourteen in Medicine Hat, when the ice was his and the cold was absolute and there was nothing required of him except to move. His father had coached those early mornings too, standing at the boards with a thermos and watching with the particular quality of silence that meant he was assessing. His father assessed the way other men breathed — continuously, without effort, without warmth.

	Hockey is not a feeling, his father had said once, when Nate was maybe eleven and had made the mistake of saying that he loved it. Hockey is what you are. Love is for things outside you.

	At thirty-one, Nate was still not sure whether that was wisdom or damage. He suspected it was both.

	He skated the full perimeter of the ice, heel-to-toe crossovers in the corners the way they had taught him before he was tall enough to see over the boards. His mind ran the information the way it always processed things it could not afford to react to during working hours.

	Remy Deschênes. Thirty years old. Left wing, power forward. Six-one, two hundred and seven pounds. Born in Chicoutimi. Three seasons in the AHL with the Syracuse Crunch, a brief NHL call-up two seasons ago that lasted nine games before a knee strain sent him back down. He had twenty-two goals and thirty assists in the first half of this season, which was exactly what Belcourt had said: a man who could drive puck battles and finish.

	Nate knew all of this the way he knew the stats of every player in the Atlantic Division. That was not the information his chest was processing.

	The information his chest was processing was older than stats.

	He had not let himself think about it in a very long time. He thought about it now the way he thought about it when he had to — the way a tongue finds a sore tooth, not because you want the pain but because the shape of it keeps presenting itself.

	A team bus. Utica. Four years ago.

	It had been late February, end of a three-game road swing, and they were heading back to Syracuse on the 2 a.m. bus after a win that had gone to overtime. The lights were off in the back of the bus. Most of the guys were asleep or close to it, spread across seats in the graceless arrangements of large men in confined spaces, equipment bags stacked in the aisle. Nate had been sitting in the second-to-last row with his jacket balled under his head and his legs stretched across both seats, doing nothing, the particular kind of not-sleeping that came after a game when the body was still running hot.

	Remy had dropped into the seat across the aisle.

	He had played forty minutes that night, taken two penalties, and scored the overtime winner with a shot from a bad angle that had no business going in. He smelled like post-game sweat and the Icy Hot that every man in professional hockey wore like a second skin by February. They had not talked. That was the part that Nate had never been able to fully account for — they had sat in the dark in the back of a moving bus, and at some point the angle of the bus through a long curve had shifted Remy's shoulder into the edge of Nate's peripheral vision, and Nate had been aware of the exact distance between them with a precision that had nothing to do with spatial reasoning. He had been aware of Remy's breathing. The specific quality of Remy's stillness, which was different from the stillness of sleep — awake and quiet in a way that felt like a held question.

	Nate had made a decision. He had made it cleanly, without drama, the way he made decisions on the ice: assessed the situation, determined what was sustainable, executed. He had kept his eyes forward. He had not moved. He had let the curve of the road carry the moment past him.

	At the end of the season, he had signed with Hartford and Remy had stayed in Syracuse and that had been the correct outcome. Nate had thought about it approximately four hundred times in the intervening years, each time arriving at the same conclusion: correct.

	He didn't know if he still believed that.

	He skated the perimeter again. The ice was worse now — his edges had roughed the surface near the boards — but the imperfection didn't bother him. The arena was completely dark except for the emergency lighting at the exits and the single flood left on at the near end, and in that low light the ice looked blue, the way it always looked blue when there was no crowd to obscure the color.

	Remy Deschênes was already on a plane.

	Nate skated until his legs understood that this was happening, and then he went home.

	





	He ate dinner standing at his kitchen counter. This was not a habit he would have copped to publicly — it had a quality of loneliness that he preferred not to narrate, even internally — but the truth was that he had been eating dinner standing at his kitchen counter for approximately six years, since the last relationship that had involved sitting at a table together had ended with a woman named Claire telling him that she felt like she was dating a very polite absence. He had not argued with this characterization. It had been accurate.

