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The Bench

The first thing you learn about fighting on ice is that your feet matter more than your fists.

Everybody gets that wrong. They think it's about the punch—the haymaker, the big overhand right that lights up the Jumbotron and gets the crowd out of their seats. And yeah, the punch matters. But a punch doesn't mean shit if your skate catches a rut and you go down like a drunk on New Year's Eve. So you plant. Blade edges dug in, knees soft, weight centered over your hips. You make yourself heavy. You make yourself a thing that cannot be moved.

Then you hit the other guy so hard his grandchildren feel it.

I had Kowalski's jersey bunched in my left fist and his visor was already cracked from where I'd caught him with a right that I felt all the way up to my shoulder. The crowd at Moda Center was on its feet—twelve thousand people screaming for blood, and I was happy to give it to them. That's my job. That's the only reason the Portland Riptide signed an undrafted nobody from Sudbury, Ontario, who skates like his ankles are held together with duct tape and prayer.

I am not a skilled hockey player. I know this the way I know my own name.

But I am very, very good at hitting people.

Kowalski swung wild—a looping left that glanced off my helmet. I barely felt it. I yanked him in close, got my right hand free, and drove it straight into his nose. The cartilage gave with a wet crunch I could feel through my glove. Blood sprayed across both our jerseys. The refs were already circling, waiting for us to go down, but I wasn't done. One more. I caught him on the chin and his legs went rubber and the linesmen grabbed my arms and that was that.

Five for fighting. Worth every second.

The penalty box door swung open and I dropped onto the bench, breathing hard, grinning with all the teeth I had left—which, for the record, is most of them. I'm only missing the one. Left lateral incisor, lost to an elbow in the ECHL two years ago. I've got a flipper I'm supposed to wear for photos and media stuff, but I forget half the time and honestly I think the gap makes me look more interesting.

"Wrecker! Wrecker! Wrecker!"

The chant rolled through the arena like thunder. I pressed my glove to my chest and gave the crowd a little bow, which drew a whistle from the ref and a laugh from the penalty box attendant—a college kid who looked like he couldn't decide if he wanted my autograph or was afraid I'd bite him.

The adrenaline was still surging, hot and electric, turning the world bright and sharp-edged. I loved this part. Not the violence itself, exactly—though I won't pretend I didn't enjoy the violence—but the after. The moment when the arena was vibrating with your name and twelve thousand strangers knew you existed. When you were undeniably, irrefutably there.

I watched the game from the box, tapping my stick against the boards with my five-minute sentence, and when they finally let me out, I hit the ice like I'd been caged. Second period, Riptide up 2-1, and Coach Bergeron sent me out with the checking line to keep the energy going. I took my shifts hard. Finished every check. Made myself useful in all the ways I knew how—which mostly involved making the other team's skilled players flinch every time they heard my skates behind them.

And then the third shift happened.

Their defenseman—Rask, a six-four Swede with a mean streak—caught me at center ice with an open-hip check I didn't see coming. My head was turned, tracking the puck, and he lined me up perfectly. His hip drove into mine—left side, high on the joint—and the impact changed my trajectory from forward to sideways in a way that human bodies are not designed to handle. I hit the boards at an angle that compressed everything from my ribs to my knee into a single screaming line of wrong.

I went down.

The crowd gasped—that collective intake of breath that means somebody got hurt for real, not hockey-hurt but hurt-hurt. I was on my side on the ice, and the cold was seeping through my jersey, and for about two seconds the entire left side of my body was just... silent. No pain. No sensation. Just a white blank where my hip and groin and inner thigh used to be.

Then the nerve endings caught up and I almost puked.

It was a deep, grinding agony—not sharp like a break but thick and hot, like someone had poured molten lead into the socket of my hip and it was settling into every crack and crevice. My adductor—the muscle that runs along the inner thigh—had done something it was not supposed to do. I could feel it the second I tried to move. A pulling sensation, wet and wrong, like tearing fabric.

