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Blood on the Glass

––––––––
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The tape had to be perfect.

Ethan Cole wound the white cloth around his stick blade in slow, overlapping strips — bottom to top, heel to toe, exactly the way he'd done it since he was fourteen years old and his father had stood behind him in their garage in Stamford saying again until the edges were seamless. Three wraps at the toe. Two at the heel. Pull it tight. Smooth. No bubbles. No wrinkles. Nothing that could introduce a variable.

Around him, the Boston Titans' locker room hummed with pre-game chaos. Mo was in his crease of the room, shirtless and bouncing, slapping his pads together while his warm-up playlist — some unholy Cuban reggaeton mix — shook the Bluetooth speaker bolted above his stall. Lindquist and Park were taping each other's socks. Benny Marcos was doing his weird thing where he ate exactly half a peanut butter sandwich, set the other half on his shelf, and wouldn't touch it until first intermission. Hockey players were creatures of ritual, every single one of them, and Ethan had long ago stopped pretending he was any different.

He finished the tape job. Ran his thumb along the blade. Perfect.

Tonight was Detroit. Tonight was Kincaid.

His stomach clenched, and he breathed through it the way Dr. Laine had taught him — four counts in, hold for four, out for six. The anxiety wasn't about the game. He could handle the game. The game was the one place where his body knew what to do without his brain needing to approve every decision. Forty-six points in thirty-one games. Plus-eighteen. Best faceoff percentage of his career. The numbers were good. The numbers were always good. That was the deal — keep the numbers good and the world stays solid beneath your feet.

No, the anxiety was about what happened when the numbers intersected with Rory fucking Kincaid.

"Yo, Cap." Mo appeared in his peripheral vision, goalie pads already strapped, helmet dangling from one hand. Marco Alvarez was six-two, two-twenty, tattooed from wrist to shoulder with artwork that ranged from genuinely beautiful (the portrait of his daughter on his forearm) to genuinely terrible (the flaming skull he'd gotten at eighteen in Hialeah that he refused to cover up on principle). He was also the best goalie in the Eastern Conference and Ethan's best friend on the planet, which meant he had an unerring instinct for when Ethan's brain was eating itself.

"You've got the face," Mo said.

"I don't have a face."

"You've got the face where your jaw goes all—" Mo clenched his own jaw in an exaggerated impression. "—and your eyes go dead like a shark that got a parking ticket. It's your Kincaid face."

"It's my 'Mo won't stop talking to me during my pre-game' face."

"Nah, that face is more annoyed. This is the one where you're already replaying hits that haven't happened yet." Mo dropped onto the bench beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched. Grounding. He always did that — made himself a physical anchor without making a thing of it. "He's gonna come at you tonight. You know that."

"He comes at me every time."

"Yeah, but they've lost four straight and his PIM are through the roof. Dude's playing angry. He's gonna be looking for a statement hit and you're the biggest statement in the building."

Ethan picked up his second stick and started taping. "Then I'll be faster than whatever he's bringing."

Mo studied him for a beat, then clapped him on the back hard enough to jolt his spine. "That's my captain. Go be pretty and deadly. I'll stop the rest."

He bounced away, already yelling at Lindquist about something. Ethan watched him go, feeling the warmth of the contact fade from his shoulder blade, and then turned back to his tape.

Four counts in. Hold for four. Out for six.

Be faster. Be smarter. Be perfect.

His father's voice, as always, right on cue.

•  •  •
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The arena was a living thing on rivalry nights.

Eighteen thousand bodies packed into seats that had held generations of hockey fans, and the sound they produced wasn't just noise — it was pressure. A physical wave that hit you the moment you stepped through the tunnel and onto the ice. Ethan had played in this building for six seasons and the sensation still made the hair on his arms stand up. The boards vibrated with it. The glass hummed.

He took his warm-up laps with his head down, stick on the ice, legs loose. Routine. Ritual. The Titans flowed around him in their white home jerseys, a choreography of crossovers and lazy wrist shots that looked casual and was anything but. Every player was calibrating. Finding their edges. Waking up their hands.

Across the red line, the Detroit Iron did the same in their road blacks.

Ethan didn't look for Kincaid. He didn't have to. He could feel him the way you could feel a storm system moving in — a shift in the barometric pressure of the ice, a gravitational pull that rearranged the space around it. Rory Kincaid was six-three and two-fifteen and he moved like something that shouldn't be that fast for its size, all coiled power and predatory economy. Even in warm-ups, the man skated like he was hunting.

Ethan caught a pass from Park, snapped a wrist shot at the empty net, and finally let himself glance across the center line.

Kincaid was already looking at him.

Dark eyes under a dark helmet. That permanent smirk carved into a face that had been broken and reset so many times it looked like it had been assembled from spare parts — crooked nose, heavy brow, jaw built for taking punches. He was leaning on his stick at the Iron's blue line, not even pretending to warm up, just... watching. Like Ethan was a problem he was solving.

Ethan held the stare for exactly two seconds — long enough to acknowledge, short enough to dismiss — and turned away.

His heart rate bumped. He blamed the cold air.

•  •  •
[image: ]


The first period was chess.

Detroit came out physical, the way they always did — a blue-collar team with a blue-collar identity, grinding along the boards, clogging the neutral zone, making everything ugly. The Iron didn't try to outskill you. They tried to outwork you, outhit you, and make you hate every second of being on the ice until you made a mistake.

Ethan didn't make mistakes.

He won his first faceoff clean — drew the puck back to Park on the half-wall, spun off his check, and drove the net. The puck cycled low, came back to him at the left circle, and he one-timed it past the Iron's goalie so fast the poor bastard didn't even get his glove up.

First shift. First shot. One-nothing Titans.

The arena detonated. Ethan slid into the celly with his arms out, Mo pounding on his pads at the far end, and for a moment — one pure, clean moment — the noise filled every empty space inside him and he felt whole.

That was the thing about hockey. The thing his therapist understood and his father never would. It wasn't the winning that calmed the static in his brain. It was the execution. The feeling of doing something exactly right, of the geometry aligning, of his body translating what his eyes saw into something perfect. For those fractions of a second, there was no anxiety. No performance. Just truth.

Then the moment passed, and he was back on the bench, and the static crept in at the edges, and he was Ethan Cole again — wondering if the goal was good enough, if the celly was too much, if the commentators thought his release was slower than last week.

The broadcast monitor above the bench caught his eye. He could see the replay — the shot, the bar-down finish, the goalie flailing. The commentator's voice filtered through the arena speakers: "What a competitor. What a leader. Ethan Cole continues to prove why he's the best young captain in the game—"

His shoulders dropped two inches. Something in his chest loosened. The words settled over him like a warm hand on the back of his neck, steadying him, telling him you're good, you're enough, the world is stable.

He hated that he needed it. Hated the little dopamine rush that came with external validation, the way his whole nervous system re-regulated when someone — anyone — confirmed out loud that he was doing it right. Dr. Laine called it a pattern. His mother called it "your father's legacy." Ethan called it the only reliable way to make his brain shut the fuck up.

He pulled his water bottle, squirted, spat, and focused on the game.

