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CHAPTER ONE

The Last Line
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The puck came off Lindström's stick like a bullet.

Top corner, glove side — the kind of release that beat most goalies before they even registered movement. Kai saw it leave the blade, tracked the rotation, and threw his glove hand up with the kind of calm precision that made scouts use words like preternatural and generational and other shit that didn't mean anything when rubber was screaming at your face at ninety-three miles an hour.

Leather popped. The puck disappeared into his glove. The arena erupted — seventeen thousand people surging to their feet, and Kai barely heard any of it. He was already resetting, already reading the next play, because that was the job. You stopped one. Then you stopped the next one. Then you stopped the next one. You didn't celebrate. You didn't breathe. You just kept being the wall.

Third period, Blizzard up 2-1 with four minutes left. Colorado was pressing hard, cycling the puck down low, throwing everything at the net. Kai tracked it all — the movement behind the net, the weak-side winger creeping to the back door, the center setting up for a one-timer in the slot. His body moved in micro-adjustments, weight shifting, angles tightening, every muscle in his hips and groin screaming from two and a half periods of butterfly drops and lateral pushes.

He didn't feel the pain. Not now. Pain was just data, and data could wait.

A shot from the point — heavy, low. Kai kicked it to the corner. A rebound scramble, bodies crashing, someone's stick hacking at his pads. He covered the puck with his glove and held it there, absorbing the impact of a two-hundred-and-ten-pound forward landing across his arm.

Whistle.

Kai stood up, shook the snow off his pads, and stared straight ahead while his teammates tapped his helmet and his pads and said things he filed away without processing. Four minutes. Kill the clock. Be the wall.

He was always the wall.

•  •  •
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Final horn. Blizzard 2, Colorado 1. Thirty-one saves on thirty-two shots.

The locker room was controlled chaos — music thumping from someone's speaker, guys shouting over each other, the particular brand of post-win energy that smelled like sweat and adrenaline and cheap body spray. Kai sat in his stall and stripped his gear with methodical precision. Chest protector first, then the leg pads, loosening each strap in the same order he'd tightened them three hours ago. Ritual. Routine. The architecture of a mind that needed structure the way other people needed oxygen.

"Rossi! That glove save, bro — fucking filthy." Jordy Tremblay, all twenty-four years and zero brain cells of him, was bouncing around the room like a golden retriever who'd gotten into the espresso. He had his phone out, already filming something for the team's social feeds. "Give me a reaction. Come on. One word."

"Puck," Kai said.

"One interesting word."

"No."

Jordy cackled and moved on to easier targets. Kai peeled his base layer over his head and dropped it in the laundry bin. His shoulders ached. His hips ached worse — that deep, grinding soreness that lived in his adductors and hip flexors like a permanent tenant. The butterfly position was murder on the human body, a fact that every goalie knew and exactly zero goalies talked about because complaining was for skaters.

He showered last. Always did. Let the hot water beat on his neck and his lower back until the worst of the tension loosened, which it never fully did. His body held onto stress the way his mind held onto game film — obsessively, completely, refusing to let go of a single frame.

By the time he walked out of the shower, the locker room was half-empty. Dima Volkov, the captain, was still there — always was, because captains left last — and gave Kai a nod from across the room. Not a "good game" nod. An assessment nod. Dima had a way of looking at people like he was reading their structural integrity.

"Training room?" Dima asked.

"Yeah."

"Hip?"

"Always."

Dima grunted. "Tell them to fix it. Not patch it."

"Sure, Cap."

Kai pulled on sweats and a hoodie, stuffed his feet into slides, and headed down the hallway toward the training room with his bag slung over one shoulder. The corridor was fluorescent-bright and quiet — that post-game hush where the building was still humming from the crowd but the people were draining out like a tide going slack. His footsteps echoed on the concrete. His right hip flexor grabbed with every step, a hot little wire of tension that ran from his groin to his knee.

He pushed through the training room door expecting Rick — the senior athletic trainer, a fifty-something guy with forearms like cable and the bedside manner of a mechanic. Rick was good. Efficient. He'd work on Kai's hip with the same detached competence he used on everyone else, and Kai would lie on the table and stare at the ceiling tiles and count the seconds until he could go home and not be touched by anyone for twelve hours.

Rick wasn't there.

The guy at the counter looked up from organizing tape rolls and gave Kai a nod. "Hey. Rick had to head out — his daughter's got a thing. I can take you if you want."

Nate Shaw. The new trainer. Well — new-ish. He'd been with the organization for two years, but Kai had never had a one-on-one session with him. Nate handled the skaters mostly. Younger guy, maybe mid-twenties, built like a swimmer — broad shoulders that tapered to a narrow waist, the kind of proportional strength that came from moving through water, not lifting metal. Sandy brown hair pushed back from his forehead. Green eyes. Freckles.

Kai clocked all of this in the two seconds it took to decide whether to say I'll come back tomorrow or sure.

"Sure," he said.

He dropped his bag by the door and moved to the table — the same table he'd been lying on three or four times a week for five years. He knew the paper, the angle, the exact firmness of the padding. He hoisted himself up and lay back.

"What are we working on?" Nate asked, pulling on nitrile gloves with a snap that was crisper than Rick's. Everything about him was a little crisper than Rick — movements more precise, posture more deliberate. He moved like someone who was conscious of his hands and what they could do.

"Hip flexors. Both sides, but the right's worse. And my groin — adductors are locked up from the butterfly."

"How long have they been like that?"

"Since I was nineteen."

Nate's mouth twitched — not quite a smile, but the ghost of one. "I meant tonight."

"Tonight's not special. Same thing every game."

Nate nodded, and his hands went to work.

The difference was immediate.

Rick was good — Kai had never questioned that. Rick found the knots and dug into them with the efficiency of a guy who had thirty years of muscle memory in his fingers. But Rick's touch was mechanical. Input, output. Locate tension, apply pressure, move on.

Nate's hands listened.

There was no other word for it. His fingers pressed into Kai's hip flexor, found the knot — and then paused. Not hesitated. Paused. Like he was waiting for Kai's body to tell him something before he decided what to do next. When the muscle resisted, Nate didn't force it. He adjusted his angle, eased the pressure, came at it from underneath. The knot released with a slow, melting heat instead of the sharp, grit-your-teeth pop that Rick's approach usually produced.

