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CHAPTER ONE

	

	NATE

	

	The faceoff circle is the only place in the world where everything is completely legible.

	Nate knows this the way he knows his own skating stride — not as a thought but as a physical fact, something that lives in the body below the level of language. Thirty seconds left in regulation. Score tied at two. He's standing in the left circle in the Hartford end, waiting for the linesman to drop the puck, and the game is absolutely clear to him: every man on the ice has a location, a vector, a probability. He's already run the next four seconds twice in his head. When the puck drops, he'll win it back to Sauer on the point, take two hard steps toward the middle to screen the pass lane, then change direction toward the bench side wall where Dmitri will be, which is where Dmitri always is in this situation because Dmitri has been on his left wing for three years and Nate knows exactly where he goes when the game gets tight.

	What he'll do with the puck after that he hasn't decided yet. That part he leaves open. Nate plans the architecture and lets the execution be instinct.

	The linesman drops it.

	Nate wins clean, back to Sauer, two steps to screen, hard pivot left —

	Dmitri is there.

	Of course he is.

	Nate doesn't have to look. The pass goes on feel, off the back of his blade, a little softer than it needed to be because Dmitri's moving at speed and soft is easier to handle at speed, and Dmitri takes it in full stride through the neutral zone, one defenceman caught flat-footed, the second giving too much ice, and then Dmitri is in alone and the crowd at XL Center does that specific thing crowds do when a big man gets to the net with that much momentum — they inhale.

	The shot goes low blocker. The puck is in before the sound of it catches up.

	Nate is already moving toward center ice. He doesn't pump his fist. He doesn't yell. He skates through the pile of celebrating bodies toward the bench, and Coach Ashworth gives him the nod that means exactly right, and Nate sits and drinks from his water bottle and watches the replay on the scoreboard above center ice, cataloguing the three things he could have done faster.

	In the pile near the net, Dmitri is enormous and loud and happy. He's got Kesler in a headlock and he's laughing with his whole body, the way he does things — fully, all the way, nothing held in reserve. One of the extras bangs his gloves against his helmet and Dmitri shakes free and skates a half-circle of pure physical delight, and someone in the stands calls his name in that drawn-out way that means there's a story being told about him later.

	Nate watches him for three seconds, which is two seconds longer than he should.

	He looks away. Drinks more water. The horn sounds.

	





	The XL Center locker room after a win is a specific kind of noise — relief converted to volume, two hours of controlled aggression finding its release. Stalls slam. Someone's playlist starts in the back corner, too loud. Kesler is already talking about where they're going, and three guys simultaneously tell him they're not going anywhere because it's a Tuesday.

	Nate gets his equipment off in the correct order. Skates first, always — he can't stand the feeling of walking on carpet in skates, even for the thirty seconds it takes to cross from the bench to the room. Helmet. Gloves. Shoulder pads. He works methodically while the room happens around him, cataloguing it the way he catalogs everything: the energy level (high, sustainable), Kowalski's shoulder (he took a hit in the second period and he's rotating it slowly, a tell), Goss laughing too hard at something near the showers (a 24-year-old laugh, performative).

	Dmitri drops into the stall next to his and for a moment the noise of the room pulls back, the way sound does sometimes near big objects.

	"Nice pass," Dmitri says. He's still buzzing with the goal, Nate can feel it — the physical warmth of someone who just did exactly what they're built for. Dmitri is always hottest after a big goal. Not arrogant. Just alive in a way that is hard to be near without feeling it yourself.

	"You were late getting to the wall," Nate says.

	Dmitri looks at him. "I scored."

	"You were half a step behind your read. If their d-man doesn't bite on Sauer's fake you don't get the angle."

	"But he did bite."

	"But he did." Nate pulls his jersey over his head. "Don't get used to other people making your mistakes for you."

	Dmitri is quiet for a moment. Then: "You know, someday I'm going to score a goal and you're going to say well done, and I'm going to have a heart attack."

	"You'd survive it."

	"Maybe." Dmitri starts unlacing his own skates with aggressive efficiency. "Two points. Wild card race. Hartford two points out." He says this like a man reminding himself that the thing he wants is close enough to see.

