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Adrian

The arena was quiet at six in the morning, and that was exactly why Adrian Vale was here.

No music blasting from someone's portable speaker. No equipment managers hauling bags through the tunnel. No coaches with clipboards and opinions. Just the hum of the refrigeration system beneath the ice and the soft scrape of his blades as he carved lazy figure eights along the blue line.

This was church. This was the only place in Adrian's life where silence didn't feel like something he owed someone an explanation for.

He took the ice from end to end, slow and deliberate, feeling the edges of his skates bite and release. His legs were heavy from yesterday's game—a 3-1 win over Columbus that nobody would remember by Wednesday—but heavy was fine. Heavy meant his body was doing its job. Eight seasons of doing his job. Eight seasons of blocked shots, clean zone exits, and being the guy who didn't make the highlight reel because nothing went wrong on his shifts.

That was the thing about being a defenseman. You were invisible when you were great and famous when you fucked up.

Adrian preferred invisible.

He finished his laps and leaned against the boards at center ice, breath pluming in the cold air. The Icebreakers' logo stared up at him from the faceoff dot, the snarling mammoth tusk curving like a blade. He'd been looking at that logo for eight years. Knew every scratch and divot in this ice surface the way other people knew the cracks in their bedroom ceiling.

Home ice. Home team. The only home that had ever felt like it fit.

His phone buzzed in the pocket of his track pants, draped over the bench. He ignored it. Whoever it was could wait. Everyone could always wait for Adrian Vale, because Adrian Vale was always, reliably, exactly where he was supposed to be.

That was his entire brand. Reliable. Steady. Present.

He sometimes wondered if anyone would notice if they replaced him with a very well-programmed traffic cone.

* * *
[image: ]


By the time the rest of the team filtered into the facility for morning skate, Adrian had already showered, eaten a container of overnight oats at his stall, and was halfway through a chapter of a book about the fall of Constantinople. He kept the cover angled away from anyone who might walk past—not because he was embarrassed, but because the last time someone had seen him reading, Danny Kowalski had spent twenty minutes trying to figure out if it was "one of those sexy ones" and Adrian didn't have the energy to explain the Ottoman Empire.

"Vale. Looking cozy." Tyler Brandt, their first-line center and the closest thing Adrian had to a best friend, dropped into the stall next to him. Tyler was six-one, blond, and had the effortless charisma of a golden retriever who'd been taught to play hockey. "You sleep here again?"

"I have an apartment."

"Debatable. I've seen your apartment. It looks like a safe house."

"It's clean."

"It's empty, bud. You've lived there four years and it looks like you're waiting for the witness protection van." Tyler pulled his jersey over his head and started working on his pads. "You coming to Ricky's thing tonight?"

"What thing?"

"His girlfriend's gallery opening. There's free wine and those little cheese things."

"No."

"You didn't even think about it."

"I thought about it. No."

Tyler sighed, but he was smiling. This was their dynamic. Tyler invited. Adrian declined. Tyler pretended to be offended. Adrian pretended to feel guilty. Neither of them actually felt either of those things, and somehow that was the foundation of a perfectly functional friendship.

The locker room filled up in stages—the loud guys first, then the quiet guys, then the stragglers who'd been in the training room getting taped up. Adrian tracked it all from his stall without looking up from his book. He knew the rhythms of this room the way he knew the rhythms of a penalty kill: who entered when, who talked to whom, where the energy clustered and where it thinned out.

Ricky Salazar was holding court near the showers, telling a story that involved a golf cart and a parking garage. Danny Kowalski was arguing with Jake Proulx about whether a hot dog was a sandwich. Marcus Webb, their goalie, was sitting in full pads with his eyes closed, doing whatever meditative thing goalies did that made them all slightly unhinged.

Adrian let the noise wash over him like water over a stone. He'd grown up in a house with four younger siblings, a mother who expressed every emotion at full volume, and a father who dealt with the chaos by not being there. Adrian had learned early that the safest place in a loud room was the quietest corner. Stay still. Stay useful. Don't take up space you haven't earned.

It had made him an excellent defenseman. It had also made him a thirty-year-old man who ate dinner alone six nights a week and hadn't been touched by another person outside of a hockey context in—

He closed that thought like closing his book. Marked the page. Set it aside.

Coach Darian blew into the room at nine sharp, clipboard in hand, reading glasses perched on his nose in a way that made him look like a high school principal who'd wandered into the wrong building.

"Listen up. Quick one." He waited for the room to settle, which took about fifteen seconds longer than it should have because Ricky was still going on about the golf cart. "Got a call from the front office this morning. We're bringing up a forward from the Herd. Kid's been tearing it up in Grand Rapids—twelve goals, twenty-two points in his last eighteen games. Name's Benji Cruz. He'll be here tomorrow for practice, and he's staying up for the rest of the season."

A murmur rippled through the room. Mid-season call-ups weren't unusual, but they always shifted the ecosystem. Someone was getting less ice time. Someone was getting bumped from a line. Someone was about to have their routine disrupted by a twenty-two-year-old with something to prove.

"He's a center," Coach continued. "Fast, creative. Good hands. He'll slot in on the third line to start, but if he produces, we'll move him up. Brandt, I want you skating with him first practice—show him the systems."

Tyler nodded. "Sure thing, Coach."

"Vale."

Adrian looked up.

"You're rooming with him on the road. Standard vet-rookie setup. Show him how we travel."

"Got it."

That was it. Coach moved on to video review notes, and Adrian went back to his book. Rooming with a rookie was fine. He'd done it before. You showed the kid where to put his bags, told him what time the bus left, and spent the rest of the trip in comfortable silence while the kid was out exploring whatever city they'd landed in.

Easy. Low-maintenance. Forgettable.

"Benji Cruz," Tyler said, leaning over. "I've seen his tape. Kid's electric. Like, genuinely fun to watch."

"Great."

"He's also, from what I hear, a talker."

Adrian turned a page. "Everyone's a talker."

"No, I mean a talker. Like, makes me look like a mime. Apparently in Grand Rapids they called him 'The Podcast' because he never stopped."

Adrian said nothing.

Tyler grinned. "This is going to be amazing."

"Go stretch."