Kai exhaled. Long, slow, and involuntary.

"That's been in there a while," Nate said quietly. Not a question.

"Yeah."

Nate's hands moved to the adductors — Kai's inner thigh, high up where the muscle attached to the pelvis. It was an intimate area to work on, but goalies lost any sense of modesty about their groin muscles approximately fifteen seconds into their first professional season. Kai had had a hundred different trainers' hands in this exact spot.

None of them had made him aware of his own breathing before.

Nate worked slowly, methodically, but with a fluidity that felt less like a clinical protocol and more like a conversation. His thumb found a trigger point deep in the adductor and held it — steady, patient pressure that made Kai's thigh twitch involuntarily.

"Breathe into it," Nate said.

Kai did. The knot released in a wave that rolled all the way up to his lower back, and for the first time in weeks — maybe months — that chronic, low-grade tension in his lumbar spine eased.

"Jesus," Kai muttered.

"That connected all the way up, didn't it." Again — not a question. Nate had felt it through his fingers.

"How'd you know?"

"Your breathing changed about thirty seconds before the release. Your body was bracing for it before your hip was ready to let go." Nate shifted to the other leg, and his hands settled with the same quiet authority. "You carry a lot of tension for someone with a .928 save percentage."

Kai turned his head on the table to look at him. Nate's face was focused, eyes on his own hands, brow slightly furrowed with concentration. Up close, the freckles were everywhere — nose, cheeks, the tops of his ears. His forearms were tanned below the rolled sleeves of his team polo, and the muscles there flexed and released in rhythm with his work.

"The save percentage is part of why," Kai said.

"Because you're carrying the team?"

"Because I don't get to miss."

Nate glanced up. Their eyes met. Green on brown, steady on steady. Something passed between them — not attraction, not yet, or maybe not consciously. Recognition. The look of one person who understood pressure meeting another.

"Nobody's save percentage is a hundred percent," Nate said.

"Mine needs to be."

Nate didn't argue. Didn't offer a platitude. He just nodded, like he'd filed the information somewhere that mattered, and went back to work.

They were quiet for a while. Nate moved from Kai's legs to his hips, then up to his lower back, adjusting Kai's position with light, sure touches — a hand on his knee to guide the stretch, a palm flat on his sacrum to anchor him. Each point of contact was professional and precise and also, somehow, the most human touch Kai had experienced in months.

That was a pathetic thought, and Kai let it float through his brain without grabbing onto it.

"You're not here just for the hip," Nate said.

Kai stiffened slightly. "What do you mean?"

"Your injury is real — the adductors are a mess, and your hip flexors need consistent work. But the tension in your back, your shoulders, your jaw —" Nate pressed two fingers lightly against the hinge of Kai's jaw, and Kai realized he'd been clenching it. "That's not a game injury. That's cumulative. You're carrying a season's worth of stress in your body and none of it is leaving through normal recovery."

Kai stared at the ceiling. The fluorescent lights hummed. "You got all that from one session."

"I got all that in the first two minutes. The session confirmed it." Nate's voice was even. No judgment, no concern-trolling. Just observation. "You're not here because your hip is tight, Kai. You're here because you're exhausted, and your body is the only place that's allowed to show it."

The silence stretched.

No one had ever said that to him. Not a trainer, not a coach, not the team's sports psychologist — who Kai saw biweekly and lied to with professional-grade composure. No one had looked at his body and read the actual story written in his muscles.

"You're the first person who's noticed," Kai said.

"I doubt that. I'm probably just the first person who said it out loud."

Nate finished the session with long, sweeping strokes down Kai's back — not deep tissue anymore, just warm, grounding pressure that told his nervous system the work was done. When he stepped back, Kai sat up slowly. His body felt different. Not fixed — nothing was fixed — but heard. Like his muscles had been shouting into a void for months and someone had finally turned around and said I know.

"Same time Wednesday?" Nate asked. He was cleaning up — stripping the paper off the table, organizing his supplies with the same quiet efficiency he did everything.

"Rick's usually here Wednesday."

"I can be here instead. If you want."

Kai should have said Rick's fine. Rick was familiar. Rick didn't notice things. Rick didn't look at him with green eyes and steady hands and say things that landed like a glove save — precise, inevitable, impossible to deny.

"Yeah," Kai said. "I want."

Nate nodded. Something shifted in his expression — just barely, a micro-movement that Kai's goalie brain cataloged without fully understanding. Warmth. Or maybe relief. Or maybe the look of a person who'd just been chosen for something and wasn't sure he deserved it.

"Wednesday, then."

"Wednesday."

Kai grabbed his bag, said something that was probably "thanks" and probably "good night," and walked out of the training room into the corridor. The building was empty now — the post-game energy fully dissipated, the hallway dim where the overhead lights had switched to half-power. His footsteps echoed differently. Lighter.

He drove home through quiet streets, the city blurred and orange through his windshield, and sat in his car in the parking garage for a full sixty seconds after he turned off the engine.

His hip didn't hurt.

That was the thing. His hip always hurt after games. It was the constant — the baseline hum of being a goaltender in his late twenties who'd been punishing his body since he was old enough to strap on pads. The pain was supposed to be there. It was his companion, his proof of work, the receipt for everything he gave on the ice.

It wasn't there.

In its place was something warm and unfamiliar, like a muscle that had been clenched for so long he'd forgotten it could unclench. And under that warmth, quieter but unmistakable, was the sense-memory of hands that had paid attention. That had listened.

Kai pressed his forehead to the steering wheel and closed his eyes.

"Fuck," he said, to no one.

He went upstairs, brushed his teeth, set his alarm for 5:45 AM, and lay in bed staring at the ceiling in the dark.

Wednesday was three days away.

He was already counting.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Fixer

[image: ]


Nate's alarm went off at 4:50 AM, and he was awake before it sounded.