	Nate knows the standings. He checks them every morning. Twenty-five games left in the regular season, the Atlantic Division jammed at the top with four teams fighting for three playoff spots. The math is not comfortable but it is manageable, which is the best situation Nate knows how to operate in — manageable, with clear variables.

	"We'll talk about the standings after we shower," he says.

	Dmitri makes a sound that isn't quite a laugh and goes back to his skates.

	Nate watches him for another beat — the dark head bent, the line of his jaw, the hands that are large and economical even doing something as routine as unlacing — and then he picks up his phone from the shelf above his stall because his phone is there and it gives his eyes somewhere else to go.

	There's a text from management. Gary Chu, assistant GM, 9:47pm.

	Trade incoming. Announcement tomorrow morning. New right wing. Details to follow.

	Nate reads it twice. He doesn't react, which is a choice he makes before the reaction can happen.

	A new right wing. Twenty-five games left. The roster has been stable for four months and now they're adding someone, which means someone upstairs thinks the roster isn't good enough as built, which means either they're right and the first line needs something Nate hasn't identified, or they're wrong and the disruption will cost them two weeks of chemistry during the exact stretch of season when chemistry is non-negotiable.

	He scrolls to the player database out of habit and types the name from the second text Gary sent — an attachment he missed the first time.

	Jonah Wilder. Right wing. Age 31. Seven years AHL. Previously: Tucson Roadrunners.

	No NHL time. Journeyman. Nate pulls up the stats: solid possession numbers, high assist rate, low goals. A playmaker who doesn't finish. On paper, a strange fit for a first line that already has two players who think in systems.

	He puts his phone face-down on the shelf.

	Dmitri is talking to Kesler about something, back to full volume, whatever moment the text interrupted already closed over. The room is warm and loud and smells like the specific combination of sweat and ice-melt that Nate has been living inside since he was six years old and his father first laced skates onto his feet on a backyard rink in Sudbury, Ontario.

	He picks up his phone again and looks at the name.

	Jonah Wilder.

	He doesn't know it. The not-knowing sits in his chest at a slight angle, the way new information always does before it finds its place. He sets the phone down, gathers his shower things, and goes to wash the game off.

	The win already feels like a different kind of night, though he couldn't have said exactly why.

	





	He's the last one out. He always is — not from ritual but from preference. He likes the locker room when it's empty, the equipment hanging still and the space restored to silence. He stands in the doorway for a moment with his bag on his shoulder and looks at the stalls: every man's equipment has its own character, the way it's hung or dropped or stacked, and three years of this room has made him fluent in all of it.

	Dmitri's stall looks like a controlled explosion. Always has.

	Nate turns the light off and walks to his car.

	The night is cold. February in Hartford is serious about it — not the theatrical cold of the Canadian cities he grew up and played in, but a damp, insistent cold that finds the gaps. He unlocks the car and sits behind the wheel for a moment without starting it, looking at the empty parking lot.

	Twenty-five games.

	He does the math twice, the way he runs plays, because the second time catches what the first missed. If Hartford holds the two-point gap and wins at their current rate — sixty-one percent over the last ten — they clinch with room to spare. If the rate drops, the room disappears. The margin is exactly wide enough to feel manageable if no one does anything stupid.

	He starts the car.

	He thinks about the new right wing for one more second and then puts that problem in the same place he puts everything he can't act on yet: a shelf, labeled, accessible when he needs it.

	He drives home. The city is quiet.

	





	He lives alone in a two-bedroom apartment in the West End, the second bedroom set up as a film room that he will deny is a film room to anyone who asks. There's a good couch, a monitor at the right height, and a laptop with twelve folders of game footage organized by opponent and period. He keeps meaning to add a plant. There's a ceramic pot on the windowsill that has been empty since last spring.

	He pours water, not anything stronger — he stopped drinking on weeknights three seasons ago when he noticed it making him slower in the morning — and sits at the counter with his laptop.

	He watches Jonah Wilder's last four games in Tucson.

	It takes him ninety minutes. He takes notes in a document he'll probably never look at again, because the act of writing makes him see more carefully. What he sees is this: Wilder is not fast. He's not a physical threat. His shot is average at best, which tracks with the goal numbers. What he does — what he does well enough that Nate watches the same sequence three separate times — is find angles. He sees space before it opens. On four separate occasions across the four games, he delivers a pass to a location that his teammate hasn't occupied yet, timed so precisely that the teammate arrives at the same moment as the puck, and each time it creates a dangerous chance.