"You and a motormouth rookie in a hotel room for the rest of the season. I'm going to enjoy this so much."

"Tyler."

"I'm going, I'm going."

Tyler left, still grinning like a man who'd just been handed front-row seats to something entertaining. Adrian stared at his book for another thirty seconds without reading a single word, then closed it and got up to stretch.

A talker. Fantastic.

* * *
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Practice was clean, efficient, and exactly what Adrian needed to stop thinking about things he didn't want to think about. He ran drills on autopilot—box-outs, breakout passes, D-zone coverage—his body moving through patterns it had memorized years ago while his mind went pleasantly blank.

This was the other reason he loved hockey. On the ice, the only thing that mattered was the next play. Not the empty apartment. Not the way his chest tightened sometimes when he saw Tyler FaceTime his wife after games, laughing about something their kid did. Not the fact that Adrian hadn't told another person anything real about himself since—

Since when? He couldn't actually pinpoint it. That was probably the answer in itself.

After practice, he sat in the cold tub for twelve minutes—he always counted—and let the ice water do its work. His body ached in the familiar, well-managed way of a veteran who knew exactly how many miles were left on his chassis. His knees were good. His back was mostly good. His right shoulder had a thing, but every defenseman's right shoulder had a thing after eight years of absorbing hits along the wall.

He was fine. He was always fine.

In the parking lot, the late October air had a bite to it that felt like the first honest thing Milwaukee had said all week. Adrian sat in his truck for a minute with the engine running, watching his breath fog the windshield. His phone showed three texts—one from his sister Lucia asking if he was coming home for Thanksgiving (not decided yet was the answer, which meant no), one from his mother that was just a photo of a casserole with no context, and one from a number he didn't recognize that turned out to be a promotional text from a mattress company.

Three texts. A sister, a casserole, and a mattress ad. That was the full scope of people who wanted to reach Adrian Vale on a Tuesday afternoon in October.

He drove home.

His apartment was exactly the way Tyler had described it, which was annoying because Tyler was right. Four years of living here and the walls were still bare. The furniture was good—Adrian had taste, he just didn't have the impulse to display it—but the space had the feeling of a hotel room that someone had been staying in for a very long time. Clean. Organized. Completely devoid of evidence that a specific human being lived here.

He cooked dinner—pan-seared salmon, roasted broccoli, rice—and ate it standing at the kitchen counter because sitting at the table for one felt like a statement he didn't want to make. He cleaned the pan. He wiped the counter. He put the leftovers in a glass container and stacked it in a refrigerator that contained exactly the right amount of food for exactly one person.

Then he sat on his couch in the dark living room and stared at nothing for a while.

This was the part of the day he didn't know what to do with. The hours between being useful and being asleep. Practice had structure. Games had structure. Travel had structure. But this—the nothing time, the just-existing time—sat on his chest like a stone.

He could call someone. He could text Tyler back about Ricky's thing. He could drive to the gallery and stand in a corner with a glass of wine and nod politely while Ricky's girlfriend explained mixed media.

Instead, he pulled up the scouting report on Benji Cruz.

The kid's headshot was the first thing that loaded. Dark curly hair, an open face, a grin that looked like it had been caught mid-sentence. Brown eyes, the kind that photographed warm. A jaw that still had some softness to it—twenty-two, right—but the neck and shoulders said hockey player.

Adrian scrolled past the photo.

Speed: elite. Hockey IQ: above average. Shot: developing. Physicality: below average but willing. Character: high-energy, positive locker room presence, "a culture guy."

A culture guy. That was code for loud.

He watched two minutes of highlights. The kid was fast—genuinely, startlingly fast, the kind of speed that made you lean forward in your chair. Quick hands in tight spaces. Creative with the puck. A few defensive lapses that made Adrian wince, but nothing that couldn't be coached.

The last clip was a post-game interview from Grand Rapids. Benji Cruz was leaning into the microphone with the easy confidence of someone who'd never met a stranger, talking about a third-period comeback.

"—honestly I just saw the lane and I was like, might as well, you know? Coach is always saying take the shot when you have it, and I had it, so I took it, and it went in, and I think I blacked out for a second because the guys were all over me and someone's glove was in my mouth, which, not great, but also kind of amazing? Anyway, yeah. Good win. Team win. Let's go."

He said all of that in approximately nine seconds.

Adrian closed his laptop.

A talker. A talker talker. The kind of person who'd fill every silence Adrian had ever built with words Adrian didn't ask for.

He brushed his teeth, set his alarm, and got into bed. The sheets were cool and clean and perfectly arranged because no one else ever disrupted them. He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling and tried not to think about the fact that in approximately fourteen hours, a twenty-two-year-old with an industrial-grade mouth and eyes like that was going to walk into his locker room and take up space Adrian hadn't offered.

It would be fine. He'd room with the kid, show him the ropes, and stay exactly as invisible as he'd always been. That was the plan. That was always the plan.

Be the wall. Don't let anyone through.

He fell asleep with his hand on the empty side of the bed, which he didn't think about, because he never thought about it, because there was nothing to think about.

The mattress company's text was still glowing on his phone when the screen finally went dark.
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Benji

Benji Cruz had been awake since four in the morning, which was a problem because his alarm wasn't set until six and his body had apparently decided that sleep was a luxury reserved for people who weren't about to have the best day of their entire lives.

He lay in his bed in the apartment he shared with two other AHL guys in Grand Rapids—a place that smelled permanently of protein powder and someone's failed attempt at meal prep—and stared at the ceiling and vibrated.

Called up. Full-time. Rest of the season.

His agent had called at eleven last night. Benji had screamed into a pillow, texted his mom fourteen times in a row, FaceTimed her at midnight even though she had to be at the hospital at six, and then lay in the dark for five hours with his brain running highlight reels of every shift he'd ever played, trying to convince himself this was real.

It was real. It was real.

He was going to play in the NHL. Not a cup-of-coffee call-up for three games while someone healed a groin pull. A full, permanent, you're staying call-up. His name on an NHL roster for the rest of the season and, if he didn't fuck it up, beyond.