That was the thing about being a fixer — your body learned to anticipate. To be ready before the need arrived, the way a good trainer had tape cut before the player sat down, ice bags packed before the whistle blew. Nate had been waking up ten minutes before his alarm since college, his nervous system permanently calibrated to the rhythm of be there first, leave last, don't let anyone see you sweat.

He silenced the alarm, swung his legs off the bed, and sat in the dark for a moment. His apartment was quiet in the way that single-person apartments were quiet at 4:50 in the morning — not peaceful, exactly. Just empty. One bedroom, clean lines, IKEA furniture he'd assembled himself, a kitchen counter with a single coffee mug drying on a towel beside the sink. The mug said WORLD'S OKAYEST TRAINER, a gift from his sister, Amy, who thought she was funnier than she was.

His phone showed a string of texts from her, sent between 11 PM and midnight, the way Amy always texted — in bursts, like a conversation she was having with herself that he was occasionally invited to witness.

Mom asked about you again

I told her you're alive and employed

She wants to know if you're eating

Are you eating

Also Tyler from high school is divorced now and Amy from the coffee shop says he's been asking about you

Not that you asked

But he got hot

Like actually hot

Anyway love you call me sometime this century

Nate responded with a thumbs-up emoji, then a heart, then put his phone down. He loved his sister. He'd call her this weekend. He would not be calling Tyler from high school, who had once told Nate in eleventh grade that he "didn't look gay," as though that were a compliment, and whose newfound hotness did not retroactively fix his personality.

He showered fast — three minutes, efficient, the water barely warm — and dressed in the dark. Team polo, khakis, trainers. The uniform of a man whose body existed primarily in service of other people's bodies. He caught his reflection in the bathroom mirror on the way out: sandy hair still damp, green eyes that looked a shade darker without sunlight, the ghost of stubble he'd shave at the facility. Freckles across his nose and cheekbones that no amount of adulthood would erase.

He looked tired. Not the dramatic kind of tired that made people ask if you were okay. The low-grade kind that lived under the surface like a hum you'd stopped noticing.

He grabbed his bag and drove to the Blizzard facility in a silence he didn't bother filling with the radio.

•  •  •
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The training room at 5:30 AM was Nate's church.

Not in any spiritual sense — he hadn't been to an actual church since his grandmother's funeral when he was sixteen. But the training room before anyone else arrived had the same quality. Stillness. Order. The potential for care, organized and waiting.

He moved through his opening routine the way a priest moved through liturgy. Checked the treatment tables — clean, stocked with fresh paper. Refilled the tape station. Organized the medical kits for the day's sessions. Reviewed the injury log on his tablet: Jordy Tremblay's hamstring (Grade 1 strain, day-to-day, which meant Jordy would insist he was fine and need to be physically restrained from doing box jumps). Marcus Webb's shoulder (rotator cuff irritation, improving). Tyler Oakes, the backup goalie, had a note from the sports psych about performance anxiety manifesting as phantom knee pain, which was above Nate's pay grade but not above his empathy.

He pulled up the schedule. His day was full — eight individual sessions, two group recovery blocks, a meeting with Dr. Okafor about updated concussion protocols, and the usual revolving door of guys who wandered in with complaints ranging from legitimate soft-tissue injuries to "my elbow feels weird when I sneeze."

Kai Rossi was on the schedule for Wednesday. Not today.

Nate stared at the name for a moment longer than necessary, then closed the tablet.

Last night's session played in his mind the way sessions sometimes did — not the technical details, which were routine, but the texture of it. The way Kai's body had resisted and then surrendered. The way his breathing had shifted when the adductor knot released, like a door opening in a room that had been sealed for months. The way he'd turned his head on the table and looked at Nate with those dark brown eyes that missed absolutely nothing.

You're the first person who's noticed.

Nate had noticed a lot of things. That Kai's tension pattern suggested chronic stress response, not just athletic overuse. That his jaw was clenched tight enough to crack a molar. That his body responded to slow, patient pressure the way a feral animal responded to a steady hand — with suspicion first, then a cautious, almost desperate lean into it.

That Kai smelled like soap and cold air and something underneath that was just him — warm, clean, faintly metallic from the ice.

Stop it.

Nate lined up the tape rolls by width and color, because order was the antidote to everything, and waited for the day to start.

•  •  •
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By 8 AM, the facility was alive.

Players filtered in for morning skate — the optional one that wasn't really optional, because Coach Harrigan had a way of remembering who showed up and who didn't. The training room became a revolving door of bodies, each one carrying its own specific catalog of damage and need.

Jordy was first, because Jordy was always first when he had an injury, not out of diligence but out of a deep, theatrical need to be attended to.

"Nate. My guy. My healer. The leg is killing me." Jordy hopped onto the table with the energy of someone whose leg was very much not killing him and immediately started scrolling his phone. Twenty-four years old, French-Canadian, built like a greyhound with better hair. He'd scored sixteen goals this season and filmed approximately sixteen hundred TikToks, and Nate wasn't sure which stat the organization valued more.

"Scale of one to ten," Nate said, pulling on gloves.

"Twelve."

"So, three."

"How dare you minimize my suffering."

Nate worked on the hamstring — mild strain, healing well, needed maintenance more than treatment. Jordy talked nonstop: about the game last night, about a girl he was seeing in Denver ("she's a dental hygienist, Nate, she has incredible hands"), about a new restaurant downtown that did Korean fried chicken that was "life-altering."

Nate listened. He was good at listening. It was maybe the thing he was best at, after the actual hands-on work — the ability to hold space for someone else's noise without needing to fill it with his own. People told him things. Players told him things they didn't tell the coaches, the psychologist, sometimes even their wives. There was something about lying on a table, being touched with competence and care, that loosened people's tongues along with their muscles.

"You hear about Rossi's save last night?" Jordy said, not looking up from his phone. "Third period, glove side. Lindström had him dead to rights. I swear to God, Nate, the man is not human."

"I saw it."

"He's so fucking intense. Like, you ever look at his eyes during a game? He doesn't blink. I timed it once. Fourteen seconds. Fourteen. That's serial killer territory."

"Or goalie territory."

Jordy considered this. "Same thing, honestly."