•  •  •
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Kincaid found him in the second period.

Ethan knew it was coming. Mo had been right — four-game losing streak, penalty minutes climbing, and Rory Kincaid captained by example, which meant when the Iron needed a spark, number seventy-seven provided it personally. Usually with his shoulder.

The hit came on a neutral-zone carry. Ethan had the puck on his tape, head up, reading the stretch pass to Lindquist on the far wing. He saw the lane. Released the puck.

And then the world tilted sideways.

Kincaid timed it perfectly — a fraction of a second after the pass, just inside the legal window, and he came through Ethan's chest like a freight train derailing into a compact car. Ethan's feet left the ice. His helmet cracked against the glass. The boards sang with the impact, and somewhere in the middle of it all, he registered the smell of Kincaid's sweat and the impossible heat of a body that felt like it was made of concrete and bad intentions.

He hit the ice on his back. His vision fractured. The arena gasped — that collective intake of eighteen thousand breaths that meant someone just got destroyed on national television.

Ethan's helmet had popped loose. He was staring up at the rafters, the championship banners swaying gently in the arena's ventilation, and for two full seconds he couldn't remember what day it was.

Then the rage hit.

He was on his feet before his equilibrium fully returned, gloves still on but hands clenched inside them, jaw tight enough to crack a molar. Kincaid was right there — hadn't skated away, hadn't celebrated, just stood three feet from the carnage like a man admiring his work. That fucking smirk. Those dark, knowing eyes.

"Stay in your lane, pretty boy." Kincaid's voice was low, rough, barely audible over the crowd. Conversational. Like they were discussing the weather and not the fact that he'd just tried to put Ethan through the boards.

Ethan got in his face. Close enough to feel the heat radiating off Kincaid's skin through both their jerseys. Close enough to see the split in his bottom lip from some previous violence, the way his pupils dilated slightly when Ethan stepped inside his reach. "Stay off the ice before someone with actual skill embarrasses you."

"Skill." Kincaid's tongue ran over that split lip. "That what they're calling it when daddy's money buys you a spot on the power play?"

The words hit exactly where they were aimed — the soft tissue beneath the armor, the place where Ethan kept every insecurity filed in alphabetical order. His hands flexed. He wanted to swing. God, he wanted to swing. But Ethan Cole didn't take bad penalties. Ethan Cole was the captain who kept his composure when the villain tried to bait him. That was the brand.

So he smiled. The media smile. The one that didn't reach his eyes.

"Enjoy the penalty box, Kincaid. Seems like you spend more time there than on the ice."

The ref's arm was already up. Matching minors — roughing, both of them. Kincaid went willingly, skating toward the box with that loose, unhurried stride like he'd just been invited to a party he planned to ruin. Ethan followed, jaw welded shut, the adrenaline making his hands shake inside his gloves.

The penalty box was small. It was always small — a narrow bench behind glass, smelling like sweat and rubber and whatever cleaning solution the arena staff used between periods. The partition between the home and visiting sections was a thin pane of plexiglass, more symbolic than functional. Ethan dropped onto the bench and stared straight ahead at the ice. He could feel Kincaid settling onto the other side, barely two feet away, close enough that the air between them felt charged.

Two minutes. He could survive two minutes.

Kincaid, apparently, had other plans.

"You got up fast," he said, low enough that only Ethan could hear through the partition gap. "Thought I had you on that one."

"You didn't."

"Your hands were shaking."

Ethan's jaw tightened. "Adrenaline."

"Sure." A pause. Ethan could hear him breathing — slow, measured, controlled, as if he wasn't the one who'd just delivered a hit that rattled the glass. "Nice goal earlier, by the way. Bar down. Pretty."

That threw him. Ethan turned his head slightly — just enough to catch Kincaid in his peripheral vision. The man was leaned back on the bench, legs spread, arms folded across his chest, looking at the ice with an expression Ethan couldn't read. There was nothing sarcastic in his tone. No setup for a follow-up insult. Just... an observation.

"I don't need your commentary on my game," Ethan said.

"No. You don't." Kincaid finally looked at him. Those dark eyes held something that wasn't the smirk, wasn't the villain — something fleeting and sharp and gone before Ethan could name it. "You've got twenty thousand people to do that for you."

The penalty expired. They both stood. Kincaid left the box first, stepping back onto the ice without a backward glance, and Ethan followed three seconds later, his chest tight with something that wasn't anger and wasn't adrenaline and was, frankly, pissing him off because he couldn't categorize it.

He played the rest of the period on autopilot. His body knew the game. His brain was stuck on six words:

Nice goal earlier, by the way.

•  •  •
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They won 4-2.

Ethan had two assists after the opening goal — a nice feed to Mo's blocker side that Park banged in on the rebound, and a stretch pass to Lindquist that turned into a two-on-one. Clean, efficient, captain's hockey. The kind of stat line that would play well on the morning shows and keep his agent's phone ringing.

He sat through the post-game press conference in his stall, towel over his shoulders, hair still wet, delivering the answers he'd been delivering since he wore a letter on his chest.

"How did it feel to set the tone early with that first-period goal?"

"Always feels good to get one early, especially at home. Credit to the guys for getting me the puck in space."

"The hit from Kincaid in the second — that was a big one. Any thoughts on his style of play?"

The question landed in his lap like a grenade with the pin already pulled. Ethan let the pause stretch exactly one beat — practiced, natural, giving the impression of thoughtful consideration.

"Some guys play hockey," he said, and he smiled that smile, the one that photographers loved, the one that sold watches. "Some guys play roller derby. I'll let the highlights speak for themselves."

The room laughed. The reporters typed. The quote would be everywhere by morning — Captain Cole, classy and cutting, putting the league's favorite villain in his place with a quip sharp enough to draw blood but clean enough for a family broadcast.

Ethan answered three more questions on autopilot, thanked the media, and retreated to the shower.

Under the spray, alone in the steam, he braced his hands against the tile and let the hot water pound between his shoulder blades. His body ached where Kincaid's hit had rearranged his molecules. His ribs would be purple by morning. His neck was already stiffening.

But that wasn't what was bothering him.

It was the penalty box. The way Kincaid's voice had dropped when he said pretty. The way those words had landed differently than every other piece of trash talk Ethan had absorbed in six years of professional hockey. Chirping was part of the game — you said vile, creative, personal shit to get under someone's skin, and then you showered and forgot about it. Ethan had been called every name, had his sexuality probed by drunk opponents fishing for a reaction, had his family dragged into it. Water off a duck's back. Routine.

But Kincaid hadn't been chirping. That was the problem. For three seconds in the penalty box, Rory Kincaid had been sincere, and sincerity from a man Ethan was supposed to hate was more disorienting than the hit that had scrambled his brains.

Nice goal earlier. Bar down. Pretty.

And then: You've got twenty thousand people to do that for you.

Like he'd seen through the goal, through the celly, through the perfect-captain performance, and spotted the desperate, hungry thing underneath. The thing that ate praise and was never full.

