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chapter one

“Keats, you boneheaded jerk!” The voice came from above me, at the top of the Plexiglas surrounding the penalty box. The guy sounded like he was using a megaphone. I could hear him clearly above the thousands of yelling fans, who were glad to see me get a penalty here in Saskatoon.

The score was 3–3 with only five minutes left in the hockey game. The center on my line, Dakota Smith, was already in the penalty box. With me beside him, it left five of their Saskatoon Blades against three of our Seattle Thunderbirds. Worse, the Blades were only one game behind us in the overall league standings. We needed this win to stay in first place going into the playoffs.

“You hear me, Keats?” the voice screamed again.

I ignored him. I spend a lot of time in the penalty box, and I get yelled at a lot by angry hockey fans. I expected Saskatoon fans to hate me.

“You’re a boneheaded jerk!” he hollered. “Play hockey instead of running people into the boards!”

I could have told him I’m one of the smallest guys on the ice. Can I help it if bigger players trip over my knee and smash into the boards? But the referee hadn’t believed my story. This guy probably wouldn’t either. Besides, he wasn’t getting to me. I’ve been called worse things than a boneheaded jerk.

“How about you, redskin?” the guy yelled at my teammate beside me. “Where’s your bow and arrow?”

Now I was mad. I’d only been on the Seattle Thunderbirds two weeks, and Dakota Smith kept to himself, so it wasn’t like we had become friends. I didn’t know much about him, but I did know he was definitely Native North American. He was tall and big-shouldered. He had long black hair, high cheekbones and skin like unpolished copper.

I turned and half stood. “That’s enough, bozo!” I yelled. Bow and arrow was going well past what fans should be allowed to say.

Dakota pulled me back down to a sitting position.

“Don’t sweat it,” Dakota told me calmly, still staring straight ahead. “This happens all the time.”

I twisted my head and glared at the fan. He was leaning halfway over the Plexiglas, just above me. He had long greasy hair and wore a dirty denim jacket with a black T-shirt underneath. He was so close I could see the hairs growing out of his nostrils.

 “Bozo, Keats? Bozo?” he shouted, working himself into a frenzy. “You’re both losers! A crazy man and an Indian chief! Clear the rink before we clear you!”

Dakota stayed calm, and it helped me keep my temper. Instead of yelling something, I managed to force myself to smile sweetly into the screaming guy’s face.

That just made him angrier. He started shouting so loud that drool slid out the sides of his mouth. When I realized my smile drove him nuts, I just kept smiling.

“Aargh!” he shouted, waving his arms. “Aargh!” He was so mad he couldn’t even find words anymore.

I kept smiling.

 “Aargh!” he shouted again. Then he leaned down even farther. And he spit right into my face.

The guys on the team tell me that when I go crazy, my eyeballs roll back into my head. If that’s true, my eyeballs were spinning in circles as I wiped the spit off my cheek. And I lost it. Totally.

Without thinking, without caring, I reached up and grabbed the guy by the shoulders of his denim jacket. I yanked him face down into the penalty box.

I made one mistake. I pulled too hard.

When I lose my temper, I sometimes forget my own strength. I pulled so hard that the guy slid right across the lap of my slippery nylon hockey pants. His face ended up in Dakota’s lap.

I couldn’t hear the crowd, of course, because when I lose my temper, nothing gets through. Later the guys told me the crowd went totally crazy too: Screaming. Yelling. Cheering. I also later learned that the referee had noticed and had blown the whistle to stop play and to call for security guards.

All I knew was I wanted to get this guy for calling Dakota names and for spitting in my face.

But I couldn’t. Not with his face and shoulders across Dakota’s lap. Not with Dakota calmly pinning the guy’s arms so he couldn’t fight.

When I looked down, all I could see was the backs of his legs, the back of the top of his pants and the back of the bottom of his jacket. Mad as I was, I wasn’t going to start spanking the guy.