Nate finished the session, gave Jordy his stretching protocol for the day, and sent him off. Marcus Webb was next — quieter, a veteran defenseman who'd been in the league twelve years and communicated primarily through grunts. Nate worked on his shoulder in comfortable silence, the kind of silence that two professionals shared when neither needed to perform.

Tyler Oakes came in after that. The backup goalie was twenty-two, earnest, and so transparently anxious that Nate could practically see the cortisol leaking out of his pores. His knee was fine — Nate checked it thoroughly, confirmed what the sports psych had noted — but his body was a coiled spring of tension that had nothing to do with his patella.

"How's the head?" Nate asked carefully, working on Tyler's quads even though his quads didn't need work. Sometimes the treatment was the excuse to be in the room. You learned that early.

"Fine. Good. I'm good." Tyler stared at the ceiling. "Do you ever feel like you're waiting for something bad to happen, and the waiting is worse than the thing?"

"Yeah," Nate said. "I think everybody does."

"Rossi doesn't. Rossi looks like he's waiting for something bad to happen and he's excited about it."

Nate's hands didn't falter. "Rossi's been doing this a long time. He's had more reps being scared than you have. He just doesn't show it the same way."

Tyler was quiet for a moment. "You think he gets scared?"

"I think everybody gets scared. The ones who tell you they don't are either lying or not paying attention."

Tyler seemed to find comfort in this. He left looking slightly less like a man awaiting execution, and Nate made a mental note to mention the conversation to Dr. Okafor — not in a clinical way, just a keep an eye on this kid way.

He was cleaning up between sessions when the training room door opened and Kai Rossi walked in.

•  •  •
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He wasn't on the schedule.

That was the first thing Nate's brain registered — the professional thing, the logistical thing, the thing that gave him a framework to stand in so he didn't have to examine why his pulse had just ticked up two beats per minute.

Kai was in practice gear — compression shorts, a fitted long-sleeve that clung to shoulders and arms that were more muscular than people expected from goalies. His dark curly hair was damp from the ice, pushed back from his forehead, and there was a high flush across his cheekbones from exertion. The geometric tattoo sleeve on his left arm — his blocker arm — disappeared under his sleeve in a way that made Nate's gaze want to follow it.

Professional. Be professional.

"Morning," Kai said. He moved to the table with the familiarity of a man who'd spent a thousand hours on these tables. Sat on the edge, legs dangling. "Rick around?"

"He's in with Webb. You need something?"

"Scheduled session. Post-practice maintenance."

Nate checked the tablet. Kai's session was with Rick, but Rick was running twenty minutes behind from the Webb session. The professional move was to say Rick'll be free in twenty, you can wait, and Nate was a professional. Had been a professional every day of his career. Had built his entire identity on the foundation of being competent, boundaried, and appropriate.

"I can take you now if you don't want to wait," he said.

Kai's eyes settled on him. That focused, evaluative gaze that Jordy had called serial-killer territory but that Nate experienced as something entirely different — like standing in a beam of light that was too precise to hide in. Kai looked at people the way he tracked pucks. Completely.

"Yeah," Kai said. "Okay."

He lay back on the table. Nate pulled on fresh gloves, checked the file on his tablet — same notes from every session, hip flexors and adductors, the chronic pattern of a butterfly goaltender — and got to work.

Daytime sessions were different from late-night sessions. The fluorescent lights were fully on. Other staff moved through the hallway outside. The ambient noise of a professional hockey facility hummed through the walls — sticks on ice, the thud of bodies against boards, the occasional bark of a coach.

It should have felt completely different from last night.

It didn't.

Kai's body responded to Nate's hands the same way — that initial resistance, the guarded tension of a man who was used to being worked on but not used to being felt. And then the gradual softening, the slow exhale, the almost imperceptible lean into the pressure.

Nate worked the right hip flexor, found the same knot from last night already reforming, and used the same oblique approach — patient, angled, listening for the muscle's permission before applying depth. Kai's thigh muscle twitched under his thumb and then released, and Kai made a low sound in his throat that Nate filed under professional observations and absolutely nowhere else.

"How'd you sleep?" Nate asked.

"Like shit."

"That tracks. Your psoas is back to pre-session tension. If your nervous system isn't downregulating at night, everything I do during the day is going to reset by morning."

"Is that your way of asking if I have insomnia?"

"It's my way of saying your body isn't resting even when you think it is."

Kai was quiet for a beat. Then: "I slept better after last night's session than I have in weeks. Woke up and the hip was quiet for the first time since — I don't even know. October, maybe."

Nate's hands paused for a fraction of a second. He resumed before Kai could notice. "That's the parasympathetic response. When the nervous system actually gets permission to stand down, the muscular tension follows. It's not magic — it's just physiology."

"Felt like magic."

Nate didn't look at Kai's face. He kept his eyes on his own hands, on the landscape of muscle and tendon under his fingers, and did not think about the fact that Kai Rossi had just said his touch felt like magic in a tone of voice that was far too honest for a Tuesday morning training session.

"Tell me about the game," Nate said, because redirecting conversations was a survival skill.

Kai talked. Quietly, in that precise way he had — each word selected and placed like he was building something. He walked Nate through the Lindström save ("I read his hip angle — he always drops his shoulder before he goes high glove"), the third-period PK sequence ("I was cheating a little to the left because their power play overloads the right circle"), the scramble in front of the net that had left a bruise on his forearm ("Weber's stick work is garbage, someone should fine him").

Nate listened, working steadily, and realized he was smiling. Not the professional smile he used with players — the one that said I'm here, I'm engaged, I care about your wellbeing — but a real one. Involuntary. Because Kai's dry, technical, deadpan breakdown of the game was genuinely funny, and the funniness was amplified by the fact that Kai clearly didn't think he was being funny at all.

"Something amusing?" Kai said, catching the smile.

"Weber's stick work."

"It is garbage."

"I believe you. I just appreciate the specificity of the complaint."

The corner of Kai's mouth tugged upward. Not quite a smile — more like the structural precursor to one, the foundation being poured before the building went up. On a face as controlled as Kai's, it was the equivalent of a belly laugh.

"You're easy to talk to," Kai said. "For a trainer."