Ethan shut off the water. Toweled off. Got dressed. Said his goodbyes — fist bumps, shoulder slaps, Mo pulling him into a headlock and messing up his hair while yelling something about "that's my center" — and drove home through the Boston night with his hands at ten and two, speed limit observed, playlist on shuffle, everything exactly as it should be.

His apartment was on the thirty-second floor of a waterfront high-rise — a beautiful, immaculate space with floor-to-ceiling windows and a view of the harbor that real estate agents described as "breathtaking" and Ethan found "calming," which was the only reason he'd bought it. Everything was in its place. Shoes aligned by the door. Kitchen spotless. Books shelved alphabetically. His therapist said the organization wasn't the issue — it was the fact that a book out of place made his chest tight and a dish in the sink made him feel like the walls were closing in.

He dropped his bag by the door, toed off his shoes, and stood in the dark living room for a moment, letting the city lights paint patterns on the hardwood.

Then he pulled out his phone.

The highlights were already posted — NHL's official account, ESPN, the Titans' own feed. He found the goal first. Watched it twice. It was a good goal. A great goal, actually. The release, the trajectory, the goalie's helpless sprawl. Textbook.

But that wasn't what he was looking for.

He found the broadcast clip on YouTube. Full-game highlight reel, but he scrubbed to the commentary after the first goal.

"And Cole buries it! Bar down, off the back bar, no chance for Johannsen! What a shot! What a competitor! This is why he's the youngest captain in Titans history, folks — the poise, the skill, the ability to rise to the moment against a physical Detroit team. Ethan Cole continues to prove he is the standard for captains in this league—"

Ethan played it again.

His shoulders dropped. His breathing evened out. The tightness in his chest — the one that had been there since Kincaid's voice in the penalty box, maybe since before that, maybe since always — finally, mercifully, eased.

He stood in his dark apartment and listened to strangers praise him, and for a few minutes, the world felt stable. Solid. Safe.

He played it one more time.

The self-loathing came after, as it always did — quiet, familiar, settling over him like a second skin. You're twenty-six years old and you're standing in your apartment in the dark listening to commentators tell you you're good enough. That's not healthy. That's pathetic. That's—

His phone buzzed.

Text from Dad.

He knew what it would say before he opened it. He opened it anyway, the way you pressed on a bruise to confirm it still hurt.

You let him hit you. Can't happen. —Dad

Not "great goal." Not "hell of a game." Not even "congrats on the win." Just the failure. The one shift, out of sixty minutes of elite hockey, where Ethan hadn't been fast enough, hadn't been perfect enough, had allowed someone to put him on his back on national television.

Ethan stared at the message until the screen dimmed.

He set the phone face-down on the counter. Walked to his bedroom. Changed into sweats and a t-shirt. Crawled under covers that cost more than most people's rent. Reached for his AirPods.

Ocean sounds. Lo-fi beats. The playlist called "reset."

He closed his eyes and tried not to think about the penalty box. Tried not to think about the weight of his father's silence where pride should have been. Tried not to think about the fact that a man he despised had given him three seconds of genuine praise and it had hit harder than twenty thousand people chanting his name.

Pretty.

The word floated through the dark behind his eyelids, unmoored from context, landing somewhere it shouldn't.

Ethan turned onto his side, pulled the covers over his shoulder, and waited for sleep to come.

It didn't, for a long time.
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The Monster They Made

––––––––
[image: ]


The thing about blood was that it never bothered Rory until he was alone.

During the game, blood was just data — his or someone else's, it didn't matter. A split lip meant he'd gotten too close to a glove. A cut above the eye meant he'd dropped his head. A spray of red across white ice meant someone had learned an expensive lesson about crossing the blue line with their head down while number seventy-seven was on the ice. Pain was information. Blood was evidence. Neither meant anything until the clock hit zero and the lights changed and the monster climbed back inside its cage.

Then the blood started to mean things.

Rory sat in the trainer's room at TD Garden — the visitors' side, which was always smaller, always colder, always designed to remind you that you were in someone else's house — with his jersey off and his shoulder pads hanging open and a bag of ice pressed against the junction of his neck and left trapezius. The hit on Cole had been clean. Perfect timing, perfect angle, perfect transfer of momentum through his core into the other man's chest. Textbook. The kind of hit they'd show in coaching videos as an example of "this is how you finish a check without getting supplementary discipline."

It was also the kind of hit that hurt the hitter almost as much as the guy who got hit, because physics didn't give a shit about narrative, and Rory's shoulder had absorbed the same force it delivered. He'd played the rest of the game with his left arm going progressively more numb, compensating with his right, and nobody had noticed because that was the deal. Rory Kincaid didn't sit out. Rory Kincaid didn't admit he was hurt. Rory Kincaid finished his shift, took his next one, and dealt with the damage after.

The trainer — a quiet, efficient woman named Jackie who'd been with the Iron for a decade and had stopped being impressed by hockey players approximately nine years ago — palpated his shoulder with practiced fingers.

"Scale of one to ten."

"Three."

She pressed harder. He hissed through his teeth.

"Try again."

"Five. Maybe six on the rotation."

"You're getting an MRI when we're home."

"It's a bruise, Jackie."

"It's my medical opinion, Captain. Take it or take a seat."

He took it. Jackie was the one person on staff who didn't treat him like a character in a hockey movie, and he respected that enough to let her do her job even when his instinct was to ice it, ignore it, and pretend his body was as indestructible as the brand required.

She wrapped his shoulder, gave him anti-inflammatories, and left him alone in the room with fluorescent lights buzzing overhead and the muffled sound of the Iron locker room filtering through the wall. He could hear Coach Briggs doing his post-game — clipped, frustrated, professional. Four straight losses. The room would be tight. Quiet in the way that meant guys were replaying their mistakes instead of processing them, swallowing the loss like a stone and carrying it into the next game.

Rory should be in there. The captain should be in there. The captain should stand up and say something about process and resilience and the next shift, the way captains were supposed to, the way golden boys like Ethan fucking Cole did with their perfect jaws and their practiced sincerity.

But Rory wasn't that kind of captain. He'd never been able to give a speech without it sounding like he was reading a hostage statement. His leadership was physical — first in the drill, hardest on the boards, last off the ice. He led by absorption. He took the hit so they didn't have to. That was the job. That had always been the job.

He picked up his phone.

The smart thing — the healthy thing, the thing his therapist Beth would tell him to do — was to put it down. Don't look. The game was the game. The internet's opinion of the game was a different animal entirely, one that fed on misery and shat out narratives that bore no resemblance to what had actually happened on the ice.

Rory was not, historically, good at the smart thing.

He opened Twitter. Searched his name. And the machine greeted him like an old friend.

Kincaid is a fucking goon. Clean hit my ass, he was headhunting. Suspend him.

That one had four thousand likes.

I don't understand why the league lets this guy keep playing. He's going to end someone's career. Probably Cole's.

Two thousand retweets.

Rory Kincaid is what happens when you give a caveman skates and a paycheck. Trade him.

And there, pinned at the top of the trending discourse, Ethan Cole's press conference quote, already screenshotted, memed, and canonized: "Some guys play hockey. Some guys play roller derby."