	He doesn't play to where the man is. He plays to where the man is going.

	Nate sits back.

	That's what the first line is missing. Not a scorer — they have Dmitri for that, and Nate generates enough himself. What they've been missing, what he's felt the absence of without being able to name it, is someone who plays ahead of the play. Someone who turns two-on-two into three-on-two before the defence has processed the geometry.

	He closes the laptop.

	Outside, the city is cold and completely still. He stands at the window for a moment, looking at the empty street. There's a bar across the road with its lights still on, a few silhouettes visible through the glass, but the sound doesn't reach this high.

	Jonah Wilder, he thinks. Age 31. Seven years in the AHL.

	He wonders what it costs a man to still be doing this after seven years.

	He goes to bed. He doesn't sleep for a while, and when he does, he dreams about the faceoff circle — the moment before the puck drops, when everything is in place and the whole game is still possible.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	

	DMITRI

	

	He is on the ice before anyone else. He always is.

	Not because anyone told him to be — Ashworth runs a 9:30 morning skate on game-day mornings and the first player is usually there by nine, and the first player is usually not Dmitri Volkov because Dmitri Volkov is, by general team consensus, constitutionally opposed to being early. Except here. Except the ice.

	He can't explain it to anyone who doesn't skate. The ice at 8:15am before the morning crew has finished their work is a different substance than the ice at 9:30 with twenty-three other men on it — pristine, open, undirected. He does laps until his legs remember what they're for, until the stiffness of sleep burns off and his body finds its natural operating temperature, which runs about fifteen degrees hotter than most people's. He sweats in weather that makes other men reach for coats. On the ice he is just warm.

	He takes a bucket of pucks from the boards and starts shooting. Nothing structured. He skates the circles, pulls pucks out of the corners, fires on the empty net from different angles and distances, watches the trajectory and adjusts. He has a slow release by NHL standards — his shot builds through his whole body, legs to hips to hands — but it's heavy, and heavy makes goalies honest.

	He's been working on his backhand for two weeks. He scores on it once in every ten tries, which is not acceptable. He stops at the left wing wall and takes twenty backhand shots in a row, ten of which are wrong and four of which are completely right and six of which are somewhere in between. He goes and collects the pucks. He does it again.

	This is the part of himself he can't explain to people who didn't grow up the way he did — the patience in his work, which contradicts the obvious impatience in his personality. He is loud in the locker room, reactive on the ice, physically incapable of sitting through a team meal without talking to at least five people. But this, the individual practice, the repetition — this he can do for hours without noticing the time.

	His father is the reason. He doesn't always want to think about that, but it's true.

	Konstantin Volkov practiced in silence every morning of his career, ten years in the KHL and two loan seasons in the Swiss league before his knee ended it at thirty-seven. He would take Dmitri to the rink in Yaroslavl before school from the time Dmitri was eight, and they would skate in silence — Konstantin working his edges, Dmitri working whatever drill had been assigned the night before — and Dmitri would watch his father and understand that this was what it meant to love something. You gave it the quiet hours before anyone was watching.

	He hasn't spoken to his father about anything real in six years.

	He fires his last backhand, watches it go wide, and considers this without flinching. It's a fact. He keeps it in the same drawer as his birth date and his plus-minus: accurate, fixed, not subject to revision by wanting it to be otherwise.

	





	The news about the trade travels the ice in about forty-five seconds after the first players arrive.

	Kesler hears it from Goss who heard it from someone in equipment who got it from Gary Chu's assistant: new right wing, trade deadline acquisition, first line candidate, arrival tomorrow. The information gets around the ice the same way everything does in a hockey locker room — fast, distorted by at least two iterations, and treated as established fact before anyone has verified a single detail.

	"Wilder," Kesler says, skating past Dmitri's backhand station. "Jonah Wilder. You know him?"

	"No," Dmitri says, and fires another shot.

	"AHL guy. Tucson. Seven years."

	Dmitri gets the puck back. "Why do we need a right wing?"

	"Ask Chu." Kesler shrugs. "First line, apparently. Coach is moving you up to wing two on the power play."