"What does that mean, 'for a trainer'?"

"It means most trainers talk to me like I'm a machine that needs servicing. You talk to me like I'm a person who happens to need his hip flexors unfucked."

Nate laughed — a real one, surprised out of him. "That might be the best review of my professional skills I've ever gotten."

"Put it on your résumé. 'Unfucks hip flexors. Talks to goalies like they're human.'"

"I'll update my LinkedIn tonight."

They were both smiling now. Not looking at each other — Nate's eyes on his work, Kai's on the ceiling — but the air in the room had shifted. Lightened. The fluorescent hum sounded less clinical and more like the background track of something that had its own warmth.

Nate finished the session. Guided Kai through a hip-opener stretch, one hand on his knee and the other on his opposite hip, rotating the joint through its range of motion. Kai's body was looser than it had been when he walked in — not just the muscles, but the way he held himself. Less armored. The jaw was unclenched. The shoulders were two inches lower.

"Same routine Wednesday?" Nate asked, stepping back.

"You remembered."

"I told you I'd be here."

"I know. I just —" Kai sat up, swung his legs off the table. He paused, like he was deciding whether to say the next thing. "I wasn't sure you meant it."

Nate looked at him. Steady. "I meant it."

Something moved through Kai's expression — quick, complicated, gone before Nate could catalog it. He nodded once, grabbed his water bottle from the floor, and headed for the door.

At the threshold, he stopped. Turned halfway.

"Nate."

"Yeah?"

"Thanks. Not for the hip. For the —" He gestured vaguely at the room, the table, the space between them. "The other thing."

"Anytime," Nate said.

Kai left.

Nate stood in the empty training room and realized his hands were tingling. Not the carpal-tunnel tingle of overuse — this was different. A low, warm buzz in his fingertips that felt like the echo of contact. The ghost of Kai's body heat still lived in his palms, and his palms didn't want to let it go.

He stripped his gloves off, washed his hands, and pressed his knuckles into the cool steel edge of the counter until the buzzing stopped.

•  •  •
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The rest of the day was full, which was good, because Nate operated best when he was full. Three more player sessions, the meeting with Dr. Okafor (who was sharp and thorough and made Nate feel simultaneously competent and slightly outmatched, which he respected), a group recovery session where he supervised ice baths and foam rolling and Jordy Tremblay's ongoing campaign to turn every team activity into content.

He ate lunch at his desk — turkey sandwich, protein bar, the sad apple that he'd been carrying in his bag for two days and finally guilt-ate. He answered emails. He updated treatment notes with the precise, detailed language that Dr. Okafor expected and that also served as Nate's own form of meditation: the act of translating bodies into words, of making the felt into the legible.

Rossi, K. — Post-practice maintenance. R hip flexor, bilateral adductors. Tension pattern consistent with chronic overuse compounded by stress-related muscular guarding. Responded well to slow-pressure myofascial release. Recommend continued 1x/week targeted sessions in addition to standard game-day protocol.

He stared at the note. It was accurate. It was professional. It did not contain the phrase his body trusts my hands in a way that made me forget where I was for a second. It did not contain the phrase he laughed and I felt it in my chest. It did not contain the phrase I am developing a problem.

Nate saved the note, closed the file, and moved on.

•  •  •
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He left the facility at 7:14 PM, twelve hours and twenty-four minutes after he'd arrived. The parking lot was dark, the air sharp with late-season cold, and his car was one of three left in the staff section. He sat behind the wheel for a moment before starting the engine, the way he always did — a decompression pause, a beat between who he was at work and who he was everywhere else.

Except those were the same person. That was the problem, and it had been the problem for as long as he could remember. Nate Shaw, athletic trainer. Nate Shaw, caretaker. Nate Shaw, the guy with good hands and a calm voice who made everyone else feel better and then went home to an empty apartment and a dating app he hadn't opened in three weeks.

He'd deleted the app, actually. Last week. Not in a dramatic gesture — just in the quiet, practical acceptance that swiping through profiles of men who wanted him to be their personal massage therapist / emotional support human / on-call therapist-with-abs was not, in fact, leading to the romantic fulfillment he'd been promised.

The last guy — Derek, a graphic designer with a nice smile and a talent for making everything about himself — had literally said, during the post-sex pillow talk of their fourth date: "You're so good at taking care of people. It's, like, your whole vibe."

And Nate had smiled and said thanks and then gone home and stood in his shower for twenty minutes, not crying, just standing there with the water hitting his back, trying to figure out why being good at the thing he was best at made him feel so goddamn hollow.

He wasn't bitter about it. Bitterness required an expectation of something better, and Nate had trained himself out of expectations the way he'd trained himself out of sleeping past 5 AM — systematically, thoroughly, until the absence felt like the default state.

He drove home. Made dinner — chicken, rice, vegetables, the meal of a man who understood macronutrients and had given up on joy. Ate it on the couch watching a documentary about deep-sea creatures that he'd started three weeks ago and kept falling asleep during. The anglerfish didn't care if he was emotionally available. The anglerfish just wanted to lure prey with its bioluminescent bulb, and honestly, Nate respected the efficiency.

His phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.

This is Kai. Got your number from the staff directory. Is that weird?

Nate's thumb hovered over the screen. He became aware of his heartbeat in a way that was medically unremarkable and personally devastating.

Not weird, he typed back. What's up?

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

My hip feels good. Best it's felt since camp. Just wanted to say thanks.

That's the parasympathetic response, Nate typed automatically, because apparently his first instinct when the most intensely attractive man he'd ever worked on texted him at 9 PM on a Tuesday was to be a clinical nerd.

He stared at what he'd sent and wanted to throw his phone into the ocean.

A pause. Then:

You always explain things in science?

Occupational hazard.

It's kind of charming. In a nerdy way.

Nate set his phone face-down on the couch, pressed both hands over his face, and breathed. Then he picked it up again.

Glad the hip's better. See you Wednesday.

Wednesday, Kai replied.

Then, thirty seconds later: Goodnight, Nate.

Two words. His name in someone else's mouth — or, not mouth, text, but the effect was the same. Like being seen in a room where he'd been invisible.