Benji got out of bed at four-thirty because lying still was physically painful. He packed his bag—he'd already packed it last night, but he unpacked it and repacked it because he was pretty sure he'd shoved everything in like a raccoon raiding a dumpster and he wanted to show up looking like a professional, not a kid who'd stuffed his entire life into a duffel at midnight while hyperventilating.

Clothes. Toiletries. Chargers. The framed photo of his mom from his college graduation that he kept on his nightstand—her in the stands, crying, holding a sign that said THAT'S MY KID in letters so big they blocked the view of three people behind her. He wrapped it in a t-shirt and tucked it in the middle of the bag where nothing could crack the glass.

His roommates were still asleep. He left a note on the counter—Got called up. Left you guys the good coffee. See you when I see you. — B—and walked out into the October cold of Grand Rapids, Michigan, at five in the morning, carrying everything he owned that mattered.

The drive to Milwaukee was three hours. Benji made it in two forty-five with the windows down, the heat blasting, and his playlist so loud the rearview mirror was shaking. He sang along to every song. He drummed on the steering wheel. He called his mom from the highway and she picked up on the first ring because of course she did—Rosa Cruz had never let a phone ring twice in her life.

"Mijo, it's not even six."

"I know, I know, I'm sorry—"

"Don't be sorry, I've been up since four. Couldn't sleep. My baby's going to the NHL."

"Ma." His throat tightened. "Don't make me cry on the highway."

"Then don't call me from the highway." She was already crying. He could hear it in the way her voice went thin at the edges, the way it always did when she was proud and trying not to make it about her. "You drive safe. You eat something before practice. You call me after."

"I will."

"And Benji?"

"Yeah?"

"You belong there. You hear me? You belong there."

He hung up and blinked hard at the road for about a mile, then cranked the music louder and screamed the chorus of a song he didn't even know the words to, because the feeling in his chest was too big for a car and too big for a highway and the only thing he could do was open his mouth and let some of it out.

* * *
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The Icebreakers' practice facility was bigger than it looked on TV, which was saying something because it looked enormous on TV. Benji parked his ten-year-old Civic in the lot between a Range Rover and a Mercedes G-Wagon and tried not to feel like the "one of these things is not like the others" meme.

He grabbed his bag, checked his hair in the rearview mirror—curls doing whatever they wanted, which was fine, they always did whatever they wanted—and walked through the players' entrance with his heart slamming against his sternum like it was trying to break out and get to the ice before him.

The equipment manager met him in the hallway. Older guy, gray beard, the patient energy of someone who'd outfitted a thousand nervous rookies.

"Cruz?"

"That's me. Hi. Hey. I'm Benji."

"I know who you are, kid." A hint of a smile. "Stall's set up. Twelve. Gear's ready, but come find me if anything's off."

"Thank you. Seriously. Thank you so much."

The equipment manager gave him a look that said you don't have to thank me for doing my job but also I appreciate the enthusiasm, and pointed him toward the locker room.

Benji walked in and immediately forgot how to be a person.

The room was—it was the room. The actual room. The NHL locker room he'd seen in behind-the-scenes videos and post-game interviews. The mammoth tusk logo in the carpet. The stalls with nameplates. The smell of leather and tape and cold air and something underneath all of it that was just hockey, that specific pheromone that every rink in the world shared.

A few guys were already in. Benji recognized them from TV, from highlights, from the obsessive amount of film he'd watched in the last six months trying to learn the systems he was about to play in. Tyler Brandt was in his stall, scrolling his phone. Marcus Webb, the goalie, was doing something with his pads that involved a level of focused intensity usually reserved for bomb disposal.

And in the far corner, half-hidden by the angle of his stall, a guy was reading a book.

Adrian Vale.

Benji knew who he was. Everyone in the organization knew who Adrian Vale was, even if they couldn't explain exactly why. He was the kind of player coaches talked about in that reverent, slightly frustrated way—if everyone played like Vale, we'd never lose, but nobody plays like Vale because nobody wants to be that boring. Eight seasons. Iron man streak. Penalty kill specialist. The advanced stats loved him. The highlight reels didn't know he existed.

In person, he was—

Bigger than Benji expected. That was the first thing. The guy was six-three and built like he'd been carved from the boards he spent his life pinning people against. Broad through the shoulders, thick through the thighs, the kind of frame that looked heavy even sitting still. Dark hair, a little long on top, going silver at the temples in a way that was—

Okay. Moving on.

He had a face that looked like it had been designed by someone who understood restraint. Strong jaw, straight nose, a mouth that sat in a neutral line that could've been boredom or could've been something else entirely. He was holding the book with one hand, the other resting on his thigh, and he hadn't looked up when Benji walked in.

He hadn't looked up, but Benji had the prickling, absolute certainty that Adrian Vale knew he was there. The way a defenseman always knew where everyone was on the ice. Spatial awareness that extended past the boards and into every room he sat in.

Benji wanted to walk over and introduce himself. That was what you did. That was what Benji did—he was a connector, a handshaker, a hey-I'm-the-new-guy-what's-your-deal person. It was his whole thing. He'd never met a silence he couldn't fill or a stranger he couldn't turn into a friend within six minutes.

But something about Adrian Vale's stillness made him hesitate. Not in a cold way—the guy wasn't giving off don't talk to me energy. It was more like... gravity. Like he'd created a pocket of calm in the room that had its own atmosphere, and walking into it uninvited felt like interrupting someone at prayer.

Benji went to his stall instead.

Number twelve. His nameplate was already up—CRUZ—in the same font as everyone else's, and his hands actually trembled a little when he touched it.

You belong here. You belong here.

He sat down, opened his bag, and started unpacking his gear with the careful attention of someone performing a sacred ritual. Skates in the boot dryer. Sticks against the wall. Undershirt, compression pants, socks—everything laid out in the order he'd put it on, same as always, same as it had been since juniors.

"Cruz!"

Tyler Brandt materialized beside him with the sudden friendliness of a labrador who'd spotted a new person at the dog park. He stuck out his hand. "Tyler Brandt. Welcome up, man. Coach said I'm skating with you today."

"Hey! Yeah, awesome, thanks. I'm Benji. But you already know that because it's on the—" He pointed at his nameplate. "—yeah. Wow. Cool. Hi."