	Dmitri stops. "He's moving me?"

	"Relax. You're still first line. They're just —" Kesler makes a gesture that encompasses the entire concept of roster management. "Adding."

	Dmitri watches him skate away. He looks at the net. He takes his backhand shot. It goes in, perfect placement, low blocker, the exact trajectory he's been trying to find for two weeks.

	He should feel better about that than he does.

	The thing about the first line is this: it works. It works in the specific way that first lines take a season or two to build and then can run for three or four years if management is smart enough to leave it alone. Nate at center, Dmitri on the left, rotating right wings who have been serviceable but not transformative. The line works because Nate and Dmitri know each other, which sounds simple but is not — knowing someone on the ice means being able to move without looking, means trusting that when you make a pass into space someone will fill it, means a kind of intimacy that has nothing to do with liking each other and everything to do with years of shared physical language.

	Dmitri likes Nate. This is a separate problem.

	He has always managed the separate problems by keeping them separate, which is a management strategy with obvious limitations and which he has been employing for long enough that it mostly works. Nate is his center. Nate is the most controlled person Dmitri has ever shared ice time with, possibly the most controlled person he's ever met, and Dmitri finds this equal parts fascinating and deeply frustrating, the way you find things fascinating that are the exact opposite of what you are.

	After the playoff loss in their second season together, a game seven loss to the Laval Rocket that Dmitri still can't watch footage of, they had ended up in the hotel bar at midnight because neither of them could sleep. They had talked for two hours. Nate had said three things in those two hours that were not about hockey, and one of them Dmitri still thinks about sometimes late at night. He won't say which one.

	He collects his pucks. Morning skate starts in twelve minutes.

	





	Practice runs harder than it should the day after a game, but Ashworth wants to maintain the intensity through the trade deadline and Dmitri respects this even when his legs don't. He takes his regular position at left wing, runs the power play units twice, takes some corner work with Kesler, and finishes with a conditioning set that makes Goss throw up elegantly into the boards.

	After, when the ice empties, Dmitri takes his laps.

	He does this every practice — after the structured work is done and before the room fills with the noise of the next thing, he takes six laps of the ice alone. Not hard, not slow. A speed that doesn't require conscious management, just his body's default. His brain goes quiet in a way it won't do anywhere else.

	Nate is still at the far end of the ice, working with the goalie coach on his shooting angles. He does this after most practices, the extra thirty minutes, the specific focus of a man who has decided that there are no irrelevant improvements. Dmitri watches him from the opposite end for half a lap — the set of his shoulders, the controlled follow-through, the slight adjustment after each shot — and then he completes the turn and faces the other end of the ice and keeps going.

	He has been doing this for three years. Looking and then looking away. It has gotten neither easier nor harder, which he thinks probably means it's just going to be this way.

	The new man arrives tomorrow.

	Dmitri doesn't know why that fact is sitting in his chest at a particular angle. A new right wing is a roster adjustment, no more significant than a new skate sponsor or a new equipment rep. It's happened before. The line absorbed it, Dmitri absorbed it, everyone went back to work.

	He finishes his laps and goes to the room.

	





	He showers long. The room empties around him in stages — the young guys first, buzzing and hungry, then the veterans, slower, more deliberate. By the time Dmitri is dressed it's just him and Marcus Reeves sitting at their respective stalls doing nothing in particular, which is a thing about Marcus that Dmitri has always appreciated: Marcus does not perform busyness. If he has nowhere to be, he sits.

	"You hear about Wilder?" Dmitri asks.

	Marcus ties a shoelace. "I heard."

	"What do you know about him?"

	"Older AHL guy. Good hands. Bit of a journeyman." Marcus pauses. "Good man."

	Dmitri considers this. Marcus's personnel assessments are delivered in three-word segments and are reliably accurate. He has the veteran's gift for knowing immediately what kind of man he's dealing with. Good man from Marcus means something specific.

	"He'll fit," Marcus says. He stands, which means the conversation is over.

	"You don't know that," Dmitri says.

	"No," Marcus agrees. He picks up his bag. "But I usually do."

	He leaves. Dmitri looks at his phone.

	





	Elena calls at 4pm, which is a Toronto afternoon, which means she has finished her shift at the architecture firm and is probably on the subway.