I got up anyway.

Because that's what I do. That's the whole point of me.

I put my weight on both skates and the left side held—barely—and I finished the shift. Eighteen seconds of skating that felt like eighteen hours, every stride sending a hot wire of pain from my groin to my knee. I compensated by leaning right, driving off my strong leg, keeping the left blade on the ice without loading it. It worked well enough. Good enough that nobody in the crowd would notice.

But I wasn't worried about the crowd.

I was worried about the guy standing behind the bench with his arms crossed and his dark eyes tracking my every move like a hawk watching a field mouse limp through open grass.

Dr. Nolan Greer. Director of Sports Medicine and Rehabilitation. The man who had been a quiet, professional, completely ignorable presence in my life for the three months since I'd signed my contract—right up until the exact moment he became the most dangerous person in the building.

I knew he was watching. I could feel it the way you feel someone staring at the back of your head in a dark room—a prickling awareness that made my skin tighten even through the pain. Greer didn't miss things. That was his whole reputation. He stood behind the bench during games with a clipboard he never wrote on because he didn't need to; everything went straight into that terrifyingly organized brain and stayed there, filed away in whatever system he used to catalog the biomechanical failures of professional athletes.

I came off the ice at the end of the shift and sat on the bench and did not look at him.

"You good?" Dima dropped down beside me, bumping his shoulder into mine. Dmitri Volkov—my D-partner, my best friend, the only Russian I'd ever met who found my jokes funny. He had the emotional intelligence of a golden retriever and the slap shot of a cannon. "Wrecker. Hey. You good?"

"Fine." I grabbed a water bottle and squirted it into my mouth and tried not to wince when the movement of reaching pulled at whatever was screaming inside my hip.

"You're skating like shit."

"I always skate like shit."

"More shit than usual. Left side."

"I'm fine, Dima."

He gave me a look—the one that said he knew I was full of it but was choosing, out of the deep well of our friendship, to let me be full of it for now. He tapped my shin pad with his stick and went back to watching the game.

Bergeron sent me out again. I should have said something. I should have told the trainer. I should have done literally anything other than what I did, which was jump over the boards and take another shift because the thought of sitting down—of admitting that I was hurt, of being the guy who couldn't take a hit—made my stomach drop with a fear far worse than the pain.

If I sat, they'd look at me. Really look. And they'd see what I already knew: that Colt Maddox wasn't a hockey player, not really. I was a body. A tool. A pair of fists attached to two hundred and twenty pounds of muscle that could absorb punishment and dish it out in equal measure. And tools that stopped working got replaced.

I'd seen it happen. The enforcer before me—Branko—blew out his shoulder and was in the minors within a month. Gone like he'd never existed, his stall cleaned out overnight, his name already fading from the roster. That was the deal. You fight, you hit, you bleed, and the second you can't do those things anymore, they find someone who can.

So I skated. Left leg dragging slightly, hip flexor burning with every stride, the adductor doing something that felt increasingly like what I imagined tearing a phone book in half felt like—slow, relentless separation. I finished the shift. I finished the next one. I could see the period clock bleeding down and told myself I just had to make it to the intermission and then I could sit in the locker room and figure out how bad it actually was without anyone watching.

I almost made it.

With two minutes left in the second period, I was on the bench, and I felt him before I heard him. A shift in the air. The faint, clean smell of something expensive and medical—not cologne, something else, something that was just him. And then a voice in my ear, low and calm and utterly devoid of negotiation:

"You're done."

I turned. Nolan Greer was leaning over the bench, one hand braced on the boards behind me. He'd spoken quietly enough that only I could hear him over the arena noise. His face was close—closer than he'd ever been to me—and I got my first real look at him from this distance. Dark eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. A jaw that could cut paper. Silver threaded through his dark hair at the temples, catching the arena lights. His expression was completely neutral, which was somehow the most terrifying thing about it.