Tyler grinned. He had the kind of grin that made you feel like you'd been friends for years even when you'd known him for eight seconds. "Relax, kid. You're gonna be great. I've seen your tape—you've got wheels."

"Thanks. That's—yeah, I'm fast. That's kind of my whole thing. Speed and, uh, talking, apparently. They called me The Podcast in Grand Rapids."

"I heard." Tyler's grin widened. "That's incredible. We need that energy in here. Half this room communicates exclusively in grunts." He tilted his head toward the far stall. "Especially that one."

Benji followed his gaze. Adrian Vale turned a page.

"Has he always been—"

"Quiet? Yeah. Since I've known him. But don't take it personally. He's like that with everyone. Great guy, though. Best D-man I've ever played with. He's your roommate on the road, by the way."

"Yeah, I heard."

"You'll be fine. Just, uh..." Tyler paused, looking for the right word. "Don't take the silence as a challenge. He's not unfriendly. He's just Adrian."

More guys filed in. Benji shook hands, learned names he already knew, laughed too loud at jokes that weren't that funny because his body was running on adrenaline and three hours of sleep and the residual vibration of the best phone call of his life. He was on—fully on, every synapse firing, every social instinct cranked to eleven.

He met Ricky Salazar, who was enormous and immediately started calling him "Little Cruz" for reasons that were never explained. He met Danny Kowalski, who asked him if a hot dog was a sandwich before asking him his name. He met Jake Proulx, who said "welcome" in a way that sounded like he was still deciding whether he meant it.

He met everyone.

Except Adrian Vale, who still hadn't looked up from his book.

Benji kept finding his eyes drifting to that corner of the room. Not because he was offended—Tyler had warned him, and anyway, Benji wasn't the type to take someone's quietness personally. He'd grown up in a quiet house. Just him and his mom, their little two-bedroom in Duluth, the sound of the radiator and whatever his mom was watching on TV after her shift and the scrape of Benji's fork against his plate because he always ate too fast.

He'd loved his mom's quiet. It was warm, comfortable, the quiet of a person who was at peace. But he'd also spent his entire childhood craving noise—craving the chaos of the locker room, the roar of the rink, the beautiful, deafening, overstimulating mess of being surrounded by people who were doing the same crazy thing you were doing.

Adrian Vale's quiet wasn't like his mom's. His mom's was warm. Adrian's was... dense. Like it had weight. Like the silence around him was structural, load-bearing, and if you pulled one piece out, something important might shift.

Benji wanted to pull a piece out.

He wanted to know what was underneath.

Not the time, Cruz. First practice. Focus.

* * *
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Practice was the hardest thing Benji had ever done, and he'd once played an entire AHL game with a cracked rib because he was afraid if he sat out they'd send him home.

The speed was different. He'd expected that—everyone said the NHL was faster—but expecting it and living it were two very different things. In Grand Rapids, he was the fastest guy on the ice by a comfortable margin. Here, he was fast but everyone else was smart, and smart at this level meant they were already where you were going before you decided to go there.

The systems were tighter. The gaps were smaller. The margin for error was essentially the width of a stick blade, and if you were on the wrong side of it, you were standing still while the play went the other direction.

Benji made three beautiful passes in the first twenty minutes and two absolutely terrible decisions in the next ten. He got caught puck-watching on a transition drill and Danny Kowalski blew past him like he was standing in concrete. He missed a rotation in the neutral zone and left a lane open that, in a game, would've been a two-on-one.

Coach Darian didn't yell. He just wrote something on his clipboard, which was somehow worse.

Tyler was great—patient, encouraging, talked him through the systems during water breaks. "You're thinking too much. You've got the speed. Just trust the reads."

But it was the other voice that stuck.

Third period of the scrimmage—full-contact, full-speed—and Benji was chasing a puck into the corner on Adrian Vale's side of the ice. He got there first, tried to make a move, and ran directly into a wall of human being.

Adrian pinned him. Not violently—there was nothing cheap about it—but completely, inevitably, with the calm efficiency of someone closing a door. One arm across Benji's chest, hip into his hip, and the puck was gone, poked away to a winger breaking up the boards, before Benji even registered that he'd been stopped.

They were pressed together against the glass for maybe two seconds. Benji's face was close enough to Adrian's neck to smell him—cold sweat and whatever deodorant he used and something underneath that was just skin, clean and warm—and then Adrian was gone, skating backward, already reading the next play.

No words. No trash talk. No acknowledgment that Benji existed beyond being a body that had been between him and the puck.

Jesus Christ.

Benji skated to the bench, sat down, and tried to figure out why his heart was hammering in a way that had nothing to do with cardio.

"You good?" Tyler asked.

"Yep. Great. Totally good."

He was not totally good. He was thinking about the weight of Adrian's arm across his chest and the heat of his hip and the way the man smelled like winter and something private, and he was going to need to think about something else immediately or he was going to have a problem that compression pants would not adequately conceal.

Skating drills. Neutral-zone rotations. The fall of Constantinople—wait, that was Adrian's book. Why do I remember that? Stop it.

He focused. He played the rest of the scrimmage at ninety percent brain capacity, because ten percent was occupied by the persistent, unhelpful awareness of exactly where number twenty-four was on the ice at all times.

Adrian Vale played defense the way other people breathed. Effortless, constant, so fundamental that you forgot it was happening until it wasn't. He didn't chase. He didn't gamble. He just... was. In the right spot, at the right time, with the right angle, like the ice itself had rearranged to accommodate him.

Benji watched him break up a two-on-one with a single poke check that was so cleanly timed it looked choreographed, and thought: That's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen on a sheet of ice.

Then he thought: I need to stop thinking.

* * *
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After practice, Benji sat in his stall and let the room empty out. He was too wired to shower yet—his legs were shaking, his lungs burned, and his brain was running a loop of every shift like game film on fast-forward.

The room thinned out. Ricky left. Danny left. Tyler gave him a fist bump on the way out and said, "Good first day, kid. You'll get the systems. Give it a week."

Benji nodded, smiled, waited until Tyler was gone, and then dropped his head into his hands and breathed.

You belong here. You belong here. You—

"Cruz."

His head snapped up.