Goodnight, Kai.

He set his phone on the nightstand, turned off the light, and lay in bed staring at the ceiling in the dark.

The anglerfish documentary played on, unwatched, in the other room. On the screen, a creature made of teeth and hunger dangled its only light in the darkness, patient and certain, waiting for something alive to swim close enough to catch.

Nate thought about Kai Rossi's hands. The way they'd looked gripping the water bottle — long-fingered, precise, the geometric tattoo sleeve wrapping his forearm in patterns of deliberate control. He thought about Kai's voice saying it felt like magic. He thought about the weight of Kai's body under his palms and the way it had surrendered in increments, like a series of locks being opened one by one.

He thought about how, for the first time in longer than he could name, his hands didn't feel like tools.

They felt like they'd found something worth reaching for.

Don't, he told himself.

He's a player. You're staff. You're the trainer. You're the fixer. You don't get to want this. You don't get to need this. You are the person who makes other people feel better, and that is enough, and it has to be enough, because the alternative is —

What? What was the alternative?

Nate turned over, pressed his face into the pillow, and didn't answer the question.

He was asleep in four minutes. He dreamed about green ice and warm hands and a voice that said you're the first person who's noticed, and when his alarm went off at 4:50 the next morning, he was awake before it sounded.

Same as always.

Except not the same at all.
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CHAPTER THREE

Static

[image: ]


Kai watched the film at 6 AM with a cup of black coffee going cold beside him and the goalie coach's voice droning through his earbuds like a white noise machine with opinions.

"See, right there — your depth is fine, but you're cheating glove side by about two inches. Lindström exploits that. He always goes far side when the D gives him the lane."

"I know," Kai said. "I baited him."

"You — what?"

"I gave him the two inches. On purpose. I wanted him to commit to the far side so I could take it away at the last second. If I'm square, he changes his mind and goes five-hole. If I cheat, he takes the glove side every time. It's a better save for me."

Silence on the other end. Then: "You baited a ninety-three-mile-an-hour wrist shot."

"Yes."

"On purpose."

"I just said that."

More silence. "You're a psychopath, Rossi."

"Thank you."

He hung up and rewound the clip. Watched it again. And again. Frame by frame — Lindström's weight transfer, the angle of his blade, the fraction of a second between release and impact. Kai could see the puck leave the stick in slow motion, could feel the phantom snap of leather as his glove swallowed it. He'd watched this save eleven times now and still felt a low hum of satisfaction each time, the way a locksmith might feel watching a pin tumble into place.

This was how Kai's brain worked. Not in emotions — in frames. In angles and probabilities and the geometry of threat. Every shooter had a pattern, and every pattern could be decoded, and if you decoded enough patterns you could stand in the mouth of chaos and predict it. Control it. Own it.

It was a beautiful system. It worked perfectly on the ice.

It worked on absolutely nothing else.

•  •  •
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Morning skate was optional, which meant it wasn't.

Kai was on the ice by 8:30, moving through his warm-up routine with the kind of focus that made the other goalies — Tyler, mostly — look at him like he was a different species. Butterfly drops, lateral pushes, T-pushes across the crease. Each movement calibrated, each rep identical to the last. His body was a machine he'd spent fifteen years programming, and the program ran clean as long as he didn't let anything interfere with the code.

His hip was quiet. Still. The relief from Nate's session had held through the night and into the morning, which shouldn't have been remarkable but was. Normally after a game, his right hip flexor woke him up at 3 AM with a grabbing, twisting ache that no amount of stretching could reach. Last night, nothing. He'd slept through to his alarm for the first time in weeks.

That's the parasympathetic response.

Nate's words, delivered in that steady, slightly nerdy cadence that shouldn't have been attractive but was. Kai had replayed the text exchange more times than the Lindström save, which was a data point he chose not to examine.

Practice picked up. The skaters ran drills — breakouts, power play reps, a scrimmage sequence that had Jordy Tremblay dangling through the neutral zone like he thought he was in a highlight reel. Kai stopped everything. Not because the shots were easy — some of them were legitimately dangerous — but because his reads were crisp and his body was moving without the usual friction. The hip opened when he needed it to. The groin didn't grab. For forty-five minutes, he felt like the version of himself that existed in his best game film — fluid, certain, inevitable.

Coach Harrigan blew the whistle for a water break and skated past Kai's crease. "Looking sharp, Rossi."

"Feeling sharp."

Harrigan studied him for a beat. The coach was mid-fifties, silver-haired, with the kind of face that had been weathered by thirty years of rink air and bad ref calls. He wasn't warm, exactly, but he was fair, and he had a way of seeing things without commenting on them that Kai respected.

"Whatever you're doing different," Harrigan said, "keep doing it."

He skated away. Kai took a drink of water and thought about Nate Shaw's hands, and then forced himself to stop thinking about Nate Shaw's hands, and then thought about them again anyway.

•  •  •
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After practice, the team gathered in the video room for a brief meeting. Harrigan walked through the upcoming road trip — four games in six days, starting with Nashville on Friday. Travel logistics, line combinations, special teams adjustments. Kai sat in the back row, because goalies always sat in the back row, and listened with half his attention while the other half cataloged the room.

Dima Volkov in the front, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, absorbing every word with the intensity of a man who treated hockey the way monks treated scripture. Jordy beside him, vibrating with energy, somehow taking notes and filming a Snapchat at the same time. The defensemen in a cluster, stoic and enormous. The forwards scattered like shrapnel.

And in the corner by the door, standing because there weren't enough chairs: Nate.

He had a tablet in one hand and a pen behind his ear and was quietly making notes — who needed travel kits, whose ice-bath schedule needed adjusting for the road, whose compression sleeves were due for replacement. The logistics of care, rendered invisible by competence.

Kai watched him. Nate's focus was on his tablet, his brow slightly furrowed, his lips moving silently as he worked through some calculation. The team polo pulled across his shoulders when he shifted his weight. The pen behind his ear was going to fall if he tilted his head any further to the left.

Their eyes met.

It lasted two seconds. Maybe less. Nate looked up from his tablet, scanning the room the way trainers did — checking posture, checking faces, running his own quiet diagnostic on twenty-three professional athletes — and his gaze landed on Kai.