It was a good line. Rory could admit that. Clean, quotable, devastating in the way that media-trained athletes were devastating — they made the knife so sharp you almost admired the craftsmanship while it was opening you up. Cole had smiled when he said it. That fucking smile. The one that looked like it had been designed in a lab and tested on focus groups, symmetrical and warm and completely, utterly hollow.

Except.

Except for that moment in the box.

Rory closed Twitter and stared at the ceiling. The fluorescent light had a faint flicker — one of those nearly imperceptible strobes that most people didn't notice but that burrowed into Rory's brain like a splinter and set up camp in his frontal lobe. He closed his eyes against it.

In the penalty box, he'd done something stupid. He'd told Ethan Cole his goal was pretty. He'd meant it as a factual observation — the shot was pretty, objectively, the kind of biomechanical poetry that Rory could appreciate even when it was being scored against his team — but the moment the word left his mouth, the air in the box had changed. Cole had turned, just slightly, just enough, and there had been something in his expression that Rory wasn't supposed to see.

Hunger.

Not the competitive kind. Not the I-want-to-win kind that every elite athlete carried like a second heartbeat. This was different. Deeper. The raw, reflexive hunger of a man who'd been given a glass of water in a desert and was trying to pretend he wasn't dying of thirst.

Pretty.

One word, and Ethan Cole's entire face had reorganized around it. The jaw had loosened. The shoulders had dropped a fraction of an inch. Something behind those blue-grey eyes — something guarded and starving and furiously controlled — had surfaced for a single heartbeat before the mask slammed back down.

Rory had seen it. He'd been watching close enough to see it.

That was the part that pissed him off.

Because Rory didn't watch Ethan Cole. Rory hit Ethan Cole. Rory checked Ethan Cole into the boards and chirped him and played his position and went home. That was the dynamic. That was the script. The Golden Captain and the Villain Enforcer, playing their roles for a league that loved nothing more than a clean narrative — good guy, bad guy, highlight reel, hot take, repeat until retirement.

He did not watch Ethan Cole's face for micro-expressions of emotional need. He did not file away the way Cole's hands shook after a hit and wonder whether it was adrenaline or anxiety or both. He did not notice, in the tunnel before the game, that Cole's pre-game routine had a rigidity to it that looked less like superstition and more like a man holding himself together with duct tape and willpower.

He especially did not notice that when the arena had chanted Cole's name after the first goal, Cole's eyes had gone glassy for a half-second with something that looked uncomfortably like relief.

You've got twenty thousand people to do that for you.

Why had he said that? It was a stupid thing to say. A revealing thing to say. It showed that Rory had been watching — not the player, but the person — and that was a vulnerability he could not afford, because Ethan Cole was the enemy. Not metaphorically. Not playfully. The man had stood in front of a microphone ten minutes after the final buzzer and compared Rory to a roller derby player with a smile on his face, and the entire sports media ecosystem was currently using that quote to reinforce the narrative that Rory Kincaid was a goon, a liability, a thug on skates.

And Rory had complimented his goal.

"Fucking idiot," he muttered to the empty room.

His phone buzzed. Ty.

Where are you?

Rory typed back: Trainer's room. Shoulder. I'm fine.

Three dots. Then: Briggs wants you for the post-game talk.

Tell him I'll be there in five.

He wants you now.

Then tell him I'm getting my shoulder looked at and I'll be there in five.

Pause. Then: You look at Twitter?

Rory didn't answer. That was answer enough.

Thirty seconds later, the door opened and Tyler Rhodes walked in — six-one, lean, with the quiet, watchful energy of a man who'd learned early that the world made more sense when you shut up and observed it. Ty was Rory's alternate captain, his best friend on the team, and one of maybe three people on the planet who'd earned the right to walk into a room where Rory was licking his wounds without knocking first.

He took one look at Rory — the ice pack, the phone face-down on the table, the jaw set like concrete — and pulled up a chair.

"Cole's quote?" Ty asked.

"It's fine."

"Roller derby. That's creative, I'll give him that."

"It's fine, Ty."

Ty leaned back, crossed his arms. He had a way of being silent that was more aggressive than most people's shouting. He just sat there, radiating patience, and waited for the armor to develop a crack.

It took about forty-five seconds.

"He's a prick," Rory said, and there was no heat in it. Just exhaustion. "I hit him clean. You saw the replay. Shoulder to chest, feet on the ice, no follow-through. Textbook. And he goes to the podium and — 'roller derby.' Like I'm some fucking plug who doesn't know the difference between a hockey hit and assault."

"You know what he's doing. He's managing his brand."

"Yeah, I know what he's doing. That's what pisses me off. He knows it was clean. He knows I'm not a goon. But the story works for him, so he tells it. The golden boy and the monster. He gets the endorsement deals and I get the comment section."

Ty was quiet for a beat. Then, carefully: "You care what Ethan Cole thinks of you?"

"I care about accuracy."

"That's not what I asked."

Rory pulled the ice pack off his shoulder and rotated the joint, testing the range. It hurt. Good. Pain was simple. Pain was one thing at a time, no ambiguity, no interpretation required. Not like the complicated bullshit sloshing around in his head right now.

"I don't care what Cole thinks of me," he said, and it was almost convincing. "I care that thirty million people just watched me play my guts out for sixty minutes and the headline tomorrow is going to be 'Kincaid the Goon Gets Ethered by Captain Perfect.' I care that my trade value just dropped because some pretty boy with a PR team decided I'm better as a punchline than a player."

Ty nodded slowly. "You love being the bad guy until it means they erase everything else you do."

The words landed like a shoulder check Rory hadn't seen coming. He looked at Ty — really looked — and found nothing but the steady, unblinking honesty that made Tyler Rhodes both the best friend a man could ask for and the most inconvenient one.

"I don't love being the bad guy," Rory said quietly. "I just stopped fighting it a long time ago."

Ty held his gaze for a moment, then stood. Squeezed Rory's good shoulder. "Come talk to the room. They need their captain."

"What do I say?"

"You'll figure it out. You always do."

Ty left. Rory sat with his ice pack and his bruised shoulder and the ghost of Ethan Cole's face in the penalty box — that flash of naked hunger — and told himself, firmly, that it didn't mean anything.

He went to the locker room. Stood in the center of the room with his pads hanging open and his eye still half-swollen from a high stick in the third period and said exactly four sentences: "That's four in a row. It ends here. We're better than that. I'm better than that."

Then he sat down, and Benny Petrov — the Iron's twenty-year-old rookie who looked at Rory like he hung the moon — handed him a Gatorade without being asked, and Rory drank it, and the team showered and dressed and got on the bus and nobody talked about the loss because there was nothing to say that the next game couldn't say better.

•  •  •
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Rory's hotel room in Boston was a standard-issue road box — king bed, desk nobody used, TV mounted too high on the wall, blackout curtains that didn't quite meet in the middle. He dropped his bag, kicked off his shoes, and stood at the window looking out at the harbor. Cole's city. All glass and old money and self-congratulation, lit up like it wanted to make sure you knew it was important.

His phone had fourteen notifications. He ignored thirteen of them and opened the one from Maeve.