I had to do something to punish this guy. Just when I thought my body would pop like a balloon from anger, I saw it. Where his jacket and black T-shirt had lifted to show some skin, I saw the top of the guy’s underwear.

I grabbed it with one hand. Then with the other. And I pulled as hard as I could. I didn’t stop yanking upward until his underwear almost reached his shoulder blades.

He screamed and yelled and squirmed. Dakota held him to keep him from turning over and swinging at either of us. And I kept pulling, even when my arms felt so tired I almost had to let go. Right about then, the security guards got to the penalty box.

I was glad to let go, so they could haul the guy out of there. While I don’t lose my temper terribly often, when I do, I really flare. It came and went so fast that I was already feeling embarrassed by what I had done.

The security guards led the fan up the stairs away from the penalty box, one on each side so he wouldn’t try to get away. But I don’t think he felt like running. Because when I looked over my shoulder to watch him walk up the stairs of the ice rink, the top of his underwear was still halfway up his back.

“Well, Mike,” Dakota said to me above the insane roaring of the crowd, “I can see how you got your nickname.”



chapter two

Getting called into the coach’s office is like getting called into the principal’s office. And I never have good enough grades to hope it’s because the principal has nice news.

“Yes, Coach?” I didn’t step all the way inside. Maybe he wanted to speak to someone else. Maybe our trainer had called the wrong person from the dressing room down the hallway. Or maybe I was going to be traded. Again.

 “Michael,” Coach Nesbitt said, “come in.”

He didn’t call me Mike. Or Keats. I had a bad feeling about this.

“Sure, Coach.”

He pointed me to a chair in the corner. I sat down.

On a shelf behind his desk were trophies and hockey photos. One photo showed Coach Nesbitt with Wayne Gretzky at a golf tournament. Wayne was taller and skinnier. The photo was a few years old. Coach Nesbitt had less hair now, and what was left of his hair was salt-and-pepper gray.

“I want you to think about Saskatoon,” he said.

I nearly laughed a sad laugh. When didn’t I think about Saskatoon?

Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.

Already, after only two weeks in Seattle, I wished I had a goal for every time someone asked me to repeat those two words after my explaining I used to play there.

Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.

People in Seattle smile when I say it, like they think I still talk baby talk. I’ve even had a few say, “Bless you,” as if I had just sneezed.

Then I have to explain that Saskatoon is a city with a Western Hockey League team, and that Saskatchewan is not a sneeze but the Canadian province right above North Dakota.

Actually, Saskatoon people are crazy about hockey, and it is a great city for hockey players. But only if you wear a Saskatoon Blades uniform. For a player on any other team in the WHL, the Saskatoon ice arena is not a great place to be.

Saskatoon is bad enough for other out-of-town players. For me, it was horrible. I had left the Saskatoon Blades under bad terms. In leaving, I’d also left behind the closest thing to family I’d ever had.

Coach Nesbitt snapped me from my thoughts. “We need to discuss what happened in Saskatoon,” he said.

It hung there while I kept my face stiff and stared back at him. Some labels are bad enough: Troublemaker. Bad-tempered. Rebel. I could live with those. I deserved them. Other labels—like thief—hurt worse and follow you longer. I had not defended myself in Saskatoon. I sure wasn’t going to start now.

He realized what he’d just said. “I don’t mean why they traded you. I mean the penalty-box incident.”

I nodded. I’d been wondering when he would get around to this. It had been four days since I’d lost my temper in the Saskatoon penalty box. We had played other teams on three of those days. We’d tied the Regina Pats the day after Saskatoon and lost to the Red Deer Rebels the next day. Then we killed the Lethbridge Hurricanes, leaving us a full day to get home to Seattle by bus. I’d been dreading this moment all that time.

“Saskatoon was great, wasn’t it?” I said. “Remember how we killed off that two-man penalty and then pulled off a win in overtime against the Blades?” I snapped my fingers. “Wow! Now that I think of it, I did score that overtime goal, didn’t I?”