Two seconds. Not a look of recognition or attraction or anything that could be named. Just — contact. The visual equivalent of a finger brushing the back of a hand. There and gone.

Kai looked away first.

He stared at Coach Harrigan's PowerPoint slide about Nashville's penalty kill and felt the back of his neck prickle with a heat that had nothing to do with the room temperature.

•  •  •
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The afternoon was empty — a rare pocket of unscheduled time that Kai usually filled with film study or napping or the particular brand of restless silence that constituted his personal life. Today, he went home to his apartment, which was clean in the way that single men's apartments were clean when the man in question had control issues and no one to impress.

It was a good apartment. Top floor of a nice building downtown, floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the river, modern kitchen he barely used. He'd furnished it the way he'd furnished his entire adult life — with precision and without sentiment. Gray couch, black coffee table, white walls. The only personal touch was a framed photo on the bookshelf: him and his parents at his NHL draft, his mother crying, his father trying not to, Kai in between them looking shell-shocked and seventeen.

He ate lunch — grilled chicken, sweet potatoes, the meal plan the team nutritionist had built for him — and sat on his couch and scrolled his phone and thought about Marco.

He didn't want to think about Marco. But his brain had been circling the airspace of that particular wreckage ever since Nate Shaw had looked at him on a training table and said you're exhausted, and your body is the only place that's allowed to show it, because that was uncomfortably close to something Marco had tried to say, in his own less articulate way, approximately a hundred times before he gave up.

Marco Reyes. Twenty-nine. Architect. Beautiful in a sharp, angular way — high cheekbones, dark eyes, the kind of jaw that made you forget what you were saying. They'd dated for eight months, which was Kai's personal record, and for seven of those months it had been good. Better than good. Marco was smart, funny, ambitious, and patient in a way that Kai hadn't realized he needed until it was gone.

The problem was that Kai didn't know how to let someone see him.

Not the body — Marco had seen the body, had mapped it with his mouth, had made Kai come apart in ways that were memorable and frequent and not the issue. The issue was everything underneath. The part that Kai kept locked behind the same wall he kept between himself and ninety-three-mile-an-hour pucks.

"Being with you," Marco had said on their last night together, sitting across from Kai at the kitchen counter with two glasses of wine neither of them was drinking, "is like being with someone who's always playing a game I can't see the rules to."

Kai had wanted to argue. Had wanted to say I'm right here, I'm not playing anything, what do you want from me? But the truth was that Marco was right, and Kai knew it, and the knowing was worse than the accusation because it meant the problem wasn't external. The problem was structural. Load-bearing. Built into the architecture of who he was.

"I need you to let me in," Marco said. "Really in. Not your body, Kai — that part's easy. I need you to show me the part that's scared."

"I'm not scared."

"You're terrified. You're the most frightened person I've ever been with, and you've turned it into a fucking superpower on the ice, but off the ice it just means I'm sleeping next to someone who won't let me see him cry."

Kai didn't fight for it. He never fought for things off the ice. Marco packed his toothbrush and his spare phone charger and the hoodie he'd left in Kai's closet, and he walked out, and Kai sat on this same couch and felt the specific, airtight emptiness of a man who'd chosen control over connection and gotten exactly what he'd asked for.

That was five months ago. Kai hadn't dated since. Hadn't wanted to. The math was simple: he was too much for anyone who got close, and the solution was to stop letting people get close.

He'd had the equation balanced. Clean and solved. He didn't need variables.

And then Nate Shaw had put his hands on him and said you're exhausted in a voice that sounded like the first honest thing anyone had said to him in months, and the equation had gone sideways, and now Kai was sitting on his couch on a Tuesday afternoon thinking about green eyes and steady hands and the smell of medical-grade soap and he was, he realized with a slow, sinking clarity, completely fucked.

His phone buzzed. Nate.

Quick question — do you use a foam roller on the hip flexors at home, or just static stretching?

Professional. Totally professional. A trainer following up with a patient about a recovery protocol.

Foam roller sometimes. Mostly stretching.

Try a lacrosse ball on the psoas tonight. Lie face-down, position it just inside the hip bone, let your body weight do the work. Sixty seconds each side. It'll suck, but your hip will thank you in the morning.

Kai stared at the text. Tried not to think about Nate lying face-down. Failed.

That's very specific advice for a follow-up text.

I told you. Occupational hazard.

Do you send all your players lacrosse ball tutorials at 2 PM on a Tuesday?

A pause. Then: No.

One word. Heavy with everything it didn't say. Kai felt it land in his sternum like a puck off the chest protector — solid, resonant, the impact spreading outward in a ring of heat.

He typed and deleted four different responses. Landed on: Good.

Sent it before he could overthink it. Set his phone down. Picked it up again. No response. Put it down. Got up. Did the lacrosse ball exercise on his living room floor, face-down on the hardwood, breathing through the deep, aching pressure exactly the way Nate had described, and thought about the fact that Nate had given him something specific and personal and unrequested, and that the giving of it had cost something — some professional boundary, some careful distance — and that Nate had given it anyway.

The psoas released in a slow, grinding wave. Kai pressed his forehead to the floor and exhaled.

Fuck.

•  •  •
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Wednesday came the way a shot came — you saw it building, tracked its trajectory, knew exactly when and where it would arrive, and it still hit you.

Kai walked into the training room at 7 PM. Late session. The facility was quiet — most of the staff gone, the players cleared out after the afternoon's optional skate. The hallway lights were dimmed to half-power, the way they always were after hours, casting everything in a warm amber that softened the institutional edges.

Nate was there. Of course he was. He was always there.

He was sitting at the counter with his tablet, reviewing something, the pen behind his ear again. He'd changed out of his team polo into a plain gray Henley with the sleeves pushed up past his forearms, which Nate probably considered a neutral wardrobe choice but which Kai's brain registered as an act of personal aggression. The forearms in question were tanned and corded with lean muscle — swimmer's arms, built for pulling — and when Nate looked up and saw Kai, his hands stilled on the tablet in a way that someone who wasn't a goaltender trained to read micro-movements would not have noticed.