Adrian Vale was standing in front of him. He'd showered—his dark hair was damp, curling slightly at his temples, and he was wearing a plain black t-shirt that fit him in a way that should've been illegal under the NHL's collective bargaining agreement. He was holding his book in one hand and his bag in the other, and he was looking directly at Benji with an expression that was impossible to read.

Up close, his eyes were gray. Not blue-gray or green-gray—just gray, like lake ice, like the sky before a storm. The kind of eyes that gave you absolutely nothing and made you want to give them everything.

"Hey," Benji said. His voice cracked. Twenty-two years old, playing in the NHL, and his voice cracked. "Hi. Yeah. I'm Benji. Cruz. Benji Cruz. You probably know that from the—" He gestured vaguely at his nameplate. "—or from Coach, or from, like, existing in this building today."

Adrian's expression didn't change. But something shifted behind those gray eyes—a flicker, like light catching the surface of a lake you thought was frozen.

"I know who you are."

Four words. Low voice, even-toned, no particular emphasis on any of them. And yet Benji felt them land in his chest like a puck hitting the crossbar—solid, resonant, still ringing.

"Cool. Great. Awesome." Stop saying adjectives. "So we're roommates on the road, right? Tyler mentioned it. That's cool. I'm easy. Well—I'm told I talk a lot, which, you're probably already getting that impression, but I can be quiet too. I mean, I can. I just... don't usually. But I can."

"Okay."

"Okay as in okay-you-don't-mind, or okay as in okay-please-stop-talking?"

And then—

Adrian Vale almost smiled.

It wasn't a full smile. It wasn't even a half smile. It was a shift in the topography of his mouth, a softening at the corners that lasted maybe a full second before it was gone. But Benji saw it. He saw it the way a forward saw a lane open—instant recognition, full-body response, every instinct screaming go.

"Good first practice," Adrian said. He turned to leave, then paused. Didn't look back. "The neutral-zone rotation Coach runs is a three-man swing. You were playing it as a two. That's why you kept losing the lane."

Benji blinked. "I—what?"

"Three-man swing. High forward takes the wall, low forward fills the middle, center reads the breakout and releases. You were reading it right but filling the wrong lane." A pause. "Your speed's not the problem. Your processing is. You're fast enough to recover from mistakes, which means nobody in Grand Rapids made you fix them. They won't let you get away with that here."

It was, by a factor of ten, the most words Benji had heard Adrian say all day. And every single one of them was right.

"I—yeah. Yeah, I felt that. Thank you. Seriously."

Adrian nodded once. Turned. Walked away.

Benji watched him go—the broad back, the unhurried stride, the way he moved through the room like a man who knew exactly how much space he was allowed to take up and never exceeded it.

And Benji sat there in his stall, sweaty and exhausted and buzzing with the kind of electricity that had nothing to do with his call-up and everything to do with the fact that the quietest man in the building had just given him the most useful piece of hockey advice he'd received in a year, unprompted, without being asked, and then left without waiting to be thanked.

He pulled out his phone and texted his mom.

First practice done. I'm gonna be okay.

Then he sat there for another minute, staring at the spot where Adrian had stood, and thought about gray eyes and almost-smiles and the way it felt to be pressed against the boards by someone who didn't even know he'd rearranged your entire nervous system.

Oh no, Benji thought.

He showered. He changed. He drove to the extended-stay hotel the team had set him up in and unpacked his bag in a room that was beige and temporary and fine.

He put his mom's photo on the nightstand. He ate a protein bar. He lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling and replayed every second of his interaction with Adrian Vale—all ninety of them—with the obsessive, frame-by-frame attention of a man who already knew he was in trouble.

The almost-smile. The correction about the neutral-zone rotation. The four words: I know who you are.

Benji pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes and groaned.

"Cool," he said to the empty room. "Cool, cool, cool. A crush on the straight veteran defenseman you're rooming with on the road. That's healthy. That's a great plan. That's definitely not going to ruin your entire life."

He rolled over, punched the pillow into shape, and tried to sleep.

He didn't sleep.

He thought about the weight of Adrian's arm across his chest, and the smell of his skin, and the way his almost-smile had felt like being let in on a secret, and the low, certain sound of his voice saying I know who you are like it was the simplest truth in the world.

Benji's phone lit up on the nightstand. His mom, replying to his text.

I knew you would be. I'm so proud of you, mijo. Now go to sleep.

He smiled at the ceiling. He did not go to sleep.

He was so, so screwed.
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Chapter Three
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Adrian

The road trip started in Detroit, which was fitting because Detroit was the kind of city that didn't care if you were having a crisis. It just kept being Detroit.

Adrian boarded the team charter at six a.m. with his book, his noise-canceling headphones, and the quiet, practiced efficiency of a man who'd made this exact walk approximately four hundred times. Window seat, twelve rows back, left side. Same seat every trip. The flight attendants knew his coffee order. He didn't have to ask.

He settled in, opened his book—still on Constantinople, still deeply invested in whether Mehmed II was a genius or a lunatic—and waited for the plane to fill around him.

The team loaded in waves. First the veterans who, like Adrian, treated travel like a commute: headphones on, minimal conversation, the resigned professionalism of men who'd long ago stopped finding airports exciting. Then the mid-career guys who were awake enough to be social but experienced enough to keep it low-key. Then the rookies and young guys, who boarded a charter plane the way golden retrievers entered a dog park—wide-eyed, energetic, and incapable of sitting still.

Benji Cruz was the last one on.

He came down the aisle like a small weather system—bag over one shoulder, coffee in one hand, phone tucked between his ear and his shoulder, laughing at something the person on the other end was saying. His curls were still damp from what Adrian assumed was a shower and not the rain, though with Benji it could've been both. He was wearing a hoodie that was at least one size too big, gray joggers, and sneakers that looked like they'd been through a war but had good taste.

"—no, Ma, I'm on the plane. Yeah, the whole team. It's nice. There's like real seats and everything, not like the bus in Grand Rapids where Jennings sat on a granola bar and didn't notice for three hours—"

He was talking to his mother. At six in the morning. On a team charter. While thirty professional hockey players pretended not to listen.

Adrian kept his eyes on his book.

"Okay, yeah, I gotta go. Love you. Love you. Yes, I'll eat. I always eat. I'm literally always eating. Okay. Bye, Ma."