Saw the game. You okay? That hit on Cole was art btw. Don't let the internet get to you. Love you. Also Callum failed his econ midterm but that's a problem for tomorrow.

He typed back: I'm fine. Tell Cal I'll call him this weekend. Love you too.

Maeve — twenty-four, a third-grade teacher in Thunder Bay, sharp-tongued and soft-hearted and the only person who'd ever been able to make Rory laugh when he was in one of his dark spirals — responded immediately with a string of heart emojis and a GIF of a dog wearing a hockey helmet.

He almost smiled.

Then he made the mistake of opening the laptop.

The highlight reel was everywhere — every sports site, every aggregator, every podcast preview. And the framing was exactly what he'd predicted. ESPN's headline: "Cole's One-Liner Ends Kincaid After Controversial Hit." The Athletic: "The Cole-Kincaid Rivalry: When Does Physical Play Cross the Line?" Some blog he'd never heard of: "Rory Kincaid Is Everything Wrong With Modern Hockey."

He clicked on the last one because he hated himself and read three paragraphs before he closed it. The author had never played a shift of organized hockey in their life, had never absorbed a hit at full speed, had never made a split-second read at thirty miles an hour and committed their body to a collision that could end their career as easily as it could make a highlight reel. They didn't know. They didn't care to know. They had a take, and the take was that Rory Kincaid was a relic, a brute, a cautionary tale.

He thought about Coach Mercer. Bill Mercer, back in Sault Ste. Marie, when Rory was sixteen years old and still stupid enough to believe that hard work and talent were the same thing.

He'd been trying to work on his hands that summer. Staying after practice, running drills, dangling through cones until his wrists ached. He was getting good — genuinely good. His shot was improving. His puck-handling was catching up to his skating. He could feel the player he might become taking shape inside the player he already was, and for the first time since he'd laced up skates at four years old on a frozen pond behind his grandmother's house, Rory had allowed himself to imagine a future that wasn't built on violence.

Mercer had watched him from the boards one afternoon, arms folded, face unreadable. Then he'd called Rory over and said, in that flat Northern Ontario drawl that didn't leave room for argument: "Kid. You're not skilled enough to make it playing pretty. You make it by being the guy nobody wants to fight. That's your meal ticket. Everything else is a hobby."

Rory had been sixteen. His family was broke. His mother was working doubles. His father was somewhere on the Trans-Canada Highway hauling lumber, gone for weeks at a stretch, sending money home that was never quite enough. Hockey wasn't a dream — it was the plan. The only plan. The thing that would get Maeve and Callum and his mother out of the cycle that was grinding them down.

So Rory stopped working on his hands. He started working on his fists.

Mercer was right, in the end. Rory was drafted in the third round — not because of his shot, not because of his vision, not because of the intelligence he applied to reading a play five seconds ahead of everyone else on the ice. He was drafted because he was six-two at seventeen and still growing, because he could fight and finish checks and make skilled players flinch when they heard his name. He was drafted because the Detroit Iron needed a body, and Rory Kincaid was, above all else, a body.

You are only valuable as a weapon.

He'd tried, once. Second year in the league. He'd told his coach he wanted more ice time on the power play, wanted to work into a top-six scoring role. He had the hockey IQ for it. He had the hands for it, when he let himself use them. He'd been studying video, working with the skills coach, putting up points in practice.

His coach had nodded politely. Then benched him for a period. His GM had called his agent the next day: "We didn't draft him to dangle."

Message received.

Rory closed the laptop and pushed back from the desk. His reflection stared at him from the dark window — a big man in a dim room, alone with his bruises and his dog-eared copy of Meditations and the lingering smell of arena and airplane.

He should shower. He should eat. He should call Beth and schedule a session for later in the week because he could feel the familiar undertow starting — the one that pulled him down when he was tired and hurting and the world had spent another day confirming that Rory Kincaid was the villain and nothing more.

Instead, he pulled up the post-game press conference clips.

He watched his own first — three sentences, flat delivery, zero engagement. Fine. Expected. He'd never given the press anything they could use against him, and the tradeoff was that they painted him however they wanted because he'd left the canvas blank.

Then he watched Cole's.

Ethan Cole at the podium was a masterclass in performance. The man was composed, articulate, warm without being soft, confident without being arrogant. Every pause was calibrated. Every smile was timed. He deflected the dangerous questions and leaned into the softballs and made the entire room feel like they were his friends, even the ones who'd write hit pieces about him by morning.

It was, objectively, impressive. Rory hated it. He hated the ease of it, the way Cole wore public charm the way Rory wore his pads — strapped on, protective, professional. He hated that the hockey world rewarded this performance as authentic leadership while dismissing Rory's brand of leadership — silent, physical, sacrificial — as thuggery.

But mostly he hated what he saw underneath.

Because Rory had been watching people his whole life. It was a survival skill, honed in a childhood spent reading his father's mood through the weight of his footsteps on the porch, his mother's exhaustion through the angle of her shoulders at the kitchen sink, his coach's displeasure through the length of the silence after a drill. Rory Kincaid was a student of what people looked like when they were pretending, and Ethan Cole was pretending with the dedication of a man who'd forgotten he was doing it.

He saw it in the jaw. That beautiful, editorial-perfect jaw that tightened a fraction of a millimeter every time a reporter said something complimentary. Not a flinch — something more subtle. A brace. As if the praise was something he needed so badly that receiving it hurt. Like pressing on a bruise. Necessary to confirm the injury, but painful every single time.

He saw it in the eyes. Blue-grey, clear, focused — and slightly, almost imperceptibly, glassy. The sheen of a man running on anxiety fumes and willpower, who'd held it together through sixty minutes of hockey and ten minutes of press and was now approximately ninety seconds from the end of his rope.

And he saw it in the moment after the roller derby quote — the way Cole's smile solidified into something rigid and brittle, and for one frame, one flicker, his gaze had dropped to his own hands on the podium as if to confirm they were still there.

There it is, Rory thought. The crack in the paint job.

He paused the video. Ethan Cole's face, frozen mid-sentence, was displayed on the laptop screen in the darkened hotel room. From this angle, with the press room lighting turning his hair gold and his eyes silver, he looked like a recruitment poster. Captain America on skates. The standard.

And he looked absolutely, devastatingly exhausted.

Rory stared at the frozen image for longer than he should have.

Who's praising you when the cameras are off, pretty boy? Who tells you you're good enough when the arena goes dark and the commentators go home? Because somebody fucking should.

The thought surfaced unbidden, unwelcome, and so far outside the bounds of how Rory was supposed to think about Ethan Cole that he actually said "What the fuck" out loud to his empty hotel room.

He closed the laptop. Hard. Stood up. Paced to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. Looked at himself in the mirror — crooked nose, heavy brow, split lip, dark circles under eyes that had been tired since he was fifteen. A face built for the role he played. The villain. The weapon. The thing you pointed at a problem and unleashed.

Not the kind of man who noticed the fragile edges in another man's smile.

Not the kind of man who wanted to ask Ethan Cole who the fuck was taking care of him.