	He had one beer. He checked the standings on his phone — still third in the Atlantic, still two points ahead of Laval, the season still a tight enough situation that eight weeks could go either direction. The Falcons had won ten of their last fourteen. They needed the top three in the division to make the playoffs, and they had been sitting at third since December with the fourth-place Rocket close enough to make every home game feel like a must-win even when technically it wasn't.

	His agent had texted that afternoon, before the trade announcement, about contract conversations with two other AHL organizations. The language was the careful, optimistic language of agents conducting a market assessment: strong interest, good timing, want you to know your options. Nate had read it and set his phone down and thought: one thing at a time.

	He rinsed his plate. He went to bed.

	He did not think about Remy on the plane.

	He thought about defensive zone coverage until his body caved to the exhaustion that a morning skate, a solo session, and a day of controlled reaction always produced. Sleep was the one thing in his life that came without effort. He was out before ten.

	He did not dream about anything he would remember in the morning.

	 


Chapter Two

	First Shift

	

	COLE

	The locker room had its own weather system. Cole had decided this in his first week with the Falcons two years ago and nothing since had changed his mind. Temperature, pressure, the particular quality of the air — all of it shifted by the hour depending on who was in the room, what had happened on the ice, what was coming. You learned to read it the way you learned to read a forecheck: early, continuously, adjusting your position before the pressure arrived.

	Cole was good at rooms. He knew who needed the volume turned up after a bad practice and who needed to be left alone. He knew that Marcus Tran processed everything internally and would only talk when he had already arrived at his own conclusion. He knew that Dom Kezik's good moods were loudly and explicitly good and his bad moods were quiet in a way that was more disruptive than noise. He knew that Nate Calloway's locker stall was always the cleanest in the room, the gear hung and folded with a precision that was either compulsive or deeply reassuring depending on your relationship with order.

	Cole's relationship with order was: appreciative of it in others, constitutionally unable to maintain it for himself. His stall was a controlled disaster of tape rolls and extra socks and the three water bottles he cycled through and never threw away.

	The trade had been announced during the morning skate and the locker room's weather had shifted accordingly. Dom was running cold, which meant he was stacking his pads with more care than usual and not making eye contact with anyone. The younger guys were energized in the way that roster changes always energized them — new information, new possibility, the room shuffled — and were making the mistake of talking about it louder than was advisable. Marcus was quiet, but Marcus was always quiet, so that was not a read.

	Nate had not been in the locker room since the skate. Cole had watched him stay on the ice from the tunnel, that slow solitary skating that Nate did when he needed to be alone without leaving — the arena as a private room, the ice as the equivalent of a closed door. Cole knew what that looked like because he had spent eighteen months learning to read Nate Calloway with the specific attention of someone who was not allowed to act on what he was reading.

	He had run the name on his phone in the equipment room before anyone else was watching. Remy Deschênes. Twenty-two goals, thirty assists, the kind of physical profile that meant he would drive puck battles in the corners and take the hits Cole couldn't absorb on his frame. His underlying numbers were strong. The trade made professional sense for a team that needed to protect a slim playoff lead.

	Cole was straightforwardly pleased about this, professionally.

	Personally, he understood that Nate staying on the ice after the announcement meant something, and he didn't know what it was yet.

	





	Remy arrived at seven that evening, while the optional skate had given way to a loosely organized dinner that half the team attended and half didn't. Cole was in the rink's small meeting room going through Belcourt's video request — the coach wanted a package on Laval's penalty kill for the first-line forwards — when he heard the locker room door open and the specific quality of the resulting sound: the way a room with eighteen guys in it gets slightly quieter when someone new walks in, like a crowd registering a change in pressure.

	Cole saved the clip file and went out.