It had been a beauty. Their defenseman had slapped a cross-ice pass right onto my stick, and I had burned up the ice on a breakaway, pulling the goalie left, flipping the puck to my backhand and firing the puck high into the right corner of the net. Yes, it had been dumb taking a penalty. It had been even worse to lose my temper when the guy spit in my face. At least, though, I’d scored the winning goal.

Coach Nesbitt buried his face in his hands. I heard him let out a deep sigh.

“Yes, we did win,” he said when he pulled his hands away. “And, yes, you did score.”

I grinned. I doubted my happy grin was fooling either of us, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to try.

“I also remember a few other things,” Coach said. “I remember you throwing someone into the boards and taking a penalty when Dakota was already in the box. That was a bad time to put us deeper in the hole.”

 “The guy hacked my ribs with his hockey stick,” I protested. “I couldn’t let him get away with—”

“How many times have coaches had to talk to you about this?” Coach Nesbitt interrupted.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I score lots of goals, but not too many in overtime.”

He slammed his fist on his desk. It shook the coffee mug that held his pens and pencils.

“Quit clowning, Keats. You know exactly what I mean.” He glared at me. “And I want you to tell me exactly what I mean. Right now.”

I examined the tops of my knees. I hadn’t had a chance to change into my hockey gear yet, so I was still in blue jeans. There was a hole just above my left knee. A small hole. I knew it would get bigger though. I’d probably have to buy a new pair soon and—

“Keats, lift your head! At least have the guts to look me in the eye.”

I lifted my head and glared back at Coach Nesbitt. “You want to talk to me about how I lose control when I lose my temper,” I told him. “I need to learn to curb it, so I can reach my potential as a hockey player.”

Coach Nesbitt settled back in his chair and sighed again. “I wish you knew how sad it makes me to watch someone as good as you throw it all away.”

I went back to staring at the tiny hole just above the left knee of my jeans.

“Come on, Keats,” he said. “I want to help.”

“That guy made some crack to Dakota about a bow and arrow, Coach. He spit in my face. What was I supposed to do?”

“Not try to rip his underwear off, that’s for sure.” Coach Nesbitt chuckled at the memory and then remembered I was in front of him. He forced a frown back on his face. “Dakota told me what happened, Keats. He told me you shouldn’t be blamed. I have a lot of respect for Dakota, and I’m going to go on his word. I’ve written a report and sent it to the league’s head office, requesting that you not be fined or suspended.”

“Is that why you called me here?” I grinned again. This was the first time in a while that getting called to the coach’s office had meant good news.

“It’s only part of the reason.” His frown deepened. “Keats, the Seattle Thunderbirds may be your last stop. In three years, you’ve played for four teams. We both know why you had to leave Saskatoon. If we don’t keep you, I doubt anyone will pick you up. And you know what it means if you can’t play in the WHL.”

It meant I’d never have a chance at getting drafted into the National Hockey League. The WHL was the last step before making a pro team. I’d been dreaming about that since I was a kid.

I picked at the hole in my jeans.

“Look,” Coach Nesbitt said, “I’m on your side. I know you had it tough growing up. I really want to help you.”

I stood, walked up to his desk and put my hands on it. I leaned forward and looked him straight in the eyes. My voice was tight with anger. “Two things, Coach Nesbitt. One, you have no idea what growing up was like for me. Nobody can. And two, it’s none of your business. Ever.”

He pushed his chair back and stood. We were the same height. I was a short hockey player. He was a short coach.

“Two things, Michael Keats.” His voice sounded as angry as mine. “One, you’re right. It is none of my business. And two, speak to me like that again and you’re suspended for ten games.”

He stared at me, daring me to say anything else.

I wanted to. Then I thought of how much I still wanted to play hockey. I thought of Dakota Smith and how cool he had been when the guy in Saskatoon mouthed off about a bow and arrow.