Benji dropped into the aisle seat next to Adrian.

Of course he did. The travel coordinator had sent the rooming and seating assignments last night, and because the universe had a sense of humor that Adrian didn't appreciate, his name was next to Cruz, B. for every flight, every bus, every hotel for the foreseeable future.

"Hey," Benji said, shoving his bag under the seat in front of him with the graceless enthusiasm of someone who hadn't yet learned that chartered planes had overhead bins. "Morning. How's the—" He tilted his head to read the spine of Adrian's book. "—Ottoman Empire? Still falling?"

"Constantinople," Adrian corrected. "It's falling."

"Right. Constantinople falls to become Istanbul. I know that one. There's a They Might Be Giants song about it."

Adrian looked at him. "You know They Might Be Giants?"

"My mom's a fan. I grew up on a very specific rotation of They Might Be Giants, Selena, and whatever was on the classic rock station. Cultural whiplash was kind of my whole childhood." He grinned. The grin was enormous. It took up his entire face and most of the surrounding airspace. "You surprised I know things?"

"No."

"You look surprised."

"This is my regular face."

"Your regular face looks surprised?"

"My regular face looks like nothing. That's the point."

Benji laughed—a real laugh, sudden and bright, the kind that made the guys in the row ahead turn around. Adrian felt the sound land somewhere behind his sternum, warm and unwelcome, like a shot of whiskey he hadn't ordered.

"I like that," Benji said. "The nothing face. Very on-brand."

Adrian turned back to his book. He read the same sentence four times without processing it.

The plane took off. Benji was quiet for approximately eleven minutes—Adrian counted—and then the dam broke.

"So what's Detroit like? I've never played there. I mean, I've been there, for like a day when I was sixteen and my mom drove me to a prospect camp, but I don't remember anything except the hotel had a pool and I ate an entire deep-dish pizza by myself and threw up in the lobby. Which, now that I'm telling you this story, is maybe not the impression I want to make. Can we pretend I didn't say the throwing-up part?"

"No."

"Fair." Benji shifted in his seat, turning his body toward Adrian with the unselfconscious openness of someone who didn't understand personal space as a concept. "What do you do on road trips? Like, routine-wise. I'm trying to figure out the vibe."

Adrian closed his book, one finger marking his page. If Benji was going to talk—and Benji was clearly going to talk—there was no point in pretending to read. Adrian had tried that approach with chatty seatmates before, and it only worked on people who were capable of reading social cues. Benji Cruz could probably read social cues. He just didn't seem to consider them binding.

"Land," Adrian said. "Hotel. Nap. Pregame meal. Arena."

"That's it?"

"That's it."

"You don't go out? Explore the city? Find a good restaurant?"

"No."

"What about—"

"I read. I sleep. I play hockey. I come home."

Benji stared at him for a long moment, and Adrian braced for the thing people always said next: That's boring. Or: You need to get out more. Or the worst one: That sounds lonely, delivered with the kind of pity that made Adrian want to unbuckle his seatbelt and walk off the plane at cruising altitude.

Instead, Benji said: "What are you reading next? After the Constantinople thing."

Adrian blinked. "I have a list."

"A list. Of course you have a list. Is it organized? Alphabetical? By genre? Chronological by publication date?"

"Thematic."

"Thematic." Benji said the word like it was the most delightful thing he'd heard all week. "What's the theme?"

Adrian didn't answer for a moment. Not because he didn't want to—though he didn't, exactly—but because no one had ever asked. Tyler knew he read, but Tyler had never asked what. His teammates knew he was quiet, but they'd all decided long ago that quiet meant empty, and Adrian had never corrected them because correcting them would require being known, and being known required being seen, and being seen was the one thing he'd spent thirty years learning how to avoid.

"Sieges," he said finally.

"Sieges?"

"Cities under siege. Constantinople, Stalingrad, Masada, Leningrad. The way people survive when they're surrounded and the walls are closing in."

He hadn't meant to say that much. He definitely hadn't meant to say it in a way that sounded like a metaphor for his entire emotional life, but there it was, floating between them at thirty thousand feet, and Benji was looking at him with an expression that Adrian couldn't catalogue and didn't want to examine.

"That's intense," Benji said. Not pitying. Not dismissive. Just... interested. "Do they? Survive?"

"Sometimes. Not always."

"Which ones are your favorite? The ones that make it or the ones that don't?"

Adrian thought about it. "The ones that make it," he said. "But only because of how they change. The city that survives a siege is never the same city it was before. It's stronger in some places and broken in others, and the people inside it are different because they had to become different to survive."

Benji was quiet for what might have been the first time since boarding. He looked at Adrian with those dark brown eyes, warm and sharp simultaneously, and Adrian felt the unsettling sensation of being read—not judged, not analyzed, but read, the way you read a page, carefully and with attention.

"You're not what I expected," Benji said quietly.

"What did you expect?"

"Honestly? A wall." He smiled, smaller than his usual grin, more private. "But walls don't talk about sieges like that."

Adrian looked away. Out the window. Clouds. The safe, neutral blankness of sky.

"Get some sleep," he said. "Detroit's a late game."

Benji didn't sleep. But he did stop talking, and somehow that was worse, because he put in his earbuds and leaned back and closed his eyes, and Adrian spent the rest of the flight acutely aware of every breath Benji took, every shift of his body in the adjacent seat, the way his lips moved silently along with whatever he was listening to, the thin strip of collarbone visible above the neck of his hoodie.

Adrian read three pages of his book and retained nothing.

Cities under siege, he thought. Walls closing in.

He wasn't thinking about Constantinople anymore.

* * *
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The hotel was a Marriott that looked like every other Marriott in every other city Adrian had ever played in. Same carpet. Same lighting. Same vaguely aggressive air freshener that smelled like synthetic lavender and corporate optimism.

They checked in as a team, collected keycards in pairs, and filed into the elevator in groups. Adrian and Benji rode up with Ricky and Danny, who were arguing about whether you could train a raccoon to fetch.

"You absolutely can," Ricky said. "My cousin had one."

"Your cousin did not have a trained raccoon."

"His name was Gerald."

"Your cousin's name was Gerald?"