"I'm fine," I said. The same lie I'd been telling all night.

"You have a gait deviation of approximately fifteen percent on your left side. Your hip is externally rotating during push-off to compensate for what I suspect is an adductor strain. You've been favoring the right for four shifts." He said this the way someone else might say pass the salt. Just facts. Just the relentless, unwelcome truth. "I've already spoken with Coach Bergeron. You're done for the night."

The heat that flooded my chest wasn't pain—it was fury. Pure, bright, defensive fury, the kind that had gotten me into a thousand fights and out of zero difficult conversations.

"You can't pull me. I'm fine. I'll skate it off."

"You will not skate it off. You will walk with me to the medical room, or I will have the athletic trainers escort you. Those are your options."

"I don't—"

"Maddox." He said my name like a period at the end of a sentence. Final. Complete. Leaving no room for whatever bullshit was about to come out of my mouth. "This is not a discussion. This is not a negotiation. I am the Director of Sports Medicine for this organization, and I am telling you—medically, officially, on the record—that you are done playing hockey tonight. Stand up. Walk to the tunnel. Now."

I stared at him.

Here's the thing about me: I don't back down. It's my whole identity—the guy who never backs down, never flinches, never shows an ounce of submission to anyone for any reason. I've stared down six-five defensemen with murder in their eyes and not blinked. I've told coaches to go fuck themselves. I once got in a shouting match with an AHL ref that earned me a ten-minute misconduct and a reputation that follows me to this day.

But Nolan Greer wasn't shouting. He wasn't threatening. He wasn't puffing up or getting in my face or doing any of the things that triggered my fight response. He was just... standing there. Calm. Immovable. Looking at me with those dark eyes that held absolutely zero doubt about how this was going to end.

And something in my chest—something deep and primal and completely without my permission—yielded.

I stood up. My hip screamed. I grabbed the boards for balance and bit down on the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste copper.

"Good," Greer said. Quiet. Almost to himself. Then he turned and walked toward the tunnel, not looking back, absolutely certain that I would follow.

I followed.

The tunnel was a concrete corridor that connected the bench area to the locker rooms and medical facilities, and the second we passed through the heavy doors, the arena noise dropped to a muffled roar. Our footsteps echoed—his steady, mine uneven. I was limping now, the adrenaline finally losing its war with the injury, and I couldn't hide it anymore. Didn't bother trying. There was no audience here. Just the fluorescent lights and the grey walls and the man walking three steps ahead of me with his back straight and his shoulders set and a clipboard he still hadn't written a goddamn thing on.

I wanted to say something. Something sharp, something that would reestablish me as the guy who didn't take orders, who wasn't intimidated, who absolutely had not just obeyed a command like a dog responding to a whistle. But my hip hurt too much and my brain was doing something confusing and the words wouldn't come.

We reached the medical room. Greer held the door open and I walked through, and the room was bright and cold and smelled like antiseptic and clean linens. An examination table in the center, padded in dark blue vinyl. Cabinets along the wall. An ultrasound machine in the corner. Everything organized with a precision that felt like a personality trait.

"Sit," he said.

I sat on the table. The paper crinkled under me. I was still in full gear—shin pads, breezers, socks, skates. My jersey was splattered with Kowalski's blood. I probably looked like a disaster. I felt like one, too—sweaty, hurting, my hair plastered to my forehead, my left hip throbbing with a deep, nauseating pulse.

Greer set his clipboard down—finally—and pulled a rolling stool to the table. He sat, bringing himself to my eye level, and for a moment he just looked at me. Not at my hip. At me. My face. My eyes. Reading something there that I didn't know I was showing.

"I need to examine the injury," he said. "I'm going to remove your shin pads and breezers and do a physical assessment of the hip and groin. If at any point the pain is beyond your tolerance, say so. I need accurate feedback. Not bravado. Can you do that?"