Rory toweled off his face, went back to the room, and called room service. Ordered steak, medium rare, and a side of roasted vegetables, and sat on the bed in the blue-white glow of his phone and did what he always did when the world was too loud and too wrong: he texted his sister.

Question. If you hit someone really hard, and it was the right play, and everyone says you're a monster for it — but the person you hit gets up and goes to the press and says you're basically a caveman — and then later that same person says something actually real and decent to you in the penalty box and you can't stop thinking about it — what does that make you?

Maeve's response came in three messages, rapid-fire:

Confused.

Human.

Also possibly horny??? Who is this person???

He typed: Shut up. Goodnight.

She sent back a row of kiss-face emojis and I love you, you beautiful mess.

Rory put his phone on the nightstand, ate his steak, read thirty pages of Aurelius — The object of life is not to be on the side of the majority, but to escape finding oneself in the ranks of the insane — and tried to sleep.

He lay in the dark and listened to Boston hum outside his window. Cole's city. Cole's arena. Cole's narrative, in which Rory played the monster and Cole played the hero and the twenty thousand people in between never had to wonder which one was real.

But Rory had seen the cracks. Rory had seen the hunger.

And the worst part — the part that guaranteed he wasn't sleeping anytime soon — was that some treacherous, empathic, inconvenient part of him wanted to know what Ethan Cole looked like when someone fed him.

Not your problem, Kincaid. Not your guy. Not your job.

He rolled over. Punched the pillow into shape. Closed his eyes.

The last thing he saw before sleep finally took him was Ethan Cole's face in the penalty box — that half-second of nakedness when Rory had said pretty, and the golden boy had looked, just for a heartbeat, like a man who'd been starving for years and had just been shown a meal.

Rory dreamed about feeding him.

He didn't remember it in the morning.

That was probably for the best.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Leash

––––––––
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Ethan's agent was a man named David Kerr who wore Tom Ford suits and drank oat milk lattes and had the moral flexibility of a weathervane in a hurricane. He was also, unfortunately, very good at his job, which meant that when David called at 7:14 a.m. on a Tuesday — before Ethan had finished his first cup of coffee, before he'd done his morning stretches, before he'd had a chance to armor up for the day — it was never to chat.

"We have a situation," David said.

Ethan stood at his kitchen counter in bare feet and a Titans hoodie, watching the harbor through floor-to-ceiling glass while the Nespresso machine hissed. "Good morning to you too, David."

"It's not. The league office called. They called your GM. Your GM called me. I'm calling you. The chain of panic is complete."

"What happened?"

"The Cole-Kincaid thing happened. It's been trending for three days. Your roller derby quote has been screenshotted, memed, debated on four separate ESPN panels, and turned into a sound bite on every hockey podcast with more than twelve listeners. Which, fine — any publicity is good publicity, usually. But the league is getting pressure from sponsors. Family-friendly sponsors. The kind who pay for ice time during intermission and don't love it when their brand is adjacent to a rivalry that Twitter is calling 'toxic masculinity on skates.'"

Ethan took his coffee to the window. The harbor was grey today, the water choppy, a few brave sailboats cutting white lines across the surface. He focused on them. Steady. Controlled.

"What does the league want?"

"They're launching something. A campaign. 'Respect the Game' — sportsmanship initiative, anti-violence messaging, whole nine yards. Very wholesome. Very PR. And they want you and Kincaid as the faces of it."

The coffee cup stopped halfway to his mouth. "Excuse me?"

"Joint promotional shoots. Shared interviews. Co-hosted charity events. Some kind of behind-the-scenes documentary segment. They're talking about following you two around for All-Star Weekend. The whole package."

Ethan set the cup down on the counter with exaggerated care, as if it might shatter if he gripped it too hard. Which it might. His knuckles were white.

"David. You're telling me the league wants me to do a publicity campaign with Rory Kincaid. The man who put me through the boards four days ago. The man whose entire brand is built on hitting people like me."

"That's exactly what I'm telling you. And before you say no — which I can hear you loading up to do — let me walk you through the alternative."

"There's no alternative. I'm not doing it."

"The alternative is fines. Significant fines. Conduct detrimental to the league's brand. They'll frame it as failure to participate in mandatory promotional obligations."

"They can't force—"

"They can and you know they can. It's in your CBA. Section twelve, subsection C, promotional participation clause. Every captain in the league signed off on it. You signed off on it." David's voice shifted — not softer, exactly, but more careful. The voice he used when he was about to say something Ethan didn't want to hear. "There's also the contract extension."

Ethan went very still. "What about it."

"It's in negotiation. The Titans want you long-term. Eight years, full no-move. The numbers are good, Ethan. Generational money. But the front office has made it clear — off the record, because nothing is ever on the record — that your value to this franchise is not just what you do on the ice. It's what you represent. The brand. The face. The guy who sells tickets and moves merchandise and makes sponsors feel good about writing checks. If you refuse a league-mandated sportsmanship initiative — if you're the captain who couldn't play nice with the big bad wolf — that narrative complicates things."

"It complicates the negotiation, you mean."

"I mean it gives them leverage, and right now we have all the leverage, and I will not let Rory Kincaid's existence take leverage off this table."

Ethan closed his eyes. Four counts in. Hold for four. Out for six.

The contract was everything. Eight years meant security. Meant he could stop worrying about whether the next bad month, the next injury, the next slump would cost him his position. Meant he could build a life in Boston — a real one, not the temporary, performative version he'd been running for six years. Meant he could maybe, someday, stop feeling like the floor was going to drop out from under him.

His father would tell him to sign. His father would tell him that the contract was the only thing that mattered, that everything else — his feelings, his dignity, his visceral revulsion at the idea of sitting next to Rory Kincaid and pretending they were friends — was noise. And his father would be right, in the way he was always right: ruthlessly, reductively, in a way that left no room for the parts of Ethan that weren't assets on a balance sheet.

"What exactly would I have to do?" he asked.

David's relief was audible. "I'm sending you the deck now. Three photo shoots. Four joint interviews — two print, two broadcast. A co-hosted charity event in New York. And the documentary segment during All-Star Week. Total calendar commitment is probably fifteen to twenty days spread over three months."

"Fifteen to twenty days with Kincaid."

"Think of it as a rebrand opportunity. America's Captain extends grace to the league's biggest villain. Magnanimous. Classy. Mature. That's gold, Ethan. Endorsement gold. The lifestyle brand I've been talking to? They eat this kind of thing up. Show them you can be the bigger man — literally, on camera, with the guy the internet loves to hate — and we're not just talking about a hockey contract. We're talking about a portfolio."

Ethan opened his eyes. The sailboats were still out there, cutting through chop, leaning into the wind. He envied them. Nothing complicated about a sailboat. You read the wind, you adjusted your trim, you moved forward.

"When does it start?"

"Two weeks. First shoot is in New York."

"Fine."

"Fine? Just fine?"

"What do you want me to say, David? You want me to pretend I'm excited about spending twenty days performing a friendship with a man who thinks I'm a pretty boy with daddy's money?"

Silence on the other end. Then, carefully: "He said that?"