"The raccoon's name was Gerald, Danny. Keep up."

Benji was laughing so hard he was holding the wall. Adrian stared at the elevator numbers and thought about the sweet, uncomplicated silence of a solo hotel room.

Their room was on the fourteenth floor. Two queen beds, a desk, a window with a view of the Detroit skyline and a parking garage. Standard. Adrian had stayed in this exact room—or one identical to it—probably forty times.

He set his bag on the bed closest to the door, because he always took the bed closest to the door. Unpacked methodically: toiletries on the bathroom counter, arranged left to right. Charger on the nightstand. Book on the nightstand. Sleep clothes folded at the foot of the bed.

Benji unpacked the way a tornado unpacked—everything everywhere, all at once, half his bag on the bed and half on the floor, charger tangled with his headphone cord, sneakers kicked in two different directions. He pulled out the framed photo Adrian had noticed on the plane—a woman in graduation stands, holding a sign—and set it on his nightstand with a care that was completely at odds with the chaos of everything else.

"That's my mom," Benji said, catching Adrian's glance. "Rosa. She's a nurse. ER. She's been working nights my whole life, so she basically raised me on four hours of sleep and sheer willpower."

"She looks proud."

"She cries at everything. Last month she cried at a commercial for paper towels. Like, sobbed. The paper towels didn't even do anything impressive, they just absorbed stuff. That's literally their job." He flopped onto his bed, bouncing once, and stretched out like a cat claiming a sunbeam. "Your family come to games?"

"Sometimes."

"What are they like?"

Adrian folded his undershirt and placed it in the drawer. "Loud."

"Loud like me?"

"Louder."

"I find that hard to believe."

"Four younger siblings. My mother is from Puerto Rico and communicates primarily through volume and guilt. Family dinners sound like air traffic control during a thunderstorm."

Benji rolled onto his side, head propped on his hand. "That sounds amazing."

"It sounds exhausting."

"Same thing."

Adrian closed the drawer. Sat on the edge of his bed. Tried to figure out why he'd just told this kid more about his family in thirty seconds than he'd told Tyler in three years.

"You should nap," Adrian said. "Pregame meal's at four."

"I don't nap."

"Everyone naps on game day."

"I can't turn my brain off. It just—" Benji made a gesture with his hands that looked like an explosion. "—keeps going. It's like a browser with forty-seven tabs open and three of them are playing music."

"Sounds exhausting."

"Same thing," Benji said again, and grinned.

Adrian lay down. Closed his eyes. Folded his hands on his stomach and began the breathing exercises he'd been doing before games since he was nineteen—four counts in, seven counts hold, eight counts out. The body knew how to shut down when you gave it the right instructions. The mind followed. It always followed.

Except today.

Today, his mind was cataloguing the sounds Benji made in a quiet room. The rustle of him scrolling on his phone. The soft huff of air that meant he'd found something funny. The whisper of fabric when he shifted positions. The rhythm of his breathing—faster than Adrian's, shallower, the breathing of someone who was always running even when he was lying still.

Adrian lay there with his eyes closed and his breathing measured and his body perfectly still, and he mapped every sound Benji made the way he mapped a breakout play—automatically, precisely, and without being able to stop.

At some point, the sounds slowed. The scrolling stopped. The breathing deepened. Benji had fallen asleep despite claiming he couldn't, which was the most Benji thing Adrian had observed in the twenty-seven hours he'd known him.

Adrian opened his eyes.

Benji was on his stomach, one arm hanging off the edge of the bed, phone loosely held in fingers that had gone slack. His face was turned toward Adrian, and in sleep, all the kinetic energy that animated him during waking hours had drained away, leaving something quieter and younger and startlingly unguarded. His lips were slightly parted. His curls had fallen across his forehead. The tattoo sleeve on his left arm was partially visible beneath the pushed-up hoodie sleeve—coordinates, script, a compass pointing north.

Adrian looked at him for exactly four seconds—he counted—and then rolled over to face the wall.

No.

Not this. Not now. Not with a twenty-two-year-old rookie who talked like a podcast and smiled like a sunrise and was going to be sleeping six feet away from him for the rest of the season. Not with a teammate. Not with anyone.

Adrian had been closeted for so long that the word didn't even feel accurate anymore. Closeted implied a before and an after—a time when you were in and a time when you planned to come out. Adrian didn't have a plan. He had a system. The system was: don't want things you can't have. Don't look at things you can't touch. Don't think about the empty side of the bed.

The system had worked for twelve years. Through juniors, the AHL, eight NHL seasons, a handful of careful, anonymous hookups in cities far from home, and the creeping, bone-deep loneliness that he'd learned to mistake for peace.

It worked because Adrian was disciplined. Because he was careful. Because he'd built his walls exactly the way a good defenseman should—solid, positioned, impossible to beat one-on-one.

And now there was a twenty-two-year-old sleeping in the next bed who talked about sieges and asked him what he was reading and laughed at his dry one-word answers like they were the funniest things he'd ever heard, and Adrian could feel the structural integrity of something he'd spent a decade building start to make sounds it wasn't supposed to make.

Four counts in. Seven counts hold. Eight counts out.

He didn't sleep.

* * *
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They lost to Detroit 4-2 in a game that Adrian would describe, if anyone asked, as "fine."

Nobody asked. Nobody ever asked the defenseman who'd played twenty-two clean minutes with zero giveaways and two blocked shots how the game went. They asked Tyler, who'd had an assist. They asked Ricky, who'd dropped the gloves in the second period. They asked Benji, who'd played twelve minutes on the third line and looked fast enough to matter even when he wasn't producing.

Adrian sat in his stall and untaped his shins and listened to Benji's post-game interview through the wall.

"—yeah, I mean, obviously I wanted to contribute more, but the pace is just different up here and I'm still adjusting. The guys have been great, though. Everyone's been super welcoming and I feel like I'm starting to see the reads a little better. I just gotta trust my speed and not overthink it."

Good answer. Media-trained enough to not say anything stupid, honest enough to not sound like a robot. The kid was smart. Adrian had noticed that during the game—Benji might not have the systems down yet, but he was watching, absorbing, filing away information with an intensity that his loud personality sometimes obscured.