Can you do that. Like it was a genuine question. Like he wasn't sure I was capable of basic honesty about my own body.

"Yeah," I muttered. "I can do that."

He nodded once and got to work.

He was efficient. I'll give him that. His hands moved with a practiced certainty that made it clear he'd done this ten thousand times—unbuckling shin pads, pulling off skates, helping me shimmy out of my breezers until I was sitting on the table in my compression shorts and nothing else from the waist down. I felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with the clothing and everything to do with those dark eyes and that calm, assessing gaze.

"Lie back."

I did. The paper crinkled again. The ceiling was white, water-stained in one corner. I stared at it while Greer's hands found my left hip.

His hands were warm.

That was the first thing I noticed—shouldn't have been, but it was. Every trainer I'd ever dealt with had cold hands, clinical hands, hands that touched you like you were a piece of equipment being assessed for damage. Greer's hands were warm, and his fingers were long, and when they pressed into the muscle along my inner thigh, the touch was firm but not rough. Purposeful. He knew exactly where he was going.

"Tell me when."

His thumb pressed into the belly of the adductor, halfway between my groin and my knee, and the pain was immediate and absolute—a white-hot flare that made my whole body clench and a sound escape my throat that I would deny to my dying day.

"There," I gritted out.

"Mmhm." His fingers explored the area—pressing, probing, mapping the damage with a thoroughness that was equal parts professional and excruciating. "I'm going to test your range of motion. Don't help me. Let me move the leg."

He took my left leg—one hand under my knee, the other on my inner thigh—and began to rotate it. Slowly. External rotation, internal rotation, flexion, extension. Each movement pulled at the injury differently, and I could feel the exact moment where the muscle said no further with a clarity that made my vision white out at the edges.

"Breathe," Greer said. Not a suggestion. An instruction. "You're holding your breath."

I sucked in air through my teeth.

"Through your nose. Out through your mouth. Slow."

I did it. Hated that I did it. Hated more that it helped.

He continued the examination, and I breathed the way he told me to, and I tried very hard not to think about the fact that his hand was resting on my bare inner thigh with a comfortable authority that made something at the base of my spine tighten in a way that was definitely not related to the injury.

After a thorough evaluation that felt like it lasted an hour but was probably five minutes, he set my leg down gently and wheeled the stool back. His jaw was tight. Not the calm neutrality from the bench—something harder underneath it now, visible only in the clench of muscle at the hinge of his jaw and the slight narrowing of his eyes.

"Grade 2 adductor strain," he said. "Partial tear of the adductor longus at the musculotendinous junction. Likely happened on the initial impact and worsened significantly over the subsequent shifts." A pause. "You played four shifts on a partially torn groin muscle."

"I've played through worse."

The look he gave me could have frozen the Pacific Ocean.

"I'm sure you have. And every time you did, you compounded the damage and extended your recovery timeline because no one in your previous organizations had the authority or the inclination to protect you from yourself." His voice hadn't changed. Still calm. Still measured. But there was something underneath it—not anger at me, exactly. Anger at something bigger. Something historical. "That changes now."

I opened my mouth to argue—on principle, mostly, because arguing was my default setting and silence felt like surrender.

"Don't." One word. He held up a hand, and I swear to God I felt my jaw click shut like he'd physically closed it. "I'm not interested in how tough you are, Maddox. I already know how tough you are—I watched you skate four shifts on a torn groin while maintaining a functional stride pattern. That's impressive. It's also incredibly stupid, and it stops today."

Impressive.

He'd said impressive.

The word lodged somewhere behind my sternum and stayed there, warm and foreign, like a seed that had no business growing in soil this rocky.

"Here's what's going to happen," he continued. "You're shut down. No skating. No practice. No off-ice training that involves the lower body. You will report to my clinic every morning at 7 AM for a supervised rehabilitation session. You will follow the protocol I design for you to the letter—not approximately, not when you feel like it, to the letter. You will ice the area three times daily, you will wear a compression wrap during waking hours, and you will report any changes in pain level immediately. Not to the trainers. To me."