Ethan realized his mistake. The penalty box chirp — daddy's money — wasn't something he should have repeated. It was too specific, too personal, and the fact that it was still rattling around in his head three days later said things about Rory Kincaid's ability to get under his skin that Ethan was not prepared to examine.

"Forget it. Send me the schedule. I'll make it work."

"That's my guy. One more thing — Lena Park is running the campaign from the league side. She's sharp. She'll be your point of contact for logistics. I've already talked to her. She gets it."

"Gets what?"

"That you're doing this under protest and you'd rather eat your own stick tape than be in the same room as Kincaid. She promised to make it as painless as possible."

"There's not enough anesthesia in the world, David."

He hung up before his agent could deliver another pep talk.

The apartment was quiet. The coffee was getting cold. Ethan stood at the window and felt the familiar constriction in his chest — the one that started at the sternum and radiated outward like cracks in ice, tightening everything in its path until his shoulders were steel cables and his jaw was a locked vault and the only thing keeping him upright was the knowledge that if he fell apart now, alone, with no one watching, it wouldn't even count as a performance.

Nobody was going to praise him for having a panic attack in his kitchen.

He drank his cold coffee. He did his stretches. He showered, dressed, drove to the practice facility, and skated for two hours with a focus so intense that Mo, watching from the crease, eventually skated over and blocked his shooting lane.

"You're going to blow out your wrist."

"Move."

"E. You've taken ninety shots in the last twenty minutes. Even I'm getting bored stopping them, and I never get bored stopping shots. What's going on?"

Ethan leaned on his stick, breathing hard, sweat dripping off his chin onto the ice. The rink was mostly empty — optional skate day, and most of the guys had already left. Just Ethan and Mo and the echo of pucks hitting boards.

"The league wants me to do a campaign with Kincaid."

Mo's eyebrows shot up. "A campaign."

"Sportsmanship initiative. 'Respect the Game.' Joint shoots, interviews, charity events. They want us to be best friends on camera."

"You and Kincaid." Mo said it slowly, like he was tasting the words for poison. "The guy who hit you so hard your helmet went into the third row."

"That's the one."

"And you said yes?"

"I said it was that or lose leverage on my extension."

Mo whistled low and long. "Damn. They really put the leash on you."

"Don't call it that."

"What do you want me to call it? They're parading you around with the guy who gets paid to run people over and calling it sportsmanship. That's a leash, brother."

Ethan slapped a puck off the boards, harder than necessary. It ricocheted into the corner with a crack that echoed through the empty arena. "I can handle it."

"Nobody said you couldn't. I'm asking if you should have to."

"Since when does 'should' matter?"

Mo studied him with those dark, perceptive eyes that saw too much. Marco Alvarez played the role of the loud, brash, uncomplicated goalie — the team's emotional engine, all hugs and bad jokes and reggaeton — but underneath the volume was a man who'd grown up in a house with four siblings and a mother who worked three jobs, and he'd learned early how to read the people he loved. He read Ethan better than anyone, and right now, Ethan could feel himself being read like a box score.

"You know I've got you, right?" Mo said. "Whatever this turns into. Whatever happens with Kincaid. You need me to be there, I'm there. You need me to accidentally spill coffee on the guy during a photo shoot, I'm your man."

Ethan almost smiled. Almost. "I'll keep that in reserve."

"I'm serious, E. Don't let them grind you down. The league, your agent, the press — they all want a version of you that's easy to sell. You don't owe them that."

Yes I do, Ethan thought. That version is the only one anyone wants.

But he didn't say that. He just nodded, and bumped Mo's glove with his fist, and went back to shooting.

Ninety-one. Ninety-two. Ninety-three.

The puck hit the back of the net every time. Perfect release. Perfect placement.

He wished it helped.

•  •  •
[image: ]


That evening, he sat on his couch with the campaign deck David had emailed and a glass of water he kept forgetting to drink.

The deck was slick — professionally designed, league logos on every page, stock photos of hockey players shaking hands and smiling at children. The language was corporate optimism polished to a mirror shine: "The Respect the Game initiative seeks to redefine the narrative around competitive intensity in professional hockey, emphasizing mutual respect, sportsmanship, and the positive impact of athletic rivalry on fan communities."

Translation: two guys who hated each other would sit in front of cameras and pretend they didn't, and the league would sell it as evidence that hockey was wholesome and safe and worthy of your family's disposable income.

The schedule was aggressive. Three photo shoots — New York, Chicago, Toronto. Four interviews, staggered across the months. A co-hosted charity gala. And the centerpiece: a full documentary segment following Ethan and Rory through All-Star Weekend in late January, cameras on them for seven consecutive days, capturing "the evolution of respect between two of the game's most compelling rivals."

Seven days. With Kincaid. On camera.

Ethan's stomach did something complicated and he reached for the water glass.

Lena Park's contact information was on the last page. He'd gotten an introductory email from her that afternoon — professional, efficient, with an undertone of humor that suggested she knew exactly how ridiculous this was and was choosing to treat it as a logistics problem rather than a diplomatic crisis.

Captain Cole — Looking forward to working with you on RTG. I've reviewed both your schedules and I'll do my best to minimize disruption to your training and game prep. I should note that Captain Kincaid has also agreed to participate, though I suspect 'agreed' is doing some heavy lifting in that sentence. If you have any concerns, dietary requirements, or allergies (to shellfish or to Rory Kincaid), please let me know. — Lena

He'd responded with three lines confirming his availability and thanking her for the consideration. No humor. No personality. The captain's voice. The brand's voice.

He scrolled through the rest of the deck, pausing on a section titled "Content Goals."

Goal 1: Humanize the rivalry. Show audiences that competitive intensity is compatible with mutual respect.

Goal 2: Present both captains as multidimensional leaders. Ethan Cole's discipline and Rory Kincaid's passion as complementary forces, not opposing ones.

Goal 3: Generate positive, shareable content that shifts the public narrative from "toxic feud" to "healthy competition."

Goal 4: Create behind-the-scenes moments that feel authentic and unrehearsed.

Ethan read Goal 4 twice. Feel authentic. Not be authentic. Feel. The distinction was everything, and whoever had written this deck understood the game they were playing. Nobody expected actual friendship. Nobody expected genuine connection. They expected a performance convincing enough to sell, and Ethan Cole was, if nothing else, an expert performer.

The problem was that performing alongside Rory Kincaid meant inhabiting the same physical space as the man, breathing the same air, absorbing the same energy — that dense, gravitational field of barely contained force that Kincaid carried with him like weather. It meant being close enough to see the things Ethan had seen in the penalty box. The intelligence behind the smirk. The control beneath the chaos. The way Kincaid had said pretty like it was an observation and not a weapon, and the way that single word had lodged itself in the soft tissue of Ethan's brain and refused to dissolve.

He closed the deck. Opened his phone. Scrolled mindlessly through Instagram — teammates' posts, sponsor content, fan accounts — until his thumb stopped on a video that the algorithm had served up from somewhere in the hockey internet's murky depths.

It was Kincaid.

