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Andrei Vasilevskiy

Can Tampa Bay Extend Their Dynasty?

The Tampa Bay Lightning have arguably been the most successful franchise in the NHL for the last decade
with the most wins in hockey during that timeframe, back-to-back Stanley Cups in 2020 and 2021, and two
other appearances in the Final. The last two years have seen them take a bit of a step back though, as the
core which led them to so much success has gotten older and some have moved on. The most notable
departure came this past offseason, as captain Steven Stamkos left for Nashville after 16 years that saw
him set franchise records for goals, points, and games played. There is still plenty of talent in Tampa and the
franchise will seek their 10th playoff appearance in the last 11 years.

Forwards

With the loss of Stamkos, the Lightning not only lost their captain but also a perennial 30-40 goal scorer. In
light of that, Tampa went out and signed perhaps the best free agent scorer available, Jake Guentzel, who
scored 30 goals in 67 games for Pittsburgh and Carolina last year. Nikita Kucherov is coming off an
incredible season, where he led the entire NHL with 144 points and became the fourth player in history with
100 assists in a season. Brayden Point has become a lethal scorer in the last two seasons and his 46 goals
led the team last year. Brandon Hagel and Anthony Cirelli are Tampa’s top two penalty killing forwards and
both had career best seasons last year. Hagel had 75 points and Cirelli hit the 20 goal mark for the first time.
More growth is possible from Hagel, in particular, as he enters his age 26 season. Veteran Cam Atkinson
joins the Bolts from Philadelphia. At one time, Atkinson’s speed and skill made him an elite scorer, but a
major back injury kept him out for the entirety of the '22-23 season and it seemed to continue to affect him
last season as his point production was well below normal. Counting on him to be a second line forward
might be a stretch.
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with 41 goals over the last two seasons. The rest of Tampa’s depth looks pretty shaky on paper. Michael

Eyssimont led the team in penalty minutes last year and he brings lots of physicality, but he has spent much of his career bouncing around the minor leagues
and likely won’t help much on offense. Conor Sheary played on two Stanley Cup teams with Pittsburgh, but he is coming off the lowest goal total of his
career and his best days may be behind him. Zemgus Girgensons should help out the 4t line as an effective defensive forward who is strong on the puck.

Defense/Goaltending

Victor Hedman is getting older, but he remains one of the best defensemen in the NHL at creating offense. His 76 points last season was fifth among D-men.
Erik Cernak is the only other returning defenseman who played in Tampa’s final game last year. He won’t add much offensively, but he led the team in hits
and his excellent defensive play gives the Bolts a big boost. Ryan McDonagh played on both of the Lightning’s Cup-winning teams, but was traded to
Nashville after the 2022 season. He’s back this year and while his play has slipped a bit with age, he should remain effective. Darren Raddysh proved to be
serviceable last year in his first full season. Tampa received 24-year-old J.J. Moser in a trade from Utah and he is an intriguing young player who has shown
an ability to produce points at the NHL level. Now with the chance to play with one of the best offensive D-men of this generation in Hedman, he could
develop into quite a player.

Andrei Vasilevskiy returns for another season as Tampa'’s starting goaltender. An injury kept him out early last year and he proceeded to have a down year by
his standards, setting career lows in GAA and save percentage. Expect him to have a bounce back year and remind the league that he is one of the best
netminders out there. With the other roster questions, Tampa may be relying on him more than ever, especially since backup Jonas Johansson struggled
while filling in for Vasilevskiy last year.

The Bottom Line

The Lightning have been a standard of excellence for years in the NHL. They nearly became the first team since the 80s-era Islanders to win 3 titles in a row,
coming up just short in the 2022 Final. But every dynasty has its end and it looks like Tampa’s may be getting there. Just nine players remain from the 2022
team and the loss of Stamkos this offseason shows that the team is heading into a new era. Tampa’s offensive depth beyond their stars was a big part of their
two Cups, but that looks shaky this year. Add in a revamped defense, and the Bolts have a lot more questions about their roster than they have had in a while.
Tampa still has the talent to be a playoff team, but their roster has fallen behind the elite teams of the league and there are young and hungry teams in the
Atlantic Division like Detroit and Buffalo who are looking to take the next steps in their rebuilds this year. It wouldn’t be shocking to see one of those teams
jump the Lightning this year and keep them out of the postseason.
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Nikita Kucherov 2024-25 Schedule
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