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It was late in the game.
The Tigers were down by two goals and
heading for their sixth straight loss. They'd
played well enough to keep it close, but
they were sagging badly in the later stages
of the game. Their opponents, the Stars,
were starting to skate them into the ice.
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For Tiger captain Bobby Drake, it was
discouraging. The ex-NHL defenseman was
playing some of the best hockey of his
career. But it wasn't enough to turn his
team around. What the Tigers really
needed was some youth. They were the
oldest team in minor-league pro hockey,
and it showed.

Bobby was 35 years old. That made him
part of the problem, whether he was
playing well or not. That idea pushed him
on, made his skates bite a little deeper into
the ice. He had to make something happen.

Bobby knew that sooner or later he
would get a break. When it came, he would
have to make the most of it.

The break came when there were only
five minutes left in the game. Bobby was
gambling a bit, moving up from the
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defense. A bad pass by the Stars bounced
off his leg and landed in front of him. He
picked up the puck at his own line, and for
a moment he was in the clear.

But the goal was a long way off, and 15
years as a pro had taken something out of
Bobby’s legs. By the time he struggled
across the center, both Star defensemen
were back and waiting for him. The closest,
a tall kid with a droopy mustache, looked
up at him and smiled.

Bobby slowed down and looked for help.
But no one was in position for a pass. The
two Star defenders had Bobby lined up and
were moving in for the hit. Both were
smiling now.

There was only one thing for Bobby to
do—try to split the defense. Bobby waited
as the defenders came together. Then he
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dug in a skate and tried to skate between
them.

It almost worked. His upper body made it
through. But a stick caught between his
knees and he spilled forward. He crashed
to the ice just as the linesman blew the
whistle for an offside call.

Some of the Tigers screamed for a
penalty, but the ref was having none of it.
The kid with the droopy mustache skated
over and picked up the stick from between
Bobby'’s legs.

“You'll never get back to the bigs playing
like that, pop,” he said with a lopsided grin.

Bobby looked up and laughed. “I'm 35,”
he said. “I've given up on waiting for the
phone to ring.”

As the kid skated away, Bobby took note
of the big number “4” on his back. Number
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Four would do well to keep an eye out for
him in the future.

The referee skated by as Bobby was
getting to his feet. “Shake it off, Drake, or
else get to the bench,” he growled. “We've
got a game to finish here.”

“Easy, Henry,” Bobby said. “I'm fine. Give
me a minute or two to skate the cobwebs
out. OK?"

Henry scowled. “Make it snappy then.”

Bobby skated the length of the ice in a
lazy curl. In the Tigers’ net, Gordie Stone
was sweeping “snow” out of the crease with
his goal stick. He grinned up through his
mask as Bobby coasted up beside him.

“You OK, Captain?” Gordie asked.

“Never felt better,” Bobby lied. “Think
you can hold them off for the rest of the
game?”
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Gordie shrugged. “Don’t see why not,”
he said. “With a little help from my friends,
of course. Uh-oh, Bobby, here comes
Malone.”

Bobby turned. Buck Malone was puffing
toward him from the bench. Malone was
sweating, and his stringy hair hung down
from his helmet in damp ropes. Malone was
the scarred veteran of many hockey wars.
He was the closest thing to a “policeman”
that the Tigers had.

“I saw that,” Malone yelled in his raspy
voice. “That guy pitchforked you pretty
good.”

“It was an accident, Malone,” Bobby said.

Malone ground to a stop, laughing. “Sure.
An accident.” He flashed a toothless grin.
“Anyway, you don't have to worry about
him. I'm going to get even for us.”
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“Don’t bother,” Bobby said. “I fight my
own battles.”

“Nobody says you don't, Bobby. I'm just
telling you.”

Gordie looked up from the net. “Better
not, Malone,” he said. “You haven’t won a
fight in five years. Face it, you're just as old
and worn-out as the rest of us.”

“Shut up,” Malone told him. “Bobby,
wc've got to shake things up a bit. Maybe a
scrap right now is what we need to get
things turned our way.”