On the bus back to the hotel, Benji fell into the seat next to Adrian with the boneless exhaustion of a rookie after his fourth NHL game. His hair was still wet from the shower and he smelled like the team-issued body wash—eucalyptus and something vaguely medicinal—and underneath it, faintly, himself.

Adrian didn't catalog that. He refused to catalog that.

"I was shit," Benji said quietly, not looking at him. Looking out the window at the Detroit skyline sliding past.

"You were fine."

"Fine isn't good enough."

"Fine is exactly good enough for your fourth game." Adrian kept his voice even. Neutral. The voice he used when the penalty kill was under siege and everyone else was panicking. "You had two clean zone entries and a takeaway. You won fifty-three percent of your faceoffs. You didn't turn it over in the defensive zone."

Benji turned to look at him. "You tracked my faceoff percentage?"

Shit.

"I track everyone's."

"Do you, though?"

"It's the game. I pay attention to the game."

Benji held his gaze for a beat too long—those brown eyes, warm even in the blue-white wash of the bus's overhead lights—and then something shifted in his expression. Not suspicion. Not discomfort. Something softer. Something that looked, terrifyingly, like hope.

"Thanks," Benji said.

"For what?"

"For paying attention."

He said it simply, without his usual manic energy, and it landed on Adrian like a hand pressed flat against his chest. Steady pressure. Impossible to ignore.

Benji fell asleep on the bus. His head tipped sideways, toward Adrian, and ended up resting against Adrian's shoulder.

Adrian didn't move.

He sat perfectly still for the fourteen remaining minutes of the drive, barely breathing, staring straight ahead at the seat in front of him, while Benji's curls brushed against his jaw and Benji's weight settled warm and thoughtless against his side.

It was nothing. It was a tired kid falling asleep on a bus. It happened all the time. It didn't mean anything.

Adrian didn't move.

When they pulled up to the hotel, he touched Benji's arm—just his forearm, barely a brush—and said, "We're here."

Benji blinked awake, disoriented, and pulled back like he'd been electrocuted. "Shit. Sorry. Did I—I fell asleep on you. God. Sorry."

"It's fine."

"I'm a sleep-leaner. I should've warned you. It's a whole thing. My mom says I used to fall asleep in grocery carts leaning on whatever was next to me. One time it was a watermelon. She has photos."

"It's fine, Benji."

First time he'd used his first name. He hadn't planned to. It just came out—two syllables, warm in his mouth, natural in a way that felt dangerous.

Benji heard it too. His eyes widened fractionally, and his lips parted, and for one razor-thin second the air between them in the dim bus was charged with something that Adrian refused to name.

"Yeah," Benji said, quieter than Adrian had ever heard him. "Okay."

They walked into the hotel. Rode the elevator in silence—real silence, not the absence of words but the presence of something too large for them. Got to the room. Benji went to the bathroom first. Adrian sat on his bed and stared at the wall and listened to the water run and thought about the warmth of Benji's head on his shoulder and the sound of his name in his own mouth and the way, for fourteen minutes on a dark bus in Detroit, he hadn't felt like a wall.

He'd felt like a man.

When Benji came out—sleep clothes on, curls wild, face scrubbed clean—he hesitated by his bed, looking at Adrian with an expression that was half uncertainty and half something braver.

"Hey, Adrian?"

"Yeah."

"Thanks for not being weird about the bus thing."

"Nothing to be weird about."

"And thanks for—the faceoff thing. The stats. You didn't have to do that."

"I told you. I track everyone's."

Benji smiled. Not the big, room-filling grin. A smaller one. The one Adrian was starting to think of as the real one—the smile Benji made when he wasn't performing, when his guard was as low as it ever got.

"Sure you do," Benji said softly. He climbed into bed and turned off his lamp.

The room went dark. Adrian lay in his bed, six feet of hotel carpet between them, and listened to Benji breathe.

"Adrian?" Benji's voice, quiet in the dark.

"Yeah."

"Do the cities that survive the siege... do they know they're going to survive? While it's happening?"

Adrian stared at the ceiling. His heart was doing something it shouldn't have been doing—not fast, exactly, but heavy, each beat deliberate, like it was trying to tell him something.

"No," he said. "They just decide not to open the gates."

Silence. Then, so quiet Adrian almost missed it:

"What if the person on the other side of the gates isn't an enemy?"

Adrian closed his eyes. His hand found the edge of the mattress, the empty side of the bed, and gripped it.

"Goodnight, Benji."

"Goodnight, Adrian."

The room was dark. The city was dark. Somewhere below them, Detroit went on being Detroit, indifferent and permanent.

Adrian didn't sleep for a long time. When he did, he dreamed about walls, and gates, and a voice on the other side that sounded like warmth and wouldn't stop talking, and the slow, terrifying realization that he didn't want it to.
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Chapter Four
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Benji

Benji had a theory about Adrian Vale, and he was building his case the way a detective built a murder board—obsessively, with limited evidence and an unhealthy amount of emotional investment.

The theory was this: Adrian wasn't quiet. Adrian was loud. He was just loud in a frequency that nobody on this team had bothered to tune into.

Benji had been with the Icebreakers for two weeks now. Fourteen days of practices and games and bus rides and hotel rooms and the slow, addictive process of learning a new team's rhythms. He knew who sat where at meals. He knew that Ricky's pregame ritual involved exactly three minutes of air guitar in the bathroom. He knew that Marcus the goalie talked to his pads like they were pets and that Danny Kowalski could not, under any circumstances, be trusted to pick a restaurant.

And he knew—because he'd been watching, because he couldn't stop watching—that Adrian Vale communicated constantly. Just not with words.

The evidence:

During a power play drill, when Tyler overcommitted to the left circle and left the back door open, Adrian didn't say anything. He shifted his position three inches to the right, closing the lane, and tapped his stick once on the ice. Tyler corrected without looking up. The whole exchange took less than two seconds and involved zero syllables.

In the weight room, when the new strength coach programmed a deadlift variation that was going to wreck somebody's lower back, Adrian didn't argue. He just did the exercise with a modification—sumo stance, wider grip—and when the strength coach asked why, Adrian said, "Hip structure," which wasn't even a complete sentence, and the coach changed the program for everyone.

​
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