	He placed Remy Deschênes immediately. Six-one, built like someone had engineered the ideal power forward — wide through the shoulders, solid in the lower body, the kind of frame that communicated physical authority without having to demonstrate it. Dark hair, slightly too long at the collar, the particular just-traveled quality of a man who had come straight from the airport. He had a duffle bag over one shoulder and a hockey bag he was dragging with the brisk efficiency of someone who had moved many times and was very done with the process.

	He was scanning the room with quick, dark eyes when Cole crossed to him.

	"Deschênes." Cole put out his hand. "Cole Ashby. First-line center."

	Remy shifted the duffle and shook. His grip was exactly as solid as Cole had expected. "I know who you are," he said. His accent was Québécois, thicker in person than in the one interview Cole had managed to find online. "I watched your film when I heard about the trade. You make me look good, I'll score."

	"That's the job," Cole said.

	"The job," Remy agreed, and something in his expression moved that wasn't quite a smile but was its precursor — the controlled warmth of a man assessing whether a room is safe. Cole read it without reacting to it.

	He walked Remy to the empty stall — third from the left, recently vacated by a forward Belcourt had sent to the taxi squad — and ran the introduction circuit: the equipment manager, the two assistant coaches still in the building, three of the younger forwards who had stayed for dinner. Remy handled it with the specific social fluency of a veteran who understood that a new room required a particular kind of performance in the first twenty-four hours. He was charming and easy and calibrated, and Cole, who did the same performance himself, recognized every note of it.

	What he was watching for was the moment it wasn't performance.

	He got it when they crossed the room to where Nate was standing at the whiteboard with a dry-erase marker, redrawing the defensive zone coverage system with the quiet focus of a man who did this when he needed something to do with his hands. Nate heard them coming — he always tracked movement in his peripheral vision, a defensive instinct that had long since become reflex — and turned before they reached him. He had the marker uncapped in one hand and his expression was the one Cole thought of as the default: controlled, professionally neutral, sealed at every point.

	"Deschênes," Nate said.

	"Calloway." Remy's voice was different. Not different from the room — different from two minutes ago, from the charming and easy and calibrated version Cole had been observing. Something in it had gone flat and careful, like a man placing his weight on ice he wasn't sure would hold.

	"Good to have you." Nate said it the way a man reads from a script he has memorized and is now rendering with technical accuracy. He put the marker on the tray and turned back to the whiteboard.

	Remy looked at the whiteboard for one beat too long. Then he looked at Cole.

	Cole kept his face easy. "I'll show you where the coffee is," he said. "It's terrible, but it's hot."

	





	They put Remy on Cole's line for the first morning practice, which was what Belcourt had promised and what the numbers suggested and which was, in purely hockey terms, immediately and obviously correct. Cole discovered this in the first five minutes of skating, when Remy took a pass in the corner with a defenseman on his back and held it — actually held the puck under pressure in a way that Cole's previous left wing, a twenty-two-year-old with good speed and no body, had not been able to do for a full season — and then fed it back to Cole at the hash marks with a tape-to-tape pass that arrived exactly where Cole had told himself it would arrive, because Remy had made the correct read of where Cole needed to be.

	Cole one-timed it into the corner of the net on the empty-net drill. He was already thinking about the next rep.

	"You break right off the hash," Remy said, pulling up beside him.

	"Always. Easier angle on the backhand."

	"I know. I told you I watched your film." Remy's stick tapped Cole's shin pad once — the hockey equivalent of a nod, barely even a gesture. Cole processed it the way he processed most things Remy Deschênes did in the first practice: filed, flagged, not yet categorized.

	Across the ice, Nate was running the defensive breakout with Marcus, and Cole let himself look at him for the half-second that was invisible: Nate's edges working through the turn at the bottom of the zone, the absolute economy of his movement, the way he had of making the hardest part of defensive play look like it cost him nothing. Two years of watching that and Cole still hadn't fully mapped his own reaction to it. He was working on maintaining a not-fully-mapped relationship with it, because the alternative required more from him than he currently had to give.

	Belcourt blew the whistle for the next drill. Cole went.