	"How's the season," she says. It's not a question. She monitors the standings the way their mother monitors the weather — constantly, anxiously, as though regular attention might prevent disaster.

	"Two points out of wild card," he says. "We're fine."

	"Your face-off percentage is down."

	"That's Nate, not me. I'm a wing."

	"I know what you are." He can hear the train noise. "What else?"

	This is Elena's specific superpower and her most annoying quality: the follow-up question that lands on the thing you were not going to mention. She has been doing it since she was eight years old and he was twelve and she would look at him across the dinner table and say what else until he told her.

	"New right wing coming tomorrow," he says. "Trade acquisition."

	"Okay." She waits.

	"That's it."

	She doesn't say anything for a moment. The train noise continues. "You're not sleeping," she says.

	"I sleep."

	"You sleep badly when you're thinking about things you're not saying."

	Dmitri looks at the ceiling of his car. It's a feature of Elena's calls that he ends them in his car, having sat in the parking lot for the duration, unwilling to drive while she's saying things that require his full attention to deflect properly.

	"I'm fine," he says.

	"You say that with a very specific intonation that means you're not."

	"Elena."

	"I'm just noting what I observe."

	He starts the car. "I'll call you this weekend."

	"You'll call me when something happens," she says, which is different and they both know it. "Drive safe."

	She hangs up. He pulls out of the parking lot.

	He drives home thinking about the new right wing, and about Nate's back on the ice this morning, and about the hotel bar in Laval three years ago and the three things that weren't about hockey.

	He makes dinner. He watches film. He goes to bed at ten and lies awake thinking about things he is not saying until sometime after midnight when sleep takes him the way sleep always does eventually — not gently, but completely.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	

	JONAH

	

	The last box is the hardest one. Not because of what's in it — books, a coffee grinder, the good knife he always forgets to pack until the last minute — but because of what putting it in the back of the rented SUV means.

	Jonah stands in the empty apartment in Tucson and looks at the marks on the wall where his pictures hung and does not let himself feel it the way he used to. He's been in seven cities. He knows the arithmetic of this moment now, the specific weight of it: heavy enough to register, not heavy enough to stop moving. He's calibrated to this. He picks up the box and carries it to the car.

	The apartment was furnished when he arrived, which was a mercy. He hadn't needed to buy anything except the good knife and a lamp for the bedroom, and both of those are in the box, and both of those will come with him to Hartford where they will sit in another furnished apartment in another city he hasn't learned yet. He's good at learning cities fast. You have to be when you've done this often enough.

	Tucson was eight months. The Roadrunners were fine — a decent locker room, a coaching staff that used him well, an apartment near the mountains where the light in the morning was worth the heat in the afternoon. He had gotten comfortable here in the particular way he gets comfortable in AHL cities now: not deeply, but functionally. Enough to have a coffee place and a grocery store and one or two faces he recognized on the street.

	He doesn't say goodbye to the apartment. He's learned that saying goodbye to places is a thing that costs more than it gives back.

	He locks up. He drops the key at the office. He drives to the airport.

	





	Hartford in February from above looks like it's apologizing for something. Grey and compressed, the Connecticut River a dark stripe through the middle of it, the XL Center visible from the descent, smaller than it looks on television. Jonah has played in this arena — Hartford vs. Tucson, two years ago, a Sunday afternoon game that the Roadrunners won 5-3 and he had two assists on, neither of which were primary because his primary assist on that game had been credited incorrectly to the wrong player and hadn't been corrected until three weeks later when it no longer mattered.

	He knows the game. He knows his numbers. He has been tracking them for seven years with the specific attention of a man who understands that his numbers are the only argument he has.

	Not the only argument. But the loudest one.

	The cab from Bradley Airport to the XL Center takes twenty-two minutes and costs forty dollars and the driver doesn't recognize him, which is normal and fine. He checks into the hotel the team has arranged, leaves his bags, and goes straight to the rink because the team has arranged for him to meet with coaching staff before dinner.

	





	Coach Bill Ashworth shakes his hand in the hallway outside his office and says "good to have you" in a tone that means prove it without saying so, which Jonah respects. He's been welcomed to teams with varying degrees of authenticity over seven years, and the fake warmth is worse than the honest skepticism every time.
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