"Every morning?" I said. "At seven?"

"Is that a problem?"

It was December in Portland. Seven in the morning meant dark, cold, and early, and I hated all three of those things with the passion of a man who regularly didn't go to bed before 1 AM. But the alternative was— what? Not going? Letting someone else handle my rehab? Some assistant trainer who'd nod along and let me push through the pain because they didn't want to fight with the crazy enforcer?

The thought made my stomach turn for a reason I didn't examine.

"It's not a problem," I said.

"Good." He stood. Pulled off his latex gloves and dropped them in the bin with a precision that was almost aggressive. "One more thing."

"What?"

He turned back to me. The fluorescent light caught the silver at his temples. His dark eyes held mine, and for a moment—just a moment—something shifted in his expression. The clinical mask slipped by a millimeter, and underneath it was something raw and fierce that I couldn't name but felt in my gut like a sucker punch.

"If you ever lie to me about an injury again," he said quietly, "I will shut you down for the season. Not the game. The season. I don't care what Coach Bergeron says, I don't care what management says, and I certainly don't care what you say. My medical authority supersedes all of it. Do you understand?"

I should have been angry. Any other version of me—the me from an hour ago, the me who'd been grinning in the penalty box, the me who told authority figures to fuck off as a reflex—would have been livid. Would have told him exactly where he could put his medical authority.

But sitting on that table in my compression shorts with his hands' phantom warmth still on my thigh and the word impressive still glowing behind my ribs, I wasn't angry. I was something else. Something I didn't have a name for yet. Something that felt like standing at the edge of a very high cliff and looking down and knowing—with total certainty—that the fall was going to change everything.

"Yeah," I said. "I understand."

"7 AM," he said. "Don't be late. I won't ask twice."

He walked out. The door clicked shut behind him with the soft finality of a lock engaging.

I sat on the table for a long time.

The arena noise was distant—the third period had started without me, the game continuing as if I hadn't been surgically removed from it by a man with silver hair and warm hands and a voice that made my hindbrain go quiet in a way that nothing and no one ever had.

I pulled out my phone. Three texts from Dima: where are you, followed by Bergeron said Greer pulled you, followed by a string of Russian that I knew from experience translated roughly to you stubborn fucking idiot.

I texted back: groin. Out a couple weeks probably.

His response was immediate: told you. Left side. Stop being hero.

I put the phone down. Pressed my palms flat on the vinyl table and stared at the door Greer had walked through.

I'd been in professional hockey for four years, across three organizations, two leagues, and more games than I could count. I'd been stitched up by team doctors, taped together by trainers, shot up with cortisone, fed anti-inflammatories like candy, and cleared to play through injuries that should have kept me out for weeks. Not once—not a single time—had anyone looked me in the eye and told me I was done with the kind of absolute, non-negotiable authority that left no room for argument.

Not once had anyone been angry about it. Not at me for playing hurt, but at the fact that I'd been allowed to. At the system that let a twenty-three-year-old wreck himself because his fists were more valuable than his body.

I replayed the look on his face when he'd said that changes now. The set of his jaw. The quiet fury in his voice that wasn't directed at me but burned on my behalf, fierce and protective and completely unearned.

Nobody had ever been angry for me before. I didn't know what to do with it. Didn't know where to put it. So I sat there in the too-bright medical room with the paper crinkling under me and my hip pulsing in time with my heartbeat and I thought about warm hands and dark eyes and the way don't be late had sounded less like a warning and more like a promise.

I should've been pissed. I should've been planning my argument for tomorrow morning, my case for why I was fine and he was overreacting and I didn't need some control-freak doctor micromanaging my recovery.

Instead, I was already setting my alarm.

6:30 AM. Early enough to shower. Early enough to be there by seven.