“I’ll try to watch my temper,” I said.

 “Good. Now get back to the dressing room and get ready for practice.” He allowed me a small smile. “You guys had a great road trip, and I’m going to skate the team easy today.”

I walked out of there with my jaw shut tight.

I was still mad when I got to the dressing room. Most of the guys were already in their equipment and on the ice, which was good. I didn’t feel like talking. I hated it when anything or anyone reminded me why I had been forced to leave Saskatoon.



chapter three

Coach Nesbitt lived up to his promise. It was a light practice. He ended it after only an hour. By then, of course, I was in a better mood.

I showered and dressed in a hurry because I wanted to catch Dakota Smith. He was usually the first guy out of the dressing room, and he never hung around the rink with the rest of the team.

When I got out to the parking lot, I had to pull my collar up against the drizzle. Gray fog draped across the dark green of the high hills around us. People in Seattle told me it was always like this in February. I didn’t mind the drizzle, though, or the fog. It sure beat the cold weather up in Saskatoon.

The big parking lot around the arena held very few cars. I jumped over puddles as I ran to catch up to Dakota. I still had to shout his name to keep him from getting into his truck before I reached him.

During my two weeks with the Seattle Thunderbirds, I hadn’t heard Dakota Smith speak more than a dozen words. He always sat by himself on the bus on road trips, reading thick books. It wasn’t that he was a nerd. Or that he couldn’t have friends. It was more like we were so unsure of him that we kept our distance. He had a reputation as someone you didn’t want to mess with. While Dakota Smith was probably only seventeen, just like me, he carried himself as if he were a legendary warrior of a fierce noble tribe.

Dakota could play. He was fast, sweeping through the opposing teams like wind through pine trees. He was smooth, like a mountain river flowing over round boulders. And he had a shot as deadly as a striking snake.

“Dakota!” I shouted again as I hurried.

He leaned against his truck and waited for me. I knew what I wanted to say but not how to say it.

“Nice truck,” I said when I got there.

He grunted.

We both knew it wasn’t a nice truck. It was an old Dodge 4x4. Green. Banged up. Splattered with caked-on mud that was probably older than most cars.

I shrugged. “Actually, it’s an ugly truck.”

For the first time ever, I saw him grin. “Yup. But it will get me anywhere.”

“Look,” I said, “I just want to thank you for helping me with Coach Nesbitt. He used your story on a report. I probably won’t get suspended.”

“No problem,” Dakota said.

I noticed neither of us talked about how the guy had taunted him. Actually, I noticed neither of us said much of anything. I’d never been good at thanking people.

“Well,” I said, “that’s it, I guess. Thanks.”

He nodded and opened his truck door. I figured that meant the end of our conversation.

I turned away. I didn’t take another step though.

Another 4x4 truck was heading straight toward us, spraying water as it ripped through puddles.

The driver was an idiot. If he didn’t slow down soon, he’d crash straight into Dakota’s truck.

Dakota stepped away from his truck.

 “What’s that idiot—?” I never had a chance to finish my question.

The red 4x4 spun sideways as the driver slammed on the brakes and yanked the steering wheel. The truck skidded toward Dakota’s truck. I couldn’t see the driver because the passenger side was sliding toward us. I could see the passenger though. He wore a mask over his face. And he was pointing a rifle at us through the open window.

Dakota dove into me and sent us sprawling into a puddle.

I heard a sharp crack, then a roar as the truck took off.

Cold water soaked my jeans and my jacket. I rolled away from Dakota and helped him to his feet.

“Those guys were nuts!”

Dakota didn’t answer. He stared at the windshield of his truck. I saw what he saw. And I didn’t like it.

On the left side of the windshield, right above the steering wheel, was a small dark hole. And I could see a bigger hole in the back window. Both were caused by the same thing: a bullet. A bullet that would have taken Dakota’s head off if he had been sitting behind the steering wheel.
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