Bobby looked at him. “Your timing is
lousy, Malone. This game is over. A penalty
right now would seal it.”

Malone'’s eyes narrowed. “I'm not asking
you for permission, Bobby. I'm telling you.
Understand?”

“Why mention it at all, then?”
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Malone shook his head. “You're wearing
Casev’s claw, aren’t you? I figured you had
a right to know.”

Malone skated away. Bobby followed him
back to the face-off circle, watching him
carefully. A lot of voices lately had been
saying that Malone was bad for the team.
And Bobby wondered if they might be
right.

The Stars won the face-off cleanly, and
the puck was swept around on the boards
for Number Four. The gangly kid picked it
up in full stride, and started to bring it out
over the line. Suddenly, Bobby saw Malone
taking a run at the kid from the blind side.

There was no way Number Four could
have seen Malone coming. His eyes were
up the ice, looking to make a pass. Malone
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had the angle on him and was closing in like
a freight train.

Somehow, the kid musi have sensed him.
At the last second, he looked up. When he
saw Malone, his mustache scemed to stand
up on end. He dug his skates in, trying to
stop, trying to avoid the check. He managed
to dodge the worst of it. But Malone still
got a big enough piece of him to spill both
players to the ice.

As they slid into the boards, Number
Four brought up his gloved fist and pushed
it angrily into Malone’s face. Malone threw
off his gloves and went at him. The fight
was on.

Bobby arrived with a knot of other
players, all trying to crowd in on the action.
The referee waved them back and told
them to keep their distance.
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“Let them go, guys!” Henry was yelling.
“We have a fair fight here, so just let them
go until they get tired. Keep out of it, or
you're through for the night.”

From where Bobby stood, the fight didn’t
look fair at all. The kid with the mustache
was ten years youngcer and 20 pounds
heavier, and Malone was taking quite a
beating. When the linesman finally pried
them apart, Malone was sporting a thick lip
and a cut over his left eye.

Malone skated past Bobby on his way to
the penalty box. “I told you I'd get him,”
Malone said.

Bobby said nothing. There was really
nothing to say.

Malone was given the extra penalty, two
minutes for charging. He squawked a bit
about it, but it was a good call. It also took
the last bit of fight out of the Tigers.
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The Stars scored another goal with the
one-man advantage, then played out the
last few minutes in command. The final
score was Stars 4, Tigers 1.

After the game, the
dressing room was very quiet. The players
slumped on their benches and folding
chairs and tried to avoid each other’s eyes.
They looked beaten, both in body and in
spirit.

Bill Topay, the Tiger coach, stuck his
head in for a peek. Then he quickly
retreated down the hallway to his office.
Bobby Drake dressed in a hurry and went
down to join him.

In addition to being coach and general
manager of the Tigers, Topay owned a
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local car dealership. He also owned a
fair-sized chunk of the Tigers. Topay looked
up as Bobby came in. “Nice game,” he said.
“I think the team is starting to improve.”

“You really think so, Coach?” Bobby
asked tiredly. He slumped into a chair and
took a long, hard look at the coach. Topay
was around 50 and slightly built, with an
open face and a fondness for three-piece
suits. As a hockey man, he was a good car
salesman.

“We were in this one for a long time,”
Topay said. “We might have won if Malone
hadn't pulled his stunt.”

“We were never in it,” Bobby said. “We
were outplayed from the beginning.”

“That argument won’t wash, Bobby.
Buck Malone cost us that game, and you
know it as well as I do.”
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“I don’t agree. It was over long before
that.”

“Still protecting him, eh, Bobby?” he
asked.

“That’s got nothing to do with it,” Bobby
said.

“He’s trouble, Bobby. I'd have gotten rid
of him a long time ago if you hadn't stood
up for him.”

“Malone’s all right, Coach. He's a good
team player.”

“He's a has-been, Bobby. What's worse,
he’s afraid to admit it. And so are you.”
Topay looked Bobby in the eye. “You two
broke in the same year, didn’t you?”

“As a matter of fact, we did. Seventy-one.
So what?”

“Look, Bobby, most of the time I take
your advice around here. We all know I'm
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