I told myself it was because I wanted to get healthy. Because I needed to get back on the ice. Because this was my career, my livelihood, and Greer was the fastest route back to the roster.

I told myself a lot of things in that cold, bright room.

None of them were the truth.

The truth was smaller and stranger and more terrifying than a partially torn groin muscle, and it lived in the space between the word impressive and the command don't be late, and I was not—not even a little bit, not even close—ready to look at it directly.

So I didn't.

I got dressed. I iced my hip with the pack the trainer left outside the door. I limped to my truck in the players' lot and sat in the driver's seat with the engine running and the heater blasting and my forehead resting against the steering wheel.

7 AM.

I'd be there.
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The Table

I woke at 4:45 AM, same as every morning. No alarm. My body had internalized the schedule years ago—a circadian rhythm beaten into compliance by two decades of discipline until it stopped fighting and simply obeyed. I lay in the dark for exactly sixty seconds, running through the day's agenda in my head the way other people might scroll their phones. Inventory. Prioritize. Execute.

Today's agenda had one item that mattered: Colt Maddox, 7 AM.

Everything else was noise.

I ran my usual five miles through the predawn dark of Portland's waterfront, the December air sharp enough to burn my lungs. I liked the cold. I liked the way it stripped away everything extraneous—no distractions, no ambiguity, just the concrete rhythm of shoes on pavement and the clean ache of muscles doing exactly what they were built to do. I ran the same route every morning. Same pace. Same distance. I had been told, more than once, that this was pathological. My ex-wife had used the word rigid. My therapist, with more diplomatic phrasing, had called it a coping mechanism rooted in a need for environmental mastery.

I called it efficiency. The morning run organized my mind. By the time I finished, everything was in its proper place—sorted, labeled, filed.

Except Colt Maddox.

Colt Maddox would not file.

I'd tried. For three months, since the day he'd walked into the Riptide facility with a duffel bag over his shoulder and a grin like a grenade with the pin half-pulled, I'd been trying to slot him into the correct category. Patient. Athlete. Roster player. Not your concern beyond the professional. The categories existed. The labels were clear. And every single time I watched him play—watched him throw himself at men fifty pounds heavier with the reckless joy of someone who hadn't yet learned that bodies break and don't always come back—every label I'd carefully applied peeled away like wet paper.

I didn't like it.

I toweled off from my shower at 5:50, dressed in my usual—navy quarter-zip over a white dress shirt, pressed grey slacks, clean white sneakers—and drove to the facility in the dark. The streets were empty. Portland doesn't wake up early in December. The Riptide training complex sat on the east side of the river, a concrete and glass building that smelled like rubber and industrial cleaner and the faint, permanent ghost of sweat that no amount of ventilation could fully erase.

I let myself into the sports medicine wing at 6:15. Turned on the lights—they hummed to life with a fluorescent flicker that I'd put in three maintenance requests to fix. Checked the thermostat: sixty-eight degrees. Adjusted it to seventy. Cold muscles don't respond well to manipulation, and Maddox was going to be tense enough without the room working against me.

I pulled his file.

I'd reviewed it once before—the standard intake when he'd signed—but I went through it again now with the attention I should have given it the first time. The attention I would have given it, if I'd been willing to admit that Colt Maddox warranted more than a cursory glance.

What I found made my jaw tighten until the hinge ached.

The injury history read like a war crime. Separated shoulder at nineteen—played through it for six weeks before anyone intervened, by which time the labrum was shredded. Two cortisone injections into the joint during that period. A concussion in the ECHL that was evaluated on the bench and cleared the same game—no baseline testing, no follow-up protocol. An ankle sprain rated Grade 2 that he skated on for three games because, according to the notes, player expressed willingness to continue. Player expressed willingness. As if a twenty-year-old enforcer desperate to keep his job was in any position to objectively evaluate his own fitness to play.
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