Not on-ice Kincaid. Not press-conference Kincaid. This was shaky, fan-recorded footage from what looked like a charity event in Detroit — some kind of youth hockey clinic. Kincaid was on the ice in workout gear, no pads, stick in hand, surrounded by kids who barely came up to his waist. He was running a passing drill, and the kids were terrible at it — pucks sliding everywhere, sticks tangling, one tiny goalie falling over entirely — and Kincaid was laughing.

Not the smirk. Not the press-conference deadpan. A real, full, unguarded laugh that crinkled the corners of his eyes and showed teeth and transformed his entire face from something hard and angular into something that looked almost — and Ethan's brain resisted this word with everything it had — warm.

In the video, a kid missed the pass entirely and the puck slid into the corner. Kincaid skated after it, scooped it up, and brought it back, kneeling on the ice so he was at eye level with the kid. He said something the camera didn't catch. The kid nodded, determined. Kincaid set up the pass again, softer this time, and the kid caught it. The kid's face split into a grin so wide it swallowed his entire helmet. Kincaid held up his hand for a high-five, and when the kid slapped it, Rory went sprawling backward onto the ice like the force had knocked him down.

The kids piled on him. The video ended.

Ethan stared at his phone. The algorithm's autoplay had already moved to the next video — some highlight reel set to bad electronic music — but he scrolled back and watched the clinic footage again.

And then again.

Goal 2: Present both captains as multidimensional leaders.

Ethan locked his phone. Pressed it face-down on the couch cushion. Stared at the harbor through his windows, where the city lights had replaced the sailboats and the water was dark and featureless.

Rory Kincaid kneeling on the ice for a kid. Rory Kincaid laughing with his whole face. Rory Kincaid, who chirped about daddy's money and threw hits like car accidents, pretending to be knocked over by a seven-year-old's high-five.

Multidimensional.

That was one word for it.

Ethan got up, brushed his teeth, did his nighttime routine — face wash, moisturizer, retinol, set out tomorrow's clothes, check the locks twice — and got into bed. He pulled up the "reset" playlist. Ocean sounds filled his AirPods. The breathing exercises Dr. Laine had drilled into him cycled automatically: four in, hold for four, out for six.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. He reached for it without thinking.

David again: Forgot to mention — talked to Kincaid's agent. Rory's exact words re: the campaign were "Tell them I'll do it for the money but I'm not smiling." So at least you're both miserable. That's teamwork!

And below that, a second text that must have come in while he was brushing his teeth. Unknown number. 313 area code. Detroit.

Cole. It's Kincaid. Got your number from Park's contact sheet. If we're doing this, two rules. One: don't waste my time. Two: if you call me a roller derby player on camera, I'm calling you a figure skater and we'll see who trends harder.

Ethan stared at the message. His thumb hovered over the keyboard. He typed three different responses, deleted all of them, and finally settled on:

Noted. And it's Ethan.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

It's Rory. See you in New York, Ethan.

His name in Rory Kincaid's mouth — even in text form, even mediated through a screen — landed differently than it should have. It was the specificity. The roller derby comment had been public, performative, designed for an audience. This was private. Direct. Just two men in separate cities, in separate beds, acknowledging that they were about to be shackled together by a league that didn't care about either of them as people and cared very much about them as content.

See you in New York, Rory.

He sent it. Locked his phone. Put it face-down on the nightstand.

The ocean sounds played on. Four in. Hold for four. Out for six.

He thought about the charity video. Kincaid on his knees on the ice, at eye level with a child, making himself small so someone else could feel big.

He thought about the penalty box. Pretty.

He thought about fifteen to twenty days of manufactured proximity with a man who made his pulse do things he couldn't explain and his brain produce thoughts he couldn't categorize.

I can handle it, he told himself, the same way he told himself everything — with absolute conviction and absolutely no evidence.

Sleep came eventually. It was thin and restless, and somewhere in the middle of it, his brain — freed from the daytime tyranny of control and composure — produced a dream in which Rory Kincaid was sitting across from him at a table, reading from a book, and every word he spoke settled on Ethan's skin like a hand pressing gently against his chest, and Ethan sat there, not moving, barely breathing, afraid that if he acknowledged what was happening, it would stop.

He woke at 5:47 a.m. to his alarm. The dream evaporated before he could catch it. He felt its residue — a warmth in his sternum, a looseness in his shoulders that hadn't been there when he fell asleep — but the details were gone.

He made his coffee. He did his stretches. He drove to practice.

The leash was on. New York was in two weeks.

Ethan Cole would be ready. He was always ready.

That was, after all, the only thing he knew how to be.
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Studio Lights

––––––––
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Rory was twelve minutes late because the universe had a sense of humor and a personal vendetta.

The cab from LaGuardia had hit traffic on the BQE — an overturned produce truck, strawberries scattered across three lanes like a crime scene at a farmer's market — and then his phone had died, which meant no GPS, no text updates to Lena Park, and no ability to inform anyone that Captain Kincaid was not, in fact, blowing off the first day of the league's precious sportsmanship initiative but was instead sitting in the back of a yellow cab watching a man in a reflective vest shovel fruit into a wheelbarrow while the meter climbed.

By the time he walked into the production studio — a converted warehouse in Chelsea with exposed brick, industrial lighting, and the aggressive minimalism of a space designed to make rich people feel creative — he was sweating through his henley, his hair was still damp from the shower he'd taken at the hotel in a rush, and the bruise on his jaw from last night's game against Buffalo had ripened into a spectacular yellow-green that makeup was going to love.

The studio was chaos. Camera operators adjusting rigs. A sound guy untangling a birds' nest of cables. A wardrobe rack against one wall with pressed shirts nobody was going to make Rory wear if he had anything to say about it. Catering table in the corner — the good kind, with actual food and not just sad fruit platters.

And in the center of the room, standing in a pool of key light like he'd been placed there by a Renaissance painter with a thing for jawlines, was Ethan Cole.

Rory stopped just inside the door. Not on purpose. His feet just — stopped.

Cole was already camera-ready. Of course he was. Navy henley that fit like it had been tailored to his specific torso — which, knowing his agent, it probably had. Dark jeans. Hair shorter than the last time Rory had seen him, trimmed close on the sides, the top just long enough to look effortlessly tousled in a way that had definitely required effort. He was talking to a woman with a clipboard — one of the producers, maybe — and his body language was relaxed, open, confident. The media-trained smile was deployed. The posture was impeccable. He looked like a cologne ad that had achieved sentience and wandered into a photo studio.

Rory became abruptly aware of his own appearance: damp hair curling at his neck because he hadn't had time to deal with it, a grey henley he'd pulled from his bag without checking for wrinkles, jeans that were clean but not pressed, and a face that looked like it had lost an argument with a doorknob.

Twelve minutes late and looking like I slept in a dumpster. Great start, Kincaid.

A woman broke from the cluster of production staff and walked toward him with the controlled urgency of someone who had a schedule to keep and a captain-shaped hole in it. She was mid-thirties, sharp-featured, with a black bob that swung at her jaw and a blazer that meant business. Iced coffee in one hand, tablet in the other. She looked at him the way a mechanic looks at a car that's been making a funny noise — professional assessment, no judgment, already calculating the fix.
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