"Hey," Nate said. "Right on time."

"I'm always on time."

"I know. It's one of your better qualities."

"What are my worse ones?"

Nate's mouth twitched. "I'll let you know when I've gathered enough data."

Kai pulled his hoodie off, dropped it on the chair, and moved to the table. He was wearing a fitted compression tee and joggers, and he was suddenly, irritatingly aware of how he looked. He never thought about how he looked. He thought about how he moved, how he performed, how his body occupied space relative to the angle of a shot. Vanity was a foreign concept. But something about Nate's steady green gaze made him want to stand up straighter, which was absurd, because he already had perfect posture. Goalies always did.

He got on the table. Lay back. Stared at the ceiling. The same ceiling he'd stared at during hundreds of sessions, memorized in all its water-stained, acoustic-tile glory.

"How's the hip?" Nate asked, pulling on gloves.

"Better. The lacrosse ball thing worked."

"Told you."

"You did. You were smug about it, too."

"I wasn't smug. I was confident. There's a difference."

"Is there?"

Nate's hands settled on Kai's right hip, and the conversation evaporated.

It was different tonight. Kai didn't know how to name it, but the air in the room had weight — a thickness, a charge, like the static before a storm. Nate's hands were doing the same things they'd done in the previous sessions: finding tension, applying pressure, listening. But there was a quality to his touch that hadn't been there before. A hesitance that wasn't uncertainty — it was awareness. Like Nate was conscious of every square inch of contact between his fingers and Kai's body and was choosing, deliberately, precisely, to maintain exactly this much pressure and no more.

Nate worked the hip flexor. Kai breathed. The knot released in stages — a slow thaw, heat spreading through the muscle in waves. Nate's thumb traced the line of the flexor from hip bone to upper thigh, and Kai's skin tightened under the touch in a way that had nothing to do with myofascial release and everything to do with the fact that Nate Shaw's hands were on his body in a quiet room and it was 7 PM and the lights were low and Kai's nervous system was making decisions his conscious mind hadn't authorized.

"You're guarding," Nate said quietly.

"What?"

"Your hip. You're guarding. Tightening against the pressure instead of releasing into it." Nate adjusted his angle, eased back. "Where'd you go?"

Nowhere. Everywhere. Into the static-charged space between this is treatment and this is something else that Kai had been orbiting for three days.

"I'm here," Kai said.

"Your body says otherwise." Nate's hand moved to Kai's inner thigh — the adductor, the same area he'd worked before. Professional. Necessary. Goalies needed this work the way sprinters needed hamstring work; it was fundamental, unglamorous, essential. Nate had touched this muscle on dozens of athletes.

But his fingers trembled.

It was tiny — a micro-vibration in the pad of his thumb as it pressed into the belly of the adductor. If Kai hadn't been a goaltender, if his entire career didn't depend on reading movements measured in millimeters, he might not have felt it.

He felt it.

Nate's thumb trembled against the inside of Kai's thigh, and Kai's breath caught — a small, involuntary hitch that he couldn't suppress because his body was reacting faster than his brain could intercept. His skin flushed hot under Nate's hand, blood rushing to the surface like an alarm response, and every nerve ending in a six-inch radius of Nate's thumb lit up with a specificity that was the opposite of clinical.

Nate felt it too. Kai knew he did. He could see it in the tension of Nate's jaw, the careful stillness of his face, the way his breathing had gone shallow and deliberate. Nate's gaze was locked on his own hands, refusing — refusing — to look at Kai's face, because looking at Kai's face would mean acknowledging what was happening between his fingers and Kai's skin, and acknowledging it would mean the professional framework they were both clinging to would collapse like a net cut from its posts.

Neither of them spoke.

Nate's thumb moved in a slow, professional circle. Kai's thigh muscle released — or tried to. The tension left the adductor and redistributed somewhere lower and more urgent, and Kai was suddenly, viciously grateful for the joggers he was wearing, because compression shorts would have made the situation unambiguous.

Nate withdrew his hand. Smoothly, naturally, as though transitioning to the next area of focus. He moved to Kai's other leg. The air between them hummed.

"Tell me about the road trip," Nate said. His voice was steady. His hands were not.

Kai talked about Nashville. About the matchup, the goaltending battle, the scouting report. He talked in the technical, detailed, emotionally neutral language of a man who was using hockey analysis as a barricade against the fact that his entire body was vibrating at a frequency that could crack glass.

Nate listened. Worked. His hands steadied as the conversation pulled them both back into safer territory. The session continued — lower back, shoulders, the chronic tightness in Kai's neck that he hadn't mentioned but Nate found anyway, because Nate found everything.

When it was over, Kai sat up slowly. His body felt open and warm and dangerously alive. Nate was cleaning up — stripping the table paper, organizing his supplies — with the focused efficiency of someone who needed to be doing something with his hands that wasn't touching Kai Rossi.

"Same time next week?" Kai asked.

"If you want."

"I want."

The words sat between them. The same words from the first session, but heavier now. Loaded with a meaning that neither of them was naming but both of them were carrying.

Nate looked up. Green eyes, steady and scared and sure all at once.

"Then I'll be here," he said.

Kai held the look for one beat longer than he should have. Then he nodded, grabbed his hoodie, and walked out.

•  •  •
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In the hallway, he ran into Dima.

The captain was coming from the weight room, gym bag over one shoulder, protein shaker in hand. He'd clearly been there for hours — his T-shirt was dark with sweat, and his hair was plastered to his forehead. Dima trained like he played: relentlessly, stoically, with the quiet ferocity of a man who'd crossed an ocean to chase a puck.

"Late session?" Dima said, falling into step beside Kai.

"Hip work."

"With the new guy? Shaw?"

"Yeah."

Dima studied him. The captain had a way of looking at people that was less like observation and more like X-ray — bypassing the surface, reading the infrastructure. Kai usually admired this quality. Tonight, it made him want to walk faster.

"You good?" Dima asked.

"I'm good."

"You look different."

"Different how?"

Dima tilted his head, considering. "Like you're trying to stop a puck that hasn't been shot yet."

​
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