	





	The afternoon, after practice, the locker room reassembled in its post-skate configuration: stalls full, the air warm and sharp with the smell of equipment and sweat and the industrial soap from the showers. Cole sat with his phone and ran a quick check on the standings while the room rebuilt itself around him — the specific decompression of twenty men after two hours of controlled physical effort, some of them loud, some of them in the private territory of earbuds and silence.

	Dom Kezik was making observations about the adjusted line combinations to Pete Sorensen, a sympathetic veteran winger who had the useful quality of listening without agreeing, and Cole caught the cadence without the words — the particular music of a veteran registering a grievance through the medium of professional commentary. Remy was two stalls down, working medical tape off his left wrist with the focused attention of a man who had a system for this and was executing it.

	Cole watched him for a moment in the mirror above his own stall — an old, slightly warped mirror that had been there longer than anyone on the current roster — and noticed the thing he had been noticing for the past two hours without formally logging it.

	Remy Deschênes was aware of where Nate was in any given room at any given moment. Not in a way that was obvious. In a way that was very specifically not obvious — the controlled awareness of someone who had decided not to look and was exercising that decision continuously, with the calibrated effort of a man who had been doing it long enough to make it look like nothing.

	Cole understood this particular effort. He practiced it himself.

	He looked up from his phone and found the mirror showing him the door of the locker room, which Nate had just passed through without saying anything to anyone, which was normal for Nate, who did not narrate his exits. And in the warped mirror, invisible to anyone not sitting at this exact angle, Remy's hands had stopped on the medical tape for exactly two seconds before resuming.

	Cole set his phone in his bag.

	He was a man who had spent eighteen months learning to read Nate Calloway with careful, disciplined attention. He recognized the shape of what he was looking at. He did not know the history yet, but the shape of it was legible: this was not two men meeting for the first time. Whatever had happened between them had been something, and whatever it had been was not finished in the way that things needed to be finished before they could stop mattering.

	Outside the rink, the afternoon was February-flat, the sky the particular gray of a Connecticut winter that had been winter for too long. Cole walked to his car. He sat in it for a moment without starting it, watching the end of the building where the ice surface was, thinking about line chemistry and the way it was not only a hockey concept.

	He started the car.

	He thought about something other than Nate Calloway for the eleven minutes it took to drive home. This was not a record, but it was not bad.

	What he could not stop thinking about, what kept surfacing in the gaps, was Remy's hands on the medical tape. The two-second pause. The resumption. The performance of a man controlling himself around something that still moved him, and doing it well enough that only someone who knew the same performance from the inside would ever see it.

	Cole parked in his building's lot and sat in the cold for a long moment.

	He was not jealous. He examined this with the clinical attention he brought to anything he was inclined to lie to himself about, and it remained true: he was not jealous. What he was was something more complicated — a recognition, a resonance, the particular discomfort of realizing that the thing you have been carrying alone is not, in fact, entirely alone.

	He went inside. He made dinner. He did not call anyone.

	He lay awake for a while thinking about the shape of the season — eight weeks, Laval two points back, the playoff berth entirely achievable and entirely fragile — and the way a single trade had changed the room's weather in ways that nobody in that room had finished understanding yet.

	 


Chapter Three

	The Weight of the Room

	

	REMY

	He read rooms. He always had.

	It was the thing that had gotten him through a hockey career built on the AHL's particular combination of aspiration and grit — the ability to walk into a dressing room and know within ten minutes exactly where he stood, who held the power, where the fault lines ran, which veterans were coasting and which ones were still burning, which of the younger guys had the kind of want that hardened into skill and which ones had the kind of want that broke when the season got long. He had done this in Chicoutimi, in Baie-Comeau, in Rimouski, and in his first year in Syracuse with a room full of guys who had expected him to be smaller and quieter and had revised both opinions over the course of a training camp. He had never walked into a room he couldn't map.

	The Hartford Falcons' locker room was taking him longer than usual.
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